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Preface

At the threshold of this book a few remarks concerning its origin and
nature might be helpful to clarify its intention and thus prevent mis-
understandings in this respect.

In 2006 Jorn Rusen, the president at that time of the Kulturwissen-
schaftliches Ingtitut (KWI) in Essen, launched an interdisciplinary project
under the title “Humanism in an era of globalisation — an intercultural dia-
logue on culture, humanity and values”." This project was never intended to
provide a defence for a number of pre-established theses concerning hu-
manism,; in fact, it explicitly re-examined the viability of traditional West-
ern and other humanisms and involved itself in the quest to overcome their
defects. For this purpose, the project included a thorough revision of the
entire dossier on the historical debates concerning humanism as support for
an inter-cultural reflection on the orientation of people’s action — wherever
they may be interacting in this globalising world. Consequently an exami-
nation of the long history of the criticism of humanism formed an integral
part of the project.”

It is within this framework that | was requested to contribute a mono-
graph to the project in order to clarify Levinas’ position on humanism. I
acquit myself of this task in Part 2 of the book. The aim of this reading of
Levinas is, in accordance with the spirit of the project, neither to demon-
strate Levinas’ fidelity to a particular idea of humanism, nor to provide an
apology for Levinas’ philosophy, but to propose a balanced interpretation
of what Levinas understands by the “humanism of the other (human)”.
The title chosen for my book testifies to the very favourable impression

1  Atthe time of the finalisation of this book the project description was accessible in
http:/Avww.kwi-humanismus.de/en/k3.Humanismusprojekt.htm.

2 See also the Foreword to Shaping a human world — Civilizations, Axial Times,
Modernities, Humaniss, ed. by Oliver Kozlarek, Jérn Riisen and Ernst Wolff.
Bielefeld: Transcript, 2011.



12 | POLITICAL RESPONSIBILITY FOR A GLOBALISED WORLD

that the global dimension of the KWI project has made on me; its forma-
tive influence on the entire content will be evident.

As readers of Levinas know, the central tenets of his humanism of the
other are similar to those found elsewhere in his philosophy. For this reason, a
number of remarks are warranted about the manner in which this reading of
the humanism of the other will be submitted to criticism and embedded in the
larger design of the present book. Given the critical position that | defended in
Del’&hique a lajustice’ with respect to both Levinas’ philosophy of the sig-
nification of alterity and his idea of political justice that is rooted in it, no obvi-
ous way forward in reading Levinas presented itself to me. Levinas is a great
philosopher —one cannot easily dismiss his work, nor can one simply step into
it with a few corrections. Consequently, the present study serves the purpose
of looking for a way of engaging with Levinas after the criticism of his phi-
losophy formulated in my above-mentioned book. The reader will therefore
find in these pages an attempt, an essay, or an exploration in thinking “after
Levinas”, rather than an introduction to his work.* Such an undertaking re-
quires a lot of preparatory exegetical work. Since parts of the relevant work in
this regard can be found in Del’ &hique alajustice, | shall, where necessary,
refer to, summarise or reformulate the argument, as required in each case. As
response to my earlier book, the present book presents the next step in my re-
flection on Levinas and on those matters which concerned him.

This is then the meaning of the “after Levinas” in the subtitle of the
book. I have purposely chosen the word “after” for its ambiguity. When it
is said that somebody is after money, it means that that person pursues
money, just like when somebody runs after someone else. In this sense |
follow Levinas, since, despite my criticism, there are a number of key as-
pects of his philosophy that I do consider worthy of following (an exposition
of these aspects will be given in Chapter 6, §3). But because of the seri-
ousness of my earlier criticism of Levinas, something essential to his work
has to be left behind and in this other sense that which is undertaken in this
book is reflection after Levinas. The title of the book represents both of
these two meanings: on the one hand, this study is Levinasian in the central
position it accords to the notion of responsibility; on the other hand, the
span, the means, the conditions and the beneficiary of this responsibility —
all indicated by the phrase “globalised world” — represent my concern to
pursue thought on responsibility in a different way to that of Levinas.

3 Del'&hique a la judice. Langage et politique dans la philosophie de Lévinas
(Phaenomenologica 183). Dortrecht: Springer, 2007; henceforth De |’ é&hique a la
judtice

4 This does not exclude the fact that | have tried to present especially the Part on
humanism in such a manner as to give access to Levinas’ thought for the non
initiated.
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The adjective “political” in the title indicates that | delimit my reflection,
as far as is practical, to the question of the political implications of Levinas’
philosophy and assign a relatively minor position to the issue of signification
and the debate about ontology and ethicity. However, | definitely do not
intend to indicate by “political responsibility” an exploration on the duties
of political office bearers, which was the earliest sense in which the word
responsibility was used. “Political”, as used in the title, doesn’t refer to the
particular social sphere of politics, but rather, in accordance with Levinas’
own use of the term, is used to designate the dimension of action with and to-
ward the plurality of others. Political responsibility refers here to responsi-
bility as it is integrated into the political, and thus has consequences for is-
sues like power, strategy, and institutions in politics, but also elsewhere. In
fact, Chapter 1 is devoted to advocating that for Levinas already the adjective
“political” is always attributed “pleonastically”, as it were, to responsibility,
and to placing this conviction in the centre of my interpretational strategy for
this book. If I then retain the pleonastic doubling of “responsibility” by “po-
litical” in the title, it is exactly to insist on this perspective that | adopt on Levi-
nas” work and that will remain the direction in which I shall attempt to think
“after Levinas”. The book is intended for specialists of Levinas and phe-
nomenology, however scholars of the ethics of responsibility, of post-colonial
studies and of the issues engaged with in the humanism/anti-humanism de-
bate, as well as readers of political thought in Weber, Apel and Ricoeur, will
hopefully find the book useful too.

A number of people who have discussed this project with me while the
manuscript was in preparation deserve special mention: Olivier Abel, Jeffrey
Barash, Rodolphe Calin, Michel Deguy, Maria Dimitrova, Alfred Hirsh and
Jorn Rusen. While thanking them cordially for their input, I need to excul-
pate them in the same breath from any complicity in the creation of the
insufficiencies that the reader will probably find in the text.

1 would like to thank three institutions and three persons for their practi-
cal support in creating and providing favourable circumstances in which to
prepare this manuscript: the Kulturwissenschaftliches Ingtitut in Essen,
where J6rn Riisen hosted me as visiting fellow in the autumn of 2009, the
Ecole des Hautes Etudes en Sciences Sociales in Paris, where Olivier Abel
received me as visiting researcher in the spring of 2010 and the University
of Pretoria, to which I am affiliated and in particular my former head of
department, Deon Rossouw.

My thanks are also extended to Izan Zybrands, Fritz Wolff, Pam Apps, as
well as to Angelika Wulff, Martin Hanke and Birgit Klopfer who have been
helpful in different ways in the prepartation and publication of the book.
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Chapter 1

Doing justice to responsibility:
The primordial political nature
of Levinas’ philosophy

1 ORIENTATION:
LEVINAS AS POLITICAL PHILOSOPHER

Emmanuel Levinas today enjoys wide recognition as one of the most
origina and important thinkers of the Western philosophical tradition on
the ethical. Through the changes in his manner of thought over the six
decades during which he wrote, developed his central concern, namely
to argue that, and show how, we are not duped by ethics, rather, it isthe
ethical that sets the tone for our entire human existence. The best-known
analysis that evokes the core of Levinas work, and that could be consid-
ered his philosophical signature, is the idea of the face of the other, by
which the self is affected in asui generis manner, namely ethically.

By far the largest part of his philosophical work is devoted to the
question of the self and the other, to the vis-a-vis, to the for-the-other.
That being the case, when one writes about Levinas, one has to write
about this, and the present book is no exception in this regard. However,
as justified and as common as this perspective on Levinas' work might
be, it isof crucia importance to see how Levinas relativises the place of
the face-to-face, of the intimate ethica relation to the single other, by the
relation to the third, i.e. to the plurality of others. In other words, one has
to see that the reflections on the ethica find their place within reflection
on the political.
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The political importance and even the intrinsic political nature of
Levinas thought have not always been recognised. That thisis the case
is to a certain extent Levinas own doing and to some degree due to
good reasons. Is his point not after al that it is hopeless to start contem-
plating the political if the essence of the ethical has not been deter-
mined? And since it is aready an enormoudly ambitious project to de-
termine the meaning of the ethical, most of Levinas' attention by far is
devoted to it. The dominance of the analyses of the relation between self
and the single other should not mislead us though:

“[t]here are always at least three people. [...] As soon as there are three people,
the ethical relation to the other becomes political”,*

says Levinas, and this will be the recurrent theme throughout this book.
The tension between the ethical and the political in Levinas' philosophy
is betrayed by the contradiction between the two adverbs “aways’ (tou-
jours) and “as soon as” (des que) in this citation: the political introduces
something new to arelation that exists beforeit ... but thereis no before,
since the plurality of others was aways there and thus the relation to the
other had always been political.? And thisis exactly where the concern of
the current book is situated. My entire reading of, and dialogue with,
Levinasis guided by the conviction of the crucial place of the political in
histhought.

Having stated the genera orientation of this study, the place of the
political in Levinas thought has to be traced more clearly in order to
justify the political perspective with reference to Levinas' argument and
with respect to hiswork on the ethical 2

1 “Ethicsof theinfinite’, in Dialogues with contemporary Continental thinkers. The
phenomenological heritage. Richard Kearney. Manchester: Manchester Univers-
ty Press, 1984, pp.49-69 / “Il y a toujours au moins trois personnes. [...] Dés
qu'il y atrois personnes, la relaion éhique a I’ autre devient politique” in “De la
phénoménologie a I’ éhique’, in Esprit 234, 1997, pp. 121140, citation, p. 129
(my emphasis, trandation modified).

2 SeeDe Iéthique a la justice 338-344. Thisideawill be developed below, aswell
asin Chapter 6 (8§ 2) and Chapter 7.

3 Inthe entire book, the emphasis of the exploration of Levinas politica thought
will beon hislater work. Thisisjustified to a certain extent by the fact thet the lar-
ger part of the themes explored in this book is Stuated in Levinas' later works (of
these themes the exegesis of the humanism of Humanism of the other in Chapter 5
takes acentra place). Furthermore, the centra issue of the third is smply not well
developed in Levinas earlier work. Findly, the exploratory nature of the argu-
ment that | present in thisbook serves as further justification for this strategy. This
choice for the later philosophy is not principled and therefore, in subsequent
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2 “THERE ARE ALWAYS AT LEAST THREE...”:
URGENCY AND PRIMACY
OF THE POLITICAL RELATION?

One of the most articulate expressions of the intention and ambition that
Levinas had for his philosophy is to be found in the essay Ethics as first
philosophy and this intention again clearly situates his work with respect
to the tradition of Western philosophy:

“In this essay we wish to ask whether thought understood as knowledge, since the
ontology of first philosophy, exhausts the possibilities of the meaning of thought
and whether, beyond knowledge and its hold on being, there doesn’t emerge a
more urgent wisdom [une sagesse plus urgente].”

In opposing these two possibilities the aim is not to replace the tradition of
philosophy (or ontology) with the more urgent wisdom that Levinas pro-
poses, but to relativise the former by reference to the latter. If the Western
tradition of philosophy is not to be abandoned, what then, in Levinas” mind,
motivates the quest for a new philosophy, and even a different kind of first
philosophy? What is it that makes Levinas’ first philosophy a “more urgent
wisdom”? The particularity of Levinas’ notion of a first philosophy, and the
justification for his claim to its urgency, resides in what it identifies as the
first question of philosophy. This first question is not

[wlhy being rather than nothing?”, but how being can be justified [or justify itself]?™®

As is well known, this question, according to Levinas, is not one of mere
curiosity or even of methodological rigour, it is a question of one’s own
life” and of its justification:

elaborations of the current study, Levinas’ earlier philosophy will have to be ac-
corded its rightful place.
4 What follows here (§82) is the first part of the essay announced in De I’éthique a
la justice 372 as forthcoming under the title “The ambiguous meaning of politics
in Levinas.” The second half is to be found in 8§ 2.1 and 2.2 of Chapter 6.
LR 78/EPP 77, translation modified.
LR 86/ EPP 109, translation modified.
This is also what Husserl, in a text on responsibility and first philosophy, claims
for his own version of first philosophy: “we realize that such a philosophy could
be no theoretical hobby of humanity, that a philosophical life should rather be un-
derstood as a life out of absolute self-responsibility: the personal single subject, as
subject of personal life, wants in its entire life, in all of its praxis to make up its
mind genuinely freely, that is that it can at any time justify the right of its decision
for itself.”, “Meditation Uber die Idee eines individuellen und Gemeinschaftsle-
bens in absoluter Selbstverantwortung”, in Edmund Husserl, Erste Philosophie

~No o
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“One has to respond to one’s right to be, not by referring to some abstraction and
anonymous law, or judicial entity, but in fear for the others [...] as if | had to answer
for the other’s death even before I had to be.”

More explicitly then, the death or the vulnerability of the other in gen-
eral, imposes the question that sets first philosophy in motion.

It is for this reason that the phenomenon of tyranny represents a major
point of orientation in Levinas’ work. Tyranny is not only indicative of the
extremes of violence to which people may be subjected, it is also the con-
dition in which people are most at risk of being incapacitated to respond for
their own being by answering for the fragile being, mortality and death of
others. As such, tyranny could be considered the culmination of everything
against which Levinas developed his thought and one could perhaps say, as
he said of Plato, that his philosophy is “as it were obsessed by the threat of
tyranny”.? This political obsession drives first philosophy. It is because of the
threat of tyranny and a myriad of other forms of violence that “may well
have to be challenged according to the criterion of our ethical responsibility
to the other” that “ethical philosophy should remain first philosophy”, as
Levinas explains in a remark that will retain our attention later.®

Thinking radically, Levinas® opposition to tyranny does not limit itself
to an opposition to historical instances of political oppression, dictatorship,
totalitarianism and genocide — of which, alas, it is not difficult to list exam-
ples. Rather, “politics left to itself bears a tyranny in itself”,** that is to say,
“the element of violence in the State, in the hierarchy, appears even when
the hierarchy functions perfectly”*? or again, the finality of justice behind
the institution of the State is “soon unrecognized in the deviations imposed
by the practicalities of the state”.*® It follows naturally from this conviction

(1923/1924), Zweiter Teil: Theorie der phanomenologischen Reduktion, Husserl
Gesammelte Werke Band VIII. Rudolf Boehm (ed.). Haag: Martinus Nijhof,
1959, pp. 193-202 (citation, p. 197).
That Levinas’ notion of first philosophy shares much more with the Husserlian
notion thereof than with the Aristotelian first philosophy has at least been indicated
in Jean Greisch’s and Jacques Rolland’s “Présentation” to the volume Emmanuel
Lévinas. L’éthique comme philosophie premiere. Paris: Cerf, 1993, pp. 7-10, of
which they were the editors, and later by Jacques Rolland in “L’humain dans
I’homme. Quelques notes”, in Esprit 234, 1997, pp. 111-120, in particular p. 115.

8 LR 82,83/EPP 93, 98, translation modified.

9 CPP16/LC36.

10 “De la phénoménologie a I’éthique”, op. cit. p. 137 (my translation) / “Ethics of
the infinite”, op. cit. p. 66. See Chapter 6, § 2.2.

11 T&I300/TI334-335.

12 BPW23/LC97.

13 0S123/HS 167.
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that Levinas’ philosophy should be characterised by a profound interest in
politics, at the very least in politics as problem. In fact, it would not be
exaggerated to claim that behind the description of the essential nature of
politics in these citations also lies an implicit reference to that which urged
their author to reflect on it: he who writes that “politics left to itself, carries
in itself a tyranny”, does not want to leave politics to its own devices, does
not want politics to function perfectly according to its own inherent logic,
and cannot accept that justice is traded for mere practical expediency. Ethics
as first philosophy can only be called “urgent”, if this driving intention of
itis borne in mind.

But what does it mean not to leave politics to its own devices by
writing philosophy? In order to answer this question one needs to inspect
Levinas’ strategy for speaking about the political. This will be done in
two parts: arguing, first, that on the most profound level politics is con-
stituted by the non-ontological meaning, that is, by ethics; and second,
that ethics necessarily passes into politics, or in fact, that ethics has al-
ways already passed into politics.

2.1 The constitution of political meaning

In order not to leave politics to itself, Levinas tackles this problem at the
most basic level known to him, namely that of meaning. Two completely
different sources are identified: phenomenology or ontology and ethics.**
Firstly, as Levinas summarises the most important lesson he learned
from Sein und Zeit, the whole human being is ontology:**> with my whole
existence | am a logos about Being, because | am the ontological difference.
Levinas calls this logos the Said in his later philosophy and describes it as a
conatus in suo esse perseverandi, the exertion to persevere in one’s own
being (Spinoza). If this is all there is to being human and to meaning then,
according to Levinas right from “Some reflections on the philosophy of

14 “1 would maintain, against Heidegger, that philosophy can be ethical as well as
ontological, can be at once Greek and non-Greek in its inspiration. These two
sources of inspiration coexist as two different tendencies in modern philosophy
and it is my own personal task to identify this dual origin of meaning — der Ur-
sprung des Sinnhaften — in the interhuman relationship.” “Ethics of the infinite”,
op. cit. p. 57 / “De la phénoménologie a I’éthique”, op. cit. p. 129. Similarly GDT
126f/ DMT 143f, formulated closely to OB xlii / AE X.

15 “The whole human being is ontology.” (ENT 2, translation modified) / “Tout
I’lhnomme est ontologie.” (EN 13). In Levinas’ adoption of the notion of “first phi-
losophy” one should probably see a continuation of the polemics with Heidegger
as summarised by the question of the famous article “Is ontology fundamental?”.
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Hitlerism” (1934),"® there is no escaping the fire of war burning always in
Being itself:*" the being that is characterised by the fact that he/she belongs
to Being (what Heidegger calls mineness, Jemeinigkeit) would be a warrior.
This is the first, the ontological, source of meaning.

But, secondly, Levinas learned a perspective on reality from Husserl in
which one’s natural attitude is suspended in order to gain an understanding
of the originary phenomena that constitute meaning behind the subject’s
back and that could be thematised only later in reflection.’® In Levinas’ later
philosophy, reduction leads (re-ducere) the Said back to its constituting Say-
ing, which is the second source of meaning, namely the ethical. Just as in the
study of the pragmatics of language, but here with a completely different
import, the Saying belongs to the Said: the Saying is the Saying of a Said,
but the significance of the Saying exceeds that of what is Said — by being
directed at someone, by being a Said for someone. One could rephrase this
idea in more ontological terms: the being that | am has a significance that
exceeds that which can be attributed to its always understanding Being, al-
ways being ontology, always being Said — and this by being for the other.

Emblematic of these two sources of meaning — of the ethical differ-
ence between the Saying and the Said with which the Saying associated —
is the phenomenon of ageing:™ the more | persevere in my existence, the
more | lose my life; the conatus cannot be dissociated from a passivity of
which I am not in any sense the agent. Levinas analyses this passivity as
the proximity of the other. In proximity, my exposition to the other is a
giving of myself to the other, to the point of substituting myself for the
other. 1 am being made a sign for the other.® This sign is the testimony,
that | give to the other, of being absolutely under the influence of the other,
in the sense of having the totality of my being directed to the other.”* The
sign that | am as given to the other, the Saying of the Said that | am, is a
kind of meaning that is not ontological, and Levinas wagers that it can thus
only be an ethical meaning, namely my election or assignation to be re-

16 IH23-33.

17 T&I21/TIS.

18 DEHH 131, OB 20/ AE 38-39. Cf. also OB 53 / AE 91: “The movement back to
the Saying is the phenomenological Reduction, in which the indescribable is de-
scribed.” (translation modified).

19 Cf. OB 59-94 / AE 86-94. The discussion of ageing will be resumed and ex-
panded in Chapter 5, § 3.

20 Cf. OB 49/ AE 83, GDT 198-199 / DMT 231-232 and the exposition of the
theme in De I’éthique & la justice 257-259.

21 GCM74/DVI121-122.
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sponsible for the other.?? The passivity of losing or ceding my life for the
other is so decisive that | can only react to it, or respond to it, and this in
the ethical sense, namely to take responsibility for it.

It is of the greatest importance to underline the most salient characteris-
tics of this responsibility as presented by Levinas. (1) My life is the “ethical
difference” (cf. ageing), the difference between the Saying and the Said and
this difference marks an absolute asymmetry between myself and the other.
This asymmetry consists of owing the other my devotion, or rather responsi-
bility, without there being any contract that establishes this obligation; this
obligation precedes all contracts, agreements or legal status between people.
(2) This responsibility is an infinite imperative — the more | answer the other,
the more | obey the originary imperative, the more 1 still have to do so. | owe
the other everything. (3) This imperative has no content. The injunction
“thou shalt not kill” by which Levinas often designates this imperative, is to
be interpreted as just a formal absolute imperative not to infringe on the mor-
tality of the other,? not to act in such a way as to reduce the other to mere
being, but to give yourself for the other. The Saying remains unsayable or
unspeakable (indicible).?* (4) This responsibility is the principle of hetero-
nomy. | am the assigned or elected one or the hostage of the others’ impera-
tive. (5) In the face of this imperative nobody can answer for the other in my
place. Responsibility radically singularises the subject.

All of this comes to the fore under reduction. Most of Levinas’ philo-
sophical effort goes into pointing out and reflecting on the Saying, arguing
that we are not duped by it. However, there is never a question of a Saying
which is not a Saying of a Said. The subject might be passively constituted
by its exposition to the other, but he/she lives in an ontological world. The
Saying has meaning only as Saying of a Said.

2.2 Politics: the indispensable translation
of the Saying to the Said

There is continuity between the unspeakable Saying and the Said of
which it is the Saying. But the Saying goes beyond the Said and the Said

22 OB 47/ AE 80: “saying is to respond to another” (in italics in the text).

23 The face is sometimes defined by the non-phenomenalisable mortality of the other:
“This discovery of his/her death [the death of the other — EW], or this hearing of
his/her appeal, | call the face of the other”, in Racismes. L’autre et son visage.
Grands entretiens réalisés par Emmanuel Hirsch. Paris: Cerf, 1988, citation p. 94.

24 OB7/AE19.
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never exhausts the Saying.”> The clearest way to express Levinas per-
spective on the relation between the Saying and the Said is by referring
to the pair trand ation/treason:

“The correlation of the Saying and the Said, in other words the subordination of
the Saying to the Said, to the linguistic system and to ontology is the price asked
for its manifestation. In language as Said, everything is trandated in front of us—
albeit at the price of atreason. Language as servant and thus indispensable.” %

Thus, there is no automatic, unproblematic transition between the two
sources of meaning identified by Levinas. The trandation of the Saying
into a Said is aways imperfect. Y, it isthisindiscreet trandation of the
unspeakable ethical imperative of Saying into the sayable, audible and
ontological language of the Said that serves to let the ethical meaning of
the Saying appear in the ontological world. That iswhy the trandation is
indispensable even if its service comes at the price of a partial treason.

The paradigmatic situation in which Levinas identifies and describes the
Saying or the proximity of the other, is one in which the other is done in
front of me. The vast mgority of histexts on thisissue follow the pattern of a
subject face-to-face with one other. But thisis an abgtraction: lifeislife with
many, aso for Levinas. And it is this fact that necessitates and complicates
the trandation of the Saying into the Said. If there were just two people, |
and the other, my responsibility would have entailed the direct, immediate
and complete giving of myself to the other. But there are dways a least
three: 1, the other and another other of the first two of us? | find mysdf in
the proximity of apluraity of others, each of which congtitutes me as subject
beyond my ontologica existence, each of which eects meto infinite respon-
sibility. What is the relation between this plurdity of expostions that congti-
tute me, in the face of which | answer every time: “Here | am”? According
to Levinas, thisrdation is one of contradiction:

“The third introduces a contradiction in the Saying whose signification before the
other until then went in one direction. Thisis, in itself, the limit of responsibility,
birth of the question: What do | haveto do in justice?’ 2

25 OB57/AE%.

26 “Lacorrdation du direet du dit, ¢ est-a-direlasubordination du direau dit, au sys-
temelinguistique et al’ ontologie est le prix que demande lamanifestation. Dansle
langage comme dit, tout se traduit devant nous — f(t-ce au prix d’une trahison.
Langageandillareetaing indispensable.” (AE 17-18, my trandation/ OB 6).

27 OB 157/AE245.

28 OB 157 (trandation modified); “Le tiers introduit une contradiction dans le Dire
dont la signification devant I autre dlait, jusqu’ dors, dans un sens unique. C'es,
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The plurality of appeals made to me, troubles the apparent unambiguity
of the ethical imperative and creates the question in me: who comes before
whom and how? Ethics now demands justice.

The moment this question arises, consciousnessis born, but always born
as bad consciousness, as bad conscience (mauvaise conscience). The first
“bresk with passivity”, % the first moment of conatus, the commencement of
the Said, of the ontologica difference, the Da of Dasein, is that question
concerning the thirds: who comes before whom? This is the question of
justice and in the mindset of Levinas the birth of politics. Hence the decisive
remark by Levinas (cited above):

“There are always at least three people. [...] As soon as there are three people,

the ethical relation to the other becomes political and enters into the totalizing
discourse of ontology.”*

This conclusion summarises the vitd point that the Levinasian subject,
dways faced with the plurdity of ethica others, is condtituted as a politi-
cal subject, as a subject whose being consists of having to trandate (at the
risk of treason) ethics in the world of ontology, that is the world of politi-
cal co-existence. In other words, there is no aspect of the existence of the
Levinasian subject that is not dways confronted by the question about and
the obligation to redise justice, because the subject is always aready taken
up in the concern for the pluraity of others, that is, the political concern.
Therefore, theimplication of Levinas' philosophy of the plurdity of others
isthat al responsihility has to be borne paliticaly; “palitica respongbility”
is a pleonasm. All the readings of Levinas that see in him a non-politica
philosopher missthis central point.

de s0i, limite de la responsabilité naissance de la question: QU'a-je a faire avec
justice?’ (AE 245, my emphesis).

29 OB62/AE101.

30 “Ethics of the infinite”, op.cit. pp. 49-50 / “De la phénoménologie a I’ é&hique’,
op. cit. p. 129.

31 Although Didier Frank (L’un-pour-Iautre. Levinas et la signification. Paris:
Presses Universtaires de France, 2008) exposes difficulties in the “trangtion”
from ethicsto justicein away different from what | have donein De I’éthique a la
justice (Chapter 8, § 4) or from what | am doing here, we do concur that “if the
third looks dways in the face and the eyes of others, then substitution — supposing
that the presence of the third doesn’t make substitution inaccessible, or even com-
pletely impossible and thisis exactly the entire problem — is dways from the out-
set measured or weighed [mesurée]” (p. 229), where “measured” means the same
as “entered into the caculation of judtice’, i.e, the practice of poalitics (cf. De
I’éthique & la justice 346-349). From this Frank derives the necessary “anteriority
of justicg’ in relation to ethics (p. 240). It might be that the condusion of an “an-
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Levinas is notorioudy skimpy on what this political condition of the
subject consists of and, as dready indicated, it is the objective of the cur-
rent study to make a contribution to this issue. However, it is appropriate
to render the most important indications given by Levinas of the changes
that take place when the Saying is trandated into the Said in the company
of thethird. (1) Thereis (at least, according to Levinas) a correction of the
asymmetry between me and the other(s); the other islooked at or even de-
faced (dé-visagé), that means, consideration of the other is henceforth
integrated in the ontological world. (2) Why is this asymmetry corrected?
It happens on the basis of the mutua contradiction between the thirds. The
State isthe condition in which my infinite respongibility for the othersislim-
ited. (3) This means that ingtead of being immediately infinitely responsible
for thisor that particular other, | have to think, weigh, compare and measure.
The others become brothers, citizensand | dso may become an other, | may
become important, because the actualisation of justice depends on my capac-
ity to actudiseit. Thus the State is the indtitutionalised rendering of people's
answer to the question of justice: who comes before whom? (4) But no insti-
tutionalisation of any idea of judtice could ever be complete. | am cdled to
act as a prophet in order to cal the State to grester justice, to respond to the
other beyond the call of law. (5) This extreme justice asks of meto unsay the
Sad: firgly, the Said in the form of a currently ingtitutionalised system of
justice, but secondly, dso the Said that | am mysdlf, that is, to continue to
give my life for the other up to the point of saying a-Dieu to the ontologica
world — to the point of becoming saintly — but this, dways only in so far as
this call for saintliness is limited by the initid question of justice: which of
the others should come before the other others?

What then is the political scenario to which these considerations will
lead, or rather, how does Levinas interpret the political implications of his
philosophy of meaning and of the constitution of the subject? According to
him, my efforts of answering the initia question of justice will lead to pro-
phetic and even saintly acts. These are acts by which the ethico-palitica
subject will attempt to achieve as well as possible an answer to the plurality
of infinite appeds made to him/her, that is, he/she will do whatever is pos-
sible to actudise justice. Thisis the political model of Jerusalem. But that
same subject will have to question the efficiency and durability of these

teriority” over-gates the case; it would probably be more prudent to consider eth-
ics and judtice to be “contemporaneous’. This does not, however, exclude the
daim for the primacy of the palitical that | make in the present Chapter.

32 OB 158/ AE 246.
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efforts of justice and therefore, in the face of al the thirds, there is an
equality that arises between the subject and the others. Out of thisrelation,
indtitutions and the law grow too, al of which would then idedly attempt
to safeguard a particular idea of what justice entails. This is the political
model of Athens.® And since every ingtitutionalisation of justice isimper-
fect, Levinas believes in the “liberal State”, that is, a State that is dways
capable of improving legidation and justice.® This perspective on politics
could be summarised as follows:

“Usually the State is preferable to anarchy — but not dways. In certain cases, in
fascism or totalitarianism for instance, the political order of the State may well
have to be challenged according to the criterion of our ethical responsibility to the
other. That iswhy ethical philosophy should remain first philosophy.” %

In other words, the State as an ingtitutionalised endeavour of realizing
justice will always have to be called upon to improve justice; the indis-
cretion and partia betrayal committed to the plurality of Sayings in an
attempt to trandate them astruly as possible, should be unsaid (dédit) by
the prophetic or saintly intervention (by Jerusalem) in order to create an
even more just Athens. By developing this theory of justice (Said) that
depends on the Saying (therefore, ethics as first philosophy), Levinas
would have contributed to hisinitial task, namely not leaving politics to
itself, not letting politics unfold itself by its own logic, and not abandon-
ing the ethical finality of the State to oblivion.

Up to this point, this reading of Levinas later political thought
should be considered as uncontroversial. Levinas philosophy is one of
demanding ethics, one of remaining responsible for the other even up to
the point of unsaying the Said that you are yoursdlf, that is, up to the
point of giving yourself in saintliness to the other. In the pages that follow,
| shall further explore, explain and criticise these points. The nature of
the ethical intervention in politics will also have to be reconsidered in
view of answering the difficult question: isthe kind of politics that Levi-

33 BPW 24/LC99-100.

34 “Socidité et argent”, in Emmanuel Lévinas. Cahier del’Herne. Catherine Chdier
and Miguel Abensour (eds). Paris. Editions de I’'Herne, 1991, pp. 106-112, refe-
rencep. 111.

35 “L’Etat est d'habitude préférable a I’ anarchie — mai's pas toujours. Dans certains
cas, dans le fascisme ou le totditarisme, par exemple, I’ ordre palitique de I’ Etat
peut devoir étre défié d' gores le critere de notre responsabilité éhique al’ autre.
C'est pourquoi la philasophie éthique doit rester la philosophie premiere” “Dela
phénoménologie al’ &hique’, op. cit. 137 (my trandation) / “Ethics of the infini-
te”, op. cit. p. 66.
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nas had in mind as actualisation of his ethics the only Levinasian politics
conceivable? (see especialy Chapters 6 and 7).

3 CLARIFICATIONS ON THE TITLE

This preliminary presentation of Levinas as a political philosopher should
auffice to judtify the line of research of this book. Those interpreters of his
work that are convinced that his sole concern was with a philosophica
presentation of the ethical and that it would therefore be impermissible or
a least besides the point to interrogate his work on the practical, political
implications thereof, will probably be frustrated by my line of exploration
and discussion of the work of Levinas. To such scholars it should of course
be conceded thet by far the biggest part of Levinas work is devoted to find-
ing a credible and intdlligent discourse on the ethical, that Levinas didn't
spend much time on the practical implications of his work and besides that
he didn’t consider the elaboration on the practical implications of histhought
to impact significantly on the discourse on the ethical. However, it should be
borne in mind that the person who wrote Levinas' books— Emmanuel Levi-
nas himsdf —was, by doing so, dready responding not to the apped of an
other, but to the gppedls of the plurdity of others and thus, by so doing, was
looking for the redisation of justice —that is, if we follow his own philoso-
phy. One has to measure what it means when he clamsthat the Saying is not
only the meaning of being, but “the very sgnifyingness of signification [la
signifiance méme de la signification]”,* in other words, the significance of
Being. How could signifiance (significance and meaning) be significant, if it
is nothing more than a meaning (that remains unspeakable, indicible) and if
nothing can be sad of this sgnificance? What is significance, if one can
have no discussion about this weight? Also what does it mean — as in the
citation above — if Levinas calls ontology ancillary or servant and thus indis-
pensable (ancillaire et ainsi indispensable)® to ethics, if one should simply
dispense with the question of how it is ancillary and indispensable? That is
why redtricting Levinasto contemplation on the ethica done, iscondemning
him to a performative contradiction and rendering the urgency with which he
regardsfirgt philosophy unintdligible.

36 OB5/AE17.
37 OB6/AE18.
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This brings me to the justification of the title of this Chapter — doing
justice to responsibility.® Levinas s a philosopher of ethics of the greatest
importance. But the centre of gravity of dl of histhought seems to be po-
liticdl: thereisno relation to the other that is not politically mediated, since
dl relaionsto the other involve relations to the plurdity of others. For this
reason, if Levinas is a philosopher of ethics, of responsibility, he is so by
being a philosopher of justice: the only thing that one could responsibly do
out of responsibility for the others in the plural, is to relativise the respon-
sibility for each one of them, by the call for justice. Thisisthe first sense
in which justice should be done to responsibility: it means that recognition
should be given to the fact that the relations of responsbility to the others
are plurd and that this fact calls for a reflection gppropriate to this plurd-
ity, which means considering responsihilities from their import of justice.
Responsible responsibility is justice. But the quest for justice towards
which responsibilities naturaly lead, transforms them, it does something to
those responsihilities, but only thus could they remain responsible. Only
by submitting responsbility to this transformation can it remain true to
itsdlf; only thus could justice be done to responsibility —which is the second
sense of thetitle. Responsibility without justice isirresponsible.

When the theme and approach to Levinas in this book is indicated in
the title as that of “political responsibility”, the relationship between these
two terms should consequently be understood as explained here: it is only
by taking the political dimension of responsibility serioudy that justice can
be done to responsibility. Even though alot of my effort will be devoted to
analysing and responding to the limits and wesknesses of Levinas own
contribution to this question, it can certainly not be claimed that the question
concerning the relationship between the ethical and the politica in respon-
sibility is foreign to Levinas. Since it is, then, the explicit aim of the pre-
sent study to approach Levinas from this tail-end of his philosophy, much
lesswill be said about language, aterity, face-to-face, proximity and other
more central notions of Levinas philosophy. Instead, the question con-
cerning the political will be pursued with the objective of seeing how to go
beyond Levinas — as per the purposely ambiguous subtitle of the book —
how to reflect on politica responsbility “ after Levinas’.

38 | cameacrossthis very gppropriate phrasein the title of abook review by William
S. Hamrick, “Doing judtice to responsbility”, in Human Studies 26/3, 2003,
pp. 401-407; the specific content given to the phrase is derived from my interpre-
tation of Levinas ethico-political project, rather than from that review.
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This objective will be pursued while constantly keeping in mind the
second part of the title of the book: “for a globalised world”. This is cer-
tainly the most unexpected part of thetitle of this book and of its content.
It will be the objective of Chapters 2 and 3 to shed light on this dimension
of respongibility. However, afew remarks by way of introduction arein
order. Whereas it is quite obvious that Levinas was not a theoretician of
globalisation or internationa relations, one has to concede that such
questions are not completely absent from hiswork. Consider for instance
the significance of political catastrophes for Levinas, of which most had
an international or globa dimension:

“The 1914 War, the Russian Revolution refuting itself in Stalinism, fascism, Hitler-
ism, the 193945 War, atomic bombings, genocide and uninterrupted war. [...]
A liberd politics and administration that suppresses neither exploitation nor war; a
socialism that gets entangled in bureaucracy.”*

It is noteworthy that Levinas placed on the same level those instances of
catastrophe that took place very far from his lived experience and those of
which he was personaly avictim, at least asfar as they merit reflection on
the ethical. If it is further taken into account that these catastrophes practi-
caly aways have an international dimension, then one could reasonably
clam that, for Levinas, what happens on an internationd level concerns
individud ethica subjects, at least in the sense that it poses or enforces the
question concerning the ethical.’ If we then ask “what isit in our day and
time that could be considered worthy of serious reflection concerning the
ethica?’, would it not be such internationa or globa higtorical phenomena
as the genocide in Rwanda or the global network of exploitative labour
relations or again the inhumanity of some humanitarian aid after the earth-
quake in Haiti? If the global extent of the events that enforce the question
concerning the political isto be affirmed, should it not at least be regarded
as alegitimate question to see if the response to the world — the responsi-
bility taken for the world — hasto take on the same scale?

The notion of responsibility for a globalised world is not entirely
foreign to Levinas way of thinking. But even if it were, would that pre-
vent us from enquiring into Levinas' thought as fitting contribution to an
issue that wasn't his? The reference to a“ globalised world” in thetitle of
the book thus stands for the deliberate attempt to appropriate Levinas, or to

39 DF281/DL 390-391, similarly PN 3/ NP9, A&T 132/ AT 139, ENT 97/ EN
107.

40 Theseinternationa and global implications of Levinasian thought on responsbil-
ity will be developed in more detail in Chapter 3, especidly § 3.
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put his philosophy to the tet, for a context that was not at the centre of his
preoccupations. This approach seems to me justifiable in itsdlf, but aso
caled for by the change in context from that of Levinas to that of the pre-
sent author. Whereas | don't dispute the right of people outside of Europe
or the West to read and comment on works of European authors and to do
s0 in the terms of the authors they comment on (e.g., | respect the right of
anybody outside of France to become a Levinas scholar in the narrow
sense of the word), it seems equally acceptable for us, writing from different
contexts to those of the author commented on, to engage serioudy with
these authors, but with adifferent agenda.

If this book is intended as reflection on politica responsbility for a
globalised world, then the ambition is not to develop an ethics for global-
isation and internationa politics. Rather the last half of the title of the book
refers to the extent and context of relevance of responsible action. Further-
more, the insistence on a globalised world aso serves to underscore the
importance of reflection on the contemporary state of the means by which
responsible action is undertaken. This means that the question of responsi-
bility will be considered as it takes profile in an era of globalisation, with
the means available to people living in such a world and for a world in
which the geopoalitical dimension of action is its ultimate horizon. “For”
refers to the context of relevance and to the beneficiary. But these themes
will be addressed in detail in the Chaptersthat follow.






PART 1
Ethics after the colonies:

The global scope of Levinas’ political thought

The title chosen for the first Part of the book may seem like a misnomer:
Levinas the post-colonial and international political theorist! | do recognise
that the terms chosen for the current exploration give a greater indication
of the aim of the present study than of the texts of Levinas that will be
commented on in pursuing that aim. Yet, the point of departure and central
concern is a study of what Levinas wrote. The aim is not to make some-
thing of Levinas that he wasn’t but to exploit what is allowed for and even
suggested by his work. In order to justify this title and to anchor, as it
were, this Part, | propose the following passage from the book to which |
shall devote a careful study in Chapter 5 and which the title shows should
be situated very near to the core concern of my study: Humanisme de
I’autre homme, Humanism of the other or of the other human being. This
guiding citation gives us a keyhole view, not only of this particular book
of Levinas, but also of the largest part of his philosophy:

“The most recent, most audacious and most influential ethnography, maintains the
plurality of cultures on the same level. The political work of decolonisation is in this
way linked to an ontology — thought on Being, thought that is interpreted from mul-
tiple and multivocal cultural signification. And this multiple-interpretability of the
meaning of Being, this essential disorientation — is, perhaps, the modern expression
of atheism.™

1 “L’ethnographie la plus récente, la plus audacieuse et la plus influente, maintient
sur le méme plan les cultures multiples. L ceuvre politique de la décolonisation se
trouve ainsi rattachée a une ontologie — a une pensée de I’étre, interprétée a partir
de la signification culturelle, multiple et multivoque. Et cette multivocité du sens



34 | POLITICAL RESPONSIBILITY FOR A GLOBALISED WORLD

Whereas the questions concerning ontology and the multiple meanings of
Being will be examined in detall in Chapter 5, three interrdlated terms
from this passage deserve detailed examination &t this stage in order to
appreciate the suggestion that Levinas makes: ethnography, decolonisation,
aheism. What isthe most recent ethnography and what did it, according to
Levinas, bring about that is significant? What does the apparent category
of persond or private conviction, namely atheism, have to do with politics?
What does L evinas exactly claim concerning decolonisation as a symptom
of aregrettable situation of (ontological) disorientation? In Chapter 2 the
coordination of these three terms will be examined; Chapter 3 is devoted
to afurther exploration of colonisation and decolonisation in Levinas, with
aview on the global range of responsible action.

de I'ére, cette essentielle désorientation — est, peut-étre, I’ expression moderne de
I"ahésme.” (HO 20/ HH 33-34, my trandation).



Chapter 2
Ethnography, atheism, decolonisation®

It hardly needs to be recalled that when ethnography is evoked, we speak
immediately about much more than merely one of the human sciences,
since the practice of this discipline is one of the privileged windows on the
unfolding of the relationship between Europe and its others? Since Levi-
nas concurs with this opinion, abeit in a sdf-styled Heideggerian way,
rather than in the often strongly Foucauldian inspired way seen especialy
in post-colonial studies, we need to examine his statement further.

Levinas point in the guiding citation isto refer to a state of consensusin
(at least “the mogt audacious’) ethnography, namey thet it maintains the

1 ThisChapter isacondderably extended verson of 88§ 2 and 3 of my article “The
State and politicsin apost-colonid, global order. Recongtruction and criticism of a
Levinasian perspective’, in SA Publiekreg / SA Public Law 24/2, 2009, pp. 352—
369. Part of the introduction to this Part has aso been drawn from it; likewise the
discussion of Levinas' Dostoyevsky citation (used in Chapter 5, §2.3) was used as
§lof thet article.

2 Tocite but one perspective on the historica Stuation in which ethnography tended
to be organicaly linked with colonidism: “ These anthropologica productions, of-
ten commissioned after military invesion of an African territory or after arebellion
againgt occupying European powers, were intended to provide the European ad-
minidtrations and missionary-cultural workers with information about the * primi-
tive’ both to guarantee efficient administration and to provide knowledge of the
‘ African mentdity’, so thet, while demonizing and repressing African practices,
the ‘superior’ European values and attitudes could be effectively inculcated into
the African conscience. From the transformations in the African economies and
politics to religion and the educationd ingtitutions, the goa was to maximize
European profit, secure the total domination and subjection of the colonid terri-
tory to the metropole, and reproduce Europe and European values not only in the
materid lives, but dso in the cultura and spiritud lives and expressons of the Af-
ricans” Emmanue Eze, “Introduction: Philosophy and the (post)colonid”, in
Postcolonial African philosophy. A critical reader. Emmanuel Eze (ed.). Oxford
and Cambridge (Mass.): Blackwell, 1997, pp. 1-21, citation p. 10.
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equd value of different cultures. Who the ethnographers of this ethnography
could be, and what Levinasredly got from them, is of no dight importance.
Infact, an exploration of two ethnographersto whom Levinas could possibly
refer isof crucid importance to understanding some of the most intense con-
cerns of his work. In other words, my aim is not a mere philologica hy-
pothesis on the name(s) to befilled into the general box of “ethnography” in
the guiding citation; rather, by considering two likely candidatesthat Levinas
could have had in mind, one could learn alot about his philosophica project,
but starting thistime not from the face of the other, but from the relationships
between people from different culturd settings. The two ethnographersthat |
shall consder in turn are Lucien Lévy-Bruhl and Claude Lévi-Strauss. In
eech case, | shdl ask what could have been the decisive idess that struck
Levinasin thework of these authors.

1 LUCIEN LEVY-BRUHL, OR THE USE OF
ETHNOGRAPHY FOR ONTOLOGY AND POLITICS

Although | do not think that Levinas had Lévy-Bruhl in mind when he wrote
the cited passage, there are three reasons why it would be useful for us to
congder him in this regard. Fird, he is by far the ethnographer to whom
Levinas refers most and he is the only ethnographer to whom Levinas has
dedicated an entire study.® Second, the link that is made in the citation be-
tween ethnography and aheism recdls Levinas reading of Lévy-Bruhl
since, as will be pointed out, the question of atheism is often referred to
when Levinas writes about Lévy-Bruhl. Third, one sees illustrated very
clearly from Levinas first appropriation of the work of the ethnographer,
that ethnography and ontology are used to interpret each other mutually.
Wheat did Levinas retain from Lévy-Bruhl?

1.1 “To beis to participate”

From his earliest references to Lévy-Bruhl, it is the notion of “participation”
that drawsLevinas attention. Being isincommunicablefor ahuman being, in
other words, human beings are characterised by an ontologica solitude. L évy-
Bruhl’s presentation of participation in so-caled “primitive’ cultures seems,
however, to suggest an dlternative possibility of existence, namely transitive® —

3 “Lévy-Bruhl and contemporary philosophy” (ENT 39-51/ EN 49-63).
4 TO43/TA22



ETHICS AFTER THE COLONIES | 37

an exigence in which ahuman being is not merely directed at the other, but is
theather. Thisisfor Levinasmoreimportant thanwhat L évy-Bruhl hasto con-
tribute onthe gpparent pre-logicia or mystical character of the* primitive men-
telity” (mentalité primitive).” If such atranitive form of existenceis possible,
thiswould entail an existenceby which oneisfused, through participation, into
agenerd, ecstatic, ontologica monism.® Ontological solitude and participa:
tionwould betwo divergent historicaly conditioned formsof existence.

By the time Levinas wrote down this discovery (1946/47), cdling
“existing” (exister) a transitive verb, islong since philosophically inno-
cent. In an essay on Heidegger in 1932 (that is, before Levinas began to
distance himsealf from Heidegger), it is explained that
“[o]ne could perhaps say that Heidegger's entire philosophy consistsin consider-
ing the verb ‘to exist’ asatransitive verb®’

and accordingly the existentias (Existentialien) of Dasein could be con-
sidered as adverbs of this transitive verb.? This fact should be pointed
out so that we can from the outset pay attention to the Heideggerian and
ontological overtones that Lévy-Bruhl’s notion of participation has in
Levinas reading thereof. When we examine participation, we reflect on
the modes of being of the human being or rather, of Dasein.

This first qualification of participation as an existence in a fused onto-
logical monism with other people can be developed by considering the sub-
sequent description of participation as“impersond vigilance” (vigilance im-
personnelle).® Participating in Being as the “primitives’ do, according to
Lévy-Bruhl, islike when one suffersinsomnia: | remain awake despite being
exhaugted: this vigilance, the failureto fall adeep, isnot an action of the sub-
ject, rather, it remains awake in the subject (ca veille).”® Similarly, participa-
tion is the mode of existence in which one has no private existence (or no
“ontologicd solitude’ asin Time and the other), but existence “returns to an
undifferentiated background”.** This “fond indistinct” is what Levinas calls
the il y a, the “there is’. The il y a is pure Being or existence, or in the
grammatical metgphors that Levinas uses, it is in-finite “to be’, it is anony-

TO42/TA 22.

TO43/TA 22.

DEHH 80. Levinas use of “exister” instead of “&tre’ is not an exigentidist mis-
reading of Heidegger, but is chosen to avoid the strangeness that the trandated
Heideggerian terminology had. Cf. ENT 48/ EN 59.

8 GDT58/DMT 68.

9 E&EG60/EE98.

10 EQE66/EE111.

11 EQE61/EE99.
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mous or impersona, since no being has taken hold of it, there is no being
that has“ conjugated” it yet, asit were.

The impersona vigilance of participation that characterises, according
to Lévy-Bruhl, the “ primitive mentality” is haunted by or subject to a hor-
ror before the sacred, since the sacred is exactly this impersonal Being
(étre) without beings, this capricious impersona flux of events (il y a) in
which people defencelesdy participate:

“The impersonality of the sacred in primitive religions [...] describes a world
where nothing prepares for the apparition of a God. Rather than to God, the notion
of thethere is [il y a] leads us to the absence of God, to the absence of every being.
Primitive people are absolutely before Revelation, before the light.” 2

In this sense the effective mood of horror provoked in the“primitives’ by the
sacred, tedtifies to the possibility of an existence in which one is absolutely
fused with or diluted into the flux of being to the point of Being depersonal-
ised,™® that isto say, in which one participatesin pure being to such an extent
that thereisno exit from thisidentity with Being. Any intervention from out-
side or interruption of thisflux of Being is precluded. In this sense participa-
tion is an atheistic existence. We shdl see in Chapter 5 (81) that this is for
the younger Levinastypica of human existence in general: human existence
isfataly diluted into Being and in need of an escape; but it is aso aform of
existence that can be celebrated in disdain for this need of an escape or inter-
ruption —with disastrous political consequences (see dso 81 of Chapter 5).
Ten years after Time and the other and Existence and existents, Levinas
comes back to Lévy-Bruhl in two texts that are again very ingtructive. In his
essay “L évy-Bruhl and contemporary philosophy” (1957), Levinas perspec-
tive on the ethnographer’ s work is taken from a shift in the latter’ s own con-
viction concerning the relationship between “primitive” culture and modern
culture. Following the development of Lévy-Bruhl’s thought in the Car-
nets,™ Levinas argues that the ethnographer gradually abandoned hisfamous
digtinction between pre-logicd, “primitive’ thought and modern scientifi-
caly formed thinking for avison of the unity, in other words for the univer-
sd similarity, of the human spirit."™> But what becomes then of the studies of
the “primitive mentality”? They serve to uncover structures of the human

12 E&E61/EE 99, trandation modified.

13 E&E61/100.

14 Published as Les carnets de Lucien Lévy-Bruhl (with a preface by Maurice Leen-
hardt). Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1949.

15 ENT 40/EN50.
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mind in general.’® Thisis then Levinas objective with his essay on Lévy-
Bruhl: to point out how Lévy-Bruhl’s ethnography teaches us something that
is universally valid about human existence, to show where some of the
fundamental concepts of human existence come from™ and how these pre-
pare or enforce developments in contemporary philosophy. The essentia
point of amilarity is to be found in the indstence, by both Lévy-Bruhl and
contemporary philosophy, on the originary, non-representationa mode of
existence of human beings, which Lévy-Bruhl refersto as*participation”.

What does this pre-representational participation entail? “To be is to
participate [Etre, c’est participer]”, cites Levinas from the Carnets, and
comments

“The participation that comes into play in the affective category of the supernatu-
ral in no way leads from an imprecise physical phenomenon toward metaphysical
being, but from the given thing toward a power that no longer has the solid
framework of being, toward the diffuse presence of an occult influence.”*®

In other words, “participation” describes the primordia mode of existence
in which the human being is situated not yet among things, but in aflux of
powers. This would be the primordia access to the world: not as an indi-
vidua separated from the things, but as a participator in an atmosphere or
aclimate, in which that which will later on become substance is till “de-
substantialised”™® and to the power of which one is exposed. In this,
Lévy-Bruhl is very close to “contemporary philosophy” — meaning, first
and foremost Heidegger’ s— for whom, according to the rendering of Levi-
nas, existence replaces the subject™ in the sense that as (a) being (étant)
existence is first and originaly a present participle of Being (étre): first

16 Such is dso the more recent conviction expressed by the historian of anthropol-
ogy, Frédéric Keck, when opening his essay “ Causdlité mentale et perception de
I'invisble. Le concept de participation chez Lucien Lévy-Bruhl” (in Revue phi-
losophique 3/2005, pp. 303-322) by steting categoricaly: “The oeuvre of Lucien
Lévy-Bruhl can be reread today, no longer in the framework of an analysis of the
thought of ‘primitive societies, since al contemporary anthropology has decon-
structed the belief in the existence of such societies, but with aview to questioning
the nature of themind [la nature du mental].” (p. 303). Thisessay placesthe work
of Lévy-Bruhl, and in particular the notions of mentality and participation, within
the historical development of epistemology in anthropology and provides a more
detached (and superbly historicaly informed) perspective on Lévy-Bruhl’s posi-
tion, than the engaged perspective of Levinas of which | trace the contours here.

17 ENT41/ENS5L

18 ENT 45-46/EN 56.

19 ENT 47/EN57.

20 ENT48/EN57.

21 ENT 48f/EN 59.
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verbal, with adverbid traits, before being substantive with qudities. In this
ontological description,

“the 1, thus delivered up to Being, it is thrown out of its aode into an eternd exile,
losing its mastery over itsdf, overwhelmed by its own being. Henceforth, it isaprey to
events that have dready determined it. [...] being-in-theworld is the exemplary fait
accompli. Being that is about to be is dready Being that has traversed you through and
through. [...] the| that isin their grasp decides, is engaged, takes hold of itself.”?

Such would be, then, the conclusion of an existential, ontological (in the
Heideggerian sense) rendering of the centra findings of Lévy-Bruhl’'s
ethnography.

The importance of pre-representationa participation as the essentid
mode of being of human beings dlows for the use and understanding of the
word mentality. Now, the word does not serve to distinguish the cognitive
events of “primitive’ peoples over againg the rationdity of “the hedthy
adult white male [I’homme blanc, adulte et bien portant]”.”® Rather, a de-
scription of the “primitives’ helps us to see something thet is a work in all
human beings. This something is the “mentdity” behind, and thus the pre-
representationd situatedness, of the representationd mind. It is the mentality
behind the mens (mind).

“The notion of mentality consists in affirming that the human mind does not de-
pend solely on an exterior situation — climate, race, ingtitution, or even contracted
mental habits that would pervert the natural illumination. Mentality is in itself
dependence; it emerges from an ambivalent possibility of turning toward conceptual
relations or of remaining in relationships of participation. Prior to representation
it isstrikingly engaged in Being; it orients itself in Being.”**

That the subject ispre-representationally or pre-reflectively engaged isexactly
what isascribed by Heidegger to human existence: human existence, or more
correctly Dasein, isengaged inexistencein the sensethat itsown beingislived
asatrangtive verb, that means (as Levinas would paraphrase) that by conju-
gating the verb “to be”, human existence isinsgparably linked or atached to
Being.? Furthermore, thistransitiveness by which Dasein isits own being, is
engaged in that itsown being isto it asatask: Dasein hasto be”® Master of its

22 ENT 47/EN 58, trandation modified.

23 ENT 39/EN 49.

24 ENT 50/ EN 61, trandation modified.

25 ENT50/EN 62

26 See Martin Heidegger, Being and time. John Macguarrie and Edward Robinson
(trand.). Oxford: Bas| Blackwell, [1962] 1988, pp. 173, 321, 346/ Sein und Zeit.
Tubingen: Max Niemeyer Verlag [1927] 1993, pp. 134, 276, 300.
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existenceby conjugating Being, Dasein isat thesametimeplayed by Being, as
inthecitationabove:

“Asfor the |, thus delivered up to Being, it is thrown out of its aéode into an eternal
exile, losing its mastery over itself, overwhelmed by its own being. Henceforth, it
isaprey to events that have already determined it.” %’

That this phenomenologica and ontologica appropriation of Lévy-Bruhl’s
notion of participation aso has consequencesfor the co-existence of peopleis
underlined by Levinas a the end of his essay. He suspects that the idea that
separate individuals merge into one socid entity (the “socia body [corps so-
cial]”)® could explain and even partialy justify “the modern fedling of exis-
tence” % Levinas speculates on the possibility that the erain which he wrote
thisessay isone of philosophy in which thefirst intuition concerning beingis
derived from such afusiond experience of society.* Not only could it bepos-
sible that contemporary experience of socid existence is judtified by such a
fusiond fedling of society, but it is possible that work such as that of Lévy-
Bruhl has contributed to flatter or encourage “anostagiafor outdated and ret-
rogradeforms’ " Instead of merely enlarging our understanding of reason by
extending it to the modes of thinking of people that would otherwise or for-
merly be suspected of lackingin rationdity —as L evinas appraisesthe positive
contribution of Lévy-Bruhl —the new appreciation for the mode of thinking of
the" primitive mentdity”, justified asit may bein theface of the shortcomings
and catastrophes provoked by technical reasoning, risksentailing “areversion
to primitive mentality pure and smple’ ¥ This situation of a return to the
primitive mentaity — of which the essence seems to be for Levinas the fu-
siond or participationd experience of socid existence —aswell asthefalure
of technicd rationdity, isdescribed by Levinasasacrisis. But if weenquireas
towhat condtitutesthiscrisis, we obtain only thelast question of theessay:

“But is monotheistic civilization incapable of responding to this crisis by an ori-

entation liberated from the horrors of myths, the confusion of thought they pro-
duce, and the acts of cruelty they perpetuatein social customs?'®

27 ENT47/EN58.

28 ENT51/EN 62.

29 ENT 51/ EN 62. Here, Levinas uses the word “modern” for “contemporary” or

“fairly recent”.

30 ENT 51/EN 62-63.

31 ENT51/EN63.

32 ENT51/EN63.

33 ENT51/EN63.
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This socio-culturd diagnosis with which the essay on “Lévy-Bruhl and con-
temporary philosophy” concludes, draws up two opposing visions of what
contemporary “European” culture or civilisation is supposed to be: one is
dominated by its monotheistic roots, the other by the horror of mythsand par-
ticipation; the latter would be characterised by anostalgiathat leadsto crudty,
theformer isquestioned aboutt its capability to resist or subvert thelatter.*

1.2 Heidegger, nostalgia, cruelty and the eclipse
of monotheism

Thetermsof thisdiagnosis—nogtagia, cruelty, and the eclipse of monotheism
—would remainvague, if it was not for thefact that onefindstheminthe other
text of 1957 inwhich Levinasrefersto Lévy-Bruhl. In athematic overview
of the two dominant truth Strategies of Western philosophy,® Levinas ex-
plains that mogt often philosophers have opted against truth as an encounter
with the transcendent other, that maintainsthe philosopher in a heteronomous
relation to the other and leads ultimately to ametaphysics enquiring about the
divine, and for an approach by which the other hasto be incorporated into the
sdf/same (méme) — knowledge consigts in the autonomous action of the salf
that identifies the diversity of the others in itsdf.¥’” Affirming strongly the
freedom and autonomy of the knowing subject (the same/sdlf) seemed the
best manner to overcome the disturbing fusion and confusion of opinion asis
described for the mythical stage of socidity by Lévy-Bruhl’s notion of par-

34 Levinas may well have been influenced by Franz Rosenzweig in this opposition,
congdering what Rosenzweig cdls the “world historical opposition (Welthistori-
scher Gegensatz) of mythology and revelation” — see “ Atheistische Theologi€” in
Der Mensch und sein Werk. Gesammelte Schriften 3, Zweistromland. Kleinere
Schriften zu Glauben und Denken. Reinhold and Annemarie Mayer (eds).
Dordrecht: Martinus Nijhoff, 1984, pp. 687-697, epecidly p. 693. In this essay,
Rosenzweig objects to the mythological interpretation of both Chrigtianity and Ju-
daism as areduction of the faith content of these religions to what is explicable in
purely human terms. It is probably not irrdlevant to recall that the essay on Lévy-
Bruhl was published only two years before Levinas important paper on
Rosenzweig: “* Between two worlds . Theway of Franz Rosenzweig” (1959) (DF
181201/ DL 252-281).

35 Apart from Rosenzweig's thoughts dluded to above as an externd ad to illumi-
nate Levinas' thought here, another form of darification, in particular the link be-
tween monotheism and the benefits of its secularisation of society, can be ob-
tained from the 1956 essay “For aHebraic humanism”, which will be discussed in
detail in Chapter 4, §1.

36 CPP47-48/DEHH 165-166.

37 CPP48/DEHH 166.
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ticipation.®® Whatever one might think of this al too hasty typology of truth
strategies and the dl too cryptic reference to Lévy-Bruhl, Levinas seems to
consider this opposition of a philosophica srategy of the affirmation of the
freedom of the self over and againg the tyranny of the other a positive devel-
opment, in asfar asit overcomesthe blind and harmful influence of the others
over the sdf under aregime of tyranny or of the mythical stage of human exis-
tence. However, in the rest of the same essay, the full élan of his critical en-
ergy is directed a the “narcisssm” inherent in the “primecy of the
seif/same’,* especialy since, in its most eminent form —that of the philoso-
phy of Heidegger — it revertsto dl thet is violent in the primitive participa:
tion:*® it conquers, dominates and possesses” whatever it encounters, it is
fundamentaly atheitic, Snce it cannot tolerate the thought of ideas coming
into its domain that it had not placed there by reason itself,* it draws its
strength from capturing the particular individudity by means of neutra, gen-
erd notions, and implicitly it consdersitsdf naturadly justified in confronta:
tionwiththeother.”® Rarely in Levinas entire oeuvreis hisjudgement formu-
lated as severdly asin thistext, when he explains his conviction that this stra
tegic supremacy of the sdlf over the other isfully maintained in the philosophy
of Heidegger.* Itisin hisjudgement that one sees not only acriticism of an-
other philosopher, but a development of asocid strategy for which the name
of Heidegger isoftenin Levinasasynecdoche.

In Heidegger one encounters Dasein as possessed by freedom rather
than Dasein disposing of freedom. In this way the freedom is not ques-
tioned,”™ since
“[bleing is inseparable from the comprehension of Being; Being areedy invokes sub-
jectivity. But Being is not abeing. It isaNeuter [asin the critique of the strategy of the
same — EW] which orders thought and beings, but which hardens the will insteed of

38 CPP48/DEHH 166.

39 CPP49/DEHH 167.

40 In fact, the reference of Levinasto Lévy-Bruhl is not clear and my interpretation
of it, goart from being guided by my previous reading of Levinas' longer essay on
the ethnographer, is based on what Levinas says of Heidegger: “Heldegger does
not only sum up a whole evolution of Western philosophy. He exalts it by
showing in the most pathetic way its anti-religious essence become a religion in
reversg’ (CPP 53/ DEHH 171). It seems to be implied here that Western phi-
losophy entails an escape from and eventud reverting to something Smilar to the
“primitive mentality”.

41 CPP48/DEHH 167.

42 CPP49/DEHH 167.

43 CPP49-51/DEHH 167-169.

44 CPP51ff / DEHH 160ff.

45 CPP51,52/DEHH 169, 170.
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making it ashamed. The consciousness of his finitude does not come to man from the
idea of infinity [thisisthe form of the excluded other — EW] that is, its not reveded as
animperfection, does not refer to the Good, does not know itself wicked.”*®

By so doing, Heidegger’ s philosophy

“continues to exalt the will to power, whose legitimacy the other alone can unset-

tle, troubling good conscience”,*’

he “maintains a regime of power more inhuman”“® than that of the technical
power issued from Greek thought. This “regime of power”, speculates Levi-
nas, findsits historical expression in Nazism, that could well be based on

“peasant enrootedness and a feudal adoration of subjugated men for the masters

and lords who command them” .

Whereas the Nietzschean colouring of this criticism of a nostalgia for a
life of plenty in the motherland™ is clear, it should be pointed out that
the “enrootedness” (in the citation above™) is the Heideggerian equivalent
of Lévy-Bruhl’s participation. Once this has been noticed, it becomes
easier to see what Levinas has in mind when he cals this “ peasant en-
rootedness’ “a pagan existing”** and explains that

“[@nonymous, neuter, [Being] directs [building and cultivating], ethicdly indifferent,

»n 53

asaheroic freedom, foreignto dl guilt with regard to the other”.

One finds in these words a parallel exclusion to that found earlier in the
“primitive mentality”:

“The impersondity of the sacred in primitive religions [ ...] describes a world where
nothing prepares for the gpparition of a God. Rether than to God, the notion of the

there is [il y a] leads usto the absence of God, to the absence of every being. Primitive
people are absolutely before Revelation, before the light.”>*

Desubgtantidisation, whether it isin the “primitives’ or in Heidegger, leads
to people being overpowered by an impersonal, anonymous power that ex-
cludes them from being affected by anything that would transcend it.

46 CPP52/DEHH 170.

47 CPP52/DEHH 170.

48 CPP52/DEHH 170.

49 CPP52/DEHH 170.

50 Later inthe sametext, Levinas describestheinverse dtitude, namely the desirefor
the other in the following terms: “It does not refer to alost fatherland or plenitude;
itisnot homesickness, not nogtalgia’ (CPP 57/ DEHH 175).

51 Andagain CPP53/ DEHH 171.

52 And see CPP52f / DEHH 171: “atheism and paganism”.

53 CPP53/DEHH 170.

54 E&E61/EE 99, cited above.
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But again, the point is not to criticise the political engagement of one
individual. The “peasant enrootedness’, this

“earth-maternity determines the whole Western civilization of property, exploita-
tion, political tyranny, and war."*

And Heidegger is not only the summary and summit of Western philosophy,
but in the manner that heis presented by L evinas, represents the “ outcome of
a long tradition of pride, heroism, domination, and cruety” 5% Thus, the
terms of the socid criticism at the end of Levines essay on Lévy-Bruhl®’ —
nostalgia, crudty, and the eclipse of monotheism — have al found their his-
torical referents. They have aso been eaborated on by the traits of a specific
form of contemporary “participation” that is not only responsible for an un-
fortunate period of German higtory, but characterigtic of the entirety of
Western civilisation: possession, exploitation, tyranny in politics, and war.

1.3 Ethnography, ontology and socio-political criticism

This is incidentally also the high point of Levinas' use of Lévy-Bruhl;
since the remaining references™ to the ethnographer entail no significant
interpretation of his work, one could say that Levinas use of Lévy-
Bruhl comes to an end in 1957. We therefore have to take stock of what
has been gained by this overview of Levinas' use of Lévy-Bruhl’swork.

It should be clear that Lévy-Bruhl could not be the author of the ethnog-
raphy to which Levinas refers in our guiding citation (page 33, above): not
only was Lévy-Bruhl not considered contemporary any more in 1964, he
could not be considered as an ethnographer that “ maintains the plurdity of
cultures on the samelevel” (in most of hiswork). Also, where there are indi-
cations of aleveling of Lévy-Bruhl’sregard for different cultures (according
to Levinas reading of the ethnographer’s Carnets) the question of cultura
plurdlity isof no importanceto Levinas, rather it isthe matter of participation
and what it implies that is the focus of his atention. It should aso be re-
marked that in the commentaries that Levinas wrote on Lévy-Bruhl, the
question of decolonisation, and indeed of colonisation, is absent. However
through the exploration of Levinas readings of Lévy-Bruhl a number of
vauableinsghts have been gained.

55 CPP53/DEHH 171.

56 CPP52/DEHH 170.

57 ENT51/EN 63.

58 T&I 234,276/ Tl 260, 309, A&T 129/ AT 136.
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(2) Levinas take on Lévy-Bruhl means that his texts on the ethnographer

read like an introduction to (especially Heideggerian) phenomenology.™
In these texts one finds a good number of the basic dements of Heideg-
ger' sDaseinsanalyse. These basc d ementsarethefollowing: At the cen-
tre of dl philosophica questions is the difference between Being as the
verb “to be” and being as beings that are. Understanding of the verb “to
be’ happens only in that being (Dasein) that is the place wherethe differ-
entiation between “tobe’ and the beingstake place. Thisunderstanding of
“to be” is a matter of pre-predicative or pre-representational existence,
rather than aseries of episodes of conscious coghition. Existing meansfor
Dasein to understand “to be” or Being. In fact, existing is a continuous
understanding or interpreting event. Hence the importance of andyses of
the different modes by which Dasein facticaly exists® All of these ele-
ments of Heldegger’ s philosophy have been taken over and appropriated
by Levinas. This should be stated emphatically because, for dl his criti-
cism of Heidegger, Levinas is a profoundly Heideggerian philosopher
and it isonly after this has been recognised, that his criticism of Heideg-
ger, as well as his modifying appropriation of parts of Heidegger's phi-
losophy, can be gppreciated. But what does this contribute to our under-
standing of the guiding citation in theintroductionto this Part?

(2) Theimplicit claim of our guiding citation (page 33) isthat ethnography is

ontologicaly significant and ingructive. Through the overview of Levi-
nas readings of Lévy-Bruhl we have seen how Levinas as a scholar in
phenomenology knows how to identify noteworthy aspects of the ethno-
graphica descriptions for considerations, not merely about the “primiti-
ves’, but about peoplein generd. Thisisnot an obvioudy correct proce-
dure, since the andyses of Dasein do not congtitute an anthropology. |
would even claim that one of the purposesof Levinas' phenomenol ogical
hermeneutics of ethnography isto use the ethnography in order to provide
amore anthropologising reading of phenomenology, and in particular of
Heldeggerian ontology. Thus, the characterigtics of the life of “primiti-

59

60

Thisisaso thejudtification for pointing out, from the beginning, the Heldeggerian
resonances of Levinas reading of Lévy-Bruhl. However, the relation between
Levinas reading of Lévy-Bruhl and phenomenology is much more complex than
could be given account of here, Snce at the time that L evinas was developing this
reading, Lévy-Bruhl had dready received a favourable reception by Husserl and
Satre; Merleau-Ponty would do so round about the same time as Levinas (cf.
Frédéric Keck, “Causdité mentae et perception de I'invisible’, op. cit. p. 320f).
Comparing Levinasto such other phenomenologica reeders of Lévy-Bruhl would
reved more of theintricacy of this matter.

Cf. De I’éthique a la justice 5-7.
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ves', interpreted with the aid of Heidegger, helps usto return to Heideg-
ger in order to find the anthropologica import of his clams about Da-
sein’sontological existence. This doesn’t mean that the ontology of Hel-
degger is Smply collapsed, but that it is accompanied by a parald dis-
course, by a path that isindicated from Dasein, through anthropology, to
politicd or socid criticism. Thisis the strategy by which Levinas deve-
lops a discourse that dways has political overtones when it is explicitly
ontological, and has an ontologica tenor, when it is explicitly palitical.
Thisis how he could assart thet in the ethnographic daim to the equdity
of cultures, the connection between a political event (decolonisation) and
an ontology (oneof plurality) becomesvisible.

(3) Theclimax of this coupling of the ontologica with the politica isstuated

in the palitica implications of an ontology that would reduce the other to
the same, that fuses or congtrainsthe other to participate in the flow of the
same. Although we have seen how L evinas exposesthisviolence of onto-
logy,™* especially in connection with hisreading of Lévy-Bruhl in 1957, it
should be noted here dready that this has been apart of hiswork from ve-
ry early on. In De I’évasion (On escape —1935) for instance, Levinaspro-
poses his own project explicitly in terms of arenewd of the question of
“Being as‘to be' [I’étre en tant qu’étre]”,* i.e, in the terms of Heidegge-
rian ontology, and inquiresif Being or “to be”, understood in this manner,
is not perhaps “the Sign of acertain civilisation that isingtalled in the fait
accompli of Being® and incapableto get out of it"® and he warns (or al-
ready diagnoses?) that

“every civilization that accepts Being, the tragic despair that it entails and the
crimesthat it justifies, deserves the name of barbaric.”®®
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| shdl not enter here into the legitimate question as to the validity of Levinas
criticism of Heidegger. My concern is only with Levinas' interpretation and the
implications thereof.

EV 99.

Above, we found the idea of being as “fait accompli” too, namely where Levinas
referred to “ being-in-the-worldisthe exemplary fait accompli.” (ENT 47/EN 58).
EV 99.

EV 127. But heretoo, the referenceto the question of paganism/atheism and mono-
theismisnot impossibleto indicate. In a(confessona and philosophicd) text from
the sameyear Levinaswrites: “ Paganism is neither the negation of spirit, nor igno-
rance of a unique God. The mission of Judaism would be only very modest if it
brought monotheism to all the peoples on earth. It would be to instruct those that
know. Paganism is a radical inability to exit the world. It does not cons st of negat-
ing spirits and gods, but of Stueting themin theworld.” (cited after Roland in EV
153-154). Monotheism is thus opposed to a form of incapecity to be affected by
something from outside of this world and that carries in religious terminology the
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In Chapter 5 (81), the early formulation of the coupling of ontological
and palitical violence will be examined in more detail.

(4) When the matter of the violence of Western civilisation is placed on

the agenda, and especialy in connection with the work of Lévy-
Bruhl, the issue of decolonisation is spontaneously evoked. In fact,
in contemporary African philosophy, Lévy-Bruhl is often named as
the colonial ideologue par excellence.® The categorical formulation
of Kebedeisteling in thisregard:

“No need to go into fussy research to lay hands the method used to invent the
‘white man'. All the ingredients are found in the thinker who is universally be-
lieved to have codified the colonial discourse, namely Lucien Lévy-Bruhl.”®

Now, it is clear that the politicd fate of the “ primitives’ aswell asthat of
their colonised and decolonised descendants is not the matter of concern
for Levinas as a reader of Lévy-Bruhl. What he appreciates most is the
ethnographer’ sideasin which the distinction between Western rationality
andthe* primitive mentality” has aready withered away and the notion of
the pre-logical has been abandoned to make place for an equivaence of
two manners of thinking in minds that are in essence the same® — Levi-
nas ethnographer is neither one of ahierarchy of differences (asthe ear-
lier Lévy-Bruhl would be), nor of an indifference to differences (as the
ethnography in our guiding citation). Rather, Levinasrelaes culturd dif-
ferencesin a phenomenologica manner by arguing that what is congtitu-
tive of the“ primitive mentdity” isequaly congtitutive of the mentality of
(at least some of) his contemporaries. It is the participatory aspect of the
congtitution of human beings mentdlity that is criticised by Levinas, not
thealleged inferiority of either of thetwo assuch. What will bedecisivein
hiswork are the argumentsthat alow for the denunciation of violencein
both of these “mentalities’. And let it immediately be added thet, thein-
stance of authority for thejudging of cultural expressionsisnot afactor of
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name of paganism. But this corresponds not only with what Levinas saw in Lévy-
Bruhl’snotion of participation, but dsoto his philosophica projectin On escape of
finding an escapeor “ excendance”’ from Being and theviolencethat it implies.

| say “contemporary”, since the négritude philosophers, influentid around the
time of decolonisation, made a postive gppropriation of some of Lévy-Bruhl’s
anayses (cf. for ingance Abiola Irele on Senghor in “ African philosophy, Franco-
phone’, in E. Crag (ed.). Routledge Encyclopedia of Philosophy. London:
Routledge, 1998).

Messay Kebede, Africa’s quest for a philosophy of decolonization. Amsterdam
and New Y ork: Editions Radopi, 2004, p. 1.

ENT 40, 49/ EN 50, 61.
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rationdity (nor of irraionality) and is itself worthy of being called “pre-
logicd”® in what is to Levinas an eminently positive sense. It isin the
name of the ethicity that Levinaswill support by means of his philosophy
that heis capable of denouncing the crimes, the possession, the violence
and the crudty that he consders prevaent in Western civilization. And it
ison the basis of thisethicd judgement, and not on the basis of the superi-
ority of Western culture, that Levinas would aso criticise whatever he
deemed worthy of criticismin other cultures.” Thereisno reason why the
violence in colonidism would not be included in Levinas criticism of
Wesdtern civilisation’s crimes, possession, violence, and cruelty and there-
forethissubject will beexplored in moredetail in Chapter 3.

]

(5) In dl of this the religious terms “aheism’, “paganisan” and “mo-

notheism” play aconsiderable role. For the moment | only stete that the
intention with which Levinas uses them in his philosophica textsis not
smply (or perhaps, not & dl) to introduce confessiona categories into
his philosophica discourse. If one wants to understand Levinas stance
on the matter of ethics, ontology, plurdity and palitics, it is of utmost
importance to see that these terms are cagpable of carrying meanings
other than confessiond ones. This seems to me the appropriate interpre-
tationd approach to Levinas, independent of the question of whether one
acceptswhat Levinas says by using these terms, or not.

(6) The thought strategy that links ethnography, ontology and atheism, ac-

companied by a socid criticism and the question of its solution had thus
been present in Levinas work for a long time when the words of the
guiding citetion were formulated. Far more than a mere philologica cu-
riogity, thisfact helps usto understand how anumber of different strands
of thought in his early work fit together, and to understand the indissolu-
ble link between what iswritten on the level of ontology and itsimplica
tionsfor asocio-palitical criticism. Two further advantages are to be de-
rived from this. Firg, it will give us a frame of reference with which to
explore the meagre references of Levinas to Lévi-Strauss. This in turn
will help us to see the shift in Levinas diagnosis of the essentid socio-
politica problem from his earlier work to his later work and subsequent-
ly it will alow us to discern what is & stake in Levinas concern with
matters of cultural and political plurality and unity. Second, such aview
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HO 53f / HH 86.

That hedidn't hold gtrictly to this principle and succumbed in some placesto either
an idea of cultura superiority or mora superiority, will be recaled in Chapter 6
(8D).
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on the changes of Levinas' palitical concerns will make it possible to gi-
ve amore correct philosophica interpretation of the question of athelsm
and monotheism, dluded to above.

We therefore have to move on to the consideration of our second ethnog-
rapher, Claude Lévi-Strauss.

2 CLAUDE LEVI-STRAUSS,
DECOLONISATION AND INDIFFERENCE

Considering L évi-Strauss as the ethnographer that Levinas could have had in
mind in the guiding citetion (page 33) might at first Sght seem somewhat
doubtful. In Levinas entire work, Lévi-Strauss is referred to by name only
twice™ In fact, one of these two references seems to exclude Lévi-Strauss
from any serious place in Levinas thought, since the latter confesses in a
context where he speaks explicitly about Lévi-Strauss: “even today, | don't
understand structuralism””? and “probably | haven't read [Lévi-Strauss or
structuralism — EW] as one should”” and of Lévi-Strauss he admits that I
don't a al see where isthe point of his view”.”* However, in what follows,
the correspondence with our citation is easily detectable: the “vison” of
Lévi-Strauss “corresponds, certainly, from amord point of view, to whet is
called decolonisation and the end of dominant Europe|...]".” Nothing more
of vaueis sad in this passage, but the connection between Lévi-Strauss and
decolonisation isdecisive.

The other of the two explicit referencesto Lévi-Straussin Levinas work
isat the end of his 1959 essay on Rosenzweig. Thisis an important place for
two reasons., Firg, thisisthe essay with which Levinas has practicaly single-
handedly opened French studies of the author that he considered to be “the

71 | limit myself here only to the issues evoked by the guiding citation and these ex-
plicit references to Lévi-Strauss. The question concerning the relation between
Levinas ideaof humanism and that of Lévi-Strauss— both of which could be said
to aspire to a post-colonia and post-subjectivist notion of humanism, dbeit in
quite different ways—will not be dedt with here.

72 EL 161

73 EL 162

74 EL 161

75 EL 161. | do not takeit too serioudy when Levinas saysthat Lévi-Straussis*“ Cer-
tainly the most distinguished mind of the century” (EL 161), sSince on the very
next page Ricoeur is caled “the best [of the digtinguished minds] of our era” (EL
162). Besides, it is hard to see on what basis one could sing such praise to an
author that one avows one doesn't understand.
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only modern philosopher of Judaism that would be worthy of this name’
and of whom he would later recognise that in Totality and infinity,”” hisin-
fluence iis too prevalent to be cited.” Second, it indicates that Levinas had
made a significant appropriation of the work of Lévi-Strauss, at the very
|latest around the time when his interest in Lévy-Bruhl waned.” | cite this
passage e length, sinceit saysalot about Levinas own manner of thinking
and it will immediately fill in theimage of our guiding citation (of page 33).

“Thereisyet another way in which history could put in question the existence of the
Jewish people [...] there is an interpretation according to which [this existence]
goes nowhere: al civilizations would be equal. Modern athelsm is not the negation
of God. It is the absolute indifferentism of Tristes Tropiques [of Lévi-Strauss]. |
think that this is the most atheist book that has been written in our day, the abso-

lutely disoriented and most disorientating book [...]. Rosenzweig [...] dlowsus, in
the very name of philosophy, to resist the supposed necessities of hi story.”80

These cryptic remarks of Levinas on Lévi-Strauss resonate with the guid-
ing citation by (1) the issue of anon-hierarchical relationship between dif-
ferent cultures or civilisations, (2) the disorientation that it entails, (3) the
aheism that it expresses and (4) the palitics of decolonisation with which
it fits. On the basis of this accord, it could be allowed to interpret “ history”
in the citation about Tristes tropiques, with “Being” in the guiding citation
—an equivaencethat is commonly used by Levinas since his earliest texts.
Hence, the suspicion about Lévi-Strauss as the ethnographer of disorienta:
tion is affirmed. The fact that the guiding paragraph could accommodate
other ethnographers too could be considered of no consequence, since in
what is said about Lévi-Strauss Levinas essential point is clarified®

76 “Recension. Léon Chestov: ‘Kierkegaard'”, in Emmanuel Levinas, L’intrigue de
I"infini. Marie-Anne Lescouret (ed.). Paris. Flammarion, 1994, pp. 87-90, citation
p. 87.

77 T&I28/Tl14.

78 Cf. De I’éthique a la justice 1422 on Levinas reading of Rosenzweig.

79 | sy “a the latest” since it cannot be excluded that it is to someone like Lévi-
Strauss that Levinas refers a the end of his essay on Lévy-Bruhl, when he spesks
of the “renewd of mythology, the devation of myth to the rank of superior
thought by secular thinkers” (ENT 51/ EN 63). Also, the claim | make here cov-
ersonly what can be supported by textua references.

80 DF 201/ DL 279-280, trandation modified.

81 Bernasconi’s demongtration thet Levinas is congtantly in didogue with Merleau-
Ponty on the issues of culture, decolonisation and a phenomenology of meaning,
and their interrlation, in the first chapter of HO should be considered perfectly
plausible (see Robert Bernasconi, “One-way traffic: the ontology of decoloniza-
tion and its ethics’, in Ontology and Alterity in Merleau-Ponty. Galen A. Johnson
and Micheel B. Smith (eds). Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1990,
pp. 67-80). My point is not to exclude such arole of Merleau-Ponty in this chap-
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But the importance of identifying the cul prit exceeds the joy of playing
philologica deuth. It enables us to identify what Levinas considers the
ontological and palitical implications of Lévi-Strauss’ ethnography to be.

(1) Therewould be, in Levinas mind, ontological implicationsin maintain-
ing the equivaence of the vaue of different cultures, as Lévi-Strauss
does. If Levinas were to make a reading of Lévi-Strauss, in the same
manner as he did of Lévy-Bruhl, he would have indicated what the
“ontology — thought on being, thought that is interpreted from multiple
and multivoca signification” entails (see the guiding citation, page 33,
above). In fact, (and thisis perhaps because Levinas was hot sure of his
reading of Lévi-Strauss) he did so, but only obliquely — we find this
anaysis, without reference to Lévi-Straussin the first chapter of Human-
ism of the other, from which our guiding citation comes.

(2) We can ducidate the political consequences of the implied ontology by
considering the two ways in which Levinas (in the citation from the es-
say on Rosenzweig, page 51, above) believes the Jewish people — and
with them all ethical agents — to be threatened. (1) The first consists of
being smply drawn dong by history and history being its own exclusive
judge. History (or Being) isfor Levinas atotalising and identity-creating
force that alows for no true judgement about the manner in which parti-
cularities disgppear in the universd history (here one recognises again
Levinas criticism of Heidegger's notion of being). This is the problem
of participation again, this time formulated as a historica concept rather
than an ethnographic one. In this perspective, what Levinas said of the
individual in aHeideggerian perspective, holds aso for other peoples: “it
is a prey to events that have dready determined it.”® (2) The implicit
ontology of Lévi-Strauss ethnographic convictions poses a somewhat
different problem to ethical agency: it doesn’t destroy the agency by in-
tegrating it into awhole, into the flow of an identity-creating force, but
by collapsing al judgement or va uation between agents, in other words,
by indifference. Levinas refersto this indifference as a disorientation (in
the guiding citation of page 33) —“disorientation” being synonymous he-
rewith “ahegtic’ and, especidly when the time a which Levinas wrote
it is taken into account (1964), it is not surprising to see that the political

ter of HO —in fact, Levinas explicitly orients his discusson of meaning on Mer-
leau-Ponty — but to expose and exploit whet is present in Levinas relation to the
ethnographer.

82 ENT47/EN58.
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manifestation of this dis-orientation is seen in the dis-occidentalisation of
the world, i.e, in the process of decolonisation® Strangely enough,
when, in the finishing paragraphs of the essay, Rosenzweig is presented
as the solution for the problem posed by Lévi-Strauss, the parameters of
the problem change in such amanner that it again becomes a question of
undermining the necessity of history and theissue of indifferent pluraity
seemsto dip awvay.* It is asiif Levinas here finds a problem for which,
at this stage, he has no solution, and can find none, not even in Rosen-
zweig. | shal comment on this shift below, for time being let it then be
noted that there are two distinguishable thrests to the continued existence
of the Jewish people.

(3) Thusfar, in my commentary on the essay from Difficult freedom, | have

referred, without problem, to the Jewish people. Thisis of course impo-
sed by reference to atext that wasinitidly prepared for a Jewish audien-
ce (namely the Colloque d' Intellectuels Juifs de Langue Francaise). Ho-
wever, Levinas leaves ample room for the appropriation of his argument
by and for non-Jews, or to put it differently, the essence of what he says
appliesto dl people and not only to Jews. This becomes clear when one
takes serioudy that Levinas presents Rosenzweig's intellectud opposi-
tion to the necessity of history as alowed for in the name of philosophy,
which in this case should be taken to stand for universd validity (as op-
posed to vdidity only for those that adhere to the authority of the same
religion).®® One finds more explicit support for such adlaim, if one ac-
ceptsLevinas conviction that

“[f]o wish to be a Jew today is therefore, before believing in Moses and the
prophets, to have the right to think that the significance of awork istruer in terms
of thewill that wished it into being than the totality into which it isinserted” 2

83

86

“The world created by this saraband of countless equivaent cultures, each one
judtifying itself in its own context, is certainly dis-Occidentdized; however, it is
aso disoriented [dés-occidentalisé, mais aussi un monde désorienté].” (HO 37/
HH 60).

It should be noted here that the double analysis of the most important figures of
political catastrophes, as | have reconstructed them here with the help of Levines
reading of Lévy-Bruhl and Lévi-Strauss, isaso to be found esewherein hiswork.
The essay “On the deficiency without care, in anew sensg’ [De la déficience sans
souci au sens nouveau]” (GCM 43-51/ DVI 77-89, my trandation) is an excd-
lent example thereof.

DF201/DL 280.

That the universdl vdidity of Rosenzweig's practice of philosophy could be ques-
tioned is not excluded here. The point, however, is to see if Levinas spesks in
principle only about Jewsor if hisidess gpply in principle aso to other people.
DF200/DL 279.
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In other words, what is essential in Judaism is not in the first instance the
fiddity to the faith tradition but the conviction that one could — aso
independently from the Jewish confesson — act in a manner asto in-
fringe on the identitary and totaising power of history of Being, for it is
only in thisway that judgement and eval uation of action is possible®

(4) 1t should at least be noted that, as far as the political tenor of Levi-

nas reading of Lévi-Strauss is concerned, (and apart from the que-
stion of the continued existence of the Jewish people that | have just
reinterpreted as the continued existence of ethical agency) that in the
1959 passage there was no reference to decolonisation, whereas in
1964 (the guiding citation) it takes an important position as the politica
manifestation of ontological indifference and of atheism. Given the
terseness of the references to Lévi-Strauss this could of course be mere
coincidence. Let it at least be suggested that since the passage on Lé-
vi-Strauss and the guiding citation are so similar in tenor and con-
tent, and sincein both cases the reference to L évi-Straussis placed in
a strategically important position® for the indication of the problem,
that it might perhaps be considered possible that this change in wor-
ding reflects Levinas' appropriation of the events of decolonisation
that have unfolded in the meantime.* What decol onisation meant for
Levinas thought on palitics will be examined below.

(5) We have seen, in the conclusions drawn from Levinas' use of Lévy-

Bruhl, that the use of terms like “atheism” or “monotheism” in this
kind of context does not have much to do with persona convictions
in matters of religion. Similarly, in reflecting on the implications of
Lévi-Strauss's ethnography, Levinas is concerned with an implicit
ontology to which the ethnographic text testifies, and its political
implications. The term “aheism”, in the guiding citation and in the
short remarks about Tristes tropiques, thus refers to a stance of indiffe-
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Theissue of the coordination between philosophy and reflection that is embedded
in a Jewish community, as Levinas understands it, will be explored further —
namely in Chapter 4 (84) and Chapter 5 (84).

In the case of the guiding citation, its importance for Humanism of the other will
be shown in Chapter 5.

Torecdl just the mgor markers of French decolonisation: Laos, Cambodia, Viet-
nam, aswel| as Tunisia and Morocco became independent before or in 1956 and
the big number of Sub-Saharan African colonies and Madagascar in 1960. The
Algerian war came to an end and Algeria gained independence in 1962 when
Levinas was probably aready working on the essay from which the guiding cita-
tion comes (Humanism of the other, chapter 1). Djibouti and the Comoros had to
wait until the second hdf of the 1970sfor their independence.
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rence with regard to the Being-disclosing capacity of distinct cultural
phenomena. An “aheitic” ethnography (or for that matter any other
form of “aheidtic” discourse on the same subject) isonethat isin fa-
vour of a non-hierarchical relation between different cultures and
even engaged in promoting an attitude by which any such hierarchi-
sation is regjected as a political act — of this, decolonisation would be
a supreme example in the time Levinas wrote — and it isin this atti-
tude and its corresponding political practice that Levinas sees an in-
capacity to distinguish, to judge, to differentiate in a normative man-
ner, or in other words, he sees in such an attitude an indifference
that, if pursued consistently, would entail political disorientation. In
short, here again atheism doesn’t refer in the first place to a personal
conviction concerning the non-reality of a transcendent person; as it
referred in the discussion of Lévy-Bruhl to the impenetrability of a
fused, identity-creating flux of history, here it refers to the practice
(the “political work” from the guiding citation) issued from a deep
acceptance of an irresolvable indifference — hence Levinas term
“indifferentism” — to which he will also refer as the “crisis of mo-
notheism” in Humanism of the other. Whereas one could perhaps il
congder the use of the word “atheism” in the citation from the essay
on Rosenzweig on Tristes tropiques as made from and for areligious
context, its repetition in the guiding citation from Humanism of the
other is undeniably philosophical.

Having presented the detailed exegesis of Levinas remarks on Lévy-
Bruhl and Lévi-Strauss, it is now necessary to draw a few conclusions
from the two sets of remarks, considered together.

3 CONCLUSION: THE POLITICS OF LEVINAS’
PHILOSOPHY OF ALTERITY

In Levinas engagement with Lévy-Bruhl and Lévi-Strauss, his primary
concern is never with how the “primitives’ or their descendants should be
understood. The question of understanding the cultura other is approached
only indirectly in both cases. ethnography informs ontology, it helps to
uncover the anthropological overtones of an ontology and only in thisway
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gives access to considerations concerning the relation between people(s).*
And here, the objective is not to understand the other or to give guidelines
for living together, but to develop a diagnosis of the violence in the con-
frontation between different people. The two ethnographers each help to
identify a different problem in the co-existence of people. And it is of ut-
most importance to see this, since Levinas' profound reflections on ontology
and ethics are strongly formed by these diagnoses. | do not mean to claim
that it is the reading of the ethnographers that structures Levinas work in
an earlier and alater period, but that the different cultural-political diagnoses
of the two main periods of his post-war work are accessible by areading of
his use of the two ethnographers.

For the sake of clarity, the main political concern reflected in each of
the two major phases of Levinas work should be schematised.” The
overwhelming political concern of Levinas' earlier philosophy istherise
of Nazism and the effects of its totalitarian violence.” If the fact of the
existence of the colonies was a concern for Levinas, then it would be
only in a secondary way and in so far as their existence reflected totali-
tarian violence. A specific ontological strategy is called for to address
this problem from a philosophical point of view: this consists of affirming
a non-totalisable dterity, despite the totalising and identity-creating
force of Being, in other words, affirming the other, despite the same.
From the political point of view, the fact that there is a discernible later
philosophy of Levinas doesn’t mean that his earlier philosophy isinvalid
or even that it had been insufficiently treated, but that the political con-
cern of the earlier philosophy is not the only really disturbing one faced
by Levinas and his contemporaries. The political concern of Levinas
later philosophy is that of a world in which competing, contradictory
claims to excellence or recognition exist directly next to each other,
without any possibility of settling or resolving such claims in a non-
contingent manner. The appropriate ontologica strategy for countering

90 A fairly smilar interpretationa strategy could be indicated to be a work in (at
least some of) Levines efforts to make indghts from literature useful for onto-
logical consderations. | have explored one such example—that of Levinas' reed-
ing of Cdling's famous novel —in “Le md, le destin et I'éhique. Lévinas et le
Voyage au bout de la nuit”, in Etudes littéraires 41/2 2010, pp. 133-145.

91 This schematisation is judtified only by the objective of developing my particular
point of view. It should not be taken as a presentation of the intricacy and com-
plexity of Levinas thought on palitics and itsrelation to his philosophy in generd.
An overview of thistheme can be found in Howard Caygill’ s Levinas and the Po-
litical, London and New Y ork: Routledge, 2002.

92 Morewill besaid on thisin Chapter 5.
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this problem would consist in identifying an orientation or sense of the
presumably indifferent multiplicity of cultural meanings. As much asthe
change from the earlier to the later Levinas could be ascribed to changes
in his philosophical reflection in the sense of his strategy of justifying
ethicity, it seems nonetheless valid to claim that the two phases corre-
spond aso to two distinguishable political needs.

Levinas entire philosophy is motivated by his concern about these
two politica risks, or even tendencies, that are both clearly present in the
post-colonia world, but also elsewhere: the tendency of identity-enforcing
totalitarian violence and that of indifferent plurality. Consequently his phi-
losophical project is aimed at finding the source of a non totalisable alter-
ity, that he also calls infinity, and to find something that is otherwise than
the indifferent, multiple cultura renderings of Being. These two evidently
political concerns could be summarised in the ontological terms “ Totdity
and infinity” and “Otherwise than Being”. These two formulas are of
course the titles of Levinas two most important books. The ontological
register of the titles and even of the biggest part of the content should not
midlead the reader to think that Levinas ultimate concern is about the verb
“to be’, Sein, étre, its meaning and its limits. The enormous challenge of
Levinas philosophy is to provide one satisfactory solution that could hold
for both of these problems — and this, as explained in Chapter 1, con-
fronted a the most profound leve of reflection for Levinas: that of mean-
ing. The concern with “to be’, ontology, isin the service of a most radica
confrontation with the problem. Levinas philosophy will have succeeded
if he could affirm convincingly at the same time that the apparent indiffer-
ent plurdity of cultural manifestations has a unitary orientation and that
this unitary orientation is the interruption of the totalising unitary move-
ment of history. The continued existence of Jewish people against anti-
Semitic totalitarianism and the possibility of judging interaction between
people despite decolonisation would be the political figures that capture
this task. However, it is the survival of any oppressed other in the face of
totalitarianism and the possibility of evaluation of all action in interaction
that are at stakein thesefigures.

Having thus strengthened our initia claim concerning the palitical nature
of Levinas philosophica enterprise (see Chapter 1) and having explored
two major figures by which the stakes of the political as philosophica
problem are presented and confronted (Chapter 2), we have arrived at the
conclusion that Levinas claims general validity for the philosophical dis-
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course in which he addresses these problems. It is the largest practical di-
mension of thisgeneral claim, which will be explored in the next Chapter.



Chapter 3
The range of the political:
Decolonisation as a case in point

1 FROM SITUATED THOUGHT
TO GLOBAL CONSEQUENCES

Levinas mgor concern is then with political events, or the threat thereof,
that cause harm to the other. The origins of such events are not the idess of
socia scientists or philosophers — neither those of Lévi-Strauss, nor those of
Heidegger. It cannot be since — as has been shown from Levinas' reading of
Lévy-Bruhl —the mens and itsideas are brought forth and depend on amore
origina mentality." Mentaity belongs not to the individual but rather to a
group, and it predigposes the members, that share the mentality, to certain
kinds of action. Typicd mentditiesjudged by Levinas are identitary totdisa
tion and indifferent plurdism. It isthe text of ethnographersthat help toiden-
tify those mentalities— not only in “primitives’” but aso by projection of the
gudies on the “primitives’ on modern societies. But dthough large-scde
politica catastrophes result from mentaity, rather than from idess, aspects of
mentdities can Hill be enforced by the cultura influence of idess. Levinas

accusation againgt Heidegger is exactly that his philosophy enforces an un-
desirable mentdity. In the same manner intellectua support can be given for
other or positive possibilities of mentdlities and this is the ambition of Levi-
nas. It isnot his thought that initiates or grounds the dternative action, but it
identifies and gives intellectua support to an aspect of human “mentality”

(Levinas will say aform of intdligibility) thet exists before and independ-
ently from the philosopher. And it is exactly the work of the phenomenolo-

1 However, it should be bornein mind thet this reading of Lévy-Bruhl is dependent
on Levinas reading of Heidegger.
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gist to lead usin reflection back (that is, to practice reduction, dbeit thenina
particular, Levinasan sense) to the condtitution of this mentdity — as has
been indicated in the introductory Chapter. Furthermore, if | have insisted on
the fact that for Levinas writing philosophy is aready a political intervention
(Chapter 1), then thisis at the core of his prectice: to re-enforce, by affirming
and analysing, the ethica aspect of the congtitution of human agency, that is,
of agency as condtituted by its respongbility for aplurdity of others, in other
words, of politica agency.

Levinas spent his philosophica life endeavouring to convince his
readers that whatever our mentality might be, it is always already, con-
tinuoudly, and decisively tampered with by the other. This tampering is
not in the first place the otherness that consists of a different language,
physiognomy, cultural reference, or nationality but rather a tampering by
the radical alterity of the ethical imperative coming from the other that
has its origin neither in the subject’s position within the totalising force
of history, nor in the cultura particularity of the subject.

Yet, as dready argued, this discourse dways has politica overtones and
politica objectives, even when it is explicitly concerned with ontology and
dterity. “Political” in this context refers to the relationships between the plu-
raity of people, where these rel ationships are congtituted by different kinds of
power and have an influence on the fate of peopl€e’ s existence, in such aman-
ner that could be susceptible to judgement in terms of justice. This circum-
scription is Levinadan in that it does not concern only the indtitutions of the
State or those that in one way or another strive to impact on the exercise of
State power (but certainly does not exclude these either), but concernsareedy
the difficult task of deciding about the priority and nature of action dueto al
other people, aswell asthe effective redisation of thisreflection in the world.
If such isthe use of the term “political”, it is now important to reflect on the
scope of the palitical: how far does the rlevance of Levinas' thought stretch
on dterity despite the totalisng force of history, and on the non-indifferent
ethica meaninginaworld of indifferent cultura particularity?

In order to respond to this question, let us return to the two guiding
problems of political history as exemplified by the identitary violence of
Nazism and the indifference reflected in decolonisation. A superficia
consideration of the historical manifestation of Nazism aready shows
that athough it is aform of nationalism and as such ideologicaly attached
to a particular soil and blood, the energy of such a nationalism very
quickly givesit an international momentum. That the identitary violence
of Nazism had international and even global consequences hardly needs
to be argued. But it isimportant to insist on the fact that even though this
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problem is initidly nationaly situated, it is an event of internationa, if
not global, dimensions.

Since alot has been written about Levinas and Nazism, | shdl hence
forth takeit for granted that the ultimate horizon of the criticiam of identitary
violence is globa and turn my attention to the question of decolonisation —
that we encountered at the beginning of this Part in the guiding citation
(page 33, above). It is aso important to examine Levinas position on de-
colonisation (in as far as it is permissible to construct it from the very few
texts on the theme), since one' sfirst impression is that he writes about de-
colonisation disgpprovingly and thus implicitly supports the idea of
Europe' s cultura superiority. But what does a closer ook reved?

2 DECOLONISATION, COLONISATION:
FIGURES OF THE GLOBAL

From our guiding citation, it appears that it is of some importance to
Levinas that the historical process of decolonisation be qualified as politi-
ca. In order to appreciate what the political stakes are for him in decolo-
nisation, we have to examine his declarations concerning decol onisation
and colonisation —dl of which are from his later philosophy.

In his only other usage of the term “decolonisation” > Levinas criti-
cises the non-specified proponents of a non-specified anti-colonid dis-

coursein the following terms

“[o]ne reasons as if the equivalence of cultures and the discovery of their multi-
plicity [foisonnement] and recognition of their riches were not themselves the
effects of an orientation and an unambiguous sense in which humanity stands.
One reasons as if the multiplicity [multiplicité] of cultures had aways been
rooted in the era of decolonization, asif misunderstanding, war, and conquest did
not flow just as naturally from the proximity of multiple expressions of Being, the
numerous assemblages or arrangements it takes in various civilizations. One rea-
sons as if peaceful coexistence did not suppose that an orientation is traced in
Being, endowing it with a unique sense [sens unique].”*

Thetriple pardlel helps us to equate or at least to associate decolonisation
with the idea of the equivaence of cultures and their peaceful coexistence.
But all three of these elements are suggested by L evinas to be secondary to
and dependent on “an unambiguous sensg’, “an orientation that endows a

2 The other two being the guiding citation and the remark about Lévi-Straussin EL
(both cited above).
3 HO23/HH 39, trandation modified.
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unique sense” and it is only since thisis now forgotten in the anti-colonia
discourse, that one reasons as if the multiplicity of cultures dways co-
existed in this peaceful manner associated with, or believed to be possible
in, the contemporary era of decolonisation. Over against this opinion,
Levinas implicitly claims an original plurality of human cultures, as well
as a non-peaceful existence between them; cultura plurdity (he implicitly
clamsg) is naturaly coordinated by incomprehension, war and conquest.
Levinas point —which isaso the point of hislater philosophy —isthat the
recognition of cultural diversity in the contemporary practice and discur-
sive support for decolonisation, betrays an implicit acceptance of a non
cultural specific orientation to the plurality of cultural expressions.

Decolonisation thus stands for two thingsin Levinas mind: (1) the his-
torical fact of aplurdity of cultures, without common denominator and (2) a
discourse in which recognition is given to the respective vaues of each of
these. Of course, most often this discourse is “ahegtic’, i.e., conducted in
oblivion of the unique and one-directiond meaning (sens unique). The ob-
ject of his criticism is neither the fact of the plurdity of cultures, nor their
recognition in the political form of decolonisation, but that which, to his
mind, would be a naive forgetfulness of that which makes the claim to the
possibility of peaceful coexistence between cultures possible. A celebration
of divergty without consderation for an orientation to that diversity amounts
to aprovocation of incomprehension, war and conquest. This seemsto meto
be Levinas opinion, on dl levels of human interaction. However, when one
gpesks of “decolonisation” it is the relation between congtellations of States
that is evoked. | dlow mysef to refer to this level or reach of gpplication of
Levinas conviction asthe global.

It would be possible to expand our understanding of what Levinas hasin
mind with the political event of decolonisation by an examination of hisuse
of the semantic field of colonisation, coloniser, colony, etc. Although these
words are more frequently used in hiswork than decolonisation, this doesn’t
amount to afull exploration of the colonid phenomenon. My intention is not
to force his remarks on this theme to form a system, but to throw light on the
current subject by reference to the four most important of these remarks.
From the outset it should be mentioned that the words colony, coloniser, etc.,
are completely absent from Levinas earlier philosophy, in fact, they appear
for the firgt time in the 1964 essay “Signification and sensg’, that later
formed thefirst chapter of Humanism of the other and from which the notion
of decolonisation has been cited twice. In each of the cases that will be ex-
amined now, something will be added to our understanding of Levinas idea
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of colonisation, but something will dso be reveded about the manner in
which he opposes a facile discourse of decolonisation and the rehabilitation
of auniversal reference for judgement.

Referring to Merleau-Ponty’ s conviction that, when a universal point
of judgement of cultures or acommon grammar is abandoned, universal-
ity can only belateral, Levinas explains:

“Such a conception of universality translates the radical opposition, characteristic
of our times, against cultural expansion by colonization. Culture and colonization
do not go together [se sépareraient fonciérement].”*

And thus expands on hisimpression of anti- or decolonising discourse: the
essence of his concern is not decolonisation as such, but the abandonment
of the idea of a universa judgement. This becomes even clearer when
Levinas reconstructs the tradition of Western thought, from Plato to Léon
Brunschwicg, as characterised by the attempt of “purifying thought of
cultural alluviums and language particularisms’ and by situating its own
dignity in “liberating the truth from its cultural presuppositions’.® But
since in this tradition there lurks the danger of committing violence and
exploiting people in the name of such a liberation, philosophy had to
unmask such hypocrisy and this had the effect of inversing the tendency of
the venerable tradition: philosophy had to

“show that significations arising on the horizon of cultures, and even the excellence of
Western culture, are culturaly and historicaly conditioned. So philosophy had to join
up with contemporary anthropology [ethnologie]. Behold Platonism defeated”®

It is of cruciad importance to note that Levinas shares the criticism of
violence associated with the (hypocritical) use of an ideology of emanci-
pation that is nothing other than exploitation and violence in the name of
universally valid values.” In our later discussions of Levinas response to

4 HO37/HH 59.

5 HO37/HH59

6 HO 37/HH 59. It is when Levinas subsequently (in HO 37 / HH 59) continued
hisline of thought by attributing this victory over politico-culturd Platonism to the
generosity of Western thought, that he exposes himsalf to the ethno-centrigt criti-
cism developed by Bernasconi (seediscussion in Chapter 6, § 1).

7  Despite gppearances then, Levinas does not at dl lament the decline of Europe as
agloba power, of “the Platonic privilege, until then uncontested, of a continent
which believesit has the right to colonize the world” (DF 292 / DL 407). Rather,
he seemsto condemn this“ entitlement to colonisg” in termsthat show some &ffin-
ity with that of Sartre when the latter described colonialism as asystem (see “Le
colonidisme et un systéme’ [1956], in Situations V. Colonialisme et néo-
colonialisme. Paris. Galimard, 1964, pp. 25-48). According to Sartre, colonid-
ismisaunificatory sysem in that the significant part of the advantage of theinter-
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the down-side of the loss of a point of judgement of the plurality of cul-
tures, we shall see that Merleau-Ponty will serve as an important aid to
understand the manner in which “philosophy joined up with contemporary
ethnology” (at least in Humanism of the other). Also if this alliance be-
tween philosophy and ethnology amounts to a victory over Platonism,
Levinas counters by formulating the objective of his own philosophical
project as asupport for akind of Platonism.®

In “Signature” Levinas links this Platonism and its possible exploita
tive abuse explicitly with Europe and the history of colonisation:

“In spite of hisintellectualism and his conviction about the excellence of the West,
Husserl has thus brought into question the Platonic privilege, until then uncontested,
of acontinent which believesit has the right to colonize the world.”®

Here again something is said about the overcoming of this assumed
privilege: “Husserl sought to contest that the place of Truth isin Repre-
sentation.”™ Levinas own rehabilitation of Platonism will thus be one
that passes through that which is learned from Husserl, namely, that
what is decisiveis not on the level of explicit formulations or statements

action between the colonisng State and the colonised regions is concentrated in
the colonising country (p. 35). From this smple principle the form of existence
and the mentdity of both the colonisers and the colonised are shaped (p. 40, 43),
since, as Sartre explains: “the colonigt is crested just as much asthenétiveis. heis
cregted by hisfunction and by hisinterests” (p. 43). Levinaswould have reformu-
lated this such that the history of colonid power imposes its totalisng and iden-
tity-creating force on those thet participateiniit.

8  Whenwework through my criticism of Levinas project later on, | shall point out
theirony in Levinas figurative usage of the term “coloniser” in his explanation of
Platonism: “the world of sgnifications precedes the language and culture that ex-
pressiit; it is indifferent to the system of signs that can be invented to make this
world present to thought. Consequently, it dominates historical cultures. [...] there
would exist a culture that consists of depreciating purely historical culturesand in
a certain way colonizing the world” (HO 19/ HH 31, my itdics). My criticism
will consist, anongst others, of showing how the letter of thistext turnsagaing the
spirit of the text. But before doing so, it could be noted that one finds the same set
of idess, affirmed in another way, in the notes that Levinas took for writing “Sig-
nification and sense” (Chapter 1 of HO) and that are now available under the title
“Senset Sgnification” in the section “ Notes philosophiques diverses” in the newly
published Oeuvres complétes (volume 1). The ninth point apparently establishes
an equivaence or relation of mutua implication between four terms: “9° Anti-
Patonism. Disorientation. Equivalence. Decolonisation.” (CdC 263).

9 DF292/DL 407.

10 DF292/DL 406.
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(i.e, representations) of truth, but on the level of pre-representational
“mentality” or intelligibility."*

In a discusson of the “bad consciousness and conscience” (mauvaise
conscience) of Europe in “Peace and proximity”, Levinas takes up the
question of the arrogance of European reason. The latter would have prom-
ised the world peace and freedom as the consequence of its pursuit and ex-
pansion of universal reason, but it is difficult to believein this promise after

“its millennia of fratricidal struggles, political or bloody, of imperialism, scorn
and exploitation of the human being, down to our century of world wars, the
genocides of the Holocaust and terrorism; unemployment and continual desperate
poverty of the Third World; ruthless doctrines and cruelty of fascism and national
sociadism, right down to the supreme paradox of the defence of man and his
rights being perverted into Stalinism.”*?

It is not clear if Levinas intends to place the responsibility for the terrorism
and genocides (of the twentieth century), for instance, dso on Europe, or if
he means that Europe merely failed to prevent these catastrophes. However,
what issureisthat for Levinas these events decisively question the centrality
of Europe and its culture in human history. This questioning of a supposed
European centrdity is not smply referred to by Levinas, but he evidently
subscribes to it, e least in as far as it strikes at the arrogance of European
reason (as he portrayed it). Hence the understanding he shows for “the affir-
mation and championing of specific cultures in &l corners of the globe’ ™
But in accordance with Levinas' philosophical aim of salvaging the possibil-
ity of judgement of cultures, he points out the irony that the equdity of all
culturesis exactly clamed in the name of universdism that typifies the age-
old European drategy for the encounter with the other. But now — and we
shall later see how Levinasjudtifiesthis speculation — this universdism is not
the child of reason, but “ exdtation of alogic other than that of Aristotle, of a
thought other than civilized”. What could the origin of such a different
questioning be? It could be situated in “remorse fed by the memory of colo-
nid wars and the long oppression of those once cdled savages, along indif-
ference to the sadness of a whole world”.™® This regret would then be an

11 Itisdsowhat Levinas damsin Alterity and transcendence to have learned from
Lévy-Bruhl: his reflections on representation in the “mentdité primitive’
(amongst others) encouraged Levinas “to reflect on thought freed of all represen-
tation [pensée libérée de la pure représentation].” (A& T 129/ AT 137).

12 A&T 132/AT 130.

13 A&T 132-133/AT 140.

14 AT 140.

15 A&T 133/AT 140.
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element of European culture by which that very culture' s supposed centrality
isdisputed on the basis of the denunciations of itsviolence. It should be clear
from this context in which the word “ colonid” isused, that it servesasame-
tonymy for the whole series of violent consequences of what Levinas con-
Sdersto be the arrogance of a particular form of European reason. As could
be derived from the list of catastrophes evoked by Levinas, hisissue is with
the conseguences of palitical organisation of societies and the reletions be-
tween groups of human beings, from the loca to the internationa and the
globa. Welearn dready from the fact that Levinasisinterested in the suffer-
ing of the people concerned (much more than in the inherent value of their
respective cultures), whet his point of entry will be for the rehabilitation of
an ethical Platonism: the fragility and mortdity of people — wherever they
may be. It is only in the name of the meaning of people' s suffering that the
violent effects of a dominating culture (and for the same price, the violent
plurdity of cultures) may be contested and re-directed.

It is of importance to note that this perspective is also echoed by are-
flection on colonisation in one of Levinas' Tamudic readings. In Quatre
lectures talmudiques Levinas explains that the ancient Israglites did not
take possession of the Promised Land like a territory that is colonised,
but took charge of it in order to construct a just society on it. Having
stated this principle, Levinas then asks if that is not the principle by
which al conquerors and colonidists justified their actions (just as we
have seen him ask in the texts cited from Humanism of the other'®). His
answer is that for those who take possession of aterritory under the au-
thority of the Torah, a different orientation isvalid:

“to accept the Torah is to accept the norms of a universal justice. The first teaching
of Judaism is the following: a moral teaching exists and certain things are more just
than others. A society in which man is not exploited, a society in which men are
equa [...] isthe very contestation of mord relativism. What we call the Torah pro-
vides norms for human justice. And it is in the name of some nationa justice or
other that the Isragliteslay claim to the land of 1sragl Y’

Whether one accepts Levinas argument here or not, what is important
for the current argument is to note that he refuses a Jewish nationaism
that is anchored in its territory or in ethnicity. Its true anchor, or rather,

16 Thefact that the TAmud contains the same teaching as Levinas philosophy isin
my judgement not sufficient proof that he is merely trandaing Jewish convictions
into Greek. The influence is probably stronger in the inverse direction: from
philosophical idess to his interpretation of the Talmudic text. Besides, his phi-
losophical convictions are strong enough to stand (or fall) on their own.

17 NTR66/QLT 141-142.
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its true orientation that points beyond al relativism is universa justice,
equality of people'® and the refusal of exploitation of people. Thinking
of the previous discussion on atheism and monotheism, it should strike
the reader as interesting that the essence of Judaism has, according to
Levinas in this passage, nothing to do with a conviction concerning the
redlity of a transcendent entity called God. However, God is not absent
here, since this transcendent orientation, this single imperative, is God.*
It should be abundantly clear from this discussion of one passage on de-
colonisation and four on colonisation in Levinas, that in each case the foca
point is the refusa of a cultural arrogance of whatever nation or group that
imposes itsdlf by whatever means as superior to others and thus as messure
for the validity or vaue of others. But a the same time, Levinas refuses to
abandon culturd plurdity to an indifferencein which no judgement would be
possible. In this double concern — for which the issue of colonisation and de-
colonisation servesasexcelent introduction—Levinas' care about therelation
between the salf and the other is extended to the question concerning therela
tion between large groups of people — States or culturd groups. It isimposs-
ble to miss thet this is a geopolitical perspective on Levinas’ most precious
concerns.?’ It isequally impossible to deny that what is at stake for Levinasin

18 Theintention of theword “homme” is probably to refer to al human beings.

19 In the name of this God, certain tendencies in the contemporary State of Israel
may be criticaly expased —in a context where Levinas speaks of the undermining
of theideds of Judaism in the young State of Isradl: “Asfor Israd, by dint of in-
siging on its Sgnificance as a Sate, it has been entirely reduced to political cate-
gories. But its builders found themselves abruptly on the side of the colonidigts.
Isradl’ s independence was called imperidism, the oppresson of native peoples,
racism.” (DF 222 / DL 311). From the context it seems most probable that Levi-
nasrefers hereto criticism from theinside.

20 Robert Bernasconi has argued, dbeit with adifferent strategy, for the mutual rele-
vance of globdlisation and Levinas ethicsin “Globdisierung und Hunger” (in Im
Angesicht der Anderen. Levinas’ Philosophie des Politischen. Pascd Delhom and
Alfred Hirsch (eds). Zirich and Berlin: Digphanes, 2005, pp. 115-129) and his
essay could certainly be considered as support for the point | am advocating here.
| do differ from him when he states that globaisation is to be understood as the
overcoming of spatidly structured limitations and thet it is therefore necessaily in
conflict with what is human (p. 122). It cannot be contested that action is concen-
trated in the locdity of the acting body, but it is not correct to consider the over-
coming of this naturd limitation as an infringement on our humanity. Whet is
human is determined by, amongst others, the technology of a certain era—thishas
been the case ever since the dawn of humanity. The enhanced technica capacities
of our eraaugment our capecity to do harm and good on a previoudy unimagined
scde Y, | do agree that the growth in power, sophigtication and complexity of
technical processes exposes the process of decision making to greater uncertainty
and risk. Thet this uncertainty has in our era the overwhelming tendency to do
harm, isunfortunately true.
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each of these casesisnot the vibrancy or equdlity of cultures, not eventhein-
teraction between asubject and aculturd other, but the suffering of countless
others with whom the ethica subject would never be in direct contact. The
bad conscience — a key term in Levinas' later philosophy for evoking the
proximity of the other to the sdif —is clearly shown to emerge aso from the
memory or knowledge of wars, oppression and “a long indifference to the
sadnessof awholeworld.” (cited above). That thisimmediately dso raisesthe
question concerning the relevance for Levinas philosophy of ethicity of the
means by which people are oppressed, or the means by which one could gain
knowledge of such oppression and the means by which one could hopeto op-
pose such oppression, will be thematised later, for it will first have to be ar-
gued that such considerations concerning means are not secondary to reflec-
tion onthemeaning of the ethicdl. But let it for now at least be suggested that,
if we accept Levinas' underdevel oped idea about the globd reach of the ethi-
cd, and thus of responsihility, it would in one form or ancther naturdly have
to lead to reflection concerning the meansthat mediate distant people, in other
wordsthetechnicd system of theworld aswehaveit today.

3 FOR A GLOBALISED WORLD

Once this international and globa dimension of the problems with which
Levinas aspires to engage has been noticed, the insufficiency of aresponse
to them that would only concern the politics of the State becomes evident.
By making thisclaim, it is of course not denied that the reflection provided
by Levinas on the liberd State, the State of which the legidation is con-
tinually chalenged in the name of justice, is an essentia part of the reflec-
tion on politics. My point is rather that in Levinas thinking concerning
matters political, most often the palitics of the State is taken as its largest
horizon and the presentation of the international or global dimension of the
political remains underdevel oped. This situation invites his readers to con-
template the inevitable global dimensions of the politicd from a Levina-

By commenting on Levinas response to Kant's practica philosophy, and in par-
ticular the essay on “Perpetua peace’ (that is Stuated in contemporary geopoliti-
ca debates concerning the judtification of war in the name of human rights), Al-
fred Hirsch aso assumes and demongtrates the capacity and indeed the aptitude of
Levinas philosophy to be confronted with its global relevance. See Alfred Hirsch,
“Vom Menschenrechte zum ewigen Frieden. Grenzgange zwischen Kant und Le-
vinas’, in Im Angesicht der Anderen, op. cit. pp. 229-244.
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sian perspective and this, by starting from the sparse reflections in his
work that lend themselves to such areflection.

A firgt way to examine the case for such a globa Levinasian view
would be to congider the numerous places in which Levinas lists the hu-
man catastrophes of his lifetime. Speaking of the century of his lifetime,
Levinas summarises:

“Thisis the century that in thirty years has known two world wars, the totaitari-
anism of right and left, Hitlerism and Stalinism, Hiroshima, the Gulag, and the
genocides of Auschwitz and Cambodia”#

And € sewhere,

“[t]he world wars (and local ones), National Sociaism, Stalinism (and even de-
Stalinization), the camps, the gas chambers, nuclear weapons, terrorism and un-
employment — that is a lot for just one generation, even for those who were but
onlookers.”#

From these and similar passages, it should be clear that when Levinas
contemplates the catastrophes of his era that they are not smply phe-
nomena that took place in different countries and that they could for that
reason be said to congtitute an international phenomenon; rather, most of
them are international and sometimes global phenomena and deserve to
be reflected on in that dimension, since they would be simply unintelli-
gible without this perspective. Furthermore, as pointed out aready in
Chapter 1, it is remarkable that in these passages where Levinas lists the
most spectacular catastrophes of his century, what happens in far away
places is of ethical significance for a Levinasian subject of responsibil-
ity, even if he/sheisnot directly affected by such events.

This can be shown to hold aso in the rare texts of direct political com-
mentary from the pen of Levinas.”® He can hardly be more explicit about this
than when he comments on the novelty introduced by the scientific and
technica development of atom bombs and the threet of sparking nuclear war
by the unleashing of unheard of powers of nature in “On the spirit of Ge-
neva’ (1956).>* Since the force of nuclear attack involves a human-made
force that transcends the power of States that would normdly be the ultimate
ingtance of protection of people againgt the forces unleashed by humans,

21 ENT97/EN 107.

22 PN3/NP7.

23 Anoverview of important themes of politica interest in Levinas work isgivenin
De I’éthique a la justice 135-136.

24 Caygill gives adetailed andlyss of this essay in Levinas and the Political, op. cit.
pp. 69-71.
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Levinas can summarise: “Politics is replaced by a cosmo-politics that is a
physics”® The irony with which Levinas exposes the superficidity that in-
ternationa political action can have, takes nothing away from the affirmation
of the technically mediatedness and globa dimension of this issue. This
seems an dementary fact to date, but it means thet if Levinas doesn't want
to leave politics to its own devices (as argued for in Chapter 1), he hasto as-
pire to have something to say for such a cosmo-palitics. And he does, in fact,
open such a discourse by exposing the fase start of such a cosmo-palitics,
namely by being the response to a“physics’, that is, by being nothing more
than an attempt to re-arrange the blind forces of nature as remobilised by
human effort. Cosmo-politics is in this sense (and in the terms exposed in
Chapter 2) an “atheigtic” enterprise, to which Levinas' philosophy could ex-
actly contribute arecall to orientation by ethics®

Similarly, in an extension of hislater meditation on the injustice inher-
ent in the obstinate claim to on€’ s own position in Being, Levinas asks:
“My place in Being, the Da- of Dasein —isn't it aready usurpation, aready vio-
lence with respect to the other? A preoccupation that has nothing ethereal, noth-

ing abstract about it: the press speaks to us of the Third World, and we are quite
comfortable here; we're sure of our daily meals. At whose cost? —we my ask.”?’

Such a remark about the fact of being put to question by the misery of
far-away others would be completely unintelligible in the context of
Levinas ethics of the face-to-face and of proximity, if one doesn't accept

25 IH 144.

26 A very noteworthy attempt to make Levinas thoughts on ethics useful for acriti-
cd engagement with cosmopolitan politica thought (in the usua sense of the
term), isthet of Eduard Jordaan in “ Cosmopolitanism, freedom, and indifference:
aLevinasan view” (Alternatives 34/2009, pp. 83-106). By deploying a Levina
sian critique, Jordaan argues. “that despite the mora concern for the world's poor
which cosmopolitan thought exhibits and seeks to inspire in the rest of us, the
writings of some influential cosmopolitan authors contain eements that strain
agang greater concern for the world's poor, and, more worryingly still, might be
sad to entrench and even engender indifference towards the world's poor.” (p.
1012). The result of this argument is not a “refutation” of cosmopolitan political
thought, but rather a Levinasian cdl to greater sensitivity for the risk of indiffer-
ence lurking in the limitation of the responsibility of politica agents, the suppres-
sion of otherness of the other and the weeknesses in emphasising equality in cos-
mopoalitan theory (p. 84). By restricting his use of Levinasfor such acritica expo-
sure, Jordaan shows a “negative’ way to use Levinas for algumentation in globa
politica relations. Whereas the vaidity of such aLevinasian approach is not ques-
tioned, it should be noted that my critique of Levinas idea of infinite responsibil-
ity and the need to reflect on the means of responsible action (Chapters 6 and 7)
will set limitsto the usefulness of such an approach.

27 A&T 179/ AT 180, trandation modified.
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that for Levinas my injustice (that is, the manner in which my exisenceis
violently integrated with the existence of others) and justice (as response
to this injustice of my existence) is mediated and congtituted even on a
global scale. To put it bluntly, in Levinas example, that which makes
the questioning of my right to be a matter that is not abstract but very
concrete is not the proximity of the other, but the newspaper or televison
(i.e, the socio-technical system of news reporting) through which, by
mediation of which, | am questioned by the far-off other.

One could equally consider the notion of election and the particular
universal interpretation that Levinas gives to it in his writings prepared
for a Jewish context. Aswill be explained in detail in Chapter 4, the par-
ticularism of Judaism, the election of Isragl, isin Levinas view the uni-
versa asymmetry of dl subjects faced with the others and thus dso a
figure of the obligation to respond to the suffering of al others. The
global presence of both ethical agents and the suffering others seems to
fit in the extension of Levinas ideaof election.

Two themes of Levinas' thought directly extend his ethics to an interna-
tiond politica dimension through their claim to universdity and desire for
universd validity: human rights and humanism. Since the Universal decla-
ration of human rights (1948), al discourse on human rights hasto ded with
this dimenson. Having devoted a study previoudy to Levinas thought on
human rights, | shall not look at this issue in this book.?® There is also more
than a mere &ffinity for the globad dimension of ethics in the theme of hu-
manism that is used in both Levinas philosophy and his writings prepared
for Jewish readerships. That humanism tends to be a discourse that should at
the very least be defined by its claim to an ethicd relevance for the whole of
humanity, warrants the attention that will be devoted to it in the whole of
Part 2 of this book.

Apart, then, from explicit references to international political issues
one needs simply to reflect on key notions from Levinas' philosophy in
order to redlise that it is in vain that one avoids the globa dimension
thereof. Peace, if it isto retain any correspondence with what is commonly
understood by it, thet is, what is commonly yearned for by people in a
state of war or violent conflict, cannot be conceived of independently from
international relations—and this, even if one doesn’t reduce reflection on
peace to the subtle balance of warring parties, but instead refersit to the

28 Seemy “Thequest for judtice versusthe rights of the other?”, in In Levinas’ trace.
MariaDimitrova (ed.). Sofiac Avangard Prima Publishers, 2010, pp. 101-111.
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dterity of the other, that would be more origina than war.® Food for
one's hungry neighbour is a simple idea, used by Levinas, but one that
obvioudy refers to the establishment of nutritional security and what is
today called environmental justice — that is, if it is not reduced to a sm-
plistic and mordlistic handing out of sandwiches as alms (which of
course doesn't exclude the sharing of sandwiches).

As has already been suggested at the end of § 2 (but will be argued
in detail in Chapter 7), once it is affirmed within the Levinasian context
that the means of ethical conduct is significant for ethics, then the entire
question regarding the “how?” of the efficient use of means, the question
of the just use of means, stretches as far as the effect of the use of these
means. And since ethicsinvolves all human action, ethics thus coversall
technical action, i.e., al action as it is transformed, specialised or aug-
mented through the implementation of technical means. For this reason
the question concerning the justice done to ethicsis as big as the techni-
cal systems needed to realise justice or submitted to the evaluation of
justice —which isthe global scale. The global dimension of international
relations, of media, of the economy, of marketing, of cultural exchange,
of banks, transport and pollution, etc., forms the horizon within which
justice should be thought through and pursued.

That this is a valid conclusion for Levinas ethics could also be
shown by transposing the question to the register of ontology and ater-
ity. The Saying is the Saying of the Said, claims Levinas, which means
that the ethical stretches as far as the ontological. As far as there is a
human network of capability of “I can”, so far is this capability ques-
tioned by the ethica. As far as there are beings that understand Being,
but do so in interaction or exchange, albeit mediated by technical means,
there is an exchange of the logos, or an interference in the logos of un-
derstanding that the different individuals carry. Thisis of course not, or
not always on an explicit level, but very often implicit, or on the level of
mentality (in the sense explained in Chapter 2). Furthermore, | can see
no way in which there could be alimit in principle in the consideration
of the thirds; it seemsinevitable to conclude that the calculation of justice,
as presented by Levinas, should at least in principle stretch as far as all
thethirds, that is, the entire humanity.

29 A development of the theme of peace in Levinas from a point of view that sup-
ports my “globa” perspective can be found in the dready mentioned essay of Al-
fred Hirsch, “VVom Menschenrechte zum ewigen Frieden.” op. cit.
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To conclude, it is unjustified and undesirable to think of Levinas
philosophy principaly in terms of ethics (as argued in Chapter 1) and
when thought of politically then it is unjustified to restrict reflection to
the local, the neighbourhood or the State context. The ultimate horizon
within which Levinas ethics and theory of justice presents itself to be
thought through is that of the entire humanity and the international and
global relations that bring people into interaction. That Levinas didn’t
devote too much space to developing his thought in this direction cannot
be considered an invalidation of this conclusion. Rather, his negligence
in this regard should be the subject not only of our criticism, but aso of
our continued efforts to appropriate and engage with his thought. At the
same time, my point is not to reduce the political implications of Levi-
nas thought to the global. Responsibility for a global world does not
exclude responsibility for the local, but entails at least in principle an
openness to the biggest scale in which to situate al reflection on respon-
sibility and all evaluation of responsible action.

This international or global horizon of ethics is of course not an
artemporal aspect of ethics or implication of Levinas thought on the
ethical — the inevitable international or globa fabrication of our very
lifeworld and of the politica structure of contemporary lifeis simply the
condition of our contemporary world. This is true not only for people
living in the advanced industrial regions of the planet, but practically for
everybody. Since the creation of a world of networked societies, the
global dimension is rather the rule than the exception: practically all so-
Cieties are bound up in global networks and, as Manuel Castells has
shown with perspicacity, marginalisation is aso a form of integration
into the global network.*

The historical sSituation in which the a-historica validity of the
ethicity of Levinas has to redise itself, is implied in the very choice of
the word “responsibility” for ethicity, since this prospective understanding
of responsibility as the mgjor figure for the reflection on obligation is
itself the child of an era of unparalleled complexification and thus uncer-
tainty of the causa networks of human action. Although ethicity as such
is an ahistorical, context-independent signification, for Levinas® the

30 SeeManud Caddls, “Therise of the fourth world: informationa capitalism, pov-
erty, and socid exclusion”, in End of millennium, Oxford: Blackwell, 1998, chap-
ter 2.

31 However, since the ethicd is only as old as the human, the question of ethico-
genesis might be interesting to explore. One finds atheory of ethico-genesisin the
work of another critical Heidegger student, Hans Jonas. In his work too, one has
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world in which one has to weigh the responsibility due to a plurality of
others, the world in which one has to be just, is historically constituted.
This might seem avery basic point to make, but with al of Levinas' in-
sistence on the context-independent signification of the alterity of the
other, this fact tends to fade into the background, not only in his own
work, but also in that of agood number of his commentators.

Typicd of this contemporary political condition is the frequent, con-
stant and complex contact between people of different cultural and there-
fore ethico-eval uative backgrounds.** A phenomenon that is probably as
old as humanity, in our time it has taken on proportions probably never
before experienced. That this is due to immigration, travelling, the in-
creasing density of commerce, military activity, refuge seeking, sport
and cultura exchanges, al of these enforced by the development of
technologies of transport, of communication and of the diffusion of cul-
tura products, could be considered general knowledge. A mixture of old
and new forms of misery, and thus sources of ethical appeal and of politi-
cal demands of rights or claims to recognition spontaneoudly ensue from
this situation. At the same time claims for the universal ingtitutionalisa-
tion of, and at worse the widespread lip-service to, a fairly established
set of human rights and the establishment of internationa agreements or
indtitutions of justice, on the one hand and the spread of ardatively homo-
geneous economic model over the globe, on the other hand, enhance the
compatibility and trandatability between different cultures, sometimes
creating the impression of homogenising culturd pluraity to didects of
one language and seeming to limit the differences of a process of multi-
ple modernities.®* Onceiit is recognised that people are caught in the ten-
sion between such diversifying and unifying forces and the values they
enforce in their lifeworld, one could, from this perspective, return to

to distinguish between two theories of responsibility — the one ethicity, the other
respongibility for a particular context or era of human history — see my “Respon-
sihility in an era of modern technology and nihilism. Part 2. Inter-connection and
implications of the two notions of responsibility in Jonas’, in Dialogue. Canadian
Philosophical Review 48/4, 2009, pp. 841-866.

32 Thisfact, together with the preceding line of argumentation, drawsthe directionin
which | shal atempt to think about palitica responsibility very close to the “so-
cid connection model” of responshility developed by Iris Y oung in “ Responsibil-
ity, Socid connection, and Global labor justice”, in Global Challenges. War, Self-
determination, and responsibility for Justice. Cambridge and Mdden: Polity,
2007, pp. 159-186.

33 See epecidly Shmud Eisendadt, “Multiple modernities” in Daedalus 129/1,
2000, pp. 1-29.
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Levinas to enquire about his contribution to ethics in such aworld. This
iswhat will be donein Part 2 of this book.

But before we turn the page, let the preceding reflection serve to bring a
final articulation to the reference to a “globalised world” in the title of the
book. Thereisin thisbook no ambition to make a contribution to the state of
the debate about the status of globalisation or the forms of modernisation.
“Globdised” isthe term that marks the intention to engage as well asis pos-
sible with the world in its current Situation and of which | have just recdled
some dient traits. It is my intention to emphétically situate my reflection on
Levinas, within this world. This is, as far as | am concerned, part of the
meaning of doing justice to responsibility. Reflection on the genocide in the
Second World War and on the process and intellectua interpretation of
decolonisation is till of grest importance to thisworld, but | explicitly resst
a reflection that is so philologicaly mesmerised by the texts of Levinas
arguments, that it doesn’t dare to venture further to contemplate the contem-
porary relevance thereof. Even more important — and thet is the second justi-
fication for the choice of placing the “globalised world” in the title — is the
effort to avoid the mordigtic and therefore context-alien appropriation of
Levinas for the contemporary world. That a discourse about globdisation
and ethics can equdly succumb to mordization goes without saying.
Whether | succeed in avoiding this, my reader will judge.






PART 2
Levinas’ post-anti-humanist humanism
and after

As a way of accessing the guiding question of this Part, I combine the two
uses of the term humanitas indicated by Aulus Gellius — either as philan-
thropia or as paideia® — to give an approximation of the idea of humanism.
Accordingly, humanism concerns schooling — in particular schooling in what
are considered the most excellent cultural products of a particular group, in
other words schooling in the authoritative tradition — with the intention of
cultivating people that would live more virtuously with others. Often such an
intellectual position is accompanied and enforced by a cultural politics that
involves the study of this tradition and the promotion of this culture, with the
claim that it would contribute to moral progress and serve as an antidote for
corrupting attitudes and uncivilised behaviour. The declared intention is to
open a way for laudable (or humane) interaction with all people and it is ex-
actly this humanist study that would give insight not only into what it means
for some people to be human, but what it means for all to be human and
what it means to be truly human in a normative sense.

This approximation’ suffices to suggest that if Levinas, at a certain stage
of his intellectual trajectory, presents his own philosophy as a humanism —

1 Aulus Gellius, The Attic nights, Vol. 2. London: William Heinemann (Loeb clas-
sical library), [1927] 1982. Philanthropia is indicated by Gellius to be the com-
mon, but incorrect, meaning: “signifying a kind of friendly spirit and good-feeling
towards all men without distinction”. The proper, Latin meaning corresponds with
paideia, which is the exclusively human pursuit of “education and training in the
liberal arts”. (Book XIII, xvii, pp. 457-458).

2 linsist on the orientational value of this approximation; any proper encyclopaedia
of the history of ideas will reveal the complex history of cultural practices and atti-
tudes that have been named “humanist”.
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abet then as a “humanism of the other” — then we can expect not only a
claim to the universd validity of the responsibility a the core of his concern
for the other, but aso that we would find some indication of the kind of
humanist culture, or an equivalent thereof, that would support this respon-
sibility. Such is the working hypothesis that will be put to the test in this
second Part —to be partialy confirmed and partialy amended and discarded.
Thematicaly the hypothesis links Part 2 of this book, not only to the theme
of politicsin the Introduction and the question concerning the globd range of
responsihility in Part 1, but dso with my own elaboration on responsibility
and the means by which responsible action is supported as detailed in Part 3.

Since the diversity of humanisms and claims to the meaning of “real
humanism” cannot easily be harmonised into a few general theses, it
would require a particularly sophisticated knowledge of the historical
development of the different species of humanism to do justice to a
comparison between them and the work of Levinas. | don't claim such
competence and shall opt for a different approach that would be equally
legitimate for the explorative purposes of the current study. In the centre
of the current study will be an examination of the use that Levinas has
made of the term “humanism” and “ anti-humanism”.®

Y et, even though this is a completely reasonable question to pose to
the works of Levinas, it could hardly be said to be an evident question to
put to it. Were it not for the fact that Levinas gave the title Humanisme
de I’autre homme, “Humanism of the other (human)”, to a small selection
of essaysin 1972, it would certainly have been less obvious to enquire
about humanism in his thought. The reason for this is the fact that the
question of humanism is hardly present in his work. A consultation of
the Levinas concordance® shows that no use is made of the word “hu-
manism” in Existence and existents or in Totality and infinity. It is barely
given more than a passing mention in Otherwise than Being, and in his
other booksit is very infrequently used — the notable exceptions, namely
the last two essays of Difficult freedom and the book that carries the
word in its title, Humanism of the other, will be brought to our attention
later. Of al these disparate references, it is certainly not irrelevant to

3 Sincetheissue hereisthe way in which Levines develops his own position, and
not a recongtruction of dl the implicit and explicit debates with those thinkers of
the “end of man”, | use “anti-humanism” in the way that Levinas does and thus
without any claim from my side either of there being a unified position held by a
number of authors, or reducing any of them to an anti-humanism.

4 Crigian Ciocan and Georges Hansdl. Levinas concordance. Dortrecht: Springer,
2005.
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note that more pertain to anti-humanism than to humanism and in total a
larger volume of discussion is set aside for presenting Levinas agree-
ments with anti-humanism than with humanism, or his criticism of anti-
humanism than his actual support for humanism.

If we suspend for amoment the two exceptions (alluded to above) to this
generd lack of interest in matters of humanism or even anti-humanism, one
finds in the entire works of Levinas 0 little that is explicitly developed on
humanism and anti-humanism that it cannot be credibly systematised.
However, the most important theses retained in his works can be rendered
fairly easly:

(1) In both the Judaic texts and the philosophical texts the heart of hu-
manism is the human being and its value, its liberty and its material
needs. This human being isin the first place the other human being.”

(2) Of pre-modern, Greco-Roman humanism we learn that it was assi-
milated partialy by Christianity and Judaism, and is an element that
facilitates dialogue between these two religions® It is at the same
time the required defence of society against revenge and violence,
but can loseits vigilance for instituted violence.”

(3) In asfar asthe philosophy of humanism is concerned, we hear about
its socialist® or Marxist® versions, for which Levinas shows some
support. The same affinity is expressed with regard to its existentia-
list articulation in Sartre™ or in Bloch’'s neo-Marxist reformulation.™
Sartre fares better on the all-important issue of human freedom than
does Merleau-Ponty.* This support includes the criticism formulated
against previous schoolish humanism® and of bourgeois humanism
by Althusser,* and implies some criticism of Heidegger’'s apparent
lack of attention to the material conditions of human existence.”®
That Heidegger's thought is not humanist is claimed aready for
Being and time,"® but of course aso for the ideas expressed in the

5 BPW14/LC71,NTR98/DSAS17.

6 DF105,160/DL 151, 225.

7 BV 40/ADV 57.

8 TOG61/TA 42f.

9 NTR97/DSAS16f, GCM 48/DVI 84.
10 IH 106, IH 128.

11 GDT 94/DMT 109, GCM 33/DVI 62.
12 Compare|H 128f with ENT 112/ EN 122.
13 IH128.

14 GCM 3/DVI 18.

15 TO61/TA 43.

16 IH 186, ENT 210/ EN 207, GDT 24/ DMT 33.
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Letter on “humanism”*’ and his later philosophy in general.’® Anti-

humanism is appreciated for its attention to human misery,” for the
decentring of the subject® and to a certain extent for exposing what
hypocrisy there might have been in humanist literature.”* However, it
is criticised for its moral laxity and lack of orientation.? It is associa-
ted with the death of God, the end of a certain idea of the human
being and the play of language without final significance.®

(4) There exists also a specid link between Judaism and humanism,®
and Judaism could be considered as the humanism of a demanding
God.” It is from Judaism that one learns in the first place about the
humanism in which the other is the centre piece® Humanism can
have the meaning of “humanitarianism” — it is, for example, appro-
priate to call the ancient institution of “cities of refuge’” humanistic.?’
The Torah and the study thereof could reanimate a humanism that
has lost its vigilance.”®

Taken in isolation, the single referencesin this catalogue of opinions regard-
ing humanism and anti-humanism are hardly of any interest. Which is not to
say that they are of no value. In their respective context these remarks make
a contribution to the argument of the respective texts. Considered together,
they indicate at least that Levinas showed some interest in the development
of the debate about humanism and anti-humanism. However, in none of
these ingancesis the issue a presentation or overview of humanism or a.con-
sidered eval uation of whatever the main tenets of humanism might be’®

The picture changes somewhat if we turn our attention now to the texts
that have thus far been left out of consideration: the two essays at the end of
Difficult freedom and Humanism of the other. In doing so, it seems prudent
to repect from the outset the fact that Levinas practices in them two distinct

17 GDT 24/DMT 33, 68.

18 PN 127f/ SMB 10f.

19 OS131/HS178.

20 OB 127/AE203,GDT 182/DMT 213.

21 PN 14-15/NP19,BV 32/ADV 43.

22 GCM 49/DVI 86.

23 PN4/NP8,ENT61/EN 72

24 NTR82/QLT 175.

25 DF26/DL 46.

26 NTR98/DSAS17.

27 BV 42/ADV 59.

28 BV 38/ADV 55.

29 Thisdoesof course not exclude the possibility of examining each of these remarks
indetall, as| have done with the even rarer remarks by Levinas on ethnography or
decolonisation in Part 1 of thisbook. But thiswill not be my approach here.
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discursive modes: in the first case we find a pedagogue that is concerned
about the role of Jewish education in a secular (laique) Western country and
about the merits of Judaism as areligion —the writer isnot insengitive to the
philosophical ambiance in which he spesks about education; in the second
case, the author is a philosopher who is concerned about the ethical, about
finding the appropriate discourse in which to explore and advocate it, and
who, while thinking, is inspired to a degree by his own understanding and
practice of Judaism. One Levinas, two digtinctive voices: Jewish pedagogue
and French philosopher. Even though there are smilarities in the two voices
—as will be shown — the conclusions to be drawn from them are not identi-
ca. Since most of what has been catalogued above from the works of Levi-
nas concerning humanism and anti-humanism can be related to these texts, |
shall proceed by discussing firgt the two essays from Difficult freedom, be-
fore attempting afull commentary on Humanism of the other.

The first two chapters of this Part of the book are devoted to a careful
exegesis and presentation of Levinas humanism, where humanism is un-
derstood to provide a perspective on Levinas' main philosophical concerns
in view of the question of the universal significance thereof (and of which
Part 1 mapped the global, political significance). Accordingly, in Chapter
4 the idea of a Hebraic humanism and the opposition between the study of
the Talmud and anti-humanism will be explored. Similarly, in Chapter 5 a
detailed interpretation of the 1972 book, Humanism of the other, isworked
out. Also, the thought exposed in that book will be stuated in the develop-
ment of Levinas philosophical thought with respect to the influential
views on humanism by such divergent contemporaries of Levinas as Sartre,
Heidegger and Althusser. The main ideas of Levinas' later philosophy —as
presented in the two preceding chapters— will be submitted to critical scru-
tiny especially with regard to the political implications thereof, in Chapter
6. By doing s0, | expose my agreements and disagreements with Levinas
and justify my quest of an understanding of politica responsbility for a
globalised world, after Levinas.






Chapter 4

Humanism and anti-humanism
in Levinas’ reflection

on Jewish education

Humanism is explicitly thematised and advocated in the last two essays of
Difficult freedom, and thisin two quite different ways: thefirst asaplea“For a
Hebraic humanism” (1956), the second as a meditation on “ Anti-humanism
and education” (1973). Thetwo texts, one concerned with aparticular form of
humanism and the other only with humanism after or through anti-humanism,
share anumber of important concerns. Firgt, both are concerned with educa-
tion and, in particular, the education of young Jews in the Jewish heritage or
from a Jewish orientation. Second, thisissueisrespondedto, at least formdly,
by an gpped to “humanism” (but the different articulations of the two essays
will be pointed out later) and thisin the face of the phenomenon of Jewsinte-
grating into the ambient Western cultures, especidly by eguating their Jewish
morality with humanist idess of the West. Third, in opposition to this ten-
dency and in the face of the dissolution of Diaspora Judaism, Levinas pro-
poses in both essays an education that is not merely rdligious education, but
thetransmission of competencein an entire civilisation or culture. This means
not just the acquidtion of a certain knowledge, but especidly a practice,
namely that of working through the Bible and Rabbinic literature, and where
this practice links both with the rituals of the Jewish religion and the practice
of ethicsfor the advantage of dl people. Findly, in both textsthe Hebrew Bi-
ble and the subsequent reflection oniit in Rabhinic literature givesaprivileged
and decisive accessto what thehuman beingis*

1 DF275and284/DL 383 and 395.
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If there is a distinctive tension or progression between the two es-
says, then this can to alarge extent be attributed to a change in Levinas
atitude in associating Judaism with humanism. In order to appreciate
this change with respect to the centra reference to humanism, | shal
now look more closely at the two essaysin turn.

1 “FOR A HEBRAIC HUMANISM”

Againg the background of Jewish assimilation and concerns about the
desirability of learning Hebrew and the risk of imperilment that a He-
brew education might pose to the secular education (éducation laique),
Levinas suggests that Jewish education be rethought from the perspec-
tive of the meaning of Judaism in the contemporary world, that is, a
world in which humanity is in question.? It is, in Levinas view, a He-
braic humanism that is required to reanimate Judaism in a manner that is
relevant for the contemporary world. In order to understand this claim,
one first needs to understand what is meant by humanism in general.
Humanism might be a questionable term, as Levinas points out, but this
much can be said for the purposes of his essay: humanismis

“a system of principles and disciplines that free human life from the prestige of
myths, the discord they introduce into ideas and the cruelty they perpetuate in
social customs.”?

We have seen in Chapter 2 the importance of secular (desacralising)
thought for Levinas, and the key role that it plays in his philosophy and
socia diagnoses — it is by attributing such a secularising quality to hu-
manism in general, that Levinas derives the secular (laique) qudity of
the Hebraic humanism that he advocates. This doesn’t necessarily mean
that for Levinas humanism can be reduced to its secularisng or demy-
thologising nature, but that thisis at least one central aspect of humanism,
and that this quality should, in his view, suffice to appease his readers
concern about the maintenance of secular education. To be true, thereis

2 “[T]he study of Hebrew itsdlf lends support to what can today give a meaning to
Judaism. It lends support to the Jewish humanism which cannot remain indifferent
to themodern world inwhich it seeksawhole humanity.” (DF 273/ DL 381). Itis
because of thisimportance of the study of Hebrew and Hebrew texts, that | prefer
to render thetitle of the essay as*For a Hebraic humanism” [Pour un humanisme
hébraique], rather than “For a Jewish humanism” as the English trandator does.
Besides, Levinas uses in the text both expressons “Hebraic humanism” and
“Jawish humanism”.

3 DF273/DL 381
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certainly much more to Judaism than secularising thought, but this set of
principles and disciplines that opposes cruelty, this secularity, is a com-
mon denominator of al forms of expression of Judaism. What makes
this humanism “Hebraic” is the centre of its discipline: the study of a
literature and a civilisation that turns around the commentary of the Jew-
ish Law and that is maintained in practice.

Asimportant as the study of texts may be, it is the practice that ensues
from it, that is essentiad. For it is only in the practice of justice (of which
this humanism is the incessant contemplation and study) that God can be
seen. Indeed, according to Levinas, the monotheism of Judaism (from the
Bible, throughout the Talmudic commentaries) that is the ultimate source
of this Hebraic humanism, is not bent on facilitating a privileged vision of
God for the faithful, but on steering them towards their work for other
people. In this sense, Levinas can claim that “[m]onotheism is a human-
ism”.* One could paraphrase that monotheism is a secularising (including,
possibly, atheistic), never-ending reflection on justice for al people
through the incessant study of the Talmud. But this humanism needs its
humanists to give access to its treasures. This is the importance of Jewish
humanism,” which is at least as necessary for the contemporary world as
the Greco-Roman heritage of the West.

From this perspective, it should be clear that Levinas is grappling
here with much more than teaching an old language. The education that
he hasin mind is an access to and an ingtitutiona support for a“civilisa
tion of justice”. The Jewish ingtitutions of the Diaspora can be maobilised
for an ambitious cultural programme of uniting spirit and justice, some-
what paralel to Gellius, paideia and philanthropia. And if this means
that a particularity of Jews and Judaism has to be affirmed in the proc-
ess, it is at the service of excavating from the Jewish heritage that which
is needed for the accord amongst al people.

This, then, is Levinas' message to the Jewish community in France
in 1956: continue to have your children and students study Hebrew and
everything that is associated with the discipline of studying the text of
the Hebraic tradition. Sure enough, this will help you to keep Judaism
dive and relevant, which might be important to you for whatever per-
sonal, religious or cultural reason, but the real objective thereof is not the
continued existence of a religion or even the continued service to its
God, but the fate of human beings, in other words, justice.

4 DF275/DL 383.
5 DF275/DL 383.
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But since one cannot accept that the contemporary reader would smply
agree with this point of view, it isimportant to reflect on what the structure
of vaidation is that implicitly supports Levinas point of view: what is re-
quired from a reader to accept what Levinas proposes in this text? Since
Levinas wrote the text for Jews in the Diaspora, one could suppose that he
counted on a Jewish faith or an acceptance of the authority of the Jewish
religion or at least on a pro-Jewish sentiment in order to make his point.
From the content of the argument it seems that non-Jews that, for whatever
reason, are convinced that Judaism or the Hebraic literature mekes adecisive
contribution to the schooling of humanity for justice, would aso be likely to
accept Levinas' point. However, Levinas doesn't make such reasons explicit
(beyond what is summarised above) and his essay is not very clear on this
issue of the reasons for agreeing with its point about Hebraic humanism.
Since Levinas did develop similar idess or a Smilar perspective on Judaism
in other essays from the same period and for a smilar audience, it seems
legitimate to receive instruction from them regarding the structure of vali-
dation that Levinas supposes as sufficient support for this “Hebraic Juda-
ism”. This regards (1) the kind of Judaism, (2) the universdity of Judaism
and (3) the“athelsm” of Judaism.

In examining Levinas other pleas for the importance of TaAmudic stud-
ies, oneis struck, on the one hand by the specificity of what isrequired from
his reedership in terms of the kind of Judaism necessary in order to “play his
game’, but on the other hand, by the fact that this specificity has not much to
do with enthusiasm for a sectarian piety, but with the shock and horror of the
fate of the Jews of Europe in the fifteen years and more preceding these
essays. In “Education and prayer”® Levinas expresses the conviction that, as
important as prayer might be or might have been for Jewsthe

“Judaism of the house of prayer has ceased to be tranamittable. The old-fashioned Ju-
daism is dying off, or is dready dead. Thisis why we must return to Jewish wisdom;
thisiswhy in our recitation of thiswisdom we must reawaken the reason that has gone
to deep; this is why the Judaism of reason must take precedence over the Judaism of
prayer: the Jew of the Talmud must take precedence over the Jew of the Psams.”’

The Judaism that Levinas hasin mind is one that has given up the desire (or
that never had it) to conquer a part of the public space by its edifices—it has

6 According to the information on Espacethique (http:/espacethiquefreefr/ in-
dex.php?ng=fr, consulted 9 June 2010), this essay first appeared under the title
“Philosophie de lapriere” in Bulletin intérieur du Consistoire Central des Israéli-
tes de France in 1964, pp. 57-59. Written between “For a Hebraic humanism”
and “ Anti-humanism and education” it is probably correct to satethat it reflectsa
long standing perspective of Levinas on Jewish spiritud life.

7 DF271/DL 377.
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no infrastructure that can artificially support it, it is kept from dissolution
by a Jewish science of texts, the meticulous study (in Hebrew) of whichis
comparable to visiting cathedrals® Hence the particular kind of practice,
textual and reflective, that Levinas advocates as an indispensable component
of Judaism — that is why the “Judaism with a historic redlity — Judaism,
neither more nor less — is rabbinic.”® However, having noted Levinas’ in-
sistence on the particularity of Judaism or a particular kind of Judaism as
essential for the support of an education that is guided by the dream of a
Hebraic humanism, it should be pointed out a the same time that being Jew-
ish is actudly not a specific enough requirement to go aong with Levinas
idea. The centrality of the study of the Talmud in Levinas educationd pro-
grammeand in hisidea of Judaism, servesto lead one back to what is Jewish
about Jews: not their blood, history or land," in fact, not a religion or even
God in thefirst place, but rather the study of the law and the relation to other
peoplethat it mediates: the Singularity of Judaism resides exactly here:

“the link between God and man is not an emotional communion that takes place
within the love of a God incarnate, but a spiritual or intellectual relationship [une
relation entre esprits] which takes place through an education by the Torah.”™*

Justice is the essence of this teaching and of the practice that should fol-
low from it; justice is the essence of Judaism.™

From this point Levinas can indst that the very specific particularity of
Judaism doesn't obstruct, but rather furthers its universalism."® Of this uni-
versdism, Levinas gives us a good ideaiin “A religion for adults’ (1957).
Jewish universalism doesn’t mean the universalism of atruth that is equaly
vdid for everybody, but it is universd becauseit is open to everybody. Open
not in the sense of adesire to proselytise everybody, but to serve everybody.
The particularity of Judaismistheflip Sde of thismora universdism: redis-
ing the obligation to serve particularises or singularises the person or group
that realises this obligation. In this sense, the particularisation of Isradl is an
election, it isa setting it gpart from other. But according to Levinas under-

8 DF257/DL 357.

9 DF13/DL 28.

10 DF 176,23/ DL 246, 40f.

11 DF144/DL 204, trandation modified.

12 “The justice rendered to the other, my neighbour, gives me an unsurpasssble
proximity to God. It is asintimate as the prayer and the liturgy which without jus-
tice are nothing. [...] The pious person isthe just person.” (DF 18/ DL 34, trans-
lation modified).

13 DF13/DL 27.

14 DF 11-23/ DL 24-42, in paticular the ideas expressed in DF 21f / DL 38ff and
repested dsewherein Difficult freedom.
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standing of election, it is not a “historical, nationd, local or racid”*® cate-
gory; despite whatever impression might be created by the Hebrew Bible or
by certain strands of interpretation of Judaism, the particularity or election of
Isradl has, according to Levinas, nothing to do with being the first monothe-
ism, or having authored a certain wisdom, or being the privileged ingtance of
awhimsical divine decison. This setting apart is proper to every human sub-
ject in his or her capacity as obliged to serve the others. A synonym for this
setting apart or particularism is (moral) asymmetry. The particularity in Jew-
ish particularism is the singularity of any human subject as Situated excep-
tiondly in an asymmetric position with regard to the others. If thereisto be
equality between people, it can be redised only on the basis of the assump-
tion of thisinequdity or asymmetry; if there is a universdity of humanity, it
can berealised only on the basis of particularism (provided thet particularism
is understood in the sense explained here). The ethnic or historica people
cdled lgad, is in Levinas interpretation of Judaism, only one possible
manifestation of a broader category of “Israel” to which any person may be-
long, and that carries the particular name “lsradl” only because of the par-
ticular historica context in which the testimony of this election of al human
subjects has been tranamitted. But this tradition teaches that a pagan who
knows the Torah — or rather a pagan that redlises his or her dection to serve
al people —is equal to the High Priest.’® Levinas s, of course, not ignorant
of the radicdity of the interpretation that he gives here of Judaism, in fact,
after asimilar explanation of dection in the Universalis article on “ Judaism”
(1971"") Levinas exdams “This is the extreme humanism of a God who
demands much of people’.*® This exclamation is deserved, not only because
of the extreme demand placed on human agents by God, according to this
interpretation of Judaism, but dso because of Levinas labelling it as “hu-
manist”. The latter refers clearly to the centrdity of the service due to human
beings. But what then about God?

This question is answered in aradio address, “Loving the Torah more
than God” (1955)" of which the concluding point is summarised in asimi-
lar exclamation about Judaism: “It is a complete and austere humanism,
linked to a difficult adoration!”? It is everything to understand why the
adoration of such a God is difficult — it is historical circumstances thét,

15 DF22/DL 40.

16 DF22/DL 40.

17 Dae of publication confirmed on Espacethique (http://espacethiquefreefr/ in-
dex.phpAng=fr, consulted 9 June 2010).

18 DF 26/ DL 46, trandation modified.

19 DF142-145/DL 201-206.

20 DF145/DL 206.
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whilst making a certain kind devotion to God impossible, still require a
service to humanity. The suffering of Jews in the last century has made
more than evident the death of a certain God:

“What can this suffering of the innocents mean? Isit not proof of aworld without
God, where only man measure Good and Evil? The simplest and most common
answer would be atheism. This is also the sanest reaction for al those for whom
previoudy a fairly primary sort of God had dished out prizes, inflicted punish-
ment or pardoned sins — a God who, in His goodness, treated men like children.
But with what lesser demon or strange magician have you therefore filled our
heaven, you who claim that it is empty?'**

But even if by “God” Levinas has in mind the “adult’s God [who] is re-
vesled precisely through the void of the child's heaven”,* what makes
him persevere in the use of thisword? It is the belief that

“[c]onfidence in a God Who is not made manifest through any worldly authority
can rely only on internal evidence and the values of an education. To the credit of
Judaism, there is nothing blind about this.” %

And thisloving of the Torah, more than God, would be a

“protection against the madness of a direct contact with the Sacred that is unme-
diated by reason. But above all it is a confidence that does not rely on the triumph
of any institution, it is the internal evidence of morality supplied by the Torah.”?*

This concession to atheism should be added onto the appropriation of the
history of secularisation that is central to Judaism:

“Judaism has decharmed [désensorcelé] the world, contesting the notion that re-
ligions apparently evolved out of enthusiasm and the sacred. [...] Monotheism
marks a break with a certain conception of the sacred. It neither unifies nor hier-
archizes the numerous and numinous gods; instead it denies them. As regards the
divine, which they incarnate, it is merely atheism.”?

21 DF143/DL 202.

22 DF143/DL 203.

23 DF144/DL 204, my emphass.

24 DF 144/ DL 204, my emphass.

25 DF 14-15/ DL 28-29, trandation modified, my emphasis. At this point the con-
clusion of Levinas 1957 essay on Lévy-Bruhl should be caled to mind: “But is
monatheistic civilization incapable of responding to this crisis by an orientation
liberated from the horrors of myths, the confusion of thought they produce, and
the acts of crudty they perpetuate in socia customs?’ (ENT 51/ EN 63). If the
West has the capacity to resist the modern avatars of the mythical gods, then
Levinas seemsto clam implicitly, it is because it has emerged from monotheism,
of which the excellence is do in this non-confessiond context indicated to be its
secularising potentia.
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There is for al intents and purposes, no meaningful discourse on God
possible independent from the question of ethics. Ethicsis that by which
God is seen;?® but what can be known about God, God's attributes, are
al imperatives® And by this different way we arrive once again at the
primacy of the Judaism that contemplates the Talmud, over the Judaism
that praises the attributes of God in Psalms.®

After this detour through Difficult freedom, let us get back to the ques-
tion posed at the end of our reading of “For a Hebraic humanism”: what is
the structure of vaidation assumed by Levinas plea for a Hebraic human-
isn? The answer condgds of three interdependent dements (1) Tamudic
study as the essence of Judaism, (2) a universalism that is both atask and a
recognition to al those people of other traditions that recognise thistask, and
(3) an embracing of the history of secularisation, complemented by a large
concession to atheism. The support that these three dements could gain
stem, in turn, (2) from an inner affirmation of the validity of the texts and
debates of the Tamud and the study and commentary thereof, (2) from the
message of the Talmud concerning the universa reach of its meaning, as
well as the capability demongtrated by people from other traditions to con-
tribute to the debate about justice and their capability to arrange their action
accordingly and (3) from the evidence imposed by world higtorical events
that place a question mark on certain kinds of religious practice. This means,
for Jaws, aclear relativisation and reinterpretation of theologica claimsto an
exceptiond, God-ordained election, as well as a consderable deflation of
claims about God or revelation. For non-Jews, this means a strong claim as
to the importance of the study of Judaic antiquity, next to and at least on a
par with, for instance, Greco-Roman antiquity (one might say, a rdaivisa-
tion of the inferior position accorded generdly in the contemporary study of
antiquity to the Hebraic heritage), aswell asaclaim, not only to the universal
validity of its ethica demand for justice, but aso to incorporating the reflec-
tion of other traditions on justice into a TAmudic debate on justice, presented
as universal. This holds for the adherents of other monotheisms® and be-
yond.* However, in this debate, the study of classicdl texts — a study that
avoids the dead-end of mere philology, but enters the game of debate about

26 DF17/DL 33.

27 DF17/DL 33.

28 Asinthecitation of DF 271/ DL 377, above.

29 DF180/DL 252.

30 “Res assured that the light is not reserved for Israel done, and darkness for the
rest of humanity.” (DF 240/ DL 335-336).
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justice — is crucid and for this reason it is difficult to see what place non-
scriptura religions and cultures would take in this debate.

In short, monotheism as humanism, and in particular its Hebraic ver-
sion, isthe quasi-atheistic study of Talmudic text, with the view to ajust
human practice. The last element of this circumscription —just practice —
is crucia and follows not only from the particular claim to universalism
and a deflated theology, but — and this is dear to Levinas — from the
teaching of the Talmud itself. About Jews, he can state that

“the truth — the knowledge of God — is not a question of dogma for them, but one
of action [...] a Jew can communicate just as intimately and religiously with a
non-Jew who practises morality [...] aswith another Jew”

And this communion doesn’t only require the common recognition of
the monotheistic heritage, but subsequently requires recourse

“to the Greek civilization and what it engendered: logos, the coherent discourse
of reason, lifein a reasonable State”.*

Note that this is Levinas conviction from a Jewish point of view. In this
context, he dill affirms the universdity of Judaism, which has been defined
as the irreplaceable responsibility for others.® The importance of the reli-
gious tradition of Judaism is nothing more than that of having participated
in the discussion about justice and in the effort to redlise this responsibility
for along time. To this the Tamud bears witness and constitutes a part of
the debate — it deserves a humanist discipline, not because it is Jewish, but
because it spesks about the justice of humanity, which in any case was,
according to Levinas, the Old Testament’s main cause.

This use of other texts from Difficult freedom to clarify the nature of
the Hebraic humanism pleaded for by Levinas in the education, especialy,
but not exclusively, of young Jews, does not only enforce our understand-
ing of Levinas idea of humanism, but should aso guard us againgt a too
hasty conclusion about its status. We have to do here with texts that have
been written in or about the context of Jewish practice in the Diaspora;
furthermore, it should be clear that when Levinas exclams that Judaism is
a humanism, his point is also to articulate the surprise of non-Jews about
the importance of service to humans over against faith in theological
statements (and to tease the Sartreans) and should not be reduced to a

31 DF 176/ DL 247, trandation modified.

32 DF 176/ DL 246. To which Levinas will add: “Thet is the true terrain of al un-
dergtanding.” (DF 176 / DL 246) — but, as we shdl see later, his esteem for the
State and for Greek thought about the State, will not dways be so charitable.

33 DF177/DL 247.
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constant concern for the establishment of a humanism. The issue is the
manner in which Judaism isto continue to exist after the Shoah — any con-
tribution to humanism is a secondary goa. “Humanism” is an important
argumentative tool for Levinas, it isaso a useful word to explain the study
of the Talmud, next to other old traditions, but it would not be correct to
say that Levinas point in al of these texts is primarily humanigtic. His
point isan ethicd interpretation and practice of Judaism.

Y et two aspects of hisideas about the form of existence of diasporic Ju-
daism merit the use of theword “humanist” and thus prevent one from inter-
preting the use of the word as merely rhetorical. (1) When spesking here of
humanism, Levinas concern is the sudy of the Tdmud with a universa
ethicd rather than theologica objective, and “ humanism” servesto articulate
his argument for this practice. (2) Humanism is aso an gppropriate term to
capture the spirit of Levinas' train of thought in which the discourse concern-
ing justice across the differences of culture takes a central position. Whereas
Levinas seems to indicate that the vaue of the Rabbinic texts can be ac-
cepted only if the difference of their message, textua practice and required
interpretation strategy with respect to other traditions is accepted, this is not
an ingstence on particularity for the sake of maintaining and celebrating the
difference with respect to other culturd expressions, but a confidence in the
importance of the contribution that this particular position can make to the
universal coexistence of people. If Levinasis convinced of the excellence of
Jewish religious texts, this excellence is only incidental and in principle re-
placeable or copyable. This universalistic claim is not the universalism of
“our truth should be held by al”, but of “dl can be the beneficiaries of our
truth and al, through their own traditions, have some access to it and can
discuss with us about it”. One might therefore encgpsulate Levinas position
in areformulation of Terence' s humanist thesis: | am an ethical subject and
no concern about justice for othersisaiento me.

This presentation of Levinas Hebraic humanism of the 1950s certainly
does't capture dl of the nuances of his position, but thisis of no vita con-
cern for the current purposes. What should retain our attention isthe fact that
once Levinas has pleaded for this humanism —astextua practice and univer-
s ethicd reflection —in education and as a culturd politica project, that he
should have been quite troubled by the wave of anti-humanist philosophies
from the 1960s (and of which his reading of Tristes tropiques, referred to in
Chapter 2, was an early experience). The essay of 1973 tedtifies to Levinas
reflection on this challenge posed to his thoughts on Jewish educetion.



LEVINAS’ POST-ANTI-HUMANIST HUMANISM AND AFTER | 93

2 “ANTI-HUMANISM AND EDUCATION"

If the last essay in Difficult freedom also aims a advocating a “true hu-
manism”** as the objective of Jewish education, the approach is nonethe-
less quite different from that of the previous essay, as the use of the word
“anti-humanism” in the title aready indicates. The change in perspective
on how the humanistic character of Jewish education should be ap-
proached becomes clear if one considers Levinas' effort to define human-
ism. Humanism, that has served for along time as the strategy for the self-

judtification of Western culture, entails:

“the recognition of an invariable essence named ‘man’, the affirmation of his centra
place in the economy of the Red and of his value which engendered dl vadues. This
created respect for the person, both in itself and in the other, which made it necessary
to safeguard his freedom; a blossoming of human nature, of intelligence in Science,
credtivity in Art, and plessurein daily life; the satisfaction of desires without prejudice
for the freedom and pleasures of other men and, consequently, the indtitution of ajust
law —that is to say, areasonable and liberad State or, in other words, a State at peace
with other states and — an important point — above al opening up for individuals as
broad as possible a domain for private life, on the threshold of which the law stops. A
limit to law is necessary to humanism, for humanism can perhaps see no laws other
then those of the State and of nature”®

In practice, and in the narrower sense, humanism refers to the promotion
of these principles, which happensin the study of certain texts.

The first pitfall of humanism gapes in the centrality of the writing and
studying of texts: the possibility of forgetting the beautiful ideas behind
the texts and of becoming wrapped up in the celebration of eloquence.®
Since there is no a priori reason why this illness cannot aso infect a He-
braic humanism, Levinas needs to rethink, under the pressure of the anti-
humanist critique of humanism, if and how to affirm his appropriation of
the term “humanism” for his politics of Jewish education. It is clear, in
any case, that in doing so he rgects the implicit idea that he has to meas-
ure his vision of about Jewish education against the secularised version
of Judeo-Christianity. Not only does this strategy do injustice to Juda-
ism, since it debases Judaism to a variant of Western humanism and thus
compromises its particularity, but it adso lacks credibility, since it
doesn’t consider the “crisis of humanism”. If Jewish education isto have
any significance, it will have to go beyond humanism, and especialy

34 DF286/DL 398.
35 DF277/DL 385, trandation corrected.
36 Cf.dsolH 80.
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beyond the humanist reduction of Judaism (i.e., the desire to measure
Judai sm against the standard of ambient humanist values).

Asin the writings of the 1950s, Levinas cannot but start reflecting on
this issue by taking his distance from a certain kind of religious dis-
course. Without justifying the conviction further, he states:

“This was the century in which God died — that is to say, in a very precise sense,
in which a certain discourse on God became increasingly impossible.”*’

If it is taken into consideration that the intellectual opposition to theology
had gained significant impetus in the 18th century, Levinas reference to
the 20th century mogt likely rather stresses the impact of the palitical ca-
tastrophes. However, when he then discusses thesg, it is done to illustrate
the “crisis of humanism”; it should probably be concluded that the same
events that engendered the crisis of humanism, aso make a certain dis-
course about God impossible. The presentation of these events by Levinas
is of significant importance to us, since it makes a connection between his-
torical events, and intellectual developmentsin a politico-intellectual diag-
nosis of histimes, and that will be inforce aso in his philosophy:

“The 1914 War, the Russian Revolution refuting itsdf in Stalinism, fascism, Hitlerism,
the 193945 War, atomic bombings, genocide and uninterrupted war. On another
level, a science that wants to embrace the world and threstensiit with disintegration —a
science that calculates the real without dways thinking it, as if it were created on its
own in the human brain, without man, who is reduced purely and smply to the fields
in which the operations of numbers unfold. Or in adifferent aamosphere, the ambitious
philosophical enterprise which charms many of us, the ambitious philosophical enter-
prisein ad of thought and againgt pure caculation, but subordinating the human to the
anonymous gains of Being and, despite its ‘Letters on humanism’, bringing under-
standing to Hitlerismitsdlf. A liberd politics and administration that suppresses neither
exploitation nor war; asocialism that gets entangled in bureaucracy.”*®

Such are the events that have shown not only the fragility or incapacity of the
humanist project to redise itself through States and to protect humanity, but
the incapacity of a certain idea of the human essence to produce the values
needed to prevent these disasters and findly, in addition, the increasing im-
possihility of a certain kind of discourse on God. Furthermore, in order to
fully appreciate the critique of contemporary society and the response that
Levinas will proposeto it, one should notice that the three kinds of develop-
ments identified by Levinas have in common the fusion of the human being
into ablind process, whether thisiswar and tyranny, the physica succession

37 DF280/DL 389.
38 DF281/DL 390-391
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of events of the cosmos or the flux of Being (étre). We have seen in Chap-
ter 2 that such afusion isfor Levinas typica of the defenceless horror of
exposure to the sacred in “primitive” religions and again quintessential of
the return thereof in the indifference of modern atheism; in both casesit is
ethical agency that is suffocated. If a certain kind of humanism is going to
be proposed as an appropriate response to this situation, such a humanism
is, implicitly, once more cdled to a task of desacrdisation. In addition to
this, the globa reach of this societd diagnosis (clearly traced in the citation
above) should again be underscored, aswas done in Chapter 3, in order to be
perceptive to the implied reach of the proposed response.

As perpetua victims of the failures of Western humanism Jews have
been privy to this “crisis of the human idea”® — this is a programming
error: humanism is since its Greco-Roman inception the human ideal of
the conqueror® and doesn't exhaust the meaning of the human. It is (at least
initialy) out of concern for a more complete or reditic idea of the meaning
of the human and out of a redisation of the reduction committed againg it,
that a new wave of chalenge to humanism and a “suspicion regarding a
certain kind of language on the human”** gains momentum. Of thiswave of
“anti-humanism”, Levinas retains the following important characteristics.
firdt, the denunciation of literature and eloquence that hypocriticaly hides
misery and inaction;* second, it exposesthe cracksin the humanist notion of
an eternal human essence; third, in the prolongation of the previous point, as
an extenson of an uncovering of humans from the hold of a certain essence,
isthe liberation from economic, mora and lega congraints. Up to this point,
Levinas clearly gives his support to the anti-humanist critique of humanism.
However, he is not willing to continue too far dong this line of thought:
when the fight for freedom from forms of oppression risks turning into a
fight without limit, Levinas indsts on the need to educate children in the
distinction between good and evil;"™® when the liberation from traditional
morals risks losing al responsibility and permitting anything, including in
on€'s action towards others, Levinas proposes a mord orientation based on
Jawish values™ Against the complete disintegration of an idea of the human
essence, Levinas poses the irreducible essence of the human being (without
elaborating on it) and the supremacy of the human being according to the
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Old Testament.”® Againgt an abusive, hypocritical eoquence and literature,
he advocates the study of the Tdmud, the Jewish study of the Law, and the
practice that ensues from it.*®

If humanism as a drategy for the sdlf-judtification of the West has been
shaken by these events, it seems Smply naive to think that asimple religious
education aong traditiona lines will be meaningful. Besides, submitting
Jewish children and students to a religious education measured against
humanism would be futile in the light of the crisis of humanism. Again the
dternative that Levinas proposes is the same: the Jewish scriptures, with the
Rabbinic commentary and the practices that go aong with them.*” At the
same time, Levinas yet again questions certain forms of Jewish expresson
for the relevance with which they act in the contemporary world (eg.,
Jewish apologetics®™). Wheressiit is quite obvious that a humanistic study of
the Tdmud could succumb to the temptations of eloquence, Levinas im-
plicitly believes that the thorough study thereof and the practice that is asso-
ciated with it, would suffice to maintain this form of humanism, without
succumbing to the criticism of anti-humanism. But Levinas claim for the
Jewish Law is much more encompassing. In atime of human crisis

“the Jewish wisdom of the Law, the externa act, is no longer simply areflection
or pronouncement of European culture, or the pride of belonging to the oriental
origins of the West. Here we have the unique means to preserve the humanity and
the personality of people. This agency teaches us true humanism.”*

What is at stake for Levinasin this crisis of humanism, that is dso the crisis
of atroubling era in human history, is the “rescue of the Human being
[sauvetage de I’Homme]”* of which the continued existence as person is
threatened politicdly, intellectudly and morally. An education that takes
as its basis the tradition of Jewish wisdom concerning the Law and that
creates the infrastructure for the maintenance and advancement of a Jewish
culture (“a culture based on a word which through its eevation can be
called the word of God”™"), is what is needed. Thisis a universal obligation
of Jews; in service of humanity, but not to prosalytise humanity. But in the
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spirit of the Judaic tradition, this entails not a war against war in order to
install its own humanism of the conqueror, but rather a “humanism of
patience” >* What Levinas has in mind with this humanism of patience is
not clear. From the last cryptic remarks of his essay one gathers only the
following. It is a humanism that holds to the particularism of its universal
vocation and does so in the face of and in opposition to “doctrines, anthro-
pologies, axiologies and theologies’,*® but aways in communion with
other people, without distinction. Since the languages in the big cities have
become confused again (evoking the confusion of languagesin the story of
the tower of Babel), a particularism “of Abraham”,* i.e, of the father of
al monotheists, is needed, in other words, a particularism of the possibility
of aunifying discourse that is moral in nature. If we live in an Abrahamic
timeit is, according to Levinas, because

“one must accept obedience personaly [pour son compte], without counting the
faithful [sans compter les fideéles]. This personal acceptance is not egoist.”*

This non-egotistical obedience to the law is what excludes ingtaling an-
other humanism of conquerors® and what calls for a “humanism of pa-

52 DF287/DL 399.

53 DF283/DL 401.

54 DF283/DL 401.

55 DF 288/ DL 401, trandation modified. Levinas possibly refers to the story of
Abraham’s dispute with God about the number of the faithful or the just that
might be living in Sodom and Gomorrah and about their salvation — it turned out
that there were none and those cities were destroyed, while Abraham and hisfam-
ily were commanded to leave the scene without looking back. With thisin mind,
the “particularism of Abraham” seems to evoke the idea of being just, while sus-
pending judgement about the justice of others or despite theinjustice of others. Al-
though not referring to this Biblicd story, the darifications concerning the “de-
scendants of Abraham” might illuminate the ethical quality of this Abrahamic par-
ticularism: “The heirs of Abraham — people to whom their ancestor bequeathed a
difficult tradition of duties toward others, which one is never done with, an order
inwhich oneis never quits. In this order, above ese, duty takes the form of obli-
gations toward the body, the obligation of feeding and sheltering. So defined, the
heirs of Abraham are of dl nations: any person that is truly human is no doubt of
the line of Abraham. [...] There is more in the family of Abraham than in the
promises of the Sate. It isimportant to give, of course, but everything depends on
how it is done. It is not through the State and through the political advances of
humanity that the person shdl be fulfilled — which, of course does not free the
State from indtituting the conditions necessary to this fulfilment. But it is the fam-
ily of Abraham that sets the norms” (NTR 99-100 / DSAS 19-20, trandation
modified). | cite a length, because this passage on the “ descendants of Abraham”,
athough not explicitly linked to the notion of humanism, is developed in thetrain
of thought following Levinas significant qudification of humanism as being
founded inthe other (NTR 98/ DSAS 17).

56 DF287/DL 399.
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tience”, which would be one that is guided by the symbol of the suffer-
ing servant,”” a symbol of all the conquered and suffering of history —
that demand justice.

Still, this does not provide a clear image yet of what this aternative
post-anti-humanist humanism is. But, in another very dense passage of
an essay of the same time (“Jacob Gordin”, 1972-1973), Levinas uses
most of the same terms to describe an aternative humanism. Reading
the two texts together can help to amplify the basics of his idea. After
criticising the humanism of the conqueror Levinas explains that

“[o]ur age certainly no longer needs to be convinced of the value of non-violence.
But it perhaps lacks a new reflection on passivity, and a certain weakness that is
not cowardice, a certain patience that we must not preach to others, in which the
ego [le Moi] must be held, one which cannot be treated in negative terms as
though it were just the other side of finitude. Enough of Nietzscheanism, even
when purged of its Hitlerian deformations! But who will dare to say such athing?
The humanism of the suffering servant —the history of Isragl — invites usto create
a new anthropology, a new historiography, and perhaps, by bringing about the
end of Western ‘triumphalism’, a new history.”*®

This much can be derived from the two texts from the beginning of the
1970s: after the bankruptcy of the “humanism of the conqueror” in the
West, and with the evidence of the need to escape akind of thinking that
engenders violence, akind of thought (philosophical or social scientific)
that praises human interaction in terms of the will to power, of conflict
between powerful expressions of crestivity (as one would find in many
variations of anti-humanism) will not do. A different humanism is
needed, which is characterised by the figure of the suffering servant
(which is a symbol of the history of Israel — probably meaning here the
religious community, rather than the modern State — and of human suf-
fering in general) and by a patience, or endurance of suffering, or weak-
ness, that despite its importance is to be practised but not preached to
others (supposedly, others outside of the community of Isragl).

This humanism, this quest for the justice of al suffering people
should be practised against the current of contemporary political and in-
tellectual history; but in “Anti-humanism and education” nothing is said
about this being an ideal for anybody outside of Judaism.*® Such a prac-

57 DF287/DL 39%.

58 DF 171/ DL 239-240.

59 However, given the indusive understanding of the particularity of the “descen-
dants of Abraham” it cannot be excluded that the “humanism of the suffering ser-
vant” isin principle proposed to al people.
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tice doesn’t entail a subjectification or spiritudisation of principles of
action,®® but rather constant externalisation of reflection on it, in con-
tinuation of the debate about justice in Rabbinic thought. This might be
associated with religious observance, but the practice ensuing from this
dialogue about justice doesn’t aim at pleasing God, but at “safeguard the
human in humans’.®* Levinas advocacy of this humanism thus clearly
implies a plea for a Jewish particularism, but, as previoudy, not for a
limitation of tiesto anation, a State or fellow citizens.%

Let uslook more closdly at the extent or ambition of Levinas clamsin
thelater thought on an aternative humanism. The problemis dehumanisation
and anti-humanism; Judaic schooling is the answer, but only for Jews. But
thisthessbringswith it anumber of implications. Firgt, asbefore, it impliesa
clear option for a certain kind of Judaism, as described above. Second, the
question inevitably arises —what should non-Jews do with this? Clearly not
nothing: the political and intdllectual diagnosis can in principle be taken over
asis. But no positive answer isgiven in these reflections. Third, the political
catastrophes associated with humanism are particular geographically and his-
toricaly specific events, likewise, the intellectud phenomenon of anti-
humaniam is a discourse that has a limited spatio-tempora sphere of influ-
ence. Combined, thesetwo factsentail that in order even for aDiasporaJew to
accept Levinas point, aparticular phasein Frenchintellectud lifewill haveto
be taken, in combination with a specific configuration of prominent historical
events, as background againgt which the option for this form of humanism
becomesintelligible. In negative terms, it cannot be taken for granted thet the
humanism of the suffering servant or of patienceisamodd to be adopted by
al Jews (dthough Levinas clearly desires this for Jews in his context) — let
aone non-Jaws—since they livein ahistorica, politica and intellectua con-
text with different demands. Furthermore, in sharp contrast to Levinas first
version of humanism, thereisno suggestion of auniversa participationinthis
conversation about a post-anti-humanist quest for justice. These observations
are of congderable importance since, apart from the particularism avowed to
by Levinas, thisintroduces another form of particularism to his pleafor ahu-
manism of patience: it isacultura or context pecific humanism. The Juda-
ism advocated by Levinasin “Anti-humanism and education” isitsalf cultur-
aly specific, for other reasonsthan just for thefact thet it is Jewish: even if the
essence of this humanism of patience is accepted to be trans-higtoricd, the

60 DF 283/ DL 400.
61 DF 288/ DL 401, trandation modified.
62 DF 288/DL 401.
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manner in which this message is expressed and the termsin which it presents
itsalf are specific to a particular context. This context determinacy of the ex-
pression of this dternative humanism is not a secondary aspect thereof —this
becomes quite clear if one again asks the question concerning what would
motivate someoneto accept it asvalid: only two things: (1) such ahumanism
should be deemed in line with the message of the Hebrew Bible and the Rab-
binic tradition® and (2) the horror of the dehumanising political catastrophes
and the limitless, lawless freedom as consequence of anti-humanism should
be consdered as sgnificant judtification for a manner of thinking that goes
againg it. Rdligious authority (thet is, not the authority of the religious func-
tionaries, but the mora — rather than theologica — authority attributed to the
writings transmitted by the Jewish religion) in combination with a grim poli-
tico-cultural diagnosis of agpecific eraseemsto meto be the structure of vali-
dation supposed by thisessay.

3  UNIVERSALISM AND AUTHORITY:
AN UNCERTAIN CONCLUSION

If we look back from the 1973 essay on humanism and education to the
1956 essay on the same subject, a number of remarkable things are worth
adding to the list of generd similarities between the two essays given et the

63 Thisimpression could be confirmed by the TAmudic readings of thesametime—a

leest in asfar asexplicit referencesto humanism aremade. In Beyond the verse, for
instance, the Torah is presented as that which keeps learning or wisdom from be-
coming purely rhetorical —and in this continues the philosophica project of which
the inception is aready in Plato’s polemics with the sophists (BV 28/ ADV 44).
The style of the Tdmud isitself an antidote to the “ sorcery of language’ —in mak-
ing thisstatement, theorigina definition of humanismin Difficult freedom (1956) is
joined, but reinforced by the anti-humanist critique of the hypocritica € oquence of
the 1970s. Again Levinas denounces a “pure humanism, humanism without the
Torah” (BV 28/ ADV 44, my trandation) as that which suffocates culture. The
clamisthat the“red humanism” isnot onethat rejects Western or Greek wisdom,
but onethat isenforced by what isessentia to human culture, namely the teaching
of the Torah and the study thereof through the Tamudic tradition.
Or again, where L evinas discusses the humanism of the“ cities of refuge’, he com-
ments on the form of thought of the TAmudic text: “ A question thet is often asked
inthe Gemara: what verseisto be quoted? It isnot only so as not to affirm without
foundation, but also so that the verse throws light for us on the spirit of the indtitu-
tions attached to it.” (BV 42/ ADV 59). In other words the Tamudic text does
make a contribution to a certain debate, but not without some form of ingtitutional
authority. A detailed anaysis of the notion of authority in Levinas readings of the
Tamud would have to complete this remark, but falls outside of the scope of the
present study.
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beginning of this Chapter. Considering first the implicitly presupposed &f-
firmations needed from his audience in order to accept the vaidity of histwo
respective presentations of humanism, we can note that the quasi-atheistic
religious orientation of the earlier text is maintained in the later one and with
it dso the ingstence on the appropriateness of a specific kind of Judaism,
namely one of which the study of texts of Jewish antiquity forms the basis
(not only for education, but for spiritud lifein generd). It isthe third element
of the structure of vaidation — universdism — that is quite different from
what is supposed by the 1956 essay on humanism and educetion: in the later
essay there is only the question of a universalism of vocation, not of a uni-
versal participation of the plurdity of cultura traditions in a discourse on
judtice. This omisson might smply be due to the practica contingencies
under which the essay was written. However, it does leave a question open
regarding the place of adherents of other religions and other culturd tradi-
tions. The broadest reading would be that Levinas here leaves the questionin
suspense; the narrow reading would be that he bases his daims about a hu-
manism for Jews on the authority of the Hebrew Bible and the tradition that
comments on it and that not much isto be said either about those that do not
accept the authority of this tradition, or about an internd evidence that the
teaching contained in these texts could draw fromits scholars.

Thisisan important issue snceit concerns the practices by which clams
concerning just action are produced and practice itsdf is judtified, planned
and launched. | do not think that the exposition of the two texts of Difficult
freedom (and those used to supplement them) suffices to establish a clear
line of development in Levinas' thought on thisissue. In fact, our reading of
Levinas thought on humanism in the religious context, leaves us with a
question about two centrd issues. First, isthe humanism pleaded for one that
invites a universa participation by any and al people irrepective of their
cultura heritage in a debate about justice, or is this humanism the roadmap
for survivd, exclusively for Jews, dbeit in their capacity as servants of the
whole of humanity and of suffering people in particular? Second, does this
cdl to study the Tamud imply the broad claim that a collection of ancient
texts tedtifies to a source of justice (which is not itsdlf), which it excelsin
reflecting and to which al people can be invited to join, since their own re-
flection might give them access to the source of justice independently from
the Tdmud, or isthe cal to TAmudic studies limited to those that are linked
to Judaism, either by their family history or by the acceptance of the author-
ity of the religious texts (or probably both) and in which the scriptures them-
selvesform the indispensable access to reflection on justice?
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4 CHANGING OF THE GUARDS:
TALMUDIC HUMANISM AND A PHILOSOPHICAL
POST-ANTI-HUMANIST HUMANISM

Although | don't claim to render the full nuance of these texts and those
of the same period, it seems reasonable to state that the nature of these
writings probably doesn’'t alow for an absolutely clear and precise de-
scription of the evolution of Levinas position on these issues concerning
Judaism and humanism. We have seen the different manners in which
Levinas would probably have responded to these questions— our reflection
is, of course, limited to the two important texts about humanism written
in areligious context and outlined in this study.

However, thereisthe philosophical text, Humanism of the other, in which
humanism is again thematised. Here it iswith a notably different discursive
practice: as philosophica text, it constantly resubmits the authority of textsto
questioning; there could be no question of referring to a“Book of al books’.
The same criteriafor accepting the vdidity of hisarguments cannot hold. No
tiewith Judaism or awish for a contemporary vitality of the Jewish commu-
nity asreligious community can be taken asapoint of departure (even though
the arguments advanced may be of Jewish religiousingpiration). This means
a the same time that a key aspect of the two versons of Levinas humanism
in Difficult freedom, namely the study of the Tamud, cannot Smply be re-
quired asthe centra piece of this philosophica humanism—or, if it is part of
this philosophical humanism, then the place given to the Talmud would be
next to other traditions speaking about the same concernsand certainly not on
thebasisof apreconceived ideaof the excellence of thetexts, and evenlesson
the basisof religious authority, but only in asfar asit contributesto atheme of
reflection. No desireto speek or reflect about God or religion can be supposed
in his generd readership — especidly not in France in the 1960s and 1970s.
Universdism would enter the argument, not in the sense that it would be re-
quired to write from no perspective, but rather in the sense that it would be
indispensable for Levinas to show that he can relativise the position from
which hewrites (in relation to dl other positions) and belucid about whet this
position bringswith himto theargument.

Yet, with al of these differences with respect to the discursive prac-
tice, the essence of the theme is the same, namely responsibility for the
other human being and justice. This can be shown clearly by comparing
thetitle of the philosophy book —in which the decentring of a humanism
to the concern of the “other human” is strikingly displayed in the title
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Humanism of the other — with an explicit remark in Du sacré au saint
about what Levinasidentifies as an essentia trait of Jewish humanism:

“the person whose rights must be defended is in the first place the other human
being; it isnot initially myself. It is not the concept ‘human’ which is at the basis
of this humanism; it is the other human beings.”®*

Even though the other human and the responsibility and justice due to
other people have been the core of dl Levinas philosophy since the war,
he did not dways refer to his thought as humanist. Also, after Humanism
of the other Levinas never nurtured the term; particularly significant isthe
practical absence of any reference to humanism in Otherwise than Being,
which iswith Totality and infinity arguably Levinas' most important book
in philosophy and was written just a few years after Humanism of the
other. The judtification for the adoption of the title “humanism” is to be
sought esewhere than in the will to contribute to, remain true to and extend
the tradition (or one of the traditions) of European culturd life that carries
that name. One finds an indication of this in the interview *Philosophy,
justice, and love” (1982), where Levinas explains his ideas concerning
human subjectivity as congtituted by responsibility —he declares:

“My view is opposed to the tendency of one whole portion of contemporary phi-

losophy that prefers to see in man a simple articulation or a simple aspect of a

rational, ontological system that has nothing human about it [...]".%

He advances then with a short eaboration of the Heideggerian verson of
this tendency, highlights a trace of the same tendency in Merleau-Ponty’s
work and then continues his reflection on the genera tendency of histime:

“In the same distrust with regard to humanism according to contemporary philo-
sophy there is a battle against the notion of the subject. What they want is a prin-
ciple of intelligibility that is no longer enveloped by the human; they want the
subject to appeal to a principle that would not be enveloped by concern for hu-
man fate. On the contrary, when | say that consciousness in the relation with the
other loses its first place, it is not in that sense; | mean to say that, in conscious-
ness thus conceived, there is the awakening to humanity. The humanity of con-
sciousness is definitely not in its power, but in its responsibility [...] | advocate,

asin thetitle of one of my books, the ‘humanism of the other’ "%

These then are the concerns that warrant giving the title of “humanism”
and particularly “humanism of the other (human)” — which is equaly the
essence of Jewish humanism — to one of his books (but not to his philo-

64 NTR98/DSAS17, trandation modified, smilarly GDT 182/ DMT 213.
65 ENT 111/EN 121.
66 ENT 112/EN 122, trandation modified.
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sophy in generd): adispute with contemporary philosophy about the status
of the subject, and a concession about the decentring of the subject, but
this by aresponshility for the other and a care for human well-being. Every-
thing hingeson the “... of the other (human)” by which the polemical ap-
propriation of “humanism” is qualified. And in this, the resonance with
“Jawish humanism” iswilled.

It is the contemporary intellectual tendency that occasions the polemi-
cal appropriation of the title “humanism”, but the title is equdly justified
by the “anti-anti-humanist” thematic.®” One could say that the “ humanism”
adopted in Humanism of the other is equally circumgtantia as that of Diffi-
cult freedom, except that in the former there is no question of the humanistic
study of the Tdmud. This fact will have to be contemplated, since if there
is a humanism advocated by Levinas, that could at least in principle side-
step the study of the Tamud, while remaining true to the ided of his Judaic
humanism (namely justice towards people), one would have to know
where the resources for this other philosophica humanism come from.
Furthermore, if there are such Talmudic-independent resources, we will
have to consider in what position it leaves the Hebraic humanism or the
humanism of patience.® Let us then without further ado turn to Humanism
of the other to explore these questions.

67 Seesmilarly PN 17/NP102.
68 A regponse will be suggested to this dilemma in the two concluding points to
Chapter 5, 84.



Chapter 5
Levinas’ post-anti-humanist humanism:
Humanism of the other?

One’s first impression in searching for help from Levinas in reflecting about
humanism might be one of joy. Remarkable as it may be, here is a French au-
thor, well informed about his contemporaneous philosophical scene, who in
1972 publishes a book on humanism: it is entitled Humanism of the other.
One’s joy will be quickly attenuated, though, on opening the book. Not only is
there no definition or description given of what the author understands by
“humanism”, not only is the anti-humanism dominant in the early 1970s
French — or even simply “Parisian” as Levinas says’ — philosophical scene
presented as the essential point of reference, but the aim of the book, in appar-
ent disdain for its title, is indicated not as the foundation of a new humanism,
but as a research on a kind of meaning to be found in the “proximity of the
one-for-the-other™™ of which the preface gives a brief sketch. The same kind
of disappointment will be the fate of the reader seeking insight into notions
like “self”, “other”, “identity”, “culture” and a string of other notions that we
so direly need to reflect on in the world that is ours and from which one would
expect a humanism to provide philosophical and cultural-political guidance.
To be precise, these notions are not absent from Levinas’ work. Not only
are they present as terminology in his texts, but the terms (as they are tradi-
tionally used) are to be found at the very origin of the statement of Levinas’
problem. What makes access to Levinas’ work difficult is exactly the way in

1 Aslightly different version of this Chapter (up to 84) was published under the title
“Rethinking the conditions for inter-cultural interaction. A commentary on Levi-
nas’ Humanism of the other”, in a thematic issue on “The interaction between
self and the others in the age of globalization” (guest editor, Jorn Risen) in
the Taiwan Journal of East Asian Studies 7/2, December 2010, pp. 113-147.

HO 58 / HH 95.

3 HO3/HH7.
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which he uses these words. Invariably, the notions that we would like to in-
terrogate the philosopher on are used, but while crossing out, as it were, our
common understandings of these notions. What Levinas says of the intro-
duction of his book applies too for his use of traditiona philosophica termi-
nology: just as the preface is not only a repetition of the content of the book
but afirgt “urgent” commentary on it so as to partidly undo what is said in
the book, so too when he uses terminology, he uses it in such away asto
undo something of what has been said about, or by means of, those terms by
the tradition of philosophical reflection. If we then want to expose ourselves
to the perspective that Levinas presents on humanism, we will have to exam-
inethisway of usng termsand partially undoing them at the same time. One
understands Levinas when one hears how a traditiona philosophical term
“rings’ after itsringing has been interfered with in thisway.

In accordance with the genera concern of Levinas entire philosophy,
onewouldn’t be able to appreciate much of the after-ringing or reverberation
of the notion “humanism” without thet of “identity” and “dterity” or “same”
and “other”. This shouldn’t be much of a surprise, because if it is true that
the stakes of Humanism of the other are the same as those of Levinas phi-
losophy in genera (as pointed out at the end of Chapter 4), then we need just
recall what has been said about the genera concern of this philosophy &t the
end of Chapter 2: Levinas' entire philosophy is motivated by his concern
about the threet of politica disasters, which tend to manifest themsalves in
the form of identity-enforcing totditarian violence and that of indifferent plu-
rality. It was argued that his philosophicd project isaquest for the source of
anon-totalisable aterity, which would interrupt the force of identity and give
orientation to the indifferent, multiple cultura renderings of Being. Further-
moreit is of consderable importance to recall that it was concluded that this
double palitical concern is responded to in Levinas' philosophy by recourse
to the big notions of metaphysics—“same”’ and “other” or “identity” and “d-
terity” —which are meditated in the register of ontology and ethics.

To appreciae Levinas use of these terms, and thus his contribution to
our subject métter, one has to consder the conditions under which the ring-
ing of these words and the interference with them were initiated, long before
writing Humanism of the other. One finds the first embryonic expression of
this quest in two rdlated essays: “ Some reflections on the philosophy of Hit-
lerism” [Quelques réflexions sur la philosophie de I’hitlérisme] (1934%) and
“On escape’ [De Iévasion] (1935). Read together, they revea how Levinas
situates his philosophica problem at a political as well as an ontological
level, an understanding of which is indispensable for understanding what he
hasin mind in the humanism of the other.

4 InlH23-33.
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1 FIRST ATTEMPTS AT A POLITICAL AND
ONTOLOGICAL FORMULATION OF THE PROBLEM

Levinas never made a secret of the fact that his philosophical agenda was
ingpired by his personal experiences® His concerns, political as well as per-
sond, are such that the question of the self and the other is placed firmly in
the centre of his philosophy: victim of anti-Semitism in Europe, Jew
amongst Chrigtians and atheists, Russian- and Hebrew-speaking in a French
and German world, and reader of the Tdmud in aworld of Greek thinking.
In other words, Levinas lived and worked in the tension between identity
and dterity on the cultura, palitica, religious, ethnic, intdlectud and lan-
guage planes. When, in the early 1930s, he observed the rise of Naziam, this
tension gave birth to a philosophica problem that, through various reformu-
lations, will remain the major concern for Levinas throughout his way of
thinking. This problem concerns the relationship between the subject and
his’her history or, one could say, it concerns the place to be accorded to the
different narratives (culturd, religious, ethnic, etc.) that congtitute the identity
and the manner of being of the subject. What Levinas considers to be the
decisive core of thisissueis our “conception of the human being” It isonly
when one considers this core, namely on€e's conception of the human being,
that one is able to recognise that whenever the tenson between the sdlf and
the other arises, what is a stake is the very humanity of the human being
(I’humanité méme de I’'homme).”

Thus, what Levinas congders philosophicaly interesting, or disturbing
rather, in the “philosophy of Hitlerism” is that its rise in the palitical arena
confronts one with the inductable task of contemplating the humanity of the
human being. He does so in his essay by referring to along and multifarious
tradition of liberalism in Europe. Liberdism, that encapsulates for Levinas
the essence of the European tradition of the conception of the human being,
will be used by him in this essay as a sandard against which to measure in-
novation or deviation. The most sdient agpect of this tradition is its care for
the idea of a human subject that disposes of one or another kind of liberty or
freedom. Liberty isthe capacity to make a present moment; it is the opposite
of being drawn aong by higtory. In fact, as Levinas states, in absolute terms

5 Seefor instance the first pages of Ethics and infinity and the autobiographica es-
say, “Signature’ in DF 291295/ DL 405-412.

6 IH 27 and repested elsewhere.

7 IH 33. Herewefind again the term introduced in Chapter 4, when its echo in Dif-
ficult freedom was considered under the terms of the “rescue of the Human being”
(DF 286/ DL 398, my trandation).
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the free individua “has no history” 2 though it is evidently not denied that
theindividual makes higtory.

When Levinas highlights the most important moments of this libera
tradition of the West, he insists on the golden thread or “leitmotiv”,® start-
ing curiously™ with Judaism, running through Christianity and taken up
again in modern liberalism, that situates human dignity — the dignity of
every particular human being — in the capacity of the soul to disengage
itself of its own history, from whatever particular narrative that could sin-
gularise it, give it its particular identity.* Marxism seems to be a breach
with this tradition in that it considers the consciousness to be determined
by Being,"> meaning that the life of the soul, in the great variety of its ex-
pressions, reflects the materia conditions of being of the respective classes
of society. However, even in Marxism the consciousness retains the capac-
ity to throw off the effect of the materia conditions, and this capacity is
situated in the act of taking cognisance of the socidl situation.™®

A red breach with the European notion of the human being would take
place only if the historica Situation, attachment or identity of the human be-
ing is not taken to be secondary to the free soul, but the very basis of it.**
Such a notion of the human being would centre on the human body. Now,
one should be very careful not to rashly identify the bearers of such anotion
of the human being only with Hitler or the Hitlerians (as Levinas cdlsthem).
Sure enough, in the first sentence of the essay Levinas, in accordance with
thetitle of the essay, spesks of the “ philosophy of Hitler” ™ But on that same
page, he dso clamsthat, in as far as this philosophy evokes the question of
the relationship between the soul and redlity (or history), the “philosophy of
Hitlerism goes beyond the philosophy of the Hitlerians’.*® Furthermore, the
section of the essays that explains this new notion of the human being con-
tains no more precise indication of its bearers than a reference to “modern

8 IH24

9 IH26

10 “Curioudy”, not in the sense that the Jewish roots of Western culture are ignored,
but in the sense that it seems more logica to Stuate thet root in what is today
cdled theMiddle East.

11 Cf.IH 26: “The equd dignity of al souls, independently from the persons’ mate-
rid or socid condition, does not follow from a theory that maintains benegth the
individua difference an andogy of ‘psychologica condtitution’. Equd dignity
should be attributed to the power given to the soul to freeitself of what was, from
al that tied it, from all that engendered it”.

12 IH27.

13 IH28.

14 H28.

15 IH23.

16 IH23.
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Germany” " and “the Germanic idedl of the human being”.*® No “Hitlerian”
author is cited explicitly or named (though the two references to Nietzsche
are probably not incidentd). | insgst on this point because L evinas opens up
an ambiguous space in which the reeder should fill in a name of a bearer of
such a philosophy in which history determines the fate of the human soul —
and it is of crucia importance for the understanding of Levinas' entire phi-
losophica project that onefillsin the correct name: next to that of whatever
Hitlerian, the name of Heidegger. This is the person from whom Levinas
learned more about philosophy than from anybody else (except perhaps
Husserl); it isadso the person that Levinas believes provides the most illumi-
nating perspective on his contemporary intellectua environment.

What makes it difficult to see Heidegger in this text — apart from the
fact that he is never named — is that Levinas aready transforms Heideg-
ger’s analysis of the human being (or rather, Dasein), at the moment he
redeploys it. Levinas does what Heidegger avoided in Being and time:
he identifies human existence with the fact of being a body. Between the
lines of Levinas text, one reads that it is Heidegger’'s philosophy of
Dasein that would clarify what it means to be attached to one's body.
According to Levinas

“[t]he body is not only closer and more familiar to us than the rest of the world, it
doesn’t only command our psychological life, our mood and our activity. Beyond
these commonplace observations, there is the feeling of identity.”*°

And he continues by stating that the adherence of the body to the self “is
an adhesion from which one can't escape” (est une adhérence a laquelle
on n’échappe pas).”’ The echo of one of Heidegger's most important
statementsis still audiblein Levinas' text:

“Dasein [Levinas says “the body” — EW] isontically ‘closest’ to itself, ontologi-
cally furthest, but pre-ontologically nevertheless not foreign.” %

Just as, in the new (Germanic) conception of the human being, one is at-
tached to one's body,?? so in Heidegger's philosophy one is attached to

17 IH33.

18 IH3L

19 IH29.

20 IH29

21 MartinHeidegger, Being and time. John Macquarrieand Edward Robinson (trand..).
Oxford: Basil Blackwell, [1962] 1988, p. 37/ Sein und Zeit. Tubingen: Max Nie-
meyer Verlag. [1927] 1993, p. 16 (trand ation modified). A Smilar damismadeaf-
ter theintroduction of the notion of mineness (Jemeinigkeit) (Being and time. op. cit.
p.67-68/ Seinund Zeit. op. cit. p. 41-43), towhichweturnnextin our text.
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one's own being; in fact, what Levinas is doing here is to reformulate the
most significant ontological insight provided by the ontic specifics of hu-
man existence (as analysed in Being and time) by an introduction of the
body: asfar as he is concerned, your body is the way in which your being
is your own. Being [Sein, étre] is aways yours, in such a way that you
cannot rid yoursdlf of it. This fact of “being that is aways someone's’,
Heidegger called “mineness’ (Jemeinigkeit) and this term forms the centre
of Levinas polemics with his former teacher.? In the opening sentences
of 8 9 of Being and time, entitled “The theme of the analytic of Dasein”
Heidegger explains minenessin the following words:

“We are oursdlves dway's the entities or beingsto be andysed. The Being of this entity
isat every instant mine. In their very act of being these entities are themsdlves related
to their being. As beings of the event of Being, these entities are entrusted to or ddliv-
ered to their own being. The being isthe concern for these entities”**

For Levinas this summarises the essence of the new conception of the
human being, a conception that bresks with the European tradition:*
through my body, Being or history is so much mine, that | am subjected to
what Being or history imposes on me, to the identity (Selbstheit, ipséité)
that is historically constituted — and from this there is no escape. The

22 “[D]ans cet enchainement au corps [...] consste toute I’ essence de I’ esprit” (IH
30), saysLevinas.

23 | haveargued thisin De I’éthique a la justice, Chapter 1.

24 Fredy trandated from Sein und Zeit. op. cit. p. 41-42: “Das Seiende, dessen Ana

lyse zur Aufgabe steht, Sind wir je sdbst. Das Sein dieses Seienden is je meines.
Im Sein dieses Salenden verhdlt sich dieses selbst zu seinem Sein. Als Seendes
dieses Sains igt es seinem eigenen Sein Uberantwortet. Das Sein it es, darum es
diesem Selenden je selbst geht.” / Being and time. op. cit. p. 67-68.
The link between Levinas essay on Hitlerism and Heidegger's idea of mineness
was afirmed much later (1990), when Levinas commented on his early essay:
“This article proceeds from a conviction that the source of the bloody barbarism
of Nationd Socidism[...] isinscribed in the ontology of Being, concerned to be
[...]." Cited from the “Post-scriptum”, in Quelques réflexions sur la philosophie
de I’hitlérisme. Rivages poche (Petit Bibliotheque) 1997, p. 25.

25 Itisnot dear why Levinas, in this essay, puts o much emphasis on the long, con-
tinuous Western/European tradition of the liberty of the soul and condemns the
breach with that tradition. One should notice that it is somewhat problematic, in
that he formulates an argument for a conception of the human being that is pre-
cisdy not determined by hisher history. In order to maintain the coherence of the
essay one would have to take Levinas' ingstence on the continuity of this Euro-
pean tradition not as a legitimisation of his argument, but only as the historicd
background to hisidees of which he approves. However, it is clear that such abe-
nevolent reading would be somewhet forced. Thet Levinas had a very postive
image of European cultureis no secret and, as we shal see, even appeared &t cer-
tainingtancesin the form of a Euro-centrism.
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human being’slife is characterised by care (Sorge), but every caring action
is one that has aready been entrusted to or surrendered to Being, which
draws it dong. In other words: “The essence of the human being is no
longer in freedom, but in akind of ensavement [enchainement]”*® and one
can do no more than to accept this fatality.

The politica consequence of such anation of humanity istheimmediate
exclusion of politics as a condition to which free spirits consent.?” Instead of
the free play of idees that would make truly human politics possible, ideas
are imposed on individuals by their belonging to consanguine groups (or
ethnic, culturd, religious and other groups by extension) — and this necessar-
ily leads to expansion and war: racism seeks universalism by means of con-
quest, according to Levinas. Or again in other words: a particular identity
spontaneoudy seeks to impose itsdlf on what doesn’t conform to it; identity
spontaneoudy seeks to impose itself on non-identity, on dterity. These are,
according to Levinasin 1934, the termsin which to consider the humanity of
the human being that is being put a risk.”® We have aso seen the extension
of the same line of reflection on identity and dterity in Levinas remarks on
ethnography, in Chapter 2, and on colonisation, in Chapter 3.

Levinas reaction to this problem will not consist of smply returning to
the tradition of the free soul (although his writings up to Totality and infinity
could be considered to be, to a certain extent, a reworked appropriation of
this tradition). His philosophica project starts from accepting the terms in
which Heldegger conceives of human existence, but attempts to go beyond
the fatality he seesin them.”® The first step was to advance the formulation
of the problem in ontologica terms. This Levinas did in the 1935 essay, On
escape. Hence forth, the primary strategy by which to tackle the question of
the tension between “identity” and “dterity”, “sdf” and “other”, will be a
dispute with the Western tradiition of thinking in which the question of Being
is centrd. In other words, the contemplation of political catastrophes (or the
threst thereof) istrandated into ontologica termsinherited and adopted from
Heidegger.

If indeed “the essence of the human being isno longer in freedom, but in
akind of endavement”, if human existenceisindeed first and foremost char-
acterised by mineness, what would this entail for human existence? In On

26 IH 30.

27 1H30.

28 The most important elements of the 1934 study will resppear in Levinas' later
andyses of political and cultural events. See for instance “ On the deficiency with-
out care, in anew sense’ [De la déficience sans souci au sens nouveau]” (GCM
43-51/DVI 77-89, my trandation).

29 Again, it isthe same notion of fatdity that Levinasidentified in “primitive” relig-
ion and the means by which he identified it in Heidegger — as argued in Chapter 2.
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escape Levinas provides what could be considered as a counter Daseinsana-
lyse (ontological analysis of the human being), in which he attempts to show
some of the implications of Heidegger's idea of mineness. Being means for
the human that on€'s identity is firgtly to be considered not in terms of the
reflection of the subject to itsdlf, but in terms of continued existence (ipseity
or sdfness) — the perseverance in one's existence (Spinoza s conatus, that
the later Levinas likes to use to gloss the ontologica identity). Being means
for human existence to be or to exist in such an intimate circuit of “ex-
change” with Being (i.e, mineness), that one dways understands (pre-
predicatively) Being in the different waysin which oneis. In fact, the entire
human existence is along happening of the understanding of Being, i.e., on-
tology.*® With one's whole existence a every moment, one is a logos, a
“discoursg”’, concerning the different ways in which one conjugates, as it
were, the meanings of “to be”, that is, waysin which one understands Being.
But whereas minenessis at the source of sdlfnessand dl understanding (esa
subsidiary of the understanding of being), one is at the same time tightly —
Levinas says brutally®* — bound to Being. Thereis no escape; oneiis attached
to being without any exit — hence the title of the 1935 essay. All understand-
ing, and hence al meaning, is imposed on humans by virtue of the circula-
tion of understanding in which they find themsalves with Being. In the terms
used in Chapter 2; for Dasein, to be meansto participate.

Levinas proposes no solution to this dilemmain 1935. The hermeneutics
of facticity of human existence offered in the analyses of shame and nausea
sets out to express the need of the human being to escape from the appar-
ently inescapable burden of one' sown identity, that is

“to break the most radical, the most inexorable, endavement, namely the fact that
the sdif isitself” .

The urgent problem of “finding the way out” could aso be formulated as a
question: “is ontology fundamenta?”. In these words (the title of the seminal
essay of 1951), Levinas restates the question of the escape: are dl forms of
meaning dependent on ontology, on one's aways brutally belonging to Be-
ing? Does the human being exhaust the meaning of hisher humanity and

30 Thisis the centre of Levinas gppropriation of Heidegger: “The whole human
being is ontology [Tout I’homme est ontologie.].” (ENT 2/ EN 13, trandation
modified, smilarly GDT 58/ DMT 68).

31 That thisideaof being narrowly atached to Being is opposed to atradition of lib-
erdiam is resffirmed in the 1935 essay: “The revolt of traditiond philosophy
againg the idea of Being, proceeds from the discrepancy between human liberty
and the brutdl fact of Being that trikesit.” (EV 91).

32 “[D]e briser I'enchainement le plus radicd, e plusirrémissble, le fait que le moi
est soi-méme’ (EV 98).
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selfness by articulating the event (Er-eignis) of being?® Is there not perhaps
another form of meaning that transcends my attachment to mysdlf, to my
identity, to my body, to history, and ultimately to Being?

Levinas project will consist of arguing that, next to ontological
meaning, or rather more original than ontological meaning, thereisakind
of meaning that arises between people that is not ontological and he will
argue that it is ethical in nature The entire question of human diversity,
of the tensions involved in the relation between identity and dterity is
made dependent on Levinas' Heideggerian inspired notion of identity and
an aterity that will infringe on that identity. Let it be Stressed that the
terms in which Levinas approaches this question are terms of meaning and
not in the first place that of an economics or politics of difference. In fact,
he explicitly states that the aterity in which he is interested, the dterity
that makes an escape from the fata violence of identity as perseverancein
selfness possible, the dterity that would be at the root of a peaceful co-
existence amongst the diversity of peoples, is to be understood in a very
particular way: the other is other —

“[o]ther, not at all because he would have other attributes or be born elsewhere or
a another time, or be of a different race [...]. It is not at al the difference that
makes alterity; it is alterity that makes the difference.”®

| rephrase; itisnot at al the difference of singularising attributes of identity
(of adifferent culture, ethnicity, religion, etc.) that constitutes what is essen-
tid to dterity; it is the ethicd meaning of dterity that makes the difference
with regard to the ontological meaning of the relationships between people.
The solution, or rather the response, that Levinas proposesto the problematic
tension between identity and alterity, will not resde in an articulation of the
differences susceptible to prejudice, discrimination, stereotyping, inequity or

33 These terms are borrowed from alater text — GCM 46 / DVI 82: “man exhaudts
the meaning of his humanity and hisipsety in articulating the Er-eignis of being.”

34 Thesetermsareto be found in “Ethics of the infinite”, in Dialogues with contem-
porary Continental thinkers. The phenomenological heritage. Richard Kearney.
Manchester: Manchester Universty Press, 1984, p. 49-69, here p.57 / “De la
phénoménologie a I'é&hique’, in Esprit 234, 1997, pp. 121-140, here p. 129,
where Levinas explicitly states that “it is my own persond tesk to identify this
dua origin of meaning — der Ursprung des Sinnhaften — in the interhuman rela-
tionship “, these two sources of meaningfulness being phenomenologicd or onto-
logical and ethical, respectively.

35 “Autre, pasdu tout parce qu'il aurait d’ autres atributs ou serait né ailleurs ou aun
autre moment, ou parce qu'il serait derace différente. [...]. Cen'est pasdu tout la
différence qui fait I dtérité; c'est I dtérité qui fait la différence.” Cited from the
interview “Lavocation del’autre’, in Racismes. L’autre et son visage. Grands en-
tretiens rédlisés par Emmanue Hirsch. Paris: Cerf, 1988, p. 92.
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other forms of violence, but in indicating that there is something different to
the other (and that is not reducible to the qudities of the other) and that the
subject (or sdif) cannot be indifferent to this dterity of the other. The most
profound aterity of the other is situated not in histher perceptible difference,
but in the non-in-difference that the self discovers regarding the other, who-
ever that other may be. Thisdterity asthe non-in-difference that underlies all
difference restores to humans the full sense of their humanity that isat risk in
the ontological reduction prevaent, according to Levinas reading, in the
Wedtern tradition of thought. In other words, reflection on the problematic
tension between identity and dterity should in find analysis be referred back
to what contitutes humanity, namely ethicity, and it is only from this per-
spective of ethicity that a measure, or common discourseg, is discovered
that sets alimit to the engagements imposed by what would otherwise be
an absolute cultura relativism. This latter point is Levinas major concern
of the first essay in Humanism of the other, to which we now turn.

2 THE CRISIS OF HUMANISM

Humanism of the other is a collection of three essays (published respec-
tively in 1964, 1968 and 1970) to which a preface has been added for the
publication in 1972. It represents (especialy in the first essay) Levinas
first attempts to go beyond what he considered the insufficiencies of his
major work of 1961, Totality and infinity, but without rejecting the basic
convictions defended in that book. Humanism of the other is part of the
transition®® to the second phase of Levinas work in which Otherwise
than Being (1974) stands in the centre and of which the central piece, the
article “La substitution” (first published in 1968), is contemporaneous
with Humanism of the other. However, in Humanism of the other Levi-
nas takes up the debate with Heidegger in terms similar to those formu-
lated three decades earlier and extends it to a debate with contemporary
anti-humanism (or the crisis of humanism) in the socia sciences. Let's
explore this statement in more detail.

36 Instuating Humanism of the other within the development of Levinas work, itis
probably most prudent to ingst on its place as atrangitiona collection. One should
especiadly be careful not to be guided merely by the date of initid publication of
the essay of HO, but to consder dso the notes available for Chapter 1 in the re-
cently published first volume of the Oeuvres complétes. The 28 idess that are
formulated under the title “ Sens et signification” evidently prepares this Chapter
and are, according to the editorid note, written on an invitation card of 1954.
However, according to the editor of these notes, Rodolphe Cdin, it isunlikely that
they were made before 1960 (persona communication to author).
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In Humanism of the other, Levinas till consders Heidegger's philoso-
phy as the best key to understanding what is redly happening in his contem-
porary intellectual and even political scene® One could summarise Levinas
reading of Heidegger in this book as follows. Firgly, ontologicaly human
exisence is first and foremost characterised by mineness — in particular,
Levinas twice cites the phrase by which Heidegger captures the essence of
the identity of the human being as care: in human existence the happening of
being iswhat is the concern for the human being.® Secondly, the existence,
consisting of understanding Being, is a the source of al meaning.® Thirdly,
Being is so much mine, that my existence brings potential meanings of being
to expression; but actually, what happens (and this comes better to theforein
the second Heidegger, in Levinas view) is that | am seized by being that
expressss itsdf through me™® (this seems to be the point of convergence be-
tween Merleau-Ponty and Heidegger).** Fourthly, this perspective on human
existence necessarily problematises a notion of subjectivity asinteriority and
reflection; the end of the subject dawnswhen, as gpparently for Heidegger,

“the subject has nothing interior to express. It is atogether thought from Being
and the truth of Being.”*

The consequence of thisisthat

“it is not the human being, that has an | don’t know what proper vocation that would
invent or seek or possess the truth. It is the truth [of Being — EW] that arouses and
holdsthe human being (without holding any commitment to the human being).”*

37 The philosophy of after the so-called Kehre isinterpreted by Levinas as an exten-
sion of implications of what is dready implicit in Being and time. He refers to
Heidegger's philosophy as “the most influentia philosophic thought of our cen-
tury, which dready triesto be post philosophic.” (HO 60/ HH 99). And after hav-
ing reformulated what he consders the gppropriate response to anti-humanism,
Levinas confronts Heidegger directly so as to indicate the ambition of his recon-
sideration of ethics (HO 65ff / HH 107ff).

38 HO25,29/HH 41, 48 and pargphrased HO 47/ HH 76.

39 HO25/HH 41. HO 49/ HH 79: “Action, freedom, beginning, present, represen-
tation — memory and history — articulate in various ways the ontological modality
that is consciousness”

40 Cf. HO 47f / HH 76 where one finds a succinct summary of Levinas perspective
on Heidegger: “Even if man's existence—the being-there [= Dasein — EW] — con-
sged in existing in view of that existence itsdlf, that ex-sistence, al those move-
ments and reversdls arousing and situating the human would be dedicated to care-
taking or illuminating or obscuring or forgetting Being [I’étre], which isnot in the
being [étant]. Subjectivity would appear, in view of its own disappearance, amo-
ment necessary to the manifestation of the structure of Being, of the Idea”

41 HO17/HH29and cf. ENT 112/ EN 122.

42 HO75/HH 122n4.

43 HO 47/ HH 76 —trandaion modified — and dmogt the same wording in HO 59/
HH 97.
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One could call Heidegger's position, summarised in these points, as one of
the end of metaphysics, as far as metaphysics depends on the idea of the
individudist, reflective and autonomous or free subject. But this end of
metaphysi cs stretches much further than just the thinking of one philosopher.
In fact, it encapsulates the state of affairs in the human sciences, domi-
nated by structuralism, at the time Levinas writes,* in which the subject
(or a least a certain notion of the subject) has commonly become suspect:
just as in Heidegger, here too the subject is not considered to hold the
truth, but the truth — in this case the structures directing human phenomena
— expresses itself through the human being.* The social scientific theories
that are in accord with Heidegger's end of metaphysics*® are sometimes
typified as representing a same end of the subject, “end of humanism” or
“anti-humanism”. These could, in turn, al be considered symptoms of
what is called in Nietzschean parlance the desth of God.*’

This anti-humanism is presented in Humanism of the other from three
perspectives: (1) the end of the human being as subject,” (2) the putting to
question of the human being as a “rationa anima” by the politica catas-
trophes of the twentieth century®® and (3) the crisis of culture due to the
diversity of cultural expressionswithout common measure for evaluation.

2.1 End of the subject

The firgt aspect of anti-humanism — the decentring of the human subject —
has dready been presented as an introduction to the crisis of humanism. This
decentring consists of adjourning the autonomous subject with its lucid, re-

44 HO58/HH 95.

45 HO 47, 72n3/ HH 76, 118n3. One should be vigilant when reading Levinas' ren-
deringsof the essence of structurdism. INHO 71f / HH 118n1 hereferswith appro-
bation to the essay of Michel Serres, “ Andyse symbolique et méthode structurde’
(in Revue philosophique de la France et de I’étranger 171, 1967, pp. 437-452), as
anilluminating interpretation of structuralism. | suspect that adetailed researchinto
the sources of Levinas' knowledge and interpretation of structuralism would show
that he owesalot to thisessay, if not perhgps as much asto Merleau-Ponty, for the
development of his perspective on cultura relaivism. Theimportance of such are-
search could be indicated by contrasting Levinas' remarks on the profoundest na-
tureof ructuralismin Humanism of the other with hisadmissionin aninterview of
1987 that “eventoday | till don't understand structuraism” (EL 161).

46 E.g.,HO61/HH 100.

47 HO58/HH 95.

48 HO58-61/HH 95-101.

49 HO45-46/HH 73-74.

50 HO9-25/HH 17-41.
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flective vision of its own interiority, and consdering the human being, con-
sciousness and all, as subordinate to anonymous structures. The roots of this
idea go back a least as far as Hegd.™ There is a substantial convergence
between the (contemporary, structuralist) human sciences and Heidegger on
this point, which amounts to the negation of interiority,” reducing con-
sciousness to an epiphenomenon (but also shepherd, poet or messenger)™ of
an underlying structura process. Emblematic of this change in paradigm is
the decentring of the Cartesian cogito by psychoandysis. what was supposed
to be the substantial subject as fortress againgt the malin génie, is now re-
duced to a mask, a persona™ of dark forces that has taken control of it.>®
The same holds for the practice of ethnography that describes the objective
structures underlying culturd phenomena, even whilst obeying such a struc-
ture™® Of the transmitted safe fortress of interiority remains not much more
than an exposure to the whims of unmasterable structures and forces. Or
again in ontologica terms. the subject, even whilst conjugating the verb to
be, is so dominated by it that every conjugation is only an apparent mastery,
only abeing subjugated to ameaning imposed on it by Being.

2.2 Questioning the rationality of the animal rationale

This dissolution of the subject as master of itself is reflected in the political
scene. The subject that would, as autonomous agent, embark on realising
a pre-meditated project, seems in redlity to be only rushed along to
tragediesfor others and for itself.

“[T]hat politics and an administration guided by the humanist ideal maintain the
exploitation of man by man, and war"*’

is a paradox that invites one to disbelieve and disqualify the causality of
the human agent (which amounts to the regjection of the subject as causa
sui). This tragic paradox becomes almost comical when one considers the
unparaleled means over which humanity in the twentieth century disposes
and the ambitions formulated by people. The human being becomes ineffi-

51 HO72n3,60/HH 118n3, 97.

52 HO60,61/HH 99, 100.

53 HO61/HH 100-101.

54 Levinas plays with the French word “personne’: meaning ether “person”,
“somebody” or “nobody”.

55 Cf. HO 45/ HH 74, which amounts to the rejection of the subject as subiectum or
hypokeimenon.

56 HO47/HH 77.

57 HOS59f/HH 97.
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cient to the point of being the toy of its technology and of its politica pro-
grammes.® The very idea of the human being as animal rationale is thus
thrown into a crisis® The idea of the subject as master of hisher intentions
is not capable of articulating the most pressing questions of the after war
years, for Levinas contemporaries the degpest anguish

“comes from seeing revolutions founder in bureaucracy and repression and of
totalitarian violence passing for revolutions”.*

And one can imagine that when the word “totalitarianism” is used, for
Levinas the reminiscence of Hitler and the camps would not be far away.

2.3 Cultural relativity or the death of God

Although Levinas doesn't cal the third aspect of anti-humanism by this
name, his presentation of it in a book on an aternative humanism as well
as the exact equivalence in his way of countering it (equivaent to his re-
sponse to the other elements of anti-humanism), alow us to name it anti-
humanist. This problem, which takes up a very big part of the book,* aso
leads us to what Levinas considers the core of anti-humanism, namely the
so-called “death of God”.

The first chapter of Humanism of the other thematises cultural relativ-
ity. Asindicated above, Levinas will tackle this problem by referring it to
the congtitution of meaning. He proposes a basic introduction to the ques-
tion of cultura relativity by trandating it into ontologica terms according
to which Being itself comes to expression in the multiplicity of cultura
expressions,” every cultural action or object spesks of Being. In this, ac-
cording to Levinas, contemporary philosophy isradicaly anti-Platonic:
“for Plato, the world of significations precedes the language and the culture that
express it; it [the Platonic world of meanings — EW] is indifferent to the system

58 HO45/HH 73.

59 HO 45, 48f / HH 74, 78. But one should be very careful in gating this point.
Wheress Levinas remains sceptica asto the retoration of the animal rationale in
the sense of mastering praxis (as set out here), his entire philosophica enterprise
could be considered as rethinking the definition of the human being aszoon logon
echon (of which animal rationale is the traditiond Latin trandation). Heidegger
aready undertook such an enterprise and Levinas never rgiected the idea that the
entire human being is alogos on being; what he did was to relativise the ontologi-
cd logos that oneis onesdf, by another logos, spoken by the face of the other (HO
31/HH 51).

60 HO60/HH 98.

61 HH 9-25/HH 17-41 —much more than the previous two.

62 HO18/HH 30.
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of signs that can be invented to make this world present to thought. Conse-
quently, it [the world of meanings— EW] dominates the historical cultures.”®

Contemporary philosophy, therefore, is anti-Platonic in the sense thet it re-
jects outright any conception of such an ultimate and authoritative world of
meaning behind the diversity of cultures, and subordinates meaning to the
way inwhichit is expressed, in other words, al meaning is dependent on the
culturaly specific way of its expression; without this specificity there is no
meaning. If thisis accepted, it would mean that there is no way to judge or
evduate cultures, or at least there is no way in which to judge particular cul-
tures, without the judging itself being a the same time an expression of a
particular culture. There would be no super-culture that transcends its ex-
pression. That thisis maintained in modern ethnology and isaso reflected in
the politics of decolonisation (which is nothing less than the historico-
political manifestation of the regection of a trans-cultural access of the colo-
nising forces to a trans-historica human idedl) has been discussed in Chap-
ters 2 and 3.5 Even Marxist theories that attempt to introduce a cross-
cultura criterion by reference to human needs, inevitably dide into this cul-
turd relativism since the discourse on needsis motivated by the will to create
anew society and, thus, the very formulation and manifestation of needsis
culturally determined.”®

What this leads to is what Levinas calls “the cultural, aesthetic notion of
signification [la notion culturelle et esthétique de la signification]”.*® Such a
notion of signification or meaning inevitably didesinto absurdity, according
to him — not the absurdity of absence of any meaning (since every culture
would gtill have itsinternad coherence of references that would serve to give
meaning to every cultura act or object), but, the absence of ultimate, trans-
cultura or super-culturd reference. Levinas certainly does not deny that one
could establish criteria againgt which different cultures or cultural dements
could be compared or graded (such as efficiency in the redlisation of par-
ticular kinds of project, for ingtance), but such criteria would themselves
be culture specific.”” Besides, such criteriawould not be sufficient to deter-
mineif eements of cultures are of vaue at dl. Asfar asthe ontologicd per-

63 HO 18/ HH 31. Seeagain Chapter 3, § 2 on Platonism and colonisation.

64 Having presented this line of thought on the anti-Platonism of contemporary cul-
ture, one could again refer to the essentia eguivaence that condstently guidesthis
reflection from the moment Levinas jotted down the preparatory notes for it (now
available under the “Notes philosophiques diverses’): “9° Anti-Platonism. Disori-
entation. Equivalence. Decolonisation.” (CdC 263).

65 HO21-22/HH 35-37.

66 OH22/HH 38.

67 HO37/HH 59.
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spective on cultural diversity is adopted no finality could be reached on the
sgnificance or importance of a culture or of the practices that condtitute a
culture® Up to this point Levinas ascribes to a cultura relativism. What is
lacking from this picture, according to him, is the meaning of meaning or
rather the sense of sSignification (in the terms of the title of HO, chapter 1),
i.e, that which would provide the cultura diversity with an orientation. This
lack of orientation in the cultura diversity, which isinherent in the contem-
porary cultura and aesthetic notion of meaning, bears, since Nietzsche,
another name in philosophy: the death of God;*®® Levinas dso cdlls it “the
crisis of monotheism”.”

Far from resusciteting a God from one of the world religions or one from
the philosophica tradition (but not without being inspired by what he has
learned from Judaism and from Western metaphysics), Levinasfirst contests
the status of transcendence of such a“God”: he ascribes to the desth of a
certain God, but believes that if philosophy is to surmount the problem of

68 “Absurdity does not lie in non-sense but in the isolaion of countless sgnifica
tions, the absence of a sense that orients them. What is lacking is the sense of the
senses’ (HO 24/ HH 40). This statement is never judtified by its author. Let it at
least be noted that an interesting avenue for reconstructing a didogue between
Levinas and the Frankfurt School is opened by this remark: cf. Jirgen Habermas,
“Zu Max Horkheimers Satz: “Einen unbedingten Sinn zu retten ohne Gott, ist
atd”, in Texte und Kontexte, Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1991, pp. 110-126.
Levinas constant companion in thefirst Chapter of Humanism of the other isMer-
leau-Ponty. Although no explicit reference to any text of Merleau-Ponty ismade, it
isnot too difficult to find significant eements of the “cultura notion of meaning”,
for instance in Signes (Paris. Gallimard, 1960), where Merleau-Ponty eaborates
not only on the unity and plurdity of culture asan expression of the body (pp. 110—
112) and thefact that oneis, through culture, linked with othersand even responsi-
blefor others (p. 121), but proposes nothing more than history asthejudge between
these different cultura expressions. Likewise, Levinas' poalitico-cultura diagnosis
(in the absence of recognition of ethica dterity) from the first Chapter of Human-
ism of the other is captured succinctly in Merleau-Ponty’ s Sens et Non-sens (Paris:
Gallimard, [1966] 1996), “In palitics, findly, the experience of these thirty years
obliges one dso to evoke the background of non-sense againgt which al universa
undertaking standsout and that threetensiswith failure.” (p. 8).

69 It should be underscored that what is at steke hereisfirst of dl acrissof the human
sciences and of contemporary European culture, and only secondarily the question
of the existence of a deity. Cf. Paul van Tongeren, Reinterpreting modern cul-
ture. An introduction to Friedrich Nietzsche’s philosophy, West Lafayette: Purdue
University Press, 2000, of which the main point is summarised as follows: “The
main problem which Nietzsche confronts us with is not so much that God is dead
but that we do not understand or do not admit what thismeans. [...] His critique
of religion is a critique of modern a-rdligiosity, adiagnosis of modern culture.”
(p. 285).

70 HO24/HH 40.
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absurdity it must revert to the notion of God or a lesst the infinite.* The
God whom Levinas, the philosopher, believes is dead is the God of ontol-
ogy.” The“God" that could orientate the plurality of cultures, on whom dll
cultures depend for the significance of their meaning, isthe God of ethics.

To summarise: cultura diversity and equivaence — to which contem-
porary philosophy, social science and politica redlity attest — lead to an
absurdity without any transcendent, super-cultural source of meaning that
could orientate them. Thislack of transcendence is rooted in the ontological
existence of the human being, to be precise, in the mineness, from which,
as far as one remains Heideggerian (and if Levinas reading of him is ac-
cepted) there is no escape. The diversity of logoi that human beings are, dl
speak of Being (they are ontology), but without any escape from their
disorientating diversity. Seeking a transcendent meaning or sense, means
the same as seeking an escape from mineness, which also means the same
as seeking to overcome the death of God. And this in turn means seeking
to prevent humanity from getting lost by lapsing into absurdity. In the first
chapter of Humanism of the other Levinas gives a formulation of his
problem in terms of culture, ontology and meaning. However, in the second
and third chapters of his book, he argues that it would bein vain to attempt
to respond to this problem by recourse to the resources or the subject (as has
been indicated above). Let it be stated clearly that Levinas accepts a good
number of magjor anti-humanist ideas™ — as long as one leaves out of
consideration what he will defend as ultimate meaning or the sense of all
signification, namely ethicity.

3 HUMANISM AND ETHICITY
The problem, and the reason why Levinas feels himsalf caled to write on

the humanism of the other human being, is exactly that an infringement is
taking place on the humanity of the self and the other. This happensin a

71 Levinas refers to the Second World War as a“hole in history — [years] when all
the visible gods hed abandoned us, where god was truly dead or had gone back to
hisirrevelaion.” (HO 28 / HH 46). Compare with HO 25/ HH 41: “We do not
think that what makes sense can do without God [....]” and HO 36/ HH 57 where
he refers to the necessity of philosophical meditation “to resort to notions such as
Infinity or God.”

72 Furthermore, as has been shown in his commentary on the “primitive” religions,
he congders the “gods’ to be dead (Chapter 2), and his reservations about certain
traditiond forms of Jewish expression declare the traditionad monotheistic God, at
leest for intellectud and ethica purposes, dead (Chapter 4).

73 Seedso OB 127/AE 203.
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contemporary discourse in the social sciences that is typified as anti-
humanist. Levinas doesn't hesitate to link this fact to the name of Hitler,”
which means that theoretica anti-humanism is not smply an academic
debate, it putsin jeopardy again, as Levinas said in 1934, the very humanity
of the human being (the book Humanism of the other ends on exactly the
sameideaasthat of the essay of 1934).” But how does L evinasjustify this
idea? And what does his notion of humanity consist of ?

It becomes clear, right from the preface, that Levinas concern in this
book iswith politica and human scientific events or tendencies that do vio-
lence to the humanity of the human being. To this he attempts to give are-
sponse, which one knows from the title of the book he will identify in some
way asa“humanism”, in particular a“humanism of the other human”.

In the preface, Levinas qualifies the project of his book by the word
“inactuel” or later “intempestif”. Sure enough, one could take this to
mean non-topical, untimely or misplaced, and Levinas recognizes from
the first page that his use of the word “humanism” could, in 1972, be
considered to be out-of-date. But “inactuel” and “intempestif” are more
of those words from the Western philosophica tradition that Levinas
tries to provide with an overtone or a different reverberation. “Inactuel”
and “intempestif” arein fact the French words with which one trandates
the German “unzeitgemaR”, in particular as in the title of Nietzsche's
book UnzeitgemaRe Betrachtungen. Levinasimplicitly presents his book
Humanism of the other as an UnzeitgemaRe Betrachtung, an untimely
meditation or an unfashionable observation (as the title of Nietzsche's
book has been trandated in English).”® What is more, he will do so by
opening up anew meaning of the word “inactuel”, non-actual.

“Here the non-actua [I’inactuel] signifies the other of the actual [I’actuel] rather
than ignorance and negation of it; the other of what, in the high Western tradition, is
commonly called Being-in-act [étre-en-acte] [...] the other of Being-in-act, but dso
its cohort of virtudities that are potentials; the other of Being, of the esse of Being,
of the gesture of Being, the other of fully Being [pleinement étre] [...] stated in this
expression in act [en acte]; the other of Being itself — the untimely [I'intempestif]
that interrupts the synthesis of presents that constitutes memorable time.””’

74 OH 6/ HH 11; and cf. “Hitlerism” HO 29 / HH 47 and the reference to Léon
Blum’s prison writings of 194142, HO 28/ HH 46-47.

75 Cf.HO69/HH 113.

76 It should be observed that there is no other text of Levinas in which references to
Nietzsche take such adominant place.

77 HO 3/HH 7-8, trandation modified.
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Without going into the detail of this dense statement, one should at least see
that what Levinas defines as non-actud (inactuel and intempestif) and that
is equivaent to “the humanism of the other human being”, isthat which is
other to the whole Western tradition of thinking™ — from Aristotle (cf.
“Being-in-act”) to Heidegger (cf. “the esse of Being” ") — that places reflec-
tion on Being in its centre. Asindicated above, in the book Humanism of the
other, Levinas is till occupied with the fact of mineness, i.e., on€'s atach-
ment to Being without any exit (“Being without issue’).® Levinas is ill
concerned with the ontologica issue of being drawn aong fataly by Being.
And hisresponseis not of the order of Being, in fact it isforeign to Being in
that he defends the case for akind of meaning that emerges independently of
ontology,® and that is, for this reason, independent of Being-as-act, and
therefore in-actua. Levinas humanism is untimely, not because it was
unfashionable in the 1970s to defend humanism in philosophy, but it is
untimely since it draws its sources from what is absolutely foreign to Being
as time, and thus to all ontological sources of meaning. It is in-actual with
reference to the human being whose concern in being would be caring for
Being. What is untimely is a consideration of humanism viewed as ethicity
(or what Levinas names “ethics itself [I’éthique méme]”®) that is not re-
ducible to the logos of Being, to the cultura, socid, religious, ethnic or
whatever condition of the human being — as is done, for ingtance, in
Nietzsche's On the genealogy of morals — but an untimely consideration of

78 Wheress Levinaswill be inspired by another tradition —that of Judaism —his con-
cern hereisnot to confront Western culture with another culture, but to confront it
with what is not only the other of Western culture, but dso of dl other cultures,
including Judaism. Though, rarely, if ever, does Levinas Sate it so categoricdly.
This does, of course, not take away from the fact that Judaism could be valued as
testimony to that non-cultural meaning, a possibility that in turn should not be de-
nied a priori to any other culture.

79 Cf. “essence of Being” (HO 61, 63/ HH 100, 103, where “essence” isused asan
abstract noun describing the very verbdity of Being). This use of the word “es-
sence’, rather than the traditiond use, is explicitly announced in the preface to
Otherwise than Being.

80 AsissadinHO59/HH 97.

81 “[I]t means casting doult on experience as source of sensg’ (HO 6/ HH 11) and
HO 36/ HH 57: “the ‘term’ of such a movement, both critical and spontaneous
[...] isnolonger caled Being.”; HO 67 / HH 110: “Non-essence of man” (apar-
ody of anti-humanist criticism of humanist essentidism, but Levinas of course
means something different by “essence”). One here dreedy recognises the theme
that would be encapsulated in the title of the book Otherwise than Being or be-
yond essence.

82 HO28/HH 46.
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ethicity as an irreducible imperative or putting to question® addressed by the
other human being to the (mostly pre-predicatively stated) ontological
identity of the sdif. That is, a meaning, a logos, that is not in the indicative,
but in the imperetive or interrogetive.

If indeed such an originary ethical meaning is more than mere wish-
ful thinking, Levinas would have to present it in such a way that this
meaning is not dependent on any specific culture.® The essence of Levi-
nas judtification of ethics now needs to be outlined; this will be done
referring mostly to Humanism of the other.

Levinas never renounces the great lesson from Heidegger, namely that
meaning originates in the act of Being. What he does quegtion is that this
exhauds human access to meaningfulness. His whole project condgds in
demongtrating another, and more originary, source of meaning that is ethical.
Thistwaofold meaningfulness of human existenceis andysed under the name
of ageing (vieillissement).%* The human being might be considered to be
persevering in hisher existence, or identity as sfness— of which thevisble
gppearance is ageing — but a the same time, this perseverance is executed
only despite onesdlf (malgré soi) or despite Being (malgré I°étre) % since the
more one exists the more one consumes one's existence. In ageing one
sees existence as being gained and lost at the same time. This passivity
from which oné€'s active existence cannot be detached is not the passivity
of undergoing an experience (since this is, phenomenologicaly seen, only
another form of activity), but what Levinas calls “a passvity that is more
passive than any passivity”.®” Levinas wager is that this losing existence
despite yoursdlf, this extreme passivity, has its own meaning, namely one of
inevitably ceding your existence to the other. What Levinas says about the
contemporary consensus concerning language, and by implication about all
sgnification, holds equaly for Levinas perspective on the human being as
incarnate logos (i.e., the active aspect of existence): certainly one should
ingst on its hermeneutic (and therefore dso its historicaly contingent)

83 Cf.HO6/HH 11, and Levinasinggs that this questioning is“a chalenge of con-
sciousness, not a consciousness of the challenge [la mise en question de la con-
science et non pas d’une conscience de la mise en question]” HO 33/HH 53; and
adightly different wording inHO 36/ HH 57.

84 HO6/HH11.

85 Itisused only in passing in HO 65/ HH 106, but developed in more detail in OB
51-56/ AE 86-94. It has dready figured in our discusson in Chapter 1. | should
here remind the reader of Levinas' declaration that his philosophica objectivewas
the judtification for these two sources of meaning.

86 OB51/AE86,HO68/HH 1100r HO51/HH 82.

87 Eg,HO6/HH 11
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structure and on the cultural determinedness of al expressons® but, he
adds, one should not forget that the logos, in dl its diversity, is addressed at
someone, in the sense of being exposed to the ather.%® Without consideration
for this directedness of the logos that oneis, its meaning will remain absurd,
like the meaning of aturn of speech in adiaogue in which the fact of being
addressed by and responding to someone is ignored. Due to the extreme
passivity of on€'s existence, despite yoursdlf, your whole existence, your
entire perseverance in a particular identity is exposed to or addressed to the
other. This holds equdly for al cultural expressions or utterances, it aso
holds for dl actions (the ontologica logos as praxis). Pre-predicatively, the
human being is not only a logos, a “satement”, concerning Being, but the
human being is such alogos aways as directed to someonein avery particu-
lar way, namely as a response to the other, as “an offering of onesdf” (une
offrande de s0i).* The other enjoys a primary place in my existence such
that the logos that | am, isdways only aresponse to the other. This aspect of
responsiveness is a surplus of meaning or sense™ over and above, or rather
before, the meaning of the ontologica existence. This surplusin the response
is therefore characterised by Levinas as not ontologicd, as ethicd, i.e, the
response-character of my whole being condtitutes my being as responsibility
for the other. The same idea is expressed differently from the side of the
other: theface of the other speaks;* it imposes on the seif an indienable task
of respongbility. In fact the other elects the sdf, as it were, as unique to
this responsibility. No one could replace the sdf in this task and the re-
sponsibility remains infinite. This ethica apped from the other to the sdf
invests it with the first meaning: mere forma ethicity. This non-ontologica
meaning is completely independent from al hermeneutic and cultura
conditions, but determines the latter decisively, since these conditions come

88 HO30/HH 49-50.

89 HO63/HH 104. “[B]eforeit is clebration of Being, expresson isardation with
the one to whom | express the expression and whose presence is dreedy required
30 that my cultural gesture of expression can be produced. [... The other] is, pri-
mordidly, sense because he [or she] lends it to expression itsalf, because only
through him [or her] can a phenomenon such as signification introduce itsdlf, of
itsdf, into Being.” (HO 30/ HH 50).
The subject is thus not only decentred by the structures identified by the human
scientists and thus exposed to the exterior rather than collected in its own interi-
ority (as described above), but dso, and Levinas would say most importantly, one
isexposed to the other. Thisexposureisthe advent of ethicity.

90 HO 75n4/HH 122n4, my trandation.

91 HO69/HH 113.

92 HO31/HH5L
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only “after” ethicity.” This is the meaning and sense of all culture, it is the
“God” that Levinas believes is to be salvaged.** The world may be de-
Westernized, but not dis-orientated, according to Levinas’ play on words™ —
a new form of Platonism is introduced in which the entire trans-cultural
hinterworld consists only of the Good beyond Being.”®

This ethicity thus resides in an “intrigue” or “plot™’ that “occurs” be-
tween the self and the other: the alterity (of the other) is not to be understood
as the difference of the other with respect to the self (since this would make
it a relative alterity); it is the other putting to question the self (the ontological
identity), making an appeal to the self for his/her responsibility, and thus
investing the self with the most decisive mark of identity: being elected to
respond to the other. This obligation of the self towards the other is a duty

“that did not ask for consent, that come into me traumatically, from beneath all
rememorable present, an-archically [used in the etymological sense of “not-
foundationally” — EW], without beginning. [The duty] came without being offered
as a choice, came as an election where my contingent humanity becomes identity
and unicity, through the impossibility of escaping from election.”*®

Thus is answered what the title of the book means: humanism is a discourse
on humanity, but in which humanity, even though it says something about
the unity of all human beings™ transcends the idea of “humanity” as indi-
cation of a genus of animal — humanity contains an inherent asymmetry: it
doesn’t mean the same for the other and for the self. For the other “being
human” means to exert a pre-predicative imperative or questioning on the
self (i.e., neglecting the ethical alterity of the other equals infringing on
that person’s humanity); for the self “being human” means to have one’s

93 HO36/HH58.

94 But there is nothing obvious in this appellation: the Good, as ultimate sense of
valuation, is a value “that, by abuse of language, is named. A value that is named
God.” (HO 54 / HH 87 and see HO 56 / HH 89).

95 HO 37/HH 60.

96 HO54/HH 86.

97 The term “intrigue” is not used in Humanism of the other, but introduced in “La
trace de I’autre” (first published in 1963, DEHH 187-202) and is used to describe
the originary ethicity linking the self and the other in exactly the same terms as in
the last part of Chapter 1 of HO. See also the use of “intrigue” in the definition
given of ethics: “We call ‘ethical’ a relation between terms where both are linked
neither by a synthesis of understanding, nor by a relation of a subject to an object,
but where the one weighs on the other or is important for the other, or is meaning-
ful for the other, where they are linked by a plot that knowledge can neither ex-
haust, nor sort out [une intrigue que le savoir ne saurait ni épuiser ni déméler].”
DEHH 225.

98 HO7/HH 12-13.

99 HO6/HH11.
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identity before anything else in the assignment to respond to the other (i.e.,
removing from the self its obligation to the other is an infringement on the
humanity of the self);*® the logos (or identity) that the self inevitably is,
now is alogos addressed to the other, in response to the other, and to the
benefit of the other. The identity of the self is asign for-the-other.’* Levi-
nas humanism is a humanism “of the other human being” in that it could
not be a humanism of the single sdif. It is a humanism that depends on the
other, it is “anchored” in dterity, and thus it is a humanism to which the
other hastheright, it is the other’s humanism and thus a humanism for the
other.'® But the humanity of the other and the humanity of the self imply
one another mutually in an inseparable way. If thisis what Levinas under-
stands under his “humanism”, then it is this double decentring of human-
ism — its orientation from the other (rather than from the salf) and from
dterity (rather than from ontology) — that warrants qualifying Levinas
stance asthat of a post-anti-humanist humanism.

4 “ETHICAL CULTURE"” AND THE “CULTURAL AND
AESTHETIC NOTION OF MEANING”

In the circumscription of humanism in the opening paragraphs of this Part
the very important place of culturd products in the life of humanism has
been pointed out. Y et, from the preceding discussion, in which it was shown
how Levinas renews the notion of humanism with recourse to the context-
independent meaning of the gpped to respongbility, imposed by the other on
the sIf, it is ill not indicated in what way the ethicd would “make sensg’
of the plurdity of cultures. Levinas therefore needs to explicate the tensons
between these two positions. To be true, Levinas doesn't conclude the dis-
cussion of the “cultural and aesthetic notion of meaning” without reinvesting
the very notion of culture with anew meaning:

100 HO 66/ HH 109. One sees this asymmetrica, but linked, sdvaging of the sdif
and the other in different terms dso in the preface to Totality and infinity,
amongst others.

101 HO7,75n8/HH 13, 122n8.

102 SeedsolLevinas darification: “1 don't affirm human saintliness; | say that man
cannot question the supreme vaue of saintliness. In 1968, the year of question-
ing in and around the universities, dl vaueswere‘up for grabs’, with the excep-
tion of the value of the ‘other man’, to which one was to dedicate onesdif. [...]
Man is the being who recognizes saintliness and the forgetting of self [I’oubli de
s0i]. [...] Manis not only the being who understands what beings means|...]”
(A&T 180/AT 181).
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“We will conclude by saying that before signification is situated in Culture and
Aesthetics it is situated in Ethics, presupposition of all Culture and al significa
tion. Morality does not belong to Culture; it allows usto judge, to uncover height.
Height ordains being.®®

In apaper published in 1983, “The philosophica determination of the idea
of culture”'® he takes this perspective on culture further by caling this
ethics an “ethical Culture’. This notion seems to be judtified by the fact
that ethics, as the fact of aways responding to the other, givesrise to a
new notion of spirit/mind (esprit)'® that is defined by this responsibility to
the other rather than by expressionsin art and poetry. It isaculture that is
defined in opposition to barbarism, but where barbarism isimplicitly defined
by the reduction of the human being to Being (one could recal the remark
of Levinas in On escape that “every civilization that accepts Being, the
tragic despair that it entails and the crimes that it justifies, deserves the
name of barbaric”).'® The culturethat is ethicsisthe

“breach made by humanness in the barbarism of Being, even if no philosophy of

history guarantees us against the return of barbarism”.*"

One might perhaps reformulate that this “ethical culture” is ahumanism
without an optimism of progress. It would also be a humanism without
any Bildung or cultural formation towards a pre-established model of an
ideal human being, but rather a humanism or an ethical culture that is
constantly questioned by the other’s appeal to responsibility. In this re-
spect, the humanism of Humanism of the other differs from the two es-
says on education and humanism in Difficult freedom (see Chapter 4)
and especialy the earlier one, in that the philosophical text makes no
pleafor a humanistic study of certain cultural traditions of reflection on
ethics (athough it certainly doesn't excludeit).

But Humanism of the other gives us a better, abeit surprising, idea of
what such an ethicd cultureis, that transcends al particular culturesand in
the light of which al cultura events—including dl forms of relationships
and interactions between the sdlf and the other — could be judged. Like dll
cultures, ethical culture identifies the self. But in Levinas notion of ethical
culture this happens in a very paradoxicad way. What is most intimate
about one's identity, the very non-founded foundation thereof, is the
unique election to be responsible for the other (and in this notion the phi-

103 HO36/HH 58, trandation modified.
104 ENT 179-187/EN 185-194.

105 ENT 187/EN 193.

106 EV 127.

107 ENT 187/EN 194.
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losophical re-appropriation of humanism is very close to that of the two
texts from Difficult freedom). One's identity is the other in the sdif, to the
point where the meaning of my identity depends decisively on me being
for-the-other, asif | wereasign for the other.*®

“To be Me/Ego, thenceforth signifies being unable to escape from responsibility,
asif the whole edifice of creation stood on my shoulders.”**®

And this meaning that constitutes the identity decisively undermines my
ontologically condtituted identity. The most intimate of the identity of the
df is the other that invests it with an infinite obligation. Consciousness,
and for the same price, the whole existence of the self “loses its first
place’ " since it is disturbed by an originary dienating proximity of the
other."" And since the other has the primacy in the identity of the selif,
Levinas expresses this inversion (or substitution as he also callsit)* with
agrammatical imagery, claiming that

“[f]he active | [Moi] returns to the passivity of amyself [soi], to the accusative of the
me [se] that is derived from no nominative, to the accusation prior to any misdeed.”*™

This form of identity in the accusative is expressed in a Biblical formula
by which to declare one's ethical availability: “Me voici!” (“here |
am!”), and that Levinas frequently cites™* (the English, “Here | am!”
unfortunately restores the nominative form of the persona pronoun). |
am me before | am |, because of the originary exposure to the other.

My identity is thus not that last stronghold of my being-at-home in
theworld; it israther the fact that as

“[floreign(er) to itself, obsessed by others, un-quiet, the | is hostage, hostage in its
very recurrence of a“me” endlesdly failing to itself” °

108 HO7/HH 13, asgated above.

109 HO33/HH53.

110 HO32/HH 53.

111 “[I]nthe gpproach to others, where others are form the start under my respons-
hility, ‘something’ has overflowed my fredy made decisions, has dipped into
me unbeknownst to me, dienating my identity.” (HO 62/ HH 102).

112 HO6/HH 111

113 HO64/HH 105, smilarly HO 68/ HH 111, trandaion modified.

114  Although thisformulais used in numerous places in the Hebrew Bible, it is per-
haps not insignificant to consider the note in the Carnets de Captivité where
Levinas expresses his gppreciation for the place that thisformulahasin the story
of the cdling of Samud (CdC 78, 83). The child Samud, who had not yet
learned to heer the voice of God, thinksthat it isthe priest Eli that callshim. Al-
though Levinas doesn't explicitly say 0, the confusion of the call of God and
thecadl of the other, is probably what makes this passage exceptiond.

115 HO67/HH 109, trandation modified.



130 | POLITICAL RESPONSIBILITY FOR A GLOBALISED WORLD

In fact the self’ s identity consists originarily in being without identity,**®

sinceitsvery identity is constituted by a difference:

“The difference that gapes between ego and self, the non-coincidence of the iden-
tical, is athorough non-indifference with regard to people.”**’

Levinas shares the anti-humanist liking for the line of Rimbaud “Je est
un autre” (“I is another”);**® he fully embraces a decentring of the sub-
ject, but in terms of his own, claiming to be even more radicd than the
other anti-humanist theorists.

This is the identity with which the super-culturd ethica culture stamps
dl agents™™ It is aso the conviction with which Levinas challenges Heideg-
ger'® and with him the entire Western tradition of philosophy and culture (in
accordance with what has been stated from the outset — see 81, above).
However, in this particular part of Chapter 3 of Humanism of the other (81V
entitled “L’ &rangeté &I’ &re’, strangeness or foreignness to Being) Levinas
clearly sets up two traditions againgt one another: on the one hand the tradi-
tion of the pre-Socratics, Plato, Aristotle, Descartes, Heidegger (and the lat-
ter’ sreadings of HOlderlin and Trakl) are named and referred to by the “ étre”
(Being as averb or to be) in the section’ s title; on the other hand, represent-
ing the “érangeté a...” (Srangeness to ...) is the Bible! more precisdy
the Tanakh (that is also referred to as the Hebrew Bible or Old Testament)
and the tradition of its interpretation (that echoes the citation of the Babylo-
nian Tamud as epigraph to this chapter of Humanism of the other), of which
the books of Genedis, Leviticus, Lamentations, Jeremiah and the Psdms are
named. This opposition advances the idea of ethics as a strangenessto Being
(thet | have explained above; see o the discussion of the in-actudity of
ethics, above). Not only is on€e' s identity originarily not determined by your
place in the world or in higtory, but snce the sdf is a stranger to him-
self/hersalf nobody is (originarily) a home (Personne n’est chez soi).**

116 HO68/HH 110.

117 HO66/HH 108-109, trandation modified.

118 HO60/HH 97 and especialy HO 62/ HH 103.

119 Andthe other isasif in theimage of God —not an icon of God, but asit were, a
trace of God (HO 44/ HH 69).

120 HO 65ff / HH 107f.

121 Aslevinassaysin HO 66f / HH 108, 109.

122 HO 66/ HH 108. With the theme of being a stranger Levinasimplicitly polemi-
cises with Heidegger asthe author of texts like Wohnen, Bauen, Denken and es-
pecidly the Brief Uber den “Humanismus™ (compare for instance the ethica
strangeness with Heidegger's idea of homeessness [Heimatlosigkeit] that is
condtituted by aforgetting of being [Seinsvergessenheit], as expressedin P 258 /
W 339). A careful comparison of these two texts on humanism would bring a
myriad of such implicit references to the fore. That would, however, make a



LEVINAS’ POST-ANTI-HUMANIST HUMANISM AND AFTER | 131

However, this opposition suggested by Levinas evokes two important

questions: firdtly, if it is true that the second of these traditions does better
judtice to ethical aterity, how should its relationship with the dominant
Western tradition in Europe be considered? This is an intra-cultural
question. The second question, which is trans-cultural, is the following:
how could Levinas justify using a particular culture to present the case
for thetrans-cultural ethical culture?

@

Western culture is dominated by ontology or what Levinas else-
where calls gnoseol ogy.'? The practice of placing this form of signi-
fication centraly and maintaining its dominance is possible only by
forgetting the ethical meaning of people and veiling this meaning in
philosophy.™* Levinas is probably thinking of the Jews in Europe
(but not exclusively of them) when he indicates the price of this for-
getting and this velling — the meaning of their suffering, the meaning
that considers ethics to be primary and of which their writings testify

“is not a philosopher’s construction; it is the unreal reality of persecuted peo-
plein the everyday history of theworld” *®

Suppression or violence on the level of ontology, reducing ethical
meaning to ontology, is reflected in violence in political redlity — such
is the relation of the Jewish tradition to the Western world in which it
has had to cope with along history of adversity. Yet, as significant as
the suffering of Jews in Europe might be for such a reflection on the
political consequences of covering up ethica meaning (a claim that
seems to support Levinas' “humanism of the suffering servant” from
Difficult freedom), this does not amount to any conclusion regarding
the desirability of either a Hebraic humanism or ahumanism of patience.
In other words, the reminder of Jewish suffering in the philosophical

123

124
125

separate study. Behind these polemics is a favourite image of Levinas — oppos-
ing Ulyssesthat returnsto hispatria to Abraham that forever leaves hisbehind —
as symboals guiding Western civilization and Judaism respectively, but dso as
narrative reflection of the logic of ontology and ethics respectively.

OB 64 / AE 104: “Western philosophy has never doubted the gnoseological,
and consequently ontologica, structure of signification.”

HO 67f / HH 110.

HO 67f / HH 110, trandation modified. Compare with theremark intheessay in
Difficult freedom on anti-humanism and education (and the discussion in Chap-
ter 4) where Levinas underscores the fact that Jews in Europe have had a fore-
teste of the “crigis of the human ided” (DF 281 / DL 391). Furthermore, the
Biblical theme of the suffering servant that Levinas interprets as a symbol of all
the conquered and suffering that demand justice (DF 287 / DL 399 and dis-
cussed in Chapter 4) isechoed here.
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text doesn't permit us to settle the unresolved state in which Levinas
humanism of Difficult freedom has been | €ft at the end of Chapter 4.
But Levinas way of going about this matter should retain our attention. |
have said that the third aspect of Levinas' problem with anti-humanism
isthat of cultura relativism and that this could be solved only if a super-
cultural point of orientation could be found. However, it is impossible
for Levinas to do so in a way other than culturdly determined: he a-
tempts to develop a discourse on ethics that would be acceptable within
the discourse of Greek thinking, i.e., Western philosophy. The choice of
discursive partner or opponent is easily imposed by the higtorical contin-
gency of Levinas life, but dso the dominance of Western civilistion in
recent world history. He polemicises with this form of discourse exactly
for its forgetting of a kind of meaning in the name of which Levinas
chalenges Western thinking, that is, in obedience to this primary mea-
ning. That meaning, Levinas finds better attested to or more sensitivity
shown for, in the tradition of Jewish thought. But one should be careful
to understand correctly what he does. On the one hand Levinas explicitly
does not want to challenge philosophy with recourse to the authority of
religion.””® On the other hand, Levinas is avare that his very alegiance
to the game rules of Western philosophy becomes a question in the light
of the theme of his philosophy, namely the primacy of ethics. This que-
stion opens up a space for introducing “the other” (written in inverted
commas, Sinceit is meant in the minor sense of cultural difference’®’) of
Western philosophy, namely Jewish thought. And why not, asks Levi-
nas, draw on texts that are equally part of the European culturd heritage
as those of Holderlin and Trakl commented on by Heidegger, namely
the books of the Jewish Bible?*® The whole question of the relation be-
tween Judaism and the West, between religion and philosophy, is put in-
to play here. Is the other tradition of the West just associated with it by
accident, isit only amongter, ahistorica freek, that places Judaism asan

126

127

128

HO 66/ HH 108: “Biblica verses do not function here as proof but as testimony
of atradition and an experience” Compare this declaration with the conclusons
concerning the form of authority of religious scriptures supposed by Levines
from the readers of his essays on humanism in Difficult freedom (Chapter 4,
above).

A tendon in thisminor use of the term “other” should be noticed: Judaism can-
not smply be consdered the other of Western culture if it is at the same time
caimed thet it is part of the European culturd heritege. Its othernessiis rather of
the nature of having been partidly absorbed, mostly through Chridtianity, into
the Western heritage and in thisway to a certain extent obscured.

HO66/HH 108.
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annex to the West?'®® Or is the presence of Judaism testimony to thein-
sigence of the apped of the other (in the context of the West), and of
ethicity in the face of the other (testimony to it, but not the apped it-
seif1™)? Jawishness by its existence of living without a State (up to
1948), i.e, living the condition of being a stranger or foreigner to the
world, and bearing the consequences thereof, and by its primacy accor-
ded to ethics testifies to the non-Being or beyond Being™*" suppressed by
the West in culture, asin politics.

Of coursethereisaquestion of culturd specificity in Humanism of the other.
But the choice of the cultural specifics of his polemics is determined by the
contingency of the author's historicd Stuation; and the choice for Judaic
ingpiration is never judtified by a supposed superiority of that culture. For
Levinas, the “Jewishness’ to which the Biblical citations and Talmudic ref-
erences in his philosophica thought solicits some consent, does not smply
mean believing in the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, it does not require
being a child of Abraham, or being a protagonist for Zionism or living in the
State of Isradl, it doesn't mean spesking Hebrew (though it doesn’t exclude
these either ) — it means having in final andyds, in what ultimately counts,
no identity: being someone else, being without ahomeland.*** For Levinas

“Israel, beyond the Isragl of flesh and blood, encompasses all people who refuse
to accept the purely authoritarian verdict of History.”**

129 HO66/HH 108.

130 Although—and we shdl see this problem in Chapter 6, 81 as exposed by Robert
Bernasconi — doesn't Levinas say that there are people (Jews as he implies)
whose very existence is one of non-essence or beyond Being (HO 67f / HH
110)? Asfar asthisisingnuated, Levinas infringes on his own notion of the d-
terity of the other as not determined by ontologica givens In saying this, one
should however not forget the close link between the mortdity of the other (and
thus higher suffering), which isanon-ontologica “phenomenon” and dterity.

131 HO54,67/HH 86,110

132 Andto animportant extent, thisistrueaso for Levinas Judaic writings—aswas
argued in Chapter 4. The relation between philosophy and Judaism in Levines
work is quite complex and there exists up to now no clear consensus amongst
scholars as to how one is to conceive of the articulation between the two de-
ments. | have presented and motivated my own view on thisissue, beyond whet
is possible to do here, in “Giving up your place in history. The ‘postion’ of
Levinas in philosophy and Jewish thought”, in Journal for Semitics 16/1, 2007,
pp. 180-193.

133 0OS 65/ HS 88. This kind of expresson of a universd, anonymous Israd, of
which one finds dso a “European” equivdent in Levinas, poses problems that
will be exposed in Chapter 6. The important point is that whatever excellence
can be attributed to Israel or the Jewish religious community, cannot be denied a
priori in other rligious or cultura forms.
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And in this sense do not dwell in Being, as Heidegger would have it. But
since Levinas draws his inspiration from the Jewish testimony and formu-
lates his pleain the language of Western philosophy — both of which are
manifestations of Being — he is obliged, in obedience to originary ethicity,
which is the theme of his plea, to cross out as it were everything he says.
Hence the central importance of the first paragraph of the preface of the
book, in which this crossing-out of what follows in the book, is announced
(s discussed in the introduction to the current Chapter). The text in which
Levinas pless for the recognition of the originary ethicity of the other, is
inevitably expressed in a particular cultura discourse and thus constitutes
the risk that it might at the very moment of testifying to the other, be the
first step to its velling and forgetting. If this holds for Levinas philosophi-
cal text, it would likewise hold for his Talmudic readings and, in fact, for
the Rabbinic literature itsalf. The humanism of the other, as the “ethical
culture” of respongbility for the other, draws dl of its meaning from a
Tamudic-independent resource. No philosophica justification can be
given for a Hebraic humanism or for a humanism of patience in which the
study of the Tamud is central. However, if it can be argued that the Tal-
mud testifies truly and effectively to the “unique sense” that is the ethica
dlterity of the other, then it can be recommended for study by al people,
independent of their cultural background — but this, together with the study
of any other text that could plausibly be claimed to have the same merits.

Thus we return to the preface from which the exploration of Humanism
of the other was launched. Having followed the complex flow of arguments
of this book, the examination of its import can be further examined by a
strategy of comparison.

5 “REAL HUMANISM”:
AN UN-LIKELY FAMILY PORTRAIT

Already from the title of the book, it is clear that Levinasis looking for a
humanism that takes full cognition of the ambient anti-humanism. This
humanism should be a defence of the (other) human being or of humanity,
but in such a way that it could critically respond to anti-humanism.™*
Levinas humanism is presented as a radicdisation of and a going beyond
anti-humanism, since it commences as the question:

134 HO®69/HH 112.
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“couldn’t humanism take on some sense if we thought through to the very limit
the denia that Being inflicts on freedom?[...] Couldn’t this sense be found with-
out getting pushed to the “Being of beings’, to system, to matter?'**

This question could function as a point of departure, since Levinas accepts
and gppreciates to a certain extent the criticiam of subjectivity inherent in all
anti-humanism:

“Itsinspired intuition is to have abandoned the idea of person, goal and origin of
itself, in which the ego is till athing because it is still abeing.”**®

However, his anti-humanism respecting humanism consists of conceiving
differently the subject (as is programmaticaly stated in the preface to
Totality and infinity) and the humanity of the human being.

Our understanding of Levinas enterprise can be advanced by com-
paring his humanism to the ideas on the same subject in the work of
some of his contemporaries — and assuming the risk that the shortness of
presentation may entail simplification.”® The ideas of Sartre, Heidegger
and Althusser naturdly spring to mind for this kind of exploration, as
these authors were some of the most significant contemporary contributors
to the debate on humanism.**® The aim of this sub-chapter is not to show

135 HO49f/HH 80.

136 OB 127f/ AE 203.

137 Onecould certainly choose anumber of different ways to Stuate the philosophy

of Levinasin generd and of Humanism of the other in particular. Phenomenol-
ogy, Marxism, postcolonid studies or the liberalism-communitarianism debate
could equally provide a background against which to interpret this book of
Levinas.
For dl that follows Tom Rockmore's Heidegger and French philosophy. Hu-
manism, anti-humanism and being. London and New York, Routledge, 1995
(especidly chapters5, 6, 7 and 9) may be consulted. The older essay of Eugenio
Garin, “Qud ‘humanisme ? (Variations historiques)” (Revue internationale de
philosophie, 85-86/1968, pp. 263-275), gives a ill very useful contemporary
orientation to the humanism debate. A good overview of the French debate can
be found in Sean Homer “Humanism and anti-humanism” in Encyclopedia of
modern French thought. Christopher John Murray (ed.). New York and Lon-
don: Fitzroy Dearborn, 2004, pp. 331-334.

138 Thelig is of course in no way exhaudtive. For example, the position of Lévi-
Straussis epecidly interesting in this context, but, being spoiled for choice, he
isleft out, having dready figured in Chapter 2. For avauable overview of Lévi-
Strauss' position on humanism see Denis Kambouchner, “Lévi-Strauss and the
question of humanism (followed by aletter from Claude Lévi-Strauss)”, in The
Cambridge companion to Lévi-Strauss. Boris Wiseman (ed.). Cambridge, et.
al.: Cambridge University Press, 2009, pp. 19-38. First markers for a compari-
son of humanism in Merleau-Ponty and Levinas are given by Robert Bernas-
coni, “One-way traffic: the ontology of decolonization and its ethics’, in Ontol-
ogy and Alterity in Merleau-Ponty. Galen A. Johnson and Michadl B. Smith
(eds)). Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1990, pp. 67-80.
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that Levinas is aways right, but simply to draw more sharply the con-
tours of his humanism of the other human. A critica view on Levinas
thought will have to wait till Chapter 6.

5.1 Sartre: humanism as existentialism

Exigtentialism was a humanism, and for that reason dso (ever since Heideg-
ge’s Letter on ““humanism’) bore much of the brunt of anti-humanism. In
reading Existentialism and humanism,™® it becomes clear very quickly that,
compared to Sartre, Levinasis much closer to anti-humanism.

Sartrean humanism takes as its point of departure the human sub-
ject." This subjectivity revedls itsdf in action and is determined by no
essence, according to the well-known formula “ existence precedes essence
[I’existence précéde I’essence]”.**" In this undeterminedness resides the
most profound dignity of the human being.*** The human being is nothing
but that which he/she has made himself/herself to be,"*® and has therefore
to take responsibility for what he/she is.*** In freedom, one doesn't only
create or choose onesdlf, but also creates an image of what the human be-
ing could be.* The conscious, willed project of self-creation is, however,
to be executed without recourse to any pre-established set of principles. In
this sense, Sartre swears his allegiance to the death of God. And since
thereis no God to guarantee transcendent principles**® the human being is
condemned to freedom, condemned to invent humanity at every instant of
acting.™’ Matters are thus as the human being decides them to be™*® or
again, “the destiny of the human being isin himsalf/hersdlf” *°

139 For an engaging reading of Sartre’s earlier philosophy in which the question of
humanism takes an important place, see Alain Renat. Sartre. Le dernier phi-
losophe. Paris: Grasset and Fasguelle, 1993.

140 E&H 26,44,52/EH 17,63, 84.

141 E&H26/EH17.

142 E&H28,45/EH 22, 65.

143 E&H28,41,50/EH 22,55, 78.

144 E&H29/EH 24.

145 E&H 30/ EH 27. Cf. E&H 29/ EH 24-25: “ Subjectivism means, on the one
hand the freedom of the individua subject and, on the other that man cannot
pass beyond human subjectivity. [ ...] For in effect, of al the actions a man may
take in order to create himsdf as he wills to be, there is not one which is not
crediive, a the same time, of an image of man such as he believes he ought to
be”

146 E&H33/EH 35.

147 E&H 34/EH 37-38.

148 E&H41/EH54.

149 E&H44/EH 62
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That such a declaration of the desth of God accompanied by a strong,
free, autonomoudy acting subject would seem, from an anti-humanist per-
spective, nothing more than mere lip service doesn't surprise us. In the place
of the dead God arises the Sartrean subject that is (as Sartre himself recog-
nises) in continuation with the Cartesian cogito.” Existentiaism recon-
structs, in the centuries old tradition, humanism on the foundation of ameta-
physics of the subject.”>* The self-conscious and free subject is the basis of
truth, dso of the truth of exigtentialian as a humanism and this is the very
foundation of human dignity. Sure enough, there is an atempt by Sartre to
overcome what he conceives as a solipsstic pitfal in the cogito: | need the
other to become conscious of mysdf™®® and it is in a “world of inter-
subjectivity” that the human being decides what he/she and the others are. ™
But this socid cogito leaves intact the individud self. Besides, despite the
absence of a universd human essence, there is a universd human condition
that makes it perfectly possible for any human being of any culture to under-
stand the projects of others of other cultures™ — cultural diversity is no ob-
sacle in the world of inter-subjectivity. No wonder then that ethics could be
envisaged from the point of authenticity, from the fact of living according to
human liberty that gives mordity a universal form, even though the content
of it may vary.”® Such an authenticity would imply the compeatibility of all
peoplée's liberties™® Any resistance to this universaly accommodating lib-
erty would be an infringement on authenticity, i.e,, acting in bad faith.

Thus Sartre rejects an older form of humanism that tekes as its basis a
universal human essence,™’ but espouses one in which the human being is
still to be created.™® Despite this apparent uncertainty, and despite the desth
of God, humanity is not a stake, provided that the universdlity of human
freedom embedded in the projecting character of the cogito is recognised.

It should be clear that Levinas would consder such a humanism asir-
revocably outdated. Sartre’ snotion of the subject livesin the naivety of before
any recognition of the decentring of the subject in the human sciences.™®

150 E&H45/EH 64.

151 E&H44/EH63.

152 E&H45/EH 66.

153 E&H45/EH67.

154 E&H 46/ EH 69-70.

155 E&H52/EH 85.

156 E&H52/EH 84.

157 E&H55/EH 92

158 E&H55-56/EH 92-93.

159 Onecould characterisethis perspective as“naive’ in thelight of Freud'sfamous
1917 essay “Eine Schwierigkeit der Psychoandyseg’, in Gesammelte Schriften
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Sartre resuscitates God (as a unified point of reference, or foundation, for all
vaue and meaning) under the name of the free subject. If Levinas then ill
declaresthat he considers his own humanism asaway of taking the Sartrean
notion of “being condemned to be free [étre condamné & étre libre]”** fur-
ther, it isonly to radicdise that condemnation — not in the same sense asthe
way in which Being or structures condemn human beings to not being free,
but rather as condemned to serving the other. For thiscondition of condemna
tion to freedom, he usesthe term “hostage” (otage):™*" the saif isthe hostage
of the ather, the sAf isirremissbly in “endavement” or “subservience’ (as-
servissement)'® with regard to the other and this condemnation exceeds
whatever liberty the seif might have™ —even to the point of being responsible
for the responsibility of the other'®* —in the sense of decisively determining
the meaning of the liberty of the salf. And it is only as such — invested and
commanded by the ather, “vulnerable’ to the apped of the other —that Levi-
naswould ever contemplate the significance of the freedom of the salf. There
isgtill something of auniversdity inLevinas' ethics, aswill beindicated later,
but even if such be the case, ethics dways refers back to an originary asym-
metry. And it isthis very asymmetry that makes of the other not afoundation
of meaning, but an an-archic or non-foundationa source: the other isnot God,
but livesin thetrace of an ever dready-passed “ God” '

5.2 Heidegger: “humanism” in the extreme sense

Just like Sartre, Heidegger dso distinguished two forms of humanism in his
“Letter on ‘humanism’™” (1946).'* The deciding factor in distinguishing his

von Freud, zehnter Band. Leipzig, et al.: Internationaer Psychoanaytischer Ver-
lag, pp. 347-356 — Sartre ill consders the subject to be the “master of hisher
ownhome'.

160 HO 73n13/HH 120n13, my trandation.

161 HOJ57,67,58/HH 91, 109, 110, 111.

162 HO53/HH 85.

163 Cf. “aresponsghility overflowing freedom” (HO 53, 54/ HH 85, 86).

164 HO®68/HH 111.

165 HO44/HH 69.

166 P236-276/W 313-364. Onthehigtorica unfolding of the conflict between Sar-
tre and Heidegger on humanism, see Dominique Janicaud. Heidegger en France,
tome |: Récit. Paris: Albin Michel, 2001, chapter 4: “L’humanisme dans les tur-
bulences’. A vauable overview of the meaning and reception of the Letter on
Humanism is provided by Dirk Mende in “‘Brief Uber den ‘Humanismus.” Zu
den Metaphern der spéten Seinsphilosophi€’, in Dieter Tomé (ed.). Heidegger-
Handbuch. Leben-Werk-Wirkung. Stuttgart and Weimar: Verlag JB. Metzler,
2003, pp. 247-258. For an interpretation of this text within the broader frame-
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two forms of humanism isthe question of metaphysics: typical of the history
of metgphysicsisthat it is, according to Heidegger's reading, the history of
forgetting™ and hiding the fact that Being is a verb (it happens) and not a
noun (a thing).*®® Subsequently there is (1) a metaphysical humanism that
reduces the human being to the noun-character of Being whilst ignoring that
Beingisfirst of dl averb and (2) anon-metaphysica humanism that redlises
the importance of the verbd character of Being and givesit priority over the
noun-character in matters human.®

In the firgt of these gpproaches to the human being, of which Sartre
would be a late representative, one sees that it is exactly in the notion of the
subject that one could identify the metephysical character of the first human-
ism. It obstructs the urgent question of Being that determines humanity, and
instead presents the human being as animal rationale,"” which inevitably
leadsto the error of thinking

“the human being from out of the animalitas instead of thinking towards the hu-
manitas of the human being” .}

What gets logt in the process is the “essence” of the human being. This es-
sence is the fact that the human being is the place where the difference be-
tween the noun-character (Seiende) and the verba character (Sein) of Being
is made; this happening of differentigtion in Being being called ek-
sistence.’® This understanding of the “essence” of the human being doesn't
s0 much negate the humanist idea of the human being as animal rationale,
rather, it putsthat ideain the right perspective'” by thinking more originarily
about humanity." In fact — and this is where the second or true humanism

work of Heidegger’ swork and hisintellectua environment, see Gianni Vattimo:
“Lacrisedel’ humanismé’, in Exercises de la Patience 5, 1983, pp. 19-30.

167 P253/W 332

168 P255/W 334

169 Cf.P246/W 322. Seedso P 245/ W 321: “Every determination of the essence
of the human being that already presupposes an interpretation of beings without
asking about the truth of Being, whether knowingly or nat, is metaphysical.”

170 P246/W 322f.

171 P 246f | W 323, trandaion modified. Heidegger doesn’t reject the Greek ante-
cedent of the Latin animal rationale, but fears thet its true meaning has been
covered up by the history of metaphysics (cf. P 245f / W 322, dso Being and
time. op. cit. p. 208/ Sein und Zeit. op. cit. p. 165).

172 P248/W 325.

173 P251/W 330.

174 Cf.“moreprimordidly” P 267, anfanglicher, W 351.
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according to Heidegger comes in'”® — the highest determination of the es-
sence and dignity of the human being can be thought only when the human
being is considered as belonging to Being.'™® Heidegger's idea of true hu-
manism conssts of evacuating the place accorded by the first humanism to
the subject and retoring it as the place of Being; and it is only when this per-
spective on the human being is adopted that red humanity comes to light:
the human being livesin the proximity of Being, which meansthat humanity
has an opening in which meaning could unfold.*”” Thisis equivaent to say-
ing that humanity consists originarily of being addressed by Being;' it is
Being that gives content to the formal ek-sistence of human beings. Human-
ity exists in the service of thinking the truth of Being."”® Language is the
placein which the truth of Being unfoldsitself, it is the “house of Being”.**°
This address and the meaning in which the human being dwells do not lead
to an ethics. Heidegger will even clam that what he is thinking is neither
ontology (in the traditiona sense), nor ethics. All that his considerations
about humanity would leed to is a letting go with reference to the task of
congructing rules and values (Since these inevitably presuppose a fixed no-
tion of the subject on which they are founded) and an existence of letting
Being be® As such it thinkingly constructs the house of Being,'® it ar-
ranges the space in which one existingly dwells and thus, according to Hei-
degger, oneisaready busy with the origina ethics'®

175 Thisisa“humanism” that thinks against humanism or that contradicts al previ-
ous humanisms (P 251; 263 / W 330; 345), but without faling into an inhuman-
ity (P 265/ W 348). At the same time Heidegger dlaims thet it restores the es-
sence and dignity of the human being to such an extent that what he presentsis
nothing ese than “*Humanism’ in the extreme sense” [*Humanismus’ im auer-
sten Sinn] (P 261/ W 342 and see the following page for a definition of Heideg-
ger's humanism). Heidegger, however, concedes that this is a humanism of a
peculiar kind (P 263/ W 345).

176 P252/W 330.

177 P261/W 342-343, dso P 254/ W 333-334.

178 Cf.P246/W 323.

179 Cf.P268/W 352

180 Refrain of thewhole Letter, eg., P 254/ W 333. And thisis Heidegger' s render-
ing of the zoon logon echon: “the human being is not only aliving cresture who
possesses |anguage aong with other capacities. Rather, language is the house of
Being in which the human being ek-sists by dwelling, in that he belongs to the
truth of Being, guarding it.” (P254 /W 333)

181 P272/W 358.

182 P272/W 358.

183 Cf.P271/W 356: “If the name ‘ethics’ in kegping with the basic meaning of
the world éthos, should now say that ethics ponders the abode of the human be-
ing, then that thinking which thinks the truth of Being asthe primordia element
of the human being, asonewho eksigts, isinitsaf originary ethics.”
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It would not be possible to go into the detail of the relationship be-
tween Levinas' humanism text and that of Heidegger, since even a su-
perficia comparison would quickly show that the former was written in
congtant critical reference to the latter. Thisis no surprise if one considers
on the one hand the determining influence that Heidegger has had on
Levinas way of thinking, and on the other hand, the massive wave of
appropriation of Heidegger in French philosophy since the 1960s."®
What deserves our attention is that Levinas humanism is designed to
take Heidegger’s criticism of humanism as a metaphysics seriously and
to sidestep the pitfalls thereof."® Levinas never lets go of the ontological
difference, which he learned about from Heidegger; he claims only that
this is not the most decisive thing about humanity. He does so, as we
have seen, neither by restoring subjectivity, nor by rehabilitating the
human being as animal rationale, but by claiming that more primor-
dially, before the human being dwells in the truth of Being (if thisisin-
deed the case), he/she is expelled, homeless, in a meaning imposed from
beyond Being. Levinas would claim that Heidegger, whilst breaking
with a certain tradition of Western thinking, perseveres in another,
namely that of the forgetting of the ethical difference: the human being
as the place in which the non-in-difference between the self and the
other is decisive for al meaningful existence. Levinas idea of the seif is
consequently stamped by heteronomy, by an imposition of responsibility
by the other, and what is the most humane about humanity is not the
subject, nor is it Being as Heidegger claimed, it is the other. Therefore
ethics or rather ethicity is what isto be thought primarily in a considera-
tion of humanism. And thisis to be done in response and obedience to
the appea from the other. One could, thus, cal Levinas' humanism a
post-metaphysical humanism. And this post-metaphysical humanism
directs its criticism to the Heideggerian “humanism”. The latter is not
only insufficient, but dangerous, for reasons that have been expounded
and of which the main thrust could be summarised asfollows:

184 Cf. D. Janicaud, Heidegger en France, op. cit. p. 132: “The Letter isindeed the
text of Heidegger that has probably had the greatest influence in France, espe-
cidly inthe 1960s’.

185 Thisisdearly atested to in Levinas lecture of 6 February 1976, entitied “The
radica question: Kant against Heidegger”, where Levinas presents a short inter-
pretation of the “Letter on “humanism’” (especidly GDT 58 / DMT 68). One
reads his concern to take the main tenets of Heidegger' s later philosophy in gen-
erd serioudy in PN 127f / SVIB 10f.
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“Thereisin Heidegger the dream of nobility of blood and sword. But humanism
is something completely different. It is more a response to the other that lets the
other go first, that yields to the other instead of fighting the other.”*%

5.3 Althusser: humanism as ideology

Putting aside the circumstances that provoked Althusser to write his 1963
essay “Marxism and humanism”,*®" he starts off by describing the fate of
humanism in Marx’ sintellectud itinerary: from humanist or practitioner of a
“philosophy of the human being [philosophie de I’homme]”*® to a radical
anti-humanigt. It is especidly this second phase of Marx’s philosophy and
Althusser’ sinterpretation thereof that isimportant to us. The anti-humanism
of Marx’ s second phase bresks with the former thought as based on anation
of the essence of the human being in that

“the essence criticized [and by implication humanism — EW] is defined as ideology,
acategory belonging to the new theory of society and history.”*#°

Thus, according to the subsequently formulated theoretical anti-humanism,
in order to understand the human world and possibly to changeit, one should
depart from agtrategy based on aquest for the essence of the human being:

“It isimpossible to know anything about men except on the absolute precondition
that the philosophical (theoretical) myth of man is reduced to ashes.”*®

However, it is of centrd importance to note that this reduction of humanism
to ashes, on the level of theory, doesn't mean the negation of the practica
redlity of humanism, namely in the form of ideology.** Having knowledge
of thisideology doesn't amount to making it evaporate. Rather, the knowl-
edge of the ideology of humanism sought by Marx (according to Althusser)
is knowledge of the conditions of the necessity thereof, conditions that aso
determine the Marxist response to this humanism.'*

186 IH 186.

187 FM 221-247 | PM 227-248. One could consult Vincent Descombes. Le méme
et I"autre. Quarante-cing ans de philosophie francaise (1933-1978). Paris. Mi-
nuit, 1979 (especidly “Laquerdle del’humanisme’, pp. 124-130) for dements
of ahigtorica orientation to the anti-humanism debate in France. A ussful dis-
cussion of Althusser’s position is Kate Soper’s Humanism and anti-humanism.
London, et al.: Hutchinson, 1986, pp. 96-119.

188 FM 226/ PM 232, trandation modified.

189 FM 227/PM 233-234.

190 FM 229/ PM 236.

191 FM 230/PM 236.

192 FM 230-231/PM 236-237.
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Gaining knowledge of humanism as ideology in this manner entails
the development of theoretical anti-humanism. Therefore, it is essential
to understand what “ideology” is. An ideology, Althusser summarises,

“is a system (with its own logic and rigour) of representations (images, myths,

ideas or concepts, depending on the case) endowed with a historical existence and

role within a given society”

Every society, even the ultimate communist society, bathes within ideol-
ogy.** To be precise, the “mode of existence” of ideology (and thus, by
implication, of humanism as discourse based on a notion of the essence of
human beings) is not a matter of consciousness, but of unconsciousness,
and that in a very particular sense: ideology imposes itself on people as
“structures’,'® it is formed by the historica conditions in which people

live. That means that the representations of which ideology is asystem,

“are perceived-accepted-suffered culturd objectsand act functionally on men by means
of aprocessthat escapesthem. Human beings'‘live' their ideologies]...] notatall asa
form of consciousness, but as an object of their “‘world’ — astheir ‘world’ itself.”**

The very manner in which people live their lives and their relation to
their world isideologically mediated and incarnates ideology. This could
beillustrated by atopica example:

“In the ideology of freedom, to be precise, the bourgeoise live their relation to the
conditions of their existence, in other words, their relation that isred (the law of alib-
erd cgpitalist economy) but invested in an imaginary relation (al men arefree, includ-
ing the free labourers). Their ideology consists of this play on theword freedom.”*”

From this one could see that the person, or rather the class, that usesideol-
ogy is itself being used by ideology.'® It is only by means of such a the-
ory, an anti-humanist theory, that strategies could be adopted to transform
society, to transform the conditions that produce a humanism, which func-
tions as legitimisation of the bourgeoisie.** And such strategies could not
exclude adopting in practice one form of humanism or another.

It is clear that Althusser’s anti-humanism draws the human being, con-
sciousness and dl, into the non-masterable flow of history. Agency and con-

193 FM 231/PM 238.

194 FM 232/PM 239.

195 FM 233/PM 240.

196 FM 233/PM 240, trandation modified.

197 FM 234f / PM 241, my trandation.

198 FM 235/PM 242.

199 FM 241/ PM 249 and Levinas implicitly refers to the Althusserian critique of
thisideology in GCM 3/DVI 18.
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sciousness are decentred, and humaniam is withdrawn from anthropology
and relegated to strategy. Levinas, in o far as he accords a place to ontology,
would be willing to agree with this perspective, in fact, in his reading this
anti-humanist theory would be nothing more than another mode of appear-
ance of the domination of the human being by Being as described by Hei-
degger. As such it has, as do the other theories of the decentred subject, a
descriptive potentia with regard to the terrifying history of human “defi-
ciency” in the twentieth century.?® Levinas would even agree with Althusser
that if there is to be a trandformation of society, it would not draw its re-
sources from atheory of the human essence, but from a source that decentres
the sdlf. However, for Levinas, beyond the decentring of the human being by
socid and higtorical conditions, and therefore more intimate and determining
for the sdf, isthe decentring by the dlterity of the other, by the ethical appedl.
It is not from a theory that socid transformation could be energised, but in
the obedient response to the apped for responsibility to the other. Thet the-
ory, class struggle, or whatever Marxist notion of transformation could be
incorporated into such an obedient response, is not excluded — neither is any
other ideaabout social justicea priori excluded.”

200 GCM 47-49/DVI 83-85.

201 But Levinas afinity for Marxism should not be overlooked. In an important
passage from the Tamudic reading “Judaism and revolution” (BV 94-119 /
DSAS 11-53), Levinas illuminates his remark “ Authentic humanism, material-
ist humanism” (BV 97/ DSAS 16) asfollows. “Our old text upholds the right of
the person, asin our days Marxism upholdsit. | refer to Marxist humanism, the
one which continuesto say that ‘ man is the supreme good for man’ and ‘in order
that man be the supreme good for man he must be truly man’ and which asksit-
sdf: “How could man, the friend of man, in specific circumstances, have be-
comethe enemy of man?[...]" (BV97f / DSAS 17). This passage ends with the
decisive affirmation that the other isthe basis of humanism (BV 98/ DSAS 17),
anideathat will find itsway to thetitle of Humanism of the other.

But goart from the explicit remarks, it is significant to take note of his (quite
rare) reference to contemporary academic articles. A footnote after the phrase
“Marxigt humanism” (in the citation above) gives two essays as vauable for un-
derstanding Marxist humanism, bath from the Revue internationale de philoso-
phie 85-86/1968 — a volume that was dedicated to the question of the crisis of
humanism and to which Levinas contributed the essay that became Chapter 2 of
Humanism of the other “Humanism and an-archy” (pp. 323-337 in thejournd).
The firg article recommended by Levinas is Jacques D'Hondt's, “La crise de
I"humanisme dans le marxisme contemporain” (pp. 369-378), an unambiguous
rejection of Althusser's anti-humanist reading of Marx. “Would Marx have
been mistaken about the meaning of his own work?” asks D’Hondt (p. 378) and
thus supports the traditional humanist reading of Marx. The second article rec-
ommended by Levinas is Jean Lacroix’s “L"humanisme de Marx selon Adam
Schaff” (pp. 379-386). Lacroix challenges Althusser’s “ evocative and deep, but
aso questionable interpretation” of Marxism (p. 379) by recourse to that of
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Having devoted this fifth Chapter to a scrutiny of Levinas' philosophical
articulation of his post-anti-humanist humanism, it should now be sub-
mitted to critical examination. Thisisthe goa of the next Chapter.

Adam Schaff (in Le Marxisme et I’Individu: Contribution a la philosophie
marxiste de I’homme, Paris, Armand Colin, 1968; Polish origind published in
Warsaw, 1965) thet ingsts on Marxism as the sole integral humanism. Lacroix
doesn't go asfar asacritica comparison of Althusser and Schaff, but keepsto a
sympathetic presentation of Schaff's humanist Marxism asaredigtic and libera
tion-oriented theory of human existence. It is from a citation by Lacroix of
Scheff that Levinas draws the “assertion of Marx tha the human being
[I’homme] is the highest good for humanity [pour I’lhomme]” (p. 386), to which
herefersin the citation above.

It seems reasonable to believe from this information that Levinas finds himself
in agreement with the spirit of Marxist humanism, athough he questions the ca-
pacity of Marxism to provide the ultimate orientation in culturd diversity (HO
Chepter 1) and dthough he embraced, to some extent, the notion of anti-
humanism. Furthermore, these references meke us attentive to the fact that
Levinas reflection on humanism and anti-humanism conditutes one of the im-
portant loci for his positioning with respect to Marxism.






Chapter 6
After Levinas:
The risk of irresponsible responsibility

It should be clear from the preceding discussion that for Levinas the dos-
sier on humanism could be reopened only on the condition that human-
ism isradicaly re-conceived. But how radica, how new and, above all,
how desirable is Levinas post-anti-humanist humanism? The present
Chapter seeks to submit Levinas thought on the dterity of the other —
the corner stone of his humanism — to critical examination. In accor-
dance with the line of interrogation demarcated for this book, the focus
will be on how the political implications of Levinas philosophy are to
be assessed. In the light of the critique that will be developed here, the
question of thinking responsibility in its politica dimension “after”
Levinas, will ensue from this examination.

As afirg orientation to the problems of gauging the political impli-
cations of Levinas ethics, two insgightful essays by two eminent Levinas
readers will be presented. By juxtaposing the divergent reading of Marion
and Bernasconi, the perilous nature of this undertaking will be signalled.

1 UNIVERSALISM AND PARTICULARISM:
MARION AND BERNASCONI

Humanism, according to the conviction articulated in Humanism of the
other, isthe defence of theideathat al meaning is orientated by the appesl
of the other, of the other that bears the dlterity of not being reducible to the
subject’ s ontol ogico-hermettic existence.
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That iswhy the

“best way of encountering the other, is not even to notice the colour of higher
eyes! When one observes the colour of the eyes, oneis not in social relationship
with the other. The relation with the face can surely be dominated by perception,
but what is specifically the face is what cannot be reduced to that.”*

It isthe face of the other — metonymy for the aterity of the other —thet inter-
feres with the sweeping flow of Being. The dterity of the other would aso
be what invests me with prima or originary meaning, founding my subjec-
tivity, my identity, my self and individuality — primerily as caled to respond
to the other. But who exactly is the other that invests me with singular iden-
tity in this way? Since it is the face without characterigtics, this means that
the dterity of the other is stripped of dl individualisng qualities. The other
that makes the ethica apped is nobody, or &t least nobody in particular. This
isthe insght of Jean-Luc Marion: in Levinas philosophy the other is noth-
ing but universa, non-particular, humanity behind the particularities of the
individual person.? The other, after having torn the self from the anonymous
flux of Being, is swallowed by the anonymity of a humanity® without quali-
ties. The face of the other cannot say of whom it is the face, since it spesks
only in the name of a trans-individua humanity. Consequently, when con-
fronted with the question of just respongbility towards the plurdity of others,
Marion is convinced that the ethical anonymity of the other inevitably trans-
latesinto neutraising the other (as oneis neutraised in front of the law), and
that the identity of the ethica subject isin the same movement compromised
and neutralised, since the subject hasto respond to the other in the same way
as anybody dse* In my view Marion's decision not to use the minor, but
significant, theory of justice of the later Levinas® weskens his argument
since it obscures the possibility, foreseen by Levinas, of making singularis-
ing exceptionsin order to cdl the neutrdity of thelaw to grester justice. This
will be discussed later. Let it for now be granted that from the anonymity of
the face of the other, taken absolutely, one has to arrive with Marion &t uni-
versality and neutrality as the essentia outcome of Levinas ethics on the
plane of the political.

1 E&I 85-86/El 79-80, trandation modified.

2 Cf. Jean-Luc Marion, “D’autrui al'individu”, in: Emmanuel Lévinas. Positivité et
transcendance. Paris PUF (Epiméthée), 2000, pp. 287-308, in particular pp. 296
300.

E&I86/El 81

Cf. “D’autrui al’individu”, op. cit. p. 300.

And of which the only trace in Humanism of the other isto befound in HO 76n11
/HH 123n11.

g~ w
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Robert Bernasconi,® to the contrary, demongtrated that in a number of
placesLevinas' dleged non-specificity of the face of the other actualy mani-
fested as a “continuity with abstract humanism and its complicity with ho-
mogenization”,’ i. e, instead of the other’s alterity being devoid of any con-
tent, Levinas sometimes universalised a Western or Jewish cultura identity
in such away asto make either of them the measure for the humanity of the
other or of the sdif. In Humanism of the other, this is blatant when Levinas,
whilst insigting on the rdativity of particular cultures, ill maintains a spe-
cific “generogty of the Western civilisation” that not only exposed thisrda
tivity, but in so doing helped other culturesto understand themselves, which,
according to Levinas, they couldn't do before the Western intervention.®
Thisprocessis claimed by Levinas to be one of generosity and is apparently
dissociated from the colonising violence that he denounces® This perspec-
tive echoes Husserl’s 1935 Vienna lectures (of which the influence on Levi-
nas is demonstrated by Bernasconi) in which an even clearer historica tele-
ology is developed by which cultures are hierarchically ordered according to
their fiddlity to the (Western) idea of the human being as rational animal.™
This complacency that Levinas exhibits regarding the notion of Western (or
Jewish) superiority comes to the fore again, and more clearly, in scattered
remarksin hisinterviews and Judaic writings.

The commentator arrives at the following conclusion:

“If at times Levinas still seems to judge other cultures ssmply by their proximity
to his own, this should not be considered sufficient reason to dismiss his thought,
before the resources of that thought have been explored. Foremost among these
resources is Levinas's acknowledgement that the self-questioning that originates
from the gaze of the Other always takes place as an interruption of my compla-
cency. What disturbs the self-evidence that supports my unquestioned attachment
to my own cultural valuesis not just the Other as such. It isthe Other in his or her

6 “Whoismy neighbor? Who is the other? Questioning ‘the generosity of Western
thought'”, in Ethics and responsibility in the phenomenological tradition. The
ninth annual symposium of the Simon Silverman Phenomenological Center. Pitts-
burgh: Duquesne University, 1992, pp. 1-31.

“Whoismy neighbor?...”, op. cit. p. 5.

HO 37/ HH 59-60.

“But it [Platonism] is overcome in the name of the generosity of Western thought
itself, which, catching sght of the abstract man in men, proclaimed the absolute
vaue of the person, and then encompassed in the respect it bearsit the culturesin
which these persons stand or in which they express themsdlves. Platonism is over-
come with the very means which the universal thought issued from Plato sup-
plied. It is overcome by this so much disparaged Western civilization, which was
able to undersand the particular cultures, which never understood themsdlves
[lesquelles n’ont jamais rien compris a elles-mémes].” (CPP 101/ HH 59-60).

10 According to Bernasconi, “Whoismy neighbor?...”, op. cit. p. 11.

© 00 N
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specific cultural difference from me that presents a direct challenge to my own
cultural adherences and calls me to respond without any certainty of the appro-
priate way in which to respond or the idiom in which to do so."™*

It is this very last sentence which is the core of Bernasconi’s reading of
Levinas: the alterity of the other has a content, determined amongst others
by that person’s cultural or ethnic specificity —it is Levinas erring on the
side of implicitly claiming a cultural superiority that leads to this conclusion.
Although | am not sure if this amounts to alowing the introduction of an
“alterity-content” in the face of the other," it does show that (at least) in
the movement of responding to the other, the same Levinas alows one to
conclude that the cultural particularity of the other and of the self matters
in ethical consideration, and therefore this particularity surely does matter
in the interaction with the plurality of others, in palitics.

It is not my intention to arbitrate between these conclusions regarding
Levinas implications for politics as neutrd universdity or interested particu-
larity. In fact, in what follows, it will become evident that | think that
Levinas theory of justice (which had not been sufficiently caled to aid in
Marion’s or in Bernasconi’s essay) probably opens up the matter to the
entire gpectrum of possibilities between these two extremes. In Levinas' own
presentation of justice, he willingly concedes that even when the context-
independent dlterity of the singular other is maintained, the identity and
specificity of the other do come into play once the subject is obliged to
compare the plurality of others: as soon asthereisaplurality of others, the
subject’ s eyes are opened, as it were, to the particularity of the others and
thus the culturd and ethnic, religious and economic, gender and age identity
of the other becomesimportant. The subject’ s eyes are opened to the particu-
larity of the suffering of the other. But the ethical responsibility of the sub-
ject to the other has not been made dependent on the particular qualities.
This is of enormous importance, since it means that at any stage in my
execution of my responsibilities to the others, any single other, whatever
that person’sidentity or condition might be, could and does make an apped
to my respongihility, i.e., putsinto question the manner in which | respond

11 Bernasconi, “Whoismy neighbor?...”, op. cit. pp. 26-27.

12 One cannot from Levinas persond, culturd or religious convictions and the dis-
parate abusve expressons thereof conclude that his philosophy should be
changed on this matter. That iswhy | consder it important to let the resources of
the text itsdf override the (conceded, important) mistakes of the author (which
would harmonise with the preface of HO that ingsts on crossing out, or question-
ing, any expression of the dterity of the other). At the very least, it should be rec-
ognised that conceding to an dterity-content would amount to changing the very
heart of Levinas' philosophy.
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to the multiplicity of others and thus calls me either to greater attention to
the particularity of some or to the greater equality of everybody. For this
reason Levinas subject could be an imperialist or anarchist, alibera or a
revolutionary — provided that such a conviction is justified with reference
to the efficiency of serving the others.

The juxtaposition of these two strong readings of Levinas should
suffice to point out the problem of the indeterminate status of justice asit
is engendered from the plurality of responsibilities of the subject in the
philosophy of Levinas. In stead of solving this problem, | shall attempt
to measure its depth.

2 RESPONSIBILITY AND IRRESPONSIBILITY

A mgor uncertainty seems to arise in Levinas humanism of the other hu-
man being on the level of judtice, i.e, in the face of the plurdity of others
(and that has been introduced in this book dready in Chapter 1). Centra to
this Stuation is the investment (or eection) of the sdlf by the other: the most
intimate identity of the sdf isits infinite responsibility to the other in which
nobody could replace that subject. But we have insisted in the first Chapter
on the fact that there are dways at |least three — the ethical subject, the other
and another other —| cite again:

“There are always at least three people. [...] As soon as there are three people,
the ethical relationship to the other becomes political and entersinto the totalizing
discourse of ontology.”*®

Now, when the plurality of the others comesinto play, the other is drawn out
of this universa anonymity (if one follows Marion) and hisher identity,
singularity and particular circumstances enter into the multitude of contem-
poraneous and equally valid claims from al of the others on the subject,
who then has to ask the question of how to digtribute hishher loydlty, efforts
and means, in the same movement in which the particularity of the multitude
of others becomes ethicdly relevant, the scope of the question concerning
justice extends from the restricted relaion between the self and the other, to
that between the self and (in principle) anybody else on the planet (see Chap-
ter 3). This question of distribution or alocation is the question of justice,
which situates the apparent context-independent appedl of the other in the
context of other legitimate appeds of al the other others. Thisraisesin my

13 “Ethics of the infinite”, op. cit. pp. 57-58 / “De la phénoménologie a I’ &hique’,
op. cit. p. 129 (trand ation modified).
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mind one of the most important difficultiesin Levinas philosophy: once the
subject’s ontologica existence has been directed ethicaly “for-the-other”, or
in fact, once it has been directed by the plurdity of others, how should this
ontological and political existence be formed to the advantage of the others?
Levinas, however, probably in an effort to take contemporary anti-
humanism into consderation, has so embraced its moving away from idees
of human essence and foundationd ethics, that his humanism of the other
has been gripped of whatever means could accompany reflectingly the ques-
tion concerning that which should practically be done. Accordingly, the
question of the competence of Levinas subject to establish what justice en-
tailsin a particular context and to redise it seemsto be to him of no concern
— he wants the subject to be sent on his’her way of respongbility towardsthe
others, but without even posing the question of the means. Thereby Levinas
implicitly claims that considerations concerning the competence of ethica
subjects and the means they develop to serve what they consider judtice to
be, are of negligible relevance to the meaning of the ethical.

The conviction that | defend is quite opposite: it should be considered
of utmost importance to reflect on the secondary position accorded by
Levinas to the competence of the ethical agent and the means deployed by
the ethica agent in higher efforts to obey the imperative to unlimited re-
sponsihility. It is when this is done that the implications of the difficult
trandation of ethics into justice (see Chapter 1, § 2.2) entersinto our field
of vision — perhaps in an unexpected and disquieting way. In order to test
thisissue, let us take as a theme of reflection the example of killing other
people. At first glance, nothing seems further awvay from Levinas' thought
than alegitimisation of killing. He is, after al, a philosopher of peace and
of the“thou shalt not kill!” in the face of the other.

2.1 Can alLevinasian kill?
From the original contradiction to the participation
of practice in the meaning of the ethical

Does the radica ethics of Levinas, of which he sometimes captures the
essencein theimperative “thou shat not kill!”, make provison for thekilling
of people? In order to answer this question properly, it seems appropriate to
transpose the terms in which it is posed to that of the key Levinasian terms
of the Saying and the Said.

It should be cdled to mind that this ethica imperative that emanates
from the other and by which one's subjectivity is decisively condtituted, is
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the Saying by which the Said of one's ontologicd existence is given sense.
However, we dso know that the prohibition against murder that, according
to Levinas, isthe meaning of the face of the other, isjust aforma imperaive
and for this reason every trandation of this Saying into the Said, every redi-
sation of the imperative in acts of obedience to it, every effort to make the
Saying said, isonly aprovisiond trandation, or as Levinas says, atrandation
that isa partial treason or betrayal™* and that for this reason needs to be un-
said. Since the Saying is ultimately unsayable or unutterable (indicible) or
purely forma, it cannot be fixed in a Said and each atempt at fixing it in a
Said has to be un-said (dédire). If | transpose the question concerning the
possible use of killing as a legitimate ethical action to the level of discourse
on the Saying and the Said, it is because very often, if not aways, Levinas

commentators fail to reflect on the whole series of terms thet are associated:

next to Saying, unsayable, Said and unsaying (dire, indicible, dit, dédire) one
hasto consider contradiction (contradiction). Thisiswhat Levinasteaches.

“The third introduces a contradiction in the Saying of which the meaning before
the other until then went in one direction. This s, in itself, the limit of responsi-
bility, the birth of the question: What do | haveto doin justice?’*®

This is a mgjor point. One can weigh its importance by connecting this
remark with the similar one on the “entry” of the third, cited above and
aready commented on in Chapter 1:

“There are aways at least three people. [...] As soon as there are three people,
the ethical relation to the other becomes political and enters into the totalizing
discourse of ontology.”

If there are always at |east three people, then the third always introduces
a contradiction in the Saying, and there is in the life of the subject no
time before the question of justice, namely “who of the others comes
before whom?’. If there are always at |east three people and the interre-
lation between the second and the third, with respect to the first person,
is that of contradiction, then the original relation between the self and
the others is one of contradiction.’® Contradiction of what? It is a con-

14 OB6/AE17-18.

15 OB 157, trandation modified. “Le tiers introduit une contradiction dans le Dire
dont la signification devant Iautre dlait, jusqu’dors, dans un sens unique. C'est,
de s0i, limite de |a responsabilité naissance de la question: QU'a-je a faire avec
justice?’ (AE 245).

16 SeeDe I’éthique a la justice 346-349, where | have exposed the methodological
incongruity that alows Levinas to bracket out the dterity of the third, while dis-
cussing the dterity of the other.
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tradiction between the imperatives, the appeals to the responsibility of
the subject, made with equa legitimacy by the second and the third. It is
exactly because of this contradiction that one appeal infringes on an-
other, without however, taking anything away from the validity of either.
And thus the question of justice, is the question of contradiction and the
question of “who comes before whom?’, is the question of “who comes
after whom?”, in other words “whose demanding and valid appeal to my
responsibility should be considered less urgent than that of ancther, and
should therefore be sacrificed in the name of justice?”.

Returning now to the dilemma of killing, it should be concluded that
the prohibition to kill one person stands in a relation of “contradiction”
with the same prohibition emitted by all the others. And under such a
regime of contradiction, immediate and obvious obedience to any single
other is not possible — @l responsibility is aready taken up in a complex
procedure of weighing, that is, sacrificing, in search of justice, since al
responsibility is palitical.

That is why Levinas doesn't hesitate, when he speaks of the actuali-
sation of justice, to introduce the idea of a struggle with evil and he ex-
plicitly distances himself from “the idea of nonresistance to evil [I’idée

de la non-résistence au mal]”.*” Levinasis not Gandhi.

“If self-defence is a problem, the ‘executioner’ is the one who threatens my
neighbour and, in this sense, calls for violence and doesn't have a Face.”*®

This declaration, which in my judgement is completely in agreement
with Levinas understanding of ethics and justice, should be considered
very carefully. All people have faces; to al people infinite responsibility
is due. But under the complicated circumstances under which the ques-
tion of justice is born, that is, when faced with the contradiction of dif-
ferent equally valid appeals, which in practice excludes contemporane-
ous obedience, the other might lose his or her face. That means, through
the difficult calculation of justice, someone might be sacrificed, that is,
someone might be treated as not emitting an imperative prohibiting
murder. Such a person might be killed. Under certain circumstances re-
sisting evil, even killing evildoers, might thus be a valid way of obeying
the originary imperative: “thou shalt not kill!”.

17 ENT 105/EN 115
18 ENT 105. “S I'autodéfence fait probléme, le ‘boureau’ est celui qui menace le
prochain et, dans ce sens, gppellelaviolence et n'aplusdeVisage” (EN 115).
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If it is considered that this origind imperdtive is the very meaning or
sense of al meaning, it should be evident that we are dedling with an ex-
tremely important finding about ethics. If killing someone cannot be ex-
cluded as a means by which to obey the original sense or significance of
one's being that is captured in the prohibition of murder, if killing someone
could be under given circumstances the most gppropriate way of trandating
the Saying into the Said, then the means of ethical conduct interferes with the
original ethical meaning and as such is part of it."® Levinasis thus mistaken
when he claims that the question of the application of ethics is secondary.
If killing someone could be shown to be a valid response to the imperative
“thou shalt not kill”, how can the fact of responding — practical ethics — not
be part of the meaning of the ethical? Rather, the question of the means by
which one abeys the contradictory gppeds of the others should be consid-
ered an essentid part of the very meaning of the ethical.

If these conclusions are correct, then surely the competence of the
ethical agent for ethical conduct and the means to be deployed in ethical
conduct cannot be considered trivial, margina or of secondary impor-
tance in reflection on the ethical. On the one hand it is consenting to an
invalid assumption to say that Levinas restricted himself to the ethical
origin of meaning, since the practice of ethics interferes, and therefore
contributes to what the sense of the ethical is;** on the other hand it isa
too facile rejection of the question of practical ethics to pretend that it
can simply be reduced to an ethical programme, or a casuistic or a do-
main-specific deontology — as if these would be the only forms that re-
flection on the practice of ethics can take.

19 Although arguing his case somewhat differently from what | do here, or did in De
Iéthique & la justice, and developing the consequences thereof in asomewhat dif-
ferent manner, Michel Vanni arrived a very similar conclusions concerning thein-
sertion of Levinas ethics in practice (“En guerre pour autrui”, in Internationale
Zeitschrift fur Philosophie 1, 2004, pp. 78-93). Vanni’ s essay wias published inde-
pendently from my argument, as| formulatedit for thefirst timein my doctord dis-
sertation of 2004 (and | discovered thearticletoo late to usein De Iéthique a la jus-
tice). Thisindependence of hisconclusions, and of course the strength of hisargu-
ment, should be consi dered asignificant support for my present line of reasoning.

20 Thisideawill be developed further in Chapter 7, § 2.2.

21 OrasVanni correctly concludes. “Actudly one cannot smply say any more that
acts of aggression, withdrawa or contemptuous indifference condtitute a covering
or atreason of the ‘pre-originary’ gppeal (according to the formula.of Levinas). If
we don’'t want to maintain a completely abstract and a-praxica view of this go-
pedl, we should rather say that it leads straightaway to conflict and friction, that it
is sraightaway Stuated in the middle of conflict, without being able to dlaim, by
using one or other treason as excuse, that it can be detached from this conflict.”
“En guerre pour autrui”, op. cit. p. 84.
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Perhaps this doesn't mean that Levinas was obliged to work out a phi-
losophy of the practice of ethics, but arestriction to reflection on ethicity (in
abdtraction from the fact that it cannot exclude reflection on the practice of
ethics) could bejustified only strategicaly and not ultimately by the responsi-
bility that the author had for the others — the exclusion of reflection on the
practise of ethics would entail a performative contradiction in thet the phi-
losophy of ethicity would be practised asif it isnot aresponse to the apped of
the other, of whom some might be threatened by legitimated killing. Further-
more, if it is unacceptableto confront athinker of the meaning of ethicity with
theimplications of the practice of ethics, if such consderations need not be of
any concern for those working on the meaning of ethicity, then Levinas mis-
understood himself when he wrote with indignation about higtorical events of
the erain which helived and presented his philosophy as aresponseto it and,
besides, his claim to the urgency of ethics asfirst philosophy® would be sm-
ply unintdligible. On the contrary, | take the expression of indignation in
Levinas work to be aclear indication that he assumed, &t the very leest, thet
fidelity to the originary meaning of the proximity of the other would fare bet-
ter in helping the fate of other people (than did whatever was responsible for
the catastrophes), in other words, that it had practica relevance and that such
relevance was sgnificant for the meaning of the philosophy that he was writ-
ing. What | want to claim for the practical realisation of responsibility, or for
doing justice to respongbility, issmilar to what Levinas claimed for the Rab-
binictradition of commentary onthe Biblicd verse:

“The expression of signification belongs to its very significance [L’expression de
la signification appartient & sa signifiance méme].”%

22 LR78/EPPTT.

23 NLT 33. With recourseto Levinas phenomenology of writing in the Judaic writ-
ings, Rodol phe Cdin has made a subtle attempt to indicate an instance of concrete
expression of shared responsibility and thus of the movement of the single respon-
sible subject to acollective of responsible subjects (in Levinas et I’exception du soi.
Paris Presses Universitaires de France, 2005, especidly Chapter 1X —Lacommu-
nauté inspirée, pp. 331-359). The point of departure of his proposition for such a
conception of ethica agents as an “ingpired community” isLevinas coordingtion
between reve ation and writing: “if Scripture/Writing [I’ Ecriture] is revelation, it is
in the sense that the speech that reveals and that reveals itself cannot do so without
being written [ écrire], in other words without being inscribed [s’inscrire] in the
very texture of thetext and in the materidity of theletter, of which the corporeity is
neverthelessnot that of asignifier that refersto ameaning, but [...] that of thetrace:
the paradoxica and precarious presence of the onethat hasradicaly escaped being
and presence” (p. 336). Thisinscription of the ethical trace gradudly exposesitsdf
to the diversity of interpretations in the community of ethica agents; the ethica
community being bound together by the incessant reinterpretation of shared re-
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That isto say, just as the repeated commentary on a verse forms part of
the meaning of that verse, so the ways in which to obey the originary
imperative belong to its very significance®

In the following paragraph, | shall illustrate how far the complications
of thisnegligence of Levinas can stretch, by reconsidering what the difficult
trandation of the Saying into the Said may entail.

2.2 Infinite responsibility and the polysemy
of transgression

In Chapter 1, the presentation of Levinas' political thought culminated in
adiscussion of a passage in which the radical demandingness of Levinas
ethics for palitics has been expressed. | cite this passage again here, with

sponsihility (p. 356). | havethree reservations about the possibility of exploiting the
ingghts derived from his study for my question concerning justice in Levinas
work. Frg, dthough Cdin'suse of Levinas Judaic writingsisinstructive, it hasto
be asked why such an attempt is absent from Levinas' philosophy — the reflection
on theinspired community still hasto be developed into atheory of society search-
ing for justice. Second, whereastheforma phenomenology of writing could suffice
to hold together an ingpired community, even in isolation from the content of the
writing, it is not clear if thisformal aspect of writing could be developed for multi-
culturd societies. Furthermore, the content question of distinguishing properly be-
tween true and fase prophecy or inspiration seemsto haunt thisforma considera-
tion of writing (see De I’éthique a la justice 320-324, 344-346). Three, itisnot cer-
tain that the“ fragmentation of theinfinite” in the plurdity of reedersor interpreters
candojudticeto theconflict of interpretationsand, by andogy, to the questsfor jus-
tice and the tragic nature of political action. Underlying dl three of these issuesis
the question concerning the relation between Levinas philosophy and Tamudic
writings—aquestion that | cannot addresshere.

24 Whatever dse one might think of Husserl’s ideas about sdlf-responsibility, in two
points & lesst they seem to be more sophisticated than those of Levinas on respon-
shility. (1) Husserl consdersthefact that the regponsible agent is part of acommu-
nity of responsible agents an indigpensable part of reflection on responsibility —the
agentissocialy congtituted and responsibility isalways co-responghility (“Medita
tion Uber die Idee eines individudlen und Gemeinschaftdebens in absoluter
Sdbstverantwortung”, in Erste Philosophie (1923/1924), Zweiter Teil: Theorie der
phanomenologischen Reduktion, Husserl Gesammelte Werke Band V111 Rudolf
Boehm (ed.). Haag: Martinus Nijhof, 1959, pp.193-202, here pp. 197-198),
wheress for Levinas, as argued above, the agent of responsbility is an isolated
bearer of an infinite obligation (even though, of course, congtituted pre-originaly
by aplurdity of others). (2) For Husserl, vagueness, uncertainty, and the possibility
of mistakes and misdeeds remain essentid congtitutive aspects of responsibility
(p. 202), whereas for Levinas the question of the capacity of the agent of respons-
bility to executethat obligationisnever submitted to scrutiny.

This comparison clearly needsto be worked out more carefully in another study.
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a change of accent, because it captures quite correctly the political im-
plications of Levinas' ethics:

“Usually the State is preferable to anarchy —but not always. In certain cases, in fas-
cism or totditarianism for instance, the political order of the State may well have to
be challenged according to the criterion of our ethical responsibility to the other.” %

If you exert yourself to find the greatest realisation of justice “according to
the criterion of our ethicd responsibility to the other”, it might happen that
anarchy,® is preferable to the State, that is, to whatever institutionalised
legal or normative system that might be in force in a specific context. It
would not be too difficult to find examples of such a preferability of un-
dermining the law, of anarchy: one could think of people conspiring to
overthrow the Nazi-State or, closer to my home, the armed struggle
against Apartheid. Such examples often do not bother us, in fact, they in-
spire many people as instances of mora excellence, despite the fact that
they involve transgression of ingtitutionalised laws, and even when they
may involve killing people — hence the rlevance of our reflection on killing
in the context of Levinas ethics. Opposing evil, even by violent means, is
not excluded by Levinas ethics, aswe have seen above.

If thisisthe case, it would be of the grestest importance to know when it
would be in accordance with “the criterion of our ethica responsibility to the
other” to consider anarchy as more preferable to the State. What does
Levinas say? According to the citation above, thisisin cases of “fascism or
totalitarianism, for instance’. For insgtance! My question to Levinas would
be: who isto decide how tofill in the blank of his“for instance’.

The answer is |. We shdl know when and how this blank is to be
filled when we understand who is the | that decides when anarchy is
preferable to the State. | am the subject subjected in absolute heteron-
omy to the ethical appedl of the other. This appeal is characterised, aswe
have seen in Chapter 1, by its infinity and by the fact that it elects me as
uniquely, irreplaceably responsible.

Y et, someone might object that my infinite respongbility islimited when
the third enters. Thisis indeed what Levinas believes, and with him a grest
number of his commentators. But his reasoning on the matter is incorrect.
Faced with the infinite appeal of not just one other but with that of numerous
others that contradict one another, my responshility to this particular other

25 “De la phénoménologie a I’ é&hique’, op. cit. 137 (my itdics and trandation) /
“Ethics of the infinite”, op. cit. p.66. The argument that follows has been devel-
opedin detail in De I’éthique & la justice, Chapter 9, 88 5-7.

26 “Anarchy” isused hereintheusua sense, not asLevinas an-archy.
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here or that particular other there might be limited, but the sum of my re-
sponsibility remains infinite. The State does not limit my responshbility as
such and, therefore, in the face of the thirds | have an infinite responsibility
to actualise or achieve justice. And nobody can decide in my place what this
means. At every moment | am condtituted as subject by the question of jus-
tice: “who comes before whom?’, weighing the demands of these others
with those others, and with those efforts of other people to answer the same
question and that have been indtitutiondised in lega and normative systems,
including States. In this sense the Levinasian ethical subject is condtituted by
the plurdity of contradicting heteronomous ethica relations as the sovereign
power of dl politicsand justice.

Having arrived at this point, we should ask ourselves about the possible
scenarios that could arise from such a politica condition of the subject. Of
courseit could lead me to unsay (dédire) my being by acts of saintly self-
sacrifice. Levinas gives an example thereof: people helping others in the
event of a natura catastrophe, to a far greater degree than indtitutionally
expected of them.?” He also describes Edmond Jabés' life as being one of
“unsaying”: ceding or losing his place in the world, rather than persevering
in holding his place in it.® But equally congruous with what we have seen
thus far in Levinas would be whatever fanatical effort to actualise what |
would consider the best justice for a particular society. Nobody protects
society against my ideas about justice. Nothing in Levinas philosophy
protects the State against my ideas of how best to answer my infinite respon-
shility to actudise justice to the point of unsaying mysdf in saintliness. If
politics left to itself contains the possibility of totditarianism, then saintli-
ness left to itsalf carriesin it the possibility of al sorts of fanaticism. That
is why the term “saint” is such an ambiguous one, as are its equivaents:
fanatic, kamikaze, terrorist, revolutionary, martyr — al terms that are used
to designate people who, rightly or wrongly, consider their own idea of
justice to overrule that of one or other State, who consider ethics to be
more demanding than the form of judtice indtitutiondised in their particular
context.? It should not surprise us to find in Levinas' writings very am-
biguous expressions in which the letter of the text expresses equally well a

27 1H143.

28 PN63/NP93.

29 And while considering the possible turning of the letter againgt the spirit of the
text, one should add to this list the Messiah, if thisis nobody other than every per-
0N, as Levinas explains, and epecidly if the Messiah is defined as the “just that
suffersfor others” (DF 89/ DL 129).

Seedso my argument in De I’éthique a la justice 397-399.
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possibility of his thought than the spirit of the text: non-resistance to evil,
the just war waged against war, or permanent revolt or revolution in the
name of the other.* Ethics, because of its limitlessness and because of the
irreplacesble position of the ethical subject, could be open towards inter-
pretations of it that would be executed in serious attempts to act in accor-
dance with the ethical appeal, but that would nonetheless be undesirable,
or at least, highly ambiguous.™

And this does not apply only to me, but to every human being. In
Levinas society man isnot awolf for man, but a prophet and asaint for the
other; Levinas society isthe eternd struggle of ideas about how to actuaise
justice and efforts to do so by everyone — of course never in anybody’s own
name, but aways justified by the reference to the other, the other who jus-
tifies one' s response to the question of who comes before whom.

Yet, one would not find much in Levinas to support reflection on
this dilemma. His project isto reflect on the meaning of the appeal made
by the others on me — the meaning of ethics — and not to consider where
the contradicting inspirations, that constitute the political subjects, could
take them. The real dtuation in which the ethica subject finds
him/herself — “there are always at least three persons...” — seems to be
of very limited interest to Levinas.® In any case, any contribution what-
soever from whomever to influence my understanding of the justice to
be actualised, will only make up one more element in the big calculation
of “who comes before whom?”’ to which | alone may give the answer.

| shall consider these remarks sufficient to contest an observation
made by Jacques Roland:

“I have always thought that the harsh pages 200 to 205 of Autrement qu’étre, in

the chapter ‘ From the Saying to the Said or the wisdom of desire’, offer (also) the
outlines for a philosophical discourse on the political, that hasn’t been developed,

30 ENT 105/EN 115, OB 185/ AE 283, GCM 9-10/ DVI 26-27, repectively.

31 Inthisway theletter of Levinas' Platonism turns against the spirit thereof and the
Platonic supremacy arrogantly daimed by Western culture (in Levinas' criticism
thereof — see Chapter 3, §2), becomes tdlling of the force of an ethicd meaning
“beyond Being” (according to Levinas gppropriation of the Platonist term): “for
Pato, the world of sgnifications [and thus, likewise, the ethica beyond Being —
EW] precedes the language and culture that express it; it is indifferent to the sys-
tem of signs that can be invented to make this world present to thought. Conse-
quently, it dominates historica cultures. [...] there would exists a culture that con-
sigts of depreciating the purely historical cultures and in a certain way colonizing
theworld [...]" (HO 18f / HH 31, my itdics). What is surprising is that Levinas
saw with much more clarity the danger lurking in the Western Platonism that he
denounces (HO 37/ HH 59), than that of his own re-gppropriation of Plato.

32 E&I90/El85.
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but that could have been in ajustified and well articulated manner. Today | un-
derstand better that if this has not been the casg, it is because the development [of
such a philosophical discourse on the political — EW] meets no need from the
perspective of the internal balance of [Levinas — EW] thought.”

In fact, | defend exactly the opposite thesis. It is not my present objective
to question the constitution of the political by the ethical, as Levinas
does, but to question the coherence with which he does it and to point
out significant concerns about the implications of this perspective. Levinas
wrote in the 1990 “Post-scriptum” to his 1934 essay “Some reflections
on the philosophy of Hitlerism” that thisarticle

“proceeds from a conviction that the source of the bloody barbarism of National
Socialism is not in one or other contingent anomaly of human reasoning, neither
isit in one or other accidenta ideological misunderstanding. There isin this article
the conviction that this source is due to an essential possibility of elemental Evil
[Mal élémental] whereto good logics could lead and against which Western phi-
losophy has not secured itself enough. This possibility is inscribed in the ontology
of Being, concerned to be[...]" 3

The task of finding the meaning of ethicity to safeguard Western philosophy
against the tyrannical meaning of Being, is Levinas life work. The aim of
my criticiam of Levinasis not to question his good will and seriousness, and
certainly not the radicalism with which he tackled this problem. What | do
believe though, as | have argued here, is that Levinas, in his project of ex-
ploring the origin of ethica meaning, did not nearly enough take into con-
sideration the seriousness of the meaning of ethicity as it impregnates
practice, that means, politics. Thisis not a secondary aspect of his research
that could be completed afterwards by awilling assistant; it is not a question
of tidying up the last remote corners of his thought. It is the very meaning
of the ethicdl that is at stake. | come to the uncomfortable conclusion that
the meaning of ethics is originally ambiguous. Ethics I€eft to its own de-
vicescarriesin it al that is ambiguous about saintliness.

33 Jacques Ralland, “Pas de conseils pour le tyran. Lévinas et la question politique’,
in Revue philosophique de Louvain 100, Feb-May 2002, pp. 32-64, citation p. 42
(my emphesis).

34 “Pog-scriptum”, in Quelques réflexions sur la philosophie de I’hitlérisme. Suivi
d'un de Migud Abensour. Rivages poche. Pdtit Bibliotheque: Paris, 1997,
citetion, p. 25.
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2.3 Mediation: the irreducible political condition
of responsibility

But the struggle of fanatics of different natures is evidently not where
Levinas sees his first philosophy leading us in politics. In rare instances
he even indicates a sengitivity for the possibility that the opposition
againgt evil could itself engender evil and therefore cautions that the

“hand that grasps the weapon must suffer in the very violence of that gesture. To
anaesthetize this pain brings the revol utionary to the frontiers of fascism.”®

But generaly spesking one could consider the possibility indicated of a
fanatica dide in the assumption of respongbility for the pluraity of others,
as a symptom for the lack of attention that Levinas gave to the question (1)
of the inevitable recourse to the means (ingtitutiond and other) by which the
ethicd is to be trandated into the political and (2) of the mediation of the
contradictory ethical appedsin view of the interference of the ethicd in the
politicd. It is possible to demongrate how Levinas sidesteps this task by
conddering (1) an example of how he neglects reflection on the context-
embeddedness of ethical action and (2) an example of how he fails to
compare even-handedly the political recourse to means and the prophetic
criticism of the side effects of the recourse to certain means, which betraysa
wesknessin reflecting on the conjunction of the political and the ethical.

(2) Let us, then, first consider the manner in which he often illustrated
the dramatic intensity of the ethical congtitution of the subject face-to-face
with the other by citing awell-know passage from Dostoyevsky:

“Eachof usisguilty beforeall, for al andfor everything, and | morethan theothers”*
When Levinas at least oncein an interview cites the passage incorrectly as

“[w]e are al responsible for everything and for everybody and before everybody,
and | more than all the others” ¥

the dide from the novdist's “guilty” to the philosopher’s “responsible”
is significant in that it reveals the essence of Levinas conviction con-
cerning the demanding nature of ethics.

35 DF 155/DL 219. | shdl leave out of consideration the question of whether this
suffering due to the inevitable violence to be committed is not aso the suffering of
someone that sacrifices himsdf/hersdf for what they consider indisputably just.

36 GCM 84/DVI 134-135. Levinas citation corresponds with the trandation in the
French Pléiades edition of Les freres Karamazov of 1952, p. 310.

37 E&I 101/ El 98, trandation corrected, my emphasis. We know, of course, thet
Levinas read Russian, but three pages earlier in the same text he explicitly cites
the Pléadestrandation.
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“We are al responsible for everything and for everybody and before everybody,
and | more than all the others’,

according to Levinas. What strikes me as astounding about Levinas' repeated
use of these words from the pen of Dostoyevsky — in its correct or adapted
version —isthat the context in which the novelist places these words is never
evoked by the philosopher, even when citing explicitly fromthe novel. Thisis
despite the fact that the context could help reveal something of the status that
the ethica hasin the political for Levinas. According to Alexel Karamazov's
narration,® the idea was discovered by a dying young man, Marcel, (was it
the ultimate meaning of life reveded to him, or wasit an idea produced in a
gtate of delirium?) and was taken up some years|later by hisyounger brother,
Zenob, asexegesis of the catharsisthat he underwent when redlising the unac-
ceptability of the violence that he had committed againgt his servant and the
futility of violencein genera. So powerful isthe realisation of the validity of
thisideafor Zenob that he decidesto give up his military career to becomea
monk. It isasthe starets Zosmathat he isencountered from the beginning of
The brothers Karamazov. In Book |1V, Chapter i, Dostoyevsky describes the
scenein which the aged and dying sarets gives hislast teaching and it isaso
here that we encounter the cited ideafor thefirst timein the novel. The place
of teaching is not the monastery of the city in which the Karamazovs lived,
but the hermitage next to it and the people to whom these teachings are ad-
dressed are not citizens (inthefirgt place), but monksand priests. All of them,
in other words, have sworn oaths of fidlity to ardigious hierarchy and some
of them arelinked by aspecid tie of absolute obedienceto the sarets himsalf
(like Alexd, the author of the starets biography). It is a community consti-
tuted by absolute religious obedience and, as such, should be consdered an &
politica, or at least a private, setting. In this context, the teaching about one's
guilt for everything and everybody isateaching of saintlinessfor peoplethat,
dthough they live in the world, do so as not belonging to the world and not
obeying the logic that governs the world. It is a teaching that has its applica-
tioninthedomain of the privation of thepolitica.

From these two episodes of the novel it seems then that when the idea
of universal guilt (or responsibility) as presented by Dostoyevsky is taken
as vdlid, it would lead one to taking up the frock, or a the very least to
convert to akind of saintliness lived out in thisworld. Returning from The
brothers Karamazov to Levinas, Dostoyevsky helps us to identify the bias

38 Book VI, chapter ii.a of The brothers Karamazov. This is the section to which
Levinas refers explicitly when making the citation in OB 146 / AE 228 and he re-
fersto the specific page number in E& 1 98/ El 95.
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with which Levinas wrote his philosophy. Levinas' ethicity seemsto find
its origin in a space opened up in the “privation” from the political; ethics
is, firgt and foremost, entre nous, between oursalves, a matter of intimate
privacy — yet, he clamsthat it isthis intimate ethical privacy that constitutes
the essence of the political, of politicsand of the State.®

(2) One can measure the unworldliness of Levinas' idea of responsibil-
ity for the others (or the neglect in reflecting about the mediation and
means of ethics asit signifiesin the paliticd), by pointing out the unfairess
with which he alows himself to compare State politics and prophecy. In
“Human rights and the rights of the other” (“Les droits de I"homme et les
droits d’ autrui” — 1985) Levinas questions the profundity by which human
rights™ can install true peace, since these rights have to be defended by the
State and the means of the State necessarily complicates the fate of the
bearers of rights, since the State and its political order of justice can act
only according to the “ necessities peculiar to the State”:

“Necessities constituting a determinism as rigorous as that of nature indifferent to
man, even though justice [...] may have, at the start, served as an end or pretext
for the political necessities. An end soon unrecognised in the deviations imposed
by the practicalities of the state [la pratique de I’Etat], soon logt in the deployment
of means brought to bear [le déploiement des moyens mis en oeuvre].”**

And thisis when things go well, since the State can aso dide into totali-
tarianism... For this reason, according to Levinas, the defence of human
rights has to be assumed also by an instance outside of the State:

“disposing, in a political society, of a kind of extraterritoriaity [extra-
territorialité], like that of prophecy in the face of the political powers of the Old
Testament, a vigilance totaly different from political intelligence, a lucidity not
limited to yielding before the formaism of universdlity, but upholding justice
itself in its limitations. The capacity to guarantee that extra-territoriality and that
independence defines the liberal state and describes the modality according to
which the conjunction of politics and ethicsisintrinsically possible.”

To summarise: politics is characterised by proper practice and the means
of this practice, which it necessarily uses under the conditions of arigorous

39 T&I300/TI334.

40 | have dsewhere daborated on the problems that emerge from the reinterpretetion
given to human rights in Levinas later philosophy in terms smilar to those de-
ployed in the present Chapter — see “The quest for justice versus the rights of the
other?” in In Levinas’ trace, Maria Dimitrova (ed.). Sofia: Avangard Prima Pub-
lishers, 2010, pp. 101-111.

41 0S123/HS167.

42 0S123/HS167.
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determinism, inevitably obscure the original finality of justice; prophecy
is characterised by an unformalisable vigilance and lucidity concerning
justice and the liberal State itself depends on guaranteeing the conditions
for the practice of prophecy. What should strike us in this reflection of
Levinas isthe perspicacity with which he identifies the risks of the use
of the means of politics on the one hand, and on the other hand, when
proposing prophecy in response, the question of means ssimply becomes
either immateria, or is again referred back to the State. What bothers me
here is thus not the fact that Levinas draws his inspiration for reflecting
on human rights from religious texts,* but that he is not even-handed in
his considerations concerning mediation and means when speaking
about politics and when speaking about prophecy.

One can identify the same weakness in one of the best know strategies
by which Levinas reflects on the “conjunction of politics and ethics’.
Levinas believes in the to and fro, the balance, between two archetypa
ways of concdiving justice: Jerusalem and Athens™ But this is not, as
many readers have been tempted to think (and asis perhaps suggested by
the passage from Outside the subject, above), a balance between ethics and
politics where ethics interrupts or questions politics. Jerusalem is not eth-
ics, and cannot be ethics, because nowhere has ethics a direct influence on
palitics, nowhere could it impact on or interrupt politics without the media
tion of the question of justice. At every stagein the historical development of
the Levinasian State every subject — including the prophets — should calcu-
late how best to actualise justice. Acting according to the logics of Jerusa
lem or those of Athens are just two expressions of this same calculation.
The balance between Jerusalem and Athens that Levinas hopes to seg, is
thus a balance of two ideal types of responses to the question of justice,
two interpretations of what the pluraity of ethical appeals meansin a cer-
tain context. If that then is the case, why would this balance hold? What is
therein Levinas philosophy that guaranteesthis?

Since the originary imperative from the other is purely forma and
since its meaning is presented by Levinas as an-archic, one has to come to

43 However, | have shown dsewhere (De I’éthique a la justice 345-346) that if
Levinas had given more attention to the evolution of the practice of prophecy in
Ancient Isradl, he would perhaps have been more careful in hisuse of thistermiin
his own thought. Yet, given his conviction that nothing of spiritua vaue can be
learned from a historico-critical reading of religious texts, he would not have been
predigposed to receive thisingtruction.

44 BPW 24/LC 99-100, and see Chapter 1, § 2.2. See ds0 De I’éthique a la justice,
Chapter 9, 87, for the point thet follows.
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the conclusion that there is nothing in his philosophy that obliges ethical
agents to keep this balance, a least, nothing explicit. Implicit in Levinas
philosophy is a categorical imperative that would aways curb saintly
fanatics' initiative to achieve justice. Thisimperativeis: lways act in such
away that your search for justice holds in balance calculating, institution-
aising politics (Athens) and subversive prophetic and saintly interventions
(Jerusalem). But the an-archy of the Saying makes it impossible to justify
this categorical imperative. The balance of Athens and Jerusalem is only
one amongst many possible betraying trandations of the plurdity of
Sayingsinto ajust Said and therefore this balance also cannot be proposed
asacounter to possiblefanatical dides.

If thisis not what we read in Levinas, it is because he persistsin think-
ing about what is essentidly a political or mediated relation in terms that
are private (as illugtrated by the text of Dostoyevsky) and unmediated (as
indicated in the chosen passage on prophecy). The meaning and sense of
al human interaction is ultimately shown to be dependent on this asym-
metric relation between the sdlf and the other, but the way in which this
disruptive meaning is itself troubled by origina contradiction is not what
draws Levinas attention. This seemsto me the main problem with thinking
responshility for the plurdity of others and therefore political respongbility,
with Levinas. The possibility of fanatical dides seemto meamarginal (but
redl) possihility of abroader problem, namely the lack of accompanying re-
flection on the inevitable mediation of the plurality of responsibilities and
thus the lack of reflection on the competence and means of the agent of
responsibility that has to act in a particular context.

3 AFTER LEVINAS

The time has come to take stock of what has been explored and argued,
not only in the preceding paragraphs of this Chapter, but aso in the pre-
ceding chapters of this Part on Levinas' post-anti-humanist humanism.
The subtitle of the present book is“ After Levinas' humanism” and it has
been indicated since the preface that the word “after” is meant herein a
positive and a negative sense: positive, by continuing to pursue a phi-
losophical objectivein away that follows significant aspects of Levinas
work and, negative by attempting to find away out of what is considered
an undesirable heritage. In both the positive and the negative aspects of
this reception of Levinas, | have attempted to remain true to his text, but
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without any desire to embrace a Levinasian orthodoxy, since | treat his
work — as he once said of that of Husserl — as that of a living philoso-
pher. Both of these sides of my reception of Levinas prepare the explora
tion in Part 3 of the present book in view of a political responsibility for
aglobalised world. Thisis the agenda with which | have undertaken the
reading of Levinas since Chapter 1.

Whilethe criticisms | have levelled againgt the political implications of
Levinas philosophy are ill fresh after the previous paragraphs of this
Chapter, it would probably be prudent to offer a summary of the positive
agpects of Levinas philosophy that | follow through on here. From Levi-
nas project of philosophising the ethica, | retain (1) the importance of
remaining vigilant againgt al forms of totalitarian tendencies in politics
and in socid life, (2) to do so from a position that should ultimately be
caled ethicd and that drives the reflection of a non-indifferent philoso-
phising about palitics and socid life. (3) In this context, ethics refers not to
a set of fixed principles for human conduct or for an attempt to program
harmless human interaction, but as the significance of human interaction.
(4) Thus s taken into consideration the importance that a notion of ethics
necessarily has for justice, both in its ingtitutionalised form and in the
exercise of power that institutes justice. (5) In dl of this, asimportant as
reflection might be, the pre-reflexive level of signification that isinscribed
in human praxis plays adecisiverole.

These positive elements seem to me to be sufficiently present in the
core of Levinas concern (and sufficiently commented on in Chapters 1, 4
and 5) to justify cdling the work done here “after Levinas’, in the positive
sense of following him. These elements do not form the framework of a
theory of palitica responsibility and need to be developed by other means
after they have been confronted with the criticism of Levinas thought.

The most significant elements of such acriticism that have been pointed
out are: (1) even if one concedes to the ethical meaning of the aterity of the
other, the infinity of the asymmetry between the sdlf and the other hurtles
towards a measureless sdlf-sacrifice of the political subject. (2) Levinas
own attempt at limiting this ethical responsibility in justice, through the
confrontation with the plurdity of others, not only misses the first point, but
is furthermore invaid. (3) On the contrary, nothing is said that could help
reflect on the limitation of the initiative that someone could be justified (or
someone could judtify himsdf/hersdf) to take in confrontation with insti-
tuted justice and in the name of the responsibility for the others, in view of
the transformation or overthrow of such ingtitutions. (4) Such fanatical de-
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viaionsin palitics are the symptom of the absence of reflection of the me-
diation between ethics and palitics and the means by which ethicsintervenes
in politics, the competence required for assuming the considerable load of
responsibility in politics is not submitted to reflection. (5) Although each
political agent takes responsibility for dl of the others, he/she remains not
only the ultimate instance of decision-making concerning the requirements
of justice and the means by which to pursueit in a particular context, but dso
the ultimate instance of the redisation of that justice—in this sense, Levinas
ethical responsibility could be said to be paliticaly irresponsible.

To these points of criticism should be added two more that fall out-
side of the scope of examination of the present book, but that nonethe-
less call for some explanation. Without entering into the justification
thereof, | state® (i) that Levinas entire philosophy is subtended by an
unjustifiable affirmation that Being is ethicaly evil and (ii) that the
analyses made by Levinas of the alterity of the other do not succeed in
supporting sufficiently the ethical nature of that alterity. The reader will
immediately notice that especialy the last point serioudy places the core
of Levinas' philosophy in question and it might therefore seem to some
readers more coherent to reject Levinas philosophy en bloc, than to
clam that in what | am doing here, | am ill in an important way in
agreement with Levinas. Thus, even though a “phenomenology” of the
alterity of the other is not part of the present project, something needs to
be said to justify the continued reflection with Levinas on responsibility.

The conclusion arrived at in De I’éthique a la justice (Chapter 8, §3.4) is
that even if one were to accept al of Levinas phenomenologicaly styled
andlyses of the other, and concede to an dterity of the other, to an dterity
that would make of it something non-ontological and even concede to that
dterity having alinguigtic or sign structure, that tampers with the congtitu-
tion of the sAf, then there is till no forceful reason why this dterity should
be ethical. The only way in which Levinas succeeds in identifying the ater-
ity of the other as ethicdl, of caling it an imperative or a questioning of the
odf, is by secretly introducing a hermeneutics of the dterity of the other
where he explicitly clams there could be none. If one then refuses this ille-
gitimate introduction of a hermeneutics of dterity, one will have to accept
that the linguigtically structured, non-ontologica aterity of the other is what
| call ahieroglyph: something of which one could be quite sure that it carries
asgnificance, but of whichit isimpossibleto say what that meaning is. This

45 They have been worked out in detail in De I’éthique & la justice, see particularly
Chapters8and 9.



LEVINAS’ POST-ANTI-HUMANIST HUMANISM AND AFTER | 169

does't exclude the possibility of it being ethicd, but there is no way to -
firm this and the philosopher is bound to remain agnostic on thisissue.

It should be quite evident that if thisisthe case, that it touches at the
heart of any attempt to take up Levinas philosophy. What seems to me
equally clear isthat the ground lost in insight about the passive constitu-
tion of the self (by questioning the claim to its ethical congtitution) can-
not be smply reclaimed by attributing that aterity to the processes of
deciphering of Marx, Nietzsche and Freud.”® The reason for this is that
there is no way to show that the cumulative effect of their theories of
suspicious hermeneutics of the subject is an exhaustive account of the
passive constitution of the subject. In other words, next to the masters of
suspicion, it seemsthat, at the very least, Levinas exposes the irreducibly
hieroglyphic aspect of passive congtitution. The implication of this is
that there always remains a significant aspect of one' s being affected and
constituted by the other, of which the meaning might be significant, but
which doesn't give itself for a hermeneutics. In this sense there is no
foundation to be uncovered about the meaning of the other for the salf;
the proximity of the other is, as Levinas correctly claims, anarchical.

If thisis the case, then the place in which to situate the ethical signifi-
cance of the other, is not the other, but Levinas text. When Levinas de-
fines prophetism or inspiration as
“this intrigue of infinity in which | make myself the author of what | hear [cette
intrigue de I’infini ot je me fais I’auteur de ce que j’entends]”,*’

| suspect that Levinas really hears nothing, or at least nothing decipher-
able, and that he is the proper author of the ethica meaning of the other.
Or to be more precise, it might be that the other has this ethical meaning,
but there is no way to affirm this with certainty and any claim to be able
to make such an affirmation says more about the claim than about the
hieroglyph that is the other. The place of the affirmation of the ethical
meaning of the alterity of the other, the place where the uncertainty or
agnosticism is solved, is in the text of Levinas.

While this conclusion certainly relativises the force of Levinas claim, it
does't have to follow that the texts in which he makes this claim are there-
fore of no vdue. In what follows | shal elaborate on what is meant by this
gaement. However, it needs to be stressed that thisis not Levinas clam —

46 Cf. De I’éthique a la justice 328-331.
47 GCM 76/ DVI 124. See dso my discussion of this phrase in De Iéthique a la
justice 325-327.
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his philosophy is an exploration of a“strong” dterity in the face of the other,
or in the proximity of the other, and of which the philosophica text can only
witness*® | argue that such a “strong” alterity is a hieroglyph, of which the
indeterminacy of its meaning alows for the creetion of a “wesk” dterity, a
suggestion of ethica dterity, through what is written (redisng well thet, for
Levinas, thiswill mean not much more than a sophisticated rearrangement in
the flux of Being). By means of an andogy, | would like to argue that there
is something legitimate and even of decisive significance in such an under-
taking of cregting a“week” dterity inwriting.

Let's consder the centra Nietzschean notion of the will to power. Al-
though Nietzsche' santi-Platonism involvesdenying that therewould beatrue
redlity beyond the phenomena one, he ill affirmsthat the world is— despite
gppearances or not — the will to power. It is equaly true that Nietzsche often
presents the notion of the will to power in a dogmatic manner. How is the
strong affirmation of the will to power asthe intdligibility of the world to be
harmonised with Nietzsche' sexplicit anti-metaphysical stance?

This question could be answered with reference to aphorism 36 of
Beyond good and evil, of which the point is encapsulated in the phrase:

“The world viewed from the inside, the world defined and determined according
toits‘intelligible character’ —it would be ‘will to power’ and nothing else.”*

In his interpretation of this aphorism, Paul van Tongeren® insists on the
importance of the hypothetical form of the statement (“it would be”, “sie
ware...”), and of others from the same aphorism: what seems at first
glance to be ametaphysica principle, is ahypothetica conclusion to a series
of hypotheses and thought experiments. This hypothetical conclusion is
formulated in opposition to metaphysical claims of access to an ultimate

48 | have demongtrated that there isin Levinas no clam that texts can “produce’ or
“carry” dterity. This has been argued separately for Totality and infinity (De
Iéthique & la justice 228-233), for Otherwise than Being (De I’éthique a la justice
287-292), and dsofor Levinas' presentation of texts of literaturein Proper names
(De I’éthique a la justice 292—299).

49 Basic writings of Nietzsche. Wather Kaufmann (trand.). New Y ork: The modern
library, 1968, p. 238 / “ Die Wdt von innen gesehen, die Welt auf ihren ‘intelligi-
blen Character’ hin bestimmt und bezeichnet — sie wére eben Wille zur Macht’
und nichts ausserdem.” Friedrich Nietzsche, Jenseits von Gut und Bose. In G.
Colli and M. Montinari (eds.), Kritische Studienausgabe 5. Berlin and New Y ork:
De Gruyter, [1885] 1999, p. 55.

50 In my presentation of the notion of the will to power | am guided by Van Ton-
geren’s remarkable book Reinterpreting modern culture. An introduction to Frie-
drich Nietzsche’s Philosophy. Indiana: Purdue University Press, 1999, in particu-
lar pp. 154-170.
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reality and thus the hypothetical form is the very performance of the anti-
metaphysica nature of the notion of the will to power. Seen in this man-
ner, the will to power is not a necessary discovery of the ultimate meaning
of theworld, but rather a possible name for the world, a possible perspective
on the world that opposes other interpretetions of the world. It is an inter-
pretation amongst other interpretations of the world, where none can right-
fully claim to be anything more than just an interpretation of the world,
none can rightfully claim to be the find, authoritative perspective on the
world. And since will isaunity only in concept,” the dlaim that the intelligi-
bility of the world is the will to power is not aclaim to the ultimate perspec-
tive on redlity, but rather an affirmation of the plurdity of interpretations.
Y et, the weak, hypotheticd “epistemologica status’ of the affirmation of
the will to power is sufficient for it to act as a disruptive force of suspicion
on the claims of objectivity and truth of other perspectives.

What is of relevance for my recuperation of Levinasis not the theory of
thewill to power itsdlf, but the form of argument by which it is affirmed. What
is required for the philosopher Nietzsche to be able to disrupt contemporary
discourse on redlity is not a better accessto ultimate redity, but a suggestive
discursive practicethat puts other claimsunder aperspectiveof suspicion. Itis
the philosopher (in this case) that has this anarchicd potentid. | cdl it “anar-
chical” snceit doesn't lay clamto having accessto an arché or metaphysica
principle, yet in the abosence of the capacity to gain such aprinciple, it hasthe
power to disrupt, by shedding doubt through itshypothetica performance.

If I consider it worthwhileto continue reflecting with Levinasin the direc-
tion opened up by his philosophy of the ethicd dterity of the other — even
while remaining agnostic about the ethicity of the other —then it is because |
think that that ethicity isSituated (at leest in its strong affirmative sense) inthe
text of Levinasand that thisis not necessarily adisqualification of hisphiloso-
phy. When he says that “I meke mysdf the author of what | heard”, | say,
Levinas could not have been sure of what he heard or learned from the hiero-
glyph of the other, but made himsdlf nonetheless the author of that undeci-
pherable message. In the absence of the capacity to determine the meaning of
the dterity of the other, the strength of Levinas philosophy seems to me to
residein the doubt that it sheds on the supposition that thereis no such ethical
dterity or, postively formulated, that hishypothetica ideathat the other signi-
fies ethically has sufficient suggestive strength to unsettle any discourse that
would smply takethe negation of thisideafor granted. Without adoubt this is

51 Cif. Basic writings of Nietzsche. op. cit. p. 215/ Jenseits von Gut und Bése, op. cit.
p. 32 (gphorism 19).
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not Levinas’ own vision about his philosophical achievement or ambition.>
However, | would daim that such areading of hiswork has at least sufficient
performativeforceto act in an anarchical manner. Levinas' philosophy isthen
not an anarcheology,™ a testimony to an an-archical dlterity (in the strong
sense), ashewould likeit to be, but asadiscourse suggestive of an an-archical
dterity it produces an anarchicd eventitsdf (abeitin awesker sense). By this
| certainly do not mean aromanticising of amysterious ethica forcein texts—
itisnot the text that has this disruptive and suggestive quality, but that which
isexpressed by Levinasin thetext. With his hypothesis of the ethical impera
tive of the dterity of the other, he opens a perspective on redlity. Again, even
though | claim that the affirmation of the ethicity of the other is crested by
Levinas philosophy, itisnot exclusively onthebasisof hisintellectua power
or performative brilliance, but dso due to the very enigmetic nature of the
other, dueto the dlterity of the other asimpenetrable hieroglyph, that this sug-
gestion could gain force. In this sense — and by the purposeful choice of the
word “enigm&’ —the idea of the suggestive force of Levinas argument is &
least not completely foreignto the spirit of Levinas philosophy.

Levinas philosophy isof such anaturethat it unsettles accepted manners
of seeing and thinking and can be consdered an un-saying (dédire) thereof. In
this, it is appropriate to recdl that in more than one instance, Levinas made
reference to Nietzsche' s discursive practice in order to present his own view
of unsaying. Through unsaying — the repested effort to reduce or re-conduct
the Said to the Saying —the phil osopher findsacertain lightnesswith regard to
the gpparent seriousness of philosophising. Infact, dl human expression loses
some of its seriousness under the repeated reconduction to what is supremely
urgent and serious: the Saying, the imperative to take responsibility for the
other. Inthisit correspondswith the Nietzschean “ reduction”:

“‘reducing’ being not by putting in brackets, but by the violence of an unheard-of
verb [verbe], undoing by the non-saying [non-dire] of dance® and laughter.”>

52 AsarguedinDe I’éthique a la justice 228-233, 287-292.

53 OB7/AE19.

54 1t should be mentioned &t |east in passing that this phenomenologising appropria-
tion of Nietzsche by Levinas interferes quite remarkably with his much com-
mented and rightfully criticised statement that what is essentid about humanity
would be the Greeks and the Bible and that dl the rest would be merely exatic
dance, i.e, frivolous or insgnificant. In this Nietzschean reduction, dancing is as-
signed the lofty task of sugpension of the care for Being, and of leading one back
to the Saying! In a Levinasan mindset, the excellence of any culturd expression
(including Hellenigtic and Tamudic studies) would be measured by the degree to
which it conformsto dancing, defined in thisway.

55 HO 65/ HH 106, trandation modified.
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And likewise,

“One should have to go al the way to the nihilism of Nietzsche's poetic writing,
reversing irreversible time in vortices — up to the laughter which refuses language
[jusqu’au rire qui refuse le langage].”

True enough, for Levinas this unsaying is first of al due to the unsay-
ability, unutterability or unspeakability (indicibilité) of the Saying;>’ in
the absence of belief in the meaning imposed by the Saying, | place
more emphasis on the philosophical (or other) work of unsaying and its
suggestive power. Just as ho philosophical argument or presentation of
the world can remain untouched by the Nietzschean laugh, so it seemsto
me, no argument or truth, no gnoseology can remain untouched by the
suggestion of the decentring imposed by the possible ethical imperative
of theface of the other asitisfound in Levinas' texts.

It goeswithout saying that this suggestion of the primordid ethicity could
inturn be made suspect, could be submitted to doubt and itswesk “ epigtemo-
logical dtatus’ be criticised. But such is the nature of debate about ethics.
Probably my proposa on the suggestive power of Levinas' texts, by andogy
tothat of Nietzsche' stexts, will not satisfy many of Levinas' readers—if any —
since, | concede, something important is lost with respect to what Levinas
wanted to offer. However, | think it would be reasonable to accept thisexpla-
nation asjustification for continuing to engage with hiswork and to hold the
placeof dterity whilemy reflection onthisissueisdtill “under construction”.

It is in the field of tenson created between, on the one hand, the com-
pletely admirable and justifiable aspects of Levinas (concentrated in the
identification of certain elements of a philosophica project of reflection on
the ethical and the palitical) and, on the other hand, the questionable aspects
(the failure to recognise the hermeneutical limits to the presentation of al-
terity and the failure to formulate a plausible and desirable transition from
the ethical to the political), that | aspire to make a contribution. The most
suitable genera term to unite my reflections “&fter Levinas’ is that of re-
sponsibility. This notion will have to be explored with its political dimension
in mind and with the globa world not only as the largest horizon of its de-
sired relevance, but also the practical situation that will condition its redli-
sation. While a fully developed presentation of such a theory of responsi-
bility will not be given in this book, | shal atempt, in Part 3, to ducidate,
till in didogue with Levinas, the requirements for such a project.

56 OB 8/AE 22, trandation modified.
57 HO®65/HH 106.






PART 3
Political Responsibility
for a Globalised World

There is a famous passage in which Derrida describes Levinas® style of
argumentation with a lyrical image: it

“proceeds with the infinite insistence of waves on a beach: return and repetition,
always, of the same wave against the same shore, in which, however, as each
return recapitulates itself, it also infinitely renews and enriches itself.”

From the position of a less gifted reader that nonetheless makes every effort
to engage in a thoroughly critical examination of the validity of Levinas’
ethics, as | hope should be evident from the preceding Chapters, | often feel
more inclined to compare his work with a swarm of bees from which one
might succeed in swatting a few, but not without constantly getting stung by
others from behind. Emmanuel Levinas developed a particularly innovative
and forcefully argued philosophy of ethics. Of the thought provoking and
challenging potential of this philosophy the enormous international and in-
terdisciplinary reception that his work enjoys today, could serve as ample
proof. Providing adequate responses to whatever objections one might have
to a theory of such standing will always be a daunting task. I shall not be so
rash as to propose a “solution” to the criticism formulated against Levinas in
the previous Chapter. Instead, in cognisance of the magnitude of such an
enterprise, | shall use this Part to prepare the ambitious project of enforcing
the positive aspects of Levinas’ ethics and to explore ways of weakening
what have been indicated as undesirable side effects thereof.

1 Jacques Derrida, Writing and difference. Alan Bass (transl.). London and New
York: Routledge, 2001, p. 398n7 / L’écriture et la différence, Paris: Seuil, 1967,
p. 124n1 — Derrida refers here particularly to TI.
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The theme of this preliminary discussion will be the question of an
ethico-political notion of responsibility for the contemporary globalised
world. It has been prepared by al of the preceding discussions. Chapter 1
was devoted to defending the eminently political nature of Levinas phi-
losophical enterprise in which the responsibility of the self for the other is
the centrepiece. In Chapters 2 and 3 an attempt was made to exploit as far
as possible some of the means of Levinas own work to argue for the
global horizon for such palitical reflection. Findly in Chapters 4, 5 and 6,
Levinas own presentation and justification of his thought on the self and
the other, as an attempt at uncovering the ultimate nature and sense of such
a global political responsibility has been examined under the title of a
“humanism of the other human” and the failure of Levinas' ethico-palitica
thought to reflect on the mediations, context, means and consegquences of
praectical obedience to the plurdity of others as part of the very meaning of
ethicity has been exposed. All of these conclusions should be considered
as the essential background to and necessary point of departure for every-
thing written in the current Part. Max Weber, particularly in his capacity
as theoretician of responsibility, has been chosen as the appropriate inter-
locutor through which to augment the explorative power of this Part. A
similar roleis assigned to two contemporary philosophers that have appro-
priated significant aspects of Weber's thought on responsibility, namely
Karl-Otto Apel and Paul Ricoeur. What these three authors have in com-
mon and what opposes the Weberian heritage of thought on responsibility
to Levinas, istheir conviction that the practicad complications of responsible
action in aworld of uncertainty belongs to the core meaning of ethics. For
this reason, confronting Levinas with Weber and his two heirs will help to
advance our understanding of the palitical implications of Levinas' notion
of responsibility and to further our own post-Levinasian reflection on
responsibility for the contemporary context.

In the three Chapters that follow, a framework for the development of
an ethico-political notion of responsibility for a globalised world will be
proposed through a three-stage argument. In the first stage, Chapter 7,
| shal resume reflection on Levinas notion of responsibility as it enters
the palitical, where it was l€eft in Chapter 6. Instead of resolving the diffi-
culties created by the contradiction between the plurality of others, the
results from my critical reading of Levinas will simply be assumed and
submitted to further examination. By means of a detailed comparison
between Max Weber's distinction of two ethical-political orientations —
the ethic of principle and the ethic of responsibility — Levinas' notion of
political responshility, or responsibility that seeks justice, will be magni-
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fied in order to show in more detail what the profile thereof is. On the ba-
sis of this profile, | will then attempt, in the second stage of this Part,
Chapter 8, to identify the minimum objectives or requirements for the de-
velopment of this profile into atheory of political responsibility for aglob-
dised world. Apd’s appropriation of Weber's notion of responsibility will
serve here as a suggestive parale. Finally, in the third stage, Chapter 9,
the four requirements identified in Chapter 8 will themselves be explored
and expanded. Using Ricoeur’s practical philosophy, which will be shown
to be true to Weber's reflection on politica responsibility in pertinent
ways, the potential of working on these requirements, in view of atheory
of ethico-political responsibility for a globalised world, will be demon-
strated and the contours of these requirements will be better mapped out.






Chapter 7
Levinas and Max Weber
on being called for politics

Itiswell known that Max Weber' slater work, in particular the essay Politics
as a vocation, playsamajor rolein the historical development of reflection
on responsibility and notably of a prospective politica notion of responsi-
bility. The choice of Weber as the privileged interlocutor of Levinas on
political responsibility is not justified by an idea that he would in one way
or another bring the desired correctives to the defects of Levinas ethics.
Rather, it seems that Weber's theory of responsibility could serve as a
magnifying glass through which the implications of Levinas ethica notion
of responsibility and itsimplications for political action could be perceived
with far greater clarity. Furthermore, Weber's theory will serve to support
our reflection on the socio-historical context in which such aresponsibility
is to have effect and in this way, the comparison of Weber and Levinas
will prepare the way for the subsequent explorations of this Part. It is not
my ambition to develop a full comparison of Weber and Levinas, but to
clarify the issue of respongbility and its socid setting by looking at Levinas
through the lens of the twin essays Politics as a vocation (Politik als
Beruf) and Science as a vocation (Wissenschaft als Beruf).

1 ANINHOSPITABLE WORLD: DISENCHANTMENT
AND POLYTHEISM IN WEBER AND LEVINAS

These two texts should of course be read together, since it is not possible
to appreciate Weber's exposition on responsibility in the first without the
socio-historical background provided in the second. The most important
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aspect of the socio-historical background is a twofold diagnosis of con-
temporary socid redlity. On the one hand, the complex higtory of rationali-
sation that has left (Western) humanity in a disenchanted world governed
by calculative and goa-aiming rationdity, the execution of which under-
mines human experience of meaning and the technical implementation of
which reduces human freedom like an iron cage. On the other hand, claims
to direction giving values grow to a conflicting multitude — to which he
refers as apolytheism. Weber tekesit asa

“fundamenta fact, that so long as life remains immanent and is interpreted in its
own terms, it knows only of an unceasing struggle of these gods with one another.
Or speaking directly [unbildlich], the ultimately possible attitudes toward life are
irreconcilable, and hence their struggle can never be brought to afinal conclusion.”*

It would evidently make no sense to attribute the detail of Weber’s the-
ory of rationalisation to Levinas.? However, it could be pointed out that
Levinas shared a number of convictions with Weber and that these are
crucia for his understanding of responsibility. The exposition of secu-

1 Sav 152/ WaB 550. On this twofold diagnosis, see Danilo Martuccelli, Sociolo-
gies de la modernité, Paris. Galimard, 1999, pp. 203-216 and Jirgen Habermeas,
Theorie des kommunikativen Handelns. Band 1. Handlungsrationalitét und ge-
sellschaftliche Rationalisierung. Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp [1981] 1995,
pp. 332-345.

It is probably not inadmissible to darify a mgor concern of these two texts of
Weber, usng a citation from a much earlier intervention, where he exclamed:
“The reason why | reect so extremely sharply on every occasion, with a certain
pedantry asfar as| am concerned, againgt the amalgamation of ‘ ought-to-be’ with
‘what-is [die Verquickung des Seinsollens mit dem Seienden] is not that | under-
edtimate the question concerning “ought”, but exactly the opposite: because | can-
not bear it when problems of world-shattering importance, of greatest ideal range,
in acertain sense the highest problems, that can move ahuman heart, are changed
here into an issue of technico-economic ‘ productivity’ and made to a subject of
specidig discipline [Fachdisziplin], as nationd economy is” (Gesammelte Auf-
satze zur Soziologie und Sozialpolitik von Max Weber, p. 421, pointed out by Wil-
li Odmidiller in “Gibt es Uiberzeugende Orientierungsysteme fiir unser politisches
Handeln?’, Diskurs: Politik. W. Odmidiller, et al. (eds)). Paderborn, et al.: Ferdi-
nand Schoningh, 1980, p. 15).

This question of world-shattering importance that fills Weber with so much pas-
sion, his concern for “ought-to-be’, for how one is supposed to act, for ethics, is
identified here by arefusa of the temptation to answer it by the means of scien-
tific disciplines. The reason for thisis because of Weber' well-known conviction
that the sciences can and should ultimately be neutral with regard to vaue (wert-
frei). This conviction stands in close connection with the theory of the kind of
world in which the scientific disciplines as forms of reason have cometo being.

2 Intheworksof Levinasthereisnot explicit reference to Weber.



POLITICAL RESPONSIBILITY FOR A GLOBALISED WORLD | 181

larisation that Levinas developed® has little in common with Weber's
reconstruction of the rationalisation of religions,” but it does correspond
with Weber in that it is about a description of the contemporary world as
disenchanted and regjects a unilaterally positive appraisa of reason and
the development of technology® and with it refuses to believe in acertain
Enlightenment faith in progress® That this process leads to a disen-
chanted world is common to Levinas' ideas of secularisation and We-
ber's on rationaisation, whatever the different accents of this notion
might be for each of them. Although there is no theory of the modern
State and bureaucracy in Levinas, he apparently shares Weber’s disillu-
sionment in both of them, asis clear when he states:

“For me, the negative element, the element of violence in the State, in the hierar-
chy, appears even when the hierarchy functions perfectly, when everyone submits
to universal ideas. There are cruelties which are terrible because they proceed

from the necessity of the reasonable Order. There are, if you like, the tears that a

civil servant cannot see: the tears of the Other”.”

Likewise, although there is no comparable socia theory of science in
Levinas, he apparently shares Weber's conviction that in the modern
disenchanted world the sciences are not capable of giving decisive direc-
tion to our choices of actions since, for Levinas, they remain “gnose-
ologically” oriented (as does Western philosophy) and place the question
of ethics second.®

Thefact that practicaly dl of Levinas efforts are devoted to the affirma:
tion of one particular direction-giving meaning should not obscure the fact
that he was convinced that he lived in a polytheistic world. This should be
evident from his elaborations on the “crisis of monotheism” as presented in
Merleau-Pontian terms in Humanism of the other (see Chapter 5, above).
EvenifitisLevinas contention that thereisaunifying point of reconciliation

3 In“Séeularisation et fam”, (Emmanuel Lévinas. Cahier del’ Herne. Catherine Char
lierand Miguel Abensour (eds.). Paris Editionsdel’ Herne, 1991, pp. 19-28) andin
“Transcendance, idolatry and secularization” (GDT, 163-166/ DM T 190-194).

4 Cf. Wolfgang Schluchter’ s excellent synthesisin “ Die Paradoxie der Rationdise-
rung. Zum Verhdtnis von ‘Ethik’ und ‘Wet' bel Max Weber”, in Rationalismus
und Weltbeherrschung. Studien zu Max Weber. Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp,
1980, pp. 9-40.

5 Making place for an incomplete didectic between the gains and losses of techno-

logica development DF 231/ DL 323, IH 142, commented on in De I’éthique a

la justice 145-147.

Cf. Danilo Martuccdli, Sociologies de la modernité, op. cit. p. 204.

BPW 23/LC97.

OB 64/AE 104.

w0 ~N o
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of al meaningful action, the manner in which he develops this idea shows
some affinities with Weber' s theoretical writings on religion. For Weber the
diverserdigioustraditions of theodicy point to theimpossibility of harmonis-
ing the religious attitude of salvation religions and the factual causdity of this
world —thereis no necessary connection between good action and good con-
sequences” for Levinas, if the “old-fashioned Judaism is dying off, or isa-
reedy dead”, ' if the smplereligiousadoration of God in Judaism has become
impossiblein the aftermath of the genocide, it is because thereis no argument
that could put an omnipotent God in theright for these happenings and in this
sense, as Levinas said: God “committed suicide at Auschwitz”.™ Therefore,
thereisin his philosophica thinking no pre-conceived expectation of aguar-
antee that well-intended action will lead to good results. In other words, the
recognition of the crisis of monotheism amountsto the acceptance of polythe-
ism as a socio-descriptive category. It isin answer to this“polytheism” that
L evinas proposesthe unique sense (sense unique) that isethicity.
Thereisasecond, double, way in which Levinas ethicsitsdlf isbound
to the idea of polytheism, and this should crystalise from the critical read-
ing of his ethics that | have presented in Chapter 6. On the one hand, the
third introduces a contradiction with respect to the ethica apped of the
singular other which means that, on “entering” the politica, responsibility
equals deciding who should come first — which one of the competing and,
in principle, equaly valid “gods’ should be given priority. The word
“god” is appropriate here, since it is the affirmation of the ethical alterity
of the other that constitutes Levinas response to the “crisis of monothe-
ism”. The plurdity of mutualy contradictory, infinite appeds to the re-
sponsihility of the subject, could thus be said to represent an ethical poly-
theism. On the other hand, every ethicad subject, once he/she has estab-
lished what the appropriate way is to cope with the plurality of contradict-
ing claims of the others, has to put through this idea of what justice entails
in a socid redlity of competing claims to what justice entails. And since
nobody can claim to directly present the unified appeal of the other, and
everybody presents aways only ideas of what the compromise between
different claims to responsibility entails, it is not redistic to count on a
consensus based on the “apped of the other”. Furthermore, it should be
noted that oneis a aloss for finding any guidance in Levinas philosophy

9 PaV 122 / PaB 443f; cf. ENT 188/ EN 194.

10 DF271/DL 377.

11 Visage e violence premiére’, interview in La différence comme non-indifférence.
Ethique et altérité chez Emmanuel Lévinas. Paris Kimé, 1995, pp. 129-143, cita:
tionp. 135. Seedsothediscussonof “atheism” in Levinas' Judaism, in Chapter 4.
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on either of these two forms of plurdity. In this way, the plurdlity of ethi-
ca subjects that compete for the redlisation of what they hold justice to
entail, amounts to an ethico-political polytheism or apolytheism of justice.

It should be highlighted once again that the picture that one forms of
Levinas ethics — in this case especidly in relation to the question of poly-
theism — depends on the digtinction between two levels of his thought: that
of ethicsand that of politics. If | argue for apolytheismin Levinas palitics, |
do not deny his (in my mind, failed) attempt to defend a monotheism in his
ethicsthat is partidly based on a critique of socid processes through the de-
ployment of the metaphor of aplurdity of sacred deities (see Chapter 2).

Whatever the differences might be that distinguish these two authors
(despite the indicated similarities), both consider responsibility as the
appropriate response for peopl e to thisinhospitable world.

2 LEVINAS: A GESINNUNGSETHIKER
OR A VERANTWORTUNGSETHIKER?

It would be imprudent to equate Weber'sand Levinas notions of “responsi-
bility” simply on the basis of their use of the same (trandated) word. In fact,
if one consgders Weber's presentation of the “two fundamentaly differing
and irreconcilably opposed maxims [zwei voneinander grundverschiedenen,
unaustragbar gegensatzlichen Maximen]” under which “dl ethicaly ori-
ented conduct [alles ethisch orientierte Handeln]”** may be dassified — the
ethic of (ultimate) principle(s) [Gesinnungsethik], that inssts on the right
intention or principle as determining the ethica goodness of an action, and
the ethic of responsibility [Verantwortungsethik], that determines ethicaly
desired courses of action by weighing the likely consequences and adopting
the appropriate means by which to attain the desired outcome™ — it would

12 PaV 120/ PaB 441.

13 Itisnot easy to find the appropriate terms by which to trandate these Weberian
notions in English. Of the uncertainty of the precise meaning of the two notions,
Hans Lenk, one of the foremost German specidists of the philosophy of responsi-
bility, writes in Konkrete Humanitat. Vorlesungen Uber Verantwortung und
Menschlichkeit. (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1998, p. 138): he suggests thet
Verantwortungsethik be considered in the case of Weber as equivaent to Fol-
genethik (ethics of consequences) or Konsequenzethik (consequentidism) and
gives Prinzipienethik (ethics of principles) as equivaent to Gesinnungsethik. In
what follows, | shdl smply trandate Verantwortungsethik as ethic of responsbil-
ity and follow Lenk’s suggestion to trandate Gesinnungsethik as ethic of (ulti-
mate) principle(s). The use of “ethic of ultimate ends for Gesinnungsethik in the
trandation of Politics as a vocation, seems completely mideading if “ends’ refer
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seem at first sight, that Levinas’ notion of responsibility stands much closer
to Weber’s notion of an ethics of principle.

2.1 The prima facie case for Levinas
as “ethicist of principle”

How strong this prima facie case is, could be indicated with reference to
Weber’s famous Zwischenbrachtung.** Here the sociologist argues that an
ethics of principle is the culmination of a certain history of religious evolu-
tion and equates it to an ethic of brotherliness. He devotes a good number of
pages to motivate and illustrate his point that

“[t]he religion of brotherliness [religitse Briderlichkeit] has always clashed with the
orders and values of this world [...]."

Now, although Levinas’ ethics should not be misconstrued as a “religion of
brotherliness” or “religious brotherliness”, it could be argued that his notion
of responsibility corresponds point by point with such a “brotherly ethic™®
or ethic of principle, at least as far as it is negatively situated in relation to the
widely accepted values of different life spheres.

to the consideration of outcomes of action; another possible translation for Gesin-
nungsethik, namely “ethic of conviction” is better and has the advantage of ex-
pressing the idea of attitude in Gesinnungsethik, but should perhaps rather be
avoided since the ethicist of responsibility also acts out of conviction — this time
not convictions regarding context-independent principles, but convictions regard-
ing means and consequences. Furthermore, the option of the translation of “ethic
of principle” avoids confusion later when Ricoeur’s notion of conviction will have
to be distinguished from his interpretation of Gesinnungsethik, even if he trans-
lates the latter notion with “éthique de conviction”.

Since the aim of examining these notions of Weber (in this entire Part) is to come
to a better understanding of what the practical implications of political responsibil-
ity are, it is not important to distinguish between a Weberian theory of ethic (with
the accent of the description of a habitual way of acting) and, say, a Levinasian
theory of ethics (with its accent on the imperative and meta-ethical import); evalu-
ating an ethic of responsibility (as Weber undertakes) simply overlaps with reflec-
tion on a justifiable ethics of responsibility (as Levinas attempts), at least in as far
as the implications of their insertion in practical contexts is concerned. For this
reason | make use of (a theory of the evaluation of) ethic and (a theory of the justi-
fication of) ethics as interchangeable notions.

14 Although this text is slightly earlier than PaB (1919) and WaB (1917) there are
numerous points of correspondence in the text that show the closeness with Poli-
tics as a vocation.

15 RRW 330/ZB 544,

16 Cf. “It is my responsibility before a face looking at me as absolutely foreign [...]
that constitutes the original fact of fraternity.” (T&I 214/ T1 235).
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The five different life gpheres with which such a brotherly ethic is ex-

plained by Weber to bein conflict are: economics, palitics, aesthetics, erotics
and the intelectud sphere. Now consider a number of specifications con-
cerning ethicsin the work of Levinas. In each case, something is said of the
tension between ethicity and the normal logic of the particular life sphere.

(1) Economy:

“The commercia value of services and human labour gives credence to the
strong idea of being astotalised and one and (when integrated to the economy
and the arithmetic of money) as the order or system that hides or conceals the
disorder of the merciless struggles of profit-sharing [intéressement]”,

to which Levinas opposes the “axiology of dis-interestedness [dés-

inter-essement] [...] which is the kindness of giving”."’

(2) Politics:

Whereas the “ necessities peculiar to the State” constitute

“a determinism as rigorous as that of nature indifferent to man, even though
judtice[...] may have, at the start, served as an end or pretext for the political
necessities’,

Levinas defends the prophetic congtitution of ethics as an instance out-
side of the State that is characterised by

“avigilance totally different from poalitical intelligence, a lucidity not limited
to yielding before the formalism of universality, but upholding justice itself
initslimitations’."

Likewise, if we consider that Weber discusses the “ depersondisation”
[Sachlichkeit] of the bureaucratic State also under this heading,
Levinas conviction should be again evoked that

“[t]here are crudties which are terrible because they proceed from the neces-

sity of the reasonable Order. There are, if you like, the tears that a civil ser-
vant cannot see: the tears of the Other.” %

(3) Aegthetics:

“before Culture and Aesthetics, meaning is situated in the Ethical, presup-
posed by all Culture and all meaning.”#

17

18
19
20

“Socidité et argent”, in Emmanuel Lévinas. Cahier de I’ Herne. Catherine Chdier
and Miguel Abensour (eds)). Paris: Editions de I'Herne, 1991, pp. 106-112, cita-
tions pp. 109 and 110 respectively.

0S123/HS 167.

RWW334/ZB 546.

BPW 23/LC97.
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It can be conceded that art is a “renewd of the interest for the other”,
only if it has been recognised first that

“the look of the artist aims at finding novelty, the first contact with. It is not
on the level of the relation to the Other that this process is situated, but on the
level of the discovery of theworld.”?

(4) Erotics:

“Thereferral to the other is an awakening to nearness, which is responsibility
for the neighbour to the point of substitution, which is the enucleation of the
transcendental subject. Here we find the notion of alove without eros.”

And this notion is clarified el sewhere as

“love without Eros, charity, love in which the ethical aspect dominates the
passionate aspect, love without concupiscence” 2

(5) Intellectud sphere:

Levinas critiques Western philosophy that

“has never doubted the gnoseological, and consequently ontological, struc-
ture of signification”

by cdling for the recognition of “a sense somewhere el se than in ontol-
ogy” and by implication, somewhat different from the gnoseologica .
Likewise,

“this way of grappling with the perfection of the infinite is not a theoretical
consideration in turn in which liberty would spontaneously re-assume its

rights. It isashame that liberty has of itself, when it discovers its very exercise
to be murder and usurpation.”®

These references, isolated from their context, certainly do not represent
Levinas often complex (and developing) vision of these aspects of socia
reality, and | don't ignore the fact that one could therefore evoke a number
of passages that would contradict some of those cited here”” —in fact, my
presentation of Levinas philosophy on two plains, that of ethics and that

HO 36/ HH 58, trandation modified.

“Deux diaogues avec Emmanue Lévinas’, in Augusto Ponzio. Sujet et altérité.
Sur Emmanuel Lévinas. Paris: L' Harmattan, 1996, pp. 143151, citations p. 149.
GDT 233/ DMT 257.

ENT 103/EN 114.

OB 64/ AE 104.

DEHH 176.

See for ingance my discussion of Levinas thought on the economy in De
Iéthique a la justice 166-171.
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of politics, could contribute to an explanation of why that is the case. But
that is not the issue here. The citations do suffice to make the prima facie
case for associating him rather with an ethic of brotherly love and thus
with Weber's ethic of principle and to judtify my cdl for vigilance in com-
paring Levinas “résponsahilit€’ with Weber's“Verantwortungsethik”.

Without identifying Levinas ethics with Weber’s ethic of principle,
Dorando Michelini?® has argued that

“the interest of the Levinasian reflection on responsibility lies in a perspective
that is diametrically opposed to that of Weber — given that Levinas is not that
much interested in drawing up an ethical system to consider ethical actions and
decisions, but rather to reflect on the radical origin of al responsibility as answer
to the appedl of the other.”*

Since this articulation, at least of the formal characteristics of Levinas
intention, is perfectly correct, it would be interesting to show how Mich-
dini construes the opposition between the Weberian and the Levinasian
perspectives on responsibility.

Whereas direct and indirect consequences of actions are central for
Weber, according to Michelini’s observation they play only a secondary
role in Levinas (meaning probably both secondary in volume discussed
and secondary to ethical alterity). In fact,

“unlike Weber and Jonas, Levinas understands ethics and responsibility not from
the consequences of human action but from the relation to the other.”*

It is, according to Michelini, probably due to the French philosopher’s
insistence on the radical alterity of the other and this lack of regard for
the consequences of action that it isnot smpleto formulate a social ethic
from a Levinasian perspective. Four weaknesses of Levinas notion of
responsibility could be derived from this general remark. In al of them
the absence of a truly Weberian attention to the consequences of action
leads to defects in the application of Levinas ethics:™

28 Dorando Michdlini, “Etica de la responsabilidad. Modelos de fondamentacion y
gplication” in Concordia 41, 2002, pp. 83-103 (henceforth = EdIR). Despite the
fact that the Weber-Levinas comparison forms only a limited part of Michelini’s
larger project, namely to trace the smilarities and divergences between the ap-
proaches of Weber, Jonas, Levinas and Apd, | was not ableto find any moresg-
nificant —and no sustained — comparison of Weber and L evinas on the question of
respongihility.

29 EdR84-85.

30 EdR92

31 EdR9%4.
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(1) The root of Levinasian responsibility is not in the “I” but in the
other, which entails a serious undermining of autonomy.

(2) Itisanindividua responsibility of thel for the other, which provides
no significant contribution to social ethics and is thus not capable of
contributing towards

“aredistic and minimally objective consideration of the problems of power
and the systems of autoaffirmation, like the economy, law or politics’.*

(3) The notion of aface-to-face responghility is a-higtorica, Snce it doesn't
take into account the complex and multiple mediations between the | and
the other in everyday life.

(4) Following Habermas, Michdlini claims that in situations where mul-
tiple ethical options are congtituted by complex ideologica or culturd
differences, rational decision-making depends on inclusive, critical
discourse that aims at consensus seeking and that is an indispensable
requisite for a justifiable inter-subjective practice. Yet, these are not
devel oped or taken into account by Levinas.

Therefore, despite his effort to find a more radica judtification of respon-
sibility, Levinas verson of responsbility is, in Michelini’s judgement, not
ableto helpin the solution of contemporary mora problems;™ the anarchical
and non-reciprocal congtrual of respongbility

“diametrically contradicts a conception of responsibility conceived as awareness
and capacity to moral judgement that is socially and historically formed.”*

Although Michdini doesn't attribute these incapaciteting defects of Levinas
philosophy to its religious roots, ™ his whole presentation of responsibility in
Levinas is subtended by the conviction that its religious foundation® is con-
trasted to Weber's monologicd, narrowly strategicdly- and ingrumentally-
based conception of responsibility.*” If one considers that the relation to the

32 EdR%.

33 Thisisacriticism often directed a Levinas. Although my own critique of his eth-
ics goes in the same direction, it needs to be stressed that if Levinas was able to
provide aslittle as only ajustification for the claim to the tenability of the ethicdl,
he would have rendered an enormous sarvice, not only to the philosophica con-
templation of ethics, but aso to the quite practical question of how to start spesk-
ing about the ethicad in a domain of the everyday world, namely philosophy,
where the conviction of the death of God reigns. The latter could be considered
the most important and difficult of al meta-ethical problems.

34 EdR101.

35 EdIR9L

36 ThusMichdini, EdIR 101.

37 EdR101.
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other (the brother, as Levinas says) iscentrd to Levinas ethics, and connects
with it Michdini’s interpretation of the rdligiosty of Levinas work, then it
seems permissible to conclude that Michelini would tend to link Levinas
ethics rather to Weber’s ethic of principle or ethic of brotherliness (although
he doesn't do so0 explicitly). Be that as it may, what is important is that
Michdini argues for a marked digtinction or even conflict between the no-
tion of responsibility in Levinasand in Weber.

Having now shown that a prima facie case could be made for pairing
Levinas' notion of responsibility with Weber's notion of an ethic of
principle and having presented Michelini’s case for a patent distinction
between the notion of responsibility in Levinas and Weber, | would like
to make the opposite case. | shall not at all attempt to show that Levinas
was a Weberian; rather, in accord with the aims set out for this compari-
son, | shall use Weber’ s notions of responsibility as alens through which
to magnify certain aspects of Levinas' thought on responsibility.

| have argued above that Levinas shares with Weber significant as-
pects of the diagnosis of contemporary society (or Gegenwartsdiagnose)
of disenchantment and polytheism, with their concomitant experiences of
loss of freedom and loss of meaning. Again, in figuring out how to Situate
Levinas with respect to Weber's notion of responshility, it will be of utmost
importance to distinguish whether one considersthe ethica plain of Levinas
thought or the plain of the palitical implications thereof. | shall argue that
if, for the purposes of this examination, we were to accept Weber' s catego-
risation, Levinas would seem to a considerable extent to be an ethicist of
ultimate principles (Gesinnungsethiker) on the plane of his ethics. Yet, as
argued since Chapter 1, a purely ethical subject never exists — a consequent
Levinasian reading would have to concede that the subject is dways politica
—and in his reflection on the palitica plain and the implications thereof
pointed out in Chapter 6, Levinas then seems more an ethicist of responsi-
bility (Verantwortungsethiker) in the Weberian sense.

2.2 Levinas as political “ethicist of responsibility”

However, before one could undertake such a comparison between Levinas
and Weber, it would be necessary to gain clarity on the exact nature of the
categorisation of the ethic of principle and the ethic of responsibility, since
this hasimplications for the manner in which this comparison can be plau-
sibly undertaken. A number of festures of Weber's presentation of the two
ethical categories in Politics as a vocation would suggest that they are
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categories specificaly for politica action. The digtinction fits into the
overall theme of the essay on the nature of the vocation of politics® The
first place in the essay where the question of respongbility israised congsts
of adistinction between the responsibility of a bureaucrat or civil servant
and the responsibility of a political leader.®® Then, after lengthy sociological
analyses of the modern State and the different mannersin which one could
live off or for politics in the State,"® Weber reintroduces the question of
responsibility by aquestion that he typifies as“ethical”:

“What kind of a person must one be to dare to put his hand on/in the whed of
history?"*

Responshility, passion and a sense of proportion are the characteritics of
such a person — clearly those of a politica leader and not of every human
being. Besides, from the entire essay it is clear that “responsbility” is the
attitude that Weber sees as necessary for someone who operates with the
means particular to politics, namely “power backed up by violence”.*? Even
then, when the issue of the inevitable means of palitics provokes the ques-
tion concerning the relationship between ethics and politics™ and an ethic
that is conscious of the means to be used (responshility) is opposed to an
ethic that inssts on the right intention of action (ethic of principle), the theme
isclearly ill that of apolitical ethic. Y et, when the distinction between the
two kinds of ethics is introduced explicitly for the first time in the essay,
Weber unmistakably states

“the fact that all ethically oriented conduct may be guided by one of two funda-

mentally differing and irreconcilably opposed maxims. conduct can be oriented

to an “ethic of ultimate principles’ or to an ‘ethic of responsibility’.”**

And at the climax of the essay where Weber sings the praises of a truly
mature person’s responsibility, assumed to the point of saying figura
tively “I can do no other; here| stand”, he implores his readers:

38 See d0 the vauable commentaries of Bradley E. Starr, “The structure of Max
Weber's ethic of respongibility”, in The journal of religious ethics, 27/3 1999,
pp. 407-434 and Wolfgang Schiuchter, Wertfreiheit und Verantwortungsethik.
Zum Verhaltnis von Wissenschaft und Politik bei Max Weber. Tbingen: JC.B.
Mohr (Paul Siebeck), 1971.

39 PaV 95/ PaB 414f.

40 PaV 77-115/ PaB 396-435.

41 PaV 115/ PaB 435, trandaion modified.

42 PaV 119/ PaB 439.

43 PaV 118/ PaB 439.

44 PaV 120/ PaB 441, trandaion modified, my itaics.
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“every one of us who is not spiritually dead must realise the possibility of finding
himself at some time in that position.”*®

Conceded, this is not aways everybody’s situation, but it could happen
to everybody, whereas evidently it could not redligtically be expected
that the vocation of politics (in Weber’' s sense) will fall on everybody.

These two uses of Weber's categorisation can't be easily or cbvioudy
reconciled. But since the current objectiveis not to solve a difficulty in We-
ber’ stext, but rather to use histext asalensthrough which to gaze at Levinas
text, | suggest the following coordination of the two uses. What Weber says
about the ethic of responsibility and about the ethic of ultimate principlesis
intended asingght into the nature of action for the modern world of advanced
rationdisation and disenchantment, as he understands it. Even if Weber fo-
cuses on the question of paliticsin the essay under discussion, it should follow
that the socio-higtorical conditionsunder which any political ethicistogainits
plausibility, arethe same asthe conditions under which any ethicisto demon-
drate its gppropriateness. Now, not dl fields of ethics have to do with the
adoption of the means of the State, the means particular to politics, but in dl
ethicsthe question of the preference for principle-guidedness or consequence-
guidednessisimportant in that it confronts pre-established principleswith the
means gppropriate to thet fidld of action. Moreover, if the question about
Levinas stancein relation to these two ethical orientationsis posed, it should
be bornein mind that al action isfor Levinaspaliticd (as previoudy argued).
This doesn't mean that it has directly to do with the violent means a the dis-
posd of aState— Levinas definition of paliticsis formed by the ethica obli-
gation to the others and the consequent quest for justice— but that it might ul-
timately lead to animpact on those means.

What, then, is the most appropriate response to our current world and in
the face of the other? What is the mogt fitting ethica orientation in thisin-
hospitable world? Levinas adamantly affirms that the answer isto be sought
in a particular understanding of the ethical: the other impacts on the subject
as an gpped to limitless responsbility. And it is this originary orientation of
al action that exerts its authority without apparent regard for the Situation or
the mediations of actions, that prompts someone like Michdini to character-
ise Levinas thought as a-social and a-historical.*® It is thus not only the re-
marks in which Levinas negatively demarcates his ethics with regard to the
inherent rationdity proper to the independent life spheres that suggest a

45 PaV 127/ PaB 448f.
46 Thisaspect of Levinas thought on ethics has been exposad in Chapter 6 with ref-
erence to his use of the famous passage from The brothers Karamazov.
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proximity between his ethica notion of responsbility and Weber's ethic of
principle (as indicated above), but the fact that al actions gpparently draw
their ultimate and decisive meaning from unconditiona obedience to theim-
perdtive of the other dso points in the same direction. However, this holds
only so long as the comparison is limited to the plain of Levinas ethics that
condders only the relation between the ethical subject and the other in the
singular. But following the repestedly cited theme of the present book:

“there are dways at least three people. [...] As soon as there are three people, the
ethical relation to the other becomes political and enters into the totalizing dis-
course of ontology.”*

A subject that is“aways’ obsessed by more than one other will aways be
political and as such is submerged in the discourse of ontology, in other
words, will aways have to weigh, caculate, interpret and reflect on the
efficiency of actions involving others. From this perspective, from the
plain of Levinas politics, the relationship between his thoughts and an
ethic of principle is markedly different. Weber will help us to articulate
this difference between Levinas poalitical thought and the ethic of princi-
ple, before we turn in a similar way to an articulation of the resemblance
of Levinas nation of responsibility and Weber's, on the political level.
According to Weber's classfication, the caculation of the consequences
of action doesn't play an important rolein the ethic of principle.®® It doesn't
have to, since the ethic of principleisfed by argection of theirrationality of
the world: it assumes that good actions lead to good consequences (even if
gppearances contradict this assumption) and that there could be no conflict
between different duties® Besides, reflection on the consequences might
compromise the fiddlity with which one adheresto the intrinsic worth of cer-
tain genera vaues or principles of actions. Furthermore, an ethic of principle
ignores the fact that sometimes forceful or even violent means have to be
adopted to see through whet is consdered a desirable decision and course of
action. Only in extreme cases does principled ethical ddiberation embrace
the use of evil’s means againg itself and that is when, from a chiliagtic-
echatological perspective, violent means are adopted to commit the

“last violent deed, which would then lead to a state of affairs in which all vio-
lenceis annihilated”.

47 “Ethics of the infinite”, op. cit. pp. 57-58 / “De la phénoménologie a ' &hique’,
op. cit. p. 129 (trand ation modified).

48 PaV 120-122/ PaB 441-443.

49 Cf. Starr, “The structure of Max Weber' s ethic of responsibility” op. cit. p. 415.

50 PaV 122/ PaB 443.
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Levinas political thought (following the interpretation that | have given
thereof in Chapters 1 and 6) stands in stark contrast to this context-blind atti-
tude. Although it istrue that, as | have pointed out, the subject of paliticsis
obsessed by the apped of the other (albeit intheplurd) towhich, ineach case,
absolute, unconditiona obedienceisdue, it would not be correct to equate this
to an attitude of absolutefiddlity to aset of values. The gpped of the otherisa
void imperative to responsbility and, as pointed out (Chapter 6, § 2.1.), the
imperative emanating from one other contradictsthat of other others, because
of itsequaly and contemporaneoudy vaid, unconditiona and al-embracing
nature. Levinas is thus very conscious of the fact of contradiction between
one' sduties. It isexactly for this reason, or from this condition, that the sub-
ject aspalitical subject is congtituted. And since the political subject isconsti-
tuted by contradicting equally valid claims to hisher responsibility, means
should be devised to compare the incomparable; political subjectivity isborn
fromthefact that thereisno set of actionsby which to servedl of theinterests
of dl of the others a the same time; something, or someone, inevitably hasto
be sacrificed — preferably the ethical agent himsdf/hersdlf in the first place,
but calculaion will have to determine this. It is here that the socio-historical
context of action becomes important. It seemsto me that this political condi-
tion could lead to “comparing the incomparable’ equally possibly by means
of hierarchiesof valuesand by ca culation of consequences.

However, in the places where Levinas gives an idea of what politics en-
tails, he uses words like comparing, gathering, thinking, equalising,” judg-
ing, deciding,” weighing, caculating, and measuring — notions that seem to
indicate deliberation on consequences rather than the establishment of va-
ues. Thisis clarified further when Levinas explains that this entails the quest
for justice, by means of laws, courts, States>® propositions and communica-
tion,> work and technology,> science and commerce,* and philosophy that
is charged with introducing a measure in the comparison.”” Given these
spheres of the redlisation of deliberation concerning the just ways of arbitrat-
ing the contradicting claims of responshility, it seems unlikely that a true
Levinasan would leave deliberations concerning the consequences of ac-
tions out of condderation. In fact, it seems probable that the notion of re-

51 OB 16/AE33,GCM 82/DVI 132.

52 AS61

53 ENT 165/EN 171, GDT 183/ DMT 214.

54 0OS142/HS192, 0B 134/ AE211.

55 OB 159/AE 248.

56 OB 161/AE 251.

57 OB 161/ AE 251. On these routes from the ethical gpped to responsihility to do-
mains of the redlisation of justice in the sphere of ontology, see De I’éthique a la
justice 271-274.
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sponsibility, on the plain of palitics, would mean that one would have to
stand accountable for the means chosen by which to respond to the apped of
the others. This would be affirmed by the fact that al actions stand forever
open to revison and improvement — one would have to evauate the out-
comes of action for ther fidelity to respond to the others. That Levinas
would count on a happy outcome for whatever is undertaken in the name of
the othersis excluded. For this, heistoo disillusioned with theworld.*®

Now, if it istruethat the quest for appropriate waysto respond to the con-
tredicting appeds of the others leads to the adoption of the means of the dif-
ferent life spheres, and if we takeinto consderation Levinas suspicion of the
inevitable violent inclination of meanson the plain of ontology, then it seems
unavoidable to conclude that he would have agreed that the “good” could be
redlised by “evil” means. This becomes evident when we consder hisrefusa
of “non-resistanceto evil”.*® And it is here that an unexpected similarity with
the ethic of principle cropsup ontheleve of palitics. My discussionin Chap-
ter 6 of possible driftsof politica radicalismin theframe of aLevinasan eth-
ics, should suffice to support the claim that the radicd eschatologicaly
minded seizure of violent meansin order to make an end to violence for eve,
could not be excluded as a possible outcome of the Levinasian styled cacula-
tions of how best to serve the contradicting demands of the others. At leest, if
itiscorrect that Weber' spresentation of theethic of principle could bedivided
into three categories™ — religious-acosmic, pacifistic-political and radical-
revolutionary — then the Levinasian seeker of justice will never be reigious
acosmic, but might perhaps under certain circumstances share traits with the
pecifigic-palitical (however, Levinas explicit rgjection of non resistance to
injustice and violence would tend to excludethis) and it could not be excluded
that the radical-revolutionary stance be adopted.®" It seems then that in Levi-
nas’ political thought, he is quite far from an ethic of ultimate principles, and
comescloser to the attitude of an ethic of principles, only to thedegreethat the
ethic of principle itsdf cedes to the temptation of interfering in the conse-

58 However, one might detect a principled ethicd trait in Levinas fallacious conclu-
sion that the different infinite responghilities limit each other — this boils down to
aform of thinking that good actions will have good consequences (see Chapter 6,
§2.2)). But for Levinas, the limitation of responsihility is not necessarily some-
thing good. Furthermore, when Levinas expresses his belief that the individuaist
and somewheat anarchic ethics of Jerusalem will hold the Athenian doctrine of hi-
erarchy in balance (BPW 24/ LC 99, as was explained and disputed in Chapter 6,
§2.3), hefdlsinthe ethico-cosmic redist trap.

59 ENT 105/EN 115.

60 According to the expostion in Hans Henrik Bruun's Science, Values, and Politics
in Max Weber’s Methodology — referred to by Bradiey Starr in “The structure of
Max Weber's ethic of responsibility” op. cit. p. 416.

61 Cf. discussion of “for instance’, in Chapter 6, §2.2.).



POLITICAL RESPONSIBILITY FOR A GLOBALISED WORLD | 195

quences of its action, that is, to have congiderations concerning means over-
ride (temporarily or by ad hoc justifications and modifications) the ultimate
principles. Hence the need to have alook, with Levines, a the ethics of means
and consequences—theethics of responghility.

At firgt glance one could point out a clash between the spirit of Levinas
philosophy and the first three-fold quaifications of respongihility in Weber's
essay.* (1) For Levinasthe subject of politics is aways obsessed by theim-
peratives of the others; Weber's politician’s passion has the meaning of ob-
jectiveness (Sachlichkeit). (2) Levines is inspired by the other; Weber's is
devoted to acause. (3) Levinas isforever infinitely responsible; for Weber's
the sense of proportion is a decisve qudity. However, it can be demon-
strated that a categorical opposition between a Levinasian responsibility of
“peace and proximity” and a Weberian responsibility of “recourse to violent
means and objective distance’” would ssimply be a misrepresentation of the
implications of their thought.

To begin with, on the politica plain the Levinasian political subject can-
not but ca culate the consequences of his or her action and therefore dso the
means necessary to act in particular spheres of life: justice, States, communi-
cation, work, technology, science, commerce and philosophy. This has d-
ready been argued above. For this reason the drive to gain power, typica for
the Weberian poalitician, may not at dl be excluded from the effort of the
practicd redisation of a Levinasan palitics. The reconstruction of Levinas
politicsthat | have presented (Chapters 1 and 6) seemsto bein perfect corre-
spondence with Weber’ s affirmation that

“[n]o ethics in the world can dodge the fact that in numerous instances the at-
tainment of ‘good’ ends is bound to the fact that one must be willing to pay the
price of using morally dubious means or at least dangerous ones — and facing the
possibility or even the probability of evil ramifications. From no ethics in the
world can it be concluded when and to what extent the ethically good purpose
‘justifies’ [heiligt] the ethically dangerous means and ramifications.”

Itthereforecertainly holdsfor thepolitica implicationsof Levinas politicsthat

“he who lets himsdlf in for politics, that is for power and force as means, con-
tracts with diabolical powers and for his action it is not true that good can follow
only from good and evil only from evil, but that often the oppositeistrue.”®

62 PaV 115-116/ PaB 435-436.

63 PaV 121/ PaB 442.

64 PaV 123/ PaB 444. Cf. my argument concerning a L evinasian judtification to kill
under certain circumstances, in Chapter 6, 82.1. The characterisation of powers as
“diabolical” in the citation from Weber stems from the fact thet he atributes this
insight (amongst others) to the early Chritians; in a secularised form Weber as-
cribestothisview (cf. PaV 125/ PaB 447).
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Thisistrue also of aLevinasian that, for the sake of the effective realisa-
tion of justice, needs associates — the collaborators or followers will
have to be incorporated into the desired project, whatever their motiva-
tions for collaboration might be — be it as manifestation of what they
consider the appropriate response to the appeals of the other, or some or
other material, socia or psychological gain.*® In addition, it would hold
to agreater or lesser degree also for any Levinasian political project that

“one of the conditions for success is the depersonaisation and routinisation, in
short the psychic proletarianisation, in the interest of discipline”.®

This would certainly not exclude that a Levinasian project team would a-
ways congist of people that contribute to each other’s mutua sensitisation
to the ethical.°” However, it is unredlistic to think that the narrow common
motivation — regponding to the gppeal of the others —would spontaneoudy
lead to a broad consensus on politicd action. And if there is no guarantee
of consensus, then somebody will have to put through his or her idea of
what best justice entails at the price of some collaborator’s ideas on the
same issue and with their collaboration none the less (which does not ex-
clude that the others will simply abandon the project). Yet, reflection on
co-responsibility isvery far from Levinas' domain of interest.

These are some of the paradoxes to which Levinas notion of re-
sponsihility inevitably leads in the domain of the political; however, it
seems unlikely that Levinas would have had the courage to acknowledge
with Weber (as| think he should have) that

“[w]hoever wants to engage in politics at al [...] must know that he is responsi-
ble for what may become of himself under the impact of these paradoxes’®

that may endanger the “salvation of the soul”® in that sense. Furthermore,
athough the Levinasian politica subject, then, takes the meaning of human
action serioudy, | am not convinced that Levinas shows sufficiently intimate
“knowledge of tragedy with which al action, but especialy politica action, is

truly interwoven™.™

But even then, Levinas never uses ethics as a means of justifying action

or events, “of being in the right”,”* and always as a manner of pursuing a

65 PaV 125/ PaB 446.

66 PaV 125/ PaB 447.

67 Cf. Levinas on “awakening” (éveil) and “sobering-up” (dégrisement) — De
I’éthique a la justice Chapter 8, § 2.1 “L e dédire et la poursuite de I’ authenticité”’
and § 2.2 “Lacommunauté des philosophes et leslivres'.

68 PaV 125/ PaB 447.

69 PaV 126/ PaB 447.

70 PaV 117/ PaB 437; cf. PaV 121/ PaB 442.



POLITICAL RESPONSIBILITY FOR A GLOBALISED WORLD | 197

cause” in full cognisance of the means associated with a domain of ac-
tion” and with the non rational nature of the world™ — al of which are
typical of the Weberian ethic of responsibility.

If it is correct then to attribute to the political Levinas e least theimplicit
recognition that the use of forceful means and reflection on the consequences
thereof are indispensable for the quest for judtice, it is patent that we do not
haveto do herewith apaliticsof turning the other cheek. Sdf-sacrifice, thet is,
conddering onesdf as the ultimate means to a specific end, can however
never be excluded as palitical strategy. Turning the other cheek isan attitude
of unconditiond surrender to the other —but in Levinas' politicsthe subject’s
giving to the other is not unconditiond, it is conditioned by the calculation of
which of the others comes firgt and of the mogt effective use the subject can
make of himsdlf or hersdlf inthat justice. If that consigts of salf-sacrifice, then
theinfinite regpongbility to the otherscalsfor it, but thiswould not dwaysbe
the case. Equally possible is that the political subject accords to himsdlf or
hersdf animportant role, for the sake of an efficient responseto the others. As
pointed out previoudy, Levinas does not support non-resistance to evil and
would therefore certainly agree with Weber’ spalitician that

“thou shalt resist evil [and, if need be — EW] by force, or else you are responsible
for the evil winning out.””®

Hence | find it very unlikely that a Levinasian on the political plain
would practise truthfulness at all costs, as a principled ethicist would™ —
at least if he or she does, it is not for the truthfulness as such, but for the
others. Rather, in the name of the other one might haveto lie, obscure, or
misrepresent information, exactly because the question of consequences
of action isin harmony with the responsible quest for justice.
Responsibility on the political plain probably entails for Levinas, as
for Weber, that the results of actions are imputed by the subject to his or
her own agency,” whether they were intended or not, adequate for or
contradicting of the initia intention.”® This could be done only when

71 PaV 118/ PaB 439.

72 PaV 117/ PaB 438.

73 Although | have argued in Chapter 6 that Levinas didn't aways redlise what this

implies.

74 PaV 123/ PaB 444.

75 PaV 119-120/ PaB 440.

76 PaV 120/ PaB 441.

77 PaV 121/ PaB 442.

78 PaV 117/ PaB 437.
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such an agent is convinced of the desirability of the cause that he or she
pursues. Although it is certainly correct to state that Levinas' politicsis
driven by the plurality of ethical appeals of the others, this does, through
the mediating process of calculating what justice entails, mean pursuing
a cause, namely the quest for the realisation of that justice (that is of
course always in principle open to revision under the appesal of the others).
Even here is found a correspondence with Weber’s responsibility, since
when Weber asserts:

“Exactly what the cause, in the service of which the politician strives for power
and uses power, looks likeis a matter of faith [Glaubenssache]”,”

he means that the idea of the end that is to be pursued cannot be given by
scientific means, since no form of science can provide that kind of guid-
ance® And likewise, what Weber calls faith, Levinas develops in the
greatest detail in his rendering of one’ s non-ontological affectedness by the
alterity of the other, of which ultimately no phenomenology can give ac-
count (i.e, just like faith, the affectedness by the other is a source of moti-
vation that does not draw its resources from knowledge or science). But
even if the Levinasian politica subject is obsessed by the dterity of the
other, he or she is not intoxicated by power as vain politicians are® This
Levinasian subject is rather bound to the cause, not in the sense of being
neutral, but in “distance towards one's sif”, i.e., against vanity® and even
— as indicated — to the point of self-sacrifice, if needed. His cause is the
others and justice for them. And nobody can replace the bearer of this
responsibility in the task of obeying it, just like the Weberian politician
cannot reject or transfer his or her responsibility.®®

Considering the arguments above, it should be clear that the Levina
sian political subject shares a number of important characteristics with
Weber's responsible palitician. On the plain of the political, of the quest
for justice, Levinas’ philosophy implies something quite similar to We-
ber’s ethic of responsibility.

However, even while affirming this conclusion, the differences
should not be obliterated. For Weber, ethics is a serious matter in an era
of disenchantment, since it is not possible to give any justification for
ethics — for choosing one form of ethics rather than another, and for re-
maining true to a chosen ethic rather than not. Levinas agrees with this

79 PaV 117/ PaB 437.

80 SaV 143/WaB 540.
81 PaV 116/ PaB 436f.
82 PaV 116/ PaB 436.

83 PaV 95/ PaB 415.
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socia critique of ethics, but only provided that one suspends considera:
tion of the face of the other, which for him settles the question of the
realness or validity of the ethical. The other of whom the subject is al-
ways aready a hostage, in the ethical sense that Levinas develops, is not
exactly the judtification of any particular ethic, but israther that with ref-
erence to which something like justification has meaning at al. At the
least, the Levinasian subject is elected to act in response to the others.
That iswhy Levinas could go adong with Weber in describing the world
asirrational, but ultimately claims, and spends the largest part of his phi-
losophical energy to render credible that “we are not duped by moral-
ity”.# Since there is no ultimate justification of action for Weber, his
subject of responsibility is to be self-responsible (eigenverantwortlich).
As a subject of ethics, the Levinasian subject is exactly the opposite of
self-responsible; being a subject means exactly being constituted origi-
narily as responsive-responsible to the others that invest the subject’s
action with the decisive ethica meaning. However, it should be noted
that matters are very ambiguous for the Levinasian political subject: this
subject aways acts by responding to the contradicting appeals of the
others, and since nobody can replace that subject in the task of determin-
ing what justice entails in this or that context and since nobody can re-
place that subject in the redlisation of that justice, one could get the im-
pression that he or she is de facto responsible to himsdlf or hersdlf for
justice. However much this might correspond in form to a political self-
responsibility, for a Levinasian political agent no action is possible that
cannot be argued to be done out of responsibility for the other. The fact
that the other’ s opinion of what justice might entail in this or that context
is only one amongst many factors to take into account in the decision
concerning the demands of justice, doesn’t take away from the fact that
the subject, in making this decision about justice, remains responsible
for the others. In fact, the subject has to act out of responsibility for the
other, even if the course of action adopted in the name of justice is exe-
cuted despite that other’ s opinion concerning the demands of justice.

The importance of this distinction between Levinas and Weber is ac-
centuated by the fact that there isin Levinas' philosophy no limitation of
responsibility for social roles. In contrast, Weber gives at least the distinc-
tion between the responsibility of a civil servant and that of the politica
leader.% But in Levinas idea of responsibility there can be no limitation

84 T&I21/TI5.
85 If Weber'sindication that his discussion in Politics as a vocation is about ethicsin
politicsis taken serioudly, one could add that responsibility is attributed to the role
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by role, since any such limitation would amount to an illegitimate restriction
of theinfinite ethica obligation. Or more accurately, whatever limitation one
might assume for onesdlf or demand of othersin the name of judtice, can be
accepted only aslong as these roles are considered the best means to serve
the end of justice. Besides, these roles would remain forever open to re-
view. That is why, for Levinas, the political responsibility of the buresu-
crat is exactly as demanding as that of the political leader (and of whatever
other citizen). Socia roles are no limit to responsibility, they are only de-
mentsin the cal culation and execution of justice.

2.3 Responsibility elevated to principle
or principle elevated to responsibility?

The digtinction between Weber's and Levinas' ethics of responsibility be-
comes even clearer when afinal idea of Weber’s concerning responsibility
is considered: this entails the combination of the ethic of responsibility and
the ethic of principle as it is made by “the mature person” [ein reifer
Mensch].2® Such a person becomes so conscious of the consequences of a
course of action, that in the execution of that responsibility he/she

“reaches a point where he [or she] says. ‘| can do no other, here | stand.” [ich

kann nicht anders, hier stehe ich]”.%

Thisis explicitly aposition in which any person — not just politica lead-
ers — can find himself or hersalf.®® At this point, Weber relativises his
rigid distinction between the “two fundamentally differing and irrecon-
cilably opposed maxims’,® by claiming that in the face of the over-
whelming possible consequences of one’ s actions

“an ethic of principle and an ethic of responsibility are not absolute contrasts but
rather supplements, which only in unison constitute a genuine person — one who
can have the ‘calling for politics ”.%

The combination of the ethic of principle and the ethic of responsibility
is thus the summit of human action, and is what is required from those

of palitica leadersin asense that cannot be said of other citizens. However, when
seen from Weber’ sremark that the ethic of principle and the ethic of responsibility
aregenerd categoriesof dl ethics, thisditinction is cancelled.

86 PaV 127/ PaB 448, trandation modified.

87 PaV 127/ PaB 448, trandetion corrected.

88 PaV 127/ PaB 448.

89 PaV 120/ PaB 441.

90 PaV 127/ PaB 449, trandation modified.
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that want to live for politics. According to Weber, responsibility can and
should ideally be elevated to the level of principle®™ —and thisiswhat he
ultimately asks for: the willingness to assume the consequences for the
use of the power (of the State, in some people’s case), an assumption to
the point of “herel stand”, i.e., elevating this responsibility to a principle
in order to prevent the social order collapsing into “anarchy”.*

This elevation of responsibility to a level of principle follows both
from Weber’s rejection of cosmic-ethical realism and his definition of the
State with reference to the monopoly on the legitimate use of violence.
The argument seems to work as follows. The responsible person stands
accountable for the foreseen and cal culated consequences of his/her action.
But since responsibility is acted out in a cosmos where one cannot assume
good consequences for good actions, the responsible person will have to
aso be accountable for unforeseen consequences. Whatever the unforeseen
consequences that will accompany the foreseen ones, and independently of
(in the sense of ignorant of) the context that is to come, the responsible
person will assume those consequences associated with hisher use of
powerful means. This has to be accepted in order to guarantee the unified
seat of legitimate use of violencein the State and thus to prevent anarchy.

How is Levinas to be stuated with respect to this culmination point in
Weber's presentation of responsibility? Just as Weber does, Levinas gives a
radica thrust to responsibility by linking it to a context-independentness or
by ascribing to responghility a principled weight. Wheress this “principled
weight” isin Weber the unconditional accountability for one's decisions re-
garding the use of power, in other words the principledness of responsbility
is effectivein the present with aview to the future in order to avoid anarchy,
in Levinas this principled weight comes from behind, as it were, by the con-
text-independent validity of the imperative of absolute obligation to the
other. But here a significant difference should be noted: whereas Weber's
principled responsibility aims at avoiding the fragmentation of the legitimate
use of violence, the gpped of the “principle’ of the imperative is anarchical.
It is anarchica not only in the sense that Levinas explicitly gives to it,

91 It istrue that Weber presents the two ethics as supplements of each other, but in
the same phrase (cited above) his concern is il clearly with an ethics that is ap-
propriate for the vocation of palitics, and for this reason it would amount to asim-
ple contradiction of everything that Weber had said previoudy of ethicsin politics
if onewereto ingst on the flip side of this conjunction, namely that the ethics of
respongibility supplements the ethics of principle. Thet is why | opt for caling
thus conjunction “devating responsibility to aprinciple’.

92 PaV 78/ PaB 397.
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namely that in the face of the others (in the plura) whatever solution isfound
to indtate judtice in society is submitted to eterna correction, revision and
questioning in the name of the imperative of the other (and that ultimately
ethicity does't operate with a foundational logic), it is also anarchicd in the
sense that | have explained in Chapter 6: the plurdity of different require-
ments of the others explodes this gpparent universd rule of obedience to the
other into amyriad of conflicting clams. The plurdity of ethica appedsthat
condtitute the Levinasian subject as an ethical and responsible subject, each
of which holds unconditiondly asin the ethic of principle, congtitute by their
contradiction a palitica subject that continues to be respongble, has to an-
swer for the others. However, because of the plurdity of the others, the po-
litical subject has to take responghility for the consequences of judtice even
if it may unfortunately contradict the needs or claims of certain individua
others. And in the frame of Levinas thought no limit is set to this respons-
bility and no reflection accompanies it on the means appropriate for the as-
sumption of this responshility. The effect of this is (as argued previoudy)
that no judtification can be given for keeping Jerusdem and Athensin bal-
ance, or in Weberian terms, no judtification can be given for protecting the
State againg the fragmentation of the vadid use of violence. Quite the con-
trary: in find andyds, the Levinasian State has as many ingtances of the le-
gitimate use of violence asthere are ethico-political subjects.

However wide the scope of possible actions a palitician can consider as
justified by Weber's theory of responsihility, the sociologist’s concern about
the integrity of the State makes it impossible for the subject of responsibility
to put a dtake or sacrifice the integrity of the State. Thisistrue, firdt, in the
case of respongibility asthe ethic of the broader public and politicd officids,
since no role is assigned to them that would place them in a position from
which it would be possible to put the State at risk; second, in the case of the
highest holders of palitica power, sacrificing the State is excluded since their
responghility is the responsibility for the monopoly on the use of violence
that condtitutes the State and thus the role of political leaders. But this much
could not be said of Levinas subjects of responghility. Levinas does not
take into condgderation the entire complex issue of the competence of the
ethical agent in matters palitical and its relation to the use of the array of
means deployable in the name of judtice. Therefore, the Levinasian palitica
responsihility cannot protect itsalf againgt the temptation of atempting to
radicaly undermine a state of affairs judged to be unjust, that is to embrace
eschatologica or chiliagtic violence in order to radically re-found society. In
other words (as indicated above), just like an ethic of principles that tempo-
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rarily appropriates for itsdf the means proper to the exercise of the ethic of
responsihility, the fanatical Levinasian subject could place anything and eve-
rything at risk, in the name of the caculation of justice, afunction for which
no expertise or competence is required. Since the competence in responsible
caculaion of consequences is negligible in importance to the sengitivity to
the gpped’s of the others (which, das, is a cacophony of mutualy contradic-
tory clams), the Levinasian version of the combination of an ethic of princi-
ple and an ethic of responsibility resembles less an elevation of the assump-
tion of consequences of responsible action to a principle (as in Weber), and
more the devation of a principled ethics to the assumption of the means of
an ethic of respongibility.

In conclusion, it could be derived that thereisin Levinas no casuigtry or sys
tem of ethical rules because of the fact that he shares Weber’ s conviction that
there is no universal rationdity that would alow for programming action
towards the good, and it might be for this reason that he leaves or abandons
the question concerning the ca culation of the consegquences of action to each
particular ethical agent in every particular Stuation. Levinasimplicitly places
al of his hope on the spontaneous, unschooled capacity of every ethica
agent to obey the imperative from the other and to measure his or her at-
temptsto realise that obediencein sophisticated ways.

Thet this is a philosophica stance of radica responsibility, cannot be
questioned. It dedls with a radica plurdity of vaues and doesn’t count on
the retiondity of redlity for help; it is backed up by no history of philosophy
that would guarantee the ultimate success of ethical conduct. But the political
responsihility, the real quest for just action, is congtantly held hostage or ter-
rorised by the mercilesdy infinite and unconditiona imperative of the others.

The gains of this exploration of Levinas through the lens of Weber's
notion of political responsbility can be summarised in two essential
points. first, it magnifies the political implications of Levinas theory of
responsibility, the contours thereof are mapped more sharply and the po-
tential and limits thereof are thus clearer; second, by indicating the numer-
ous correspondences on essentia points between a consequent Levinasian
political practice of responsibility and the Weberian politician’s responsi-
hility, the way has been opened up to gain more for areflection on responsi-
bility after Levinas from the tradition of thought on Weber's notion of re-
spongihility. The work of two representatives of the critica appropriaion of
Weber — Apd and Ricoeur —will be &t the centre of the next two Chapters.






Chapter 8

Towards a post-Levinasian
understanding of responsibility:
the Weberian contribution of Apel

| have argued that thereisasignificant smilarity between Weber and Levinas
intheir reflection on responsibility. Particularly, Weber' s distinction between
an ethic of principle and an ethic of responsibility highlighted and clarified the
implications of Levinas notion of responsibility, especidly its implications
on the palitical plane. Thereisafurther advantage of this comparison, and of
the correspondences that have been indicated, namely thet it helps usto better
Situate Levinaswithin agpectrum of ethico-politica issues. When the debates
concerning Weber' s position and possible responsesto them —in other words,
the broad tradition of reflection on responsibility in the wake of Weber —are
considered, it could suggest idess for further reflection on Levinas and thus
enrich the resources available for his project on respongbility and justice, d-
beit in the form of a post-Levinasian theory of political responsibility. In this
short Chapter, such inspiration will be drawn from the work of Karl-Otto
Apd. Since one could consider this choice of interlocutor as unexpected, a
number of remarksof judtification and orientation arein order.

1 JUSTIFICATION: APEL
AND THE UNAVOIDABILITY OF RESPONSIBILITY

In order to engage with a (non exhaudtive) series of these thorny politicd is-
suesin connection with Weber’ snotion of responsibility, | draw fromthelater
work of Karl-Otto Apel. Thisdoes not mean that | consder him the ultimate
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authority on Weber, nor doesit imply that | shall advocate his discourse eth-
ics. Rather, Apdl isinteresting for the current project because of the fact that
he, coming from his particular Kantian perspective — a perspective that he
himself described in his later work as a species of ethic of principle (Gesin-
nungsethik) — explicitly attempts to reflect on the shortcomings of his own
principled ethica perspective under stimulation of Weber’ snotion of theethic
of responsibility. Apel isfurther dso important for the current project because
since his transformation of metaphysica philosophica approaches to ethics
he has attempted to displace the monologica approach of the solitary ethical
subject with the collective ethical effort —whichisexactly one of the deficien-
ciesthat | haveindicated in Levinas. In the development of hisown ethics of
responsihility, Ape showed great sensitivity for the meansrequired for ethical
action and for the fact that these means should in our erabereflected uponina
globa perspective — hence contributing to another deficiency indicated in
Levinas. Findly, he seems suitable to use as thought partner for Levinasin
reflecting on the Weberian issue of context and means-specific consequences
of ethica conduct, exactly because he shareswith Levinas (whatever the dif-
ferences between them might be') the desire to anchor ethics in a context-
independent and universdly validjudtification.

What does Apel teach us when he situates himself in Diskurs und
Verantwortung (Discourse and responsibility) explicitly in relaion to
Weber? In this re-interpreting and critical appropriation of Weber's no-
tion of responsibility, of which I have shown the correspondences with
Levinas, what hints can we get for the direction in which we can think
with Levinas against Levinas?

In order to exploit this appropriation of Weber by Apd for our consd-
erations of Levinas, afew remarks have to be made to stuate this develop-
ment in Apd’s thought. Why would a philosopher that — at least in his own
edimation — digposes of an ultimate philosophical foundetion (a Letzt-
begriindung) for ethics, give himsalf anew over to the task of afundamenta

1 Thecomparison of Levinasand Aped hasthus far not drawn much attention from
the scholarly community. However see Michael Barber, “ The vulnerability of rea-
son: the philosophica foundations of Emmeanue Levinas and K.O. Apd”, in The
prism of the self: philosophical essays in honor of Maurice Natanson. Steven G.
Crowell (ed.). Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 1995, pp. 93-106. Barber
has subsequently attempted to deploy his coordination of Levinas and Ape for an
ethicd reflection on afirmative action in Equality and Diversity: Phenomenologi-
cal Investigations of Prejudice and Discrimination. Amherst, New Y ork: Human-
ity Books, 2001 (see Chapters 5-8). Noteworthy is dso the last section of Sophie
Loidolt’s Anspruch und Rechtfertigung: eine Theorie des rechtlichen Denkens im
Anschluss an die Phénomenologie Edmund Husserls. Dordrecht: Springer, 2009.

2 Itshould at leest be noted that thereisin this book no reference to Levines.
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conception of ethics? It is because Ape’s Diskurs und Verantwortung is
written in response to his redisation of a shortcoming in his established dis-
course or communicative ethics (Diskursethik), namely when it is confronted
with the question of practica application. The problemis, according to Apel,
in a profound manner part of the transcendental pragmétic ultimate founda
tion (transzendentalpragmatische Letzthegriindung) of ethics and the dis-
course ethics that flows from it. Put quite smply, the transcendental prag-
matic foundation of communicative ethics relies (for interna reasons that
need not be discussed here) on a counter-factua anticipation of an ideal
communicative community (kontrafaktische Antizipation einer idealen
Kommunikationsgemeinschaft),® but this a priori differs in an essentia and
practicaly irresolvable manner (prinzipiellen, faktisch nie véllig aufhebbaren
Differenz)* from the actual communicative community and its historically
condgtituted morality. Now, whereas the detail of thisproject is not of concern
here, it isimportant to note that Diskurs und Verantwortung is presented ex-
plicitly as one of two strands by which Ape considered it important to de-
velop hisinitid project of re-conceiving philosophica ethics — and conssts
of reflection on the conditions for the application or gradual realisation of the
ideal communicative community in alifeworld that conssts of different red
communicative communities® Without regard for the time that separatesthe
current historicd communicative communities and the (never fully attain-
able) ideal communicative community, the consegquences and side effects of
the application of the communicetive ethics in the present, would render this
ethics irresponsible. This problem is seen by Apd as more than merdly that
of the gpplication of generd principles to particular Stuations; rather, be-
cause of theradical higtorica condtitution of the difference between the idedl
and real communicative communities, the very reasonability with which it
could be expected of peopleto adhere to discourse ethicsis destabilised. This
could beillustrated with an example.

“How should one act at the same time in terms of a universalistic mora principle
of reciprocity and responsibly, in alifeworld in which something like legal safety
— that is, above al protection against violence, but also corruption-free applica-
tion of laws — in the State, let aone in international relations, cannot even be
guaranteed without exception?’®

DV o.

DV 9.

Cf.DV 8.

DV 242, :;e DV 139 for adifferent example. It should be noted that this example
immediately places the question of the globa dimensions of responghility in the
centre of reflection, Snceit pases the question concerning the ways in which mar-
ginaised regions and groups are interconnected with the rest of the world.

o0 hw
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A second type of reflection on ethics (caled Begriindungsteil B) is thus
required to cope with the historically stuated application of communicative
ethics’ since this dilemma cannot simply be addressed from and by means
of the transcendental pragmeatic ultimate foundation of ethics, or as Apel
recognises,

“amorally sensible new beginning in the sense of the perfectly understandable
demand, for example, for the settlement of all conflicts of interest by ‘practical
discourses’ [is] in principle impossible.”®

At this crucia point, Apd himsdf presents this chalenge to his work in
Weberian terms, and this is where Apdl becomes interesting for our pur-
poses.” Without a further reflection on the historically contingent application
of discourse ethics, the latter will merely lead to irresponsibility:

“it should be clear that the unconditional compliance with the ideal principle of a
communicative ethics — ‘act in such away, as if you were a member of an ideal
community of communication!” — just as the unconditional compliance with
Kant's ‘categorica imperative would come to a principled ethical [gesin-
nungsethische] maxim, which would ‘leave the responsibility to God' . *°

In order to avoid this, Apel then takes up the challenges in Diskurs und
Verantwortung of conceiving the

“historically related application of the communicative ethics as ethics of respon-
sibility”.**

Even if we were to have an ultimate foundation for ethics, it would then be
either impotent, or potentialy harmful —in any case, irresponsible—to deploy
it without consderation for the historica context of action. Or more generaly
dill, the ethical meaning of action cannot be thought of merely in context-
independent terms. And thisisexactly the problem that | have pointed out in
Levinas (however much his ethics may be different from that of Apel): he
seemsto have believed that the a priori validity of the ethicd affectedness by
the other would suffice to express (as good asis humanly possible) theinter-
ests of the others. | have argued that this is not necessarily the case. Conse-

DV 11.

DV 10.

One could aso trace the essential development of Apdl’s gppropriation of Weber
in hisinterview with Michdini in “Eticadel discurso y globalizacion. Laéicaan
telas coerciones facticas e indtitutionales de la politica, € derecho y laeconomia’,
in Erasmus, revista para el dialogo intercultural 2/2, 2000, pp. 99-119, see espe-
cidly p. 100.

10 DV 10, my emphasis, the last phrase quoted isfrom Weber's PaB.

11 DV 10.

© 00~
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quently, | could re-formulate my own project in Apelian terms asthe quest for
ahigoricdly situated redisation of the ethicity of the plurdity of contradicting
othersasethicsof responsihility or aspolitical responsihility.

2 FRoOM A WEBERIAN APEL
TO A WEBERIAN LEVINAS

If we then consider what Apel judged the strong and weak points of Weber's
theory of responghility, it would help usto clarify the chalenges faced by
Levinas (largely) smilar theory of responsibility.

The first mgjor contribution of a historically situated notion of respon-
sibility isthat it takes the question of strategy for ethical thought serioudly.
The fact that an ethics of responsibility would be sensitive to the historical
circumstances and means in and by which actions are to be accomplished
—the blindness of aprincipled ethical approach in this regard may do more
harm than good — implies that ethics necessarily has to think strategically.
Although the question of strategy is not developed by Levinas, the path from
the Saying to the Said and the concomitant insistence on caculation doesn’t
excdude it.®* However, it should be evident that a true Levinasian would a-
ways submit a previoudy adopted strategy to scrutiny under the inspiration
of the ethica appedls of the others. One could certainly not find fault with
this — as long as one thinks in a context-independent manner about it. But
as soon as one thinks about strategy in a strategic manne, it becomes clear
that whoever continues to constantly revise an adopted strategy will un-
dermine that strategy and will be an unréiable aly in the “resistance
againgt evil”. Or if the question of the efficiency with which one opposed
injustice or served the interests of the others is taken serioudy — as it
should be in calculations about justice — the strategies for the efficient pur-
suit of justice will necessarily require trade-offs between the appesls of the
different others — trade-offs of which Levinasis not able to draw the limits
or provide aframefor their ethical reflection. Thus Apel’ sidentification of
the issue of strategy supplements our considerations about collaboration
and co-responsibility in Chapter 7 (82.2). Strategy cannot be given serious
thought without taking the other as ethico-political agent serioudy and
thus strategy and co-responsibility imply each other.

12 Cf.DV 62.
13 SeeChapter 7,82.2.
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Second, instead of storming into every situation armed with the good
will of an ethic of principle in the belief that this will suffice to actualise
the integrity of morality in that context, the adherent of an ethics of re-
sponsibility a la Ape
“supposes on the contrary, that he/she has to take up the historically given condi-
tions of calculable success for action”

sincethe

“problem raised hereby encounters its material manifestation, not under the opti-
mal conditions of the evolution of the moral consciousness|...], but under condi-
tions under which moral conduct can often appear as unreasonable to demand
[unzumutbar].”**

The reason why, according to Apel, adherents of an ethic of principle find
this conclusion difficult to make is because in human history the ethic of
principle was the way in which the obligations valid for the intimate circles
of orientation (family and neighbourhood) have been generdised and even
cosmopolicised.” It should, however, be clear that these principles of in-
timate relationships cannot smply be applied to modern ethical problems
involving either large groups (e.g., classes of society), or modern technica
means,"® or non-human victims (e.g., the ecosystem).”” Therefore,

“[w]hat would be called for in the present crisis of the technico-scientific civilisa
tion on aplanetary scae, is[...] something like an ethics of common responsibil-
ity of solidarity for humanity in the sense of a communicative negotiation of in-
terests and advice on Stuations [eine Ethik der gemeinsamen solidarischen
Verantwortung der Menschheit im Sinne einer kommunikativen Interessenver-
mittlung und Situationsberatung].”*®

Although | shall not follow Apel in the way he responds to this chal-
lenge, | fully subscribe to this estimation of what our times reguire (as
explained above). Apel’ s appropriation of Weber’s notion of responsibil-
ity also challenges Levinas: reflection on ethics cannot circumvent the
question of the context of ethical action since this is part of the very
meaning of the ethical (which Levinas never recognised or conceded)
and this would hold even if Levinas idea about the ethica meaning of
the face of the other is accepted asit is. Consequently, it isimpossible to
take the manner in which the context-specifics of ethical action contrib-

14 DV 242.

15 DV 23.

16 Apd clearly drawson Jonas here.
17 Cf.DV 23.

18 DV 23-24.
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ute to the congtitution of the meaning of the ethica serioudy without
reflection on the nature of the means by which ethical agents act. This
involves, of course, the entire spectrum of technical and ingtitutional
means from the smallest to those that congtitute the global dimension of
human existence."® This also means that we have to reflect on our con-
temporary situation that differs greatly from the situation known to and
described by Weber. Furthermore, the context-specifics, the technica
means and the scale of responsibility, necessarily entail re-affirming the
bearing of co-responsibility on responsibility (see previous point).

But, third, Apel makes his approach to Weber very cautioudy. When
he criticises Weber's notion of responsibility, it has amost ways to do
with the manner in which it is demarcated from the ethic of principle, and
the socio-historical implications of this distinction. After all, Apel doesn't
abolish his a priori (deontological) ethics. Anidea politician needs both a
true consciousness of responsibility and a fundamenta ethica orientation
for political decision-making.® Exactly this ethical orientation is absent
from Weber, or rather, pushed back to a domain outside of public debate
and scrutiny — afact that isimplicitly recognised by Weber in his schema-
tisation of ethical orientations as either an ethic of principle or an ethic of
responsibility (according to Apel’s reading). In this, Weber would be a
typica representative of what is, according to Apdl, the mgjor ailment of
Western normative thought, namely the

“dualism, or to be precise, the complementarity of vaue-neutral rationaity and

theirrational choice of ultimate axioms of judgement”.?

Apel explains that Weber is one of the “co-founders of that system of
complementarity of the Western ideology [Komplementaritatssystems
der westlichen Ideologie]” according to which

“the praxisin the public domain of life—in the spheres of palitics, law and science —
has to be regulated exclusively from the value-neutral rationality of science and
technology, and thus the guidelines for goals and judgement have to derive from
agreements in the sense of democratic majority decisions. In contrast, mordity —
just asreligion — hasto be exclusively a private matter.” %

19 Herethe concern for the largest, global range of reflection on politica responsibil-
ity —expressed especidly in Chapter 3—and that of the inevitable reflection on the
means of responsible political action — introduced especidly in Chapter 6 — are
thus re-introduced from another angle.

20 Cf.DV 39-40.

21 DV 56.

22 DV 56-57.
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Hence Apd’s characterisation of public or politica decision-making in the
frame of Weber's thought on responsibility asirrationa . Thisinherent irra-
tiondism of political respongbility would then be at the origin of the tradi-
tion of criticism against what is considered to be Weber’ s decisonism.

This criticism of Apel’sisamed a a Weberian responsibility as prac-
tised under normad circumstances and that entails isolated political deci-
son-making in the face of the particular needs of a situation. However,
even though the entire thrust of Apd’s ethico-palitical reflection is aimed
at “saving” politicsfrom this“irrationdism”, he doesn't deny that in extreme
cases or borderline situations (Grenzsituationen) one could till be forced
to that kind of decision. But asfar as Apel is concerned, thisisonly avalid
manner of responding to highly exceptional circumstances® This important
concession to what he considers to be irrationdity is given a very specific
place within his description of the requirements for a new theory of re-
sponsihility, the thrust of which | have fully supported — | cite the same
passage, thistimefully:

“However, what would be called for in the present crisis of the technico-scientific
civilisation on a planetary scae, is much more than an ethics of existentia border-
line situations— an ethics that could even possibly [womdglich] depend on irrationa
final decisons. What is called for is something like an ethics of common responsi-
bility of solidarity for humanity in the sense of a communicative negotiation of in-
terests and advice on situations” %

Apel thus acknowledges for dl his transcendental pragmatic foundation of
discourse ethics, some form of ethics that would be more than, but not
excluding,?® an ethics of existential extreme situations, which can arrive at
responses to those exceptiond situations, only by means of ultimately non

23 Cf.DV 40.

24 Inthecurrent study, | shal not enter into the detail of the thorny issue of exception
in its reldion to the debates concerning decisioniam. My reader will not be sur-
prised to hear thet | find a certain form of decisionism —adecisonism of gpplica
tion, but not a decisionism of foundation — one of the possible manifestation of
Levinas ethics (for the digtinction see Eckard Bolsinger “Was ist Dezisionismus?
Rekongtruktion eines autonomen Typs politischer Theorie”, in Politische Viertel-
jahresschrift 39/3, 1998, pp. 471-502, here p. 472). | have indicated one way in
which to consider Levinas ethicsin relation to Schmitt’s thought on political the-
ology and sovereignty in “The State and politics in a post-colonid, globa order.
Recongtruction and criticism of a Levinasan perspective’, in SA Publiekreg / SA
Public Law 24/2, 2009, pp. 352-369, here § 5.

25 DV 23-24, | emphasise“even possbly”.

26 Apd says explicitly of thiskind of stuationd ethics that it “doesn’'t meet the re-
quirements of the moment”, but adds. “dthough it is by no means obsolete, asthe
borderline Stuations of solitary decision definitely exist (dtuations in which eve-
ryone hasto choose hisher gods, asM. Weber said|[...])” (DV 23).
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reason-bound decisions — i.e,, under these circumstances a Weberian re-
sponsibility without any recourse to a deontologica ethics or to an ethic of
principle would be in order. Under such circumstances, the enormity of the
context overrides the authority of the principles and the responsibility has
to be devated to a principle?” Such situations cannot be avoided, but the
dilemma that they bring to light should not be generdised ether, according
to Apel. Now, this poses a chalenge to my criticism of Levinas palitics,
since (as shown in my commentary on the fatd “for instance” from the
Kearney interview in Chapter 6, § 2.2.) “sometimes’ a Levinasian politics
can find recourse to very extreme means and might (as | have shown
above in comparing his responsibility to Weber’s ethic of principle) even
develop into an eschatological violence. And here, in the current discussion
of Apel’s appropriation of Weber, Levinas seems to have found an un-
expected aly: from one of the most serious representatives of a contem-
porary re-actualisation of deontological ethics, comes the recognition of
exceptional states in which a priori, universal principles have to cede to
considerations of the circumstances and a communicative ethics makes
way for an ethics of extreme Situations.

3 FOUR OBJECTIVES FOR A THEORY
OF POLITICAL RESPONSIBILITY

A number of important impetuses for further reflection concerning the de-
ployment of a Levinasian responsihility, and responsibility in generd, in
its politica dimension could be derived from Apel’s project, asit has been
shown to fit with Levinas and Weber at the sametime. Apel’ s appropriation
of Weber's ethics of responsibility, or rather, his recognition that there is
something indispensable in a consequentidist responsibility to complete
his principled ethical re-appropriation of a Kantian deontology could show
what the chalenges are that one faces when reflecting “after Levinas’ on
political responsibility in a globalised world. Both the positive elements of
Apd’'s evauation of Weber's ethics of responsbility and the negative
criticism thereof, present us with important categories for asking what a
theory of responsibility should be able to do and what it should look like. |
have argued above (Chapters 6 and 7) that Levinas cannot but recognise

27 As| have explained above, and as explained by Apd with reference to Weber's
remark about the connection between the ethic of responsibility and the ethic of
principle (in“Eticadd discursoy globalizacion.” op. cit. p. 101.)
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that the consequences of ethical conduct have ethica meaning, namely
that considerations regarding the consequences belong to the essence of
the moment of decision making in the face of the plurdity of others. Practi-
cdly dl of the traits that Levinas theory of responsibility shares with that
of Weber follow from this finding. Now, just as | have magnified the
implications of Levinas notion of responsibility for the domain of the
political by looking at it through the lens of Weber, we can now amplify a
number of requirements for re-conceiving responsibility after Levinas, by
looking at it through the lens of Apel.

First, if the consequences of ethica action participate in the very
meaning of the ethical, then it isimpossible to avoid thinking about eth-
ics not exclusively in terms of the meaning of the face of the other (or in
terms of transcendental pragmatics, in the case of Apel), but aso to think
strategically. All of this seems to me in line with Levinas' recognition
that, in the face of the plurdity of others, one should compare the in-
comparable and act accordingly. Not thinking strategically would
amount to clinging in a principled ethical manner to a cosmic-ethica
realism that has centuries ago already been problematised convincingly
by the world religions.” In other words, since thereisin Levinas no such
necessary correlation between action that is done in response to the appea
of the others and the beneficial outcomes of those responses, the subject
has to think strategicaly. Strategic thinking necessarily means not obeying
al of the others completely, but having to prioritise and ultimately to
make sacrifices in the name of the maximisation of justice.

Second, if an ethicsof responsihility isthen an ethics of consequencesand
therefore of strategy, then Weber' s description of responsibility istoo smple.
Or more precisgly, whereas Weber devotes alot of attention to describing at
least the contemporary socia conditions under which onewill haveto take up
responghility if one hasthe vocation for palitics, his Politics as a vocation is
insufficient to unpack the different forms of responsibility that one could as-
sume or be made to take up in different spheres of socia and politica redity.
Reflection on these different forms and dimensions of responsibility® is,

28 Cf.PaV 123/ PaB 444.

29 By “formsand dimensions of respongbility” | shal henceforth refer to thetypica
distinguishable configurations through which responghility is socidly integrated.
These types might be more or less stable roles and more or less distinguishable,
depending on historica circumstances; the forms and dimensons dso involve the
roles and competences of the subject of responghbility in society, which in tun
impacts on the sphere of influence, the circle of people, things and eventsthat are
influenced, the scales of competence, the nature of activities, relationships be-
tween people, etc. Usualy the forms and dimensions of responsibility refer to the
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however, indispensablefor agenera theory of responsibility —of which Levi-
nas aspired a least to uncover the judtification (and evenif thisgenera theory
implies a generdisation of the palitical to the entire socid redlity®). Taking
the forms and dimensions of responsibility serioudy, means thus to engage
with the inevitable drategic nature of responsbility and the embeddedness
thereof inahigtorical context and anetwork of possible means, and can there-
fore not smply be assmilated to an enthusiasm for technocratic solutions (see
aso point three, below). Whoever hasto think strategicaly about responsibil-
ity, necessarily hasto think of the different conditions under which one hasto
be responsible and the forms of responsibility that one should carry. Eveniif,
from aLevinasian point of view, al such rolesremain forever open to critica
intervention from the sde of ethics, from whence they would dways seem
likealimitation of infinite responsbility and an dibi to shake off or shift over

digtinguishable aspects of tempordity (prospective, retrospective), subjectivity
(individud- or co-responsiility), conditiondity (formal, informal, legal, contrac-
tud), modality (responsibility for action, for failing to act or preventing someone
from acting), and so forth. The point here is not to work out these forms and di-
mensions, but to integrate thought on them in a project of reflection on responsi-
bility in its political nature after Levinas. Expositions regarding the forms and di-
mensions of responsibility can be found in most introductions to the philosophy of
respongibility; see particularly Hans Lenk’s detailed presentation “ Typen und Di-
mensionen der Verantwortlichkeit”, in Konkrete Humanitét. Vorlesungen Gber
Verantwortung und Menschlichkeit, op. cit. pp. 261-284.

It would be misguided to reduce the forma aspect of responsihility to that of the
contractua obligetions of the stereotypica bureaucrat (asis dl too often done).
The person that is unexpectedly confronted with someone in need and the libera-
tion fighter can equally be shown to be informed by certain pre-existing forms of
responghility as they play out ther responsibility outsde of an indtitutiona
framework and it would not be correct to consder their attempts at responsible ac-
tion (supererogatory or transgressing) as smply formless. What is at issue in the
discussion of forms of responghility is not to predetermine responsible action in-
dependently of the Situation of action (it cannot be done), nor to diminate conflict
between the multiple roles that every person holds (it cannot be done) — the issue
isthat responghbility action cannot exist without it.

| am not ignorant of the fact that such considerations about the forms and dimen-
sions of respongibility would, in Levinas mind, largely be consdered derivatives
of originary responsibility and for this reason not only secondary, but aso mere
trandations and therefore dready treasons againgt originary responsibility. My
point is that even if this is accepted, the practica execution (trandation) of origi-
nary responsibility on the leve of politics (thet is, in principle, dl action) partici-
pates in the meaning of the originary imperative and that one therefore must con-
sider the whole when reflecting on political responsihility.

30 Let it be repested here that | share, with Levinas, Ricoeur’s conviction that the
political is not merely one amongst different spheres of socid life, but a unifying
agpect of them. However, this does not mean that the entire socia existence could
be reduced to or exhaustively explained in political terms.
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responsihility, these roles of responsibility should be considered indispensa
blein the execution of responsihility, also in the execution of atruly Levina
sian responsihility. The person that exposes or denounces al the sacrifices
madein respect to thelegitimate appeal sof the othersand al thelimitationsor
compromises made to infinite repongbility by remaining true to the rules of
specific roles of respongbility, might well be ethicdly in the right, but aso
risks undermining the strategy necessary for effective service to the others.
Furthermore, such reflection on the strategy, conditions and roles of responsi-
bility would necessarily entail reflection on co-responsibility* —anotion that
iscompletely absent from Levinas, sinceif nobody can respond in my placeto
the appedls of the others, the sharing of responsibility could, at best, be asec-
ondary derivative of my own responsibility, at worst, another dibi to shirk my
duty towards the others. The consequence of my arguments concerning pos-
sible fanaticism derived from a Levinasian ethics (Chapter 6, § 2.2.) should
show that adefect in reflecting on co-responsibility thoroughly could equally
do violenceto theinterest of the others. Furthermore, it seemsto meunder the
current conditions of the disenchanted polytheistic world impossible to con-
ceive of co-regponsibility between different ethical agents—for acontext that
demands drategic thinking, acting and sacrifice — without negotiation be-
tween the relevant partners concerning strategy and sacrifice, in fact concern-
ing everything entailed in ethical conduct. Negotiation between ethica part-
ners would not have a foundationd pretence here, but it does seem an indis-
pensable component in the execution of ethical conduct —at |east when ethics
in a context larger than just the very narrowest of interpersond relations is
concerned. That such negotiation could take different forms conjugating dif-
ferent degrees of participation, engagement, consultation with specidists,
concessions, reason and pressure seems undeniable. However it does seem
that there arelimitsto such negotiationsthat could not be transgressed without
putting the collaborative ethical endeavour at risk.

31 Itisprobably more prudent to understand co-responsibility (Mitverantwortung) as
“shared respongibility”, rather than “ coll ective responsibility”, as distinguished by
Iris Young (in “Responghility, Socia connection, and Global labor justice’, in
Global challenges. War, self-determination, and responsibility for justice. Cam-
bridge and Maden: Polity, 2007, pp. 159-186). She defines shared responsibility
as “apersond responghility for outcomes or the risks of harmful outcomes, pro-
duced by agroup of persons. Eachis persondly responsible for outcomesin apar-
tid way, since he or she done does not produce the outcomes; the specific part
that each plays in producing the outcome cannot be isolated and identified, how-
ever, and thusthe respongibility is essentialy shared.” (p. 179).

32 The passage from Levinas to different forms of didogical or discourse ethics is
opened in thisway and will have to be elaborated on in future reflection.
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Third, if the consequences, strategy and roles of responsibility are
essential elements of an ethics of responsibility, then the socio-historical
and cultura context of the ethical decision making becomes extremely
important, since consequences, strategy and roles are al equally consti-
tuted by historically contingent processes. Consequently, this means that
responsibility cannot be contemplated without considerations to the his-
toricaly contingent means by which that responsibility is to be realised;
strategy and roles are determined by the means that are available for re-
sponsible action and reflection on consequences is necessarily reflection
on means. Therefore means —whether conceived in terms of technology,
systems or ingtitutions — are a constituting factor of responsibility. Fur-
thermore, in the erain which we live, the global extent and influence of
means of action as well as of the context of action, should be considered
the ultimate horizon, as Apel correctly pointed out and as | have shown
the implications of Levinas reflections on totalitarianism and the post-
colonial order to be.*® Also, the question of the means at one's disposal
for action, would necessarily lead to considerations concerning the sus-
tainability of their use and thus about ecology.* At the same time, none
of these reflections about means and the consequences of their use could
be imagined without the recourse to expertise. These include not only
the sciences and law (including the law-enforcement systems), but also
insight into the nature of action, means and consegquences so as to avoid
the moralism engendered by context-ignorance.®

33 See Chapter 3. This is dso an essentid aspect of Bernasconi’s conclusion con-
cerning the re-conception of ethics for the current globdised world: “If globalisa
tion means to live in a world in which the notions far and neear, foreigner and
neighbour, do not have the same meaning for us as before, since they can be seen
to belong to the same sphere, then the hunger of those that are pushed to the re-
motest periphery, represent the fundamenta point of reference” in “Globdis-
ierung und Hunger”, in Im Angesicht der Anderen. Levinas’ Philosophie des Poli-
tischen. Pascd Delhom and Alfred Hirsch (eds). Zirich and Berlin: Digphanes,
2005, pp. 115129, citation p. 125.

34 | date this as a very minimum entrance to the question of an ethics of ecology.
Other, non-anthropocentric approaches would of course award a much more
prominent placeto the responsibility to non-human forms of existence. Although |
do not ignore the importance of these kinds of considerations, they are not my
concern here.

35 That thisintroduces at the same time the risks involved in technocracy and exper-
tocracy has been forcefully argued by such authors as Habermas and Slama. But
my point isthat responsibility asks for engagement with these problems. Similarly
an engagement with the complexities of agency (as in the thought of Ricoeur,
which will be focused on in the next Chapter) should enforce on€'s vigilance
agang moraism.
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Fourth, (linking with the first point) the fact of being responsible for dif-
ferent others at the same time necessitates strategic thinking about ethical ac-
tion and hence about sacrifice. One cannot merely do the right thing —onehas
to decide what the best course of action is. One has to weigh, or as Levinas
says, compare the incomparable. But this meansthat, in certain higtorical cir-
cumgtances, ethica agents might consider radical means of answering the
gpped of the othersto bethe appropriate thing to do —they might consider the
apped of the others, asthey hear it, to override the indtitutionalised organisa-
tion of matters as it isin place in their fidld of action. They would, in other
words, fed themsalves ethicaly obliged to obey the apped of the others,
rather than the laws or rulesin force—not, perhaps, out of alack of respect for
the law, but out of a conviction that the urgency of the gpped of the other re-
quires an exception. Responsibility isan ethics of uncertainty; as an ethics of
consequences it keepsitsalf open to unforeseen or unforeseeable redisations
of itsdlf, even if it is driven by context-independent imperatives. In fact, re-
spongbility isan ethicsof equity, in the sensethat it wayshasto consder the
possible conflict between the “letter” and the “spirit” of its obligation. As
shown in Apdl’s concession, it is not possible to avoid limit situations, and
under these extreme situations the normal response makes way for excep-
tiona responses. Thiscould entail abandoning on€ sreflection on the circum-
stances and smply executing the rule; it could equally beto follow on€'sin-
terpretation of the circumstances to the detriment of therule. But onething is
clear —onehasto decide: not only on what oneisgoing to do, but on whether
and to what degree the context of action conditutes an exception. The pair
decision-exception thus makes an integra part of a proper theory of responsi-
bility. And it makesasignificant differenceif onereflects on responsiility by
starting from the question of theexception, or if oneinterpretsthe exception as
the last outgrowth of the common everyday practice of responsihbility. Ulti-
mately, reflection on the exception joinsameditation on evil *

In these four points | hope to capture the task of atheory of responsibility
“after Levinas’. The requirements for such atheory of responsibility might
not be entirely new —my use of Weber and Ape to make this point should
be ample recognition of this fact.®” However, what is new, asfar as| can

36 Of which | find Levines presentation very unstisfactory — cf. De I’éthique a la
justice 60ff. A much more convincing reflection on evil (in which achapter isadso
devoted to Levinas) is Richard Berngtein's Radical evil. A philosophical interro-
gation. Cambridge: Polity, 2002.

37 From the vadt literature on politics and responsihility, the following deserve to be
singled out: Kurt Bayerz (ed.), Verantwortung: Prinzip oder Problem?. Darm-
stedt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesdllschaft, 1995 and Ludger Heidbrink and Alfred
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see, isthe double claim that (1) dl of these are necessary consequences of
reflecting on the implications of Levinas responsibility as it takes effect
on the level of the palitica and (2) that they are not secondary derivatives
of the primary meaning of ethics, but part of the very meaning of ethics, if
one thinks the implications of a Levinasian responsibility through. Ye,
most of thisislargely, if not completely, absent from his thought.

These requirements, this task, are what our study of Levinas leaves
us with. It would ssimply be foolhardy to attempt to work that out in the
current context. Instead, these four requirements will be developed in
Chapter 9 with the help of our last interlocutor, Paul Ricoeur.

Hirsch (eds). Staat ohne Verantwortung? Zum Wandel der Aufgaben von Staat
und Politik. Frankfurt and New Y ork: Campus Verlag, 2007.






Chapter 9

Ricoeur’s contribution

to a notion of political responsibility
for a globalised world

Having in the two previous Chapters first sharpened the contours of the im-
plications of Levinas notion of responsbility and its politica deployment
and then outlined the four basic tasks for the further eaboration of a generd
theory of politica responsibility in Levinas wake, it is important in a third
movement to consider the possible implications of such a fourfold progres-
sion in the reflection on pogt-Levinasian responsibility. The interlocutor
chosen to aid me in magnifying the implications of the task of further devel-
oping the nation of palitica responsbility is Paul Ricoeur. He is used here
not in order to hold him up asthe bearer of the ultimate solution to thistask —
not least because the theme of responsibility isleft in a somewhat undecided
state in hiswork. Rather, the complex manner in which he integrates aspects
of both Weber and Levinas notions of responsibility makes him suitable to
help explore the potentia of the subsequent restructuring of Levinas' respon-
sibility for our current purposes. The aim isthus not to present a comparison
of Ricoeur and Levinas, but to inquire into the magnifying potentia that we
can obtain from Ricoeur’ s ethico-palitical thought for our project of a politi-
ca responghility for a globaised world. At the same time, this exercise
would aready suggest a number of ways by which my concerns, born of a
critical examination of Levinas, can be pursued by different means. | shdl
therefore not attempt an exhaugtive presentation of Ricoeur’s ethico-politica
thought, but only elaborate on possible contributions that his work could
meake to a fuller understanding of the requirements that crystallised from my
Levinas-Weber-Apd reading.
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If Ricoeur iswell suited for thistask, it is not only because of the inher-
ent merit of hiswork, but also because it isfairly naturd to place himin the
line of my Weberian exploration. Although it would obvioudy not be correct
to reduce his palitical thought to his Weberian heritage, it can be argued that
an examination of the way in which Ricoeur received Weber and the place
accorded to that reception in his own thought, would give avalid and fruitful
entry to Ricoeur’s ethico-palitical thought. Consequently, Ricoeur’s contri-
bution to the project of a post-Levinasian theory of politicd responsihility
will have to start with a clarification of his orientation in political philosophy
and his appropriation of Weber (8 1). This can be done best through an ex-
amination of asdlection of histexts from the late 1950s. However, the accent
in this study is on Ricoeur's “Little ethics” and the eaborations on it in the
1990s (to which the discussion will go over in § 2). A brief overview of the
“Littleethics’ is needed to map theterrain in which the subsequent reflection
on political responsibility will be placed (8§ 3). Having thus prepared the ex-
ploration, Ricoeur’s contribution to the four requirements for a theory of po-
litical responsibility —as developed in Chapter 8 —will be proposed (8 4).

1 RICOEUR’S POLITICAL PARADOX
AND APPROPRIATION OF WEBER

It is well known that the essay “The political paradox” (1957) marks an
important moment in the formation of Ricoeur’s political philosophy.
While he wrote texts of political philosophy before that, and even texts
in which themes from the 1957 essay were anticipated, Ricoeur himself
explains retrospectively that

“[i]t is true that my subsequent reflections in political philosophy have stemmed
from thisinitial text.”*

The figure of the political paradox is a recurrent theme that structures Ri-
coeur’s political thought over many decades, and it is clear that when in
the late 1980s and 1990s he develops his“Little ethics’ (petite éthique), heis
4till concerned with an examination and degpening of the idea of the political
paradox.?

The repeated use of the expression “the political paradox” might mis-
lead one to think that an unequivoca definition can be given for it. Ye, it

1 C&C95/CC147.
2 Cf.RF80.
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would be more exact to refer to the expression “the politica paradox” asa
pattern of interpretation of which the interpretational potential is gradualy
discovered and explored, as Ricoeur develops his reflection on the political.
A definition of “paradox” from one of Ricoeur’s later texts might be help-
ful to come to afirst approximation of the figure of the political paradox.
A paradox is

“adtuation in which two contrary theses equally oppose being refuted and, as a
result, require being preserved or abandoned together”*

and in contradistinction to an antinomy, where two theses do not belong to
the same discursive universe, in the paradox they do. Of course, | do not
maintain that thisis the exact definition that Ricoeur had in mind when he
drafted the 1957 essay, but rather that this definition suffices to clarify this
dominant pattern of research in Ricoeur’s political philosophy.

This research pattern, this situation of thought stuck between two op-
posing theses, concerns the specificity of the political or of political
power.* The difference and relation between the two theses could be profiled
in a number of ways. the paradox concerns the palitica and palitics, the
form and force of politics® the power of willing to live together and the
|legitimate recourse to violence by the power of domination,® the horizontal
and the vertical political dimensions,” the legidative and the executive
powers? the rationality particular to the political and the foundational vio-
lence thereof,” the encompassing nature of the political with respect to the
different spheres of society and the encompassed nature of politics as one
amongst the spheres of society (englobant — englobg).™

In order to make my way towards a more detailed presentation of this
paradox and to dign this presentation with my generd srategy for this Part
of the book —namdly to reflect on palitica respongbility with Max Weber's
essay on Politics as a vocation as stimulus — another important characteristic

RTJ19, 73/ J1 27, 86.
C&C96/CC 148, 149.
OAA 257/ SA 299.
C&C99/CC153.
C&C99/CC152.
C&C105/CC 161.

C&C 96,98/ CC 149, 151.

0 C&C 103, 104 / CC 159, 160. See dso Bernard Dauenhauer’s recapitulation of
the dimensions of the politica paradox in Paul Ricoeur. The promise and the risk
of politics. Lanham, et al.: Rowman and Littlefield publishers, 1998, pp. 211-212,
which draws on Ricoeur's “Fragilité et responsabilité’, in Eros and Eris. Contri-
butions to a hermeneutical phenomenology. Paul van Togeren . d. (eds).
Dortrecht, et al.: Kluwer, 1992, pp. 295-304.
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of its development by Ricoeur needs to be mentioned: next to a series of
other authors, Weber is assgned an important role in the elaboration of the
politica paradox. The very first time that the notion of the political paradox
appears (at the beginning of the essay “ The political paradox”) it is presented
intermsthat could be said to reflect a Weberian agenda:

“Techniques change, human relationships evolve depending upon things, and yet
power unveils the same paradox, that of a twofold progress in rationality and in
possibilities for perversion.”**

Since Weber’s work on the Protestant work ethics, the adjective “Webe-
rian” may be applied to any idea of a history of increasing rationality
and its dark flip side, emblematically referred to asthe “iron cage’. Even
if Weber is not referred to by name, and no facile identification of Ri-
coeurian and Weberian terms is intended, the resonance of the Weberian
theme in Ricoeur is undeniable. Yet, the importance of Weber for Ri-
coeur’s political paradox is not so much in the development of the form
of the paradox, than in the particular place designated for Weber in the
paradox. Ricoeur repeatedly uses Weber's definition of political power
as the monopoly on the ultimate recourse to legitimate violence, as the
precise formulation of the vertical power of politics, of the executive
power of domination. Not only does this serve (in 1957) to explore the
particular nature of political evil, but consequently, it servesimplicitly to
launch the question concerning the nature and constitution of legitimacy
and the question concerning the limitation of that power. Let's then see
how Ricoeur presents his political thought in this key text.

When we turn to “The palitical paradox”, it is clear that Ricoeur is con-
cerned with arguing for the irreducible particularity of political rationaity
and political harm or evil (mal). The paradox resides in the fact that these
two particul arities oppose each other, but can be reflected on only together:

“This paradox must be retained: that the grestest evil adheresto the grestest rationdity,
that thereis political aienation because the political isrelatively autonomous”*?

This paradox is theoreticaly indissoluble, but can be responded to by a
practical solution. What then is the autonomous rationdity of politics?
What is the nature of the particular alienation or evil of politics? And
how could this practical solution be clarified?

The Greeks, and Arigtotle in particular, taught us the meaning and sig-
nificance of the fact that human beings are essentidly, and not accidentaly,
politica beings. The rationdity of the political is derived from this a politi-

11 HT 248/HV 29%5.
12 HT 249/ HV 296, trandation modified.
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ca being, that grivesto live well, ams at the good through life in the State.
Politicd rationdity is ateleologica raiondity that ams a “contributing to
the humanity of people’,* by living together in a State, as citizens, and by
practising virtues of participation in power. One acquires these virtues by
living in the State and they not only define the individua as citizen, but make
the individua into a human being. The rules and means of other spheres of
socid interaction (e.g., economy) are deemed subservient to, or at least
neatly distinct from, the teleology of politics™* The tyrant is a secondary
phenomenon of the paliticad and can be understood and judged only in the
light of the inherent rationality and autonomy of the palitical.

Ricoeur finds a second essential component of the particularity of
the political in Rousseau’ s socia contract:

“The great, invincible idea of the Socia Contract is that the body politic is born
of avirtual act, of a consent which is not an historical event, but one which only
comesout in reflection.”*®

Unlike the case with Hobbes' notion thereof, this consent to the socia con-
tract is not an exercise by which freedom is exchanged for security, but the
entry of individuasinto acivil existence by an act whereby al consent to the
law® and thus constitute— again, retrospectively and in reflection —the State,
and through the State constitute the citizens as free and equal . Whatever the
subsequent abuses of the law by powerful interest groups in the State may
be, the contract is the truth of politics and the redlity of the State.™® For Ri-
coeur, Rousseau essentialy continuesthe teleology of Arigtotle:

“In the two cases, with the Telos of the State and the generating pact of the genera
will, it isamatter of manifesting the coincidence of an individual and passiona will
with the objective and politica will, in short, of making man’s humanity pass
through legality and civil restraint.”*®

Hegdl’s notion of the State as reasonable organisation of individual free-
dom would be an extension of the sameidea.®

But even if thisis so, the politicd (le politique) never appearsin history
detached from poalitics (la politique); the political may show itself retrospec-
tively in reflection as reasonable organisation, but politics has to cope with

13 HT 250/ HV 297, trandation modified.
14 HT 265/HV 315.
15 HT 251/HV 299.
16 HT 252/ HV 299.
17 HT 252/HV 300.
18 HT 252/HV 300.
19 HT 253/HV 301
20 HT 254/ HV 302.
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uncertainty and has to make decisions in anticipation of an uncertain future,
moreover, it has to do so by using political power and the means particular to
politics.”* These means are characterised by “the monopoly over legitimised
physical constraint [le monopole de la contrainte physique légitimé]”.*
Whereas this “legitimacy” refers the force of political power back to the end
and form of the political, the relation between the monopoly on violence and
its legitimacy differs in intensity from case to case. Politics, in contradistinc-
tion to the political,”® is defined by power and by the means of its exercise
and it is here that the possibility of political evil takes root. This finding oc-
casions a new formulation of the political paradox: however the means, the
power, of politics may be used, it remains the instrument of the “historical
rationality of the State” > that is to say that the political, detached from the
power of politics, remains powerless, without effect; yet, the quest for the
good life through the State can be realised only by the means of the State that
carry in themselves the potential of evil use of the monopoly on the use of
violence. Or, formulated negatively,

“on the one hand, the meaning of power resides in the desire of a plurality of
people to live together; on the other hand, power dispossesses, nevertheless, all
those that do not exercise power from the capacity to decide.”®

The political can realise itself only through politics, yet politics has shown
itself often to be an unreliable partner: the power and even violence that is
needed to constitute the political can spend itself on the undermining of the
political — this is the political paradox. At the same time, the denunciation

21 HT 255/ HV 303. “From the political to politics [Du politique & la politique], we
move from advent to events, from sovereignty to the sovereign, from the State to
government, from historical Reason to Power.” (HT 255 / HV 303, translation
modified).

22 HT 255/ HV 303, translation modified; no explicit reference made to Weber by
Ricoeur.

23 Here Ricoeur refers explicitly to Politics as a vocation when he defines politics as

“the sum total of activities which have for their object the exercise of power,
therefore also the conquest and preservation of power. Step by step, politics will
encompass every activity whose goal or effect will be to influence the division of
power.” (HT 255 / HV 304). Cf. Also “The State is that reality that down to the
present has always included murder as condition for its existence, its survival and
first its institution.” (HV 288, my translation).
Note that here Ricoeur does not adopt the categorisation of Arendt where the po-
litical as the desire to live together is itself the source of political power and poli-
tics is defined in Weberian terms as the recourse to certain forms of the exercise of
power (C&C 99/ CC 152f).

24 HT 256/HV 304.

25 Marc Crépon, “Du “paradoxe politique’ a la question des appartenances”, in Paul
Ricoeur (Cahiers de L’Herne), Myriam Revault d’Allonnes and Francois Azouvi
(eds.). Paris: L’Herne, pp. 307-314, citation p. 309.
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of political evil becomes unintelligible if the human quest for the good
through poalitical being is not presupposed in that critique.

A long procession of paliticd thinkers throughout human history may
have denounced eventsin which the sovereign parades as sovereignty itsdlf,
but even o, a perfect harmony between the political and paliticsis unattain-
able”® However, it would be too smple to merely classify politica power as
evil, becausethe means of political action belong radicaly to the human being
asapalitica being. The evil of palitical power, isthe evil of the human being
as political being.?” Human beings can no more rid themselves of the di-
lemma of the use of political power, than from their essence as political be-
ings?® Although Ricoeur doesn't do soin thistext, he subsequently regularly
mentioned the fact, when referring to Weber’ s presentation of paliticsand the
unavoidable condtitution of power by violent means, that Weber presented
thispicture of politicsin an address made to naive pacifist students.* Ricoeur
too rgects this political naivety as can be derived from his insstence in the
essay “Thepolitical paradox” onthefact that hisexposition of the evil of poli-
ticsis motivated by a quest for lucidity and an attempt to remain politicaly
vigilant.*

This lucidity and vigilance are of considerable importance in making
the trangition from the theoretical to a practicd reflection on the political
paradox, since whereas there is no theoretica (dis-)solution of the political
paradox — the two theses can be maintained only together —there is a practi-
cd solution toit. This practicd solution of the paradox consists of dlowing
the State enough power to do its beneficia work, but setting limits to that
power, or practising an “ethic of limited violence [éthique de la violence

limitée]” > In more concrete terms:

“the great problem of democracy concerns the control of the State by the people’,
which means

“to devise indtitutional techniques especially designed to render possible the exer-
cise of power and render its abuseimpossible”*

26 Cf.HT 259/HV 308.

27 HT 261/HV 310.

28 Cf.HT 261/HV 311

29 Eg,LI235

30 HT 261/HV 310, 311, respectively.

31 HT 262/ HV 312, my emphasis. Thisisacrucid expresson, sinceit isin practi-
cdly the same termsthat Ricoeur, two years later, suggests the coordination of the
ethic of principle and the ethic of responsibility be interpreted in Weber (see dis-
cussion below). It aso corresponds with the terms in which the nature of the po-
litical paradox was posed initsfirst use (see above).

32 HT 261f/HV 311 and s.e HT 264/ HV 314.
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How then does Ricoeur see the question of a politica ethics of limited vio-
lence — this thoroughly Weberian question of redlism with regard to the
means of palitics? If the paradox of the palitica is a universd structure, in
other words if it is independent of historical contingencies of particular po-
litica forms, then it follows that there would dways be at least the possibility
of inditutiona digpositions of the State that would surpass the interest of a
power group within the State. One exampleis of particular importance here:
the universal intention of liberd politics since the 18th century surpasses the
contingent form of what sociaists would call the bourgeois State®® The
“universal” aspects of liberdism would be: (1) the independence of judges
with regard to the State, (2) the possibility of accessfor citizensto sources of
information and science that are generated independently from the State, and
this includes the freedom to form a public opinion, which in turn depends on
the freedom of the press, (3) the settlement of differences in interests be-
tween the State and the work force, even if it means recourse to strikes, and
(4) the control exercised by a democraticaly organised citizenry to negotiate
the tenson between long-term planning and continua discusson. Hence
Ricoeur’'s conclusion thet if the term “liberalism” is to retain any credit it
stands for a formulation of the political paradox from the perspective of
liberty:

“ether that the State founds freedom by means of its rationality, or that freedom
limits the passions of power through its resistance.”*

The find consderations of Ricoeur's exposition of the politica paradox
clearly battles with the question of the inevitable use of the violent means
that define the State® and thus attempts to accompany reflectively the
Weberian issue of apalitica ethic of respongibility. Although Ricoeur draws
the terms describing this issue from Weber (amonggt others) and Politics as
a vocation in particular, in the essay on “The politica paradox” he doesn’t
make mention of the notion of an ethic of responsbility and thus the ques-
tion of how he would articulate the different concerns recorded by Weber in
the opposition between the ethic of responsbility and the ethic of principle
remainsin suspense.

33 HT 267/HV 317-318.

34 HT270/HV 321.

35 Ashedoesin atext of the same year in “State and violence” (HT 234ff / HV
287ff). Although Weber is never mentioned in this essay, he is even more present
by implicit illusions to the most important aspects of his palitical thought.
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For aresponse to this question one could perhapsturn to the curiouslittle
essay “Ethics and politics” (1959),% written shortly after “The politica para-
dox” as commentary on the then recently published French trandation of
Politik als Beruf.>” My choice of the word “curious’ is deliberate. One could
safdy say that the six pages of smple exposition are successful as introduc-
tion to the paper of Weber, but that it is otherwise uneventful. One notes that
the quedtion of legitimate violence is centra in this expostion, asit isin
“The political paradox” and “ State and violence” (aso of 1957) and that this
violence is the means of the State and its defining characterigtic. That vio-
lence is organicaly fused with the politica suffices to evoke the question
concerning an ethics of politics —which Weber does with his distinction be-
tween an ethic of principle and an ethic of responshility. These derive their
meaning not only from the historica conditions in and for which Weber
wrote, but dso from the more general characteristics of palitics in the mod-
ern era. Weber's question, then, is to understand what a personisto be like,
who lives under these conditions for palitics (and not merely of palitics).
Such a person has to have a passionate devotion for the cause, a cool reflec-
tive vision of the state of affairs and then also responsihility (aswe have dso
seen in Chapter 7). And it is here that Ricoeur’s fairly uneventful commen-
tary becomes interesting. Without commenting on the detail of the ethic of
principle and the ethic of responghility, Ricoeur first inssts that Weber
shows alot of repect for the ethic of principle of the Gospd and for theim-
perative of responsibly taking on the consequences of action by onesdlf —
this twofold respect prohibits Weber from taking pleasure in the thorny con-
flicts associated with political decison-making. Then, having posed thistwin
respect of Weber for the two poalitica ethics, Ricoeur clams that Weber
does't cdll for argjection of the ethic of principle, Snceit is exactly because
of the fact that the ethic of principle is “impregnable’ (inexpugnable)® that
there is a problem (supposedly of the ethical orientation of political decision
making). Furthermore, Ricoeur reads Weber to mean that

“for souls that are not dead, there is always a moment that can neither be planned,
nor stipulated, when the ethic of principle blocks the person that acts according to
the rule of responsibility and suggests, as Socrates demon that said always no:
‘Up to here, but no further [Jusqu’ici, mais pas plus loin]." It is not said either
that this contradiction is without solution; it is rather a test [épreuve] in al the
meanings of the word — and this test makes a choice inevitable.”*

36 LI 235-240.

37 Thisisasfar as| know, the only lengthy commentary of Ricoeur on this paper of
Weber.

38 LI240.

39 LI240.
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Thiscitation in which we find Ricoeur’ sreading of the coordination between
thetwo ethics of politics of Weber is curious for anumber of reasons.

(1) Fird, instead of declaring the ethic of principle a possible, but inap-

propriate ethic for contemporary politics (as Weber does), Ricoeur
sees it playing an equal but different role from the ethic of responsi-
bility in political decision making.

(2) Second, instead of eevating the ethic of responshility to alevel of prin-

ciple (as | have shown Weber does), responsibility is bound in atension
with the ethic of principlethat hasits own independent roleto play.

(3) Third, thisrole of the ethic of principle does not consigt of shying away

from or refusing to contemplate and assume the consequences of action
(as Weber defines the ethic of principle), instead, the ethic of principleis
redeployed as setting limits to the ethic of respongbility, that means in
fact that the ethic of principle now consigts of embracing the ethic of re-
sponsibility that contemplates and assumes the consequences of action
within the limits set to it by the ethic of principle, in order to set those li-
mitsto it. This new role assgned to the ethic of principle is enforced by
two further improvisations. On the one hand Ricoeur equates it with the
Socratic “no”; one could perhaps see it as the negation thet is the root of
deontologica thinking (see discussion below). On the other hand Ri-
coeur renders the words, attributed legendarily to Luther, in a very odd
manner: “Jusgu’ici, mais pas plusloin” —not only does he not follow Ju-
lien Freund' s trandation (even though his paper was written to celebrate
the new trandation!), but aso, athough in meaning Ricoeur' strandation
corresponds with the Freund trandation, it is an incorrect rendering of
“ich kann nicht anders, hier steheich” (by which Weber cites Luther, but
inverts the two halves of the phrase, PaB 448). Gerth and Millstrandate:
“Herel stand; | can do no other” (PaV 127); | trandate it somewhat free-
ly as“Thisis my position and it is impossible for me not to hold it” or
“This is what | think is to be done and | shal not budge on it”, but
Freund trandates it as: “Je ne puis faire autrement. Je m' arréte 181" (41
can do no other. | stop here!”) and Ricoeur then: “Jusgu’ici, mais pas
plusloin” (“Up to here, but not further”). This trandation clearly serves
the purpose of assigning an independent role to the “no” of principled

40

Max Weber, Le savant et le politique. Julien Freund (trand.). Raymond Aron (in-
tro.), Paris Plon, 1959, p. 199. The more recent trandaion by Catherine Colliot-
Théléne reads very smilarly: “Je ne peux faire autrement, jem'arréteici.” in Max
Weber, Le savant et le politique. Une nouvelle traduction. Paris: La Découverte,
2003, p. 204.
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ethics™ This“no” is presented in Ricoeur’s reading of Politics as a vo-
cation as the pronouncement of a practitioner of the ethic of responsbil-
ity that has equally internalised the ethic of principle, understood as the
setting of limitsto the range of actions responsibly assumable. However,
the words of Luther, in the mouth of Weber, seem rather to spesk of as-
suming or the consequences and undesired Sde-effects of one’ saction.

(4) Fourth, while affirming that there is no theoretica solution to this

conflict of ethical orientations (as Weber aso does), Ricoeur clams
that there is a practical solution possible (just as he claimed for the
response to the political paradox). Since this solution is practical,
cannot be dictated before-hand and thus condtitutes a test (épreuve),
it would be in order to cal this an exercise of phronésis between the
“excess’ of political power and the “deficiency” of the moral prohi-
bition. The phronetic choice is the moment of the exercise of power
within certain limits; it is the practical manifestation of an “ethic of
limited violence” as Ricoeur saysin 1957. It is aso this that Ricoeur
identifies as the heart of the vocation of palitics in the last sentence
of his 1959 essay. In other words, if the vocation of politics consists
of practising the ethic of limited violence, then it aso consists of
practically responding to the political paradox, notably by effecting
control over the exercise of State power.

41

On reflecting about how to interpret the relation between the two kinds of political
ethic, identified by Weber, Raymond Aron, in the introduction to the first French
trandation, concedes that there exids a veritable “antinomy” between the two
forms of ethic. However, he thinks it nonetheless reasonable to expect that “in the
majority of cases, prudence would suggest a reasonable compromisg” (“Introduc-
tion” in Le savant et le politique, op. cit. p. 46). Compromiseis of course necessi-
tated by the conflicting nature of politica interaction. Whereas the adherents of an
ethic of principle refuse to engage with this conflict, the responsible politica agent
does engage with the conflict, yet, not without sometimes being forced to pro-
nounce the principled ethical “no”: “Thereis no responsible person who will nat,
oneday or ancther, be forced to say ‘no’, whatever the price of it might be, weil er
nicht anders kann, because he can not do otherwise” (p. 46).

Like Ricoeur, Aron identifies the voice of the ethic of principle with saying “no”.
Although Aron is not very clear on the coordination of the two ethics, he ssemsto
believe that under extreme circumstances the ethic of responsihility transforms
into an ethic of principle where the regponsible agent is forced to say: “No, | don't
budge, whatever the price’. In this Aron is closer to Weber than Ricoeur. Ri-
coeur's“no” rather says “here | yidld, in order not to sacrifice what is of absolute
vaue, to gain what is merely of greet value’. For this reason it seemsimplausible
to identify Aron as the inspiration behind Ricoeur’s peculiar reading of this point
in Weber.
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In expounding his reading of the coordination between the ethic of principle
and the ethic of responsibility, Ricoeur is manifestly quite far from the text
of Weber, in fact, one learns in it much more about the thought of Ricoeur
than of the thought of Weber.*” For the purposes of my argument thisis a
very valuable discovery: Ricoeur appropriated Weber' s thought on politics
and responsibility in such a manner that he could, asit were, read his own
philosophica project from the text of Weber. And it is striking that the
schema of redlistic use of palitical power and violence, challenged by a
deontologica prohibition and thus requiring the arbitration of practical
wisdom, as derived here from a reading of Politics as a vocation, will be
the basic framework for reflecting on the normativity of political actionin
Ricoeur’s“Little ethics’ of the 1990s.

Let us, in concluson, develop this point: what do we learn about Ri-
coeur’s political thought from the emergence of the notion of the politica
paradox and the Weberian appropriation accompanying it? The palitica can
be understood only under the figure of a paradox. Human beings striving for
their fullest accomplishment through political existence need politica force
and even violence to condtitute and redise this political existence; a the
same time it is the means of poalitica life that carries the possibility of evil
abuse of that power. One could refer to the two dimensions of this paradox

42 Inasfa asalater text can be caled to witness for an earlier one, the essay “Tasks
of the politica educator” (1965) (in Political and social essays. David Steward
and Joseph Bien (eds). Athens Ohio University Press, 1974, pp. 271-293 /
LI 241-257) confirms this rendering of Ricoeur's gppropriation of Weber. Spesk-
ing of the difficult connections between politics and ethics, and thinking now
more on an inditutiond level than an individud level, Ricoeur clearly dtates: “I
want to say at once that | adopt as a working hypothesis, and | add as a persond
guideine, amost fruitful distinction which | borrow from the grest German soci-
ologigt of the beginning of this century, Max Weber.” He is equaly clear about
what itisthat he derives from Weber: “I am convinced, in fact thet the hedlth of a
collectivity rests ultimately on the jusiness of the relation between these two eth-
ics. On the one hand the ethic of principle is supported by culturd and intellectua
groups and by confessing communities, including the churches, which find here—
and not at al in palitics proper — ther true point of insertion. On the other hand,
the ethic of respongibility isaso the mordity of force, of methodologica violence,
of cdculated culpability.” (Political and social essays, op. cit. pp. 287-288 /
L1 253, trandation modified). What socid hedth needs, then, isto maintain these
two ethicsin “alively tenson [...]. For if we reduce the ethic of principle to the
ethic of responshility, we will sink to palitical reglism and Machiavellism, which
results from the constant confusion of means and ends. But on the other hand if
the ethic of principle pretendsto akind of direct action, we will Snk to dl theillu-
sons of mordism and clericaism. The ethic of principle can only operate indi-
rectly by the constant pressure which it exerts on the ethic of respongbility and
power.” (Political and social essays, op. cit. pp. 287-288/ L| 253-254).
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as the horizontal and the vertical aspects of the palitical. Whereas the hori-
zontal aspect is presented in 1957 epecidly with the aid of Arigtotle, Ri-
coeur will do so in the 1990s with the aid of Arendt™ — political power is
seen as condtituted by the will or desire to live together (vouloir vivre en-
semble) that represents the teleological aspect of human socid action. The
deontologicd force of the contract theory, presented by Ricoeur in 1957 with
reference to Rousseau, will in the 1990s be developed through a series of
studies on Rawls. But the deontol ogica moment of reflection on the palitical
is provoked in particular by the driftsin the use of means of palitical action,
that is, the means associated with domination, which is the vertical aspect of
the palitical. Ricoeur still presents this vertical agpect in the 1990s with re-
course to Weber's definition of palitics as the monopoly on the legitimate
use of violence® Even though the political will to live together and the
eventud use of violent means by politics are fataly joined, Ricoeur will still
indgst on and eaborate his conviction that the palitical stretches beyond the
sphere of politics and encompasses the other spheres of socia action.”® The
practical negotiation between the teleologica and the deontological moment
of ethics is a centra concern for Ricoeur in the 1990s. Accordingly, the
practice and limitation of politics through discussion® takes an important
place, amongst others, in Ricoeur’'s debate with discourse ethics. Also the
reflections on the just extends the thought about the settlement of disputes, of
conflicting claims. All of these points could serve to support Ricoeur's
(implicit) clam that in his “Little ethics’ and the elaborations on it, he was
providing “a sufficient anchorage” for his previous and contemporary work
on the paradoxes of politica power (RF 80). And inversely, as will follow
from the ensuing discussion, accepting the politica paradox is a condition
for theinteligibility of responsihility inits political dimension.

In order to make the transition from the 1950s to the 1990s and to
enforce the legitimacy of the claim that Ricoeur is (amongst others) occu-
pied with the Weberian concernsthat | have formulated eerlier, | shall find
my point of entry to the“Little ethics’ from amarginal essay of 1991.

43 On this, see Ricoeur's reading of Arendt, with the telling title: “Power and vio-
lence’ of 1989in LI 20-42.

44 OAA 194/ SA 227.

45 LI1288,TJ92/J 141, C&C101/CC156.

46 OAA 257-262/ SA 300-305. It should be noted that his exposition of discusson
follows directly from a reference to the political paradox and Weber's concern
about politics defining recourse to legitimate violence in Politics as a vocation —
see OAA 257/ SA 299.
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2 FROM THE POLITICAL PARADOX
TO ITS INTEGRATION IN THE “LITTLE ETHICS”

The “Postface au Temps de la responsabilité”*” could be considered aminor
text in Ricoeur's work of the 1990s, not leest because it is written as an
overview and interpretation of a collection of essays by other authors. Con-
sequently, in this text Ricoeur’s concern is first with presenting the opinion
of the authors of the book. However, & certain places his own voice comes
through very clearly. In categorising the contributions to the book in two
kinds, with regard to the way in which the notion of responsibility is treated
in them, Ricoeur discusses firgt the opposition between alogic of responsi-
bility and alogic of obedience,* before turning to the opposition between an
ethic of responsibility and an ethic of principle*® The resson why | would
like to comment on these latter few pages is thet they neetly take up the
question of the Weberian opposition between an ethic of responsibility and
an ethic of principle where we left it a the end of the 1950s. However a
number of terms that are crucid for Ricoeur's politicad and normative
thought in the 1990s are attached to this pair — in such a way that | may
claim that we find here, through afew remarks on the Weberian ethica cate-
gories, asmall entrance to Ricoeur’ s later palitica thought.

First Ricoeur ingsts on the problematic nature of the distinction: doesthe
categorisation of an ethic of respongbility and an ethic of principle mean that
responsihility goes without principle or conviction? Likewise does it deny
that principle or conviction™ invests people with responsibility? Having
questioned the absoluteness of this opposition, Ricoeur advances by main-
taining the close relaionship between these opposed ethico-political ap-
proaches and reflection on the political. The close tie is due to the fact that
the domain of the exercise of political power isascene of conflict — between
pragmétic political engagement and idedlistic mora conviction. It isimpor-
tant to note that Ricoeur claims that this is a commonly acknowledged in-
sight at least since Sophocles’ Antigone, because it is exactly by means of a
commentary on Antigone that Ricoeur introduces the notion of the tragic
nature of action in Oneself as another, where it will be explored under the
three dimensions of conflict (inditution, autonomy, respect) in the ninth
study (entitled “The salf and practica wisdom: conviction”).

47 LI 271-294.

48 LI 284ff.

49 LI 286ff.

50 For the sake of clarity, it needs to be recdled here that | consstently render We-
ber's Gesinnungsethik by ethic of principle, and thus dso when commenting on
Ricoeur' s use of theterm in the French trandation as* éhique de conviction”.
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It should, however, immediately be pointed out that the notion of princi-
ple (Ricoeur uses “conviction”) as Ricoeur comments on it in the * Postface”
and where “principle’” denotes, in accordance with Weber’ sinitid usage “an
‘idedligtic’ invocation of mord vaues, without consderation for the conse-
quences’,”* differs markedly (1) from its use in 1959 and 1965 where,
without a clear definition it denotes a positive contribution of non-political
intellectual, cultural and religious discourses to the hedlth of a collective by
remaining in constant tension with the political morality of force and vio-
lence® and (2) from its use in Oneself as another where conviction, together
with argumentation, keeps the difficult balance between teleology and de-
ontology. But as in 1965, Ricoeur here agrees with Weber that an idedist
ethics of principle—that is not willing to face up to what defines the exercise
of political power, namely the ultimate recourse to violence — is not worthy
of our human redity. Rether, whoever wants to engage with the redity of
politica action and decison making is, according to Ricoeur, immediately
caught up in the paradox of the political®® and thus he makes the link with
his earlier politica philosophy explicit. It is only when one enters this para:
dox of the “fragile conjunction” between the form (congtitution and State of
law in so far as they express the will to live together) and the force (origin
and use of violence) of political action™ that one is confronted with the
“tragedy of action” and hence, one might add, with the need for a practical
solution of the paradox.

In fact, this paradox manifests itself aso beyond the political sphere
in al matters pertaining to the use of power in action and where the
choices about the use of power arein effect political.™ To be quite clear,
Ricoeur specifies that

“After dl, the political is not a separate or additional sphere, but the place where
decisions are made on the scale of those historical communities that are the na-
tion States. The same problems will arise on the level of supra-state, European or
global authorities”*

This declaration is evidently of great concern for the current project, first
because it states the terms of a general notion of the palitical dimension
of action beyond the socia sphere of poalitics, and secondly, because it
already affirmsthe global reach of this principle.

51 LI288.
52 LI253.
53 LI287.
54 Cf.OAA 257/ SA 299.
55 LI288.
56 LI 288.
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Closdly tied to this is the affirmation of the need for a restriction of re-
sponsihility by something — for which the name ethics of principleis at least
a suitable place-holder — that would prevent the reflection on the use of
means in responsibility dipping into a brutaly one-sided calculation of effi-
ciency. In fact, responsibility should be rooted in a “conviction” (or princi-
ple), of which Ricoeur now gives his own circumscription, namely “the ob-
ligation to help the fragile [périsable]”.>" This re-definition of conviction is
remarkable, not only because it clearly rgjects the ethic of principle (or ethic
of conviction) understood as “an ‘idedidtic’ invocation of mora vaues,
without consideration for the consequences’ (as he did just before), but dso
as its new content embraces two idess that are very relevant for the current
project. First, theidea of “obligation” that is the key notion for the mordity,
for deontology, as part of Ricoeur's “Little ethics’ between teleology and
practica wisdom. Infact, if he here says that responsibility has to be moder-
ated by conviction that has the form of obligation, he refers (and | guard
againg atoo facile identification of the structures of the argument in the dif-
ferent loci of Ricoeur's work) to the coordination of the teleologica and the
deontologica for which the conflict of practical ethica conduct cals. Sec-
ond, this reading is reinforced when one consders that a few pages earlier,
Ricoeur carefully appropriates Jonas' s notion of responshility, but particu-
larly that part in which the Jonasian categorica imperative of responsibility
is foregrounded as the appropriate way to respond to the new dimensions of
human fragility:

“if the human being has become the fragile par excellence, the main moral maxim
becomes the exercise of moderation, restraint and even of refraining from action.”*®

Again the idea of limiting the scope of adoptable courses of action by arule
of conduct (maxime) is clear (even though it is done here, following Jonas,
under the name of “responghility” and not “conviction”!). One might &t this
point recal that in Ricoeur’s 1959 essay the vaue of the ethics of principle
was exactly sad to be its force of saying “nol” in the face of the exigencies
of politica efficiency. The character of negativity, or rather the force of
interdiction, we shdl seg, is the beginning of the mora order of obligation,
since morality responds primordialy with a“no!” to the violence committed
by some againg (the fragility of) others; but the interdiction implies aready
the ethical fromwhich the“no!” of moral indignation drawsit strength.*®

57 LI289.

58 LI 284.

59 LI 240.

60 OAA 221/ SA 258. A smple illustration of how this “no!” impregnates the
power of the State can be found in “Lajustice, vertu et inditution” (in La sagesse
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The specificity of the politica is then this conflict between responsibility
(astheeffort to giveformto the politica by themeans of palitics) and convic-
tion (or principle) of controlling the spontaneity of palitica action by the de-
mand to help the fragile. Subsequently, if one wants to understand human ac-
tion in its political dimension, beyond the sphere of palitics, by taking into
account ethical consderations (in as far as they can be shown to be philoso-
phicaly credible) and the very nature of politica actioninwhatever form, this
short passage from Ricoeur’ s“ Postface’ makes a series of important sugges-
tions. Asnormative should hold, not only considerations about obligation and
interdiction, but equally reflection on where obligation and interdiction draw
their srengths from; this should be donein full redlisation of the tregic nature
of human action. It isto these questionsthat we shall turn now.

3 POLITICAL ACTION BETWEEN CAPACITIES
AND CONFLICT

From the earlier Ricoeur, we have seen that the central figure of thought
of his political philosophy — the political paradox — is formulated,
amongst others, by an appropriation of Weber’'s definition of the State as
having a monopoly on the legitimate use of violence and of the idea of
responsibility congisting in the sober use of the (ultimately, violent)
means associated with political power. From the later Ricoeur, we have
seen that this Weberian distinction and coordination is appropriated, al-
beit through a reinterpretation thereof, to set out the need for the limita-
tion of or the control over the use of these political means. From this
perspective one could consider Ricoeur’s central notion of the political
paradox as a manner in which he positions himself in the extension of a
Weberian thought on political power and responsibility, more precisely,
with respect to the half of the paradox which has to do with the inevita-
ble recourse to the means of politica power and for the question of its
control, which isthe question of the practical solution to the paradox.

pratique. Autour de I’oeuvre de Paul Ricoeur. Jeffrey Barash and Mireille Dd-
braccio (eds). Amiens Centre régiond de documentation pédagogique de
I’académie d’ Amiens, 1998, pp. 11-28) where Ricoeur explicitly recognises the
Weberian definition of the State by its monopoly on public violence (p. 12), but
when it comes to the question of the death pendlty, he indsts: “But one thing is
sure and thet is that the State may not behave like the executioner and that there
should be akind of restraint, namely that State should prohibited itsalf [s’interdit]
to act likeamurderer.” (p. 16).



238 | POLITICAL RESPONSIBILITY FOR A GLOBALISED WORLD

However suitable Weber's thought might be in the development of
these key aspects of Ricoeur's political philosophy, it always has to be
situated within a broader development of his palitical thought. The Smplest
way to show this is to point out that the first half of the political paradox
hardly comes into view when one focuses only on the Weberian side of
the paradox. This first half of the paradox is represented by the political,
the essence of which is éaborated on in the larger ethico-poalitical theory
by the teleologica formula: “aming at the ‘good life' with and for others,
in just intitutions”.®* This formula encapsulates what Ricoeur calls ethics
or the ethical (I’éthique) and it is only in the confrontation between ethics
and what he calls morality or the moral (la morale) (that, without being
identical to it, takes the place of Weber’ s ethic of principle), that a context-
sensitive ethics of prudence can be deployed. With some reservations, that
will be formulated later, it isthe latter that gives us the best picture of what
aRicoeurian notion of palitical responsibility would look like.

The core of his ethico-political theory, first expounded in Oneself as
another (published in 1990, and then further developed in essays during
the decade that followed and of which most have found their way into the
two volumes of Le juste),*” takes form by a reflection on action in which
Ricoeur, not completely unlike Levinas,® confronts this question of action
by redirecting it to the question of the agent: Who is it that aims at the
good life with and for others in just ingtitutions? Therefore, in order to

61 OAA 172/ SA202.

62 An expostion of the philosophy of these books thet cover the same terrain asthe
present subsection is Olivier Abdl’s Paul Ricoeur. La promesse et la régle. Paris:
Editions Michaon, 1996. See dso the presentation and gppraisd of Ricoeur's
“Little ethics’ in Fred Dallmayr’s “ Ethics and public life. A critical tribute to Paul
Ricoeur” in Paul Ricoeur and contemporary moral thought. John Wall, Willam
Schweiker and W. David Hall (eds). New York and London: Routledge, 2002,
pp. 213-232.

63 Despite this amilarity it is clear from the outset that Ricoeur’s philosophica an-
thropological approach to the agent of ethico-palitica action differs considerably
from Levinas metaphysica or ontologica approach. The most significant aspect
of this difference is probably the importance attributed to pure passivity by Levi-
nas and the accent in Ricoeur on capacities and self-esteem. Ricoeur captured this
differencein aletter to Levinas (25 June 1990) by saying: “If thereis between you
and | some disagreement, it is to be situated exactly at the point where | maintain
that the face of the other could be recognised as source of questioning [interpella-
tion] and of injunction only if it turns out possible to arouse or to awake asdf es-
teem [understood in terms of ‘solicitude for others and justice for everybody’ —
EW] (published as “L’unicité humaine du pronom j€’, in Ethique et responsa-
hilité: Paul Ricceur. Jean-Christophe Aeschlimann (ed.). Neufchétel: Editions La
Baconniere, 1994, p. 37.). However a detailed comparison of the two theories of
subjectivity isnot theissue here.
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provide us with the orientation needed for our current exploration, a num-
ber of remarks arein order concerning the agent, the capable human being
(I’homme capable), both in his’her capacities and in his’her constitution.
This consideration of (and for) the capabilities of the agent will form the
background to what | want to draw from Ricoeur in the project for atheory
of responsibility “after Levinas’. The competence of political agents to
determine and execute responsible action in sengtivity for the normative
restriction of efficiency, but dso in cognisance of the complexity of praxis
seem dready to be mgjor components of this theory (whereas, as argued
before, they are neglected by Levinas). But in order to show how Ricoeur
could be useful in this regard, the entry of the ethical and the moral on the
scene of the agent’ s existence hasto be presented aswell. These two issues—
the capable agent and the ethica — represent the two axes of the chart on
which Ricoeur' s ethico-palitical reflection can be mapped out:* the horizon-
tal axis being the dialogica constitution of the salf and the vertical axis
representing the hierarchy of predicates applicable to action and to agents
—“ethicd”, “mora” and “ prudent”. Lets recal the main traits of these two
axesin turn, before exploring their intersection in more detail %

Saying that one could represent the condtitution of the self on ahorizon-
tal axis entails that the sdif, in isolation and in the singular, is for Ricoeur
only an abgtraction of the person that is continually congtituted by others.
These are the nearby others, the “you”, but dso the anonymous others, “he
or she” or “everyone’. Thistriad of first, second and third person should thus
be seen as ardlation of diaectica condtitution of the saif.*® Furthermore the
condiitution by an interpersond alterity of the second person and an indtitu-
tional aterity of the third person® should be considered equaly origind. At
the same time the agent requires the mediation of the othersin order to de-
velop and actudise his or her capacitiesinto powers, which in turn find their
redisation or deployment in similar relations to the others®® The capacities
in question here are those of speaking, acting and suffering, narrating about
onedf, and presenting onesdlf as a subject of ethica imputation. It is only

64 Cf.TJxii/J 13.

65 There are anumber of core aspects of Ricoeur’s gpproach thet | shal not look at
here: the“epistemologicd status’ of claims about the ethical agent (the entireissue
of attestation), the language pragmaticsin which Ricoeur’ s argument isembedded,
the problematisation of the is'ought-dilemma by Ricoeur and the judtification of
discourseontheethicd, thedetall of thedidogica condtitution of the sdf. Itisonly
thelimitsof the current use of Ricoeur that could jutify such athematic restriction.

66 RTJ60/JI 72

67 TJ5/J 34

68 TJ5/J 33-34.
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by the deployment of these four kinds of capacities that someone can iden-
tify himsdlf or hersalf (eachtime asa“ sdf”, rather than adirect introspective
and free standing “I”") and show esteem for himsdlf or hersdlf. In fact by de-
ploying its capecities the seif shows its care™ for its life, and for thet of oth-
ers, and is Stuated in the force fidld of desire and lacking that stretches to-
wards the accomplished or good life.” This teleological directedness of the
sdf isnot so much adescription of the norma human inclination to the good
(but does at least not exclude such inclinations), but rather an optative
through which it is affirmed that a life would indeed be good in which the
sdf would care for himsdf/hersdf with and for the others in just inditu-
tions.” It should aready be added here that while the telos of teleology isthe
good, what this good entailsis a matter of uncertainty and thus the issue of
uncertainty will infiltrate the “Little ethics’ from the beginning.

Let'slook at the essence of the activation of self-esteem through the
four capacities. This aways happens through relationships and interac-
tions of reciprocity or of recognition with the nearby others, that is, in
solicitude™ and/or through institutions with everybody, that is, in jus-
tice™ It is, furthermore, important to emphasise that Ricoeur is espe-
cialy concerned with the distributive mode of justice, which allows him
to visualise the indtitutions (that are responsible for just distributions) in
avery broad way:

“every ingtitution as a schema of distribution, of which the portions that have to
be distributed are not only goods and merchandise, but rights and duties, obliga-
tions and tasks, advantages and disadvantages, responsibilities and honours.” ™

Distribution as a function of ingtitutions includes sharing, participation
and distinction.” If the deployment of capacities always involves self-
esteem, solicitude of others and just institutions, it could be shown to be
the casein al four of these capacities.

Through the first capacity, that of speech, a person identifies himself
or herself by engaging in speech acts in exchange with interlocutors and
by adopting the indtitution of language (that is sharing and participating in

69 LI 259, LIl 208.

70 TJxi/J 16.

71 Cf.LI259.

72 LI178.

73 LIl 205.

74 LIl 206.

75 LIl 206.

76 OAA 200/ SA 233; prendre part as Ricoeur saysin LI 180, presenting avision of
socid participation not unlike that of Norbert Elias.
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its existence) that belongs to nobody in particular, but of which a distinct
use is made at that moment. Or: someone says something about something
to somebody’’ in a certain language. The same paitern marks the deploy-
ment of the second capacity, that of acting. By acting, the salf identifies
himsdf/herself in interaction with other people and these actions take
shape under the socia ingtitutions of the “rules of the game’ or different
kinds of measures of excellence with which all actions comply to a greater
or lesser degree and that help us to identify them as ways of participating
in the myriad of socia practices and playing certain roles,”® Or: someone
does something (or undergoes something) in interaction with somebody,
according to standards of excellence that constitute practices.

The capacity of narration, as third in the series of four, foregrounds
the temporal development of the agent of speech and action. By narrat-
ing his or her existence, the agent establishes his or her identity. This
happens once again in adialectical implication of the others with whom
one'slife-narrative is shared or entangled and through which the consti-
tutiond triad unfolds. These other narratives include those of the institu-
tions with whom one interacts and even fictive narrations. Furthermore,
through narration a diadectic of identity as sameness (idem, immutability)
and identity as selfness (ipse, selfhood) isworked out.

In al three of these capacities of the agent, care (for the sdlf, the
nearby others and the just institutions) gave a distinct teleological direct-
edness to the parallel threefold realisation thereof. Thisis only partialy
true for the fourth capacity, that of self-assignation of imputability. In
order to get the full picture of this capacity, one has to return for a mo-
ment to the capacity of action. Whenever one considers the interaction of
people, there are often not only active agents, but also those that pas-
sively undergo action. Action often entails the power of some over oth-
ers and thus the possibility and redlity of the infliction of harm.” Here
the “no” of prohibition and its imperative expression, the obligation, are
called for,* since the infliction of harm is an attack on the very capacities
of the other and it is these that are truly worthy of respect in a person®
and that one has to recognise to have self-respect. The ethics of teleo-

77 Ll 212.

78 LIl 215-216.

79 LIl 216.

80 OAA 218/ SA 254. As Ricoeur explainsin RTJ 235/ JI 271, themord plane of
reflection is needed because of the potentid for conflict for which ethics, by the
sole resources of teleology, cannot provide the necessary arbitration.

81 LI163.
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logical valuation of action in self-esteem has to be doubled by a deonto-
logical valuation in self-respect. In other words, the capable agent hasto
identify himself or herself through the considered application of the
predicates “good” and “obligatory” on actions and retrospectively on
their agents and himself or hersdlf as the person that makes the judge-
ment.22 The fourth capacity is, then, special in the sense that it includes
the other capacities: it is as capable of self-identification as the person
that utters speech, as the actor of action and as the protagonist-narrator
of narrations that one could be considered worthy of self-esteem and
self-respect.® Therefore, this capability of ethicsin the true sense of the
word, is also deployed in the interpersona dimension (e.g., in agree-
ments and promises) and with othersin just ingtitutions, the latter includ-
ing especially all the ingtitutions of law, up to theinternational level.
With this last capability, we have dso started to present the vertical
axis of Ricoeur’s ethico-political theory, which concerns the attribution of
evaludtive predicates on three levels. Thefirst level of ethical judgement is
the teleological and is encapsulated in the formula: the desire for the good
life, with and for the others, in just ingtitutions. If it is accepted that the
discussion of the teleologica dimension of ethics as given above suffices
for our present purposes, the second level can be presented in more detail.
For Ricoeur the deontology is the mora aspect of the attribution of
evauative predicates and concerns the aspiring of the teleologicd towards
the good under the regime of the mora law, thet is, the formaisation of obli-
gation by which the optative essence of teleologica directedness is submit-
ted to restriction.®* Detached from teleologica concerns, the mora refers to
the universdlistic ambition of obligation.® Hence Ricoeur’s predilection for
the Golden rule as formulation of moraity as prohibition againgt the in-
fringement on the dignity of the other: “do not do unto others what you
would not have them do to you" 2 The indignation with which this impera-
tive or rather prohibition responds to violence is rooted in the reciprocd rec-
ognition of sdf-esteem in solicitude (and mutatis mutandis in just institu-
tions).*” Here, on the mora level, one can see again the relatedness of the
<df to the others. This relatedness is not merely a supplement to the sdlf-
respect for the autonomy of the mora sdif; rather the respect for the others as

82 TJ4/Jd32

83 TJ4/J 33

84 OAA 204/SA 238.

85 OAA 238/ SA 276.

86 Cf. daboration OAA 219/ SA 255.
87 Cf.OAA 222/ SA 258.
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an end god in itsdf is co-condtitutive of sdlf-respect. Just as self-esteem is
complemented by solicitude and justice, so persond autonomy (and self-
respect) is complemented by communitarian and cosmopolitan autonomy.®®
Or, one could equaly say that the mord obligetion is complemented by the
formal norm and by legdity. The laiter represents the ingtitutional incorpora
tion of deontology as nourished by the contractudist tradition of palitical
theory and where justice refersto procedural formalism®

However, when consdering the question: “what then shal we do in this
Stuation?” oneisimmediately confronted with the tragedy of action: theten-
son between the singularity of particular cases and the generdity of obliga-
tion, the conflict between obligations and the complexity of life in society.”
Thus one is forced to the third level of ethical judgement of action, that of
prudence or practica wisdom. This is not a third independent source of
evadudtive reflection, but emerges from redirecting the formalism of morality
back to ethics under the conflicting circumstances of the Situation of ethica
praxis™ If practical wisdom requires the relativisation of the universdlity of
the mord imperative, because of the higorically particular circumstances of
action or because of the particular claims of certain people, then this does not
mean abandoning the moral imperative in order to embrace a flat arbitrari-
ness,” but to keep the tension between the ethical and the mordl. Or inalater
reformulation of the relation:

“On the one hand, we can take morality as the plane of reference in relation to
which afundamental ethic that is anterior to it and an applied ethics thet is posterior
to it are defined. On the other hand, we can say that mora philosophy in its unfolding
of private, juridical, and politicd norms congtitutes the transition structure that
guides the movement from the fundamental ethics to applied ethics, which gives
moral philosophy visibility and readability on the plane of praxis.”**

88 RTJ237/Jl 273, smilarly OAA 238/ SA 277.

89 But here, the correct coordination of contractua thinking — the inspiration of Ar-
endt or Rousseau on the one hand and Rawls on the other — is important. See
Abd, Paul Ricoeur. La promesse et la regle. op. cit.: “Before being this procedure
of reciproca regulation that will play an important role in the second gpproach to
justice, the contract is thus the act through which a common will is indtituted. In
this sense, just asin Rousseau the socid contract is an implicit and retrospective
pact that has not taken place but that isthe presupposition of al political existence,
theredl contract hasto be rediscovered incessantly together like aforgotten project
that precedes dl our rules. The politica is nothing other than the rootedness of in-
dtitutionsin thisfictitious pact.” (p. 53).

90 RF8L

91 OAA 250/SA 291

92 OAA 241/ SA 280.

93 RTJ56-57/JI68.
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However it is then formulated, the power with which this diadectic be-
tween the ethica and the moral is played out in practice, is carried by con-
viction that effects the mediation in coordination with argumentation.®*

But the insistence on the conflicting and tragic nature that this mediation
can take on, doesn’'t mean thet all Situations are of the nature of distress, but
that prudence exactly creates space for reflection on it and that the possibility
of tragedy in ethical decision making dways has to be taken into account.
For the conflict that arises then in the Stuation of practica application, a
practical solution has to be found (like in “The politica paradox”), and this
not only in saf-reflection, but in consultation with others and in engagement
in public debate®™ Furthermore, since “the principles of justification of a
moral or legdl rule leave the problems of application intact”* and “applica-
tion” isanation of interpretation, the tradition that mediates the application
of universal norms to particular situations should constantly be submitted to
interpretation in prudent reflection.”

This synopsis suffices to map out the terrain in which Ricoeur works out
his ethico-palitical theory. A sdf that can identify himsdlf or hersdf as the
capable agent of speech, action, narration and imputation, is constituted by
the other — those close by, but dso by everybody — and in interaction with
the others these capacities can be deployed. This is the horizontd axis.
Driven by the desire for aflourishing or good life, but dready under the im-
pression of the problem of conflict and violence, the salf seekstheredlisation
of the good life under examination of the universa and forma obligation,
but dso in full cognisance of the complexity of the situations of gpplication.
Thisis the verticd axis. The idess interpreted in this synopsis represent the
indispensable orientation for the subsequent detailed exploration of anumber
of aspects of thistheory, within the framework of my own project.

4 RESPONSIBILITY, PRUDENCE,
COLLABORATION, EQUITY

Having presented the broad schema of Ricoeur’s ethico-palitica thought, we
can now enter some of the detail thereof, equipped with my own project as
agenda for this exploration. This will be done in three movements: first, a
number of clarifications with regard to the Situation of Levinas ethicsin re-

94 OAA 287/SA 334.

95 OAA 257-262/ SA 300-305.
96 RTJ243/J1 279.

97 RTJ243f/ JI 280.
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lation to Ricoeur's framework will be presented; second, the uncertainty
concerning the exact place and function of the notion of responsihility in Ri-
coeur’'s “Little ethics’ needs to be focused on in order to highlight that there
is no short-cut for adopting Ricoeur’s indght for this project and; third, it
will be argued how this theory of Ricoeur’s can be expected to contribute to
the eaboration of my project and provide pointers in the development of a
politica notion of respongbility for aglobdised world.

4.1 Remarks on the resources: Levinas and Ricoeur

Asdeclared earlier, the intention of introducing Ricoeur in this study about
Levinas and responsibility is not to work towards a comparison of the two
authors.® Instead, the question is how Ricoeur can help to give an im-
proved grasp on my project of apolitical responsbility after Levinas. This
doesn’t mean that the value that such a confrontation between Ricoeur and
Levinas could have for the current theme is denied, but smply that it fals
outside of the current thematic and strategic delimitation.

However, athough | shall thus not enter into the detail of the profound
philosophical arguments concerning, especialy ontology, aterity and the
condgtitution of the subject, my strategy of using Ricoeur to enhance my
post-Levinasian project necessarily involves at least an implicit confrontetion
between the “resources’ or most fundamental thought of these two phi-
losophers. For that reason, | consider it desirable to at least give an account
of the structural differences between the two philosophies. | shall do this

98 The comparison between the two philosophers has naturally been the subject of
exploration and dispute. The contributions of Patrick Bourgeois and of Richard
CoheninRicoeur as another. The ethics of subjectivity. (Richard Cohen and James
Marsh (eds)). Albany: State University of New Y ork Press, 2002) are worthy to be
highlighted as valuable, since they represent two strong, opposing answers to the
question concerning the correctness of Ricoeur’ sinterpretation of Levinasand with
it the relation between Levinas and Ricoeur. It should be clear that my reading of
Levinas and Ricoeur is much closer to that of Bourgeois than to that of Cohen: the
formidable scope of enterprise and the strength of the sovereignty of the Levinasian
political subject (as | interpret it) seems to me to be the consequence of the strong
emphasis on exteriority of the other as regards the ethical (emphasised in Bour-
geois mostly approving reading of Ricoeur' sinterpretation of Levinas). Andif in
“accepting therole of solicitudein human existence, Ricoeur hasdeveloped aplace
within interiority that redly alows aresponse to the face of the other.” (“Ricoeur
and Levinas Solicitude in reciprocity and solicitude in existence’, in Ricoeur as
another, op. cit. pp. 109-126, here 122) then he d so alowsfor taking the opinion of
the other about matters ethica serioudly and thus taking the other as agent of ethics
serioudy —toapoint | doubt possiblein Levinas.
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by highlighting a number of significant divergences of Levinas with respect
to the framework of Ricoeur that has been presented above.

@)

)

©)

In Ricoeur’s development from the first person to the second and third
person, the self is doubly constituted by the other and this on the plane of
reciprocity. In Levinas the priority of the second person other is indisput-
able in the absolute asymmetry between the self and the other; this asym-
metry is so radical that, on the level of ethics the other overwhelmingly
defines the self. Furthermore, not only is the place of the third person
other underdeveloped in Levinas, but there is no clear indication of the re-
lation between the other and the thirds, or their irrelation is simply ex-
pressed as contradiction.”® However, on the level of politics this contra-
diction is the resource of a fraternity of eternally asymmetrical relations.
Ricoeur presents the triangular unfolding of the identity of the self in
relation to the other as the expression of the different dimensions of self-
esteem and thus of esteem for the life of the self and of the others with
whom it is directly and institutionally linked. This teleological moment
of the self would, for Levinas, be equal to the conatus, the perseverance
in the ontological identity and as long as the alterity of the other is not
sufficiently recognised, the affirmation regarding the constitution of the
self by the other risks sliding into the identitary or indifferent force of
participation with all of the potential violence lurking within it, as dis-
cussed in Chapter 2.

There is in Ricoeur a dramatisation of the coordination between teleologi-
cal ethics and deontological morality — both find their realisation in the
dialectical relation to each other that is expressed in practical wisdom.
Levinas fuses the teleological (that is condemned as inevitably conspiring
with the dark side of ontology) and the deontological (in the sense of the
unconditional imperative emanating from the other and the negativity of
that imperative in the “thou shalt not kill!”) in the double, ontological-
ethical, constitution of the subject, and of which the ambiguity of ageing
(discussed in Chapter 1, § 2.1. and Chapter 5, § 3) is the easiest manifesta-
tion.'®

99

100

Didier Frank convincingly argues that Levinas reduces the complex relationship
(the political) to the simpler one (the face-to-face) and tries to derive the com-
plex from the simple. This should be regarded a considerable weakness in his
approach to the political. Cf. Didier Frank (L’un-pour-I’autre. Levinas et la
signification. Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 2008) p. 237.

I am fully aware that these are not Levinas’ terms and that | present him with the
tools borrowed from another artisan. This could be allowed at least for the stra-
tegic purposes outlined in this Chapter.
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(4) Even though there is no development of practicad wisdom in Levinas,
his description of the condtitution of the quest for justice (cf. Chapter
7, 82.2) aufficiently marks the place in his philosophy where that
should be situated. For Ricoeur reflection on ethics culminatesin are-
flection on practical wisdom.

(5 Wheress in Ricoeur, stuaions of tragedy necessitate a recourse to the
ethica despite the validity of the moral, in Levinas the law is to be
challenged by what is even more mora than the law, namely that for
which the unspesakable imperative “thou shalt not kill!” holdsthe place.

(6) Whereas the question of the capacity of the sdlf is central for Ricoeur
and finds its culmination in imputation, the self in Levinasis always
elected, independent of whatever capacity; this election is simply
imposed or assumed passively. But this difference on the level of the
congtitution of the subject has implications for the political situation
of the subject. Strictly speaking, every Levinasian subject isisolated
in his or her responsibility for the others, in the sense that nobody
can be responsible in the subject’ s stead. Furthermore, this responsi-
bility draws all of its resources from a congtitution independent of
that of thelifein a State. For Ricoeur, on the other hand, the question
of the form of the State and the respect due to the others are ulti-
mately rooted in the capacities of the citizens.'*

(7) Since, for Ricoeur, ethical agency is constituted in relationships of
reciprocity and recognition and mediated ingtitutionally, ethica action
can be coordinated between different agents or executed alone. For
Levinas nobody can take my place and any collaboration can only be
understood as and accepted in as far as it is an extension of my ir-
replaceable obedience to the other. Any reciprocity or recognition is
already an expression of the attempt to answer in responsibility the
appeal of the others. Consequently, al initiatives at institutionalising
and mediation of ethical conduct would, for Levinas, merit at least a
healthy dose of suspicion.

101 “On the contrary, an anthropology that makes a place for the notions of the ca
pability to act, dispositions, development, redlisation, can give account of the
fact that the capabilities that we qguiite rightly consider asimmediately worthy of
respect can flourish only in societies of a certain form, and thus their develop-
ment is not possible in Smply any political society. And yet, if the individua
becomes human only under the condition of certain ingtitutions, then the obliga-
tion to serve those indtitutions isitsalf a condition for the continued devel opment
of a human agent.” (LI 163). And one should add that this centrd postion ac-
corded to cgpacities and indtitutions in turn implies the significance of the tech-
nologies associated with the capacities and ingtitutions (which is not the same as
adopting atechnocratic approach to palitics).
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(8) For Ricoeur the force behind the improvement of justiceis the force of
the political, of the will to live together. By contrast, for Levinas, the
force for the improvement of justice resides in the individua agent’s
orientation by the ethical imperative and the plurality of these impera-
tives, which result in the strength to override or call to grester justice
thelegal system that isin force at a certain place and time.

In these points the most sdient differencesin the ethico-political profile of
Levinas and Ricoeur are sketched. This should suffice to contrast them
with respect to their deegpest philosophicd orientations in matters ethica
and the palitical thought that is nourished by these orientations, which lead
to the divergent contributions they would make to a debate about political
responsibility. In accordance with the demarcation of the present study, |
remain as far as possible agnostic regarding the ultimate philosophical is
sues presupposed by the work of Levinas and Ricoeur, in order to devote
my attention to matters that ensue from it. For thisreason it isimportant to
insist that the point at which Ricoeur entersthis project is not on the level
of the debate of the ultimate philosophical concerns, but limited to the
level of the elaboration of the four requirements for a political notion of
responsibility (see Chapter 8), that were dready a step away from Levi-
nas own thought.

Now, whereas the notion of responsibility is evidently a key notion in
his thought, thus far nothing has been said about Ricoeur’s contribution to
the question of responsibility (accept, of course his commentary on We-
ber’s notion thereof). The reason for this temporary exclusion needs to be
explained. It is necessary to give a review of the complicated attitude of
Ricoeur with regard to the notion of responsibility, since it is only by do-
ing so that | can complete the jutification for the stated manner in which |
shall attempt to make his thought useful for the current project.

4.2 Ambiguity concerning Ricoeur’s use
of the notion of responsibility

It would certainly be too smpligtic to understand the thrust of my argu-
ment as replacing a defective Levinas with a correct Ricoeur. This cannot
be the case, not only because of the manner in which | inscribe my reflection
in the continuation of central aspects of Levinas thought (see end of
Chapter 6), but also because Ricoeur, in the development of his ethico-
philosophica theory, atempted to incorporate important aspects of Levinas
thought into his own and therefore it seems incorrect to schematise the re-
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lationship between the two philosophers as that of two mutually exclusive

alternatives.

192 There is a further significant reason why one could not

simply open Ricoeur’s work and draw from it a theory of responsibility in
its political dimension and this is the uncertainty concerning the status of

the

notion of responsibility in Ricoeur’s later thought.
It seems that in the later work of Ricoeur there are at least three

somewhat divergent uses of the notion of responsibility.

@

@

~

Itis, first of all, used as synonymous for “imputability”. The fourth ques-
tion by which to enquire about the identity of the capable agent “who is
the moral subject of imputation?”,'®® is sometimes simply formulated as
“who designates herself as the morally responsible author of her
acts?”."% Likewise, Ricoeur would claim that without a subject that
could have self-esteem through being capable of acting intentionally and
of initiating action, there would be no “responsible subject”.*® And with
a different emphasis and some reservations, Ricoeur explains that only in
so far as a subject is capable of situating his or her action under the obli-
gation to conform to rules and to assume the consequences of action, can
that subject be called responsible.'®

In spite of Ricoeur having equated responsibility and imputability, he
immediately then opens a gap between the two notions. If responsibility
is to be taken as a synonym for imputability and if imputation means
first of all the capacity to assume on one’s account an action, then re-
sponsibility means first of all Zurechnungsféahigkeit, the capacity to have
an action placed on one’s account as it were, that is, not “to respond to”
in the first place, but giving an account of one’s actions or admitting to
having authored them.'®” But this means that there is also another mean-
ing of responsibility, in which the “responding to” is dominant and in
this sense is not the same as imputation. In “The concept of responsi-
bility. An essay in semantic analysis™'® this difference despite the simi-
larity between imputability and responsibility is worked out by tracing
the historical development by which “responsibility” as a notion bran-
ched off from “imputability”. “Responsibility” changed from simple
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See again Bourgeois, “Ricoeur and Levinas: Solicitude in reciprocity and solici-
tude in existence”, op. cit. pp. 122f.
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®

attribution (that is, imputation) to obligation (especially in law), and
from there the explosion of its use filled it with ambiguity in law
(withdrawal of the meaning of imputation and inability in the tendencies
of attribution of penalty and culpability for those that commit mistakes).
A proliferation of meanings also developed in moral philosophy. The
latter entails a shift in the object of responsibility (e.g., from responsibili-
ty for one’s actions to responsibility for the other, in Levinas) or the un-
limited extension of the scope of responsibility (e.g., for future generati-
ons, as in Jonas) and in both of these cases there is increased emphasis
on prospective responsibility, rather than on retrospective responsibility
(of which imputability is a species) and a consequent undermining of the
component of the identifiability of the subject of responsibility (due to
the lapse of time between consequence and initial action, or due to the
complexity of the causal network that makes the calculation of what
responsibility is taken for very hazy). When Ricoeur then concludes that
the subject of responsibility becomes ungraspable (insaissable) and dilu-
ted (dilué)'®® we have arrived very close to the opposite of the initial idea
(in point 1.) of responsibility as the capacity of imputation. In fact, the
prudence that Ricoeur proposes as corrective to the (legitimate) issues
expressed in the new moral philosophies of responsibility, depends on a
stronger emphasis and valuation of the capacity of imputation. In this
sense this course of examination presented by Ricoeur doesn’t amount to
a plea for the abolition of the moral theories of responsibility, but for a
considerable rethinking of them, starting by anchoring them anew in the
agent that is capable of imputation.

Between these two extremes of convergence (synonymy) and divergen-
ce (or firm distinction), is a third, positive place accorded to the notion of
responsibility in Ricoeur’s ethics. In the conclusion to the “Little ethics”
and, in fact, to the first nine studies of Oneself as another.™ Ricoeur re-
capitulates the contribution of the three ethical studies not only to the re-
flexive identification of the self by ethical judgement, but to the entire set
of capacities of the capable human. If Ricoeur explains the title of the
book right from its first pages by the threefold question concerning the
identity of the “who?”, then the conclusion following the ninth study
provides a comprehensive answer that can be given only once the entire
course of the exploration of the capacities of speech, action, narration
and ethico-moral judgement has been followed through. Let it be recal-

109 TJ34/J169.
110 OAA291-296/SA 337-344.
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led that the threefold question concerning the “who?” conssts of (1) the
guestion concerning the reflexive identity of the self (soi) through me-
diation by speech and action, (2) the question about the dialectica identi-
ty of sameness (identity-idem) and selfness (identity-ipse) and (3) the
question regarding the diaectical identity of sdfness through aterity."
The exploration of ethics provides answersto these three questions while
at the same time drawing on the three other capacities (gpeech, action,
narraion) and in this sense recapitulates the entire movement of the re-
sponse to these three questions concerning onesdlf as another.™* For
eech of these three answers aname could be given to encapsulate the re-
sponse that is only possible to give once the fourth, the ethica, capacity
has been reached. The encapsulating term for reflexive self-identification
is imputation, the term for the didectica identity of sameness and sdif-
nessis responsibility, and the term for the identity emerging didecticaly
from the salf and the other is recognition. Imputation designates the sdif
as cgpable of attributing statements or actions to himself/hersdf through
the mediation of the ethico-moral predicates (good, obedient, just, pru-
dent, etc.).*® Recognition

“isastructure of the self reflecting on the movement that carries self-esteem

toward solicitude and solicitude toward justice. Recognition introduces the
dyad and plurality in the very constitution of the self."***

Between the two, responsibility refers to the continued sdf-
identification or “self-constancy” [maintien de soi-méme]™ that re-
mainsin diadectica tension with the mere duration of empirical same-
ness of the ethical agent through the vicissitudes of time and the ad-
ventures of ethics that it entails. Ricoeur elaborates on this by examin-
ing the tempora aspects of responsibility. The prospective or future
aspect of responsibility refers to assuming the future consegquences (in-
tended or not) of actions, the retrospective or past aspect of responsi-
bility refers to the assumption of actions (committed by oneself or not)
or the recognition of debt. But “[h]olding oneself responsible now, is
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Cf. OAA 14/ SA 11-15.

We have seen asmilar movement a work in one of the texts used to introduce
the question of the identity of the ethicd agent and hisher capacities: “Ap-
prochesdelapersonne’ (LII 203-221) and “Who isthe subject of rights” (TJ1—
10/ J 2-40).
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[...] accepting to be held to be the same today as the one who acted
yesterday and who will act tomorrow” .**® Furthermore,

“this responsibility in the present assumes that the responsibility of the con-
sequences to come and that of a past with respect to which the self recognises
its debt are integrated in this non-pointlike [non ponctuel] present and in a
sense recapitulated in it."*"’

Even if the notion of responsibility proposed here by Ricoeur includes
imputation (described previoudy), it is certainly non-synonymous with
it, in fact it rather represents a further development the idea of imputa
tion. Likewise, one could consider recognition as an extension or further
development of the notion of respongibility.

Instead of attempting a superficid conflation or harmonisation of these three
uses of “respongbility” by Ricoeur, or even worse, making a choice between
them, | shall take a step back in order to Situate the issue at stake in each of
them within the broader framework of Ricoeur’s ethico-palitica theory, that
| gpproach from the point of view of the political paradox. Since such an ap-
proach is judtified by nothing more than the aims of the current project, my
point is obvioudy not to propose a “rectification” of Ricoeur's use of “re-
sponsibility”, but just to examine the waysin which he could be said to con-
tribute to the construction of my own development on “responsibility”.

Three things are sure about this*“ practica solution” to the uncertain posi-
tion of the notion of respongbility in Ricoeur, and with them | shall proceed
on my aternative approach to finding Ricoeur’ s contribution on responsibil-
ity. First, accepting the first sense of responsihility asimputability isthe con-
dition for thinking with Ricoeur about matters ethical; second, the third sense
should be considered as an expansion of the meaning of the first and with
this statement the question of the further expansion of theuse of thetermina
Ricoeurian frame is opened; third, it could be accepted thet the second sense
is concerned with theoretica problems in contemporary theories of respon-
sibility™® and could thus be considered a negative contribution to considera-
tions on the use of the term. All three of these statements &ffirm that Ri-
coeur’s ethical theory remainsthe mgjor stake of the use of the term “respon-
shility” and hence for current purposes it could be acceptable to refer the
issue of the polysemy in Ricoeur's use of it back to the frame of his ethics
sketched earlier.

As gtated, in what follows certain aspects of Ricoeur’s ethicswill be dis-
cussed in greater detail, notably from the perspective of the politica paradox.

116 OAA 295/ SA 242, trandation modified.
117 OAA 295/ SA 243.
118 Cf.dsoRTJ159/J1I 185.
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The reader will recdl that | have shown that the political paradox could be
presented as a reformulation of Weber’'s concerns in the paper in which he
developed his theory of palitica responsbility. This is the perspective in
which | want to bind al considerations about responsihility, since it is the
perspective from which | have tried to develop a project for political respon-
sibility out of Levinas.

Let us now consder some of the aspects of Ricoeur’s contribution to the
developed fourfold project of political responsibility.™

4.3 Towards a political responsibility
for a globalised world

For the sake of clarity, let it be recaled that the notion of “politicd”, asit is
used here, concerns something broader than one of the spheres of socid red-
ity. Infact, it includes al human rel ationships, with the possible exceptions of
(espects of) close interpersond relationships. The politica refersto the broad
power of the will to live together (Arendt) and is the furthest implications of
theteleologica aim of human life. But the power of the political is necessarily
bound up with the political paradox: in order for politica power to redise it-
f, it has to adopt means gppropriate to that redisation (see Weber on the
means of the politicd), but those means carry a the same time in them the
possibility of their violent use and misuse. Thepolitical paradox isthusaform
of thetragedy of human action. Sincethisisthe case, the question concerning
thelimitation or control of these means hasto be asked, and in Ricoeur’ srein-
terpretation of the ethics of principle this entail s the affirmation of the obliga-
tion of regtraint. The assumption of the use of political means and the conse-
quencesthereof, that Weber designated as an ethic of responsibility, hasto be
placed under control by the force of obligation — Ricoeur’'s reformulation of
the relationship between Weber’ s ethic of responsibility and ethic of principle
turns out to be the tension between the teleol ogical and deontological sides of
his “Little ethics’. But this tenson doesn’t resolve the political paradox, in-
stead it continually calsfor apractica responseto it, which isreflected on by
Ricoeur under the term of practica wisdom or prudence. If the summit of re-
sponsibility is for Weber the coordingtion of respongbility and principle by
elevating responsibility to a principle, then for Ricoeur the summit of ethical

119 For an exposition of politica responsbility on Ricoeur's own terms, see Ber-
nard Dauenhauer, Paul Ricoeur. The promise and the risk of politics, op. cit.
Chapter 8: “Paliticd respongihility”. Although Dauenhauer gives full recogni-
tion to the fact that, in Ricoeur, the political extends beyond the sphere of poli-
tics, his presentation thematises mainly responsbility for or in connection with
the politica sphere.
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action is the practica solution of the eternd tension between the ethical and
the mora in practicd wisdom. The way in which Ricoeur opts to think
through this complex issue that leads up to prudence situates the “who?” of
this practica wisdom in the centre. He dso refersto this being as a person or
the subject of law or again the capable human. With my Weberian perspective
on Ricoeur, it may bepermissibleto call it theagent of political responsibility.

Centra to the motivation for seeking in the Ricoeurian agent of political
responsibility an aly in reflection on political responsibility after Levinas, is
the fact that Ricoeur engages with the capability of the agent and conse-
quently also facilitates reflection on the means of agency (whatever the satus
of the capability and the nature of the means might be). Let it berecalled here
that anumber of problematicissueswith theethical subject in Levinas seemed
to necessitate this continued reflection on responsbility thet | undertekeinthis
Chapter: behind dl of the insufficiencies concerning reflection on co-
responsibility, the complexity of gpplicationto apractica context and the me-
diatedness of action, isthe blind-spot concerning the nature and dimensions of
the competence of ethical agents. One could be perfectly ethically condtituted
as Levinas hasiit, but fataly clumsy in subsequently trandating that ethica
condtitution into appropriate action. Thisis of course not to say that an acqui-
sition of certain skills and knowledge programmes an agent to more ethically
acceptable conduct, but smply to recognise that the practise of ethicsisnot at
al without relevance for the meaning of the ethicd. If Ricoeur, then, draws
our attention to the capacities of ethica agents, it will neither beto ignorethe
role of the other in the condtitution of that agent, nor to establish a st of re-
quirementsfor effective ethico-politica agency, but to open the discussion of
ethicsto areflection on who the agent is or how the capacity to act ethicaly is
condtituted. By referring the question about ethics to a philosophical anthro-
pology of human capabilities (to Ricoeur’s homme capable), an approach is
adopted in which the competence of the ethico-politica agent is taken seri-
oudly, since capacity immediately implies the distinction between degrees of
capability, and thus of excdlence or the lack of it or of sufficiency init. This
means that if we are from the outset concerned about the capecity of ethical
agency that it will facilitate reflection on: (1) strategy, calculation and sacri-
fice; (2) the didribution of roles, the dimensions of responsibility and co-
responsihility; (3) the context of action and its indtitutional and ingtrumental
dimensionsin particular and (4) the dilemma.of the exception and equity —in
short, the four objectives for reflection on anotion of politica responsibility
“after Levinas’, asoutlined in Chapter 8. Thisins stence on the capability and
excellence of the ethical subject doesn’t mean that the meaning of “for the
other” isinterfered with or compromised, but smply that we cannot merely
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be concerned about the“that” of ethical agency, without thisimplying theim-
portance of the question of “how?’ or “what?’ of excellence. Ethicdl actionis
not an al-or-nothing matter; excellence doesn’t exclude the possibility of the
fairly good sufficing in certain circumstances. This conviction is of course
Arigotdian. But this shouldn't surprise us, since the entire discussion con-
cerning Ricoeur headed for are-appropriation of phronésis.

How would reflection on the phronetic capacity of ethica agency con-
tributeto the four objectives set out above? In answering thisquestion | do not
only confront the four objectives that crystalised from my Levinas-Weber-
Apd reading with theinsights gained in this Chapter from Ricoeur, but Smul-
taneoudy formulate my view —in asfar asit can be developed in the present
book — on the devel opment of atheory of politica responsibility for agloba-
issdworld.

Thefirst point on the agendaisthat of strategy. If the question regarding
drategy arises from the affirmation of the importance of competence and
meansfor ethics, thenit isrooted deeper till in the rejection of cosmic-ethica
regdlism. The postive formulation of thisrgection isin the affirmation of trag-
edy, of “the unavoidable nature of conflict in mord life”.*° Ricoeur’s entire
effort in mora theory could be consdered as an attempt to show how thiscru-
cia recognition of tragedy in human action cdls for ethicd reflection that is
appropriate for practice, while avoiding both arbitrariness and univocity. ™
Only apractica wisdom that engages with the Situation or context of itsredli-
sation, while remaining informed about consderation that transcends the
merefactua particularity of the Situation, can accomplish thistask. Therefore,
responshility, in order to be responsible, has to be more than the name for
ethicity, but has to anticipate the consequences of its practice, which in turn
implies the question of the optimisation of those consequences in terms of
obedience to the meaning of the ethical. That iswhy gpplied ethics (les éthi-
ques) cannot be understood as mechanica application of context-independent
principlesto situations, as a blind casuistry.'? Instead applied ethicsis ethics
as it gpplies itsef through phronetic engagement with the situation. Thet is
why applied ethics cannot be considered as separate from ethicd reflection; its
digtinction from ethics resides in the specidist insght that it generates con-
cerning specific contexts or cases in which the ethico-mord didectic has to
rediseitsdf, just likethepolitical that strivesto rediseitself through politics.

120 OAA 243/ SA 283.

121 OAA 249/ SA 290.

122 “We can say that mord philosophy in its unfolding of private, juridica, and po-
litical norms congtitutes the transition structure that guides the movement from
the fundamental ethicsto gpplied ethics, which gives mora philosophy visibility
and readability on the plane of praxis.” (RTJ57/ J1 68).
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Responsibility thus benefits equally from reflection on ethicity and by re-
flection on its practical redisation. But this reflection is dways done in the
face of practica conflict and not asaprogramming of action towardsinevita:
ble success. Responsihility is practice in the face of mord conflict —the in-
comparable has to be submitted to comparison as Levinas o aptly says,
which implies the need for prioritisation and even sacrifice. The practica so-
lution of ethica Stuations of conflict, through responsible action, affirmsand,
in this sense, maintains the conflict associated with the situation, while a-
tempting to show itsdlf asprudent responsetoit. That prudent responsibility is
sacrificing responsibility should be considered an inevitable concession.
However, while affirming the inevitable role of calculation in the assumption
of responghility and the tragic dimensionsit can assumein certain cases, we
must avoid regarding the conflict involved in responsibility as evenly spread
over dl stuations of responshility, lest we risk contaminating the entire no-
tion of responsibility with an unremitting pathos of the sole agent agonisngin
every act of decison making. Because responsihility is serious, it strives to
redise itsdf drategically, which may dlow for divison, formalisation and
variation in complexity and collective assumption (al, evidently, in varying
degrees, depending on the context).

Responsihility is not one. The demands of strategy naturaly differentiate
responghility out into different forms and dimensions of responsibility which
areinturn inevitably bound up with ingtitutions, means and other dimensions
of the context of action. These have been indicated to be the second and third
points on the agenda for an adterndive notion of responshility. One could
perhaps say that responsibility doesn’t Smply concerna“herel am, responsi-
blefor others’, but that it has the form of someone being responsiblefor other
people (for the consequences of what is done or not done to them), in ways
determined by different socid roles, within certain intitutiona frameworks,
wherethe competent use of certain meanswill be required and where the spe-
cifics of each of these dements may be submitted to revision according to the
circumgtancesof itsgpplication.

That responsible people are responsible as members of societies seemsto
be the primary lesson to be derived from Ricoeur’ sextension of theaim of the
good lifeto politica existence—and to this should be added that one should at
least count with the other members of society as probable agents of responsi-

123 But Martha Nussbaum is correct, a leest in principle, to cal for the claim that
loses out in the phronetic decision to be kept in play; the fact of its being can-
cdled asthe decisve dlam through a practical decision doesn't take away from
itsinitia vaidity in the tragic conflict between competing claims. See her “Ri-
coeur on tragedy: teleology, deontology and phronesis”, in Paul Ricoeur and
contemporary moral thought, op. cit. pp. 264-276.
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bility (which is not the same as to claim that al members of society devote
their livesin responsibility to others). If onewantsto avoid thinking of oneself
asthe last bastion of ethics (which is the halmark of fanaticism™), in other
words, if one smply serioudy engages with the question of efficiency of re-
sponsible action, onewould naturaly be lead to theissue of co-responghility.
And thisin turn entailstaking other people serioudy as agents of responsibil-
ity. They have to be taken serioudy, not only because one has to collaborate
with them, but also because oneis condtituted as an ethical agent in numerous
waysby theothers.

Infact, the plurdity of agentsof responsility in society do not Smply act
in a haphazard and uncorrel ated fashion —they interact and thisinteraction is
supported and conditioned by an array of inditutions by which actions are
correlated. In Ricoeur’ sbroad use of the notion of inditution structureisgiven
to interaction by language and different socid practices. Ingtitutions are the
mode of living together of othersthat are not close by (athough the relation-
ship with the “you” is not completely without mediation from ingtitutions)
and they pre-exigt thelife of the individuasthat are involved in them. In fact
ingtitutions are that by which one becomes human in the way that one does
and it is through institutions that one acquires the capacity to act," possibly
responsibly. They are dl characterised by a “tdleology that regulates ac-
tion” % where regulation refers to the distribution of roles (including privi-
leges, obligations, control over goods, etc.) by which people participatein the
ingtitution.*” In this manner ingtitutions are societal structures by which
equdity of digtribution (i.e., proportionate equality) could be aimed &, even
though it should aso be counted amongst the traits of indtitutionsthat they do
not succeed in distributing goods, obligations, risks etc., justly.*”

In his presentation of socia indtitutions, Ricoeur doesn't only prepare his
reflection on justice (which will be focused on below), but he has aclear so-
cia theoretica objective, namely to overcome the opposition between the
sociologism of Durkheim and the socid individualism of Weber.”® This
socia theoretical aspect of the theory of indtitutionsis of considerable impor-
tance for reflection on responsibility, Sinceit contributes to afair understand-
ing of what human action and interaction in genera, and therefore responsi-

124 But dso of saintliness. However, the point is here to confront the ambiguity of
santliness, rather than to dispute the possibility of saintliness having laudable
consequences.

125 OAA 254/ SA 29%.

126 LIl 215.

127 OAA 200/ SA 233.

128 Cf. LIl 207.

129 OAA 200/ SA 234, L1 180.
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ble action in interaction with others, entail on asocid theoretica level. Since
the agent of responsibility is aways condtituted by participation in ingtitu-
tions, he/she aways has to take these forms of mediation into account in in-
teraction with the third: not only to know one's own capacity of action, but
aso to gainingght into the network of socid interactions that distributes the
conseguences of one' s action. Astrue asit might be that injustice lurksin all
forms of indtitution, so it istrue that it is not possible to do away with dl as-
pects of indtitution a the same time — one needs the benefits of indtitutiond-
ised interaction and one's indtitutiona condtitution in order to counter, for
instance, systemic injustice. As such, ingtitutions are not only a major aspect
of the socio-historica context on which one has to act, but an aspect that
mediates the context to agents of action and interaction.

If one is then condituted by indtitutions that impose a certain form and
coordination on action as interaction with other agents of responghility, it
seems ineviteble to give serious congderation to the question of co-
responshility. In astuation where interaction is regulated by the ingtitutional
digtribution of roles and everything that is associated with it, one could, firt,
identify the repective forms of excellence involved in the practice of certain
roles and, second, differentiate different forms and dimensions of respons-
bility that fit with these roles and their capable execution.”* Again, this
doesn't supposethat dl inditutions are jugt, or that the capacities acquired by
playing al roles are good. But when al competence is condemned as con-
spiracy with injustice, one leaves the bearer of responshility without any
means. Under norma circumstances (I shdl question this term in the Con-
cluson) some practices can be considered acceptable means of supporting
other people.

Theroles and dimensions of responshility, then, stand for the acceptance
of certain limits, qudifications or specidisations of responsibility, when con-
sdered under the perspective of interaction and co-responshility. Often roles
are the incarnation of certain principles laid down for the bearers of office.
This is the origind sense in which the term responsbility was used as an
ethico-palitica term. Inthis sense role-associated responsibility has a deonto-
logicd character. However, even thisdeontology can be confronted with con-
flicting demandsin particular Stuationsthat would necessitate ahermeneutics

130 More of the detall concerning competence, excellence and the condtitution of
practices and their interrelation can beread in OAA 175f / SA 206f and LI 163.
This reflection, which evidently engages with such neo-Arigtotelian philoso-
phies of virtue asthat of Alasdair Mecintyre, clearly hasimportant implications
for the consideration of the relationship between ethics and means, which will
be turned to shortly.



POLITICAL RESPONSIBILITY FOR A GLOBALISED WORLD | 259

of prudence — as Ricoeur’s numerous studies on medical ethics sufficiently
illustrate.

Whether in the form of redtricted roles of respongbility or a certain pru-
dent adaptation to the demands of practical dilemmas, responsibility has to
reckon with the demands of compromise® But the recognition of co-
responsibility makesit possibleto introduce expertise and negotiation into the
process of compromise. Expertise has the potentid to prevent responsible
agentsrushing into decisionsin domainswhere they have no competence. But
expertise is only one of the forms in which consultation, discussion or ex-
change of viewsforms part of negatiation or dispute. Thisconflict of opinions
regarding what should bedone crossestheentirefield laid bare by the political
paradox, by the tenson between the will to live together in just ingtitutions
and the means by which thisisto be redlised. There is no reason to adopt an
overly irenic image of what this entails. Discussion is aform of conflict by
which decisons are made that cannot be settled by scientific or dogmetic
means."* And these decisions arein principle forever open to revision. Ona
more redicd level, even the aims and form of discussion and the legitimisa
tion of power could be submitted to revision.™* In extreme casesthe very na-
ture of dominant practices can be chalenged, that is, justice could be ques-
tioned inthe name of equity —tothisl shal turninawhile.

But beforedoing so, | need to stressalast aspect of Ricoeur’ scontribution
to the issues of the roles of responghility and the context of its application.
Thisconcernsthe ultimate extent of the context of action and thusthe ultimate
horizon for deliberation about responghility. It seems that Ricoeur would
agree that this ultimate horizon is the entire humanity. He ingsts on the fact
that

“human action takes on its first meaning only when it is crowned by the activities
relating to the quest for a good government, whether it be that of the city, the na-
tion of humanity asawhole.”***

Elsewhere he refers to the extension of judtice over the entire humanity as
ideal,"* which takes form in reflection on the international order.™® The de-

131 Of the particular character of compromise in Ricoeur, Abd gives a vauable
articulation in Paul Ricoeur. La promesse et la régle. op. cit. pp. 104-106.

132 OAA 258/ SA 300.

133 OAA 258-261/ SA 301-304.

134 LI162.

135 LI 182, and | see no reason why this should not be taken literaly, since Ricoeur
dso says “The citizen that results from this ingtitutiond mediaion can only
wish that al humans would enjoy in the same manner this palitical mediation,
which, gpart from being one of the necessary conditions noted by a philasophi-
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velopment of reflection on judtice to this scale isin any case made inevitable
by the emergence of an increasing number of post-nationa or supra-statein-
stitutions, amongst which arethose that have legidlative powers™’ The condi-
tions of this globd extent of ethico-political reflection are referred to in his
“Postface au Temps de la responsabilité”**® where Ricoeur evokes develop-
ment, technology, geopalitics, and the threzt to the environment or the econ-
omy — that can be taken as indications of the will and need to transcend the
national boundariesin political reflection.™* Thisimpliesthat the teleol ogical
optative aiming at the good lifein just indtitutions, as well as the imperative
againg injugticeand their dialectic in prudent decisonsof justice should al be
conddered, ultimately, in their global dimension. Thisisimplied in the very
definition of theethicd, Sncejudtice

“adds to solicitude, to the extent that the field of application of equality is al of

humanity” .*°

If the universal claim of the moral imperative through human rights cannot
rid itself of its particular formulations, then this is an indication that the
dispute (referred to above) concerning these “universas’ has to be con-
ducted on agloba scale, since

“only adiscussion on the concrete leve of cultures could say — efter along history thet
isstill to come—which daimed universaswill become the recognised universads’

The fourth point on the agenda for a reflection on political responsibility af-
ter Levinas concerns equity. Responsihility seems to me an appropriate term

cd anthropology for the transition of the capable human being to ared citizen,
aso becomes asufficient condition thereof.” (LI 40).

136 LI 193. The passagein question isdevoted to theidea of a“just distance’.

137 TJ93/J142.

138 LI 272f, 275f, 277, 286, 288.

139 See dso Fred Ddlmayr's reflections on the globa relevance of Ricoeur's
ethico-palitica thought in “ Ethics and public life” op. cit. pp. 214, 228-229.

140 OAA 202/ SA 236. One could aso consder who the everybody (chacun) is
that condtitutes the political dimension of the ethical teleology. Could this“eve-
rybody” be limited by membership of palitical indtitutions (in the narrow sense
of “palitical™), like citizenship? Would it not be more coherent to consder the
“everybody” with whom one would live in jugt inditutions as dl those with
whom one has or could have an indtitutionally mediated relaion (in the large
sense)? This would mean that “everybody” is incorporated into the ethicd tele-
ology by al de facto exchanges, whatever the nature thereof might be. Whatever
Ricoeur’s opinion on this matter might be, this conclusion leeds immediaey to
the dimension of globalisation and the texture of socid ties as they are mediated
technologicaly.

141 LI268.
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through which to approach the question of equity, since responsibility is an
ethics of uncertainty,"** compromise and sacrifice. By acknowledging this,
the idea is not to celebrate tragedy, but to do justice to ethics. Equity con-
cerns exactly justice, its credibility and its desirability or commendability,
ever since the fifth book of the Nicomachean Ethics. Keeping justice just, in
other words keeping the socio-historically contingent institutionalised ex-
pression of justice true to the originary signification of the ethical, is Levi-
nas’ concern in his attempt to coordinate ethics and justice. In this sense
Levinas could be said to contribute to a theory of equity. But it was also the
interference of the ethical in the domain of justice that posed problems in
Levinas’ philosophy (see Chapter 6).

Ricoeur is eminently aware of the need to accompany reflection on jus-
tice with reflection on equity, and to accompany reflectively, in turn, equity
as far as possible. As far as possible, since equity represents, for Ricoeur, a
species of ethico-political conflict. In order to grasp the contribution that he
could make to the question of equity in a notion of political responsibility,
one has therefore first to recall how he understands justice. The just, says
Ricoeur,

“faces in two directions: toward the good, with respect to which it marks the extension

of interpersonal relationships to institutions; and the legal, the judicial system con-

ferring upon the law coherence and the right of constraint”.***

This is a precious schematisation, first, because it systematises the double
position that Ricoeur accords to reflection on justice (namely at the same
time in teleology and in deontology), second, because it underscores the in-
evitable recourse of justice to the means of its realisation and, third, because
it links justice to the tension inherent in the political paradox between the
horizontal will to live together and the inevitable vertical exercise of force.
As a result, the concerns reaped from Ricoeur’s reading of Weber’s notion
of political responsibility (notably the legitimate use of violence and the con-
trol over it) could be located here."* At the same time, through the analyses
of the teleological and the deontological perspective on justice (that will not
be retraced in detail here), one is inevitably guided towards the conflict be-

142 Compare this with what Ricoeur writes about practical wisdom in the preface to
The just: “the just in the final analysis qualifies a unique decision made within a
climate of conflict and incertitude.” (TJ xxi / JI 24). As such, practical wisdom is
a model for responsibility.

143 OAA197/SA231.

144 There is an explicit return to the notion of the political paradox as well as We-
ber’s definition of the political in terms of the monopoly on the legitimate use of
violence in the subchapter concerning conflict and institutions in the ninth study
of Oneself as another (OAA 257 / SA 299).
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tween judtice as the good and justice as legdity and thus to the repetition of
the question of justice in the sphere of prudence or practical wisdom. It is
only when reflection on justice has covered this long trgjectory that it can
devaeitsdf to the status of equity.**

The conflict concerning justice, to which prudent consideration has
to bring arbitration, arises especialy from the fact that the qudlitative
heterogeneity of goods to be distributed is equalised out by the legal
process of distribution that imposes a quantitative homogeneity. Ricoeur
sees especialy two versions of this: conflict concerning the primary socid
goods, and the contextualist or communitarian form of claims that limit
the universalism claimed for rules of justice.**® Hence the intricate con-
frontation of Ricoeur with Wazer and Boltanski and Thévenot on the
one hand,"*’ and with Habermas and Apel on the other hand.*®

But instead of entering these debates, | aim directly at the core of the
question of equity. Ricoeur identifies this core by his answer to the double
question: why would politica practice be the Ste of specific conflictsand in
what way do these conflicts refer usto the ethica meaning (le sens éthique)
of justice?*® Ricoeur gives his response to this double question, his inter-
pretation of the constitution of the question concerning equity, by taking
recourse to the political paradox.” Thereis a conflict particular to the prac-
tice of palitics because of the fact thet the hierarchy of domination of palitics
(la politique) tends to cover and obscure the power of palitics (le politique),
yet the purely horizontal power of politics can generate no truly political
action without the vertical structures of politica domination.™ Since Ri-
coeur rgects the Hegdian solution of the State “erected as a superior
agency endowed with sdlf-knowledge’ "> he counts on the plura or public
dimension of phronésis."* This prudent dispute by which the horizontal and
verticd dimensions of politica conflict are arbitrated is played out on three
levels of radicdity (alluded to above). The prudent way to dispute justiceis
to descend gradudly through the discursive modes of palitica practice:

145 OAA 250/ SA 291

146 OAA 251f / SA 293.

147 Seeexpecidly “Theplurdity of ingtances of justice’ (TJ76-93/ J 121-142).
148 Seeespedidly “The universa and the historical” (RTJ232-248/ JI| 267-285).
149 OAA 256/ SA 298.

150 OAA 256-257/ SA 298-299.

151 OAA 257/ SA 299.

152 OAA 256/ SA 298.

153 OAA 261/ SA 304.
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“[1] from that of indtitutionaized palitica debate in plurdist democraciesto [2] that of
discussion about the ends of good government (security, prosperity, equality, solidar-
ity, and so on), and findlly [3] to thelevel of the legjtimation of democracy itself” *>*

One can gauge the importance that this three-storey presentation of the pru-
dent solution to conflict in matters of justice would have for reflection on po-
litical responsibility by considering how it responds to the weskness concern-
ing equity intheimplicationsof Levinas' theory of justice (which wasamgjor
point of Chapter 6)." (1) One can be engaged in these different levels of dis-
pute of justice only if the other is recognised —at the very least in the capacity
of opponent — as vauable in the struggle to find what one could consider as
greater judtice. In thisway the charge of responsible changes brought to jus-
ticeaslegdity, inthename of justice asthe good, is placed on the shoulders of
many. (2) Theway inwhich one participatesin such astruggle and theway in
which one thus recognises the other as responsible agent, changes from one
level of radicdlity to another. This entails the assumption of roles and dimen-
sionsof responsibility appropriate for each of the respective levels of dispute.
In other words, the very challenge of justice in the name of equity istied up
with the ingtitutional distribution of roles of responsibility — this role-bound
responghility isshed only gradudly, which means a the sametime assuming
other roleswith other responsiilities. (3) The exposition of thelevels of con-
flict indicates an gppropriate degree of polemics determined by the degree of
conflict. At the sametimeit isimplied that certain capacitieswould alow for
responsible participation in the dispute at each of the levels. (4) All three of
these levels of dispute represent ways of calling justice to greater justice, by
referring legdlity to theam of the good lifein just inditutions. As manifesta:
tions of public phronésis they serve to arbitrate between the teleologica and
deontologica dimensionsof justice, but evoke dready the question of the ex-
ception: every chalengeto the generality of the law, with recourse to the par-
ticularity of specific cases, in other words every gpped to equity, calsfor ar-
bitration. Furthermore, with every level of dispute, the extent and the stakes
involved areincreased, but the dternative of dl-or-nothing ispostponed to the
very last. And even if that point is reached, equity remains another name for
justice and this becomes pertinent in the face of the failure of the law to do
justice. That iswhy equity as justice refersto the very last reaches of the ap-
pedl toit, toalong trgectory of arbitration:

154 OAA 284-285/ SA 330, discussed in OAA 257-262 / SA 300-305.

155 It should dso be consdered that the three levels of dipute discussed here are
typicd of the domain of politics, but that smilar sructures for the ingtitutiondli-
sation, conducting and even generation of dispute in other domains could be ex-
plored. Ricoeur’ s studies on medical and legd ethicstestify to thisfact.
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“Equity [...] isanother name for the sense of justice, when the latter traverses the
hardships and conflicts resulting from the application of the rule of justice.”**®

Or inversaly:

“there would not be a problem of equity in unique situations unless there were a
general problem of justice capable of universal recognition.”*’

In al of this, | do not suggest that Levinas take on justice excludes such
reflection, but only that there is no way in which his thought on ethics
could enable him to introduce it and that the reflection on the practical re-
course to equity is not of secondary importance to the meaning of ethics.

In this consideration about disputed judtice, it stands out thet the prudent
arbitration of conflicts (the comparison of the incomparable as Levinas
would say) remains the culminating point in the attribution of the predicate
“just”. Thusthe just could be cdled the “good” (in the teleologica perspec-
tive) or the“legd” (in the deontologica perspective) or “the equitable’ when
the just concerns the exercise of judgement in a particular Stuation. Equity,
saysRicoeur, is

“the figure that clothes the idea of the just in situations of incertitude and of con-
flict, or, to put it a better way, in the ordinary — or extraordinary — realm of the

tragic dimension of action” .*®

Furthermore, this reflection on the tragedy of action and the response of
practical wisdom necessitates reflection on the conscience, as the ultimate
seat of arbitration:

“It is at this stage that the moral conscience, as an inner forum, one's heart of
hearts, is summoned to make unique decisions, taken in a climate of incertitude
and of serious conflict.”**

This “climate of incertitude and of serious conflict” is where the reflection
on the intensifying dispute of jugtice in the name of equity leads; these are
situations where the intensity of uncertainty places particular pressure on the
individud conscience:

“When the spirit of a peopleis perverted to the point of feeding a deadly Sittlich-
keit, it is finally in the moral consciousness of a small number of individuals, in-

accessible to fear and to corruption, that the spirit takes refuge, once it has fled
the now-criminal ingtitutions.”**®

156 OAA 262/ SA 305.
157 RTJ247/J1 284.
158 TJIxxiv/J 27.

159 TJIxxi/J 24.

160 OAA 256/ SA 298.



POLITICAL RESPONSIBILITY FOR A GLOBALISED WORLD | 265

We have to examine Ricoeur’s position on this problem, since it was the
recourse to ultimate means by the isolated individua that has been
shown to have adark sidein Levinas' ethico-political thought.

In order to examine Ricoeur’s contribution to thislocus of the problem
one has to step outside of the “Little ethics’ in Oneself as another to the
discussion of the “great kinds’ in the tenth Study, where the conscience is
discussed under the heading of the sdlf and the other.*®" One should, to sart
with, shed dl illusions concerning a supposed clarity of the conscience:

“Conscienceis, in truth, that place par excellence in which illusions about oneself
areintimately bound up with the veracity of attestation.”*

Furthermore:

“left to its own judgment, conscience will never berid of the tendency to confuse
good and evil, and [...] this very confusion remains the fate of conscience left
solely to itself.” 1

Since this is the case, the exploration of the conscience should resist the
temptation of a self-celebrating auto-justification of the conscience™ and
rather take the humbler way of dispersing the dternative of agood and bad
conscience. The reinterpretation to which Ricoeur submits the triad of eth-
ics, morality and prudence in terms of alterity, points to an understanding
of the conscience as attestation-injunction. This means that what is indi-
cated by the metaphor of the voice of the conscience is the passively un-
dergone injunction to live well with and for the others in just ingtitutions
and to which the bearer of conscience attests through self-esteem that ex-
presses itsdlf in the optative: my | live well with and for the othersin just
institutions."® Formulated briefly, in Heideggerian parlance,

“[c]onscience, as attestation-injunction, signifies that these ‘ownmost possibili-
ties' of Dasein are primordially structured by the optative mood of living well,

which mood governs in a secondary fashion the imperative of respect and links
up with the conviction belonging to moral judgment in situation.”*%®

And ultimately this judgement in a particular situation and the decisions
ensuing from it rest with the individual that is called by the conscience:

161 The philosophica regigter in which thisisdone, isonethat | have been avoiding
in thisbook, but that is evidently not irrdevant to the current thematic. However,
it isnot the present objective to enter the debate about the “great kinds'.

162 OAA 341/SA 394

163 OAA 345/SA 397.

164 OAA 347/ SA 400.

165 OAA 351/ SA 405.

166 OAA 352/ SA 406.
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“it is dways done thet, in what we called the tragic character of action, we make up
our minds. In measuring up to conviction in thisway, conscience atests to the passive
side: ‘Herel stand! | cannot do otherwise!" [Ici je me tiens! Je ne puis autrement!].”**’

In these words we have arrived at, what isfor Ricoeur, the narrowest and ul-
timate space of conflict and arbitration. We recognise, of course, the words of
Luther, cited by Weber to express the climax of his exposition on politica
reponsihility and that has been our companion throughout this Part. One
would aso recdl that Ricoeur had, quite early on, appropriated thesewordsto
express the need to submit the exercise of political domination to control, to
set alimit to what politicsmay alow itsdf to do. By returning to thesewords—
evenif itiswithout an explicit reference to Weber — Ricoeur deepenstheim-
plications of their meaning within his ethico-palitica theory. The ultimate
seet of responsible decisons concerning the poalitical is the individua con-
science. However, unlike the casein Levinas, the injunction recorded by the
conscienceisimmediately captured by the salf-esteeming sdif that iscadled to
live the good life with and for the othersin just indtitutions, which meansthat
the recognition of the other as affected conscience is even in the extreme
cases, not far away. Also, the space for reflection concerning the means and
gppropriateness of their usein responseto theinjunction, isaready impliedin
theinjunction. But a this point one enters the debate about the status of alter-
ity onaleve about which | remain, for the present study, agnostic.

Yet, it should be stated unambiguoudly that for Ricoeur too, the ulti-
mate decision concerning the situation of exception, the exceptiona char-
acter of such a situation and the concomitant compromises and even sacri-
fices that have to be made, reside with the individual capable agent as in-
spired by the cal of the conscience. This is the conscience of which Ri-
coeur has acknowledged from the outset that it is

“that place par excellence in which illusions about oneself are intimately bound
up with the veracity of attestation”,*®

and that

“left to its own judgment, conscience will never berid of the tendency to confuse
good and evil, and that this very confusion remains the fate of conscience left
solely to itself* 1%

For this reason, Ricoeur’s presentation of the conscience doesn’t amount
to a sdlf-judtification of agood conscience.

167 OAA 352/ SA 405.
168 OAA 341/SA 3%4.
169 OAA 345/SA 397.



CONCLUSION

For a “good enough” justice

Through the preceding Chapters | have searched for a way in which to
think with Levinas, but also “after” Levinas. My attempt has consisted of a
series of exercises by which, next to the central theses of his thought,
detailed exegesis of marginal aspects of Levinas’ work and explorations of
inherent tensions in his work have been combined and subsequently sub-
mitted to amplification in confrontation with authors from the Weberian
tradition, in order to gain a passage to a refigured conception of political
responsibility for a globalised world.

The trajectory was launched by an insistence on the primordial political
nature of the responsibility presented and advocated in the thought of Levi-
nas. Responsibility is not only the name for ethicity, but it is at the same time
a wisdom that is “urgent” and that by its very nature seeks its realisation in
the fragile existence of people that are all too often exposed to different sorts
of violence. Responsibility is political, because it is concerned with the fate
of the plurality of others and the responsible agent always has to coordinate
and prioritise the relative urgency of the others’ respective contemporane-
ously valid appeals to that agent’s responsibility. This political dimension is
proper to all responsibility, whether practised in the framework of the social
sphere of politics or not. In fact, political responsibility is called for in all
domains of human interaction and also on the scale of all human interaction.
This holds from the local to the global scale of all matters that would solicit
or complicate the execution of responsible action; the ultimate horizon for
reflection on political responsibility is the global scale of humanity, with the
intricate relations of States and other global role players, of cultural and in-
terest groups. Reflection on the history of colonisation and decolonisation
throws this horizon of responsible action into relief.
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The perspective from which Levinas’ response to these challenges to
responsibility has been presented is that of a humanism of which the root
is not an essence of the human being, but the ethical obligation imposed
by the other. This theme finds expression in certain writings prepared for
a Jewish setting and where it furthermore resonates in a Jewish cultural
politics by which Levinas reinterprets Jewish particularism in order to
give it a new pertinence for the socio-political and intellectual situation
of the Diaspora Judaism in France. The humanism of the other is given
full philosophical expression in the book in which the major concerns of
Levinas” work — the decisive origin and sense of all meaning in the con-
text-independent ethical imperative imposed by the other on the self —
are gradually developed in the form of thinking of his later period.

It is particularly the political implications of this thought of Levinas
that is critically examined. Whereas the good intention and seriousness
with which Levinas confronts the issue of responsibility cannot be ques-
tioned, it seems that there are possible unexpected and undesirable side-
effects that could be engendered by his radical and limitless understanding
of responsibility. More important than this probably marginal (but even
S0, serious) slide, is that the difficulty that Levinas’ ethics has in dealing
with the profound contradiction between the appeals of the plurality of
others, with the unlimitability of responsibility and with reflecting upon
the competence and means appropriate for responsible (in other words
political) action within a particular historical context are exposed.

When these aspects of the political implications of Levinas’ theory of
responsibility are carefully studied, the marked difference between responsi-
bility considered on the level of ethicity and responsibility considered on
the level of its political enactment becomes clear. It is the wager of the
third Part of this book that the range of political implications of responsi-
bility should be developed and submitted to further reflection. This has
been prepared by identifying Levinas’ double “polytheism”, consisting,
first, of the impossibility of finding an ultimate arbitration between the
conflicting claims of different cultural (and other) perspectives (for which
he proposes ethics as unifying meaning) and, second, of the annoying fact
that the political agent is always confronted by a multitude of conflicting
and incommensurable claims to his/her responsibility from the side of the
others, which has to be arbitrated in a world where the agent of such arbi-
tration will constantly be in conflict with other similar agents regarding the
best arbitration. Once this is recognised, Levinas’ notion of responsibility
turns out to be much closer to Weber’s than one would believe when con-
sidering only the first philosophy of the ethical meaning of the single
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other. In fact, by amplifying the political implications with the aid of We-
ber, one can identify the importance of thinking about the consequences of
action embarked on in responsibility. The consequences of action and the
means adopted to realise justice contribute to the meaning of the ethical.

By analogy with Apel’s recognition that even a deontological theory
inevitably has to incorporate reflection on the consequences of responsibil-
ity, a four-fold programme for subsequent reflection on political responsi-
bility has been outlined, consisting (at least) of elaborations (1) on strategy
and sacrifice, (2) on forms and dimensions of responsibility and co-
responsibility, (3) on the context and means of responsible action and, fi-
nally, (4) on the confrontation of responsibility with its limits in equity and
the question of the exception. These four elements have been clarified with
the help of Ricoeur, represented from the perspective of his appropriation
and reinterpretation of Weber’s ethic of responsibility. The complex con-
stitution of practical wisdom in Ricoeur’s ethico-political thought shows
itself to be suitable to elaborate the intricate web of considerations that has
to be held in tension when thinking about political responsibility. Whereas
this trajectory suffices to indicate how I think responsibility in its political
dimension can be thought after Levinas, a full development of such a the-
ory of responsibility will have to be the project for another book.

My critic will not have failed to notice that, with respect to the difficult,
unconditional and self-sacrificing justice of Levinas’ ethics, the way
forward that | propose for reflection on political responsibility entails a
certain abatement. And since this abatement is associated with the effort
to think realistically about the insertion of responsibility as ethicity in the
world of its practical effectuation, one might be tempted to attribute an
extreme cynicism to this project. But is the darkest cynicism not rather
to be found in Levinas that condemns the entire tendency of politics, in
fact, of Being itself, as a flux of violence? Is it not perhaps facile to criti-
cise my moderation with respect to Levinas’ position when the latter ad-
vocates the unconditionality of demanding responsibility against a pitch
dark night of violence? Whereas | see no reason to adopt a rosy view of
politics and its potential, the absolute denigration of human history
makes the appeal to eschatology — that, after all has to be mediated, real-
ised, by people — possible and thus the negative effects of the recourse to
ultimate means can be written off against the account of the all-
pervasive evil ontology. If, on the contrary, one wants to maintain the
seriousness of responsibility, but at the same time remain vigilant with
respect to the recourse to ultimate means and heroism, one does a favour
to the concerns of Levinas to pull them into a Weberian sphere of



270 | POLITICAL RESPONSIBILITY FOR A GLOBALISED WORLD

thought, in as far as this means integrating considerations regarding the
means and consequences of responsible action, as they can be identified
for a specific moment in history, into the very meaning and understand-
ing of what responsibility is.

| could state my position somewhat differently. It is not my intention
to evacuate the radicality attributed by Levinas to responsibility, but to ac-
company that radicality reflectively as far as possible, since that radicality
cannot be assumed to be an a priori good when put to political action. It
would be a caricature to suppose that such a reflective accompaniment
would entail taming responsibility by a programme that would remedy the
fallibility of ethical agents. Rather, it should be recognised that the fallibil-
ity of responsible agents and the complexity of the world in which they
have to act, submit them to an unfortunate degree of incompetence. The
human condition of responsibility is one of meagre moral luck. That is
why the reflective accompaniment of responsible action will always be
something of what Marquard called the competence to compensate for
incompetence. This compensation for our moral un-luck means, in a world
where it cannot be assumed that action out of good intentions will lead to
desirable consequences, that one does better to recognise that there is an
interval between the ethical constitution of the agent of responsibility and
the exceptional, tragic and totally self-sacrificial exercise of that responsi-
bility. If it can be conceded that there are situations that do call for the ul-
timate self-sacrifice, it seems nonetheless ill-advised to construe all forms
of responsibility as derivatives of that exceptional manifestation of respon-
sibility. Rather, prudent responsibility requires adaptation of the demands
and forms of responsibility in correspondence with the degree of instabil-
ity of the context in which responsible action has to be deployed. Equity is
the figure under which different degrees of questionability of a state of jus-
tice can be challenged, in a way appropriate to that situation.

But is it not true, then, that there might be situations that are so exceptional
and where the social institutions of responsibility are destabilised to such a
degree, that it is incumbent on the individual agent of responsibility — despite
hisfher lack of skill or insight into the situation — to take whatever measures
available to oppose a state of injustice? As hard as my criticism of the possi-
ble fanatical slide in a Levinasian ethics might be, I cannot see how the pos-
sibility of such “states of exception” can be ignored. Both Apel and Ricoeur
have been indicated to affirm as much. This is also the central problem in
Avrendt’s troubled reflections on personal responsibility." It is for this reason

1 See Hannah Arendt, Responsibility and Judgment. Jerome Kohn (ed.). New York:
Schocken Books, 2003. Considering the case of Nazi Germany, Arendt is con-
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that | have described the dramatic self-sacrifice towards which the Levina-
sian political agent may head as ambiguous: political saints are not only
known throughout history for having sown chaos and destruction through
their fanatical pursuit of justice; other saints have also faced the most adverse
circumstances in the most praiseworthy manner — for other people and at the
expense of their own lives. This ambiguity seems to me possible to recog-
nise only if one doesn’t abandon Being as such to pitch-black evil, but sees it
in its shades of grey, as it were, and thus realises that the intensity of action
that drives the two extreme possibilities of this ambiguity apart, is only
gradually arrived at as the call for responsibility approaches regions of in-
creasingly complex, troubled and unstable action, and where the call for eg-
uity gives increasing credibility to considering the exception reasonable.

Yet, there is no neutral vantage point from which to judge the gravity
of exception of historical situations. Because of this fact, the fragility” of
responsible agency is amplified by the obscurity of what could be called
evil; calling the exception is ultimately a manifestation of the inscruta-
bility of the ultimate ground for the choice between good and evil.® This
fact is exacerbated by the tragedy that evil can masquerade as the ulti-
mate good, for instance the ultimate good of the exception that, under
extreme cases, one cannot simply refuse. For this reason one might ask
if it is not better to adopt a stance towards the exception and equity that

vinced that “there exist extreme situations in which responsibility for the world,
which is primarily political, cannot be assumed because political responsibility
always presupposes at least a minimum of political power.” (p. 45). Hence, as-
suming personal responsibility under conditions in which all customary rules have
broken down (pp. 26-27) means two things. First, it entails responding to the
negative counsel of the conscience that prohibits one as an individual from engag-
ing in certain activities if one wants to be able to live with oneself henceforth (p.
44) — this powerless refusal to collaborate or consent being the trait of moral,
rather than political action. Second, under the “marginal situation in which moral
propositions become absolutely valid in the realm of politics is impotence” (p.
156), and judgement, for Arendt, functions without any pre-established procedure.
But even here, one does well to compare Arendt’s notes on “Civil disobedience”
(in Crises of the Republic. San Diego, et al.: Harcourt Brace and Company, 1969,
pp. 51-102), which is a neat argument for justice as equity, in other words for call-
ing the law to greater justice in the name of the spirit of the law. Civil disobedi-
ence is thus already a fairly radical questioning of a state of justice, but not so se-
vere that one could say that the actors of civil disobedience act out of absolute
powerlessness and personal responsibility and thus completely apolitically.

2 Cf. Paul Ricoeur, “Fragilité et responsabilité”, in Eros and Eris. Contributions to a
hermeneutical phenomenology. Paul van Togeren et. al. (eds.). Dortrecht, et al.:
Kluwer, 1992, pp. 295-304.

3 | take the formulation of this phrase from Richard Bernstein’s Radical evil. A phi-
losophical interrogation. Cambridge: Polity, 2002, p. 235.
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might be called that of a good enough justice, in a way comparable to
what Winnicott calls a “good enough” mother. This is not an attempt to
tackle political matters with tools from family psychology, but simply to
adopt the idea of “good enough” as opposed to “perfect”. The good
enough mother doesn’t do everything by the book as the perfect mother
does (and the latter consequently risks suffocating her child by her care).
“Good enough” is a figure of real and constant, demanding devotion, but
where the relationships in which one is involved and the historical de-
velopment thereof are given due recognition. The perfect justice might
be the cleanest in theory, but can be quite messy in practice; a good
enough justice accepts compromise to various degrees in common cir-
cumstances and while it doesn’t exclude the dramatic exception, it
doesn’t live constantly under the pressure of tragedy. It is true that “good
enough” would be a hermeneutical concept and it might be that finally it
says not much more than prudence. Therefore, in order to have the ad-
vantages of prudence, of a serious devotion to practice that is nonethe-
less not insensitive to contingent circumstances, such prudence has to be
given its proper place in ethical reflection. That is why it should be in-
cluded in a thorough theory of responsibility.
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