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of being (“epékeina tès ousias… hyperechontos”) and, moreover, that surpasses the 
‘ousia’ in old age (‘presbeia’) and power (‘dunamis’) (The State 509b; cf. also 
517b,c,d and 518d). This attention to radical transcendence is also apparent in the fact 
that Plato defines ‘true dialogue’ in the Phaedrus (273-274a, 275b-277a) as a dialogue 
with the gods (DEHH 189; DL 270/209). And finally, Levinas likewise refers to the 
way in which Plato reflects on the One in the first hypothesis of Parmenides (137c-
142a) as withdrawn from every definition and boundary, from place and time. It 
escapes both the identity with itself as well as the inequality with regard to itself. It is 
no whole and possesses no parts either. It does not even manifest an external form. It is 
neither at rest nor in movement. It eludes all knowledge, which implies that it cannot 
be expressed or named. Hence, Plato can also affirm that the One has no part in being 
(AE 10/8; DEHH 189-190). In connection with Plato’s view on the One, Levinas also 
refers to the way in which Plotinus not only places the One above being but also above 
thinking (‘epékeina nou’) (DEHH 189). In both Plato and Plotinus, this ‘beyond’ must 
be understood as a ‘precedence’, meaning to say that the Good and the One precede 
being, which means that being is younger than the Good and the One,6 even though it 
would seem that we discover the Good and the One only after we have become 
involved in being. In Aristotle, too, Levinas finds traces of transcendence thought. 
Firstly, in the idea of the ‘intellectus agens’, that comes in from the outside – through 
the door (‘thuraten’). And although Aristotle accepts nothing above being, he still 
affirms the ambiguity of being. This only admits an ‘analogous’ unity so that he can 
still affirm the transcendence of the first unmoved Mover (TI 53/80, 278/301; AT 67). 
Levinas even dares to think that the stoic nobility of the resignation and the 
subordination to the ‘logos’ already derives its energy from the openness to what 
Essence surpasses (AE 225/178). In the Middle Ages, the Aristotelian doctrine of the 
analogous unity of being was carried further and developed in the theology of the 
analogous attributes that are ascribed to God (TI 53/80). It was thusly that a 
transcendent God could be thought of, One who ‘does not form any totality’ with 
creation (TA 67).  
 
It is not only in Antiquity and in the Middle Ages that Levinas finds ‘seeds’ of a 
radical thinking on alterity, but also in Modern thought, starting from Descartes. In 
line with Scholasticism, Descartes indeed affirms the same ambiguous meaning with 
which the word ‘being’ is applied to God and the creation: “the impossibility for the 
transcendent being and the being that is separated from it to participate in the same 
concept also comes from Descartes” (TI 53/80). In particular, Levinas repeatedly and 
preferentially points to the Cartesian idea of infinity, which as an ‘innate idea’ cannot 
be designed by the ‘I’ (autonomy) but was put into the ‘I’ (heteronomy). Throughout 
the entirety of his thought, Levinas remains inspired by the formal pattern of 
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Descartes’ idea on infinity in order to present his view on transcendence, alterity and 
infinity. Levinas finds a point of contact even in Kant, namely in his sublimation of 
theoretical reason to practical reason, which at the same time implies a surpassing of 
theoretical reason by practical reason (EN 105). Even in the dialectical, radically 
totalising thought on unity by Hegel, Levinas is able to unravel a thought on alterity, 
namely where Hegel searches for ‘recognition’ (Anerkennung) by the other. Levinas 
also finds further initiatives for the surpassing of the thought on totality in the Sollen 
of Fichte. The Sollen is indeed not so much the impossibility of thinking about being 
but likewise the surpassing of being. Furthermore, this surpassing cannot be 
recuperated by the surpassed being, which ultimately saves the surpassed being from 
illusion (AT 67). Likewise, the pure transcendental ‘I’ of his master, Husserl, makes 
Levinas suspect a transcendence in immanence, meaning to say a dimension that 
situates itself before or at this side (‘en deça’) of the world and of the transcendental 
subject (HAH 94; AE 10/8). Bergson likewise opens up a perspective onto 
transcendence in and through his idea of the ever self-renewing ‘duration’ (durée), 
which as openness, from the future – literally from that which comes toward us – 
questions every completed or self-moved totality (AT 67; EN 105-106). Even the 
Nietzschean man is able to suspect something of the breakthrough of immanence 
towards an ‘au-delà’ (beyond). In his transition to the ‘Übermensch’ he indeed shocks 
the being of the daily, common world by means of the violence of unheard of words 
and by means of the nihilism of his poetic writing style. Stronger still, he dissolves 
language by means of the non-speech of the dance, and by means of the refusal to 
speak – a refusal that manifests itself in the scornful and sceptic laugh, even up to its 
very lunacy. And last but not least, Nietzsche returns from the time of ageing – and 
thus from progress and continuity – by means of his thought on the eternal return 
(HAH 94-95; AE 10/8). Levinas also finds the motif of transcendence quite explicit in 
Rosenzweig’s radical criticism on the Western idea of totality. For him, God, humans 
and the world form radically separate regions of being (AT 67-68). Finally, Levinas 
even finds in Heidegger, his greatest antipode, a trace of transcendence, namely in the 
sobriety of lucid reason and in his idea of ‘resignation’ (‘Gelassenheit’), that is marked 
by a radical passivity (EN 106). 
 
In conclusion to this sketch, it is important to point out that the search for traces of a 
“metaphysical extraction from being” (cf. Ponzio) in Western culture does not lead 
Levinas to take refuge in mysticism, nor to the religion or the ‘blind touch’ of a 
supernatural faith, and also not to one or the other eastern wisdom (TI 194/218). The 
Good, just like the One above being, is not sophism (DEHH 190). We must not 
renounce philosophy. The entire thought of Levinas can be considered as an attempt to 
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prove the contrary: “The place of the Good above every essence is the most profound 
teaching, the definitive teaching, not of theology, but of philosophy” (TI 76/103).  
Levinas even goes a step farther, for he does not remain fixated upon the thesis that the 
Platonic idea of the Good above being possesses philosophical force and worth. 
Throughout his entire thought he also makes every effort at deformalising the idea of 
alterity and transcendence. In other words, his thought does not remain limited to a 
kind of ‘negative philosophy’ that demonstrates the impossibility of a totalising 
totality, but he searches for a concrete form of ‘the other than the same’, that 
‘otherwise than being’, which is so radical that it cannot be reduced by any writing of 
history, thematisation or practice to the same, meaning to say to the immanence of 
Essence. It is widely known that Levinas discovers this concrete possibility in the 
relation with the other, just as he states in the introduction to his first independent 
work De l’existence à l’existant: “The study we present (…) examines a certain 
number of broader research topics concerning the problem of the Good, time, and the 
relationship with the other as a movement toward the Good” (EE 9/15).  
 
 
Primacy of the relationship with the other 
 
In his discussion of this relationship of human to human, we discover a double trace 
which we can link to his two main works Totalité et Infini (1961) en Autrement qu’être 
(1974). We also locate this double trace in the development that runs from the first to 
the second work. In Totalité et Infini we discover especially a phenomenological 
approach that – starting from his preceding works De l’existence à l’existant and Le 
temps et l’autre, which both appeared in 1947 – applies itself, on the one hand, to a 
multifaceted description of the ‘I’ as the same par excellence and, on the other hand, to 
the other as the radical other. Since the exodus towards the Good lies rooted in being, 
Levinas begins with a description of the being of the ‘I’ as hypostasis and bodily 
autoposition, which at the same time implies a victory over the impersonal ‘il y a’. 
Likewise the subject has its exodus, in the sense that the hypostasis develops into an 
ecstasy or involvement in the world. This dynamism takes place concretely throughout 
the phenomena of enjoying, residing, work, knowledge. The ‘I’ thereby unfolds itself – 
on the basis of the reduction of the other to oneself – into a self, which remains 
radically separated from the others. It is only in this manner that an encounter with the 
radical other, namely with the face of the other, becomes possible without negating 
either the radical separation between both or the radical alterity of the other. From the 
very outset, Levinas makes clear throughout his phenomenology of the face that the 
relationship between the self and the other is all about an ethical relationship, in the 
sense that the face to face is no ontological necessity nor an inescapable factual 
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givenness, but an appeal and a task. This implies that the irreducibility can also be 
denied or violated – which Levinas labels as ‘murder’ and this can manifest itself in 
various ways, namely as indifference and forgetfulness, or as tyranny and terror, as 
homicide and hate. He is even convinced that hate is in a certain sense more serious 
than murder because hate endeavours at the destruction of the other without already 
destroying the other. In hate one still keeps the other alive so that throughout the 
extreme humiliation, of which hate is the expression, the other can bear witness to the 
hate (TI 216)! 
 
The ideas of Levinas on the ‘I’ and the other and the ethical content of their 
relationship are quite sufficiently known that they do not need any further discussion, 
just as Ponzio likewise presupposes these ideas in his essay. Yet we still would like to 
reflect for a while on the view of Levinas on the alterity of the other because we have 
this lingering impression that a certain misunderstanding exists amongst particular 
commentators, which has pernicious consequences for the ethical interpretation of the 
face to face. The misunderstanding has to do with the confusion between alterity and 
difference. Along with Levinas we would like to make explicit how it is not difference 
that makes alterity, but alterity that makes the difference: “Ce n’est pas du tout la 
différence qui fait l’altérité; c’est l’altérité qui fait la différence” (VA 92). Alterity, for 
Levinas, means the irreducible uniqueness of the other who speaks to me, or better 
who appeals me to responsibility. If the other is only appreciated because he displays 
certain characteristics, attributes and qualities whereby for me he becomes interesting 
‘to learn from’, and because in so doing he confirms and reinforces my identity, then, 
according to Levinas, we end up in one or the other form of racism. Racism consists in 
the appreciation or rejection, inclusion or exclusion of the other because the other, in 
his or her individuality, either belongs to my own particularity (‘blood and soil’) and is 
thus ‘recognisable’ and ‘interesting’, or differs from my individuality in such a way 
that its difference forms a threat to me, which I then reject out of ‘self-defence’ 
(exclusion, destruction, persecution…). Of course, persons all belong to certain 
‘genres’ (‘genera’) and ‘types’ (‘species’). By experience and thus by 
phenomenological description, we immediately and incontestably come upon many 
forms of difference – and thus of individuality – between people. And each of these 
differences – ‘specific individualities’ – can be traced back to attributes, characteristics 
and qualities. These characteristics, usually in a cluster, with its own internal cohesion, 
united and ‘arranged’, show forth the particularity of persons: culture, country, race, 
religion, gender, profession, place of birth, etc. We can call this the ‘natural’ existence 
of persons, and in this regard it is not reprehensible but valuable and worthy of 
consideration: “Le tribal n’est pas à proscrire, et comporte bien des vertus” (VA 96). 
It only becomes problematic when this individuality, which is coupled with difference, 
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begins to count as the first and final word about value – the surplus or inferior value – 
of persons. According to Levinas, this appreciation or depreciation of ‘characteristic 
difference’ is precisely the source of a racist position. That which is ‘humane’ is the 
awareness that we must take a next step farther than the particular or the ‘tribal’: 
“apaiser le tribal: scandaleuse exigence” (VA 96). We can only evade racism if we 
direct ourselves ‘beyond the tribal’ (“au-delà du tribal”). The radical other is marked 
by a foreignness that cannot be annulled or destroyed: “Thou shall not kill”. Put 
positively, this means thou shall recognise and respect the other in his or her radical, 
irreducible otherness (VA 100).  
 
Against the background of this sharply stated view on the alterity of the other, we now 
would like to reflect on a central thought in the essay of Ponzio, with the intention of 
further making it explicit and taking it as a prelude to the radicalisation that Levinas 
carries out in Autrement qu’être. In Totalité en Infini we discover a kind of ambiguity, 
which is a sign of deeper underlying unrest. At first sight, the emphasis is put on 
plurality, meaning to say on the radical separateness and irreducibility between the 
same and the other, in concrete between the ‘I’ and the other. In the subtitle, Levinas 
indeed labels the entire work as ‘an essay on exteriority’. The ‘I’ and the other seem so 
irreducible to each other that they have nothing to do with each other; they lie totally 
outside of each other. There is indeed mention of a movement between both, that runs 
from the one to the other, or rather, upon closer inspection, from the other to the one, 
namely the face-à-face that is a relationship of responsibility by and for the other, 
which at the same time is based on a ‘calling into question of the same’. In this double 
phenomenology, namely the phenomenology of the ‘I’ and the phenomenology of the 
epiphany of the other as face and ethical appeal to responsibility, another movement 
manifests itself reluctantly, in the sense that the relationship to the other already plays 
a part in the working and expressions of the ‘I’ in its reductive relationships to the 
other. At first sight the description of the ‘I’ as the same seems to come first, and then 
afterwards – at least according to the phenomenologies carried out – only then is there 
mention of the appearance of the other, including its ethical appeal to responsibility. 
Throughout his phenomenological analyses, however, Levinas realises along the way 
that that which was described only ‘afterwards’ – at second place – must actually 
already be presupposed in his descriptions of that which is obvious and thus comes at 
first place, namely his phenomenology of the dynamics of the same. He concretely 
discovers that his descriptions of residing, as a specific transformation of the world by 
the ‘I’ into a ‘chez soi’, already presupposes the presence of the intimate, female other 
(TI 124/151). In that sense, the relationship with the other is the condition of 
possibility of residing. At the same time, he also discovers that work, as the 
transformation of the world into objects, which can be used and consumed, 
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presupposes the relationship with the other. The objects can only be transformed into 
objects when they can be given to the other and thus can be detached from the ‘I’. 
Worldly data only become ‘objective’ in the literal sense of the word because, insofar 
as they are mine, they can also be given to the other. And this once again means that 
the relationship with the other is the condition of possibility for work as a subject-
object relationship, whereby the world as a whole and in its parts become an object of 
the ‘I’, who as the same par excellence attempts to reduce the other into a means and 
function of itself (TI 145/171). The same must be said of knowledge, which on the 
basis of concepts and categories not only understands the things of the world but also 
makes them into things that can be grasped and arrogated and thus also given, which 
again presupposes the presence of the other. No knowledge without objectification, 
which also presupposes the objectivity of knowledge, in the sense that the knowledge 
of the world and its data can be shared with the other. The relationship to the other, in 
other words, makes possible objective knowledge and thus also science. Or as Ponzio 
states it succinctly: “All knowing presupposes the experience of infinity” (p. 9). 
 
 
Conflict and war presuppose the face to face 
 
In the context of our commentary on the essay of Ponzio, we continue to reflect 
especially on another aspect of ‘transcendentality’, which Levinas brings to the fore in 
Totalité et Infini and to which Ponzio likewise alludes: “the relationship of the same 
with the other is not only beyond the totality, but is also the very basis of the totality” 
(p. 9). In his analysis of war, which at first sight refers back to the collision between 
egos that are moved by the same dynamism of the ‘reduction of the other to the same’, 
Levinas discovers that war presupposes the face-à-face as the condition of possibility. 
In other words, Levinas feels challenged to think through conflict further, further than 
he - and many others - have initially. We follow him in his penetrating analysis that 
tries to fathom the slumbering and forgotten, left out dimension of the face to face. 
When we look at conflict more closely, then we can hardly call the conversation of the 
face-à-face primary and original, since as an attempt to arrive at an agreement, it 
comes after the apparently original conflict situation, where the subjects stand before 
each other as rivals and enemies. In order to settle this problem, according to Levinas, 
a renewed analysis of violence and war is needed, since only thus will it become 
possible to demonstrate that conflict is secondary with regard to the direct encounter 
‘eye to eye’ between the other and me. In other words, through his renewed analysis 
Levinas wants to make clear that violence already presupposes this encounter.  
 

 87



Roger Burggraeve 

At first sight, we can bring back war to an “antagonism of forces” that measure each 
other up amongst themselves (TI 197/222). Thus, violence apparently lies along the 
line of ‘work’ or the manipulation of the ‘things’ and ‘forces’ of the world: “Action on 
things, work, consists in finding the point of application where the object, by virtue of 
general laws to which its individuality is completely reducible, will submit to the 
worker’s will. Work neither finds nor seeks in the object anything strictly individual” 
(LC 37-38/18-19). Apparently, violence is ruled by an analogous dynamism: the 
violent ‘I’ acts at first sight not really in relationship with the other, onto which 
violence is committed. It behaves precisely as if it were alone. It approaches the 
antagonist as a ‘force’, as a brute and wild force, nameless and without autonomous 
value. It leaves out, as it were, the individuality of the other in order to approach the 
other as a mere part of a totality, or as a ‘particularised’ element of a general 
calculation and thus overpower the other (DEHH 168).  
 
This comparison of violence with work, however, is misleading since the one attacked 
does not wholly behave as a ‘blind force’ that needs to be overcome by a ‘greater 
force’. This is, after all, also apparent when we look more closely at the way in which 
the attacking ‘I’ approaches its antagonist. It belongs, indeed, to the mode of inter-
human violence that the attacking ‘I’ does not look the other directly in the eye or 
attack with an open visor, but always attempts to approach the other from the side in 
order to be able to overcome the other by surprise or through an indirect route. 
Violence is guile and ambush par excellence. It is no mere opposition of forces 
whereby the strongest would be victorious. On the contrary, it concerns a relationship 
between two, separate, free beings that transcendently take up a position against each 
other. “They affirm themselves as transcending the totality, each identifying itself not 
by its place in the whole, but by its self” (TI 198/222). In this relationship, the 
unforeseen possibilities, both of the attacker as well as of the attacked, play a great 
role, like courage, dexterity, self-sacrifice, inventiveness, cunning, guile, creativity 
(DEHH 168). The so-called ‘force’ before which the ‘I’ comes to stand is of an 
unforeseen and incalculable nature precisely because it is the ‘force’ of a free 
antagonist. Its resistance against the violence of the ‘I’ is not blind, like that among 
things, but free and conscious. As a free being, the antagonist always maintains the 
possibility of undoing the very best calculations of the attacker. The violent ‘I’ 
continuously runs the risk that its tactics fail since the other that is targeted can see 
through these tactics and confound them by means of its own, secret tactics. “No 
logistics guarantees victory. The calculations that make possible the determination of 
the outcome of a play of forces within a totality do not decide war. It lies at the limit of 
a supreme confidence in oneself and a supreme risk. It is a relation between beings 
exterior to totality, which hence are not in touch with one another” (TI 198/223). 
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Hence, Levinas can likewise state that “war presupposes the transcendence of the 
antagonist” (TI 198/222). The fact that the ‘I’ thoroughly takes into account the 
‘incalculability’ of the other, whereby the very best calculations of the attacker can be 
undone, means that it has in fact acknowledged the other in its separation and 
exteriority, meaning to say as an ‘other’, as a foreign and ungraspable presence that 
comes from elsewhere: “War aims at a presence that comes always from elsewhere, a 
being that appears in a face” (TI 198/222). 
 
That the violent ‘I’ really takes into account the other, and thereby inadvertently 
recognises it as other, is indeed also apparent from the fact that the ‘I’ shall avoid 
attacking the other directly. ‘If you can’t be strong, be smart’, the proverb goes. We 
have already mentioned it above: the essence of war is guile and ambush – thus 
indirect, disguised attack. Precisely for that reason the attacking ‘I’ will search for 
vulnerable spots of the other, for its ‘Achilles’ heel’, in order to overpower the other 
through a cunningly laid out ambush or unexpectedly from the back. This ‘indirect’ 
approach precisely implies the encounter ‘face-à-face’. After all, that the violent ‘I’ 
avoids the face of the other, that it evades the other in order to approach the other 
indirectly or from behind, implies that the ‘I’ has first acknowledged the other as other. 
Precisely because the ‘I’ experiences the other clearly as a ‘transcendent’ freedom, it 
will try to approach the other as if it were not free, but as a wild and animal freedom, 
or rather as a force to be overpowered against which one must resist in an equally 
forceful, or at best in a more forceful way. Precisely because the violent ‘I’ 
experiences the other as ‘transcendence’ it will try to ‘forget’ and ‘disregard’ the other. 
That is why it does not attack the other with an open visor, but throws itself upon the 
other indirectly. This pretending, this turning away from the other and averting one’s 
gaze from the other is only possible when the ‘I’ has first looked the other in the face 
and thus has experienced him as other, that asks for acknowledgement as other. We 
cannot pretend that we have not seen the other as other, without having seen the other 
as other! To attack the other, to subjugate him or even kill him is, paradoxically 
speaking, only possible by turning away and pretending that he is not an other who has 
the right to respect. Consequently, the acknowledgement of the other as other must 
precede the denial of another person’s freedom, which forms the basis of violence (LC 
39/19).  
 
Levinas thus arrives at the conclusion that preceding all violence and war is a situation 
where two free beings stand over and against each other ‘face to face’. The primary 
experience is that of the other, who turns directly to the ‘I’. “War can be produced only 
where discourse was possible: discourse subtends war itself. (…) Violence can aim 
only at a face” (TI 200/225). In that sense, Levinas can rightly affirm that the ‘face-à-
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face’ is not so much one of the possible or one of the many relationships amidst other 
relationships. On the contrary, it has an ultimate, meaning to say foundational, 
significance (TI 196/221). Or still: the ethics of the I-other-relationship stands at the 
origins, it comes first, and is at the same time original, meaning to say, foundational. 
Ethics is indeed the first philosophy! 
 
 
Ethical redefinition of the self 
 
It is our conviction that in his second major work, Levinas not only explicitly 
extrapolates transcendental thought, which he had begun rather hesitatingly but 
nonetheless really in Totalité et Infini, but also radicalises it in an uncommonly sharp 
and challenging way. This radicalisation takes place, in our opinion, as a shift, or 
stronger still as a change of perspective. In his essay, Ponzio does what so many 
commentators on Levinas do, namely linking immediately with each other the insights 
from both works and making use of them interchangeably, as if the ideas from 
Autrement qu’être are the direct continuation of the ideas from Totalité et Infini. 
Undoubtedly, there is no mention of a radical break or discontinuity between both 
works. Yet it must be acknowledged that both works employ an entirely different 
language and style, which at least suggests the idea of a certain change in the mode of 
approach. Levinas himself has tried to explain this difference by pointing out that in 
Totalité et Infini he wanted to avoid especially a psychologising language in favour of 
a more eidetic language. In order to avoid the risk that his phenomenological 
descriptions would be understood as psychological concepts and expressions of 
subjective experience, with his phenomenological analyses, he intends to expose 
alterity and responsibility especially in the ‘essence’ of the described phenomena 
anchored in reality like identity, enjoyment, residence, work and especially the face. In 
the Preface to the German translation of Totalité et Infini he writes: “Autrement 
qu’être ou au-delà de l’essence évite déjà le langage ontologique – ou, plus 
exactement, eidétique – auquel Totalité et Infini ne cesse de recourir pour éviter que 
ses analyses mettant en question le conatus essendi de l’être, ne passent pour reposer 
sur l’empirisme d’une psychologie” (EN 249). In the same Preface Levinas speaks, on 
the one hand, of the philosophical discourse, that was begun in Totalité et Infini (1961) 
and was continued further in Autrement qu’être (1974) and De Dieu qui vient à l’idée 
(1982) but, on the other, he also mentions the “variations non contingentes” (p. 42). 
Notwithstanding the clear and unambiguous continuity between the work of 1961 and 
that of 1974 (and in extension thereof, the later work of 1982), the difference or the 
change should indeed not be taken too lightly. And maybe the change of perspective is 
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indeed more radical than what Levinas wants us to believe. At least, this is our 
conviction, which we now would like to present and discuss further. 
 
In Totalité et Infini we see especially a movement of “transascendence” (TI 5/35), 
meaning to say a movement that searches above or beyond the identity and the totality 
of the same for the radical other. In Autrement qu’être Levinas no longer directs 
himself to the alterity or exteriority of the face of the other, an insight that has been 
acquired phenomenologically (and transphenomenologically), but he turns back to the 
subject, the ‘I’, which he has described till then, in contrast to the radical alterity of the 
other, as the radical separateness of the ‘I’ as the same. He arrives at a redefinition of 
the subject, out of the awareness that there is something not entirely correct with his 
first description of the ‘I’ as the same. He retraces his steps and asks himself whether 
in his description of the ‘I’ as the dynamics of ‘reduction of the other to the same’ he 
has not forgotten and disregarded something essential. We can also call this an 
important Husserlian moment in his thought, in the sense that according to the 
Husserlian phenomenological method, he turns back ‘zu den Sachen selbst’. 
Throughout the development of his thought regarding the alterity of the face and 
especially of the appeal to responsibility that is coupled with its epiphany, Levinas 
comes to the awareness that with his description of the ‘I’ as identity, or rather as the 
dynamics of identification and totalisation, he has not yet exposed something essential 
– the true matter itself – of the subject. We can call this turn a movement of 
‘transdescendence’, in the sense that Levinas now descends into the ‘I’ itself in order 
to penetrate through – or under – identity to the true being of the ‘I’. Starting from 
what we can call the ‘objective’ or external alterity of the face of the other in Totalité 
et Infini, in Autrement qu’être and later he already directs his attention to the 
‘subjective’ or internal alterity, namely the alterity that is at work in the subject itself. 
In this way, the impression of dualism and even of irreconcilable opposition that is 
evoked by the bipolar dynamics of the same (totality) and the other (infinity), 
prominently present in Totalité et Infini, is corrected. Totality and infinity do not stand 
over and against each other but are linked to each other, just as it is indeed apparent in 
the title of Totalité et Infini itself. They are thus linked to each other by an intimate 
intrigue that the same is not only radically separated from the other but is also the 
bearer and guardian of the other.  
 
Levinas concretely discovers how the ‘I’ as the same par excellence is not only the 
same, but how the ‘I’ is already marked from the beginning, or rather ‘pre-originally’, 
meaning to say even before the ‘I’ can pose itself as origin and principle of being and 
action, by the other than itself. It is no coincidence that in Autrement qu’être Levinas 
speaks about “the other in the same”, “heteronomy in autonomy” and about 
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“transcendence in immanence”. We are faced here with a very exceptional paradox. On 
the one hand, Ponzio rightly states that we must abandon or surpass the domain and the 
logic of being (identity, totality) in search for an ‘exit’, an ‘exodus’, an ‘outside’ - 
namely an “outside the essence (essement) – the process or event of being – outside 
conatus essendi” (p. 19) outside the theme, outside the subject”. However, when we 
read carefully Autrement qu’être, we see how this externality as internality must be 
interpreted: the ‘outside’ of alterity is ‘inside’ the subject, just as Ponzio also indicates: 
“otherness is not outside the sphere of the I”. The ‘I’ is not simply and plainly an 
egocentric ‘I’, in the sense that its so-called natural selfishness is already troubled and 
traumatised by the other than itself. The ‘extra-versive’ movement toward the other is 
at the same time an ‘intra-versive’ movement inwards: the subject is opened up toward 
the other, and this standing towards the outside is its intimacy. The ‘I’ is created as 
being attuned to the other than itself. It stands outside of itself, it is ecstatic, and 
thereby is it an ‘I’, not in the nominative but in the accusative, just as Ponzio also 
indicates. Levinas expresses this acutely in the familiar French expression “me voici”, 
an expression that for him offers the translation and interpretation of the Hebrew 
“Hinneni”. What is remarkable in both the Hebrew as well as the French expression is 
that it concerns an accusative form without a nominative form. This is to be contrasted 
to the English: ‘Here I am’. Precisely because it stands in the nominative, the English 
expression suggests too much that I offer myself and make myself available, while the 
Hebrew-French expression, precisely as an accusative form, wants to convey that the 
‘I’ is already ‘offered’ even before it can offer itself. I find myself in the condition or 
the situation of ‘the one already offered’, and thus stand precisely from the very 
beginning in the accusative, even before I can pose myself in the nominative as an 
actively choosing and self-offering subject. I stand, literally, accused: I stand in blame 
by the other, even before I as an active and free being can commit a mistake towards 
the other. We can express at best this accusative-significance of the responsibility-
despite-myself as an heteronomous and original, or rather pre-original “being 
indebted”, in the sense that in spite of myself I am indebted with my own being to the 
other, before the other. In spite of myself I find myself turned outwards - my 
interiority, my psyche, my soul, are turned outwards by ‘being moved in spite of 
myself’. My being-self consists in standing turned outside of myself, without first 
turning myself, as an active subject, towards the outside. The ‘I’ is to be bare, exposed, 
without first actively having exposed oneself – this active exposing is only something 
that the ‘I’ can take upon itself as a second resort, as an ‘assent’ to its pre-original 
exposure, whereby it literally chooses to be what it already is! In that sense is the ‘I’ 
marked, animated and inspired by the other than itself: already dedicated to the other 
than itself, even before it can pose a free act of ‘dedication to the other than itself’. The 
active entering into a relationship with the other goes back to a radical passivity, 
namely a passivity that I cannot instigate myself, but a passivity wherein I already find 
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myself: I already stand in relationship with the other than myself. I am already in 
dialogue with the other, I am already attuned to the other, even before I can attune 
myself to the other, even before I can exchange ideas with the other. I am already 
linked to the other, even before I can link myself to the other. In this regard, the 
covenant precedes every contract. We are not ‘wolves towards each other’ (Hobbes), 
but each other’s ‘keeper and brother’ (the Bible). Even before we can behave as each 
other’s brother, we are already ‘geared up’ – preceding our freedom – as ‘each other’s 
brother’. I am my brother’s keeper in the literal sense of the word, in the sense that I 
am already linked with him even before I can consciously and freely link myself to 
him. The ‘au-delà’ (beyond) is ‘en-deça’: that is the true paradox. The transascendence 
out of the same toward the other, in concrete out of the self toward the other, becomes 
in Autrement qu’être a transdescendence, meaning to say a descent into the same under 
the same, under the self, in order to discover – to surmise – that by which the self is 
already marked and also ‘constituted’ before all else. By means of this recurring 
movement of introversion we discover, in other words, that the ‘I’ is for all else an 
‘otherwise than being’. It is no coincidence that Levinas labels this ‘being by and for 
the other than the self’ as ‘creaturalité’, as createdness, wherein the ‘I’ already finds 
itself – from time immemorial. We can label this with a Heideggerian term as an 
ethical ‘Befindlichkeit’, or stronger still – as Ponzio does (p. 22) – as a “Geworfenheit”: 
being thrown. In what is at the same time a recurring and ever further deepening search 
for the right words, Levinas also qualifies the subject as ‘subjectedness’, namely a 
‘subjectité’ that can be read literally from the word ‘subject’. It is ‘being subjected’ to 
the command that proceeds from the face of the other: through this order it is already 
marked even before it can de facto ‘hear’ the command that proceeds from the 
appearing face of the other. In that sense the ‘I’ ‘stands’ under the irrefutable appeal to 
responsibility, even before it can experience itself – in the encounter with the other – as 
being called and appealed to in order to respond, meaning to say in order to take up the 
responsibility for the other (AE 61-68/48-53). 
 
Levinas arrives at this radical redefinition of the subject on the basis of his thorough 
reflection on the ethical appeal of the face that proceeds from the face of the other. The 
face directs itself towards me as an ethical imperative, in the sense that I am touched 
by the vulnerable and injured face of the other. I cannot remain indifferent towards the 
other, or rather I can indeed but should not be indifferent. This ethical dynamism 
between the other and me, however, presupposes that not only am I touched by the 
face of the other, but also that I am ‘touchable’. The condition of possibility in order to 
be affected by the epiphany of the other is that I am affectable. Hence, Levinas not 
only describes the ‘I’ as the same that closes itself up, but also and especially as the ‘I’ 
that stands open, or rather as that which always must stand open, in order to be able to 

 93



Roger Burggraeve 

be touched by the other that presents itself. In order to be able to stand exposed before 
the other the ‘I’ must be ‘exposable’. It is precisely for that reason that in the period of 
Autrement qu’être Levinas characterised the ‘I’ as ‘sensibilité’ or ‘sensitivity’, which 
is bodily through and through. One does well here to pay attention to the fact that this 
sensibility should in no way whatsoever be actively understood as a conscious choice 
and attitude of attention and openness for the other. On the contrary, it must be 
understood as a radical passivity, meaning to say as a passivity more passive than any 
passivity, which all too often is still understood as an active ‘disposition’, meaning to 
say as a self-opening and self-authenticating passivity. Sensibility is a movedness by 
the other than oneself, a movedness that has happened to me – in me – in spite of 
myself, a movedness that is already there even before I can make myself move 
towards the other. And it is precisely thanks to this heteronomous and passive 
movedness that I can actively set myself in motion toward the other. First, I am in spite 
of myself already responsible for the other, and that is my being, before I can actively 
behave responsibly for the other. And it is thanks to my heteronomous already being 
held responsible, thanks to this condition of possibility of the affectivity that has 
already happened to me previously so that I am also affectable, that I can effectively 
take up the responsibility for the other. My sensibility by and for the other is then no 
merit, but – especially when looked at from the perspective of being – rather an 
inconvenient condition of existence whereby I am an ethical being, meaning to say I 
can be appealed to (AE 86-91/53-56).  
 
The reverse order of the subject turned inside out – an order that seems to be rather a 
disorder from the perspective of Essence – manifests itself in and through the ‘bad 
conscience’, just as Ponzio rightly indicates (pp. 18, 21-3). My self-complacent 
consciousness, the identity that unfolds itself by unabashedly drawing the other to 
myself, becomes disturbed, stronger still, is shocked and questioned by the other than 
myself. Or rather, I discover my identity as an already troubled and questioned 
identity, as a bad conscience, that actually has always already been a bad conscience. 
My consciousness is an ‘affected’ and ‘moved’ consciousness and precisely for that 
reason it is also a ‘disconcerted’ conscience, whereby I – since an ‘immemorial past’ – 
already find myself involved with the other than myself, with the other who is already 
thrust upon me before any free choice. I already stand in an ethical relationship with 
the other, even before I can actively relate in an ethical way to the other. That is why, 
according to Levinas, ethics is the ground, or rather the underground, or stronger still, 
the ‘non-ground’ of my being. Ethics constitutes my being. The paradox, however, is 
that ethics characterises my being without itself again becoming ontological, in the 
sense that I am not doomed to be ethical, meaning to say to be ethically good. I am 
marked by the other than myself, I am sensitive to the other than myself, in spite of 
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myself, but this sensitivity is no more than an ethical appealability, meaning to say an 
ethical addressability, and thus not ontological natural law, necessity or coercion. In 
this regard, I am already at peace with the other,7 without this being an unavoidable, 
inescapable peace, like a natural phenomenon - like  a stone that on the basis of its 
‘nature’, (on the basis of the force of gravity) falls to the ground. I can refuse to 
authenticate and to incarnate myself, my already being linked to the other self. I can 
thus choose to simply ‘be’, to give in to my ‘natural being’ or ‘conatus essendi’. This 
then does not mean, however, that I am surrendered to the being of my being. Even my 
being is no mere natural phenomenon; it is not an ontological logic with its own laws 
of necessity and inevitability. I am, as such, marked in my being by the other than 
myself that I can choose, and also must choose for the other than myself, for the other, 
without having to be surrendered to it like a natural fate. This is not about an 
irresistible must, in the sense of a not-being-able-to-do-otherwise, but about an 
incontrovertible must, to which I indeed can duly resist. I can renounce my ‘true self’, 
my ‘being by and for the other’. I can indeed turn a deaf ear to the appeal that proceeds 
from the face. I should not do that, however; even though that is the prohibition 
against killing the other, I am indeed able to do so. I do avail myself of the freedom to 
use violence and to kill, meaning to say, to make my ‘being’ a fundamental option and 
deliberately and willingly authenticate and experience it according to this being, on the 
basis of self-interest. If necessary, I do so on the basis of mutually well-understood 
self-interest, in line with what we have discussed at the beginning of this commentary. 
Most preferably, we do so avoiding war, but if it must be the case, then up to the 
struggle for life and death. 
 
Finally, in this context we must also point out how the redefinition of the subject as 
‘the other in the same’ and as ‘otherwise than being’ also has for Levinas a theological 
significance, whereby ‘theological’ does not have a confessional but only a strictly 
philosophical meaning. Since it does not belong to the theme of Ponzio’s essay, we 
would like to briefly indicate it here, although it is not without importance, as will be 
made apparent later. The responsibility for the other, that precedes my freedom, and 
through which I am thus ‘signed’ even before I come to the act of consciousness, links 
Levinas to the idea of the divine in me. As being dedicated to the other than myself in 
spite of myself, I am touched and inspired by the other than myself. I already find 
myself along the tracks towards the other, which means that I am already animated by 
‘the idea of the Good in me’ (l’idée du Bien en moi’). Or put even more paradoxically: 
my soul is the divine in me, or God in me, who as ‘the Good above being’ appeals to 
me and moves me to take up responsibility for the other. In this regard, Levinas can 
state: “le psychique est originellement le théologique” (TrI 39). Levinas also calls it 
the essential ‘religiosity’ and ‘spirituality’ of the self, in the sense that the ‘I’, insofar 
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as it is inhabited by the other than itself and stands turned towards the other, is also 
inhabited by God. He interprets his theological redefinition of the human person also 
on the basis of the idea of the ‘Infinite One’. For that purpose, he refers to the literal 
meaning of “In-fini”: the Infinite One is in the finite, in the sense that the more finds 
itself in the less, or stronger still, that the more, the Transcendent, is at work in the 
less, the immanent of the finite self. And since for Levinas the God-idea can only be 
linked to the idea of goodness, to be understood as ‘above being’, the presence of the 
Infinite One in me can mean nothing else than that I, in spite of myself, preceding 
every initiative and every choice by myself, am destined to responsibility by and for 
the other. When consistently thought through, this means that according to Levinas the 
ethical – as the other in me – is founded in the divine. I cannot be ethical, meaning to 
say called in spite of myself to responsibility for the other, unless I am inspired by God 
– as the Good above being – down to the intimacy of my self. Hence, the religiosity of 
the ‘I’, insofar as it is inspired by the Infinite One and the Good, counts as the 
condition of possibility of its ethically standing towards the other. From this, it is 
apparent how this reference to the ‘theological’ and ‘religious’ underground of ethical 
appealability by and for the other does not simply have a formal character, in the sense 
that it is useful to refer to it for the sake of completeness. This is indeed apparent from 
the fact that the theological redefinition of the subject is already offered extensively in 
Autrement qu’être, which then finds its culmination in a compilation of essays, in De 
Dieu qui vient à l’idée. It is thus also a question of honesty to refer to the foundational 
theological and religious, in short spiritual, dimension of Levinas’ ethical redefinition 
of the subject precisely because in that way it is apparent how God as the Good in me 
is the condition of possibility of ethics as responsibility by and for the other. 
 
 
Ethical view on politics and state, and further 
 
On the basis of the ethical redefinition of the ‘I’, that from now on can be described 
not only more, or even not in the first place, as a rapacious, totalising process of 
identification, but counts as an ‘otherwise than being’, in the sense of ‘being for the 
other in spite of myself’, Levinas likewise arrives at describing society and politics and 
state (understood in the broad sense) in a different way. While in Totalité et Infini he 
has an especially Hobbesian interpretation of state and politics, and thus emphasises 
particularly negative aspects – although the ‘other’ movement is indeed not entirely 
absent, as is apparent among others at the end of the work and to which Ponzio also 
refers8 – in the period of Autrement qu’être Levinas arrives at rethinking politics itself 
out of the face to face as a primary, foundational ethical relationship between people, 
and out of the subject as an eminent expression of the otherwise than being in its being 
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itself. Levinas is in search of “a peace that is not based in war” (cf. Ponzio), whereby 
he even more clearly manifests himself as a radical ‘anti-Hobbesian’, precisely by 
“inverting the Hobbesian concept of Homo homini lupus” (pp. 28-9). It is clear that 
Levinas in his later works, namely starting from the period around Autrement qu’être, 
develops a concept of state and politics that no longer starts from the brutal and 
restrained ‘being’ of the many ‘I’s that come into conflict with each other, whereby 
war is the ‘extreme ratio’ of politics, even when these ‘I’s arrive at peace but from 
both the passive as well as active responsibility of the one for the other. The fact of the 
‘third party’ indeed challenges us to broaden our original responsibility face to face 
into justice for all others. The other and I are not alone in the world; we are amongst 
many, likewise called by Levinas as the datum of ‘humanity’. Inspired by our 
heteronomous responsibility we must not only take into account the unique other but 
everyone: the second and the third, the fourth, the tenth, the thousandth, the 
millionth… That is why we must judge, classify, distinguish, calculate and weigh out 
on the basis of priorities and urgencies, and thus treat everyone in an equal and fair 
manner. Only by means of this care for a fair and balanced justice can we remedy the 
initial (non-intentional) violence that is inadvertently fixed in the exclusive face-à-
face: if I do everything for the one other, I automatically do injustice to the other 
others that are forgotten and excluded. There still is more, however. Since we cannot 
immediately reach those who are far off, meaning to say the true ‘third parties’, we 
must realise justice via ‘mediations’ (“Vermittlungen”, Hegel). We can only concretely 
substantiate our responsibility for the others in plural when we introduce ‘intermediary 
terms’ between ourselves and the absent third parties, whereby we do reach them 
indirectly but indeed in actuality (HS 185/). These intermediary terms are all sorts of 
forms of social, economic, financial, legal, political structures, institutes, organisms, 
agencies, systems, both infra-national as well as national, international and global. 
With Levinas we can call this organisational and structural network ‘state’ and 
‘politics’, understood in the broad Aristotelian sense of ‘polis’. In this regard, state and 
politics are for Levinas utterly positive and ethically considered an obligation, in the 
awareness that a choice can also be made for a ‘Hobbesian’ politics and state, that 
approaches society and develops it on the basis of a fundamental option for the image 
of humanity as ‘one’s own being’ and the approach to the other as a threat, which 
flows forth from that image. The dominant Western, Hobbesian, view on politics, in 
other words, must not only be critiqued as a wrong concept but it likewise deserves all 
attention insofar as it is a factual possibility, which was also developed historically and 
has returned time and again and still can return. Or rather, it remains an ethical 
possibility precisely because a politics that returns to the responsibility of the one for 
the other is not an ontological necessity but only an ethical possibility that can be 
substantiated not automatically but only on the basis of ethical choices that need to be 
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renewed time and again. Hence, it is important to return to that which precedes all 
politics and all societies, namely the subject being ethically marked by the other and 
the responsibility for the other (LPI 49).  
 
However desirable it may be, an ethically inspired social and political order, according 
to Levinas, can never have the final word. A political order constantly runs the risk of 
deteriorating. Since it takes shape in laws, structures and institutions, it demonstrates 
inadvertently an objective, distant and anonymous character. Its nameless objectivity is 
the cause that subjects are no longer treated as separate persons, but rather as elements 
that are considered under a generalised term or totality. In this sense the objective 
generalisation, that the social order must carry out in order to guarantee its task of 
justice for all, including the third parties, signifies the constant threat of structural 
violence and tyranny, whereby individuals are partly rid of their irreducible 
separateness and unique characteristics (TI 276/300). 
 
This reverse side of the social, economic and political order is experienced in an 
exceptional manner in a totalitarian socio-political regime, that in the name of justice 
proclaims itself as a definitive regime. Historically we have seen this happen in 
Stalinism.  The Stalinist system was rigid and unrelenting. Moreover, Stalinism raised 
itself into a final, insurpassable system of well-being in the name of the ‘good’ for the 
proletariat. This is the horrible paradox of Stalinism: evil takes place in the name of 
the good: the good (of standing up for the poor, the oppressed ‘other’) is transformed 
into its own opposite. In this regard, Stalinism is in a certain sense even worse than 
Hiterlism. While Hitlerism rests on an immoral foundation, namely the racist 
exclusion and destruction (proclaimed in the ‘blood-and-land-ideology’), Stalinism 
rests on a fundamental moral inspiration, namely the preferential option for the ‘other’, 
understood as the vulnerable ‘poor, widow, orphan and stranger’ (which indeed also 
form the core of the heteronomous responsibility by and for the other). In other words, 
Stalinism is the terror of the inherent perversion of one’s own ethical movedness. It is 
so convinced of its own ‘absolute right’, meaning to say its ‘vocation’, of having to 
establish the utter Good and Purity of its own socio-political order that it rejects and 
also attempts to exterminate all dissidence as chaos and undermining of justice and 
truth with all its accompanying coercion, dogmatism and persecution. Or to put it 
differently, Stalinism inadvertently turns against its own original ‘good will’, precisely 
because it has absolutised its choice for the good (of the other) into an all 
encompassing and final system. The worst that can happen to ethics is when, in the 
name of the face of the other or the proletariat, one creates – as it has happened in 
Stalinism – a socio-economic and political system and proclaims it as the absolute 
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good whereby it literally becomes the evil of the good and thus destroys ethics itself in 
the name of ethics.  
 
Now this counts not only for historical, political Stalinism, but also for all forms of 
social, economic and institutional design. Social agencies or organisations as such can 
raise themselves as the final word on justice, such that they elevate themselves as the 
definitive and decisive answer to all questions that have to do with that specific social 
sector. The same can be said of economic organs, structures and institutions. The 
economic reality of producing and trading goods and services, that at the same time 
concretely realises itself via money and finance, can as such be ruled by the financial 
network of banks and stock exchanges and others that they become an anonymous, 
almost divine (or should we say demonic) omnipotence (SA ). One does well to pay 
attention to the fact here that this is not simply an accidental evolution, but is a 
pseudo-inevitability inherent in the system itself, as we have already stated above. Its 
structural and objective externality brings along that it presents itself inadvertently as a 
fixed and definitively valid social or economic regime. Its inherent conservatism 
implies the temptation of a social or economic Stalinism. That is why we must not turn 
a blind eye to the Stalinism or the ‘Stalinist’ traces that are inherent in our own socio-
economic system, whereby this laboriously constructed welfare and well-being system 
effects the deterioration of its own noble goals. In our society we have developed an 
immense social and economic technocracy, that not only becomes even more complex, 
but it reaches even farther with its tentacles like a globalising octopus, whereby the 
evil in the good itself lurks around every corner.  
 
Socio-economic justice, however, never fulfils the responsibility of ‘the one-for-the-
other’, just as it is neither fulfilled by a political order. The options, priorities and 
achieved balances that are laid down in the educational system and the health and 
welfare services (to take just two examples), create ever-new injustices. That is why 
‘an even better social, economic and political justice’ is needed - yes, even sometimes 
a new social, economic and political justice that tries very attentively, as a critical 
corrective, to recognise, to prevent and to remedy every deterioration of the structural 
forms of justice, or even radically question it. This is only possible in a non-totalitarian 
regime, also called by Levinas a ‘liberal regime’, which in principle proceeds from the 
idea that the justice achieved is always incomplete. This implies the need for the 
questioning of the social, economic and political act, even when it is just. Indeed, it is 
never ‘just’ enough. By means of this questioning, or this ‘permanent sobering up’, we 
can avoid the absolutising of our social, economic and political realisations, meaning 
to say the terror of the good that raises itself to the absolute good and thus transforms 
itself into evil (AS 62). 
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According to Ponzio (pp. 29, 33, 37), entirely in line with Levinas, this surpassing is 
only possible by creating space for human rights that take to heart in their pure, non-
political formulations the rights of the unique other, going against every system (EFP 
98). From within human rights, which by definition are not equated with a regime, one 
can radically question not only a fossilized politics but also a socio-economic system 
or break it open for greater justice and more humanity. They have at the same time a 
critical and prophetic character. They go against the resigned and self-confirming 
conservatism of all social, economic and political institutions and they provoke or 
literally call people to come forth and strive for a better justice, without degrading 
itself however into the evil of a totalitarian system of justice that pretends to avail of 
‘true justice’ (PM 178). A society that accepts human rights as an internally critical 
and prophetic agency is a non-totalitarian, flexible socio-economic and political order 
that likewise accepts the possibility of speaking and acting by the individual when 
something – according to the individual’s conscience and awareness of responsibility – 
no longer contributes to a better form of justice (HS 185). This ‘free place’ and 
‘transcendence’ is authenticated by the unique, responsible subject, that is never 
identified with the system and the organised forms of society and precisely in that way 
– as poet, singer, innocent child, simple mind, fool, dreamer, journalist or prophet – 
can, may and must put the achieved system under critique (EN 216-217). 
 
The responsibility of the one for the other still functions, last but not least, in another 
way as a critical corrective and surpassing of the social, economic and political justice, 
namely as the ‘miracle’ of the “small goodness” (“la petite bonté”), whereby every 
political and socio-economic system is relativised. There are, if you will, tears that no 
single functionary or whichever socio-economic and political system can see.These are 
the tears of the one, unique other. So that matters would work well and end up 
humanely, the singular responsibility of everyone, for everyone, towards everyone is 
and remains – over and above every system – necessary. In every social, economic and 
political establishment, individual consciences are needed who are sensitive and 
vulnerable in their bodily affectivity to the suffering of ‘individuals’ and who thus take 
upon themselves unconditionally the fate of others, not only of those who are near but 
also of those who are far. They alone are capable of seeing the violence that ensues 
from the good functioning of the socio-economic and political rationality itself. 
Precisely for that reason, Levinas argues for the ‘ethical individualism’ (TH 82/24) of 
the ‘small goodness’. He calls it small because it runs from the one to the unique other, 
because it does what no single system ultimately can do - it enters into the needs of the 
singular other with concrete contributions. Small is this goodness, too, because it is 
anything but spectacular, as it has no desire to be total. It is about a modest, partial 
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goodness that does not have the pretence of solving everything once and for all and 
thus create a paradise on earth. Filled with enthusiasm and dedication it does what it 
can, without wanting to get everything in its grasp. It bears the world, even though its 
deeds have no magical power to change the entire world and history and make them 
come to a happy ending (LAV 116-117).  
 
 
In conclusion: Jerusalem and Athens 
 
To conclude, we can interpret Levinas’ view on the relationship between responsibility 
and politics on the basis of the way in which he understands as a Jew and as a 
philosopher the relationship between Jerusalem and Athens. For him, first comes the 
“wisdom of love” (“la sagesse de l’amour”), based on the heteronomous responsibility 
just sketched which does justice to the other – by not killing the other – and thus 
acquires unique knowledge from the other, based on ethical ‘recognition’. This Jewish 
“wisdom of love”, however, also needs the Greek “love of wisdom” in order to 
transform – on the basis of deliberation and consideration, comparison and knowledge 
of affairs – responsibility into justice on the social and political level. But in its turn, 
this love for wisdom cannot have the last word. It needs to be surpassed by that which 
must precede it, namely the wisdom of love that reveals itself in the face to face, to 
which Ponzio (p. 28) also rightly alludes. The Bible must not only be added to Greek 
wisdom but must also precede the Greek love for wisdom. In other words, Levinas 
does not place the Bible and Greece beside each other but he involves them with each 
other. They need each other, although the Bible is more fundamental than Greece. This 
does not mean, however, that Greece would be unimportant. Greece is necessary, but 
must be embedded, from the front and from the back: ‘en deça’ and ‘au-delà’! The 
responsibility of the one for the other forms, in other words, an inclusion – inspiration 
and perspective – for society, state and politics. Or to extend Ponzio’s remark: the 
initial peace of the face-à-face does not only precede politics, it subsequently inspires 
and orientates legislative justice and peace, in order in its turn to surpass them once 
again, insofar as the achieved social and political peace can never be peace enough. 
The first and the last word come to the ‘small peace’ of the face to face.  
 
This view on the relationship between Jerusalem (Bible) and Greece, however, is for 
Levinas not a religious or theological thesis, but an utterly philosophical thesis. The 
Jewish character is not in contradiction to the philosophical slant of this thought. 
Ponzio is simply correct (p. 32) when he reflects that Levinas is not a Jewish thinker in 
the sense that his being-Jew, and the Jewish scriptures to which he refers, would form 
an argument for his thought. Never do the verses of the Bible and the Talmud form an 
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authoritative argument. Only on the basis of their intrinsic truth value do they have any 
right in his philosophy, in the same way as the verses of Homer, Hölderin and Trakl 
can only acquire any philosophical authority precisely and only insofar as they 
provoke and give rise to thought. Levinas’ thesis regarding the primacy and the 
ultimate character of the Jewish wisdom of love, meaning to say of ‘Thou shall not 
kill’ and the ‘responsibility by and for the other’ only has value insofar as it can be 
made insightful and communicable in a philosophical – phenomenological, 
transphenomenological and transcendental – manner.  
 
 
Notes 
 
1 According to the Julian calendar, which was still enforced during the former Czarist 
empire, and therefore according to his first, Lithuanian passport, Levinas was born on 
December 30, 1905. According to the Gregorian calendar, which was (and still is) 
operative in Western Europe and which was introduced in Eastern Europe only after 
the Bolshevik revolution, Levinas’ birth date is on January 12, 1906, as it is indeed 
indicated in his French passport.  
2 The initiative that was taken by Paul Cobley, the editor in chief of the journal Subject 
Matters, to present the extensive essay of Ponzio to a number of Levinas scholars can 
be seen as an homage to one of the great philosophers of the twentieth century, who 
has given a strong ethical elan to dialogical thought. 
3  I have used shorthand references to Levinas’ works in the text of this essay; see key 
at the end. 
4 Even though Levinas himself has never paid attention to the environmental problem, 
our dealings with nature and animals that have grown out of modernity with its 
subject-object mode of thought can quite simply be interpreted as an expression of the 
‘reduction of the other to the same’ by the thinking and acting ‘I’. 
 5 In Autrement qu'être Levinas writes that he does not dare make use of the term 
‘essance’ because it is so uncommon (AE 3/3). In later studies, however, he does so. 
For instance, he thus writes in De la déficience sans souci au sens nouveau (1976): 
“Nous écrivons essance avec a pour désigner par ce mot le sens verbal du mot être: 
l'effectuation de l'être, le Sein distinct du Seiendes”. A similar explicit reference can 
also be found in his studies of 1977: Herméneutique et au delà en La révélation dans 
la tradition juive. Afterwards, the use of “essance” becomes self-explanatory, as is 
apparent in his study Philosophie et positivité, wherein the term is used without any 
note or reference (PhP 196ss). 
6 Upon closer inspection, this also implies that the tradition of the Good that 
transcends being is older than the tradition of being, even though it would often seem 

 102



 From the self to the other and back to the self – otherwise. 
 Levinas’ redefinition of the subject 

otherwise in Western thought. The paradox, however, is that that which is usually 
discovered later, namely the transcendence of the Good and the One, actually precedes 
that which one takes as a starting point, namely being or Essence. 
7 This peace is not the consequence of or the continuation after violence and war, to 
which humans – after an agreement or when under pressure – have put an end. The 
peace intended here is original, in the sense that it precedes all violence and all war, 
and is also the soul and inspiration of all actual peace. Ponzio rightly speaks of 
‘original peace’ and ‘primordial peace’ (pp. 23, 27, 37). 
8 In his section ‘Responsibility, justice, and state’ Ponzio concretely refers to the 
familiar text from Totalité et Infini on the state as the realisation of the responsibility 
of the one for the other on the collective level (TI 300-301). 
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Introduction  Gemara: Makkoth1 

 
“Rabbi Johannan said: The colleagues of Rabbi Hanania Ben Gamaliel do not share 
his way of seing. R. Ada Bar Ahva taught, they say, in the school: between Shabbat 
and Yom Kippur, there is no difference other than this: the willful fault of the one is 
punishable by man; for the other, punishable by ostracism. But if it is thus (as R. 
Hanania Ben Gamaliel would have it), then in the two cases, the sanction will be in the 
hands of humans. 
... 
 
R. Ashi says: You could even say that this teaching, according to the doctors, is: the 
intentional fault of the one lies in the hands of humans, in principle; the intentional 
fault of the other depends, in principle, on the heavens. 
... 
 
R. Yosef said: But who then has been above, has come back, and said this?  
 
Abbai responded: did not R. Yehoshuah Ben Levi say: Three things decreed by the 
tribunal on Earth, to which the tribunal on high agreed. Who has been above, come 
back, and reported this (as you say)? But these are verses that we are interpreting. So 
let us then interpret these verses.” 
 
Emmanuel Levinas, ‘Leçon talmudique sur la justice’ (1991: 88) 
 
 

__________ 
Subject Matters Vol. 3, No. 1: 105-116 © London Metropolitan University 2006 
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Augusto Ponzio: The ‘I’ questioned 
 
It is the great merit of Augusto Ponzio to have moved through the work of Levinas as 
a whole, and given us an impressive overview of the high points of his work both 
confessional and philosophical. From a discussion that opens with the meaning of 
identity in Western thought, Ponzio proceeds through the question of politics as 
“realistic” and “appropriate to the reality of world communication,” concluding with 
Levinas, in 1961, that politics “qualifies itself as a relation with the ontology of world 
communication-production.” Thus, “realistic politics must correspond to ontology, to 
the point of accepting the extrema ratio of war…”(p. 4). 
 
Certainly, war threatens no less today than it did when Levinas drew up Totality and 
Infinity in the post-war period. It is likely that, as these essays are published, Iraq’s 
slide into civil war will show itself consummated. But we even stumble at this 
sentence: the passive voice is unacceptable here. The question of culpability, of direct 
and indirect causes, outweighs a facile choice of active or passive voices. Even for 
those who write for one another. Do we actually read one another? Perhaps. But 
knowing one another, students and historians of philosophy, we allow ourselves 
abbreviations which would seem uncanny to those who read lines like: “Levinas shows 
the connection between World, Reality, History, Identity, Truth, Force...Politics and 
War, that is inscribed in our experience…as Westerners…the world of global 
communication is the world of infinite war…” (p. 4). Ponzio’s argument targets 
Identity as the core concept, and ‘function’, against which Levinas’ philosophy arises, 
both as protest and as self-dissolution in a secular messianic sense: 
 

“The question we must ask is that to which Levinas dedicated the entire course of 
his research: …whether there be no other sense than that of being in the World 
and for the world? Whether the properly human may exceed the space and time 
of objects, the space-time of Identity?” (pp. 5-6). 

 
It is crucial to have an anchoring concept in order to resume an entire trajectory of 
thought. This reminds us of something Rabbi Hillel once said: “The entire Talmud 
comes down to one teaching: never do unto the other what you could not accept 
having done to you”. To this, Rab. Hillel added: “Now, let us go and study”. 
 
That there is no ethics without intelligence, critique, nuance is a commonplace. That 
religion might have as its core intuition something more than a community of 
likeminded persons may also be a commonplace, though this can degenerate into 
clashes of identities. But that political critique should not move with extreme care - 
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like judicial decisions - toward reaching a balance between for-us and for-the-other 
choices, is unacceptable. How then can we sum up Levinas’ thought and avoid 
simplifications? How can we avoid making him the ethicist - even in the aesthetic 
moment of the beautiful ideal of the gratuitous gift to the other: responsibility? We 
know so much now about Levinas’ thought. We know that it is not about making gifts 
to the other. We know that the interruption of the other takes place in a micro-
temporality, like a gasp, whose residue or “trace” is remorse. Many of us who have 
read Levinas emerge convinced that some way to bring his thought into politics is 
necessary - as critique, as witness, or as the supererogatory veiled in pragmatics. And 
we have had two decades of questioning and criticism of the proposed political 
‘translation’ of Levinas’ intuition about intersubjectivity. The difficulties attaching to 
political and cultural translation of his thought are due to a number of factors. One 
important factor is that the polemic about identity and difference overflows conceptual 
binarities. For example, no matter how ‘levinassian’ Derrida may have become in his 
later writings, the critique he advances of the Same and the Other in ‘Violence and 
metaphysics’ (1967; 1978) remains unavoidable. There is, he argued, no absolute other 
so long as other is “other than”.2 No absolute other as long as the other has a face, 
mobile in its multiple expressions, mortal in its fragility, and always a temptation to 
murder. There is no politics that bears unequivocally a trace of the other, which is not 
wound up with violences both salutary and dangerous. Therefore, the categories of 
Same and Other, finite and infinite, demand that we criticize them and let them 
interpellate each other in a movement that looks like a dialectic without higher finality. 
 
If we know this only too well, then how shall we go about communicating Levinas’ 
teaching? For, in fact, it is as though we all know this teaching by now. Yet, this 
teaching eludes the very philosophical schematizations that those who propose it to 
larger audiences recreate. It seems to me that we are in a situation today in which the 
developments of super-power politics so vastly surpass us that we do best to propose 
more modest measures, in some way in our control, as the best way of carrying 
Levinas’ thought further. I would like to suggest an example of this in a moment. For 
the time being, it is enough to recall that, by 1974, Levinas had effectively walked 
away from the notion of the other as radical, non-spatial, exteriority - following 
Derrida’s demonstration that the philosophical distinction between inside and outside 
was irreducible - to embrace a thought of the other-in-the-same. In the later work, 
which lacks the emphasis on hospitality, and therefore, also lacks a metaphysics that 
Derrida contrasted sharply with the metaphysics of Kant in Adieu à Emmanuel Levinas 
(1997; 1999) - in his later work, Levinas emphasized the intensive “punctuality” of 
those repeating “experiences of responsibility”, which had formed the core of Totality 
and Infinity (1969). While the two treatises, Totality and Infinity and Otherwise than 
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Being (1998), are not intended to say different things about ethics, the emphases they 
place upon space, time, self and other are different. Otherwise than Being is the book 
that works better because it frames subjectivity in its tension between the vulnerability 
of the skin and the incessant re-mastery of conscious life by itself. All of our conscious 
life moves through this tension. Whatever the spatial position of the other, by virtue of 
repetition, that other is ‘in’ us like a memory with a host of contents and like an 
emotional disturbance—even a kind of itch or throbbing. We could write the 
psychology of the development of ‘hetero-affection’. Mikkel Borch-Jacobsen (1993) 
has discussed this hetero-affection in decisive opposition to Michel Henry’s auto-
affection of life living itself and feeling itself. Certainly, human life contains both. But 
we should also pursue the implications of philosophy as recurring affection, being 
affected by, the other person. 
 
This philosophy, as Ponzio understands, poses the question of dialogism “as a 
fundamental condition of human subjects…[and] a sort of a priori” (p.13). In his 
essay, Ponzio distinguishes substantial dialogue and formal dialogue, arguing that 
“substantial dialogue  ... is also the structure of the I” (p. 12). Here arises the search for 
modes of “involvement, exposition, proximity of one-for-the-other” (p. 13). Here is 
where we can take up Levinas’ thought and build those mediations whose absence the 
late Gillian Rose decried in light of Levinas but also as the conundrum of post-modern 
thought: against a philosophy of identity, post modernism establishes logics of 
diremption and uncaptable transcendence. Lost is the middle term leaving a hiatus that 
will be foreclosed or sacralized with little possibility of grounding political or cultural 
practices that could permanently contest the politics of identity. 
 
 
Mediations and differends: the question of culture 
 
Gillian Rose’s critique (1996), like Derrida’s, approached Levinas with a Hegelian 
perspective. This is probably the only perspective that allows us to question 
philosophies of radical difference; it may also be the only thought that would permit 
articulation with a Levinasian moment preserving the trace of responsibility within 
institutions devoted to law and justice. The great irony would be that Hegelian 
articulation. Do we already see it in Adorno when he adumbrates an ethics of 
responsibility and resoluteness, moving as if between Hermann Cohen and Nietzsche? 
Perhaps. It remains that Adorno was Rose’s prime inspiration. It remains, too, that a 
Hegelian politics was the counterweight, the failure - factical failure - that gave rise to 
the “New Thinking.” Rosenzweig would have been the left-Hegelian to dawn the 
mental of the master, had it not been for the trenches of Yugoslavia. Between the 

 108



 Identity: logic vs. culture, some remarks on Québec 

failure that was his Hegel und der Staat(1920) and the totalization experience that was 
the first World War, not to mention the invented Jewish “Dolchstoss,” Rosenzweig 
came to contest what he called philosophies of totalization or identity. For the irony 
would be indeed the necessity of an actualized dialectic prolonging, culturally and 
politically, the Levinasian intuition. Prolonging and threatening it - as it is always 
threatened in any event. Adorno understood this. Indeed, thinkers of secularized 
messianism also grasp the difficulty of stabilizing the messianic interruption and its 
temporality. It is all a question of finding a perspective from which to judge history 
without the pretence of a substantive escape from that history and from there, of 
suggesting means by which some dimension of the supra historical critique might be 
inserted into institutions. This overbid on philosophies of totalization and identity 
never escapes being integrated by them, and never ceases to reassert itself as critique 
and as question. It is as though we were possessed of two esthetic desires 
irreconcilable, yet irrecusable: first, that we might rationalize a real (that we have 
always suspected to be our birthright) such that it brings forth a just politics that 
combines contractualism, separation, and order. Second, that the possibility of 
reasserting a discourse oblique or exorbitant with regard to the slowly congealing 
dominant discourses be possible. These are both ‘aesthetics’ in the middle Nietzsche’s 
sense of the term: a setting of chaos into limited order and with that the creation of a 
certain beauty. Levinas understood this dual obsession. He called it a culture 
committed to the values of the true and the good simultaneously. He feared, in this 
dual fixation, the unstoppable fixation of hypocrisy. We can also see in this the tension 
that moves our changing ‘historicization’. The immense attraction of Levinas came at 
a time when disillusionment with the triumphalism of structuralism and its optimism 
about unearthing the mathematically precise matrices that spawn mythology, kinship 
structures, socioeconomic exchange had been eclipsed. Moving between the myth of 
reason and an expanded rationality, and the religiosity by which we assert the 
irreducibility of suffering and the particular (which somehow escapes the concepts) is 
the oscillation of Western history since ... ? The oscillation is not between identity and 
difference, it does not reduce to clusters of Identités meurtrières, as Amin Maalouf 
(2001) puts it. It shows that history unfolds as uncompletable local dialectics, undoes 
these, and re-begins with a shocking display of selective memory in which the hiatus 
are largely unconscious. Between mythology and a certain religion. To which of these 
‘clusters’ does the notion of identity—in logic, in politics—belong? What can it mean 
to assert a philosophy that would outshoot the logic of identity, and also somehow 
ideologization?  
 
A philosophy of irreducible differences reminds us of Levinas’ plural ontology and his 
conception of sociability in 1961. He worked this out, we know, through a philosophy 
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of conversation and the history of a rather ‘holy’ family. Lyotard (1983) ventured an 
exercise in sociopolitical pluralism, for his part, from a philosophy of language in 
which different universes of discourses and phrase registers gave rise to the question 
of movement between differends and their passage into dominant registers - a passage 
in which they might not lose their irreducible specificity. We know that he was 
ultimately pessimistic about the possibility of our hearing, and reflecting on differends, 
because the acceleration of time in production and communication shrank the ‘space’ 
in which differends could unfold. We have, he argued, less and less time for the 
complexities of justice conceived as plural, incompatible discourses. Now, if the 
acceleration of production, communication, and socioeconomic activities implies the 
deceleration of bodies, group activities, and the blurring of effective clarity, as Teresa 
Brennan maintained, it is clear that nothing short of the massive disruption of world 
communications or its energy sources could slow this acceleration-deceleration. In that 
respect, there is no more time to move from the summary, the concentrate, illustrated 
above by the Rab. Hillel’s reduction of the Talmud to one ethical lesson, to the 
imperative of painstaking study, critique, and questioning. We have to ask, perhaps 
tremulously, whether summaries of Levinas’ thought - which certainly make him 
accessible to educated readers - do not move too quickly to set up new binaries of 
identity and difference or pass over difficulties that paralyze parts of his thought. One 
such difficulty lies in the necessity of recurring to the body as life and vulnerability, 
such as Levinas does in 1974, while avoiding the traps of body logics that turn on 
metaphors (and not quite metaphors) of force and will, such as Levinas denounced, in 
1934, in Germany’s new adventure with Nietzsche’s philosophy. 
 
 
Secularized Messianism 
 
If Levinas’ thought takes form, by 1974 especially, as a secularized Jewish 
messianism, what can that mean, now that we have left the atmosphere of Adorno’s 
negative messianism3 and while we still ponder, perplexed, Benjamin’s “geheime 
Verabredung” with those whom we never knew but who may have breathed the air we 
now take in? Is it not in the process of turning around again, such that the messianic 
spirit of protest and denunciation is growing sclerotic in new dogmatisms? Would this 
be the ascendancy of our founding phantasm of identity? Is it an alibi that the West 
provides itself and whose disruption promises to increase in violence until real 
separations between civilizations are grudgingly respected? It seems to be the merit of 
Ponzio that, in a schematic philosophical language, he is evincing this conflict within 
the framework of Levinas’ protest against the philosophy of Identity. 
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But indeed, when Levinas considers justice, he takes care to keep us in the midst of an 
unsublatable tension. For example, his 1961 ‘Messianic Texts’ (1990) ask whether we 
are still capable of messianism. Arguing that Israel, since becoming a State, has 
entered world history, and that the Rabbis can no longer be forgetful of the meaning of 
world history, he nevertheless hopes that this State, somehow different from others, 
might stand between messianism and pragmatism. What would he say of this today? 
 
When he comments on the passage cited above from the Gemara, he points out that the 
hinge of the text is R. Yosef’s question: Who, then, has been up above, come back and 
told us about all this? Like the question he raises at the end of the messianic text, the 
Jewish messianic moment is a ‘maybe’, not a unilateral affirmation. The wager is that 
this ‘maybe’ has room for a secular ethics and a religious hope. And that would mean 
that the attempt to stand between a (holy) community, anchored in the transcendence 
of Law, and a horizontal universalism, obtained through the secularization and 
reapportionments of that Law, would already be in Judaism itself. So this tension 
would not be the upshot of something like the Jewish-Christian face off, nor the 
unambiguous confrontation of identity with difference. But this tension is itself 
inflected differently at divergent historical moments. If it is true that we are passing 
out of an age in which the myth of reason and progress held sway, into one in which 
questions of transcendence, sovereignty, faith, and the finite infinite binary are being 
revisited, then we need to complexify - and historicize, the sense of identity and all 
that positions itself as exorbitant in regard to it. 
 
Given the unlikelihood of philosophers or journalists altering these “grandes 
formations” of civilizations, we are called to act even in the passivity of our 
spectatorship. Levinas’ thought invites us to seek small answers, as natural and 
political systems slide toward an inhospitality to life itself. The skeptical moment 
voiced by R. Yosef is a moment necessary to messianism, much like the enigmatic 
aphorism that Benjamin called ‘schwache Messianismus’: “Die Vergangenheit führt 
einen heimlichen Index mit, durch den sie auf die Erlösung verwiesen wird” (1980: 
693).4 Enigmas require study and critique - cultural and political critique. They require 
the recognition that conceptual reductions, and certainly the watchwords of ideology, 
call for complexification, listening, and even stammering. More weakness, which 
starts with me, “a relaxation of essence to the second degree…relaxation of virility 
without cowardice” (1998: 185). This too is necessary to messianism - to keep the 
messianic spirit complex, to keep it weak. And that is why, after Rab. Hillel reduces 
the Talmud to one ethical lesson, he added the essential qualifier: “let us go, then, and 
study.” 
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Micro-Messianism: cultural measures with political implications 
 
To which we could add political proposals whose outward appearance might well be a 
banal pragmaticism. But how can banal pragmaticism be anything better than the old 
bromides where the monolith of Western self-sufficiency - pouring out what Jean 
Baudrillard called its unidirectional ‘aid’ onto peoples who had no way of repaying its 
‘gifts’, and thereby no way of laying claim to their political dignity - when this 
monolith confronts resistances large and small and a contestation that in all likelihood 
will end in expanded war? How can pragmaticism satisfy us when enormous forces 
have been unleashed? Is this not always the case, yet predictably inflected in 
unexpected ways? Always the case and invariably different. Who remembers those 
‘little’ struggles - say, of peoples speaking languages not even listed in language maps 
of the world? Who in the United States, or Europe, cares much about those places 
where Europeans and Americans spend money, gamble, and dine, erstwhile pleasure 
places? We scoff at small resistances perhaps, vastly more concerned to find answers 
to those questions that trouble the threatened equilibrium of world politics. And we 
translate human events into multiple levels of world significance. How could we do 
otherwise? Yet events that translate a certain ‘Levinasian’ spirit can be found at the 
second and third significance-tiers as well - perhaps more clearly so.  
 
If, in our political cynicism, or despair, we imagine that there is nothing to do against 
structural forces, then we relinquish the small measure of efficacity to which we might 
have some access. Thus, for example, after two centuries of second class status, after 
an aggregate of class and cultural habitus had taken shape, inscribing into bodies the 
subaltern position born of agricultural poverty or factory serfdom, a number of near 
inexplicable changes began to take place among a lost group of six million. Referred 
to by journalists as “Nègres blancs d’Amérique” (Vallières 1968, 1979; 1991) an 
identity movement grew up around the same time as the decolonization and beginning 
of the Civil Rights movements. The stories of Québécois abjection are like so many 
others: ghettoization, cultural ostracism, psychic abjection - coupled with a distasteful 
romanticization by those who savored their ‘homestyle’ hospitality or celebrated the 
guileless naïveté of the habitants. Not even an issue for most of us today, the 
clapboard housing and fetid water described by independentists like the notorious 
Pierre Vallières are almost a memory, if nonetheless a scar. My interest is not, here, to 
raise yet another case of a “peuple-impensé” in a vast current of unpredictable history. 
It is rather to suggest one small but interesting response in which messianism takes the 
kind of form that I think it must take today if it is to be simultaneously the ‘perhaps’, 
noted above, and the critique and the interruption by which essence might be 
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temporarily relaxed. That said, we also see illustrated here the paradoxes of the 
articulation of the messianic promise and the search for reparative identity. 
 
To recapitulate, the mediations between “infinite responsibility” and “justice” must 
assume forms in which culture and politics intertwine. To the degree possible, cultural 
contestation can and should survive through legislative and juridical measures. To be 
sure. This does not so much mean cries for an abstract freedom of the press (including 
caricatures) as it means respect of hardly bridgeable cultural differences and history as 
a site of transcendence (recall that in 1968, Derrida saw identified history as the site of 
transcendence).  
 
Between 1960 and 1977, then, debates unfolded about the question of saving a culture 
directly threatened with engulfment in two blocs of English speaking peoples: one 
some 230 million strong, the other some 20 million strong. Since, in politics, the other 
is rarely singular, and the defence of the few is rooted in the right of many to survival, 
traditions, and stories are the indispensable component—even the counterweight—of 
institutionalization and critique. No revolution survives without the support of 
traditions, whether ancillary or encompassing, the way Marxism belongs to 
Enlightenment thought, even as it carries with it a messianic promise that is not just a 
part of the Enlightenment. No commentary, no halting, no messianic ‘perhaps’ can 
survive without writing and transmission. Levinas understood this well. What this 
means in the age of electronic media and the fragile writing conveyed through pixels is 
another question. Resistance to cultural evanescence motivated a minor political 
gesture, unknown to people outside of Canada - perhaps indeed outside of Québec. To 
me this represents the kind of gesture that we need to consider at a time when the 
‘weakest messianism’ may be the only option available to us. From the experience of a 
people considered and treated as “hopelessely inferior”5, arose a law about a language. 
The law was deceptively simple. Legislative projects, employment contracts, and other 
legal contracts were to be published and circulated in French and English. An Office 
of the French Language was to be established to oversee the implementation of such a 
law. This was not a declaration of hegemony, not even an exhortation to abolishing 
communications with the dominant group. It concerned identity. Yet everything about 
it strikes us by its near self-effacing call for justice:  
 

All judgments rendered by a judicial tribunal and all decisions rendered by 
institutions exercising quasi-judiciary functions are translated into French or 
English according to the case, at the request of a party, by the administration 
responsible for assuming the cost necessary to the function of that tribunal or that 
institution” (Section 9, Chapter 3 of la Charte de la langue française). 
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Does this not illustrate the simplicity and efficacity of one conception of identity, 
enacted at the level of culture? This is not the totalizing identity link to the Western 
Idea, decried by Ponzio. But it is also not without its paradoxes. La Charte realized, 
hesitatingly, an unforeseen hope which had pasted below the wavelengths of the well-
intentioned liberals and conservatives, whose logic of Canadian integration was one of 
cultural erasure. 
 
On the 27th of August 1977, La Charte de la langue française was passed by the 
Provincial government of Québec under René Lévesque. Explicitly an exercise in 
reparative linguistic justice, it unfolded unexpectedly as a project of a new society and 
cultural construction. Contracts had hitherto been drawn up in English and submitted 
to people unable to acquaint themselves with their fundamental rights and duties, to be 
signed on the spot, in the factories and mines. This made unionization nearly 
impossible; it implied, too, that French speakers kept silence in the work place or 
stammered in English translating their demands into the “dominant language”6 La 
Charte assured that teaching of French would be protected, thereby slowing the 
elimination of the francophone population. It entailed that new immigrants to Québec 
would learn French and English as they swelled the demographics of the Province. La 
Charte, also called ‘Bill 101’, was denounced as racist. English speakers protested; 
representatives from prestigious organizations like the Chamber of Commerce of 
Montréal predicted catastrophe. None of this ensued, although La Charte was not 
without its “counter finalities”. I describe it briefly here to introduce complexity into 
the criticized notion of identity. Oppressed difference cannot bypass identity as it 
reconstructs the bases on which it is to exist. These bases are simultaneously civic, 
cultural, and economic; in their multiple interactions arises the complexity and levels 
of the notion of identity itself.  
 
If the Québécois should not be compared to groups whose oppression evolved through 
wave after wave of bloody repression, like the Haitian people, it remains the case that 
the Québécois found themselves in the unenviable position of engineered cultural 
disappearance, economic abjection, and frequently as the brunt of the kind of 
condescending hilarity one finds in sophisticated discussion of the ‘colonially’ 
underdeveloped. I propose La Charte as a modest measure - which proves complex 
because its enactment could not escape social and political dialectics of force 
(remember that English and French are given equality of place in a gesture of cultural 
and political equity that for its optimal aim, opens to new conflicts) - by which the 
‘perhaps’ of messianic hope, coupled with the ambiguity that summons reflection, can 
take cultural and political form. Other forms may be possible. Numerous philosophers 
have explored these. The criterion, to my eyes, that must be determinant today is the 
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promise of change coupled with the ‘go and study’ interruptive mechanism that slows 
down the impulses to reduction, simplificatio, and ideologization by which a logic of 
identity seizes hold of the heterological. Here is where we can build mediations out of 
Levinas’ thought. But this task is almost outside philosophy. It redounds to historians, 
chroniclers, legislators, activists. As also does the work of remembrance and 
mourning. Perhaps they shall read Ponzio’s work and understand this. 
 
 
Notes 
 
1 Heartfelt thanks to Gabriel Malenfant for discussions of history and criticism, and the 
recommendation of Vallières. 
2 “L’infiniment autre…ne peut être ce qu’il est que s’il est autre, c’est-à-dire autre que 
doit être autre que moi ” (1967 : 186;  “The infinitely other…can only be what it is if 
it is other, that is to say, other than must be other than I”). Beyond this, Derrida 
proposes a number of “Parmenidean exercises,” all of which end in a contradiction. 
Impossible to hold together an embodied face that looks at me and speaks with an 
Other whose infinity is ab-solute. Because this absolute is mortal. 
3 Messianism which took the form of an exhortation to think history, almost 
impossibly, under the sign of redemption - where redemption fueled critique and an 
implausible hope. 
4 “The past carries with it a familiar index, through which it is referred to redemption”. 
5 “I know of no national distinction marking and continuing a more hopeless 
inferiority,” wrote Lord Durham of the “French Canadians” whom he saw as 
“doomed…to be dependant” by virtue of their “spirit of jealous and resentful 
nationality.” He fancied that the best thing for such a race was absorption or 
disappearance—according to a logic which cannot but be familiar to us today (cf. 
Milner and Milner1973: ix). 
6 Nevertheless, unionization came early to Québec, followed by violent reprisals. On 
February 13th 1949, two thousand Asbestos minors employed by the Canadian Johns-
Manville Company halted work in the Thetford Mines (in the Chaudières-Appalaches 
region), complaining of hazardous conditions. A week later, some three thousand 
additional workers joined their ranks. The hoary regime of P.M. Maurice Duplessis 
declared the strike illegal and sent police to protect strike breakers called in by Johns-
Manville. The strike lasted through February to July. Wages were improved, but 
working conditions were not. In 1977, the same year that the La Charte was passed, 
René Lévesque signed la Loi syndicale forbidding the use of scabs for strike breaking 
purposes. 
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Concrete abstractions and the ‘Rights of 
Man’ 
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Ponzio’s extended essay successfully weaves together Levinas’ disparate writings on 
Zionism, ethics, phenomenology, and more into a coherent whole that makes clear 
how Levinas’ philosophy calls into question ‘occidental’ formulations of reason and 
identity. For Ponzio, and Levinas, a phenomenology of the Other introduces an 
exteriority that cannot be captured, co-opted, or comprehended by the outgrowths of 
occidental reason and identity that Ponzio labels concrete abstractions, “These 
concrete abstractions which are ‘internal’ to today’s overall system of social 
reproduction include the World, History, Subject, Individual, Community, Difference, 
Truth, Reason, Freedom, Force, Power, Politics, Labour, Productivity, and the Market” 
(p. 1). In Levinas’ analysis even human rights can become concrete abstractions when 
they are founded on identity. So, while Levinas ends up embracing almost 
wholeheartedly a fundamental foundation of liberalism, namely the ‘a-priority’ of 
rights, he calls for rights that prioritize the Other and thus he thinks rights ‘otherwise’. 
In this essay I will interrogate Levinas’ writings on rights in the context of recent 
critiques of Levinasian thought and human rights by Alain Badiou. I will conclude that 
though Levinasian rights interrupt the concrete abstractions of the global capitalist 
system, they are unable to sustain an emancipatory politics as called for by Badiou and 
others.  
 
 
Between theology and multiculturalism 
 
Badiou in his short book Ethics: An Essay on the Understanding of Evil poses two 
possibilities for heteronomic philosophies such as Levinas’; either they are ultimately 
theologies or they are reducible to servile multiculturalisms that disguise their 
foundations in identity. First, Badiou argues that by seeking a radical rupture of 
identity and concrete abstractions, in his attempt to “push thought over to a different 
origin, a non-Greek origin, one that proposes a radical, primary opening to the Other 
conceived as ontologically anterior to the construction of identity” (Badiou 2001: 19), 
Levinas must ultimately resort to some type of theology.  This theology is a necessary 
__________ 
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extension of Levinas’ demand for a radical alterity as opposed to relative alterity.  
Ponzio distinguishes the two as follows:  
 

Alterity in the face-to-face exposition is not relative alterity of roles, positions, 
functions, power. It is absolute alterity. The exposedness of an alterity to another 
alterity in the face-to-face relation is before identity, subjectivity, freedom, 
language, being and it is their condition (p. 20).  

 
For Badiou, this radical alterity “which transcends mere finite experiences” (Badiou 
2001: 22) necessarily refers to God. As he writes “there can be no finite devotion to the 
non-identical if it is not sustained by the infinite devotion of the principle to that which 
subsists outside it. There can be no ethics without God the ineffable” (Badiou 2001: 
22). Badiou is well aware that Levinas’ ethical thought does not begin from proofs of 
God’s existence, but God appears through the ethical relationship with the human 
Other. Thus, to philosophize otherwise in a Levinasian sense requires the development 
of a theology thought otherwise. This step must be taken. God cannot be removed from 
the equation. As Badiou writes “to believe that that we can separate what Levinas’ 
thought unites is to betray the intimate movement of this thought, its subjective rigour” 
(Badiou 2001: 22). Or, as Levinas writes “the problem of transcendence and of God 
and the problem of subjectivity irreducible to essence-irreducible to essential immance 
- go together” (Levinas 1981: 17).   
 
For Badiou the alternative to this theological reading is some type of “ideology of a 
‘right to difference” (Badiou 2001: 24). Those who embrace this servile 
multiculturalism are indebted, mostly unwittingly, to Levinas’ theoretical 
breakthroughs about the Other but Badiou claims their thought is “strikingly different 
from Levinas’ actual conception of things” (Badiou 2001: 20). Instead of grounding 
their thought in absolute alterity, they embrace relative alterity that ultimately must be 
grounded upon identity. “The respect for differences applies only to those differences 
that are reasonably consistent with this identity (which, after all, is nothing other than 
the identity of a wealthy - albeit visibly declining - ‘West’)” (Badiou 2001: 24). A 
watered-down Levinasian thought, without emphasis on transcendence, without radical 
alterity, cannot get us to a radical rupture that can disrupt the world-wide system and 
break down its concomitant concrete abstractions.   
 
Ponzio’s essay can be read as an attempt to navigate between Badiou’s two 
alternatives. He develops Levinas’ thought and its implications in various sectors of 
modern thought and in each, he shows how Levinas’ thought, through an emphasis on 
dialogue that transcends mere exchange, breaks down the prevailing thought built upon 
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a closed system of identity. Ponzio appears to be pushing Levinas’ oeuvre as far as it 
can be pushed without theologizing. To show what is at stake in this fine line between 
theologizing and non-theologizing, I will compare two apparent hendiades (plural of 
hendiadys; a coupling “in which the first term is actually always already contained in 
the second” (Agamben 1996: 161)); the “rights of man and citizen” in the French 
Declaration and Levinas’ “rights of man and the Other”.    
 
 
Arendt (and Agamben) and the critique of the Rights of Man 
 
Hannah Arendt takes seriously the hendiadys, perhaps forgotten since the early Marx, 
in the title of the French Declaration. She argues that by grounding the rights of man in 
sovereignty in the first three articles of the Declaration, citizenship became the sine 
qua non of human rights. So in the wake of World War I, as the nation-state began to 
dissolve so did the rights of man. The inalienable rights of man were shown to be 
illusory when the nation-state was faced with millions of stateless and or 
denationalized people. The nation-state could only comprehend the non-citizen in 
terms of citizenship; i.e., through asylum or assimilation, but the sheer numbers of 
refugees precluded such co-optation; and without the guarantees of the state, millions 
became rightless and human rights discourse became folly:   
 

The incredible plight of an ever-growing group of innocent people was like a 
practical demonstration of the totalitarian movements’ cynical claims that no 
such things as inalienable rights existed and that the affirmations of the 
democracies to the contrary were mere prejudice, hypocrisy, and cowardice in the 
face of the cruel majesty of the new world.  The very phrase ‘human rights’ 
became for all concerned - victims, persecutors, and onlookers alike-the evidence 
of hopeless idealism or fumbling feeble-minded hypocrisy (Arendt 1973: 269).   

 
Human rights were shown to be “hopeless idealism or fumbling feeble-minded 
hypocrisy” by the very fact of millions of stateless who had lost all political agency 
and who had no institution to protect their rights. The title of the Declaration would 
suggest that those who have lost their rights as citizens could, at minimum, claim their 
rights as men, but instead, “the world found nothing sacred in the abstract nakedness 
of being human”. Indeed, “the abstract nakedness of being nothing but human was 
their greatest danger” (Arendt 1973: 299-300).  Without a political community, 
without law, their freedom was “illusory because they have no place to go, and their 
freedom of opinion is a fool’s freedom, for nothing they think matters anyhow ... They 
are deprived, not of the right to freedom, but of the right to action; not of the right to 
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think whatever they please, but of the right to opinion” (Arendt 1973: 296). In short, 
they have no agency, they are pure naked humanity, and they merely exist in “a 
peculiar state of nature” (Arendt 1973: 300).   
 
Thus, for Arendt,  
 

human dignity needs a new guarantee which can be found only in a new political 
principle, in a new law on earth, whose validity this time must comprehend the 
whole of humanity while its power must remain strictly limited, rooted in and 
controlled by newly defined territorial entities (Arendt 1973: ix, cf. Isaac 1996).   
 

Instead of elaborating on the “new guarantee” that Arendt locates in a classical 
conception of citizenship and politics, here I will mention Giorigio Agamben’s recent 
extension of Arendt’s analysis, because his guarantee nicely complements Levinas’ 
rights of the Other. Agamben urges a central place for the refugee in a new politics at 
the beginning of the end of the nation-state:  
 

Given the by-now unstoppable decline of the nation-state and the general 
corrosion of traditional political-juridical categories, the refugee is perhaps the 
only thinkable figure for the people of our time and the only category in which 
may see today … the forms and limits of a coming political community (1996: 
159).   

 
The refugee, who, in Arendt’s analysis signals the end of the liberal nation-state, for 
Agamben “clears the way for a renewal of categories that can no longer be delayed” 
(Agamben 1996: 162). These categories include the citizen, who is now revealed to be 
always a potential refugee. Agamben concludes,  
 

only in a world in which the spaces of State have been thus perforated and 
topologically deformed and in which the citizen has been able to recognize the 
refugee that he or she is – only in such a world is the political survival of 
humankind today thinkable (1996: 164).  

 
What will it take to perforate the state and call into question the privileged place of the 
citizen?  Levinas addresses this question through an analysis of another apparent 
hendiadys; the rights of man and the Other.  
 
 

 120



 Concrete abstractions and the ‘Rights of Man’ 

Levinas and the rights of the Other 
 
Ponzio writes, “the title of Levinas’ essay ‘The Rights of Man and the Rights of the 
Other’ (1993), is symptomatic of the possibility of contradiction between claiming the 
rights of Identity as the rights of man and the rights of alterity, as the rights of the 
other man” (p. 37). Ponzio begins his analysis with the a priori nature of Levinasian 
rights. “They are prior to all permit, concession, authority, entitlement, prior to all 
tradition, all jurisprudence, all privilege, award or title, prior to all will and reason, but 
also prior to all theology” (Ponzio 2006: 37, emphasis added). It is this “prior to all 
theology” that I would like to question. For Levinas’ essay calls for two ‘a prioris’, 
one that founds the rights of man and one that founds, in a way, the rights of the Other. 
The latter would be prior to all positive or negative theology, but not prior to the 
theology that disconcerts Badiou. Levinas quotes a Talmudic apologue, which, in part, 
reads “behold the King of kings, the Holy-Blessed-Be-he, who strikes all men with the 
dies of Adam and not one is the same as another” (Levinas 1993: 118). For Levinas, 
this multiplicity, as radical alterity, testifies to God:   
 

The fact that the identity of species can include the absolutely dissimilar, a 
multiplicity of non-additive unique beings ... surely this is the trace of God in 
man, or, more precisely, the point in reality at which the idea of God comes only 
to man. This is a possible meaning of that apologue which is not the equivalent of 
some deduction of the rights of man on the basis of a prior Revelation, but means, 
on the contrary, the coming of the idea of God on the basis of the patency of the 
rights of man (Levinas 1993: 118).  

 
That the rights of man must be secured by a second a priori testifies, in a way, to the 
precarious nature of the rights of man. The rights of man aided and abetted by the 
development of technology have succeeded in transcending necessity and have 
broadened out to reach most of humanity. Rights have extended into spheres never 
before imagined. But, for Levinas, their foundations are at risk. Though technology 
remains a vital component of rights of man, especially in the developing world, 
technology and its way of thought can undermine rights. More pertinently, the 
kingdom of ends is based upon the scales of justice grounded in a formal universality. 
For Levinas this weighing of each individual on the scales of justice already 
perpetrates violence to radical alterity by objectifying the Other, by reducing the Other 
to something that can be compared. The rights of man as they have advanced are now 
based upon an “intellectual a priori” that, it could be argued, would offer little 
resistance to the rights of the citizen. Liberalism and human rights, without “another 
guarantee” only creates a “precarious peace”: Even more apocalyptically, Levinas 
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envisions the rights of man permanently stripped away in the inevitable states of 
exception: “in the eventuality of a totalitarian state, man is repressed and a mockery 
made of the rights of man, and the promise of an ultimate return to the rights of man is 
postponed indefinitely” (Levinas 1993: 123). 
 
To shore up this precarious peace, Levinas finds a new guarantee for rights “on the 
basis of a prior peace that is not purely and simply non-agression, but has, so to speak, 
its own positivity” (Levinas 1993: 123-4). This positivity will be found in dis-interest-
edness, in the loving response that testifies to God, of the ego exposed to the face of 
the Other. By responding concretely and infinitely to the face of the other, the ego 
testifies to to God. Levinas appears to responds directly to Arendt’s call for a new 
guarantee for human rights:  
 

Should not the fraternity that is in the motto of the republic be discerned in the 
prior non-indifference of one for the other, in that original goodness in which 
freedom is embedded, and in which the justice of the rights of man takes on an 
immustable significance and stability, better than those guaranteed by the state? 
(Levinas 1993: 125).   
 

Ponzio more than most commentators emphasizes that for Levinas the an-archical 
ethics is always already within the realm of concrete abstractions. Levinas is not 
advocating a new supplement that could be inserted into politics. Since the subject is 
founded upon the an-archical relationship with the Other, an-archical ethics is always 
already contained within, and thus co-opted by, liberalism and its rights of man. This 
always already presence of an-archical ethics, therefore, provides a vivid 
demonstration of the co-opting powers of liberalism. Derrida’s description of Levinas’ 
method then also aptly conveys the inexorable characteristic of the foundations, 
institutions, and concrete abstractions of liberalism:  “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” (quoted on p. 2).   
 
 
Conclusion: Levinas and singular universals 
 
We now have the meaning of the two apparent hendiades. Without the rights of the 
citizen, the rights of man are endangered and vice versa. And, without the rights of the 
concrete Other and the testimony to God, the rights of man are endangered. The title of 
the Declaration reveals itself to be a hendiadys when the second term envelopes and 
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suppresses the first. But, to the extent that the rights of man do not subsume the rights 
of the Other, the rights of man will not be subsumed into the rights of the citizen and 
the state and other concrete abstractions can be perforated by an extraterritoriality. 
Ponzio writes, 
 

at the least tendentially,  the rights of man and the rights of the other man should 
coincide. But liberalism and democracy are powerless in the face of fascism if the 
rights of man defended by their justice are not also, at least tendentially, the 
rights of the other man (p. 38).    

 
Though this exteriority disrupts the concrete abstractions, we must recall that Levinas 
ultimately embraces a self-critical liberal state and its human rights. His is not the 
emancipatory politics that Badiou desires nor is it the radical critique of political 
liberalism that many Levinasians desire. We are left with concrete moments that call 
into question identity and concrete abstractions, moments that will, most likely, 
quickly succumb to the concrete abstractions. As Levinas writes: “anarchy cannot be 
sovereign like an arche. It can only disturb the State - but in a radical way, making 
possible moments of negation without any affirmation. The State then cannot set itself 
up as a Whole” (Levinas 1981: 194, emphasis added). Are these “moments of 
negation” enough to serve as the new guarantee for human dignity that Arendt seeks? 
To answer that question we should question whether the exposure to the face of the 
Other can qualify as an event in Badiou’s sense of the term. An event refers to a 
moment when previously uncounted elements “come to appear as needing to be 
counted in the situation” (Badiou 2001: 133-4). If a subject is faithful to the truth of an 
event, the event can cause a rupture in the ideological milieu of its time. For Badiou, a 
new truth “diagonal” to global capitalism must be proclaimed and therefore he calls for 
a figure like St. Paul, who is able to universalize a singular event to overturn the 
prevailing universalizing discourse (Badiou 2003).   
 
To conclude, perhaps Badiou is correct, we need a certain type of religiosity to 
maintain Levinas’ thought, but perhaps, contra Badiou, any event would require such a 
religiosity. In a globalized world built upon identity is it possible to posit a new truth 
that is not theological in some way? If Badiou is correct that only a universal can 
defeat another universal, then it appears that an emancipatory politics would require a 
radical rupture that can be universalized. An emancipatory politics that breaks down 
the concrete abstractions of the global order would require singular universals, or, if 
the term can be used after Hegel, concrete universals.   
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The central question in Augusto Ponzio’s ‘The I questioned’, as I see it, is how 
Levinas’ work relates to our current political conditions, which, for him, are an 
exacerbated expression of the Western tendency to obliterate otherness. While the 
question is clear, I am not sure of the answer he proposes. At times, especially in the 
first part of the essay, it seems as if Levinas’ thought offers a corrective that would 
permanently change our way of conducting politics, if taken seriously. Such is the 
impression one takes away from paragraphs such as the following: 
 

Only by a recourse to the category of Otherness will it be possible to imagine a 
development in history that is other with respect to past history: the category of 
Otherness reveals the extent to which the History of reality and Politics, of War 
and Peace is constantly repeated. The other’s point of view, comprising 
recognition itself of the other which makes such a view point of view possible, 
interrupts the monotony of repetition (p. 6). 

 
In this passage, Ponzio suggests that the category of otherness, Levinas’ contribution 
to philosophy, makes possible an interruption of history as it has developed hitherto. It 
allows us to imagine a different course for human affairs. 
 
In the latter half of the essay, however, Ponzio’s understanding of Levinas’ philosophy 
pushes us in a much less revolutionary direction. In a passage such as the following, 
the most we can do is mitigate some of the severity of the political system, try to 
redirect it: 
 

Only the responsibility of the I as unicity and his relation to the face constitute 
the reference to which justice and the work of the state must be reconducted, and 
which they must take as their model. It is in the name of responsibility for the 
other, in the name of mercy that the rigors of the dura lex may be mitigated and 
that justice may be perfected, may become juster (p. 26). 

 

__________ 
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The same point is made a bit later: 
 

The action of the State is added to the work of interpersonal responsibility, 
responsibility as expected from the individual in its singularity - and in a sense 
denying it. The work of interpersonal responsibility is the work of the 
individual in its singularity, the person absolutely responsible: responsible in 
the sense of a hostage who must answer for something he did not do, for a past 
which was never his, which was never present to him (p. 29). 
 

In both of these quotations, something less than a definitive change in the pattern of 
history is at stake. The individual assumes his responsibility for the other, working 
alongside the State, and in a way at cross-purposes with it. But since, as Ponzio makes 
clear, the State remains necessary in Levinas’ thought, the violence that is attendant 
upon it, can never really be permanently eliminated. It is the latter of these readings, 
the much less radical one, which seems to me much closer to Levinas’ own thought. I 
will in what follows attempt to substantiate this.  
 
In Totalite et Infini (1971; 1969), in a by now well-known passage, Levinas says that 
the twentieth century has shown us that there are forces which can reduce the human 
being to his animal needs. Of this there is no doubt. The only recourse we have against 
such dehumanization is in knowing that is so, for it allows that fragile distance in 
which we can try to stave off the disaster; “it is the perpetual postponement of the hour 
of betrayal - infinitesmal difference between the human and the non-human - that 
presupposes the disinterestedness of goodness, the desire of the absolutely Other or 
nobility, the dimension of metaphysics” (Levinas 1971: 5). In this passage Levinas at 
once signals that dehumanization is a constant threat and that the effort to keep it at 
bay is perpetual as well. Metaphysical desire expresses itself as a permanent vigilance, 
as an attempt to prevent the conditions that lead to dehumanization - hunger, torture, 
homelessness, for example - from occurring. 
 
In many of Levinas’ talmudic commentaries, the works with which I am the most 
familiar, we have a similar emphasis, not on a revolutionary transformation of our 
political reality, based as it is on war, but on a burning concern to protect the 
vulnerable from utter dehumanization, despite this. In a commentary like ‘Damages 
due to fire’, for instance, a meditation on the nature of war, one of the recurring 
questions is whether every war is not already in its essence on a continuum with 
‘Auschwitz’. In other words, does not every war run the risk of overstepping whatever 
rational motives might originally have led to it - defence, the need for resources, 
balance of power - to become an irrational pursuit of power for its own sake, 
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obliterating everything weak in its path? In the latter case, the dehumanization that 
Auschwitz symbolizes is not the radical exception to conventional warfare but the 
exposed inner core of all war, where all of them are heading. Once violence is 
unleashed, it runs the danger of following its own logic. 
 
We might think, given this, that Levinas adopts a pacifist stand. But he does not. It is 
clear that for him the State of Israel is a necessity in a world in which war always 
threatens to become the total obliteration of the powerless, i.e., the stateless (Levinas 
1990:190-191). This state just as clearly needs to use military force to secure its 
existence. One can even interpret Levinas’ last sentence as signaling that the 
destructive power of fire has turned into a protective fire, a kind of repentance by God 
himself for the all-consuming destruction previously wrought on the Jewish people. 
“But where is the glory of His presence among us, if not in the transfiguration of 
consuming and avenging fire into a protective wall, into a defensive barrier?” (Levinas 
1990:196) The essay suggests that the most that can be done to counter the 
dehumanization latent in all war is to be aware of this tendency, stave off the moment 
when necessary defence turns into its opposite, and to be vigilant about the 
compensation owed to victims of abuse. 
 
A similar recognition of the inevitability of violence occurs at the very end of ‘Toward 
the Other’. There, Levinas describes the biblical figure of Ritzpah bat Aiah, a 
concubine of King Saul, mentioned in 2 Samuel. Two of her children are executed in 
the most brutal way by King David, who also chooses for the same fate five sons of his 
former wife Michal. For six months, Ritzpah watches over the corpses of her sons as 
well as over those of the others to keep the birds of the air and the beasts of the field 
away from them. Levinas concludes:  
 

What remains after so much bloodshed and tears shed in the name of immortal 
principles is individual sacrifice, which, amidst the dialectical rebounds of justice 
and all its contradictory aboutfaces, without any hesitation finds a straight and 
sure way (1990: 29). 

 
Once again, we have a very violent reality, “the cruelty inherent in rational order (and 
perhaps simply in Order)” says Levinas (1990: 29). Countering this is the act of 
protection and mercy extended from one to the other. 
 
This is not to suggest that Levinas’ solution to the problem of violence lies simply in 
the individual’s act of responsibility. It is neither that simple nor that simplistic. In 
‘Judaism and revolution’, a very complex commentary dealing with the relationship of 
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the Jewish tradition and the State, Levinas makes clear that the State itself is 
responsible for guaranteeing conditions that permit for the fulfillment of the human 
(Levinas 1990: 99). Yet the State claims a universalism that is deceptive, for while it 
attempts to protect the individual person, it limits that protection to its own and thus 
divides the world into an ‘us and them’, quelling the responsibility of one to the other, 
beyond any distinctions whatsoever. The Jewish tradition’s universalism, on the other 
hand, does not recognize limits to responsibility for the other person. It thus introduces 
a wedge between the Jewish people and the State, for the latter cannot limit the 
responsibility of the former. As such, the Jewish tradition always signals a loyalty 
beyond the State, and propels political activity in two directions. The first is in the 
direction of care for the most vulnerable members within it, setting the standard by 
which the State offers guarantees against dehumanization (Levinas 1990: 99-100). The 
second is in refusing to identify the good with a particular State, thus preventing the 
State from turning into an object of idolatry. Levinas warns, however, that even a 
revolutionary movement whose aim is to overthrow a hopelessly corrupt government 
can turn into a mirror image of the violence it contests, dividing the world into us and 
them just as much. A revolution always risks the very thing it is opposing. This does 
not mean that revolution is never justified but once again, we are left, as our only 
recourse, vigilance against abuses, rather than a once and for all transformation:  
 

Revolutionary action is first of all the action of the isolated man who plans 
revolution not only in danger but also in the agony of conscience. In the agony of 
conscience that risks making revolution impossible: for it is not only a question 
of seizing the evil-doer but also of not making the innocent suffer (Levinas 1990: 
110). 

 
Admittedly, my interpretation of these commentaries goes very fast over very complex 
materials that do not allow such breezy summarizations. Nonetheless, I would 
maintain that Levinas never meant his philosophy of the other as a solution to the 
problem of violence, as if, if properly understood and enacted, it would institute 
another course in history. History is what it is. Within these strictures, one needs to 
respond constantly against that violence, pushed into it not so much by principle as by 
that unavoidable responsibility in the face of the nakedness of the other person. 
Perhaps this is what Ponzio’s essay actually attempts to say. If so, it could have been 
made clearer for at times it sounds as though Levinas’ thought was opposed in 
principle to capitalism and to war. It is not that Levinas’ thought is for either. Rather, 
his writings assume that whatever the system running the State or the world, it will 
always involve violence to the other. This does not mean resignation. It means 
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unending involvement to stave off the moment of betrayal. In this respect, it is a very 
non-utopian approach to politics.  
 
I also find another of Ponzio’s formulations in need of clarification. It is related to the 
political question, although it might at first not appear to be so. At several points, he 
claims that for Levinas the other is contained inside identity, as in the following 
passages:  
 

Identity contains more than it is possible to contain, because it is founded on 
otherness: there is in the finite the idea of the infinite, as Descartes calls it. 
According to Levinas, who refers to Descartes, ‘infinite’ means both non-finite, 
beyond the finite, and infinite, inside the finite (p. 9).  

 
I understand that this is very close to Levinas’ formulation and yet by itself it is 
misleading, for the infinite is not really in the finite. The subtitle of Totalite et Infini is, 
after all, ‘An Essay on Exteriority’. The idea of the infinite signals a container for 
something it cannot contain The finite receives it but it comes from the outside and 
that reception involves a violence to the self, an unmooring from identity, a break in 
the container itself. All of Levinas’ vocabulary of persecution, being held hostage, 
even being commanded by the other indicate a wound to the self, a violence done to 
the self that is not well served by placing the other within identity, as when Ponzio 
says even more strongly later: “Otherness is located inside the subject, identity, the I, 
which is itself dialogue, a relation between the same and the other” (p. 11). The self is 
indeed founded by the other but this is done precisely because identity is interrupted. 
In any case, otherness is a strange word in this context, since what the self encounters 
and what founds it is not an abstract quality but the meeting with a very concrete 
human being. 
 
Related to this is Ponzio’s discussion of the self as enjoyment. He seems to indicate a 
seamless weave between the self’s appropriation and assimilation of the otherness of 
the world, turning it all into ‘mine’, and the self’s response to the other person, 
because both the act of assimilating and the relation of responsibility occur before a 
conscious choice has been made (p. 9). This blurs the radical difference between the 
two, for the encounter with the other person puts into question the ‘mineness’ of the 
world, the act of assimilating it to myself and the making of a home in which one can 
be secure. It accuses the self, who in the process of turning everything into its own, 
had ignored the vulnerability and the radical unassimilability of the face. The self as 
identity is nonetheless necessary, for otherwise, there would be nothing for the other to 
interrupt and nothing with which the self could receive, be hospitable to the other. But 
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identity, and the work of assimilation of the world on which it depends, does not found 
the true uniqueness of the self, which can only come into being in the encounter with 
the face of the other person, making me and only me uniquely responsible for it.  
Ponzio himself says some of these things at various points in his exposition but he also 
blurs them in the passages I have cited. 
 
In an indirect way, I think this relation of the self as the enjoyment of the world and 
the self as responsible for the other bears on the political discussion. For if the self as 
enjoyment, as the making of a home, is necessary if the other person is to be received 
as other, it means that part of the political struggle of necessity involves making sure 
that people have a home, literally. That is, human beings must have a place in which 
they can retreat, in which they are not continually subject to someone else’s will, in 
which they can restore themselves. Without that, prey to constant insecurity, they are 
lacking the conditions necessary for a response to the other. They are dehumanized. 
Levinas makes this point in several of his Talmudic essays. In ‘Judaism and 
revolution’, for instance, in commenting upon Rav Zera’s statements in Baba Metzia, 
83a-b, he says:  
 

We are told that each of the just shall have his home. Isn’t the proletarian 
condition, the alienation of man, primarily the fact of having no home? Not to 
have a place of one’s own, not to have an interior, is not truly to communicate 
with another, and thus to be a stranger to oneself and to the other. After the world 
of night, after existence as a political threat, after existence as wild beasts, not 
only threatening but also threatened, after fear and anxiety, what is announced 
here as the triumph of the just is the possibility of a society in which everyone 
has his home, returns home and to himself, and sees the face of the other 
(Levinas 1990: 107). 

 
He makes a very similar point in ‘Damages due to fire’. In talking about the rabbis’ 
injunction to stay inside one’s home in a time of epidemic, he responds: 
 

You will see the entire problem of present-day Israel appear, with all the 
difficulties of the return. One must withdraw into one’s home. ‘Go home until 
the storm passes’. There is no other salvation except in the reentry into oneself. 
One must have an interiority where one can seek refuge, in which one is able to 
stop participating in the world (Levinas 1990: 190). 

 
The two passages are clearly different in that the first is talking about a home in the 
concrete sense of a separate dwelling and the second is talking about a State. In both 
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passages, though, there is a dialectic between home, understood as an interiority, and 
home as an external space in which one is sovereign. It would seem that the external 
space is required for the internal condition, and that internal condition, is, in turn, 
required, in order, as the first passage says, for one to recognize the other, to welcome 
him or her. Thus, while the self is founded by the other, it requires becoming an 
identity, that is, having a home, before it can recognize what truly founds it in the first 
place. I am sure that there are more precise ways of articulating the relation between 
the self as enjoyment and the self as responsibility but whatever the formulations, the 
two do not blur into each other but are contrasting modes. There are some important 
political repercussions here. 
 
Finally, I would like to say that in Levinas we have not only a guide for our thinking, 
political or otherwise, but also an example of someone whose thought is caught in the 
very conditions he is criticizing. For all his critique of European philosophy and the 
European return to the Same, Levinas, who came to France in 1923, and lived there 
almost without interruption (not counting the year in Freiburg, and the war years) until 
his death in 1995, was resolutely Euro-centric. Non-European traditions held little 
interest for him because they had not risen to the expression of the universal (Levinas 
1984: 368). While for him the European expression of the universal is dangerous in its 
homogenizing tendencies, it remains the recognition of the unity of all mankind that 
other traditions have not achieved, the Jewish tradition excepted, of course. He was 
also caught in the enormous trauma provoked by the Holocaust. Yes, he is the 
philosopher who responded in an inimitable way by seeing revealed in the nakedness 
of the human face the very fundament of our reality. Without the protection of that 
nakedness the world is no longer a world. But he is also the person whose defense of 
the State of Israel does not include a critique of “the petitioning nationalism” Ponzio 
refers to (p. 34). Israel is always an ideal to be achieved, never a reality that needs to 
be confronted with its failures.  I do not say this because I want to belittle Levinas’ 
contribution. It remains great and I, for one, remain very grateful for it. I say this 
because the discomfort with the latest manifestation of capitalism, with free-market 
globalization, expressed in Ponzio’s essay does not sufficiently take into account our 
own being mired in it. The reproach cannot be addressed to a system as if outside us. 
The great value of Levinas’ thought, it seems to me, is to make us cautious of 
generalizations that put us on the right side of things. We are never on the right side of 
things.  
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