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Immanuel Levinas (1906-1995) was a Lithuanian-born Jewish French philosopher who studied first under Husserl and then Heiddeger, going on then to influence a whole generation of major 20th century continental philosophers.  Levinas is in the so-called "postmodern" tradition, in that he criticizes the metaphysics of presence, violence through cognition, and other Enlightenment tendencies-- yet he provides us with a strong phenomenologically-grounded ethics of responsibility given through the "face" of another (although many have accused "postmodernists" of lacking basis for ethics).  He attempts to give us a unique grounding for ethics which does not rely on theism, universal principles, a theory of equality of men nor utilitarianism.  His ethics of the face is grounded in the concrete phenomenal experience of encounter with another.  As Levinas says, "with the appearance of the human-- and this is my entire philosophy-- there is something more important than my life, and that is the life of the other."


Levinas was not an atheist, but in the face of the holocaust, he felt that it was essential that ethics not be rooted in religion, since so many had lost faith.  Although he is Jewish, and has specifically Jewish-religious writings as well, in his ethics, he does not argue from Scriptures or doctrine, nor does God have any essential role in his ethics.  Yet for Christian or Jewish readers, God is "very nearby" and so a believer can find Levinas quite intriguing.  Levinas is perhaps the principal "french postmodern ethicist" from this century.  Derrida and other "postmoderns" have been quite influenced by Levinas in their ethical and legal writings.
   For these and many other reasons, Levinas is a vitally important thinker of our century.  His impact has already been great, and implicitly or explicitly, his work will be a central pillar of continental ethics for years to come.   




Levinas provides phenomenological descriptions of the event of encounter with the face of another which brings us absolute responsibility.  I will not here question the result of his phenomenological account-- unintentioned infinite responsibility as my meaning of being commanded to me at the event of the look of the face.  My questions and answers arise with this absolute responsibility assumed.  The general concern for this paper is, "What does the fact that I have infinite obligation to every Other even mean for me?"


First, I will explain what Levinas is talking about regarding "the encounter with the face".  Second, I will think through the problem, "why not commit suicide?", showing how the absolute debt to the others leads one to wonder if removal of myself might not be the best way to ensure that I do not kill, in Levinas' strict and maximal sense of this command, "thou shalt not commit murder."  I argue that Levinas does not lead us to suicide, because it would be harm to the other to kill oneself, on Levinas' account.  Third, I will explain why criticisms of Levinas' theory as being impractical 'because its "ought" is absolutely impossible to fulfill' is a misplaced criticism, since Levinas doesn't ever provide ethical theory, and considers all ethical theory to be inadequate, violent, and unjust.  Finally, I will answer the ultimate question, "What good is Levinas' ethics, if it isn't possible for us to fulfill its responsibilities, and if he doesn't intend it as ethical theory?"  I claim that the responsibility commanded to us in the look of the face is the necessary condition for any ethical practice or theory.  Ultimately, Levinas claims that the look of the other calls me to be a "living apology" in relation to the other prior to any ethical theories or politics, and this call is in fact my meaning for being that gives rise to the possibility of my thinking, action, and morality.  


As we look at texts to answer these questions, we will get a clearer understanding of both the power, purpose, and radicalness of Levinas' phenomenology of the look of the face, and we will see that his ethics is quite useful as groundwork for any critical theory, whether it be social, political, ethical or epistmological in orientation.  

Beginning with the face 


What is the look of the face?  It is an event.
  It is not necessarily a phenomenon, but the frailty and need of the Other which I become aware of.
  It is not something I ask for, but something that breaks though to me.  It gives us a "'vision' of eschatology" by giving us the conditions, the possibility of eschatology, "that is, the breach of totality."
   When I encounter the face of another, I become aware that there is something beyond me, ungraspable by me, in the Other.  There is in the face a breakout from any totalities, from the interiority of "my" phenomena which always makes the other the same-- "mine"-- through cognition.  But the otherness of the Other is not cognizable.  The cognitive interiority of the self-sovereign subject (me) is disrupted by a radical exteriority of the Other.  The face shows itself in the midst of phenomena-- in a context.  Yet in the look of the face of another, I realize their absolute otherness, and I revere it.  I don't just "look at" the other, as an object for my disposal, but I become self-conscious as I am "looked at" by the other-- and I realize that there is an other there that I do not and cannot fully comprehend.  This absolute otherness which I cannot comprehend is exterior, beyond context, and breaks through the contextual situation-- in spite of the context.  I come to be aware of their closeness, and also of their uniqueness and ipseity-- their irreplaceableness.  I cannot "totally" comprehend another through apprehensive cognitive "knowing"-- their absolute othernesss breaks this totalizing tendency of my cognition.  


I do not ask for the look of the face of the other to appear, it just does, suddenly.  I do not find it through reflection or contemplation, it comes upon me, without mediation.  In the event of the look of the Other, the Other is shown both as vulnerable, poor, destitute, naked and also above me as my lord, my master, the one who I must obey.  The look of the other commands me "thou shalt not murder," and I am obliged, infinitely and absolutely, not to kill the Other.
  I am put in question by the other.  My tendency to see the world as mine is disrupted, and I wonder how my place impinges on the place of another.  (We will discuss this more below.)


I do not actually see the absolute otherness of the Other.  The absolute otherness of the other is what makes the other other.  It always remains out of my reach, uncomprehended by me and ever incomprehensible. We might say that Levinas uses a transcendental method-- looking at phenomena, we determine that there is an aspect of the other beyond the phenomena.  Of course the other (person) is same inasmuch as he is merely different.  In the realm of interiority, or phenomena, or "same", there are apparent and comprehensible differences.  Differences can be understood, comprehended, figured out, resolved.  Differences operate on a level of the "unknown (yet)."  They can be tallied and totalled.  Differences are in principle knowable.  In contrast, Absolute otherness is unknowable (ever).  This is why the Absolute otherness is so disruptive-- it cannot be resolved, comprehended or made the same.  It cannot be totalized and it is the condition of infinity for this reason.  The look of the face of the Other absolutely overturns my sovereignty.   The self-sovereign self of the Enlightenment model is displaced and I am no longer "equal", but "servant."


The look of the face of the other is primordially important.  Language is primordially an "attitude of the same with regard to the Other" irreducible to representation, intention of thought, or consciousness, which comes to us in the look of the face.
 Meaning for language has its origin in the face of the Other.
  All the perceptible signs of the body of the Other signify to us the primordial signified, the Other himself, and this signified other comes to us in the look of the face of the other.
   "The first intelligible is not a concept, but an intelligence", namely, the awareness that "you shall not commit murder" which comes to me immediately in the face of the Other.
   All generalities, all universals, are destroyed by the summons of the unique face of the Other, so that my responsibility to the Other becomes not merely important, but the other becomes my meaning for being.
.  I do not meet the Other as another "I" or a "thou", there is no equality here.
  The other transcends me, the Other comes to me from on high, and my world is radically disrupted by this transcendence.   Truth for Levinas means to be in relation to the other, not to make the other same through comprehension or cognizing.  Metaphysics is the beyond breaking though to us in the face, according to Levinas; and the "respect for being is the meaning of metaphysical truth."
  


 Levinas gives us an ethics of saintliness, the ethics of being a saint, and as Levinas tells us, "we cannot not admire saintliness".
   Saintliness is being more attached to the being of the Other than to ones own.  In this realization-- not from realization of self, but of the Other-- I find my meaning.  The look of the Other in the face of the Other brings us to realize their absolute otherness, and so, their value which we should not efface.  We are commanded to respect the Others life, even at the peril  of our own.  We take absolute responsibility for the Other.  The saintly one is saintly not because she is more valuable than Others, but she is saintly because she values the Other.  She values the Other more than her own life, she treats the other as above her, and this is why we call her a saint.
    She sacrifices herself for the Other.  


The saint is commanded by the face, but she is not forced, according to Levinas.  She is indebted, and there is an anarchic responsibility
 which comes upon her to value the other more than herself, to sacrifice, but this is not enforced by a force
, and may be covered up or ignored.
  The saintly one does not ignore the call of the Other, a call to saintliness, in the event of the look of the face.  

My Living as the Other's Dying


It is easy to see  that Levinas is a beautiful writer.  "Face to face", "Other as neighbor", "piety without reward"-- this all has a beautiful sound to it.  However, it brings us damnation.  As we come face to face with the other, we discover infinite obligation, anarchic responsibility, a debt without possibility of payment.  I am handed the endless responsibility to the other I face, and then I turn to another, and yet another, and each encounter with an Other brings me more debt, more responsibility, more obligation--to a radical extreme.  As our meaning of being comes to us not in ourselves, but in the other, Levinas' grounding of our being ultimately ends up being an infinite un-grounding of our being!  We are left with what Levinas calls the mauvaise conscience.  We are left aware of the "extreme exposure, defenselessness, vulnerability itself"
 of the Other as we look in his face.  Levinas realizes that there is no way to fulfill our responsibilities when a third party enters the picture, because then one has to begin making decisions between two Others who both call her, infinitely and absolutely.  This place of multiple Others is our place, in the world, and it is politics and justice.
 Even to the one person I cannot fulfill an infinite responsibility, not only because I may not be able to be what they want me to be, but also because I have to be for myself, on some level.  I am no saint, I am human.  One can be saintly on occasion, but no one can be a saint.  Even with one other, it seems I am doomed to fail them.

Doomed?


 We were hoping that Levinas could provide some ethics in the midst of postmodern thought, some sort of answer for our desire for ethics, despite the rage against reason, and all the rest.  But instead of giving us a hand in our precarious position, Levinas comes up with an ethics which not only gives us responsibility, but loads us down with multiples of absolute infinite anarchic responsibilities which threaten to annihilate us.    How does he do this?

 
Levinas first turns the source of the most important of questions on its head.  Traditionally, philosophy was said to a practice of disinterested contemplation, intelligibility, re-presentation, assessment, and intentional knowing as a self-sovereign self with a good conscience in my happy solitude as subject.
   All this is the opposite with Levinas.
  Our question comes to us not through intellect or intuition or some sort of reason, but through the event of the face to face encounter.  The source of philosophy (which has as its fundamental question in Levinas: "how am I justified?") comes to us in an unexpected event, which breaks through to us unintentionally (without our intending it) as a startling surprise which disrupts my happy solitude, my bonne conscience, and most importantly, my sovereignty.  The Enlightenment model of rational thought is torn asunder by the face to face encounter with the other.  The source of the question par excellance is more like a bolt of lightening than it is a sober Cartesian or Kantian reflective interrogation of the interior intellect.   


The absolutely disrupting question comes to us in the unexpected look of the face of the other.  And while the source of the different question is radical, the new question par excellence is more radical still!   In his essay Ethics as First Philosophy (1984) Levinas questions the traditional philosophical tendency to find meaning through the correlation of knowledge to being.   The question of philosophy, traditionally, was: "why is there something rather than nothing?", and the attempt to answer this question was an attempt to justify the existence of objects.  The new question puts me into question: how am I justified?
  Here the question is not about objects, it is about me, specifically, how does my being impinge on the being of others, and how does my living kill others?  My meaning is here not only put in question, my meaning is turned into a question, and so, into a responsibility.  I have no right, I have only responsibility.  The Enlightenment model of the sovereign self is discarded.  This question without a justified answer leaves us absolutely unjustified and infinitely responsible to the other.
  Levinas' question is: How does being justify itself?  According to Levinas, this is the fundamental question.  "One comes not into the world, but into question"
   


Levinas overturns Traditional thought by putting forth a different question concerning my self-justification, and he sees it as a question which is not answerable.  For as long as I am alive, I am causing death.  The infinite other leaves me with the infinite question, always.  I have no justification, except for the other.  Obviously, the event of the Other is very unlike contemplative knowing.  One is put into question by the look of the Other, which commands to me "thou shalt not kill", which entails the question "how does my place in the sun put someone else out in the cold?".  Levinas brings this question to us:

One has to respond to one's right to be, not by referring to some abstract and anonymous law, or judicial entity, but because of one's fear for the Other.  My being-in-the-world or my 'place in the sun', my being at home, have these not also been the usurpation of spaces belonging to the other man whom I have already oppressed or starved, or driven out into a third world; are they not acts of repulsing, excluding, exiling, stripping, killing?

And this responsibility is not a concern about how I intentionally "kill" other people, it is rather a concern about "all the violence and murder my existing might generate, in spite of its conscious and intentional innocence".
    This question is severely radical-- it instills in me "the fear of occupying someone else's place with the Da of my Dasein; it is the inability to occupy a place . . ."   Hence, simply by taking my place, by my being, I murder, regularly, as I enjoy the sun.  A place for me takes that place from another.  But I tend to neglect the other, to kill (whether intentionally or not) the other.  I am blinded, in a sense, by my own place in the sun.  I forget to fear for the other, to care for the other, as I bask in the sunlight that is mine.
    


 Now it isn't hard to avoid murdering someone, in the "loose" general sense of the term, but what Levinas means by this is not so simple.  Levinas gives a much more broad and severe meaning to the command "thou shalt not commit murder" which applies even to my morning cup of coffee:  

"Thou shalt not kill".  This does not mean simply that you are not to go around firing a gun all the time.  It refers, rather, to the fact that,, in the course of your life, in different ways, you kill someone.  For example, when we sit down at the table in the morning and drink coffee, we kill an Ethiopian who doesn't have any coffee.  It is in this sense that the commandment must be understood. 


"Killing" is not about ending anothers life, it is about taking someone else's place in the sun.  It is about drinking coffee while another has none.  Having clothes, a home, food, gas, books, a computer, or healthcare, while the Other does not.  My place in the sun puts someone else in the cold.  My place in the sun necessarily puts someone else in the cold.   


 If we do want to truly practice ethics Levinasian style-- if my place in the sun takes the place of another who I am infinitely responsible to-- shouldn't I do the responsible thing and shoot myself, so as to be out of the Other's way?  If the sun is so bright in my eyes, isn't it best simply to turn the gun on myself, so as not to inadvertently kill another?


If we asked Levinas "does the Other command me to commit suicide?" his answer would be "no."  But the reason you should not commit suicide isn't gained by referring to some rule like "all life is sacred" or "you do not have that right, according to the order of nature."  Rather, you should not expend yourself in a senseless act of violence, you should spend your life in service to the Other.  We shouldn't commit suicide, because it would not be good for the other.  It would be ungracious and unethical to commit suicide.  I must live on to bring others into the sun.  In this purpose only do I have meaning for my being.


Levinas has a rich variety of sayings that are attempts to explicate the command "thou shalt not commit murder."  At one place he says it means "Thou shalt love thy neighbor"and "Thou shalt love the stranger".
  But quite recently he has formulated it as "do not leave me in solitude" and he also goes on to say in the same paragraph that "there is an authority in the face, which commands me not to leave this mortal to dwell alone."
  To commit suicide would be to leave the Other alone.  Suicide is a selfish way to avoid the infinite responsibility, but it is also a desperate attempt to escape one's own freedom.  Levinas says that "in expression the [Other] being that imposes itself does not limit but promotes my freedom, by arousing my goodness."  When the Other becomes my meaning for being, I am a hostage, in one sense, yet I actually become more free through my obligation.  I have meaning, and the more I act upon this responsibility, the more responsibility, and so, the more meaning my life takes on.
  So to commit suicide as an attempt to limit my killing would be foolish, since I am commanded not to leave the Other alone.  And to commit suicide to escape my infinite responsibility would be foolish, because I would only be escaping my freedom.

Lawless, Anarchical Ethics


Levinas doesn't give us ethical theory, i.e., rules.  Ethics comes in the look of the other, and it comes absolutely.  What this means is that the source of ethics-- responsibility-- comes through the face to face encounter.  I make rules based upon that encounter with the Other, I do not (primarily) make rules to govern my encounter with the other.  I am defined by the Other, I am in truth as I respect the Other, and am in relation to him.  My truth, my justification for being, cannot come through laws.  Laws are always pitifully inadequate, because they are not relation to the Other in the primordial sense of the event of the look of the face.  In comparison to my responsibility to the Other, my responsibility before the law is negligible.  My responsibility to the face is infinite.  Laws are always limited in their demands, because at best they "ask" only for equality.  The face commands absolute servitude.  Laws are nothing, before the face. 


All ethical theories are politics, and so not just.  Levinas tells us "I always say that justice is the primary violence"
  Levinas additionally says "the sacred is the easy way avoiding holiness itself".  I think that "Justice" (or law, or politics
) is turned  into the "sacred" as a way of avoiding holiness (i.e., ethics), which arises from the look of the face.  "Justice" is always unjust-- because pure justice could take place only if we could totally answer the infinite Other's call.  Being "just" in the eyes of the law (i.e., being "legal) is a cheap and dirty way to try to give an easy answer to the infinite responsibility of the face.  I always fail to be ethical, even when I'm "just", because justice rests on politics, and is inadequate.  The call of the Other is ever commanding, and inescapable.  Whether I welcome the call in the look of the Others face, or attempt to intentionally efface the face of the Other, I am responsible with an obligation which is never fulfilled.  


It would be a mistake to think that Levinas thinks ethical theories and political social theories are not needed.  He is quite concerned with politics, and ethical theory.  Levinas said that one of the things he most "admired in Sartre was that his philosophy was not confined to purely conceptual issues but was open to the possibility of ethical and political commitment."
   It is apparent from the political essays found in The Levinas Reader and elsewhere that Levinas is not only looked to as someone who can help give advice to the nation-state of Israel as they make political decisions, but that he accepts that role in the politics of Israel.
  Levinas is political, socially concerned, and concerned with legal adjudicating.  However, his phenomenological account of the look of the face and the ethics that result are not about rules of conduct themselves, but the basis of responsibility.  The ethics of Levinas is about responsibility, not regulations.  It is about the ipseity of the unique individual.  It is about language before words, the most primordial signified-- the face which alerts me to the Other

The Value of Levinas' Ethics



If it is true that Levinas' ethics is infinite, absolute, and leaves unjustified as we are anarchically responsible to each Other we encounter, what is its real value?  If any relation with more than one individual instantly becomes political and so, not purely ethical, isn't it obvious that Levinas' ethics are impractical since we obviously have the call of many Others calling on us at once (from our family, co-workers, friends, etc)?  Shouldn't an ethics worth its salt be do-able?  With Kant one wants to say: ought should imply can, somehow. But this would be counter to Levinas.  Then the call of the Other could be answered satisfactorily, and I could lapse back into forgetfulness.  The responsibility is upon us, infinitely, absolutely, and always.


Levinas has laid, one could say, a transcendental ungrounding for openness to alterity, an ungrounding of the self as sovereign, so as to put the Other first.  The conditions for acting ethically must first be rooted in responsibility.  Ought need not imply can, in this primary sense.  What we can do ethically is in the realm of ethical theory, and so, politics and calculative justice for Levinas.  These political considerations are secondary, and it might well be said that ought should imply can here because this is the realm which determines "what will we do in light of both our responsibilities, and our limited abilities and resources?"  Ethical theory and politics is like a budgetary office which receives requests from all the different offices, and then looks at resources available, and then determines who gets what.  No one ever gets all they want, because the budget resources are limited.  The working out and continual revision of ethical theory is the work done in this gap between Ought and Can.  Theory tries to accomplish as much ought as possible, but it never fulfills its obligations. What we ought to do is ethics for Levinas.  The look of the face is the source of ought, and here there is no thought of can, only absolute commitment to responsibility.  Again, this commitment is not a choice, a decision on my part, but an inescapable command from the face of the other.

Conclusion


So we have seen that the look of the face of the other is the source of infinite responsibility for Levinas.  He does not give an ethical theory, but instead gives us an infinite responsibility, apart from Scriptures or intuitive imperatives or abstract logical thinking, but in the relational experience of the face of the Other.  This does not direct our focus towards developing egalitarian, utilitarian, or idealist theories with abstract principles.  Rather, it focuses our attention on the individual, especially the orphan, widow and stranger.  Instead of just thinking in logical calculative terms, our ethics should have as its source the respect for the absolutely unique Other who is never my equal, but rather, I am always his servant.  If our ethical theory  is rooted in Levinas' ethics of the face, our ethical theory will be founded in experience of the Other, of the look of the face, and not mere abstract imperatives.  In developing ethical theory, we must always and continually let the face of the orphan, widow and stranger break through to us relationally
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