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ABSTRACT 

ORIGINARY PASSIVITY: 
SELFHOOD AND ALTERITY IN RICOEUR AND LEVINAS 

Darrcn E. Dahl 
C n i ~  crsity of Guelph. 200 1 

Advisor: 
Professor J. Mitscherling 

In his book O?ic.se!f'ns .-hiorhei- Paul Ricoeur articulates his philosophy of 

st.lthood. Essential to his proposal is his claim that altenty is constitutive of selthood as 

such. Through an examination of the tenth and final study of 01teselfa.s .-lnotker I will 

cinalyse Ricoeur's philosophy of selthood and determine whether or not he achieves this 

intention. By cxploring his account of the temporality of the self and its fundamental 

capacity for action 1 conclude that alterity. and its phenomenological correlate which is 

passiviry. is not constitutive of sel thood. The thesis then examines the philosophy of 

Emmanuel Levinas. 1 conclude that his philosophy of alterity accomplishes that which 

Ricoeur cannot. 
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Introduction 

In his book 01ieselj'a.s Another Paul Ricoeur articulates his philosophy of 

sel thood. Essential to his proposa1 is his daim that altenty is constitutive of selfhood as 

such. Through an examination of the tenth and final study of OneseU'as Another 1 will 

analyse Ricoeur's philosophy of selfhood and determine whether or not he achieves this 

intention. Chapter One will address Ricoeur's development of a philosophy of selfhood 

as he articulates it beyond the tradition that he calls the "philosophies of the subject" and 

which he defines according to the logic of the posited cogito. Next, rny analysis of his 

hemrneutics of the self will explain Ricoeur's thought as it progresses through his early 

studies in Oneself'as Another and. finally. will focus on his discussion of the polysemic 

identi ty of the self and the temporality which is proper to it. Ricoeur's understanding of 

this temporality will be addressed in terms of an analysis of the self-constancy of 

-promising' and the understanding of the present-instant that gounds it. Finally, al1 of 

this will be recapitulated at the ontological level where the concept of 'attestation' will be 

taken up to show that the being of the self is a being of act and power. The first chapter 

will end with the suggestion that, for Ricoeur, the selthood of the self is constituted by its 

capability to be an agent. 

In Chapter Two 1 will revisit this suggestion by continuing my analysis of the 

tenth study of Onese!fos .Another. Here 1 will turn my attention to Ricoeur's 'triad of 

passivity' according to which he situates his discussion of alterity. 1 will begin this 

chapter by looking at his criticism of Emmanuel Levinas in order to see Ricoeur's own 

assumptions about seifhood. Nexr 1 will analyse each of the three toms  of passivity in 



the triad (i.e.. 'flesh,' 'the othemess of other people,' and 'conscience') in terms of 

whether or not they serve to locate alterity at a constitutive level of selfhood. Afier 

discussing each of the three forms of passivity 1 will conclude that Ricoeur is not able to 

make alterity constitutive of selthood because he defines temporality according to the 

activity of agrncy and initiative. The chapter will conclude with the suggestion that it is 

only by supplementing and correcting Ricoeur's thought with that of Emmanuel Levinas 

that Ricoeur's own intentions to make alterity constitutive of selfhood can be fulfilled. 

In Chaptcr Three I will analyse Emmanuel Levinas' philosophy of passivity and 

alterity as it is presented in Othenrise Than Being or Beyond Essence. 1 will begin by 

discussing his account of the Said and, particularly, the temporalization of the present that 

founds it. Next 1 will explain the relation of the Saying to the Said and argue that the 

Saying is not meant to replace the Said but. nther, to found it. Once the relation of the 

Saying and the Said has been defineci. I will develop the logic of the Saying. This will 

involve explaining Levinas' account that begins with a phenomenoiogy of the summons 

by another person and develops into an account of the radical passivity of exposure, 

obsession. persecution and substitution. My analysis will be guided by the temporal 

structure proper to the Saying. 1 will show that the movement from summons to 

substitution is supported by the temporality of the trace and, finally, the temporality of 

recurrence. Levinas' radical account of passivity will be fully developed once 1 show 

how. according to the logic of the Saying, the present is transformed from its logic of 

self-identity in the Said. to a logic of substitution, in which the present is revealed as the 

non-identical recurrence of the Other-in-me. 



Finally, in my "Concluding Reflections," 1 will argue that Ricoeur's third 

philosophical iatention--Le.. to make altenty constitutive of selfhood--is initially 

developed by refemng to the metaphorical force of the word 'as' in the title Onese!fus 

.itlorher. 1 will show that despite Ricoeur's intention to define 'as' according to a logic of 

implication, his actual account of selhood, activity, and passivity prevents him 60om 

achieving such a strong rneaning for the word. Next, by showing how Ricoeur's account 

of the passivity of the flesh and Levinas' account of radical passivity overlap, 1 will argue 

that in order to give 'as' the swng  rneaning intended by Ricoeur, it must be corrected and 

intensitied by the metaphorical force of the preposition 'in' which is developed according 

to Levinas' temponlity of the Saying. Finally 1 will conclude that the intensification of 

the relation between oneself and another defined by 'as' according to that relationship 

defined by 'in' is best descnbed as the detour of Ricoeur's philosophy of selfhood 

through the philosophy of Emmanuel Levinas. 



Chapter One: Paul Ricoeur's Hermeneutic Ontology of the Self 

1.1. Introduction 

In this tirst chapter 1 will trace the developrnent of Ricoeur's articulation of human 

selthood by focusing on the tense and overlapping relationship beiween sameness (idem- 

idrntity) and selthood (ipse-identity). The analysis of this relationship will lead to an 

account of how the self is specifically characterized in terms of a temporality that divides 

dong the lines of samenas and selthood while intersecting within the self s ontological 

attestation of its being-capable. The chapter will begin by locating Ricoeur's treatment of 

the self beyond the discourse which he characterizes as the "philosophies of the subject." 

In order to show that it is the self with which he is concemed-and not the cogito- 

Ricoeur must locate the self within the exegetical operations of hermeneutic analysis and. 

thrrefore, the self mut first be discovered in the world as an object. The self as object, 

however, will then be taken up tiom the perspective of its temporality and it will be 

s h o w  that. while the self is Ant hemeneutically discovered as a thing in the world, its 

proper temporal structure distinguishes it fYom objects. This temporality will then be 

developed in t ems  of initiative and the self will be shown to he a self insofar as it is 

capable of action. Finally, once the selthood of the self is articulateci in terms of its 

çapability to act in the world. 1 will follow Ricoeur into an investigation of the 

ontological understanding necessary to sustain such a view of the self. Here, at the 

ontoloçical level. 1 will show that in "attestation" the self-as-agent is reconnected to the 

world in which it was initially discovered. 



Throughout this chapter 1 will pay particular attention to the way in which the 

selthood of the self is understood in terms of its capability for action. In my analysis of 

both initiative, which initially sets the self apart from a thing, and attestation, which 

tinally rejoins the self to its world. 1 will seek to show that, for Ricoeur. the self is bom 

accordinç to its capacity to act. 

1.1. From the Cogito to the Self: The Detour 

Since the 1970s Ricoeur's thought has developed according to his effort to distance 

himself from a philosophy of subjectivity which onginates from a self-posited, 

transparent. and immediate cogito. Since that time he has called the philosophies which 

share the cogito as their common starting point "philosophies of the subject." Within 

Ortcselj'ns rlnorher' he once again makes clear that it is his intention to develop a 

philosophy of selfhood beyond the tems of discourse established by the 'philosophies of 

the subject." 

Within Oneseifus .4norher Ricoeur's daim is that that which holds al1 

"philosophies of the subject" together is their common equation of the tems  'subject' and 

' 1' (OA. 4). He wishes. however. to place his philosophical investigations "at an equal 

distance %om the apology of the cogito and from its overthrow" and, therefore, supersede 

the "quarrel over the cogito" (OA, 1). As a result he seeks to contest this equation of 

'subject' and '1' by arguing that the subject is more adequately understood as a 'self. The 

transition fiom '1' to 'self is govemed by his intention '?O indicate the primacy of 

l Paul Ricoeur. Oneseljas Another, translated by Kathleen Blamey (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press. 1992). Al1 fûrther citations will appear within the text as follows: (OA). 



retlective mediation over the imrnediate positing of the subject as this is expresseci in the 

first person singular: '1 think', '1 am"' (OA, 1 ). Thus, rather than grounding his 

philosophy of subjectivity upon the usual foundation of the cogito--transcendental or 

otherwise--Ricoeur proposes to discover the self as a mediated self within the 

hermeneutic activity of intentional consciousness. 

In an rarly essay entitled "Existence and Hermeneutics," Ricoeur provides an 

account of the nrcessarily indirect nature of consciousness understood as hemeneutic. 

The move of refleçtive mdiation is first a move wherein consciousness seeks itself 

outside of itself and is. therefore, a move ounvard into the world of 'abjects'. As a result, 

the identity of the self is not posited as an immanent identity already detemined by the 

self-referential nature of the cogito itself. Ricoeur draws upon an image of the activity 

proprr to the origin of the discipline of heneneutics to show instead that *'the subject . . . 

interprets himself while interpreting signs. . .[and is therefore] a being who discovas, by 

the exegesis of his own life, that he is placed in being before he places and possesses 

himself."' Unlike the cogito the self is discovered in the signs of itself in the world.' 

In Onesc!f'as .dnother Ricoeur intensifies the indirect manner in which 

hermeneutic consciousness pmceeds. His hemeneutic phenomenology as it amse within 

radier texts !ike Conjlicr of lnterpretationr sought to purge Husserlian phenomenology of 

- Paul Ricoeur. "Existence and Hermeneutics," in nie Conjlict of lnrerpretations, 
translated by Don Ihde (Evanston: Northwestem University Press, 1974), 1 1. 

For an excellent analysis of the difference between Ricoeur's hermeneutic philosophy 
and the idealist 'philosophies of the subject" see Gary Madison, "Ricoeur and the 
Hermeneutics of the Subject," in The Philosophy of Paul Ricoezir, edited by Lewis E. 
Hahn (Chicago: Open Court, 1995), 75-8 1. 



its interest in a transparent subject. In his more recent studies, however, even the 

hemeneutic consciousness at the core of his revised philosophy of retlection must be 

pushed further. Even though the self discovered according to hemeneutic consciousness 

is no longer the posited cogito it is still too private and subjective because its first move is 

always a move of self-desipnation.' In the early studies of Oneselfas ilnorher. however, 

Ricoeur proposes to locate the self as a third person within the world of designated 

objects. Thus. whiie his quest for the self will always be in terms of the question 'who?' 

(OA. 16- 19) it will not be a "short path" wherein the 'who' simply finds itself as the 

rxtemalization of itself buf nther, a "long path" wherein the 'who?' will have to pass 

through the detour of the *whata?' and the 'why?' of action.' 

By taking up the analysis of 'persons' according to P.F. Strawson, Ricoeur is able 

to show that within the structure of langage the self appears as first of al1 a singular 

identifiable thing among other t h i n g ~ . ~  According to Strawson's account of the way in 

which language identifies according to an "individualizing intention" (OA, 27), Ricoeur 

shows that a self-as-a-person first emerges as a ''basic particular", that is, a particular 

' For a good analysis of this change in Ricoeur's thought see Edi Pucci, "Review of Paul 
Ricoeur's Oneselfas rlnother: personal identity and 'selfhood' in the thought of Paul 
Ricoeur." in Paul Ricoeur: The Hermeneutics of Action, edited by Richard Kearney 
( London: SAGE Publications, 1996), 155-1 57. 

' Pucci. 186- 157. 

"ccording to the network of action questions which govems Ricoeur's investigations 
this initial discoves, of the self-as-object corresponds to the question 'what?' 



individual which can be identified without having to presuppose anything else about it.' 

Thus. the self-as-a-person emerges fiom Stmwson's project as the necessary protection 

against '?the drift toward pnvate and non-public reference to which a premature recouse 

to self-designation might lead" (OA. 32). By begiming with Strnwson's self-as-a-person 

identified within the public world of ordinary language, Ricoeur has initiated his analysis 

of the self beyond the discourse of the posited cogito characteristic of the 'philosophies 

of the subjcct." Ultimately, however, Strawson's project must be left behind because he 

provides no adequate account of how the self is able to designate itself. For Ricoeur this 

means that Strawson is not able to account for the self as more than an object among 

objecis because he is not able to understand the self as a stibjea of designation as well as 

a designated object.' 

Ricoeur's next move is a move into the philosophy of speech-acts. What is 

important for our purposes is the development of action as a central category of the self. 

B y moving from a semantics of the self. wherein the self was located according to the 

individuating procedures inherent to the structure of ordinary language, to the pragmatics 

of discourse. Ricoeur introduces the notion of action at the very heart of language (OA, 

" According to Strawson a "basic particular" is identified according to the procedures of 
ordinary lanpage itself. First, a "definite description consists in creating a ciass that has 
but a single member through the intersecting of well-chosen classes . . . with the airn of 
opposing one member of a class to al1 the others" (OA. 25-29). Second, a "proper narne 
pemanently designates a single individual in opposition to others of the sarne class (OA, 
29). Third, persona1 pronouns and deictic terms designate differently according to their 
existence as an event in the extemal world (OA, 30). 

' Ricoeur States: "We may well wonder, though, if we can get very far in detennining the 
concept of person without bringing in, at one time or another, the power of self- 
designation that makes the person not merely a unique type of thing but a self' (OA, 32). 



43). lnsofar as the self-as-a-person daignates itself according to the self-referentiality of 

being a speaker (e.g.. being able to say '1' in speaking to 'yod) the self ceases to be 

merely an object in the world and, instead, becornes the subject of an action. This 

discovery of speech-acts is crucial for Ricoeur's project because it supports his intention 

to ullow the self to a ise  first of al1 as him about whom one speaks and as the subject of 

one's own speech (OA, 52). However the discovery is also the begiming of a dead end. 

For as won as the event of speech is realized in speech-act theory the subject of the 

speech act is ignored in order that the 'Yact" of the event might become the focus? With 

the subject of action lost behind a theory of the event in general Ricoeur is led to seek 

other resources for his continued discovery of the self. 

Speech-act theory disclosed the possibility of discovering a self that is both the 

objrct of desipation and the subject of self-designation but it could not deliver the 

resources to develop a hl1 articulation of the selfhood of this self. In order to M e r  

develop this initial sense of selfhood Ricoeur seeks resources in the phenomenological 

tradition and rurns to intentional consciousness and a teleological account of action." 

- -  

Ricoeur States that ''the '1' is lost. however. when one sees that speech-act theury places 
its emphasis on the 'fact' of the statement made'' (OA, 19). The loss of the agent of action 
because of a refusal io look for the agent of action within speech-act theory carries over 
into action theory characterized by the thought of Donald Davidson (OA, 60). As a result 
Ricoeur will need to seek the selfhood of the agent beyond the resources of analytic 
philosophy. Positively, the detour through speech-act theory and, in the following study, 
action theory. corresponds to the question 'why?' located within the important network of 
questions that govern Ricoeur's analysis. Taking the event as simply an event without an 
agent serves to pwent  eventfulness fiom being too immediately founded on the basis of 
subjectivity and thus. once again. Ricoeur's analysis of selfhood is checked against a 
prernature appeal to the self as author of its own existence. 

' "  As Charles E. Reagan points out, when Ricoeur retums to an analysis of the place of 
intentionality in human action he does so in terms of the "power" of the agent to act and 



From this he determines that a general ontology of events has eclipsed the temporal 

dimension necessary in an account of action (OA. 78). As we will now see, the distinction 

between the ternporality proper to the self as object and that of the self as self will open 

the way to a more h l l y  developed account of selthood. 

1.3. Frorn Sameness to Selfhood: Promise and Initiative 

In the fiHh study of Oneselfas .4nother Ricoeur provides the important distinction 

between the identity of the self on the basis of its idem-identity (i.e., self as object) and 

that of its ipse-identity (Le.. self in the mode of sel~ood)." He explains this distinction 

by articulating the temporal structure which is proper to each forrn of identity. The 

question of the temporality of idem-identity is a question of permanence in tirne (OA. 

1 16). Temporal permanence is the temporality proper to objects because it is the 

temporality proper to substances. that is, to things whose substantial identity does not 

change even though certain accidental qualities of the things do (OA. 1 16-1 18). This 

straightforward connection of permanence in tirne with the temporality of that which 

bears an idem-identity leads Ricoeur to ask if this is how we should account also for the 

temporality of the self. He argues that it is indeed the case that we do often account for 

the identity of the self in this way. For example. I can be identified as the self that 1 was 

si tuates this power within the potentiality of the "lived body" phenornenologicall y 
understood in terms of the '1 cm'. In this cumnt chapter 1 will address the question of the 
agent's power to act in t m s  of the temporal structure of initiative which underlies it. In 
my second chapter the connection of this theme with that of the body will be discussed. 
See Charles E. Reagan. "The Self as Another," Philosophv Toduy, 37:l (1993), 8-9. 

I I Ricoeur introduces this distinction on p.3 of OA. 



yesterday even though 1 may be wearing a different shirt." However, despite the 

correspondence between the permanence of objects and a certain kind of permanence of 

the self. Ricoeur argues that when we seek the temporal structure of the self as the subject 

of action we presuppose a different account of permanence because we presuppose a 

dityerent account of temporality (OA. 1 1 S)." 

The temporal permanence specific to the self as self, that is, as the self- 

desi~yating subject of its own action, is the permanence of faithfulness to one's intentions 

(OA. 123). The self is identifiable over time because. as a subject of action, it is able to 

remain constant to its intentions by committing itself according to its capability to carry 

out the action prornised. Thus, the temporality of the self as agent is strucnired according 

to the temporality of the agent's intentionality. In his essay "Initiative", which will be 

discussed in more detail below. Ricoeur makes the comection between a promise, 

intentionality and the self as agent: "1 would say that every initiative is an intention to do 

somethinç and. as such. a comrnitment to do that thing, hence a promise that 1 rnake 

silently to myself and tacitly to another.""l The self as agent is discovered. then in the 

temporality of promising and the sel f-consiancy that arises From it. The self discovered 

" Ricoeur's most developed account of how identity is thought in terms of the 
permanence in tirne proper to substances (particularly the very developed sense of 
substance which one finds in Kant) can be found in his account of 'character' in his 
discussion of narrative identity (OA, 12 1 - 122). 

'' Reagan. 10. 

'' Paul Ricoeur. "Initiative," in From Text to Action: Essqs in Herrneneritics. II, 
tnnslated by Kathleen Blamey and John B. Thompson (Evanston: Northwestem 
Liniversity Press. 1 99 1 ), 2 1 7. Further citations to this essay will appear within the text as 
follows: (Int). 



with and beyond Strawson's semantic identity and Davidson's theory of action is the self 

whose selthood cornes into its own specific identity through the distinction between the 

temporal permanence of objects and the temporal permanence of self-constancy. or 

promise. The temporality which underlies that self-constancy will now be developed. 

Essential to the temporal structure of self-constancy is Ricoeur's development of 

the dialectic between the 'present' and the 'instant'. The present, in this case, means the 

present that has an interna1 relation with the past and the future within itself. Because of 

this intemal relation Ricoeur characterizes the present as having a certain '~ ickness"  and 

distinguishes it tiom the instant. He states: 

The present. indeed. as future present, includes within its thickness a part of the 
future. as Our notion of imminence and Our entire vocabulary of advwbs, verbs, 
and nouns express so well. . . . The same is tnie of the immediate past, well 
chancterized by the notion of the recent: it is that which has just happened and 
which, in a certain marner, is still there in the form of primary memory, 
intertwined with present experience. . . . As we see. the present is pregnant with 
this imminent future and this recent past and does not allow itself to be 
represented by the figure of a point without thickness piaced on a line (Int, 2 1 0). 

The instant. as Ricoeur has just hinted, is characterized by a point on a line. It 'marks the 

now as incidence, [as] what could be temed its effect of irruption, or rupture" (Int, 2 10). 

ljnlike the 'thick' present, the instant is a point-like interruption which forces us to 

construe time not in tems of the synthetic unity of the past, present and hture but, rather, 

in tems of an "indefinite series of instants and of intervals between these instants" (Int, 

2 1 1 ). The ' thick' present is. for Ricoeur, "phenomenoiogical time" while the point-like 

instant is representative of 'bcosmological time" (Int. 2 1 1 ). 

To each of these accounts of the present and the instant corresponds an account of 

the tense relationship between activity and passivity. 1 will fint take up the relation of 



activity and passivity in phenomenological time and then move on to show how the same 

relation appears in cosmological time. In the context of his reflections upon Augustine's 

theory of time in Bk.XI of the Confessions. Ricoeur provides a clear account of how 

phenomenologicai time reveals the activity and passivity inherent in subjectivity. Tracing 

Augustine's aporetic investigation of time, Ricoeur cornes to the point where time is 

discovered as the time of the soul and the present is discovered as a 'preçent intention."I5 

Along this way of discovery the past and the future are revealed as "impression-images" 

existing within the soul." When these discoveries corne together we get the first glimpse 

of the essential relation between activity and passivity and the temporality of the hurnan 

subject. Ricoeur states that "[ilt is in the soul, hence as impression. that expectation and 

memory possess extension. But the impression is in the sou1 only inasmuch as the mind 

arts. that is rxpects. attends, and remernbers."" Thus, in her very temporality the subject 

is an acting being: "the present is not simply traveled through. but [quoting Augustine] 

*rnanWs attentive mind. which is present, is relegating the Future to the past.'"" As Ricoeur 

himself comments, "[tlhe vocabulary here continues to oscillate between activity and 

passivity."" The activity latent within Augustine's "present intention," itself clearly 

connected to phenomenology's notion of intentional consciousness, and the passivity 

'' Paul Ricoeur. Time and Narrative, vol.1. translateci by Kathleen McLaughlin & David 
Pellauer (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1984), 19. 

'O Tirne and .?iarrarive. 1 8. 

!*  Time and Narrative, 19. 

I Time and Narrative, 19. 

:" Time and Narrative. 2 1. 



revealed in receiving "impression-images" point to the tense relationship of activity and 

passivity that exists at the core of subjectivity. 

This relation of activity and passivity that is central to our experience of the 

phenomenological present also shows itself in cosmological time. In the essay 

" h i  tiative". Ricoeur argues that "the experience of the present as a transit [in the sense 

just described] is an experience of passivity that delivers us over to the force of 

çircumstances. . . .And we cannot help representing this force of circumstances to 

ourselves as the extemal course of time, punctuated by light and shadows, by day and 

night. by seasons and yean. . . .In this way. physical time, represented by a line with its 

points and intervals. makes its mark on the time of the living present in experience of 

passivity" (Int. 2 1 1-2 12). Just as in phenornenologcal time where the impression-images 

of memory were imprinted upon a passive soul so, in cosmological time, does the human 

being expenence the coming and going of elements and forces within her extemal world 

as the passivity proper to the time of the instant. 

It should be noted that already in this initial account of activity and passivity 

within the lived present and the instant it seems clear that activity is primordial and that 

passivity. while undeniable. is secondary. Ricoeur argues that, for Augustine. the past and 

tùture are in the mind as impression-images and, therefore. are representative of passivity. 

But. while passivity is undeniably present, it is present only as the result of a more 

primordial or originary activity wherein "the impression is in the soul only inasmuch as 

the rnind acrs.""' Following my investigation of attestation. where we will see the agent's 

lu Time and Narrarive, 19. 



power-to-be most clearly developed 1 will r e m  to the question of the relation between 

activity and passivity and ask if passivity is not subordinated to activity in Ricoeur's 

philosophy of selthood in the same way as it is here in his analysis of time. This question 

will then become the key question in my second chapter where I will explicitly 

investigate the place of passivity in relation to selthood. 

To these hvo accounts of time, and their corresponding references to activity and 

passivity. Ricoeur adds a third account: that of calendar time. Essentiai to the relation 

between calendar time and action is Ricoeur's notion of "axial time." Axial tirne is that 

time which is the intersection of cosmological time and phenomenological time wherein 

we discover a "living today" that is both a datable instant on a calendar and a lived 

present experienced in its 'thickness' as the ability to integrate the future and the past. It 

is the intersection of both of these times insofar as it is a "novel event, held to break with 

a former rra and to inaugurate a course of events different h m  al1 that had preceded it" 

(Int. 2 13). Ricoeur argues that axial time is the time of "initium" and is, therefore, the 

time of "beginning: the axial moment of the calendar is the first mode1 of a beginning, in 

that this axial moment is detemined by an occurrence so important that it is held to set a 

nei i  course of events" (Int. 2 14). Thus. axial time, like the "present intention," points to 

initiative. to the power to begin, and therefore to the capacity for action that Iies at the 

core of the human agent. Passivity is present here too insofar as initiative is linked to 

beginning and begiming is linked to birth. For it is in birth. Ricoeur says in agreement 

with Heidegger. that we are ' throm' into our world "and thus bear the impnnt of a 

passivity and an opacity that escapes us" (Int, 2 15). Once again, though, it is not our birth 



that characterizes Our selhood but, rather, our ability to intervene within the world into 

which we have been thrown (Int, 2 16). The selfhood of the self lies in its capacity to act. 

Because we are temporal beings for whom the present is the lived present we are 

tùndamentally capable of an agency understood first and foremost in terms of initiative. 

Alier having foilowed the "long path" starting fiom the designation of the self as an 

object among other identifiable objects, through the possibility of this self s own self- 

designation according to the logic of speech-acts, we now see that the temporality of self- 

constancy. and therefore the identity of the self, is based on the temporality of agency, or 

initiative. The selthood of the self lies in its agency because such selfhood is constituted 

açcording to its temporalization in the lived present which attests to an intentional 

initiative that is capable of making a beginning2' 

Ricoeur's investigation into the selthood of the self does not end here however. In 

the tinal study of Oneself'as rlnorher he asks what kind of being such a self must have 

(Oh. 297). Given that the selfhood of the self has been articulateci according to the 

**originary conception of initiative'"' what son of ontology would be  needed in order to 

expiicate the being that is proper to this acting self? It is to this question that 1 now tum. 

I A. Attestation: The Ontology of Selfhood 

:' Ricoeur also discusses this concept of beginning in relation to Kant's philosophy in 
OA. 104- 107 and in 'The Concept of Responsibility: An Essay in Semantic Analysis." 
See The Jiur. translated by David Pellauer (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000), 
1 7-24. 

7 7 

-- The Jtrst. 17. 



M e n  Ricoeur introduced the notion of attestation in the Introduction to Oneselfus 

.-hlother it was in the context of establishing an aitemative account of tmth in the face of 

the two extreme cases of Descartes and Nietzsche who, respectively, sought absolute 

tmth and. invenely. the relativity of al1 tmth daims (OA, 20-23). Within the specifically 

epistemoloçical account of attestation Ricoeur presented the promise of this concept in 

trrms of its ability to point the way beyond the oscillating extremes of the 'philosophies 

of the subject" by dnwing upon an understanding of mith supported by the notion of 

rredence (OA. 2 1 -I!).'3 

In the final study. however. Ricoeur wishes to develop the notion of attestation at 

an ontological levei by drawing out the hdamentlil notion of agency within the concept 

of credence. To attest to something is to commit oneself to its truthfulness, it is to act in 

faitfi towards it. Therefore, to attest to the truthfûlness of oneself is to commit oneself to 

oneself. Insofar as the selfhood of the self lies in its agency, to attest to the tmth of 

oneself is to attest to the power of the self to commit to its capacity to act (OA, 302). For 

Ricoeur therefore. each expression of agency-whether that be in speaking, acting, 

namting or imputing--is already an attestation to the self. 

It is at this point, however, that Ricoeur's discourse begins to sound dangerousiy 

similar to those philosophies of the subject which he has sought to transcend. Thus, one 

could object and argue that Ricoeur's notion of attestation still bears within it the cogito 

which. in the self s expression of agency, is posited as the tmth of that self. However. in 

order to meet this objection, Ricoeur articulates this notion of attestation in such a way as 

'' See Mark S. Muldoon. "Ricoeur's Ethics: Another Version of Virtue Ethics? 
Attestation is not a Virtue," Philosophy Toda-v, 423 (1995), 303-304. 



to thoroughly identify it according to the detours through which he has just corne in his 

philosophy of selthood. He accomplishes this by arguing that at the ontological level the 

being of selfhood will be accounted for by showing that the self s reflechve discovery of 

itself in the world is its discovery of itself as sirndtnneoits!~ having the mode of being 

proper to objects of the world and that of subjects of agency. When the detour of 

retlection by way of analysis was developed at the epistemological level we saw the self 

cmerge as a designated object arnong objects and as the subject of its own self- 

designation. At the ontological level this earlier overlap between the self-as-object and 

the self-as-agent is transformed fiom an analytic and phenomenological structure into two 

intersecting ways of being characteristic of the self (OA, 300). As we will now see, this is 

the essrntiai point behind Ricoeur's notion of attestation. 

Insofar as the self is an acting self its being must be comected to its capability to 

açt. Thus Ricoeur asks what son of an ontology of action could support a self that mut, 

at the same tirne. be a thing among things and the subject of agency. His response to this 

question takes shape as an account of how the being of human action is always already 

located within the potentiality of the actuai world. To develop this he starts with 

kistotle's mrtaphysical distinction between dirnamis and energeia. However, as soon as 

he starts here he locates a problem for anyone seeking to use Aristotle's metaphysics in 

order to account for the being of hitman action (OA. 306). Ricoeur explains that when, in 

his .Wetophwics. Anstotle considers ditnamis and energeia he uses examples drawn 

solely tiom the world of poieris and not p a r i s .  As a result the realm of properly human 



action--praxis-- is little served by Aristotle's discussion." However, Ricoeur seeks to tum 

this obstacle into a "means of support" (OA, 307). He asks: "1s it not essential, for a 

deepened ontological understanding of hurnan action, that the exarnples taken h m  this 

final sphere appear by tums as cenlral and decentered" (OA, 308)? In t m i n g  Aristotle's 

obstacle to his favor Ricoeur seeks an understanding of being that will provide a ground 

for human action while not being exhausted by it. He realizes that the being of hurnan 

action c m  only be adequately explored at its properly ontological level when it has been 

decentered (OA, 305). 

At this point Ricoeur moves on to explore the resources in the thought of another 

philosopher who was concemed with the relation between being and human action. By 

analysine Being and T h e  Ricoeur is able to draw out Heidegger's correlation between 

selthooa and the being of Dasein that is revealed in attestation. This correlation allows 

Ricoeur to set up an initial distinction wherein the "ontological statu of selflood is . . . 

solidl y based upon the distinction between two modes of being, Dasein and 

Verhandenheit" (OA. 309). Ricoeur continues: "ln this regard. the correlation between 

the category of sameness in rny own analyses and the notion of Vorhandenheit in 

Heidegger is the same as that between selfhood and the mode of being of Dasein" (OA, 

309). Ricoeur goes on to argue that this comection between selfhood and Dasein is 

mediated by 'care' (OA, 309). It is at this point that we first see Ricoeur define idem- 

identity and ipse-identity as two different modes of being. At this stage he is prepared to 

" Ricoeur's point here is that when one turns from Aristotle's Nicornachean Ethics, 
where the structure of action as prans is investigated, to his Metaphysics in an attempt to 
discover the ontological ground of praris, one does not discover an analysis ofpt-uxis but, 
rather. poiesis. 



follow Heidegeer in splitting these two modes of being and, in so doing, he attempts to 

tïnd in Heidegger's notion of 'care' a way to locate the ontology of human action within 

this distinction. Thus he asks: "Might care, taken in its ontological dimension, be the 

equivalent of what we have called the anaiogical unity of action" (OA, 3 10)? What is 

most interesting about this question is that Ricoeur does not immediately answer it. 

Instead he indicates that such an answer cannot be given until 'cire' is properly 

çonsidered within the "broader framework of being-in-the-world" (OA, 3 10). It is here, 

when Ricoeur questions the interpretation of this broader tiamework. that his critique of 

Heidegger begins. 

For Ricoeur. the question of the 'way-O f-being-in-the-world' is, as we have seen, 

precisely the question of the detour by way of 'obje~ts'.'~ A proper understanding of the 

self s way-of-being-in-the-world, therefore, must be able to account for the self as both 

the subject of action und a thing among things; it must be able to account for the being of 

the self in rems of both idem-identity and ipse-identity (OA. 3 10-3 1 1). For Heidegger, 

however. Dasein's way-of-being-in-the-world has to do with a self that is sharply 

distinguished from 'things'. Thus. 'facticity'. Dasein's 'are'-hl engagement with the 

world. is limited to a merely subjective understanding of the self because it is grounded 

on an ontological dichotorny between sameness and selfhood (OA, 3 14).'~ The result is 

" It is the detour by way of the 'whatb?' and the 'why?' 

'"atthew Daigler explains this point well: "Characterizhg Dasein in terms of categones 
that are appropriate for the entities it encounters within the world would rob Dasein of its 
unique mode of existence and, indeed. of its very selfhood, which is to be a being that 
projects itself into the tùture by way of a retrieval of the past." See Matthew A. Daigler, 



that the Heideggerian *way-of-being-in-the-world' robs fiom the self any rea12' 

connection to the world. While Ricoeur agrees that the correlation of the self and 'being- 

in-the-world' is "indisputable" (OA, 3 13) and, further, that because of this "the self is 

rssentially an opening ont0 the world" (OA, 5 14), he argues that it is preciseiy because of 

this that one must be able to account for the real comection between the agency of the 

self md world. In conclusion Ricoeur States: 

But how is one to do justice to this very opening. if one does not perceive in 
human initiative a specific co-ordination with the movements of the world and al1 
the physicai aspects of action? it is the detour of reflection by wav of analysis that 
is at issue here. The revelatory function recognized in Dasein not only does not 
serm to me to be a substitute for this objecti%ng detour, it appears to presuppose 
it  or require it (OA. 3 14). '" 

Given the ontoloçical importance of the detour of reflection by way of analysis it 

is now clear that the distinction between Dasein and Vorhandenheit, to which Ricoeur 

added his own distinction between idem-identity and ipse-identity. is to be accounted for 

in terms of a relation of tension and overlap rather than as a dichotomy. Ricoeur's 

interpretation of the early Heidegger allowed him to rnove beyond his original 

"Being as Act and Potency in the Philosophy of Paul Ricoeur," Philosop@ Todq, 42:4 
( 1998). 352. 

7 - 
- My use of 'real' accords with Ricoeur's comment that attestation as the deiow of 
retlection by way of analysis gives his philosophy of the self a "realisr twist" (OA. 300). 

" Again. 1 find Matthew Daigler's explanation to be on the mark: "The detour by way of 
analysis. . .is the only thing that will enable us to place the subject back into the world of 
living things. the world ofphusis. to which. . .the human being possesses a sort of 
community in spite of its freedom and subjectivity. This rootedness in life is not 
su ficientl y captureci by Heidegger's notion of facticity. Understanding the world as 
merely the horizon of human care. as Heidegger does, blinds us to the degree to which 
acting and suffering is rooted in being that is at once actual and potentiai" @aigler, 383). 



Anstotelian starting point and develop the ontology of act and power in terms more 

closely aligned with selfhood. Heidegger's analysis placed the being of human agency 

within the horizon of Dasein's being-in-the-world but was not able to account for the 

worldhood of the world outside of a subjectivist notion of care. For this reason Ricoeur's 

analysis must move beyond Heidegger just as it moved beyofid Aristotle. 

It is in the philosophy of Spinoza that Ricoeur finds an ontology of act and power 

that maintains the tense relationship between actuaiity and p~tentiality.'~ Power, 

according to Spinoza. "does not mean potentiality but productivity, which is not to be 

opposai to act in the sense of actuality or realization" (OA, 3 15). Thus. hm the start, 

Spinoza's account of power is such that power is generative of and present within the 

actual world. Power is not merely the potential of a volitional being but already the 

productive force of the world which is disclosed within the objects of that world. This 

allows Ricoeur to argue that "human action [is] the place of readability par excellence of 

this acceptation of being" (OA, 308) and not the place of origin. The origin of the being 

of action is in what Spinoza calls the essenria actuoso or "the infinite sub~tance".'~ 

Therefore it is. as Ricoeur States, ''in the nature of the actual essence of things to be 

involved in the force-field which constitutes the real ~o r ld . "~ '  The COfZUh&S, far h m  a 

'" Unfortunately. as Mark Muldoon notes. "Ricoeur's discussion of Spinoza is shoa and 
the notion of conanfi is not as much argued for as it is merely stated (Muldoon, 305). 

: I )  Daigler. 383. 

" Sylvain Zac quoted in Daigler, 383. 



posited cogito. is, "one among the infinity of the acnializations of the essentia actiiosa, 

which by producing itself, necessarily produces al1 things."" Ricoeur States: 

What finally matters to me more than any other idea is the idea toward which the 
preceding discussion of Aristotle's energeia was directed, namely, on the one 
hand. that it is in man that conatics, or the power of being of al1 things, is most 
clearly readable and, on the other hand, that everything expresses to different 
degrees the power or life that Spinoza calls the life of God (OA, 3 17). 

Human action. therefore. is but one expression of the acnial active life-force of the world. 

Given the resources of Spinoza's philosophy, Ricoeur's ontology of attestation points to a 

self that is discovered in its thdamental relation with the world. Its power to be is not its 

positedness but rather its "specific CO-ordination with the movements of the world and al1 

the physical aspects of action" (OA, 3 14). It is because of this ontological relation to the 

world of 'things' that al1 attestation of the self is always already attestation to the being- 

true of the detow of reflection by way of analysis 

1 S. Conclusion 

Ricoeur's hrrmeneutic ontology of the self has been developed in order to show how, 

through an account of idem-identity and ipse-identity. the selfhood of the self bears its 

own proper temporality and way of being. In an effort to supersede the philosophies of 

the subject Ricoeur traced the selfiood of the self through a detour by way of objects 

while. at the rame time. saving the self tiorn being merely an object and, therefore. h m  

being identified according to the temporal permanence of sarnenas. The agency that was 

disclosed in his analysis of speech-acts was rediscovered when the temporality of the self 

. - 
'- Again. Zac quoted in Daigler, 383. 



\vas determined as the temponlity of initiative and, therefore, commitment and 

îàithhlness to one's intentions. Ricoeur went on to show, however, that both dimensions 

of the self are vital in his ontological account of the self that is simultaneously the subject 

of its agency and a thing among things. now understood in a Spinozistic manner. 

In preparation for the analysis to follow in the second chapter it is useful to return 

to a point raised earlier in the discussion of initiative. In the context of my discussion of 

Ricoeur's interpretation of Augustine's account of temporality 1 suggested that Ricoeur's 

philosophy of selfhood, like his account of the relation between temporality and activity, 

privileges activity over passivity. If we can link passivity with alterity. as Ricoeur does 

(OA. 3 18). we can develop this by asking if. as Edi Pucci suggests, attestation is always 

already attestation of  them mess," or if attestation as an ontological category is another 

indication that activity--i.e., agency--is that which constitutes selfhood. Thus far 

Ricoeur's analysis of selfhood has given us good reasons to suspect the latter option. In 

his analyses of the temporality of promising and in his ontology of the self as an explicit 

ontology of act and power he has consistently developed the selfhood of the self in terrns 

of agency. initiative and the capable subject. Yet, in the midst of this Ricoeur suggests 

that his philosophy of sel thood is govemed by an intention to make othemess 

"constiric~ive of selthood as such" (OA, 3 emphasis added). It remains to be seen if his 

account of alterity in terms of passivity will be able to deliver on this promise. 

11 Pucci. 203. 



Chapter 2: Alterity and Passivity in Oneseifaî Another 

2.1 Introduction 

In the Introduction to Oneselfas Anorher Ricoeur situates the studies to follow by 

açcounting for the three philosophical intentions guiding his project. The first two, to 

indicate the primacy of reflective rnediation and to distinguish between idem-identity and 

ipse-identity. were discussed in the previous chapter. 1 will now tum to a discussion of his 

third philosophical intention. the one most explicitly indicated by the title of the work as 

a whole: "Orieself'as .-inother suggests fiom the outset that the sel fhood of oneself 

implies othemess to such an intimate degree that one cannot be thought of without the 

other" (OA. 3). Ricoeur wams us not to interpret this intention in such a way that alterity 

aiIl be understood as though it is merely implicated by the presence of a plurality of 

selves. Such an undentanding. wherein the plurality of selves would necessady point to 

one self and another. does not capture the intirnacy which Ricoeur seeks. The otherness 

which Ricoeur wishes to address is the "otherness of a kind that can be constitutive of 

selthood as such" (OA, 3). 

2.2 Ricoeur on Levinas: The Problern with Absolute Alterity 

According to Ricoeur "only a self can have an other than self' (OA. 187). As we will 

s e ,  this statement is fundamental to Ricoeur's account of the relation of altenty to 

selthood. In order to introduce the basic idea behind such a claim it is worthwhile to take 

up his cnticism of Emmanuel Levinas' philosophy of altenty. In taking up Ricoeur's 

criticism. however, I intend only to show how Ricoeur's response to Levinas is governed 



by his own conclusions about the structure of selfiood. 1 do noi think that Ricoeur's 

interpretation of Levinas is based on a fair or rigorous engagement with Levinas' texts. 

Therefore, 1 do not present it as an explanation of Levinas' thought and 1 will not seek to 

evaluate it as such.' 

Ricoeur's critique of Emmanuel Levinas' is hvofold. According to Ricoeur, his  

account of both the Same and of the Other suffen fiom a certain philosophical 

"hyperbole." By hyperbole Ricoeur does not mean that Levinas is simply prone to 

intlated rhetoric. lnstead he characterizes such hyperbole as "the systematic practice of 

cscess in phi losophical argumentation"(OA, 3 3 7). Ricoeur's reference to hyperbole here 

is not his first. In his discussion of the self-defeating nature of the "philosophies of the 

subject" radier in Onesel/as Another he characterized them as also being based on 

philosophical hyperbole. 1 wish to argue. therefore. that Ricoeur's effort to locate 

Levinas' philosophy of the Same and of the Other within the context of philosophical 

hyperbole is his attempt to locate it within the tradition of the "philosophies of the 

subject". 

As 1 suggested in the first chapter. Ricoeur's movernent beyond the philosophies 

of the subject arises insofar as he articulates the selfhood of the self without recourse to 

the posired cogito. Ricoeur argues that. within the philosophies of the subject. "[tlhe 

cogito is without any genuine philosophical signification unless its positing is invested 

' 1 will provide my own interpretation of the pertinent themes from Levinas' thought in 
the following chapter. For an excellent assessrnent of Ricoeur's aitique of Levinas in 
Oneseff as .dnoiher see Peter Kemp's article. "Ricoeur benveen Heidegger and Levinas: 
original affirmation between ontological attestation and ethicd injunction," in Puiil 
Ricoeur: The Hermeneufics of Action, edited by Richard Kearney (London: SAGE 
Publications, 1996). 55-56. 



with the ambition of establishing a final, ultimate foundation" (OA, 4). The act of 

positing characteristic of these philosophies is best defined by hyperbole because of its 

use of excess to achieve the ambition described above. In other words, the cogito can 

only be founded absolutely insofar as that by which it is founded is measured by the same 

excess as the desired result. Ricoeur goes on to suggest that the strategy of hyperbolic 

positing also contains within itself a system of opposites. That by which the cogito is 

founded must be its invened reflection. In the case of Descartes, for exarnple, in order to 

have an absolute foundation (i.e.. cogito) one must assume its contrary to be equally 

absolute (i.e.. evil genius, doubt). Ricoeur indicates such a move when he suggests that, 

"[tlhe foundational ambition belonging to the Cartesian cogito c m  be recognized from 

the outset in the hyperbolic character of the doubt that opens the area of investigation in 

the .Ifedirarions. The radical nature of the project is thus of the sarne scope as the doubt" 

(Oh.  5) .  While Ricoeur's interpretation of Descartes might not satisQ his readers, it is 

essential to gasp  the kind of logic to which he is pointing in his analysis of Descartes in 

order to fùlly appreciate his criticisrn of Levinas. 

Now that Ricoeur has shown us that hyperbole operates within a system of 

opposites we can better undentand what he means when he says that Levinas is a 

philosopher of hyperbole. lnsofar as Levinas develops the Othemess of the Other against, 

and therefore on the basis of. the Sameness of the Sarne. he remains caught within the 

"philosophies of the subject." Ricoeur starts his critique by focusing on the role of 

hyperbole in Levinas' philosophy of the Same. He States: 



It is remarkable that Toraliy and Infinis begins by establishing an ego possessed 
by the desire to form a circle with itself, to identiQ itself. . . . [Tlhe ego before the 
encounter with the other (it would be better to Say, the ego before it is broken into 
by the other) is a stubbomly closed, locked up, separate ego. . . .The theme of 
separation, as bound up as it is with phenomenology. . .already bears the mark of 
hyperbole" (OA, 337). 

Ricoeur is concerned to show that Levinas' stntegy in achieving the radical extenonty 

w hich he brlieves is necessary to escape Husserlian and Heideggerian phenomenology is 

to posit an excessive or hyperbolic understanding of the Same against which he will 

construçt his philosophy of the Other. What is most important here is Ricoeur's c l a h  that 

Levinas' Other is a product of his philosophy of the Sarne. This logic is apparent in 

Ricoeur's statement that "[a] pretension dwells within [the Same], one more radical than 

that driving the Fichtean. then Husserlian ambition of universal constitution and radical 

self-gounding; this pretension expresses a will to closure. more precisely a state of 

sepantion. that niakes othemess the equivalent of radical extenority" (OA, 335-336. 

emphasis added). I t  is the last clause that is important. Ii  is by positing Sameness in a 

hyperbolic marner that Levinas is able to arrive at a philosophy of radical extenority. Or. 

to use his words. only the excessive philosophy of the Same can 'înake" radical 

rxteriority possible. 

Levinas' Other. therefore, is the inverted image of the Sarne. Further, it is the 

product of this posited Sarneness insofar as Levinas' philosophical strategy is one of 

hyperbolic excess. From here Ricoeur moves on to show how such an achievernent of 

Othemess by these means acnially ~ n i s  Levinas' philosophy against itself. For both 

Ricoeur and Levinas the philosophy of alterity is intended to disrupt the conventional 

Western philosophical discourse which privileges unity and sameness over alterity and 



difference. Thus. Levinas' radical understanding of altericy is meant to open the way for a 

eenuine philosophy of intersubjectivity. However, Ricoeur argues. it is this very notion of 
Y 

radical alterity that seems to spell the end for intersubjectivity. Insofar as Levinas has 

defined the Sanieness of the Same in terms of radical closure in order ro invest the 

Othcmess of the Other with a radical alterity, he is forced to establish the terms wherein 

the Same and the Other are without a relation (OA, 336-337). With this being the case 

Ricoeur asks how the properl y intenubjective relation would ever occur: "If interion ty 

were inded determined solely by the desire for retreat and closure. how could it ever 

hear a word addressed to it. which would seem so foreign to it that this word would be as 

nothing for an isolated existence" (OA, 339)? For Ricoeur, the problem with Levinas' 

philosophy of absolute alterity lies in its failure to break out of the trap set by a 

philosophical discourse whose terms are generated according to the strategy of hyprrbolic 

positing. For Ricoeur. a genuine philosophy of alterity will not arise on the basis of the 

cogito-either posited or deposed. Instead, Ricoeur argues that if the selfhood of the self is 

to be fundamentally related to alterity such selthood will have to show itself as already 

including an openness to that alterity (OA. 339). 

2.3. Phenomenological Passivity and the Question of Alteri. 

In Ricorur's critique of Levinas' philosophy of alterity we leamed that alterity must 

present itself according to the stnicture of the self. An understanding of otherness that 

mows out of a posited philosophy cannot descnbe the constitutive relation of othemess 
b 

and selthood because. h m  the beginning, such a posited philosophy is not descriptive of 

o self but is. rather. a metaphysical contrivance. Ricoeur reinforces this point when he 



argues that the metaphysical discoune of the Sarne and the Other must be locatable on a 

level of discourse that is proper to the self. As Ricoeur points out, his earlier analysis 

within the tenth study of Oneselfer Another was already the development of the 

metaphysical category of the Same at the phenomenological level (OA, 3 18). Now, as he 

txplicitly takes up the category of Otherness. it too will have to be developed at the 

phenomenological level. Ricoeur States that, 'the phenomenological respondent to the 

metacategory of othemess is the variety of experiences of passivity, intertwined in 

multiple ways in human action" (OA. 3 18). Altcrity is to be accounted for according to 

the passivity intertwined within human action such that insofar as we attest to the 

passivity intimately connected to action we attest to an altenty at the heart of selfhood 

(OA, j 18). 

Just as the phenomenological account of sameness was deveioped according to 

the polysemy of idem-idenhty and ipse-identity so will the account of altenty be 

developed. Rather than accounting for alterity by solely deveioping the passivity of the 

self in relation to the otherness of other people (OA, 3 17) Ricoeur introduces his 

"working hypothesis." which he calls the "rriad ojpassivity and. hence. otherness" (OA, 

3 18). This tnad of othemess is made up of the passivity of the body in its experience of 

itself as 'flesh'. the passivity of the self in its expenence of the othemess of other people 

and the passivity of the self expenenced as its beinpenjoined by conscience. 1 will now 

address each eiement in Ricoeur's triad. Within my analysis 1 will be particuiarly 

concemed with the question r a i d  at the end of my previous chapter: Does passivity, and 



thus alterity. play a secondary role within the constitution of a self that is p n m d y  and 

pnmordially an acting self?' 

-4. "One 's O>i?n Bodv, or the Flesh " 

Ricoeur argues that insofar as the body is expenenced as 'flesh' the embodied self 

becomes an occasion for passivity. Within Oneselfas Another the topic of the body plays 

a role in srveral studies (OA, 3 19).' However. according to Ricoeur, the passivity proper 

to the expenence of one's own body cannot be fully developed at an ontological level 

until i t  is thought through in tems of suffering (OA, 320). This is so because, as Ricoeur 

has said. passivity is discovered as always already 'intertwined' with action. Earlier 

Ricoeur argued that human action has its phenomenological source in the power of the "1 

can". that is. the power of the body to-be-able (OA. 18 1 ). Thus. insofar as passivity is 

intertwined with action and discovered in the body it is discovered as suffenng: "the 

decrease of the power of acting, expenenced as a decrease of the effort of existing" (OA, 

320). Activity and passivity are in a tense relationship insofa. as the self is discovered in 

the tension between activity and its negation. passivity. According to Ricoeur such a 

relationship is first discovered in one's own body because it is in one's own body that one 

suffen or undergoes at the rnost intimate level. 

- Charles Reagan suggests, following Ricoeur, that the 'Main point" of the account of 
passivity to follow "is to prevent the self from pretending to occupy the place of a 
foundation" (Reagan. 70). However, insofar as passivity and, therefore. alterity remah 
secondary to the agency thai constitutes the selfhood of the self, it is questionable to what 
extent Ricoeur actually prevents the self h m  becoming its own foundation. 

The body plays a role in Ricoeur's discussion of Strawson (study l), Davidson (study 3) 
and Paiiit (study 5). 



Drawing on the work of Maine de Biran Ricoeur suggests that the body reveals 

dityerent levels of passivity through which "one's own body is revealed to be the 

mediator between the intimacy of the self and the extemality of the world" (OA. 322). 

With this undrrstandinç of the passivity of the body as that which comects us to the 

world, Ricoeur introduces the positive role of the passivity of the body. By drawing on 

the Lhought of Edmund Husserl he sets out to show how the passivity of the body opens a 

spaçe for our own action and initiative. Through a reading of Husserl's Cartesian 

.Ilcditniions he argues that rhe experience of my 'body' as m y own ' tlesh' provides a way 

to understand the relationship of activity and passivity within the self. He quotes Husserl 

in order to elaborate on this point: 

Among the bodies belonging to this 'Nature' and included in my particular 
ownness. 1 then tind my [flesh] as uniqiie!~ singled out-narnely as the only one of 
them that is not just a body but precisely [flesh]: the soie object within my 
abstract world-saatum to which. in accordance with experience, 1 ascribefzelds of 
sensorion . . . the only object 'in' which I 'rule and govern ' hmediateiy. 
poveming particularly in each of its organs (OA. 324). 

Staning from an expenence of other human bodies which are beyond my control, Ricoeur 

suggests that my own body is discovered as flesh. that is. the othemess which 1 am. In 

agreement with de Biran and Husserl, he argues that such an othemess lies at the bais of 

rny activity. that is, my ability to 'hile and sovem." In other words, before 1 act 1 

cxperience rny self as tlesh and. therefore. as that h m  and through which 1 m u t  act. My 

agency does not begin in an immediate way but. rather. is always already mediated by 



that which 1 must undergo.' Thus Ricoeur States: "1, as this man. this is the foremost 

othemess of the flesh with respect to ail initiative. Otherness here signifies primordiality 

with respect to any design. Starting fiom this othemess. 1 cm reign over" (OA, 324). 

Suffering, then. is the ultimate disclosure of this passivity because suffenng is precisely 

the breakdown of this mediation such that 1 c m o t  act. 

At the end of my previous chapter 1 suggested that. despite Ricoeur's assertions to 

the contrary, i t  is agency that dominates his philosophy of selfhood. Ricoeur's account of 

the passivity of the tlesh seems first to support and then to problematize this claim. Fint, 

insofar as passivity is defined in terms of suffenng and suffering as the negation of 

üçtivity. it seems clear that the selfhood of the self is grounded solely on its power-to-be. 

This is the case because passivity is by definition the lack of agency. If passivity is the 

lack of agency. the selfhood of the self cano t  be constituted by anything other than 

agency itself. Passivity c m  have no constitutive role because it is, by definition, a 

neption. However. such a conclusion is immediately problematized when Ricoeur argues 

that. as tlesh. passivity is the point of origin of my activity. Here passivity is no longer 

defincd in terms of suffering and, therefore, as a mere negation of activity. On the 

contrary. as the passive syntheses from which agency originates, passivity is originary. 

The agency of the self originates in the passivity that the self expenences as flesh. 

Following Ricoeur's correlation of passivity and altenty it can be concluded that my 

action does not corne tiorn myself but from another. In the experience of one's own body 

- - 

Edi Pucci makes an interesting argument for the comection between Ricoeur's analysis 
of the conaria and the ontological passivity that shows itself in the body as flesh. She 
argues that "conatzu and desire anest themselves in the body and tlesh at the moment of 
the involunt-, which affects us fiom our origins" (hcci ,  203). 



as tlesh the agency that has defined the selfhood of the self is s h o w  to begin not tiom the 

self but. rather. fiom an other-than-self already 'in' the self.' 

B. The Orherness of'Other People 

The flesh was discovered when. among other bodies. 1 discovered my own body alone to 

be the source of actions that are under my cont~ol. Therefore my expenence of my own 

body as ' tlesh' is already based on the presence of other bodies within my horizon of 

experience. As a result of this recognition. the question is no longer how to undentand 

my experience of my body as 'tlesh', but how to understand my 'tlesh' as a body among 

other bodies. With this question the issue of the othemess of other people is discovered 

(Or\. 326). Throughout Ricoeur's earlier analysis, the presence of other people has been 

important. In his early studies of the self as an object arnong other objects the person was 

desigated as a person among other persons, that is. other objects to whom mental and 

physical predicates can be applied." In the seventh. eighth. and ninth studies, in which 

Ricoeur specifically addresses the question of the ethicd relation between people, the 

presence of othen receives its tùllest development. What is ai issue here, however, is the 

othemess of the other person and the way in which the self is in relation to that othemess. 

This relates to the distinction made earlier between an analysis of the relations that exist 

In my chapter on Levinas 1 will explore the force of this metaphoncal use of the 
preposition 'in'. In my 'concluding reflections' I will futher develop this in cornparison 
with Ricoeur's use of 'as'. 

" In Ricoeur's conclusions to his study of Strawson's thought in the first study he clearly 
indicates that there is never one self alone because the ascription of identity to others is 
just as primitive as the ascnption to oneself (OA, 38). 



de-fircro within hurnan community (i.e., ethics and politics) and the analysis of the 

othemess of the other person as constitutive for rny selfhood. 

When Ricoeur takes up his analysis of Husserl he recognizes that. for Husserl, the 

açtual presence of others is not in question.' Nevertheless, Husserl's analysis is crucial 

becausc. through the phenomenological reduction wherein what is taken for granted is 

'bracketed'. it shows us the relation of the self to an other so as to disclose the relation of 

the othemess of the other to the selfhood of the self. Husserl's understanding of the 

"analopizinp apprehension" serves as Ricoeur's first step. Through such an apprehension 

the body of the other is understood as itself tlesh. The logic here is analogical: insofar as 

the self ~~oseologically movcs fkom its body as flesh to its tlesh as body, it is also able to 

recogize the possibility that the other bodies on its horizon of experience are also flesh 

in the same way as it is. Drawing directly on Hilsserl's analysis. Ricoeur states that the 

bg'analogizing apprehension' . . .whose ongin lies in the body of the other perceived 'over 

thcre' . . .[is] an analogizing apprehension by virtue of which the other's body is 

apprehended as flesh. for the same reason as my own" (OA. 333). Insofar as the self 

relates to the othemess of the other according to the possibiiity that the other is flesh, just 

like the self is tlesh, it absorbs the othemess of the other into the sphere of its ownness. In 

other words. the self locates the othemess of the other by identi%ng it as that which is 

most properly its own and. therefore. that which makes the self and the other the same. 

However. that the analogical relation is one of "appresentation" means that this logic of 

- Ricoeur states: "To be sure, Husserl. like everyone, knows that we are not alone and that 
we deny our transcendental solitude by the sole fact that we name it and address it to 
some partner in the discoune of the Carlesian Meditationr" (OA. 33 1). 



discovery transcends the recognition of sameness. Because of appresentation. Ricoeur 

argues that. "the kind of transgression ûf the sphere of ownness constituted by 

appresentation is valid only within the lirnits of a transfer of sense [in which] the sense of 

cgo is transferred to another body, which. as flesh, also contains the sense of ego" (OA, 

334). Once the other person is recognized as another ego a certain transcendençe is 

introduced. The other can be said to be like the self but it cannot be said to be the same as 

the self because the other ego has her own expenences which can never belong to the self 

(OA. 3 3 5 ). For Ricoeur. therefore. Husserl's anal ysis is essential: "The resemblance 

based on the pairing of flesh with tlesh works to reduce a distance, to bridge a gap, in the 

very place where it creates a dissymmetry" (OA, 33 5). The otherness of the other peson 

is such that it is dependent upon the self and not wholly immanent to the self. Without a 

self who is able to recognize the other as another body first as flesh and then as an ego, 

the other would be beyond the possibility of entenng into a relation with the self. 

However. without the other being recognized as an ego the other would not be other 

because she would be the same as the self. 

In the las1 section we saw that Ricoeur's analysis of the alterity of my body as 

tlesh opened up the possibility of understanding passivity as constitutive of selfhood 

because it placed an other-than-self 'in' the self. Rather than the self the other-than-self 

was understood as the origin of the self s agency. We can now ask if this is also the case 

with his account of the relation of the self to the othemess of other people. In order to 

develop this it is necessary to note that Ricoeur's analysis of the othemess of other people 

is the place in which one finds his criticism of Levinas' philosophy of alterity. The 



critiçism is set within the context of Ricoeur's suggestion that an adequate account of the 

othemess of other people lies in the 'ktersection" of Husserl's proposal, where the self 

approaches the other. and that of Levinas, where the other approaches the self (OA, 335). 

However. following his criticism of Levinas, Ricoeur provides no argument for what this 

intersection would look like.%is is so, 1 argue, because Ricoeur's own position is 

thoroughly Husserlian and is, therefore, prepared to remain committed to an account of 

the relation of selfhood to the othemess of other people in which the active recognition of 

the other-than-self by the self is onginary and constitutive. This should not be surprising 

because. as 1 indicated earlier, Ricoeur is committed to the claim that "only a self can 

have an other than self." Even though Ricoeur's analysis followed Husserl's in opening 

the way for an understanding of the other thnt is more than simply an identical reflection 

of the self. Ricoeur is not able to think the possibility of an othemess that is constitutive 

of the self because he is not able to think of the othemess of other people outside of the 

self s imaginative apprehension of that othemess. Or, to put it in the terms of passivity 

and activity. Ricoeur is not able to think the possibility of a passivity that is constitutive 

of the self because the self is first and foremost constituted by its agency which, in this 

case. is enacted in tems of recognition. 

' I t  is possible to find such an account of this 'intersection' in the seventh study of 
Ot~ese!f'as -4norher. Here Ricoeur develops his notion of reciprocity such that the self and 
the other are placed at the ends a continuum where the self appears as both that which 
mves (sympathy and recognition) to the other and that which receives (responsibility and 
t 

'feeling') from the other. The middle point on the continuum marks the relationship of 
hendship between self and other where giving and receiving are perfectly equal. 
However. as attractive as this proposal is, it reveals that Ricoeur is not willing to allow 
passivity to develop outside the Iimits placed upon it by activity. Even in its receiving, 
the self is present as a self actively recognizing that which is being aven to it. See OA, 
187- 192. 



C. Conscience 

For Ricoeur. it is the experience of conscience which most clearly discloses the otherness 

thzt is constitutive of selfhood. At the heart of his undentanding of conscience is the 

metaphor of the voice "at once inside me and higher than me" (OA. 342). According to 

Ricoeur it is Heidegger who provides this metaphor and locates it at the ontological level 

of attestation (OA, 342). Ricoeur argues that in conscience we discover the most original 

sense in which the passivity of the self is attested to. Essential to his retrieval of 

conscience is Ricoeur's claim that it represents an "intimate conversation" between "the 

agency that calls and the self called upon" (O& 341). He argues hrther that this 'call' 

( R i f l  is distinguished from the Platonic i ~ e r  diaiogue of the sou1 because it is a '%ehcal 

call" (OA. 312). He recognizes, however, that such a claim is far fiom self-evident. In 

order to develop the notion of a vertical call as the essence of the passivity of conscience 

the concept must be saved from the 'moralking interpretations" which have detemiined 

its meaning. He accomplishes this liberation of conscience through a reading of Hegel, 

Nietzsche and Heidegger. The result cf this exercise of suspicion is an understanding of 

conscience which is more primordial than the one determined by the 'good' or 'bad' 

conscience (OA. 312-350). With the ground cleared, Ricoeur once again draws on 

Heidegger's thought and proposes that the passivity at the heart of conscience is 

connected to the nothingness which Dasein attests to when, in ''resoluteness" (OA, 348), 

Dasein attests to its "thrownness" (OA, 349). Conscience as attestation is an attestation 

marked by the passivity of the self towards it own placement in being. Thus, insofar as 



conscience is understood outside of its traditional connections to morality, it is located 

within the ontological attestation characteristic of the structure of the self as such. 

As Ricoeur indicates. this is not the last word on conscience. As productive as the 

discovery of conscience as Gewissen is. it opens ont0 a serious problem. Ricoeur 

recognizes that following Heidegger's reading of conscience means emptying it of its 

connection to intenubjective human agency (OA, 350). Instead. he argues that 

"[llistening to the voice of conscience . . . [signifies] being-enjoined by the Other" (OA. 

35 1 ). The notion of injunction is developed along two lines. Fint. Ricoeur situates 

conscience as resoluteness within the world of intersubjective action. Second, he then 

takes up the challenge that conscience is other and more primordial than the call of the 

other prrson. First. Ricoeur returns to the resoluteness of conscience and locates the 

'~hrownness" of Dasein within the world of intcnubjective action. This occurs because 

human agency with and for others is always action in a situation.' Therefore, the self 

attests to its being-able-to-do according to its actions with others in the world. Such 

attestation. however. is always marked by passivity because agency is always marked by 

limitations. While the demands of the other person upon the self may be limitless, the 

range of my agency in response to the injunction of the other person is limited by the 

situation in which I find myself. To the call of the other the self can only respond: "Here I 

stand! I cannor do othentise" (OA, 352).1° H u m a  action with and for others is always 

Ricoeur develops this point in his ninth study, where he develops the tragic nature of a11 
action and the notion of 'conviction' that is able to respond to, though not solve, this 
traçic dimension (OA, 24 1 -249). 

"' This declaration was originally that of Martin Luther. 



already located within the 'world' into which the self has been thrown. The expenence of 

acting within this thrownness is the self s expenence of passivity at the ha r t  of 

attestation. 

Ricoeur concludes his discussion of conscience by reflecting upon the idea that 

conscience is not reducible to the cal1 of the other person. He retùses to follow Levinas 

who. hr daims. reduces the modality of othemess to the relation with an other person 

(OA. 35-1).11 Instead, the voice of conscience must represent the very structure of 

selfhood. In other words, the alterity experienced in the passivity of conscience is only 

possible because the selfhood of the self is always already stnictured according to an 

opennrss to altenty. Without a self there is no other thon self. If the call that is the 

othemess of conscience is not merely the call of an other person what, Ricoeur asks. is it? 

First he considen the idea that the voice of the other is the voice of the superego, ''made 

up o f .  . .identifications with parental and ancestral figures" (OA, 353). If ihis is the case, 

hr argues. it must be that the self is already constituted 'pnmordially as a receptive 

structure . . .[because wvithout it] the sedimentation of the superego . . .[and] the 

intemalization of ancestral voices would be unthinkable" (OA, 354). Finally, Ricoeur 

ends his analysis with a suggestive reference to the voice of the Other which is the voice 

! '  Ricoeur provides a good summary statement which locates his thought in relation to 
both Heidegger and Levinas. He States: "To Heidegger. 1 objected that attestation is 
primordially injunction. or attestation nsks losing al1 ethical or moral significance. To 
Levinas. t shall object that the injunction is primordially attestation, or the injunction 
risks not being heard and the self not being affected in the mode of being-enjoined. The 
profound unity of self-attestation and of the injunction coming fiom the other justifieci the 
acknowledgment. in its irreducible specificity. of the modality of othemess 
corresponding, on the plane of the 'great kinds,' to the passivity of conscience on the 
phenomenological plane" (OA, 355). 



of God. Even this. however, does not seem to change the fact that the self must be 

stnictured so as to be receptive to the voice of the Other (OA, 355). 

Whether it is the voice of God or of one's ancestors the voice of conscience is, for 

Ricoeur. the injunction that is within and above self. Through it the self is enjoined to 

enter the world of action with and for others and. as an agent, it is thrown into a world of 

linits that mark the passivity at the core of its selfhood. Conscience is the very 

intemalization of passivity into the selfhood of the self. With such a claim in place it is 

timc to return. once again, to the question that has been present throughout this analysis 

of Ricoeur's philosophy of selthood: Does Ricoeur Mfill his promise to make othemess 

and. therefore, passivity constitutive of selfhood? It is within his discussion of conscience 

that the full meaning of the word 'constitutive' is felt. The first point that anses in 

connection with the idea of a 'constitutive' relation between self and other does so in 

rems of Ricoeur's notion of the cal1 of conscience. If by 'constitutive' Ricoeur means to 

argue that the cal1 of conscience provides the conditions for the possibility of the self. his 

basically Husserlian claim that it is the reflexive structure of the self that provides the 

conditions for conscience does not support such an argument. For Ricoeur. the cal1 of 

conscience is already accounted for according to the structures of the self. Therefore 

conscience cannot be said to consti~te the self. While in the case of the body experienced 

as tlesh Ricoeur openrd a space in which to account for passivity in a constitutive way, 

his account of conscience is too closely aligned with his Husserlian account of the 

otherness of other people to allow him to understand the voice of conscience in the same 

constitutive manner as he understood the passivity of the flesh. The second point that 

aises in connection with the idea of a 'constitutive' reIation between self and other does 



so in terms of Ricoeur's notion of the limit or situatedness essential to the passivity of 

conscience. Unlike the passivity of the flesh. the passivity of conscience is the passivity 

of a limit. The self attests to itseif in its action. In so doing it encounters limits as a result 

of the situatedness of that action and these limits mark its passivity. However, when 

passivity is understood in this way it is Fundamentally the negation of activity. Thus 

because there can be no other-than-self without a self it is also the case that there c m  be 

no passivity without a primordial and originary agency that constitutes the selfhood of the 

self. Passivity may be "intertwined" with the attestation of the acting self but it is not 

constitutive of that self." 

'' On this point the conclusions of my analysis resemble the conclusions reached by 
Henry Venema in his m e n t  book, Identzfiing Selfhood: Imagination. Narrative. and 
Hernieneirtics in the Thotight of Pucd Ricoeur (Albany: S U N Y  Press, 2000). However, 
my analysis differs from Venerna's insofar as he thinks that Ricoeur's understanding of 
agency is limited to that of a voluntaristic cogito which lurks beneath Ricoeur's attempts 
to achieve a philosophy of selfhood. Afier providing a vague and. to my mind, mistaken 
reading of the tenth study of Oneselfas Another (pp. 146- 149) in which he glosses over 
Ricoeur's discussion of the ontology of act and power and entirely omits a discussion of 
Ricoeur's tnad of passivity, he states: ''This is the extent of Ricoeur's development of the 
ontology of selthood. How does this Say anything more than what has already been 
describeci in his preceding studies? What Ricoeur appears to be offenng is a fiirther 
description of the power of agency. Adding that the power-to-do must also be essentially 
creative or productive seems to be stating the obvious" (p.150). As this chapter and the 
one previous have shown. Ricoeur's philosophy of selfhood is based on a complex 
undentanding of the tense relationship between activity and passivity at the ontological 
level of attestation. While I believe that activity or agency ultimately govems passivity, 
and therefore alterity. because of Ricoeur's understanding of the tempordity of the 
present. his account of the selfhood of the self is nor based on a vo lun t~s t i c  cogito. This 
is so fint of al1 because Ricoeur's philosophy of the self is not a philosophy of the cogito. 
Second. Ricoeur's account of the simultaneously centered and decentered source of 
human agency prevents his understanding of agency from being voluntaristic. Third, 
Ricoeur goes a long way toward making passivity constitutive of selfhood even though he 
does not ul timately succeed. Unlike Venema's critique, my own arises after giving 
caretiil consideration to the complex relation behveen activity and passivity in Ricoeur's 
thought. While my conclusions may be similar to Venema's my reading of Ricoeur is 
v e y  different. 



2.4. Conclusion 

By exarnining Ricoeur's triad of passivity I have suggested that despite his intention to 

make othemess constitutive of selfhood he has articulated a form of passivity that is 

îùndamentally secondary to the agency that constitutes the selfhood of the self. His 

açcount of the othemess of the other penon relies too heavily upon Husserl's analysis of 

intersubjectivity in the Cartesian Medirarions and is. therefore, unable to thin. of the 

relation of srlthood to that othemess beyond the categones of recognition and receptivity. 

Insofar as his account of conscience shares this Husserlian ~ssumption it too is unable to 

think of the inner voice of conscience in such a way that the passivi ty of being-enjoined 

might be constitutive of the selfhood of the self rather than a resuit of it. Thus, while his 

account of the passivity of the self xising tiom its experience of its body as flesh 

provided Ricoeur with an excellent possibility for thinking of passivity as the constitutive 

point of ongin of human action. his undentanding of conscience ultimately follows the 

assumptions at work in his account of the othemess of other people. 

In the fint two chapters 1 have shown how Ricoeur's account of selfhood and 

alterity is structureci according to his understanding of the relationship between activity 

and passivity. I have argued that while Ricoeur has a place for alterity, and therefore 

passivity. within his philosophy of selthood, on the whole the seifhood of the self is 

constituted insofar as it is capable of action. I argued that this presents a problem for 

Ricoeur's own project because it is govemed by an intention to make alterity constitutive 

of selfhood. As 1 argued in my first chapter, he is prevented h m  remaining cornmitteci to 

this constitutive understanding of othemess because of his understanding of the 



temporali ty of the present. In tuming to Levinas' account of selfhood and passivity in 

Othenrise [han Being or Beyond Essence I will introduce a different account of 

temporality of the present by introducing Levinas' fundamental distinction between the 

Saying and the Said. By showing how Levinas accounts for an originary and creative 

passivity within the self through an articulation of the modality of approach proper to the 

Othcr 1 will serk to correct and supplement Ricoeur's hermeneutic of selthood and 

thereby accomplish what Ricoeur was unable to achieve. 



Chapter Three: Passivity and Selfhood in the Philosophy of Levinas 

3.1. Introduction 

.4s 1 indicated at the end of the previous chapter. this chapter will introduce and examine 

Levinas' notion of the temporality of the Saying and the Said' in order to explore how, 

according to the logic of the Saying. the other is revealed in terms of an originary 

passivity that constitutes the self. My goal is to develop certain themes of Levinas' 

philosophy in order to show that in the ethical relationship which Levinas calls the 

Saying one s e s  a logic ofpassivity that is more primordial than the logic of the Said, in 

which the self is constihited according to its active, intentional relation with time. The 

chapter will begin with an analysis of the logic of the Said. Here 1 will show how a 

certain understanding of the present, disclosed through an analysis of the manifestation 

proper to entities. provides the grounds for an understanding of reality govemed by the 

self-identity of consciousness. This section will end with the recognition that insofar as 

consciousness govems our approach to reality the presence of alterity is limited to the 

logical alterity of entities appearing within the system of essence. For Levinas, such a 

reduction of alterity is problematic. Before moving into an account of the logic of the 

Saying 1 will address the relation between the Said and the Saying in order to indicate 

their necessary relation. In this section 1 will argue that the logic of the Said is the logic of 

being-in-the-world. that is, the logic of thematized and meaningfûl expenence. 1 will 

argue that while Levinas is not interested in delivaing us fiom this logic he is intent upon 

' Throughout this chapter 1 will capitalize 'Saying' and 'Said' in order to clearly 
distinpish these words as technical terms. 



pointing to another, more primordial logic which exceeds the Said and is irreducible to it. 

The logic of the Saying will then be addressed through an account of the temporality that 

structures the passivity of the self that is revealed in the approach of the other. It will 

begin with an introduction to a time that is othenvise than the Said and proceed to analyse 

this time according to the excessive time of the 'trace' of the other whose approach is a 

departure that assigns me as irreplaceable and responsible. From there I will show how, at 

the climax of this passivity, the self-identical return of the present in the Said is 

transformed into a non-identical recurrence of the other in me according to Levinas' 

notion of substitution. 

3.2. The Said 

The logic of the Said is. to use Levinas' earlier language,' the logic of totality. Within the 

Said each entity has its place in relation to the system of essence. Using an image given 

in the Preface to Toralip and 1nfn i4 '  the logic of the totality is like a military force in 

ahich each individual is assigned its identity according to its rank and function in the 

rnobilization of the entire force. To use another of Levinas' images. it can be said that 

within this domain entities are manifesteci as silhouettes. To be an entity is to cast a 

shadow by the bright light of Being, which is the source and organizing p ~ c i p l e .  The 

philosopher participates in this totality as a philosopher insofar as she seeks the truth of 

The language of 'totality' pervades Levinas' fint major work: T o t a f i ~  and Infinig: An 
Essai in Erteriorin. translated by Alphonso Lingis (Pittsburgh: Duquesne University 
Press. 1 969). 



the totality under the name of Being, or more precisely, essence.70 philosophizc within 

the totality is to look for the manifestation of the essence of entities. To do so, however, 

is to question in a circle. For insofar as one stands within the totality and asks 'what?' or 

'ivho'?' concerning an entity, one already presumes the principle of manifestation and will 

thcrrfore always receive the same answer: essence (OTB, 27). Understanding that the 

ontological questioner always already presurnes the answer to her question is essential to 

understanding the fündarnental characteristic of the Said: its grounding in the principle of 

sel f-identity through retum. 

The self-identical truth of essence. and therefore the v e v  basis of the Said, rests 

on a certain form of temporality. In order to articulate this fonn of temporaiity one must 

investigate that whic h makes the basic point of reference within the systern--i.e., entities- 

hndamental. Levinas suggests that the tnith of entities is found in their ability to mani/esr 

essence: an entity shows us what or who it is by showing us what kind of being it is. 

Therefore. an anaiysis of the temporal structure of manifestation will provide the key to 

understanding the temporal structure of the Said. In order to follow this structure of 

Emmanuel Levinas. Othenvise Than Being or Beyond Essence. msla ted  by Alphonso 
Lingis (Pittsburgh: Duquesne University Press. 1998), 23. Hereafter citations to this 
source will appear in the text of the chapter as follows: (OTB). When discussing Levinas' 
arguments it is necessary to be carefûl when using the term 'being'. In many cases he 
uses the word to simply refer to ontology, as is the case in the sentence at the end of 
which this note appears. On other occasions he distinguishes between being and essence 
as follows: "Does this word being designate an entity. ideal or real, that is, or this entity's 
process of being. its essence?" (OTB, 23). Thus. when he is discussing pdcular entities 
he will cal1 them beings. Howevq when he is discussing the Being of beings, an entity's 
process of being, he will use the word 'essence'. I will follow him in this. 



manifestation it is necessary to take a close look at what actually happens when 

manifestation occurs. Levinas explains: 

. . . the manifestation of being to itself would imply a separation in being. The 
manifestation cannot occur as a fulguration in which the totality of being shows 
itself to the totality of being, for this 'showing itself to' indicates a getting out of 
phase which is precisely time, that astonishing divergence of the identical from 
itself? The getting out of phase of the instant, the Al '  puiling off From the 'dl'-- 
the temporality of time-rnakes possible. however, a recuperation in which 
nothing is lost (OTB, 28). 

The basic movement of manifestation is clear: an entity shows itself as a reflection of the 

whole within the whole such that we are able to Say that the whole shows itself to the 

whole. However. this important section of text becomes ambiguous when we realize that 

in showing itself to itself the whole must be somehow set apart h m  itself. In fact, 

Levinas starts out by suggesting that the manifestation of essence cannol occur in such a 

way as to rend the totality of being. However. he completes the thought by unexpectedly 

suggesting that self-identity actually begins as a rwult of this rending. This is so because 

the separation of the 'd l  from the d l '  is always already a pseudo-separation, a separation 

coverned by the aim of seKdiscovery and r e m .  The structure of manifestation is 
C 

goundrd on the temporality of the present which, in separating from itself. returns to 

itself and thereby shows itself to itself without losing itself in the process.' 

Levinas' analysis here depends on his earlier account of the nature of the instant. In 
Erisfence and Exisrenis he develops an account of the present instant in which it is 
fundamentally defined according to an essential lag, lapse, or gap that opens up within the 
instant itself. In order to articulate this he takes up an examination of the experiences of 
fatigue and indolence wherein one expenences a certain lag time, or what he calls, a dead 
tirne. between the beginning of an action and its actual happening. This is to show that 
within the present itself there is a split. or rupture. According to Levinas it is this split or 
rupture of the instant that is the rnost primordial reality of time. In our analysis of the 
Said we wi11 see how consciousness interacts with this rupturing of the present in such a 



Starting from the Said and, therefore. the manifestation of the essence of entities, 

means starting h m  consciousness. For Levinas the intentionality of consciousness is 

structured according to the manifestation of essence. In his earlier works he argues that 

this temporal break located within the present itself intmduces the dynamism, or the 

activity. of thought into the static presence of the 'there is' ( i l y  a) and is therefore an 

advance toward the separate ego, the 'psychism,' developed in Totaliy and Infinip. He 

reiterates this point in the present discussion and develops it to show how, in the Said, 

thematization, thought and meaning are structured according to the presence of the 

present. He argues that the 'gap' that opens up in the present of manifestation is a gap 

between two identical presents. Insofar as the temporal Iogic is that of recuperation and 

retum. one present is re-presented to another. So, even though one present is sepanted 

from the other. the second present grasps the fint and retums it to itself. Thus, the time of 

the present according to the logic of the Said is smictured according to the grasping 

activity of consciousness itself. Using the Husserlian terminology of 'retention' and 

protention.' Levinas develops this activity of consciousness. He states that "a 

representation is a recommencement of the present which in its 'first time' is for the 

second time; it is a retention and a protention" (OTB, 29). In other words, intentionality 

lies at the basis of re-presentation becouse, according to Levinas, intentionality is the 

eoing-out-of-itself in order to retum to itself. It is best characterized by the grasping, - 

way as to synthesize it into an identity. In our analysis of the Saying we will see how, 
before any such synthetic action takes place, the rupture of the present leads to a radical 
alterity in which the gap opened up instantiates the presence of the Other in the Same. 
Çee Emmanuel Levinas, Existence and Ensients, translated by Alphonso Lingis (The 
Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1 W8), 29-36. 



thematizing gaze which draws al1 'others' into its self-identical presence, that is, its self- 

identiçal r e t ~ r n . ~  

So far the metaphor of 'the Said' has been introduced without any attention paid 

to its obvious reference to language. Levinas develops the connection between language 

and temporality by providing an account of how language works withm the Said. First, 

insofar as a verb designates an event, he argues that the very 'verbalness' of verbs lies in 

their ability to draw the lived event into the structure of temporality that has just been 

described above. Insofar as the eventfulness of manifestation is lived within language it is 

lived as verbal because verbs mark the temponlization of time according to essence. This 

is to sny that in order to express the way in which sornething happens-i.e., the way in 

which the action of an entity happens in time- language places that happening on the 

horizon of being by casting it into verbal form. Second, insofar as our understanding of 

the verb extends beyond its ability to designate events, it is even more so the champion of 

essence. Levinas argues that the verb which designates nothing, the verb '20 be," is the 

very expression of essence because it is the purest expression of the presence of the 

present. In this purest of verbs we narne the temporalization of time by expressing the 

essence of being. (OTB, 34-35). 

Language is, however. also a system of nouns. If the purest expression of essence 

arme insofar as the 'verbalness' of the verb '20 ben designateci nothing but 

temporalization. it is precisely the opposite for nouns. Insofar as language is a system of 

nouns it is so because nouns identitjr entities according to the self-identical r e m  of re- 

"mmanuel Levinas. "Diachrony and Representation," in Time and the Other, translateci 
by Richard A. Cohen (Pittsburgh: Duquesne University Press. 1987), 98-99. 



presentation. The system of nouns fünctions as a system of denomination in which "the 

word identifies 'this as that"' (OTB, 35) according to the capacity of consciousness to 

recognize identities within the temporal series and re-present theni to itself. This process 

of identification is the process of thematization and. therefore. it is the work of essence. It 

is as Levinas says "a supplying of meaning" (OTB, 3).' 

We have seen how. starting from the structure of manifestation and its 

corresponding form of temporality, the Said is constituted as the domain of the presence 

of the present. Following this we found. in an account of Levinas' understanding of the 

system of language. how nouns and verbs function according to this same temporal 

structure. The analysis as it has developed thus far has attempted to articulate the way in 

which entities exist within the Said and to show that that existence is based on the 

fundamental activity of consciousness, which is, itself, grounded in the present's selc 

identical retum to itself. While the description of such existence has not explicitly dealt 

with alterity. there is. within the Said. a notion of alterity. It is. however, a purely logical 

al tenty wherein each entity "marks each part in a whole vis-à-vis the othen, where, in a 

purely formal way, one. this one, is other to that one.'* Logical alterity govems the logic 

of the Said because each 'other' (Le., each entity) rnanifests its essence by manifesting its 

sameness in relation to al1 other entities. Each entity is the same as dl the others because 

The analysis in OTB from which 1 have drawn for the last two paragraphs is based on 
Levinas' more detailed analysis in "Language and Proximity" which is printed in 
Collected Philosophicd Papers, translated by Alphonso Lingis (Dordrecht: Kluwer 
Academic Publishers, l986), 109- I 14. 

' "Diachrony and Representation," 105. 



each cntity is, ultimately, its essence, which it shares with al1 other entities in the system 

of essence that is the Said. Such alterity is purely formal and, therefore, it  presents a 

problern. A notion of tnie (i.e., non-formal) othemess in which the other is not absorbed 

within the system of essence that is the Said, is impossible. This leads Levinas to a 

dilemma: ei ther formal, logical altenty govems human existence, in which case alterity 

must remain tied to its merely logical form, or the logic of the Said has concealecl 

something essential to the alterity of the other in its account of the nature of time and 

language. In order to address this dilemrna Levinas asks what would happen if the other 

perron served as the basic point of reference for an investigation into the structure of 

temporality in such a way that the other person was understood in terms of an altenty 

irreducible to log cal alterity? To look to the irreducible alterity of the other person for a 

staning point for one's retlection on temporality is, however, to move beyond the domain 

of the Said.? It is to seek in the approach of the other a modality of expenence "forgotten" 

by ontology (OTB. 35). 

3.3. Frorn the Said to the Saying: The Reduction 

The movement beyond the Said is not a movement out of the Said. As 1 have shown, the 

Said is the place where existence is lived according to knowledge and being. It is the 

--- - 

" As 1 will show in the discussion that follows. to look for a starting point--a point of 
ongin--is - already to adopt the logic of the Said. This is so because the Other always 
approaches me before 1 could look for her. The Other is on the scene before 1 start doing 
anything: looking, welcoming or receiving. However, in accordance with my means of 
explaining Levinas' thought, it is helpful to distinguish between taking entities and taking 
the ethical approach of the other person as one's 'starting point'. To the extent that 
Levinas' philosophy has a basic point of reference, it is certainly the latter one. 



domain of thought. memory and ndstory and. therefore. the domain of institutions, justice, 

and history. Levinas has no intention of delivering us fiom such an existence. His 

intention is, however, to show us that while the Said is the domain in which we live, it is 

always already derivative of a more primordial domain that constitutes it and is 

irreducibie to it. Levinas develops this distinction between the Said and its primordial 

other by suggesting that the Said is always already the fieezing over of that primordial 

domain. He suggests that insofar as we approach reality according to essence we discover 

the primordial domain as it is lived, thematized and known. This is to Say that it is the 

nature of that more primordial domain, the Saying, to enter the domain of the Said and to 

be thematized there according to its system of essence. Levinas argues that "[als soon as 

saying. on the hither side of being, becomes dictation, it expires, or abdicates, in fables 

and in writing" [OTB, 43). As soon as the Saying is understood by consciousness and 

thematized according to a meaning in langage it is the Saying that is "alreadv saiù" 

(OTB. 37).'%s soon as we begin to talk about existence as it is lived in the world, our 

Saying. that which constitutes our existence according to a logic we have yet to explore, 

is turned (in)to the Said, "absorbing itself in it to the extent of being forgotten in it" 

(OTB. 37). Levinas argues that this is necessary because the Saying must pass into the 

Said in order for the Saying to appear in the domain of thematized action and meaning, 

i.e.. in the domain of the world (OTB, 44). For this reason it is a mistake to see in the 

Said some son of "fall" fiom the Saying, as though the Saying were the more perkt 

"' Levinas states: "We have been seeking the othemise than being from the beginning, 
and as soon as it is conveyed before us it is betrayed in the said that dominates the saying 
which states it" (OTB, 7). 



domain of existence. On the contrary, according to Levinas it is the "vocation" of the 

Saying to constitute the Said in order that responsibility and justice appear in the world." 

.4nother way in which Levinas makes this point is by arguing that the Saying is 

discovered 'in' the Said. Even though language itself is structured according to the Said it 

provides the place in which the Saying can be discovered. This is to Say that even though 

language is the utterance of being, it "permits us to utter, be it by betrayal, this ouaide oj' 

beirig, this ex-cepiion to being, as though being's other were an event of being" (OTB, 6). 

This discovery is the result of the "duction" (OTB, 53). Unlike the Husserlian epoché, 

however, this reduction is not the work of consciousness. If that were the case Levinas 

would have to conclude that the reduction of the Said to the Saying is structurecl 

according to the ternporality of the Said. This would reinstate essence and consciousness, 

its correlate. to the position of primordiality. Instead. the reduction is "energized" by the 

ethical interruption of the Other. Levinas tells us that to hear the %ho" of the 

"othenvise" is to reduce, or brackei. the manifestation of essence according to the 

rrvelation of the irreducible alterity of the other person and not simply to place thematic 

brackets around an already thematized domain. Thus, 'the reduction is reduction of the 

said to the saying beyond the logos, beyond being and non-being" (OTB, 45). However, 

as 1 said above. even though it is energized by that which approaches h m  beyond the 

' '  For Levinas, "'justice" is fint and foremost the thernatization of the logic of the Saying. 
When philosophy starts fiom the Said it is unable to move out of the Said and, for that 
reason. it is unable to correctly articulate the Said. When philosophy starts with the 
Saying its goal is to move into the Said in order to articulate its order as an order of 
justice. Levinas states: "It will be possible to show that there is question of the said and 
being only because saying or responsibility require justice. . . . Thus alone will the terrain 
of disinterestedness that allows us to separate tmth h m  ideology be given its ûuth 
(OTB. 45). See also OTB, 159-1 60. 



present of the Said. the reduction does not point to an escape fiom the Said. The passage 

back tiom the Said to the Saying is not "the passage from sorne apparent world to a more 

real world" (OTB. 45). The essence of the entihes in the Said is their tnie essence even 

though the appearance of that mith rests on a logic of revelation and approach that 

constirutes i t  and is irreducible to it. 

3.4 The Saying 

Just like the Said. the Saying has a basic point of reference: the 0ther.I' According to 

Levinas. the logic of the Saying begins with the Other insofûr as the Other approaches the 

ego and summons it to responsibility by placing upon it an obligation to respond. Before 

the ego is. it  is responsive. However, in order to remove such a logic of response from the 

totalizing loçic of essence. Levinas must account for it according to a different 

temporaiity than that of the Said. This is so because insofar as one is able to account for 

the summons to responsibility within the temporal structure of re-presentation and re- 

cognition a different account would be unnecessary. According to the logic of the Said 

the relation of responsibility is understood as a relation in which a self-possessed ego 

mtets. recognizes. and responds-al1 according to its powers of thematization-to an other 

manifested to it according to the system of essence. However, such an understanding of 

the relation would reduce the Other to an entity and land us back in the problem of the 

impossibility of locating the alterity of the other person beyond the merely logical. 

'' 1 will capitalize 'Other' because. as we will soon see, the Other about which we are 
roing to speak is always a particular other person and, as the non-thematizable Other of 
Ci 

the immemorial past. more than any particular other. 



Therefore in order to Iocate the intersubjective relation beyond the merely logical alterity 

of the Said, Levinas must be able to show in the intersubjective relation itself a 

temponlity other than that of re-presentation and retum. Our discussion of this 

temporaliiy begins with an analysis of "proximity". 

We start Our investigation of the modality of approach, which Levinas calls 

"proximity". with the recognition that the recuperative presence of the present is the site 

of consciousness and therefore. as we have already seen. the site of the onginal grasping 

activity of thrmatization in which entities are re-presented and re-cognized. For Levinas, 

the beginning of activity in consciousness is also the point of ongin of our fieedom and 

power beyond the realm of thought." But. as Levinas explains, the Other approaches us 

before our freedom. He States that %e for-rhe-orher in the approach of the face--a for- 

the-other older than conscioiisness oj'. . .--precedes al1 grasping in its obedience, and 

remains pnor to the intentionality of the ego-subject in its being-in-the-world, which 

presents itself and gives itself a synthesized and synchronous world."I4 The approach of 

the Other in proximity is prior to our act of consciousness and, therefore, is pnor to our 

freedom. The passivity essential to the logic of this summons is best indicated by noting 

that. within his discussion in "Diachrony and Representation." Levinas uses the image of 

"awakening".'?he surnmons of the Other is the cal1 of the Other that awakens the ego 

' '  The connection of consciousness, power. and freedom is common in Levinas' thought. 
See especially. T o t u l i ~ ~  and Infinie. 82-85. 

' "  "Diachrony and Representation." 106. 

'' "Diachrony and Representation," 108 and 1 1 1. 



prior to the ego's decision. Levinas appeals to a cornmon experience wherein one does 

not -decide' to wake up while one is still asleep. On the contrary, one is awakened by an 

other. 

Levinas develops his description of proximity in t ems  of language. Earlier we 

saw how language signifies according to the logic of the Said. When signification is 

undentood according to the logic of the Saying, however, it develops in t m s  of 

"proximity" (OTB. 46). To move beyond the logic of the Said is to move beyond an 

understanding of language that is limited to the communication of terms within a system. 

To do so is to recognize that the very sayingness of the Saying is based on the approach, 

the proximity, of the Other that is the begiming of al1 lang~age. '~ This means, however, 

thüt the intentional structure of language must give way to an ethicd modality of 

approach. Levinas describes the transformation of signiQingness by arguing that the 

ethical modality of approach "indicates a reversal of the subjectivity which is open upon 

beings and always in some measure represents them to itself . . .into a subjectivity that 

enters into contact with a singularity, excluding identification in the ideal, excluding 

thematization and representation. . .as such unrepre~entable."'~ The approach of the 0 t h  

in proximity is. therefore. the b'breakthrough" wherein the activity of consciousness finds 

itself displaced by a passivity that is more primordial. This approach is more primordial 

than the appemnce of the Other as it is mediated by a system of language or 

'"'Lanbwage and Proximity", 1 1 5. 

1 -  

' " Language and Proximity", 1 1 6. 



consciousness. for it reveals an unrepresentable encounter with the Other who contacts 

me before consciousness can thematize it. 

Levinas develops his account of this primordial approach of the other in the 

Saying by articulating it in terms of responsibility." The unrepresentable Other who 

meets me in proximity summons me and. in so doing, obligates me (OTB. 46). This 

obligation by the Other is far more than a moral accusation addressed to an already 

existing self. As 1 hinted at earlier, the Other breaks through my consciousness and, 

thrrefore. m e t s  me before 1 have the chance to recognize, welcome or receive her arrival. 

By doing that the Other puts me into question. Insofar as consciousness govems 

according to a process of identification, it re-presents thematized contents to itself and 

lives in this tieedom of knowledge and power. However, insofar as the Other approaches 

me before and beyond such fieedom, it calls into question the very things which I took to 

" Insofar as the traditional idea of responsibility involves a self-possessed subject 
speaking for himself in order to account for his actions on the horizon of a universal code 
of reason it is detined according to the logic of the Said. Levinas' use of the term points 
to something other. For him responsibility is being-responsive to the surnrnons of the 
Other before one even recognizes the Other or the need to respond. Levinas would Say 
that only because responsibility is first of al1 a response for-the-other does it have ethical 
force at all. On this distinction between responsibility in the traditional sense and 
Levinas' use of the term see Bernard Waldenfels. "Response and Responsibility in 
Levinas." printed in Ethics as First F'hilosophy: ne Significance of Emmanuel Levinas 
f o r  Ph ilosophy. Literarure and Religion. edited by Adnaan T. Peperzak (New York: 
Routledge. 1995),3943. 



be fundamentai to my identity.I9 Thus Levinas says the summons to responsibility 

**exposesw me to the 0ther." 

As an unrepresentable approach that is obligation, proximity breaks through the 

sel f-idrn tity of consciousness and exposes me. Levinas suggests that the Other exposes 

me by tuming me inside out. Consciousness. turned in on itself. is like a cloak which is 

turned inside out by the obligation placed upon it by the Other (OTB, 48). The putting in 

question of self by the Other, therefore, exceeds the merely negative accomplishment of 

casting doubt on the vencity of the self-constituted ego. Rather, being put in question in 

the summons of responsibility is. for the self, to be denuded of its identity and disclosed 

as Iùndamentally turned out toward the summons of the other and to be, therefore, 

entirely passive to her approach. He wites: 

The passivity of the exposure responds to an assignation that identifies me. . .by 
stripping me of every identical quiddity, and thus of al1 fom, al1 investiture, 
which would still slip into the assignation. The saying signifies this passivity; in 
the saying this passivity signifies, becomes . . . exposure in response to ..., being ai 
the question before any interrogation, any problem. without clothing, without a 
shell to protect oneself, stripped to the core (OTB. 49). 

In order to accentuate the transfomative nature oithis approach of the Other in proximity 

Levinas pushes the image of denuding beyond simply an uncovenng of the self towards a 

"penetration" of the self by the Other. such that the self is '?tom up f?om oneself in the 

core of one's unity" (OTB. 49). The extreme logic of exposure is important to Levinas' 

" See T o t u l i ~  and Infinie, 52-90. 

" Waldenfels nicely makes this point with a cornparison between the "ecstasy" of the 
self-possessed self moving out of itself towards another and the "exposed" self that finds 
itself "outside" of itself in the Other ("Response and Responsibility in Levinas," 44). 



notion of passivity and will be developed fùrther in terms of assignation and election 

once the temporality of this approach is accounted for. In order to do this I must now take 

up the mode of presentation of the Other: the 'Tace". 

1 have suggested that the Other appears without "appearing" according to the 

presence of the present and is. therefore. unrepresentable. In the last paragraphç 1 have 

been rxpioring what, for Levinas. this Other does in obligating me. It is now time to 

clan@ the temporal structure of proximity and thereby account for the temporal logic 

behind the passivi ty of exposure. The Other approaches me as a "face". What is important 

about the face is not that it is seen but that it is heard. Levinas says that the eyes of the 

Other do not shine. they speak? This is an important shift in images because it 

introduces us to what. for Our purposes. is most important about the face: its excessive 

and uncontainable character. For Levinas to see something is to lock it into one's gaze 

and to coniain and hold it in a state of permanence.'' However, hearing the voice of one 

who 4 1 s  means being passive to a sound that invades me from out of nowhere and 

passes away without my being able to contain it. As unrepresentable. because beyond the 

re-presentation of consciousness. the face of the Other approaches me as an excessive 

revelation of that which 1 cannot contain: "The exorbitance of proximity is distinguished 

tiom a conjunction in cognition and intrntionality in which subject and object enter. 

Beyond the disclosure and exhibition of the known altemate, surprised and surprising, an 

rnomous presence and the withdrawal of this presence" (OTB. 90). Levinas calls this 

" Totaliy and Infiniy.  66. 

,- 
-- "Diachrony and Representation," 97. 



approach that is always already an approach and departue 'Slleity", that is, "a way of 

conceming me without entenng into conjunction Mth me" (OTB, 12). Thus, my 

'relationship' with the Other is not one of 'union' or 'participation' whereby I am 

absorbed into the Other or the Other is absorbed into me." Rather. it is always a 

relationship in which the Other absolves itself from the relationship in that it passes me 

by . 

Levinas calls this 'passing' time of the Other 'immemorial time'. It is important to 

c la r i f y  that it is not immemonal. or uncontainable. because of a weakness in 

consciousness or memory, as though the original approach of the Other were in principle 

open to thematization but simply could not be remembered." Rather, immemonal time is 

*immemorhl' because the horizon of thought, structured according to the ternis set by the 

presence of the present. cannot contain it. It is. as Levinas says. '%e impossibility of the 

dispersion of time to assemble itself in the present" (OTB, 38). Thus. rather than a time 

-- - -- - - - 

7 1  -- Tooralie and I ~ f i n i ~ .  77-79. Levinas also explains it this cvay: "[Tlhe abstractness of a 
face is a visitation and a coming. It dismrbs immanence without settling into the horizons 
of the world. Its abstraction is not obtained by a logical process starting h m  the 
substance of beings and going from the particular to the general. On the contrary, it goes 
toward those beings, but does not compromise itself with them, withdraws fiom them, ab- 
solves itself' ("Meaning and Sense," printed in Coflected Philosophical Papers, 
translated by Alphonso Lingis (Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 1986), 102. 

" Fabio CiarameIli's suggestion that the immemorial, or pre-original, time of the Other is 
precisely the rehisal to locate the approach of the Other in reference to a point of origin is 
helpful for understanding the radicality of Levinas' thought here. He argues that the 
immemorial past is not "something which 'is' before origin, which is more onginary than 
origin. for instance. a more ancient origin" (p.88). Rather, it is the "deconstruction of 
origin" insofar as '*e presriginary means the opening of origin to a radical alterity that 
is ireducible to the circle of origin" (p.89). See Fabio Ciaramelli, ''The Riddle of the Pre- 
original." in Ethics as First Philosophy: The Signijcance ofEmmanue2 Levinas for 
Philosophv. Liferatztre and Religion. edited by Adriaan T. Peperzak (New York: 
Routledge, 1995), 87-94. 



which is hndamentally characterized in terms of its correspondence with the grasping, 

thematizing permanence of consciousness, the time of the Other is revealed as that which 

rxceeds the scope of consciousness and is not, therefore, under its control. Rather, the 

time of the Other approaches me and passes me by without my being able to circumscribe 

it. The time of the Other is the basis of the radical altenty of the Other and the passivity 

towards this Other which is revealed in me." 

In order 10 further clarify the relation of the face to the passivity of exposure we 

must tùrther develop the idea of 'departure' which is so essential to the structure of the 

temporality of the Other. The passing of the Other is both an arriva1 and a deparnue. With 

the amval of the Other I am obligated and put into question in such a way that my self- 

sufficiency is tumed inside out and 1 am exposed. Such exposure, however, leads to a 

movernent outward toward the Other. This movement outward is the result of 

"restlessness" (OTB. 54) that is created by the departwe of the Other. Levinas States that 

"[i]n the oeighbor's presence there then aises an absence by virtue of which proximity is 

not a simple CO-existence and rat. but non-repose itself, restles~ness."~~ Levinas explains 

this logic of departure by refemng to the sensation of being touched (OTB,86). The 

"contact" made in the approach of proximity is the contact proper to the caress; it is 

contact that is based on the irnmediate loss of contact which awakens the expectation of 

" Levinas also develops an account of the future in ternis of the '70-God [a-dietr]," 
distinguished h m  the '?O-corne [a-venir]" of protention, through an analysis of my 
responsibility for the death of the other. Given the scope of this project and my specific 
interest in passivity, I am going to omit a discussion of this theme. For a good sumrnary 
of Levinas' treatment of it see, "Diachrony and Representation," 1 14-120. 

'""~anguage and Proxirnity." 120. 



the next touch which, irself. is expected only becaise it is absent." The Other's approach 

is always already her departure and, for that reason. it provokes my restless desire for 

proximity. Thus, the passing of the Other is creative in the sense that it opens me to the 

Other by drawing me oüt of myself with a hunger for the Other that is insatiable." In 

restlessness my being-for-another, which is exposed in proximity, is hrther developed 

insofar as rny bçing-uncovered by the Other becomes my approach toward the Other 

(OTB. 48). Referring once again to illeity, the logic of which has govemed this entire 

section. Levinas captures the double movement in the passivity of proximity by 

cxplaining that "[tlhe illeity in the beyond-being is the fact that its coming toward me is a 

departure which lets me accomplish a movernent toward a neighbor" (OTB, 1 3).29 The 

ecstatic movement out of the self toward the Other is not the seIf s move. It is instead the 

response to a -pre-original' provocation. a desire awakened by the approach of the Other 

before consciousness. 

.- 
- "Language and Proximity." 1 18. 

'' "Language and Proximity," 120. It is at this point, where approach, obligation and 
responsibility are defined in tenns of the temporality of insatiable desire, that one can 
clearl y see how mistaken are those who read Levinas as only a 'moralist" interested in 
prescnting the damning accusation of the Other as some kind of Divine Comrnand theory. 

'" That the exposure by the Other turns into a movement of the self out towards the Other 
rives Levinas the language to express his notion of Desire, as he develops it in Totulity 
c. 

and I r r f i n i ~ ,  within the context of his radical understanding of passivity. For this reason 1 
disagree with Gérard Bailhache who suggests that Levinas has an understanding of 
passivity. articulated in tems of proximity, exposure and so on. and an understanding of 
activity. which is articulated in tenns of Desire. 1 would rather suggest that the 
metaphysical Desire described in Totuliy and Infinin, (pp.33-35) is the result of the 
restlessness provoked by the approaching and departing Other. See Gérard Bailhache, 
"Excess: Toward the Outside, or Humanity." translated by Benina Bergo, Graduate 
Factrlc Philosophy Journal. 2 0 3 2  1 : 1 (1 998). 134. 



In the restlessness provoked by the departing proximity of the Other, the self is 

assigned or elected. Insofar as 1 am obiigated and exposed by the approaching, departing 

Other. 1 am elected as the irreplaceable one of responsibility (OTB, 56-59). The 

proximity of the Saying is a "starting fhm" that starts before there is a self present to 

start or to recognize that anythng has been started?' A self is given in responsibility 

because the restless one who is approached is elected or assigned as "someone" 

responsible (OTB. 52). Before the summons to responsibility there is no subject because 

the subject only anses as "someone who, in the absence of anyone is called upon to be 

someone. and cannot slip away fiom this d l .  The subject is inseparable h m  this appeal 

or this election. which cannot be declined (OTB. 53). The passivity that defines my 

srlthood is such that my very own selfhood "cornes to pass" (OTB. 53) in the assignation 

tiorn the Other. 

We saw that the time of the Other is an excessive time that cannot be held within 

the presence of the present but, rather. approaches it only to pass it by leaving a 'trace' 

(OTB. 1 1 - 1 I)." This notion of assignation is further developed when it is connecteci to 

the notion of the 'trace'. Insofar as the Other approaches and departs, it leaves a trace of 

its non-presence within the self Levinas draws an important distinction behveen a 'trace' 

and an 'effect'. He argues that 'things' within the present leave effects--e.g., a Stone 

scratches a piece of wood and thereby leaves a mark--while it is only that which cannot 

") Bailhache. 116. 

" "To be qua leaving a trace. is to pass, to depart, to absolve oneself" ("Meaning and 
Sense." 105). 



be contained by the present that leaves a trace." It is here that Levinas' articulation of the 

approach of the Other is most closely tied to his understanding of the Infinite or ~ o d . "  

With regard to this pervasive and complex theme in Levinas' thought what is important 

for our purposes is the realization that, like the divine, the othemess of the Other can 

appear in the present only by not appearing. That is. the Other can approach me as a trace 

of itself only 'in' me. By locating the presence of the Other in the passing of the trace 

Levinas situates the Other beyond my present and, at the same time, places that Other 

within my selthood. The election of the self by the Other is the presence of the Other in 

the self as trace. 1 am elected by the Other because the Other has invaded me. I no longer 

answer for myself, because in answering to the Other in me 1 must answer for the 0ther." 

In order to understand the sense of this 'in' 1 will need to deveiop the temporal logic 

behind what Levinas calls 'recurrence" or the substitution of the Other for the self. 

Before doing that it is important to see how this trace of the Other in me exceeds any 

power 1 may have to receive it. 

- 

- 7 

'- "Meaning and Sense," 106. 

. . 
" At the end of the "Note" which begins OTB Levinas points to the connection between 
an understanding of God and the discovery of human subjectivity according to the logic 
of the Saying (OTB, xlviii). This theme is pervasive in Levinas' thought as a whole. 
Explorinç it adequately would exceed the scope of this project. Bailhache's essay 
(pp. l19- 12 1. 13 1 ) provides a good explanation of the comection between the Infinite and 
subjectivity in Levinas' thought. 

"AS far as I cm tell Levinas' Ianguage of expiation serves to make this point. Insofar as 
the Other is in me I am no longer only responsible for the summons that I receive h m  
the Other but, further, I am responsible for the Other's deed which has become my deed 
(OTB. 1 12). This points to the theme of persecution which will be developed in the next 
paragaph. 



One might object and argue that it is only insofar lis the self recognizes the 

departure of the Other that desire cm properly be said to occur. How, the objection would 

continue. could the self be called out of itself with hunger for the Other if there were no 

self to recognize the approach of the Other in the first place'? Levinas is prepared for this 

objection and. as a result of it. he pushes his conceptual framework to a new level of 

intensity by describing the passivity of proxirni ty as obsession and persecution (OTB, 

57). Before I 'receive' the Other, the Other is in me as a sharp pain or an invasive blow. 

For Levinas the language of obsession is the language of trauma and, therefore, the 

language of undergoing or summoning is intensified into the language of suffering (OTB, 

88). Levinas' account of persecution is connected to his argument that the body itself is 

the site of passivity. He explains that the 'passivity of the 'for-another' . . .is the living 

human corporeality" (OTB, 5 1). His appeal to the metaphor of pain shows that as an 

incamated subject the exposed self is the site of an unsolicited and unexpected passivity 

beyond reception. Before the self is consciousness. it is a body which is exposed and 

persecuted b y a radical heterogeneity that is, neveriheless, no t enslaving but the condition 

of desire itself. In the previous paragraph 1 suggested that the leaving of a trace of the 

Other in me can be characterized as an 'invasion' of the Other. I t  is this language of 

invasion that captures the radical passivity that Levinas is attempting to communicate 

rhrough images of penecution and obsession. With the idea of the Other-in-the-self 

developed according to Levinas' notion of the assignation that cornes fkom being invaded 

by the trace of the Other. we are ready to take up an explicit discussion of the temporal 

structure proper to this entire logic of the Saying. 



Levinas' development of the logic of passivity has advanceci according to an 

intensiGing movement of the Other toward and 'into' the self. The final move of this 

logical development is the substitution of the Other for the self according to Levinas' 

notion of "recurrence". The notion of recurrence is best situated by recalling that what is 

necessary to Levinas' project is finding within the temporalization of time the foundation 

for radical alterity. To do that is to tum our attention back to the way in which time is 

temporalized in the Said and to look there for a "lapse of time that does not retum. a 

diachrony refractory to al1 synchronization. a mscending diachrony" (OTB, 9). In the 

temporalization of time according to the Said we saw the recupenting power of 

consciousness synthesize the present in such a way that alterity was reduced to a formal, 

locjçal alterity between self-identical entities. Now, however. because we have 

discovered the iogic of the Saying, a logic which is more primordial than that of the Said, 

we are able to take another look at the temporalization of time in the rupture of the 

present. 

Inso far as the logic of proximity was developed so as to lead us to a recognition of 

the presence of the Other in me, Levinas has set the conditions for his understanding of 

the temporal logic of recurrence and substitution. He begins his discussion of substitution 

by asking. once again, if there is any possibility that some shred of initiative has crept 

into his account of the passivity of the self (OTB, 1 13). Given the structure of his account 

of the Said it is no surprise that he suggests that if there is an assumption of initiative 

lurking behind the passivity of proximity it will be the result of the temporal logic that 

eoverns that proximity. Thus from the begiming he ties the deveiopment of a notion of 
C 

substitution to the development of a temporal logic that precludes any "coinciding of self 



with self' (OTB. 1 14). He argues that in substitution "[tlhe self is . . .the impossibility to 

corne from al1 things and concem oneself only with oneself' (OTB. 1 14). We can say that 

the Other is 'in' me, or that i am substituted for the Other. only because the present 

temporalizes itself as a mpture wherein my present does not retum to me as my present 

but. instead. as the other present of the unrepresentable Other. To use the metaphor of the 

'beyond.' one could say that it is the bteaking up of the present that allows the excessive, 

Infinite. Other to pass fiom the beyond into and out of the present of the self and thereby 

Irave a trace of the Other in the very temporalization of the self. To use the language of 

assignation one can Say that the self is elected by the Other because, in discoverhg itself 

in its temponlization. the self is identified by the Other as the Other-in-the-self. Selthood 

is the discovery of the Other who approaches me in time and obligates me by iracing my 

present not as my own. but as that of the Other. The self is given to itself-i.e., it is 

rlected in the sense of being given an office through one's election-to the extent that 

before i t  is itseif it is the recurrence of the Other in it. To use the language of persecution 

w r  might say that "[plenecution is not something added to the subjectivity of the subject. 

. .it is the very movement of recurrence. The subjectivity as the other in the same, as an 

inspiration. is the putting into question of all affirmation for oneself, al1 egoism bom 

again in this very recurrence" (OTB, 11 1). 1 am invaded by the Other because my present 

is always already the present of the Other in me. 

3.5. Conclusion 

My reading of certain themes in Levinas' Othenvise nan  Being or Beyond Essence has 

sought to develop the temporal Iogic behind his understanding of passivity. By showing 



how the mpturing of time according to the gap or lapse inherent in the present itself is 

covered over by the synthesizing logic of the Said, Levinas carries out the ethical 

reduction of the Said to the Saying and thereby reveals a more primordial temporality of 

the Other. Siarting h m  the approach of the other person in the relation of responsibility, 

Levinas fol lows an intensi @mg path through exposure. obsession and persecution that 

final1 y leads to an understanding of subjectivity wherein the selthood of the self, in its 

radical passivity. cornes to pass. Rather than a self posited by the thematizing, 

representing power of consciousness. Levinas Ends a self whose very time is the time of 

the Other: the non-identical recurrence of the Other in me, the substitution of the Other 

for me in a present that is not my own. 



Concluding Reflections: 'Oneself us Another' and 'An Other ifi Oneself 

Throuçhout this thesis 1 have shown that Paul Ricoeur organizes his philosophy of 

sel thood around three basic philosophical intentions. My cri tique of Ricoeur's proposal 

has focused on his third philosophical intention: to make alterity constitutive of selfhood. 

Once Ricoeur's development of the correlation between alterity and passivity was shown, 

the issue became whether or not Ricoeur's proposal could account for a passivity that is 

constitutive of selfhood. In my analysis of the final sections of the tenth study of Oneseff 

os .-lnoher. I showed that Ricoeur's account of the passivity or otherness of the flesh 

provides him with a good ba i s  to think a passivity that is not secondary to activity. 

However. when I went on to examine his account of the passivity expenenced in relation 

to the othemess of other people and to conscience, 1 argued that his cornmitment to the 

agency of the self. which is undentood as the power to recognize and receive alterity. 

prevented him tiom giving passivity a constitutive role. 

Ricoeur's third philosophical intention was initially proposed by way of a 

comment on the word 'as' present in the title Oneselfa Anofher. When he explained that 

the kind of altenty in which he was interested is an alterity that is constitutive of 

selthood. he pointed out that the word 'as' should be given "a strong meaning? not only 

that of cornparison (oneself similar to another) but indeed that of an implication (oneself 

inasmuch as being other)" (OA, 3). In order to recapitulate my argument against Ricoeur 

and place it in relation to my reading of Levinas. 1 will now argue that by remaining 

committed to agency as that which is constitutive of selfhood. Ricoeur does i!ot allow the 

word 'as' to have anything but a comparative meaning. 



To understand 'as' in the strong terms suggested by Ricoeur at the begi~ing of 

his study is to adopt the following logic: when one claims to understand X 'as' Y, one is 

claiming that X is undentood according to Y. In other words, Y sets the conditions for 

understanding X. So. if one is to understand oneself 'as' another, the second term in that 

relation must set the conditions for understanding the first. However. as 1 have argued 

above. this is precisely what Ricoeur resists. My analysis of Ricoeur's account of 

passivity retumed tirne and time again to his basic claim that there is no other-than-self 

without a self. Selfhood is primary. I t  is required before the othemess of another can even 

be thought. To use the langage introduced here. Ricoeur insists that the relation "oneself 

as another" is understood in such a way that the first term (i.e., oneself) sets the 

conditions for understanding the second tenn (i.e.. another or othemess). Thus, the initial 

logical force of Ricoeur's use of 'as' is diminished by his achial analysis of selfhood, 

activity. and passivity. As a result Ricoeur's "oneself as another" is basically 

comparative. Granted, Ricoeur's account of alterity does go beyond a simple comparison 

where the other and the self are related only through the comparison made by a third 

Party. There is no question that, for Ricoeur, alterity affects the self. However, insofar as 

his account of alterity is based on the self s activity of recognition and reception, its 

relation to alter@ c m o t  be constitutive. This is so because the self can be in relation 

with othemess. and otherness can bear upon me. only insofar as 1 cm compare the 

othemess of other people and even the otherness of my own conscience to the already 

constituted self that I am. 

At the end of my second chapter 1 explained that my reason for tuming to the 

thought of Levinas was to supplement and correct Ricoeur's philosophy of selfhood. in 



order to save the strong meaning of 'as', it is necessary to first of al1 locate the other 'in' 

the self. In my discussion of Ricoeur's account of the othemess of the flesh, 1 suggested 

that the experience of my own body as flesh is the expenence of an altenty 'in' me. 

Insofar as the flesh is the point of ongin of the self s actions. it is other than the self in the 

srnse of being there before the self acts and being that through which the self rnust act. 

However. because the tlesh is always my own, its othemess is an alterity that is 'in' the 

self. Because Ricoeur's ondentanding of the temporal present focused on the synthesis of 

timc through human action, he was not able to provide a way to understand the full 

metaphorical force of the preposition 'in'. In my third chapter 1 developed Levinas' logic 

of passivi ty and explained that in the non-identical recurrence of the other-in-me, which, 

for Levinas. is the tue way in which tirne temporalizes itself. we have a fully-developed 

account of passivity that is constitutive of selfhood. Levinas employs the preposition 'in' 

to communicate the idea that the selthood of the self is constituted through the non- 

presence of the Other 'in' me. Levinas supports and intensifies this use of 'in' with 

images of invasion. incarnation, and inspiration. Like Ricoeur's account of the othemess 

of the tlesh, Levinas' account of the self constituted by the approach of the Other in 

proximity. places alterity 'in' the self and thereby preserves the constitutive role of the 

Other by refusing to reduce it to that which is fint recognized and received by the self.' 

In a recent study of Levinas' understanding of 'radical passivity' [Thomas Car1 Wall, 
Radical Possh+@: Levinas. Blanchot. Agamben (Albany: S U N Y  Press, 1999)], Wall 
draws on the language of 'in' and 'as'. While his attempt to argue that the non-presence 
of the Other is the anonymous self is not convincing, his argument makes a good case for 
the importance of 'in' and 'as' as metaphoncal indicators of the relation between selfhood 
and alterity. While I argue that 'in' should correct and intensify 'as'. Wall seems to 
collapse the distinction. As a result his interpretation is not one with which 1 would agree. 



In keeping with the spirit of Ricoeur's philosophy, 1 conclude that his philosophy 

of selhood must be put through one last detour. The argument in Oneselfas Another can 

be corrected. supplemented and strengthened not by offenng a criticism of Levinas- 

which Ricoeur too hastily does--but allowing the metaphoncal force of 'as' to be 

corrected and intensified by Levinas' development of the temporality of 'in'. To Save the 

strong meaning of 'as'. the agency of the self must itself be constituted by the presence of 

the other 'in' me. In order to fulfill his third philosophical intention and to achieve the 

philosophy of selthood which he sets out to accomplish, Paul Ricoeur is in need of the 

conceptual resources to be found in the philosophy of radical passivity as it is developed 

by Emmanuel Levinas. 



Bibliography 

Bailhache. Gérard. "Excess: Toward the Ouiside. or Humanity." Translated by Bettina 
Bergo. Graduale Font& Philosophy Journal 20:2/2 1 : 1 ( 1 998) 1 1 5- 1 3 8. 

CiarameIli. Fabio. ''The Riddle of the Pre-original.'' in Erhics as Firsr Phiiosoph-v: The 
Siglrificancr q f ' Emmomrel Levinas fbr Philosophy, Lireratlire and Religion. 
Edited by Xdriaan T. Peperzak. New York: Routledge. 1995. 87-94. 

Daiglcr. Matthew. "Being as Act and Potency in the Philosophy of Paul Ricoeur." 
Philosoply Today 42:- ( 1  998) 375-355. 

Kemp. Pèter. "Ricoeur between Heidegger and Levinas: original aftimation between 
ontological attestation and ethical injunction." in Paul Ricoeur: The Hermeneritics 
qf '.-!crion. Edited by Richard Keamey. London: SAGE Publications. 1996.4 1-6 1.  

Levinas. Emmanuel. Ei-istence and Erisrents. Translated by Alphonso Lingis. The 
Hague: Martinus Nijhoff. 1978. 

----- . "Diaçhrony and Representation." in Time atid the Other. Translated by Richard A. 

Cohen. Pittsburgh: Duquesne University Press. 1987.97- 120. 

----- . "Language and Proximity." in Collecred Philosophical Papers. Translated by 
Alphonso Lingis. Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers. 1986. 109- 126. 

----- . "Mcaning and Sense." in Collected Plrilosophical Papers. Translated by Alphonso 
Lingis. Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers. 1986.75- 108. 

-----. Othentise Than Being or Beyond Essence. Translated by Alphonso Lingis. 
Pittsburgh: Duquesne University Press. 1999- 

-----. Todi ' ;  and h$nity .-fn Essay in Erterioric. Translateci b y  Alphonso Lingis. 
Pittsburgh: Duquesne University Press. 1 969. 

.Madison. Gary B. "Ricoeur and the Hermeneutics of the Subject." in The Philosophy of 
P a d  Ricoeur. Edited by  Lewis E. Hahn. Chicago: Open Court. 1995.75-92. 

bluldoon. Mark S. "Ricoeur's Ethics: Another Version of Virtue Ethics'? Attestation is 
not a Vimie." Philosopb Today 4 2 3  ( 19%). 30 1-309. 

Pucci. Edi. "Review of Paul Ricoeur's Oneselj'as hother:  personai identity and 
'selthood' in the thought of Paul Ricoeur." In Paul Ricoerrr: The Hermenezilics of 
-4crion. Edited by Richard Kearney. London: SAGE Publications, 1996, 155-209. 

Reagan, Charles. "The Self as an Othei' Philosophy Todu-v 37: 1 (1 993): 3-22. 



Ricoeur. Paul. "Existence and Hermeneutics," in The Conflicr of Interprerationr. 
Translated by Don ihde. Evanston: Northwestem University Press. 1974,?-24. 

----- . "Initiative." in From Texi to .Action: Essuys in Hermeneirtics. II. Translatecl by 
Kathleen Blamey and John B. Thompson. Evanston: Northwestem University 
Press. 199 1.205-222. 

----- . The Jinr. Tnnslated by David Peliauer. Chicago:University of Chicago Press, 2000. 

-----. O,~eself'as .-lnother. Translated by Kathleen Blamey. Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press. 1992. 

----- . Tinw und .lurrntiipe. vol.1. Tmnslated by Kathleen McLaughlin and David Pellauer. 
Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 1954. 

Vsnema. Henry I .  kienrl~ing Selfhood: Imagination. ~Varrnrive. and Hermeneiitics in the 
Thozght q/'Paul Ricoeur. Albany: SUNY Press, 2000. 

Wiiidenfels. Bernard. "Response and Responsibility in Levinas," in Ethics as Firsr 
Pli ilosoplr?~ The Significance of Emmanuel Levinas for Philosop~v, Lirerutitre 
und Religion. Edited 
52. 

LVal 1. Thomas Carl. Radical 
Press. 1999. 

by Adriaan T. Peperzak. New York: Routledge. 1995, pp.39- 

Passivity: Levinas. Blanchot. Agamben. Albany: S U N Y  




