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gaged here ina questioning of Heidegger’s project of fundamental ontology,
{is tO 5aY; his attempt, in Being and Time, to raise anew the question of the meaning
of Being through an analysis of that being for whom Being is a question: Dasein.' In
! 'Heidegger’s early work, ontology - science of Being in the Aristotelian sense - is
fundamemal’ and Dasein is the fundament or condition of possibility for any ontology,
2 being whose “a priori” structure must first be clarified in an existe.ntial analysis. For
Levinas, the exceptional character of Heideggerian ontology is that it presupposes the
factual situation, or existential facticity, of the human being. The comprehension of
Being (Seinsverstandnis), which must be presupposed in order for Heidegger’s project to
pegin, does not assume a merely intellectual attitude, but rather the rich variety of
imemional life - emotional, practical, and theoretical - through which we relate to the
Being of various beings. Thus - and this fundamental agreement with Heidegger can
already be found at the basis of Levinas’ critique of Husserl in his 1930 doctoral thesis,
published as Théorie de lintuition dans la phénoménologie de Husserl - the essential
contribution of Heideggerian ontology is its critique of intellectualism: the fact that
ontology is not simply a contemplative science but is grounded in a fundamental
ontology of the existential engagement of human beings in the world which forms the
“anthropological” preparation for the elaboration of the question of Being.

However, as Levinas’s writings prior to this essay make clear (for example, the
introduction to his 1947 book De lexistence a Pexistant), although Levinas’s work is to
a large extent inspired by Heidegger and by the conviction that we cannot put aside
Being and Time for a philosophy that would be pre-Heideggerian, it is also governed by
what Levinas calls “the profound need to leave the climate of that philosophy” (DE 19;
EE 19). “Is Ontology Fundamental?” shows the basis for this claim and demonstrates
for the first time the ethical significance of this critique of Heidegger. The enduring
importance of this essay for Levinas’s subsequent work can be seen in the way its
argumentation is alluded to and repeated in the analyses of Totality and Infinity (see
“Metaphysics Precedes Ontology” [Tel 12-18; Tal 42-48] and “Ethics and the Face”
[Tel 172-75: Tal 197-201]). And yet the essay has many attractions for the reader
coming to it from Levinass later work, for example the two significant allusions to
Kants ethics, and the proximity and distance of Levinas’s account of the ethical relation
10 Hegel’s dialectic of intersubjectivity (“the life and death struggle”).

T'he central task of this essay is to describe a relation irreducible to comprehension,
that 1S to say, irreducible to what Levinas sees as the ontological relation to others where
alter.“)’ is reduced to the Same. Even the Heideggerian ontology that exceeds intellec-
;‘r;lsﬂl is unable to describe this relation, because the particular being is always already

la erS.[OOd within the horizon of Being. Thus, for Levinas, Heidegger rejoins the great
ei:)m-c t.radition of Western philosophy, where in order to comprehend the particular
8 it is always understood with reference to the universal eidos. Yet how can a
Camt\l:tn “Wilh an entity be other than comprehension? Levinas’s response is that it
, “unless it is the other (autrui).” The claim here is that the relation with the other

398 beyong comprehension, that it does not affect us in terms of a concept or theme
Or Levin, < Gl A ; e ;
as, this “original relation” takes place in the concrete situation of speech. In
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! J L g I e : i istence. To
speaking or calling or listening to the other, I am not reflecting upon the other, but s gedl)’ authentic,? coincides with the facticity of temporal exist
actively engaged in a noncomprehensive, nonsubsumptive relation to alterity wh 4 rehend being as being is to exist here below. .
focus on the particular individual in front of me and forgo the mediation g (d R that the here below,? by the trials it imposes, elevates and purlﬁes the

' i i here
i ing i receptive toward being. Not that the
essay as “expression,” “invocation,” and “prayer” - that Levinas describes fin oul, enabling it to become more P : i B W
» 1 Jow opens 2 history, the progress of which alone would make

elo

’ f being. The here below gets its ontological privilege ne.ither from t}}e
- ‘-) .+ comprises nor from the civilization to which it gives rise.* Already in
R raﬁ concerns the comprehension of beings is spelled out. Ontology
- tellegr(r)lplished in the triumph of human beings over their condition butin
B tension where this condition is assumed.

the;';il;ypossibility of conceiving contingency fmd fac.ti?i.ty not as fac.ts oPen }tlo
. ollection but as the act of intellection, this possibility of show1r.1g in the
b lity of the fact and given contents the transitivity of comprehension and a
Bsr:gtsify}i’ng intention™ (a possibillity. discovered by Husserl,h but Li?:;,jeﬁy
Heidegger to the intellection of being in general), consm_utes tf ; gre ’ no};
of contemporary ontology. Henceforth the comprehension of being does i
presuppose a merely theoretical attitude but th.e whole of human cor.npor.tme . :
' he whole human being is ontology. Scientific work, the affective life, the
' tisfaction of needs and labor, social life and death - all these moments spell
out the comprehension of being, or truth, with a rigor which reserves to eaf:h a
determinate function. Our entire civilization follows from this comprehension,
even if this comprehension was a forgetfulness of being. It is not l.)e<.:ause of the
human being that there is truth. It is because being in general is 1nsepz.1rabl.e
from its openness, because there is truth, or, if one likes, because being is
ntelligible, that there is humanity.® .

The return to the original themes of philosophy - and it is in this t.h?t the
work of Heidegger remains striking - does not proceed from a pious dec151or.1 to
return finally to who knows what philosophia perennis but from a radical
attention given to the urgent preoccupations of the moment. The abstract
question of the meaning of being qua being and the question of the present hour
spontaneously reunite.

to a significant insight: that Levinas does not posit, a priori, a conception of eth
then instantiates itself in certain concrete experiences; rather, the ethical (rather |

sumptive relation with the other.

1. The Primacy of Ontology

Does not the primacy of ontology among the branches of knowledge r
amost obvious evidence? Does not all knowledge of relations by which
are connected or opposed to one another already involve the comprehens
the fact that these relations and these beings exist? To spell out the signifi
of this fact, i.e., to take up once more the problem of ontology (imp
resolved by everyone, be it only under the form of forgetfulness), is, so it set
to establish a fundamental knowledge without which all philosophical,
tific, or common knowledge remains naive.

The dignity of contemporary ontological research results from the imp
and original character of this evidence. On the basis of it, thinkers straigh
rose above the “illuminations” of literary coteries in order to breathe afre
air of the great dialogues of Plato and the metaphysics of Aristotle.

To question this fundamental evidence is a reckless undertaking. But ti
up philosophy by such questioning is, at least, to return to its source, b
literature and emotional problems.

3. The Ambiguity of Contemporary Ontology

2. Contemporary Ontology The identification of the comprehension of being with the plenitude of

Concrete existence risks drowning in existence. This philosophy of existence,
Which Heidegger for his part refuses, is only the counterpart, albeit inevitable,
his conception of ontology. The historical existence that interests the
' : Philo - e s i literature
a soul co-eternal with the Ideas, such is the self-image cultivated by a reé ... Sopher insofar as it is ontology is of interest to human beullgcsland el
| ! . R, 1 use it j - : ' i i weno lon,
that has forgotten itself or is unaware of itself, a reason that is naive. Onto! €itis dramatic. When philosophy and life are intermingled, |

The renewal of ontology by contemporary philosophy is unusual in thaf
knowledge of being in general - fundamental ontology - presupposes the
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know if we incline toward philosophy because it is life or hold to life becaus;
is philosophy. The essential contribution to the new ontology can be seen in
opposition to classical intellectualism. To comprehend the tool is not to lool
it but to know how to handle it. To comprehend our situation in reality i
to define it but to find ourselves in an affective disposition. To compre
being is to exist.” All this indicates, it would seem, a rupture with the theoretj
structure of Western thought. To think is no longer to contemplate but
commit oneself, to be engulfed by that which one thinks, to be involved.®
is the dramatic event of being-in-the-world.
The comedy begins with the simplest of our movements, each of
carries with it an inevitable awkwardness. In putting out my hand to approa It is not on behalf of a divorce between philosophy and reason that we hold
a chair, 1 have creased the sleeve of my jacket. I have scratched the floor, T ha to2 meaningful language. But we are entitled. to ask whet.her re.:ason, presc?nted
dropped the ash from my cigarette. In doing that which I wanted to do, T h as the possibility of such alanguage, necessarl.ly precedes.n, orif 1a'nguage 1snot
done so many things I did not want. The act has not been pure, for I hav founded ona relation anterior to comprehenswn.and. which constitutes reasor.l.
some traces. In wiping out these traces, I have left others. Sherlock Holmes: The pages that follow will attempt to characterize in a very general way t.h1s
apply his science to this irreducible coarseness of each of my initiatives relation which is irreducible to comprehension, even to that comprehension
thereby, the comedy may well turn tragic. When the awkwardness of beyond classical intellectualism determined by Heidegger. j
turns against the goal pursued, we are at the height of tragedy. Laius, in Comprehension for Heidegger ultimately rests on the openness of bemg.
to thwart the deadly predictions, will undertake precisely what is necessa While Berkeleian idealism, because of the qualitative content of being, saw in
them to be fulfilled. In succeeding, Oedipus contributes to his own unha the latter a reference to thought, Heidegger sees in the - in a sense formal - fact
ness like the prey that flees the noise of the hunter across a field covered in : that beings (Iétant) are - in their work of being (étre), in their very indepen-
thereby leaving the very traces that will be its ruin. d dence - their intelligibility.'* This does not involve the prior dependence of a
We are thus responsible beyond our intentions. It is impossible for the reg being (Iétant) with respect to a subjective thought but is like a vacancy awaiting
that directs the act to avoid the nonintended action that comes with it. Weh its incumbent, opened by the very fact that a being is. It is thus that Heidegger
one finger caught in the machine and things turn against us. That is to sa describes, in their most formal structure, the articulations of vision where the
consciousness and our mastery of reality through consciousness donote relation of the subject with the object is subordinated to the relation of the
our relation with reality, to which we are always present through all the de object with light, which is not an object. The understanding of a being Win. t}.lus
of our being. Consciousness of reality does not coincide with our habitatie consist in going beyond that being (I'étant) into the openness and in L
the world - it is here that Heideggers philosophy has produced such a st itupon the horizon of being. That is to say, comprehension, in Heidegger, re]o‘ms
impression on the literary world. i the great tradition of Western philosophy: to comprehend the particular being
But the philosophy of existence immediately effaces itself before onto isalready to place oneself beyond the particular. To comprehend is to boiseed
This fact of being involved, this event in which I find myself engaged, tied 10 the particular that only exists through knowledge, which is always knowl-
am to what should be my object by ties not reducible to thoughts - this existel edge of the universal.
is interpreted as comprehension. From now on the transitive character of | One cannot oppose personal preference to the venerable tradition that
verb to know (connditre) is attached to the verb to exist.’ The first sentenc H.Eidegger continues. One cannot prefer as the condition of ontology a relation
Aristotle’s Metaphysics, “All men by nature aspire to knowledge,” remains With beings over the fundamental thesis that every relation with a being
for a philosophy that has too easily been believed to be disdainful of Presupposes the intimacy or the forgetfulness of being. A mo‘m i
intellect. Ontology does not come merely to crown our practical concerns :n]:engages in reflection and precisely for the very reasons whif:h since Plat.o
being, as the contemplation of the essences in Book X of the Nicomachean Ei f: Ject the sensation of the particular to knowledge of the universal, one is
crowns the virtues.'® Ontology is the essence of every relation with beings r.ced’ it would seem, to subject relations between beings to structures of
even of every relation in being. Does not the fact that a being is “open” belo g, metaphysics to ontology, the existentiell to the existential. How, more-

 the very fact of its being? Our concrete existence is interpljetet‘i in ter@s 9f itSf
into the “openness” of being in general.!! We exist in a c1r.cu1t o

E tanding with reality.!? Understanding is the very event that existence
gnder® All incomprehension is only a deficient mode of comprehension. It
'culatetst-hat the analysis of existence and of what is called its haecceity (Da)
L onlsuthe description of the essence of truth, of the condition of the very

understanding of being.”®

4. The Other (Autrui) as Interlocutor
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over, can the relation with being be, from the outset, anything other than j
comprehension as being (étant), the fact of freely letting it be inasmuch as it
being (étant)? 4

Unless it is the other (Autrui). Our relation with the other (autrui) certain

notion of knowledge is justified by the overcoming of know_n objects. It
- lished in spite of everything there may be of pretheoretical engage-
P accc-)mft)le handling of “equipment.” At the heart of such handling, the bein%
m’e ?;,:3 is overcome in the very movement that grasps it. In this “beyo.nd
Ié ssary to presence “at hand” we see the very itinerary of compre}tensmn,;
ne(fe overcoming is not only due to the preliminary appearance of the .world
P ;me that we concern ourselves with something manipulable, as Heldegger
- It is delineated also in the possession and in the consumption of the
arg'ueso But it is not at all like this when it is a matter of my relation with the
ob]ed(.autrui). There also, if one likes, I comprehend being in the other (autrui),
Othf)rnd its particularity as a being (étant). The person with whom I am in
bel)’ :on I call being, but in so calling him, I call to him. I do not only think that
L iim I speak to him. He is my partner in the heart of a relation which ought only
1111:\1: m;)de him present to me. I have spoken tg him, that is to .say, .I ha;fle
neglected the universal being that he incarnates 1.n or.der to .remal.n w1th.t e
particular being he is. Here the formula “before beling in .relauon. Wl[.h a belng,
I must first have comprehended it as being” loses its strict a.pphcatlo.n, fqr in
comprehending being I simultaneously tell this comprehension to this 1t.>e1ng.
A human being is the sole being which I am unable to encounter without
expressing this very encounter to him. It is precisely in.this that the encounter
distinguishes itself from knowledge. In every attitude in regard to t}.xe hjuman
there is a greeting - if only in the refusal of greeting. Here perception 1is nf)t
projected toward a horizon - the field of my freedom, power and property - in
order to grasp the individual upon a familiar foundation. It refe?s to the pure
individual, to a being as such. And this signifies precisely, if one wishes to spea.k
in terms of “comprehension,” that my comprehension of beings as such is
already the expression that I offer him of this very comprehension. .
This impossibility of approaching the other (autrui) without speaking to
him signifies that here thought is inseparable from expression. But .such
expression does not consist in decanting in some manner a thought relative to
the other (autrui) into the other’s (autrui) mind. We know this not since
Heidegger but since Socrates.!® Nor does such expression consist in articulating
the comprehension that I henceforth share with the other (autrui). Before any
Participation in a common content by comprehension, it consists in the
Intuition of sociality by a relation that is consequently irreducible to compre-
hensiop
The relation with the other (autrui) is not therefore ontology. This tie to the
Other (autrui), which does not reduce itself to the representation of the Other
@Utrui) but rather to his invocation, where invocation is not preceded by
comprehension, we call religion. The essence of discourse is prayer."’ What

]
consists in wanting to comprehend him, but this relation overflows compg

hension. Not only because knowledge of the other (autrui) requires, outsid
all curiosity, also sympathy or love, ways of being distinct from impass
contemplation, but because in our relation with the other (autrui), he does :'
affect us in terms of a concept. He is a being (¢tant) and counts as such. ,
Here the partisan of ontology will object: to speak of beings (étant), is tk
not already to insinuate that beings concern us thanks to a revelation of beip
and is therefore, since situated in the opening of being, from the very o
established in the heart of comprehension? Indeed, what does the indep
dence of a being mean, if not its reference to ontology? To relate ones
beings qua beings means, for Heidegger, to let beings be, to comprehend tk €
as independent of the perception which discovers and grasps them. It
precisely through such comprehension that it gives itself as a being (étant
not as a mere object. Being-with-the-Other (Miteinandersein)' thus res
Heidegger on the ontological relation.
We respond: in our relation with the other (autrui) is it a matter of letti
be?'° Is not the independence of the other (autrui) accomplished in the ro
being summoned? Is the one to whom one speaks understood from the firs
his being? Not at all. The other (autrui) is not an object of comprehension f
and an interlocutor second. The two relations are intertwined. In other wor
the comprehension of the other (autrui) is inseparable from his invocatio
To comprehend a person is already to speak with him. To posit the existet
of the other (autrui) through letting be is already to have accepted
existence, to have taken account of it. “To have accepted,” “to have
account,” do not come back to comprehension and letting be. Speech delinea
an original relation. It is a question of perceiving the function of language ny
as subordinate to the consciousness that one has of the presence of the oth
(autrui), his neighborliness or our community with him, but rather as t
condition of any conscious grasp.
Of course, it is still necessary to explain why the event of language i
longer situated at the level of comprehension. Indeed, why not broaden
notion of comprehension according to a procedure made familiar by phen
enology? Why not present the invocation of the other (autrui) as the charac (e
istic proper to his comprehension? i “
This we hold to be impossible. For example, the handling of everyd
objectsis interpreted as their comprehension.!” But in this example, broadenti
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distinguishes thought aiming at an object from the tie with a person is that
latter is articulated in the vocative: what is named is at the same time that whi
is called. i

In choosing the term religion - without having pronounced the word Go,
the word sacred - we have initially in mind the meaning which Auguste Co,
gives to this term in the beginning of his Politique positive.° Nothing theolo
cal, nothing mystical, lies hidden behind the analysis that we have just give:
the encounter with the other (autrui), an encounter whose formal structu
was important to underline: the object of the encounter is at once given to
and in society with us; but we cannot reduce this event of sociality to s
property revealed in the given, and knowledge cannot take precedence ‘
sociality. If the word religion should, however, announce that the relation wi
human beings, irreducible to comprehension, is itself thereby distanced f
the exercise of power, whereas it rejoins the Infinite in human faces, then®
accept the ethical resonance of that word and all of its Kantian echoes.

Religion is the relation with a being as a being. It does not consi St
conceiving it as a being or as an act in which a being is already assimilated
if this assimilation were to succeed in disengaging it as a being, in letting it
Nor does religion consist in establishing who knows what belonging, nor
running up against the irrational in an effort to comprehend beings. Is 1
rational reducible to power over an object? Is reason domination by whic
resistance of being as such is surmounted, not in an appeal to this
resistance but as a ruse of the hunter who ensnares all that sucha being con
of strength and irreducibility on the basis of its weaknesses, the abdication
particularity, its place in the horizon of universal being? Is understanding
ruse, understanding belonging to struggle and violence over things, ablk
constitute a human order? Are we not paradoxically accustomed to seeki
struggle the very manifestation of spirit and its reality? But is not the ordk .
reason constituted rather in a situation where “one chats,” where the resistar
of beings qua beings is not broken but pacified?

The concern of contemporary philosophy to liberate human beings from
categories adapted uniquely for things cannot therefore content itself W
notions of dynamism, duration, transcendence, or freedom, as oppose d
those of the static, the inert, the determined, as a description of the hu
essence. In order to say what is human nature, it is not so much a matter
opposing one essence to another. Itis above all a matter of finding a place
the human no longer concerns us from the perspective of the horizon of
that is to say, no longer offers itself to our powers. A being as such (and n
incarnation of universal being) can only be in a relation where we speak to t

[}

being is accessible - as a face.
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5. The Ethical Signification of the Other (Autrui)

[n relation to beings in the opening of being, comprehension finds a
gnification for them on the basis of being. In this sen‘se, it do'es not invoke
these peings but only .names ' the.m,. thus acco.mphs}.un'g a 'vm}ence and a
negation: A partial negation .whlch is v101.ence. Th‘ls partiality is 1nd1'cated by' the
fact that, without disappearing, t.hose beings are in my PoweF. Partial negation,
which is violence, denies the 1ndependen.ce of' a bel'ng: it .belongs. to e
possession is the mode whereby a being, while existing, is partially denied. ‘It is
ot only a question of the fact that the being is an instrument, a tool, that is to
say, 2 means. It is an end also. As consumable, it is nourishment, and in
enjoyment, it offers itself, gives itself, belongs to me. To be sure, vision
[measures my power over the object, but it is already enjoyment. The encounter
with the other (autrui) consists in the fact that despite the extent of my
domination and his slavery, 1do not possess him. He does not enter entirely into
the opening of being where 1 already stand, as in the field of my freedom. It is
not starting from being in general that he comes to meet me. Everything which
comes to me from the other (autrui) starting from being in general certainly
offers itself to my comprehension and possession. 1 understand him in the
framework of his history, his surroundings and habits. That which escapes
comprehension in the other (autrui) is him, a being. I cannot negate him
partially, in violence, in grasping him within the horizon of being in general and
possessing him. The Other (Autrui) is the sole being whose negation can only
announce itself as total: as murder. The Other (Autrui) is the sole being 1 can
wish to kill.

I can wish.2! And yet this power is quite the contrary of power. The triumph
of this power is its defeat as power. At the very moment when my power to kill
realizes itself, the other (autrui) has escaped me. I can, for sure, in killing attain
agoal; I can kill as I hunt or slaughter animals, oras fell trees. But when I have
grasped the other (autrui) in the opening of being in general, as an element of
the world where I stand, where I have seen him on the horizon, 1 have not looked
at him in the face, 1 have not encountered his face. The temptation of total
Negation, measuring the infinity of this attempt and its impossibility - thisis the
Presence of the face. To be in relation with the other (autrui) face to face is to be
nable to kill. It is also the situation of discourse.

- Icf;:ngs are 0_nly things, this is because the relation with them is established

PEI‘sPecIt)-rehenSIOI-L As beings, they let themselves be overtal'<en from the

: ive of being and of a totality that lends them 2a signification. The

Mmediate is not an object of comprehension. An immediate given of con-

SClousness i i, AT

. a cogtradlctlon in terms. To be given is to be exposed to th.e ruse
erstanding, to be seized by the mediation of a concept, by the light of
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being in general, by way of a detour, “in a roundabout way.” To be given is g
signify on the basis of what one is not. The relation with the face, speech, ap
event of collectivity, is a relation with beings as such, as pure beings. :

That the relation with a being is the invocation of a face and already speec}
a relation with a certain depth rather than with a horizon - a breach in
horizon - that my neighbor is the being par excellence, can indeed app 7
somewhat surprising when one is accustomed to the conception of a being
is by itself insignificant, a profile against a luminous horizon and only acquiri
signification in virtue of its presence within this horizon. The face signifi
otherwise. In it the infinite resistance of a being to our power affirms itsel|
precisely against the murderous will that it defies; because, completely nakeg
(and the nakedness of the face is not a figure of style), the face signifies itse
We cannot even say that the face is an opening, for this would be to mak
relative to an environing plenitude.

Can things take on a face? Is not art an activity that lends faces to thin
Does not the facade of a house regard us? The analysis thus far does not suffic
for an answer. We ask ourselves all the same if the impersonal but fascinati
and magical march of rhythm does not, in art, substitute itself for sociality;
the face, for speech.

To comprehension and signification grasped within a horizon, we opp
the signifyingness of the face. Will the brief indications by which we h
introduced this notion allow us to catch sight of its role in comprehension itsel
and of all the conditions which delineate a sphere of relations barely suspected
In any case, that which we catch sight of seems suggested by the practi
philosophy of Kant, to which we feel particularly close. L

In what way the vision of the face is no longer vision but audition a
speech; how the encounter with the face - that is, moral consciousness - can
described as the condition of consciousness tout court and of disclosure; h:
consciousness is affirmed as the impossibility of killing; what are the condition
of the appearance of the face as the temptation and the impossibility of murd
how I can appear to myself as a face; in what manner, finally, the relation wi
the other (autrui) or the collectivity is our relation, irreducible to comprehe -
sion, with the infinite - these are the themes that proceed from this fi
contestation of the primacy of ontology. Philosophical research, in any ca
cannot be content with a mere reflection on the self or on existence. Reflection
offers only the tale of a personal adventure, of a private soul, which retu ns
incessantly to itself, even when it seems to flee itself. The human only lend
itself to a relation that is not a power.
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Transcendence and Height
(1962)

Shortly after the publication of Totalité et infini: Essai sur U'exteriorité (1961), Levinas
invited to speak to the Société Francaise de Philosophie. On January 27, 1962, he
;. ted “Transcendance et hauteur” to the members of the society.' The essay can be
- a succinct summary of the opening arguments of Totality and Infinity from an
1'62!d[grsn,;,logicall perspective. Starting from the classical debate between idealism and
epllsism Levinas argues that both positions are forms of a fundamental monism: both try
:Zareduc,e the plurality of beings to the unity of “the Same?” thus excludir’l,g the o‘therness
of any irreducible “Other.” Levinas borrows the expressions “the‘Same (le Méme) and
«the Other” (Autre) from Plato, who in his dialogue The Sophist had shown that to
quton and to heteron are basic categories, which cannot be reduced to one another' or to
any other category such as “being” or “nonbeing.” Levinas’s characterization of ph.lloso—
phy as the endeavor to assure the triumph of “the Same” encompasses the whole history
of Western philosophy, including Heidegger’s meditation on the difference between
beings and being itself. Traces of another conception of philosophy can be found in
some of the classic texts of that history. Descartes, in the third of his Metaphysical
Meditations, analyzed the irreducibility of the idea of the infinite, an idea found in
human consciousness together with the idea of consciousness itself. Infinity is the
“feature” that immunizes the Other against any assimilation or absorption by the Same,
thus guaranteeing a separation between the two that, at the same time, is a relation.
The phenomenological verification of these seemingly abstract terms and distinc-
tions is given through an analysis of the basic relation between myself and the human
Other (Autrui). I, who am and remain the Same, discover myself as put into question
and under the command of the human Other. The law of my “selfsame” economy, my
auto-nomy, is unseated and subordinated by the law of the Other. The primacy of
hetero-nomy expresses the asymmetry of the relationship between the human other,
which reveals itself to be infinite, and the self, which is a conscience before being a
consciousness. As a philosophy of the Same, ontology must make place for a thought
that begins by recognizing its a priori relation to the height which is revealed in the
other’s face and speech.

Argument

Since Hegel, we are accustomed to thinking that philosophy exceeds the
framework of anthropology. The ontological event accomplished by philoso-
Phy consists in suppressing or transmuting the alterity of all that is Other, in
“niVersalizing the immanence of the Same (le Méme) or of Freedom, in effacing
the boundaries, and in expelling the violence of Being (Etre).

The knowing I is the melting pot of such a transmutation. It is the Same par




