Time and the Other - Emmanuel Levinas

Time and the Other is a collection of four lectures first given in 1946/47 in Paris. Part one discusses the emergence of the existent out of pure existing (what Levinas calls the there is) through an event called the hypostasis. The there is is not to be thought of as pure nothingness, rather it is pure being without the chance of nothingness. The hypostasis is a tear in this infinite being which occurs in a non-temporal present and yields the subjective consciousness. Levinas continues to analyse the subject thus revealed through solitude as an ego irremissibly referring to itself.
Part two turns to the world into which the ego appears. Our relationship to things in the world is characterised by enjoyment, not Heidegger’s instrumentality. However, when the subject encounters objects in the world, they never appear as things completely separate from it. Rather, things, which are always seen from a particular point of reference, only refer back to the subject which encounters them. They therefore cannot free the ego from itself.
In part three Levinas identifies suffering and pain as constitutive of the work the subject must do in order to derive enjoyment from things. This, in turn, leads him to death, which he analyses as a wholly other event, that is to say, an event which forever remains separate from us (unlike objects in the world) and is therefore fundamentally unknowable. Death is not the end of life; rather, it is the loss of the mastery of the existent over existence, that against which the subject is no longer able to be able. Death is always future, but this future isn’t temporal yet because it lacks a connection with the present. The connection turns out to be the face-to-face encounter with the Other. Finally, death is beyond our experience but there is a concrete situation in which we find ourselves face to face with absolute alterity; namely, the encounter with other people.
Part four describes the encounter with the Other through eros and fecundity. The former arises through the encounter with the feminine, in which the subject, while being in a relationship with alterity that is characterised by passivity, is able to retain something of its subjectivity. The latter refers to paternity, in which the ego (father) stands before an Other (the son) that is pure alterity but at the same time, is in some way also itself (because the father does not have a son, he is his son). This is the final liberation of the ego from the burden of being itself in solitude.             


Part One

The Solitude of Existing
Levinas stresses that despite the fact we are almost constantly, our whole lives, surrounded by beings and things, we are fundamentally in solitude, which he defines as the “indissoluble unity between the existent and its work of existing.” So, “to be is to be isolated by existing.” The event in which an existent “contracts existence” he calls hypostasis.

Existing Without Existents
Levinas holds that for Heidegger, existing (Being) can only be grasped in existents (beings) and an existing without existents would seem absurd to him. Yet, he points out that Heidegger’s own understanding of Dasein as being “thrown” (Geworfenheit) into the world already suggests an “existence that precedes it”. So what is this existing without existents?
Levinas calls it the there is and approaches it by first asking us to imagine what is left when all “things, beings and persons, [return] to nothingness.” What remains is “something that is neither subject nor substantive” nor is it ever attached to an object. In this respect it is both anonymous and impersonal. The there is is not “the indeterminate ground spoken of in philosophy textbooks, where perception carves out things” because this ground is “already a being – an entity – a something.” The there is is also characterised by eternity since, without a subject, it can have no starting point.
Insomnia reveals something similar to the nature of the there is in that it leaves the non-sleeper in a situation in which there is no escape; “Vigilance without end… [no] refuge in unconsciousness”. The individual is suspended in a semi-conscious state almost devoid of self, where time has no presence. 
Levinas continues talking of the there is by emphasising that it is “being without nothingness, which leaves no hole and permits no escape.” Even suicide, which is typically considered a final expression of mastery over being, then fails to confer this mastery because nothingness is impossible; “Being is evil not because it is finite but because it is without limits.” He contrasts this with Heidegger’s understanding of anxiety as the experience of nothingness. For Levinas then, if death means nothingness, anxiety is therefore “the fact that it is impossible to die”.
The above characterisation of the there is as “vigilance” may seem strange, as if pure existing were somehow endowed with a consciousness but Levinas overcomes this by suggesting that consciousness is not merely “vigilance” but “the possibility of tearing itself away from vigilance… a vigilance backed against a possibility of sleep”. It is this possibility of withdrawing from being that constitutes consciousness.

Hypostasis
Hypostasis is the way an existent comes to be. It is a “rupture of the anonymous vigilance of the there is”. Levinas notes that while he won’t be able to explain why this happens (“There is no physics in metaphysics”), he will be able to show its significance.
He describes the hypostasis as a “mastery over existing”. This event takes place in the present, not in the temporal sense, we are still some way from introducing time into being, but in the sense that it is a “rip in the infinite beginningless and endless fabric of existing.” Levinas calls the present in this sense, “not a matter of… already constituted time… but… the function of the present… It is like an ontological schema.”
Levinas also mentions the “I” here. Initially, at the hypostasis, the ego is not an existent; rather, it is “a mode of existing itself” and although the “I”, and the present, will become existents, neither actually exist yet. At this state, the present, the “I”, and consciousness all refer to the hypostasis. 
To the extent that this discussion is beyond experience it is also necessarily beyond phenomenology.     

Solitude and Hypostasis
Solitude, as articulated here, is found in the unity of the existent and the existing. It has nothing to do with other people. But this means that while it is a “despair and an abandonment” (because the existent is one), because it is the “existent’s mastery over existing”, it is also a “virility, a pride and a sovereignty”. This often gets overlooked in existential analyses.

Solitude and Materiality
Materiality is not originally the body; rather, it is the way the “existent is occupied with itself.” That is what the hypostasis is, a mastery of existing by an “existent that is identical to itself – that is to say, alone.” Levinas goes on to describe this identity as an “enchainment to itself” and one which paradoxically limits the freedom of the free being, which is already no longer free because it is, and cannot not be, responsible for itself.
In the present, when the existent separates itself from the existing, a “relationship between Ego and Self” arises and it is this which Levinas sees as materiality. Ontologically speaking, materiality is not physical matter; rather, it is the weighing down of the Ego with itself, the heaviness that the existent takes on in coming into existence.  


Part Two

Everyday Life and Salvation
Levinas looks at the antinomy that exists between solitude and sociality. “Each of them claims the rank of a universal experience and manages to account for the other, referring to it particularly as the degradation of an authentic experience.” If we consider solitude the foundational human experience, anything community-related or collective appears as a fall or inauthentic (viz. Heidegger). Of course, the opposite is also true. If community is foundational, solitude is an “ostrichlike position”. 
The way that Levinas has connected solitude to materiality (arising from a situation where we are chained to ourselves) allows us to “understand in what sense the world and our existence in the world constitute a fundamental advance of the subject in overcoming the weight that it is to itself, in overcoming it’s materiality – that is to say, in loosening the bond between the self and the ego.”

Salvation Through the World – Nourishments 
Levinas’ claim is that everyday existence, simply living in the world, creates an “interval… between the ego and the self. The identical subject does not return to itself immediately.” What does this mean?
Heidegger considered the world as an ensemble of tools all of which are used in actions which ultimately refer to our care for existing. However, Levinas claims the world isn’t comprised of tools; rather, it is first and ultimately an “ensemble of nourishments… To stroll is to enjoy the fresh air, not for health but for the air.” Our relationship with the things in the world is characterised by enjoyment, not usefulness.  
So, while in the hypostasis, the subject is weighed down by itself, in the world, “instead of a return to itself, there is a “relationship with everything that is necessary for being.” The subject separates from itself.” In this sense then, living in the world frees the subject from its initial materiality because it “permits it [the subject] to exist at a distance from itself.” 
One final point to note here is that light, as the means by which the world appears to us, is a prerequisite for this to happen.

The Transcendence of Light and Reason
This interval we have noted between the ego and itself is not a permanent salvation; it is both given by light but also at the same time absorbed by light. How? Light is “that through which something is other than myself, but already as if it came from me.” When we encounter things in the world, they never appear as strange things completely separated from us; rather, we encounter/understand/interpret/use them as things for us. In this, “reason and light… [ensure the subject is] the sole and unique point of reference for everything.” Since we encounter everything from a unique point of reference, nothing in the world is truly exterior, which is to say, living in the world never gets us out of solitude. We end up back where we began. Reason and knowledge never free the ego from its materiality. 
To achieve true salvation (or redemption, as Levinas calls it here) we would need to encounter “an event that stops its everyday transcendence from falling back upon a point that is always the same.”


Part Three

Work
In order to derive enjoyment from the objects in the world we must “take hold of an object – that is, one must work with one’s hands.” This work reduces to effort, which in its essence is “pain and sorrow” and these are the “phenomena to which the solitude of the existent is finally reduced.”
Levinas points out another difference his philosophy has with Heidegger’s here in that whereas Heidegger analysed the tool in its instrumental being, he considers the tool (the modern tool being the machine) in the way it supresses work, bringing objects before us more easily. 

Suffering and Death
Levinas states that his analysis of solitude will now proceed through the “pain of need and work, not… the anxiety of nothingness”. In addition, his focus when discussing pain or suffering will be on the physical, as opposed to moral suffering, because in the latter there is a chance of retaining “dignity” and therefore a measure of freedom from the burden of existence, whereas in the former “engagement in existence is without any equivocation… In suffering there is an absence of all refuge. It is the fact of being directly exposed to being. It is made up of the impossibility of fleeing or retreating… suffering is the impossibility of nothingness.”  
In addition to this though, in suffering, there is also the “proximity of death”, something more that we must be uneasy about. However, this uneasiness is not merely the idea that pain can lead to death, rather, it is that we are coming up to something unknown, something “impossible to translate into terms of light”. 
Death is not a nothingness, it is an unknown “correlative to an experience of the impossibility of nothingness” but where the latter takes place in the light, death has nothing to do with the light. In other words, we suddenly find ourselves in relation with something which does not come from ourselves (in the light of reason and knowledge), we are in “relationship with mystery.”
Needless to say, this is the opposite of the Heideggerian notion of being toward death in which death is the “uttermost possibility of existence, which precisely makes possible all other possibilities”. In other words, while death for Heidegger is “an event of freedom”, Levinas sees it as “something absolutely unknowable… foreign to all light, [and] rendering every assumption of possibility impossible”. 

Death and the Future
Death is never present. This is because when it is we are not, but this is not “just because I am nothingness, but because I am unable to grasp.” The present/hypostasis is our mastery over existing but death marks the end of this mastery, again not because I am nothingness (of which we can know nothing), but because my activity has been reduced to passivity and my responsibility to irresponsibility. “To die is to return to this state of irresponsibility”. It is, in some sense, a reversal of the hypostasis, of our mastery of existence. In this, death is always the future. 
The hero for Levinas is the one who always looks for and seizes a last chance before death, the one who never gives up. “Death is thus never assumed, it comes. Suicide is a contradictory concept.” How could it be otherwise, when death is the unknowable, the ungraspable, by definition? 

The Event and the Other
Death is not “a reality against which nothing can be done… realities exceeding our strength already arise in the world of light. What is important about the approach of death is that at a certain moment we are no longer able to be able. It is exactly thus that the subject loses its very mastery as a subject.”
This all means that our mode of existing is such that “an event can happen to us that we no longer assume”. In other words, the approach of death indicates a relation with “something that is absolutely other… something whose very existence is made of alterity.” The solitude of our existence is thus “not confirmed by death but broken by it.”
Surprisingly, we must conclude from this that “existence [itself] is pluralist.” Obviously, this cannot mean a plurality of existents but somehow a “plurality insinuates itself into the very existing of the existent”.
So, death is alterity. Because of this our “relationship with the other is not an idyllic and harmonious relationship of communion, or a sympathy through which we put ourselves in the other’s place… the relationship with the other is a relationship with a Mystery.”
In addition, only a being who has gone through suffering (work/effort), and has therefore been confronted by death, will be able to have a “relationship with the other”. Since death, as the other, is completely removed from the “world of light”, we must find ways to characterise it that “contrast strongly with the relationships that describe light.” Levinas identifies eros as something which “strong as death, will furnish us with the basis of an analysis of this relationship with mystery”.
Finally, this analysis of death has revealed that it, as other, is fundamentally ungraspable, and the same can be said of the future. Levinas thus rejects all philosophical attempts to describe the future as “anticipation” or “projection”. This means that it is “impossible to speak of time in a subject alone, or to speak of a purely personal duration.”

Other and the Other [Alterity and the Other (person)]
If death is wholly alterity, how can it be my death? “How can a being enter into relation with the other without allowing its very self to be crushed by the other?” We are looking for how it is possible to experience the other (death) while retaining the freedom acquired by hypostasis; “where… the event happens and yet the subject, without welcoming it, as one welcomes a thing or object, faces up to the event.”
Levinas will proceed (in part four) to describe a concrete situation where this precise situation plays out; namely, in the relationship with the Other (person). 

Time and the Other (person)
“The future that death gives, the future of the event, is not yet time.” If this future is to become time, it must “enter into relationship with the present.” But what can tie these two things together? We will see that this is accomplished in the “face-to-face with the Other… The condition of time lies in the relationship between humans, or in history.” 


Part Four

Power and Relationship with the Other
As we have seen, the abyss between the present and death does not lie in the fact that death cuts existence short, but “the fact that the ego is absolutely without initiative in the face of it.” Living forever, therefore, will not vanquish death. “Vanquishing death is to maintain, with the alterity of the event, a relationship that must still be personal.” This personal relationship is the subject’s “power over the world”, a power possessed that does not give up it’s personality. But how can such a relation of power or mastery be achieved in a relationship with the alterity of death where the subject is passive? “Is there another mastery in the human other than the virility of grasping the possible, the power to be able?” Levinas has already identified this in the relation that is the relationship with the Other, to which he will now turn.  

Eros
Levinas is searching for a specific situation in our relations with the Other in which alterity appears not merely as an “opposition of two species of the same genus” but “where alterity would be borne by a being in a positive sense, as essence”. He finds this in the feminine and the connection to it in eros.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Presumably the situation would be reversed for women, who would see alterity in the masculine. Curiously, Levinas never mentions this though. ] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]The difference between the sexes is not merely a contradiction of two poles which lead from one to the other, nor a duality of two terms which make a pre-existing whole; rather, it represents “an insurmountable duality of beings [which] does not... neutralize alterity but preserves it... The other as other is not here an object that becomes ours or becomes us; to the contrary, it withdraws into its mystery.”
The feminine is not just the unknowable but a “mode of being that consists in slipping away from the light.” Nor is it, as alterity, a “being we encounter that menaces us or wants to lay hold of us… Alterity makes for all its power. Its mystery constitutes its alterity.” In addition, the Other is not posited as a freedom identical to mine from which alterity is then deduced; rather, the Other is alterity at its essence.
So, we have seen that the existent arises in the subjective and in consciousness (through the hypostasis). Alterity, on the other hand, while being “on the same level as, but in meaning opposed to, consciousness”, is accomplished in the feminine, which is not an existent, as such, but a modesty, in that it shies away from the light.  
Eros is unique among relationships. “It is neither a struggle, nor a fusion, nor a knowledge… It is a relationship with… mystery”, but at the same time, even though in eros “one can no longer be able, the subject is still a subject”. I take this to mean that the subject is still a subject but not exactly the same subject it was before, or not in the same way it was before, in the present. This is something close to what Levinas started part four looking for; a victory over death.
As a part of an analysis of eros, Levinas briefly considers a phenomenology of voluptuousness. The caress is a seeking, but a seeking that “does not know what it seeks.” It is the anticipation of something “always inaccessible, and always still to come… [a] pure future without content.” 

Fecundity
After having identified in eros as femininity a way for the subject to confront alterity so that while it loses its ability to be able, it nevertheless remains a subject (although perhaps not the same subject), Levinas now wants to find a way for the subject to stand before a “pure event, a pure future, which is death, where the ego can in no way be able – that is, can no longer be an ego –… a situation where nonetheless it is possible for it to remain an ego.” This seems to be something similar to what eros gave him but stronger – a way for the ego to face the alterity of a you “without being absorbed or losing myself in that you… [and not losing] the ego that I am in my present – that is to say, an ego that inevitably returns to itself”. There is only one way for this to happen; paternity.
“Paternity is the relationship with a stranger who, entirely while being Other, is myself, the relationship of the ego with a myself who is nonetheless a stranger to me… I do not have my child; I am in some way my child.” But it is not just the “renewal of the father in the son… it is also the father’s exteriority in relation to the son” that demonstrates what Levinas calls the “fecundity of the ego” and liberates the ego.  











