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At several points in his writings, Levinas is implicitly critical of Hobbes’s
view that the political order is required to restrict human bestiality and make
morality possible. In his radio interviews with Philippe Nemo, for example,
Levinas includes this suggestive comment:

It is extremely important to know if society in the current sense of the
term is the result of a limitation of the principle that men are predators
of one another, or if to the contrary it results from the limitation of the
principle that men arefor one another. Does the social, with its institu-
tions, universal forms and laws, result from limiting the consequences
of the war between men, or from limiting the infinity which opens in the
ethical relationship of man to man? (EI 80)1

What is only implied in this quote can be developed into explicit criticisms
of Hobbes’s descriptions of the hypothetical state of nature as a state of
war and his claim that morality depends on the establishment of a political
order. In this essay, I compare Hobbes’s view of human nature and human
relations with Levinas’s radically different description of the fundamental
conditions of human subjectivity. In contrast to Hobbes, I present Levinas’s
claim that the ethical relation of responsibility is prior to and takes priority
over self-interest, self-preservation, and relations of conflict and competition.
As Levinas describes it, ethical responsibility implies a fundamental con-
nection between oneself and others, and this means that community is not
properly understood as an implicit contract among self-interested rational
agents. Rather the human community is best understood as a kinship built
up by multiplying what Levinas describes as the face to face relation and
the responsibility of one for another. I also compare Hobbes’s account of the
minimal moral laws that can only be instituted under the security of a political
order with Levinas’s insistence that ethics cannot be reduced to politics – that
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infinite responsibility is prior to any considerations of prudential reason and
does not depend on any social conventions or political institutions. I conclude
by arguing that Levinas’s emphasis on the primacy of ethical responsibility
provides a more adequate description of human relations and justice in the
human community.

I. Thomas Hobbes: The war of all against all

Hobbes wroteLeviathanin 17th century England during a time of rapid so-
cial, religious, and political change punctuated by civil war. As his subtitle
indicates, he was most concerned with political arguments aimed at restoring
and maintaining order, peace, and security in the commonwealth.2 He asks
his reader to imagine what it would be like to strip away civil society so that
we could observe human beings in the hypothetical state of nature. Hobbes
assumes fundamental scarcity of resources; he argues for relative equality of
needs and desires and relative equality of strength and ability so that the state
of nature is characterized by competition, conflict, the threat of violence, and
a general insecurity of life and the means to live well. Under these conditions,
Hobbes claims that human beings would be self-interested and selfishly mo-
tivated. He says for example, that “of all voluntary acts, the object is to every
man his own good” (L 118); and that “every man by nature seeketh his own
benefit, and promotion” (L 145). Furthermore, according to Hobbes, in the
hypothetical state of nature, the principal end and motive of all human beings
is self-preservation. It is therefore a natural right to use whatever means each
person judges will best preserve his life; thus “every man has a right to every
thing; even to one another’s body” (L 103). Unrestrained self-interest, unlim-
ited natural rights, and “a restless desire of power in all men” (L 80) lead to
diffidence – distrust and dread – and a constant disposition to war. Thus we
come to the famous passage where Hobbes describes the state of nature as
the condition in which “every man is enemy to every man . . . and the life of
man, solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short” (L 100).

Hobbes ignores any natural connections between individuals, and he de-
nies any fundamental interest in the welfare of others. The preservation of
life, one’s own life, is the first and fundamental duty and all moral and polit-
ical obligations are founded on the desire for self-preservation. According to
Hobbes, there are laws of nature, which he also refers to as moral virtues; but
it is clear from his definition that the laws of nature merely dictate the rational
means to preserve one’s life.3 In the context of life-threatening conflict and
competition, reason leads men to see the necessity for moral rules (the laws
of nature) that might permit human beings to live together peacefully. Thus
the fundamental law of nature is to seek peace, and derivative laws include
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keeping one’s covenants, mutual accommodation, gratitude, modesty, equity,
and mercy – the moral virtues that would make social life possible.

Although these laws of nature are immutable and eternal, Hobbes claims
that they do not always bind us to action. He explicitly argues that where life
is not secure, it is contrary to one’s self-interest and self-preservation to fulfill
moral obligations. Thus Hobbes says,

The laws of nature obligein foro interno; that is to say, they bind to a
desire they should take place: butin foro externo; this is, to the putting
them in act, not always. For he that should be modest, and tractable, and
perform all he promises, in such time, and place, where no man else
should do so, should but make himself a prey to others, and procure his
own certain ruin, contrary to the ground of all laws of nature. . . . (L 123)

In other words, the natural laws or moral virtues cannot be effective without
the laws and conventions of civil society that guarantee reciprocity. Thus
according to Hobbes, self-interested inclinations and aversions are primary,
attention to moral obligations is secondary and dependent on the fact that I
cannot meet my own needs without the help (or at least the non-interference)
of others. Ethical life depends on political order and the security of a common
public authority. If we strip away the laws and conventions of civil society,
we might still have the inclination to seek peace and the desire to be kind,
generous, and merciful, but acting on such desires would be contrary to self-
preservation. And since one never gives up the right to self-preservation, the
fundamental conditions of the state of nature remain just beneath the surface
of civil relations, and it is always possible to revert to the brutality, amorality,
and isolation of the natural condition.

Of course, Hobbes insists that he is not giving a historical account of the
natural condition or the actual cause of civil society. Rather he is using a
thought experiment to uncover the defining properties of human nature and
the rational means for maintaining a peaceful, productive, and just society.
His most sympathetic interpreters claim that he is using the hypothetical state
of nature as a warning against the dissolution of political order and authority;
he is describing the inevitable reality of human conflict and mistrust and the
inevitable necessity for political authority to mediate conflict and maintain
civil society.4 But does Hobbes’s thought experiment adequately describe the
fundamental conditions of human existence? Is self-interest the primary mo-
tive and self-preservation the primary aim of human beings? Are reciprocity
and social conventions the necessary conditions for moral responsibility? Are
conflict, competition, and mistrust the only aspects of human relations that
must be taken into account in the constitution of the political order? Does
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an implicit social contract adequately describe the just society? These are
some of the critical questions that can be addressed through a comparison of
Hobbes with Levinas.

II. Emmanuel Levinas: The responsibility of the one for all

As a Lithuanian Jew who emigrated to France in 1923, Levinas witnessed
the horrors of fascism, war, and the Holocaust. Thus although he lacks the
explicit political agenda of Hobbes, he is nevertheless concerned over anal-
ogous problems of war, peace, justice, and the relation between ethics and
politics. These themes are clearly announced in the Preface toTotality and
Infinity where the question of ethics is raised in the light of the violence of
modern politics and war.5 But Levinas does not provide an argument from
experience or an analysis of the tensions between ethics and politics. Like
Hobbes in a sense, Levinas asks us to penetrate beneath our everyday ex-
perience to undertake a complex meditation on the conditions of primordial
human existence. But whereas Hobbes uses a thought experiment to arrive at
the necessary conditions for order and security in civil society, Levinas uses
phenomenological descriptions as part of his effort to uncover the meaning
of human ethical experience in primordial human relations.

In Totality and Infinity, Levinas begins his descriptions of human existence
with what he refers to as “separated being” or self-sufficient egoism. And the
first moment of this egoism, the upsurge of the self, occurs in enjoyment.
According to Levinas, enjoyment is an elemental condition of human being
in a world of plenitude. Every thing I encounter offers itself to enjoyment, and
enjoyment accompanies every use of things. This enjoyment is naive, carefree
and playful, not bound up with any struggle for existence: “. . . it consists in
sinking one’s teeth fully into the nutriments of the world, agreeing to the
world as wealth, releasing its elemental essence” (TI 134). The separated
being is first simply a hungry stomach enjoying the wealth of nutriments that
satisfy hunger.

Although we can imagine hunger in Hobbes’s state of nature, he makes
no mention of enjoyment, nourishment, or satisfaction. By contrast, Levinas
begins with the “animal complacency” of enjoyment, but he is not naive about
plenitude in the world of nourishments. According to Levinas, enjoyment has
no security; and the uncertainties of the future remind the separated being of
its dependence on the things in the world. Levinas says, “The happiness of
enjoyment is stronger than every disquietude, but disquietude can trouble it;
here lies the gap between the animal and the human” (TI 149). The pain of
need, although it refers to the happiness of satisfaction, reminds the separated
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being that the freedom of enjoyment is limited. Thus the analysis expands to
include the necessity of economic existence.

Economic existence requires labor and possession to master the uncer-
tainty of future needs. And these activities are made possible, according to
Levinas, by habitation, by dwelling in a home. Levinas describes the home
as a retreat and a refuge, a place of inwardness and intimacy that provides
rest from labor in the world; the separated being dwells in the familiarity of
nourishments that conform to its needs. But according to Levinas, dwelling is
also characterized by the intimacy and familiarity of a human welcome. This
intimate welcome in the home is produced as gentleness and warmth; it is not
a confrontation but an acceptance and sharing of enjoyment which Levinas
characterizes as discretion. He describes this situation carefully:

And the other whose presence is discreetly an absence, with which is
accomplished the primary hospitable welcome which describes the field
of intimacy, is the Woman. The woman is the condition for recollection,
the interiority of the Home and inhabitation. . . . The Other who wel-
comes in intimacy is not the you [vous] of the face that reveals itself in
a dimension of height, but precisely the thou [tu] of familiarity.. . . This
alterity is situated on another plane than language and nowise represents
a truncated, stammering, still elementary language. On the contrary, the
discretion of this presence includes all the possibilities of the transcen-
dent relationship with the Other. It is comprehensible . . . only on the
ground of the full human personality, which, however, in the woman,
can be reserved so as to open up the dimension of interiority. (TI 155)

Discretion is thus an attribute of “feminine alterity;” it is produced as the cau-
tious reserve of gentle familiarity rather than as a confrontation or challenge.
In the home, the intimate and discrete Other is part of the solitude of egoist
existence.

Of course, there have been some objections to this interpretation of wel-
come in the dwelling as the dimension of the feminine.6 Perhaps in anticipa-
tion of these objections, Levinas says,

The feminine has been encountered in this analysis as one of the cardi-
nal points of the horizon in which the inner life takes place – and the
empirical absence of the human being of “feminine sex” in a dwelling
nowise affects the dimension of femininity which remains open there, as
the very welcome of the dwelling. (TI 158)
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Levinas does not mean to reduce the human status of women but only to use
femininity as one human quality that brings to light the human intimacy, com-
fort, and respite from competition which do not appear in Hobbes’s analysis.
The human relation in the intimacy of the home includes all of the possibil-
ities of equality and even conflict; but it is the possibility of welcome rather
than challenge that makes this relation a significant part of dwelling in the
home. Thus femininity is the attribute of the human being (whether man or
woman) who provides the first welcome, warmth, gentleness, and intimacy
that transform the dwelling into a home.7

The separated being may now move out into the world of plenitude and
labor: grasp, seize, and take away elements to put them in reserve in the home.
By taking possession, by seizing and depositing elements in the home, labor
suspends the uncertain future. As property, elements lose their independence
and become things. But just as intimacy in the home remains part of the
domain of separated being, so also labor and possession are still part of self-
sufficient egoism. The resistance of matter, of the non-I, is already broken
as I labor to relate the element to my own need. In consuming the non-I, I
clearly overcome the resistance of matter as other; but even placing a thing in
my home as a possession defines that thing as mine and as part of my egoist
existing.

So now we have Levinas’s picture of the primordial solitude of the isolated
ego, enjoying the plenitude, laboring to provide some security for enjoyment,
resting in the welcome of the home, but still wholly caught up in egoist ex-
istence. In these first moments of existence, the ego is enchained to itself in
solitude, locked into self-reference in the monotonous series of instants that
make up the present of economic time, and related to a world that is merely
part of that solitude. The solitude of material existence is a circle of desire,
labor, possession, consumption, and new desire. But Levinas insists that this
solitude is a problem. The solitary existent is a burden to itself, occupied with
itself, responsible for itself; it is master of its existing but it remains closed
upon itself in solitude.

Levinas uses the term salvation to refer to an escape from this initial
self-absorption; but according to Levinas, the only true salvation from this
enchainment to oneself occurs in relation to the “indiscreet” Other, in the
face to face relation. Face to face with an other that is absolutely other, an
unknowable mystery, something I cannot grasp, consume, or possess, my
solitude is broken. This Other is not part of my familiar world and does not
share my home. This indiscreet Other calls into question my naive enjoyment
and possession; and this calling into question is manifested in language. The
Other breaks into the closed circle of solitude by speaking to me, by calling
my solitary existence into question. The Other speaks to me from outside
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my material existence, speaks from a transcendent exteriority that Levinas
describes with the terms “height” and “mastery”. Speaking is a generalization
that offers the world to the Other and therefore language is “a primordial
dispossession, a first donation” (a first giving of the world to the Other) (TI
173). Language transforms a world that was wholly mine into a common
world, a world in which things receive a name.

But the constitution of a shared world through language is not the only
outcome of this encounter with the face of the Other. According to Levinas, it
is only in approaching the Other that I attend to myself; it is only in being
attentive to the call of the Other that I can become conscious of myself.
Commanded by the Other, called to respond, I am conscious of myself as
subject to the Other. In speaking to the Other, in responding to the challenge
of the Other, I express myself, reveal myself, and thereby become conscious
of myself. Self-conscious subjectivity can only occur when the solitude of
separated being is broken by the indiscreet Other. The call of the Other brings
the separated being out of egoist solitude and contentment, evokes desire
for transcendence, and gives rise to responsibility. The relationship with the
Other is desire for the Other; and to speak face to face is to offer one’s being
to the Other. Thus Levinas says,

The surpassing of phenomenal or inward existence does not consist in
receiving the recognition of the Other, but in offering him one’s being.
To be in oneself is to express oneself, that is, already to serve the Other.
The ground of expression is goodness. (TI 183)

This is the ethical relation, the relation that breaks through the solitude of
spontaneous egoism and permits self-conscious subjectivity.

Levinas uses the term epiphany to capture the claim that the face is nei-
ther simply seen nor touched, that the face refuses to be comprehended or
contained in my sense experience. Epiphany also describes the situation of
speech, where speaking to one another is arelation that maintains absolute
differenceand separation. As an interlocutor, the Other is free from any theme
and contests any meaning I ascribe to him. The face resists possession, resists
both enjoyment and knowledge. Levinas says, “The expressions the face in-
troduces into the world does not defy the feebleness of my powers, but my
ability for power [Mon pouvoir de pouvoir]” (TI 198). The Other, facing me,
opposes my power to take or consume or comprehend; the Other opposes my
power to kill. But the face of the Other only resists me with what Levinas
calls ethical resistance: “This infinity, stronger than murder, already resists us
in his face, is his face, is the primordial expression, is the first word: ‘you shall
not commit murder’ ” (TI 199). The face presents a purely ethical resistance
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because it is not a matter of perception or of conscious struggle but of a
transcendence, a relation with what is beyond my own material existence.

And this ethical resistance is not merely negative; the Other presents it-
self in expression, speaks to me with both height and humility, surprises me,
appeals to me and solicits my response:

To manifest oneself as a face is toimpose oneselfabove and beyond the
manifested and purely phenomenal form. . . . The being that expresses
itself imposes itself, but does so precisely by appealing to me with its
destitution and nudity – its hunger – without my being able to be deaf to
that appeal. (TI 200)

The face of the Other is naked before me. There is both “mastery” and “poverty”
in the face of the Other that evokes “Desire” in me. My desire for tran-
scendence, desire for something I cannot find in myself, characterizes my
response to the face as transcendent mastery. And desire to give of myself
and my wealth characterizes my response to the face as destitute, as exposed
to me without defense and yet questioning my naive enjoyment. The Other is
the one to whom I owe everything, even my self-conscious subjectivity; and
the face of the Other evokes both submission and generosity in me. Whatever
the possibilities for violence or disregard in relation to the Other, Levinas
insists that this analysis of the ethical relation with the face is primary. The
face speaks, and face to face with the Other, I do not simply contemplate in
silence, I respond.

Confronted by the Other, I come to see my egoism as contingent, my soli-
tary and spontaneous freedom as arbitrary, and I become a self-conscious self
only in my response to the Other, as subject to the Other in an asymmetrical
relation of infinite responsibility. My self-conscious subjectivity is thus con-
stituted as one-for-another. Responsibility is an essential structure of human
subjectivity. I do not assume or take up this responsibility for another; it does
not depend on any act of my will and it is not the result of any rational argu-
ment or implicit contract. I am first responsible for the Other before I am for
myself. The human being does not simply live life satisfied with spontaneous
natural existence; the human being is awakened by the Other and called to
justify its spontaneous consuming and possessing and its natural compulsion
to survive.

It might be objected at this point in my presentation of Levinas, that he
is offering a description of human existence that is merely an alternative to
Hobbes’s description. Levinas’s claims regarding human intimacy and infinite
responsibility for the Other must still be reconciled with the real experiences
of conflict, competition, violence, and mistrust that concern Hobbes. Perhaps
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Hobbes is simply being realistic in his emphasis on the need for a common
power to mediate conflict and enforce moral obligations. But is Hobbes as
realistic in his talk of a covenant or social contract that transfers natural rights
to the sovereign power? How could Hobbes’s self-interested, rational calcu-
lators in a natural condition of diffidence ever come together in the mutual
trust required to make a covenant? Given Hobbes’s description of human
nature, if the implicit social contract were ever dissolved, how could it be
re-established? Someone would have to take the risk of acting first, the risk
of sacrifice for another. Levinas’s description of the face to face relation and
asymmetrical responsibility for the Other is such a moment of generosity. Re-
sponding to the Other without any guarantee of reciprocity makes it possible
to initiate a covenant.8

But this points to a deeper disagreement between Hobbes and Levinas
since Levinas’s appeal to generosity involves an implicit rejection of Hobbes’s
account of human nature and human relations in the state of nature. Hobbes
claims that we are individuals first and social creatures second, that all of the
basic qualities and abilities that define us as human are intrinsic to individu-
als, and that social interactions do not play any essential or necessary role in
forming us as human beings. David Gauthier summarizes these commitments
in his description of Hobbes’s individualism,

. . . individual human beings not only can, but must, beunderstood apart
from society. The fundamental characteristics of men are not products of
their social existence . . . man is social because he is human, not human
because he is social. In particular, self-consciousness and language must
be taken as conditions, not products of society. (Gauthier 138)9

According to this reading of Hobbes, society has instrumental value for in-
dividuals, but cooperative interactions are always primarily based on self
interest and it is irrational to make oneself vulnerable to others. By contrast,
according to Levinas, one is not yet a self-conscious human subject in the
egoistic solitude of material existence; responding to the face of an Other,
speaking face to face, is the only way to become conscious of oneself. There
is not yet any question of prudential reason in one’s vulnerability to the Other;
entrance into self-conscious subjectivity is by way of subjection to the Other
– by way of responding, “Here I am” [ me voici]. And there is no question
of avoiding sociality; one’s being human is commanded by the other; the
situation of speaking face to face constitutes a shared world and marks one’s
entry into the human community.

In addition, Levinas insists that the relation of responsibility for the Other
is fundamental and inescapable. As an essential structure of human subjec-
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tivity, responsibility is prior to any rational calculation and it must be presup-
posed even when we emphasize the realities of conflict and violence among
human beings. He explicitly treats this issue in an essay titled “Ideology and
Idealism” where he says:

I have been speaking about that which stands behind practical moral-
ity; about the extraordinary relation between a man and his neighbor,
a relation that continues to exist even when it is severely damaged. Of
course we have the power to relate ourselves to the other as to an object,
to oppress and exploit him; nevertheless the relation to the other, as
a relation of responsibility, cannot be totally suppressed, even when it
takes the form of politics or warfare. Here it is impossible to free myself
by saying, “It’s not my concern.” There is no choice, for it is always and
inescapably my concern.10

Hobbes admits that the moral virtues are always present as rational inclina-
tions, but he claims that we cannot risk our lives by acting on these inclina-
tions in the natural condition. Levinas insists that the relation of responsibility
for the Other means that we must act on these moral virtues even under con-
ditions of war. Even when the laws and conventions of civil society cannot
provide security or promise reciprocity, we remain responsible.11

But how do we move from this face to face relation to the multiplicity of
social relations that constitute the human community? We cannot be infinitely
responsible for everyone or subject to everyone; nor could we accept that
ethical responsibility was infinitely directed to one Other without regard for
the broader responsibilities to a plurality of others including oneself. Levinas
answers that the face to face relation is not exclusive, never closed to all the
Others. Instead, he claims,

Language as the presence of the face does not invite complicity with the
preferred being, the self-sufficient “I-Thou” forgetful of the universe. . .
The third party looks at me in the eyes of the Other – language is justice
. . . the epiphany of the face qua face opens humanity. (TI 213)

The face of the Other who regards me is first a challenge and an infinite
demand, but also and at the same time, the revelation of any possible human
being. The Other is not my beloved or my friend but the revelation of any
Other. This third party, always present in the face, does not have any specific
feature but remains simply the poor one, the stranger, destitute and naked
and equal because what is revealed in the face is otherness. And here Levinas
points to the fact that the Other who faces me is also the servant of an Other. If
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the Other who faces me is already obliged by another, then I am commanded
to join in this obligation to the third and thereby join in a whole network
of relations to Others. The fact of the third party does not diminish my re-
sponsibility to the Other but multiplies it so that my ethical responsibility is
extended to concern for the needs of all the Others. As Levinas says in his
later work,Otherwise than Being or Beyond Essence,

In no way is justice . . . a degeneration of the for-the-other, a diminution,
a limitation of anarchic responsibility . . . justice remains justice only in
a society where there is no distinction between those close and those far
off, but in which there also remains the impossibility of passing by the
closest. The equality of all is borne by my inequality, the surplus of my
duties over my rights. The forgetting of self moves justice. (OTB 159)12

I am thus answerable for all. And Levinas offers a second formulation of his
implicit criticism of Hobbes: “It is then not without importance to know if
the egalitarian and just State in which man is fulfilled (and which is to be set
up, and especially to be maintained) proceeds from a war of all against all, or
from the irreducible responsibility of the one for all, and if it can do without
friendships and faces” (OTB 159–160).

Thus the face to face relation is not only the putting in question of my
naive enjoyment or the call to responsibility; it is also the institution of human
community and the call to justice. Levinas insists that the human community
instituted by language, must be understood as a kinship, a community built up
from the face to face relation. It is infinite responsibility rather than unlimited
natural rights that must be modified by the just institutions, conventions, and
laws of society. Based on the priority of responsibility, justice involves the
attempt to address the needs and define the responsibilities of each person.

And justice is not the last word. Again in implicit rejection of Hobbes,
Levinas claims that the political order is not enough to secure morality. There
is a violence in all our efforts to institute justice, a violence that must be
modified by charity, apology, and mercy. Ethics must retain the role of chal-
lenging the universal laws and institutions of the political order, maintaining
the human faces and the proximity that permits human beings to constantly
seek a better justice. Levinas’s view of human society is that of a commu-
nity peopled by men, women, and children, lovers, friends, neighbors, and
strangers who are not only and not primarily involved in relations of conflict
but are primarily involved in the extended kinship of responsibility for one
another.
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III. Conclusion

Thus we can see the radical reversal of priority and vision between Hobbes
and Levinas. Hobbes’s materialism leads him to present human beings as
self-interested, autonomous individuals who are primarily motivated by the
desire to preserve their lives. Hobbes emphasizes scarcity, violent competi-
tion, and constant insecurity as the natural human condition. The desire for
self-preservation under such conditions leads human beings to enter into a
self-interested agreement that institutes an absolute sovereign with the power
to mediate conflict and make contracts and cooperation possible. In Hobbes’s
account of the state of nature, there is no natural ground for cooperation other
than fear of death; there is no ground for responsiveness to others since this
sets up an irrational vulnerability; and there is no ground for moral respon-
sibility since this is also irrational and impractical until there is a coercive
political order with the power to enforce contracts.

By contrast, according to Levinas, the primordial relations between human
beings are not material relations of conflict and competition. Levinas claims
that we are not ‘allergic egoisms’ competing for scarce resources and intent
on preserving our lives and freedom against hostile others. Although it may be
true that human beings have a strong desire to preserve their lives, it is crude
and simplistic to claim that this desire is prior to all other desires in every-
one. Levinas provides a more adequate account of material existence and
human relations – an account that includes both human intimacy and human
conflict. He describes a fundamental generosity and responsiveness to oth-
ers that provides the ground for human sociality and cooperation. He claims
that the possibility of ethical responsibility implies a primordial connection
between oneself and others, and he traces this connection to a description
of individuals who are constituted as self-conscious subjects in relation to
one another, in the face to face relation of responsibility. We are not first
autonomous, rational, self-interested individuals; we are social creatures who
only become self-conscious individuals in relation to others. Responsiveness
and responsibility are constitutive of human subjectivity and are therefore
always present even under the worst conditions of conflict and competition.

According to Levinas, again in implicit opposition to Hobbes, ethics can-
not be reduced to politics; ethical responsibility cannot depend upon social
conventions or the security of a political order. One of the real problems for
Hobbes’s political theory is the initial covenant that institutes the political
order; people who are incapable of keeping their promises and contracts in the
state of nature must somehow make a covenant to escape the state of nature.
If this problem is solved by a strictly self-interested agreement to institute
a sovereign, then the resulting moral and political order depends solely on
maintaining an external coercive power. Any breakdown of the political order
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– in war, for example – implies that moral responsibility is suspended in favor
of self-interested self-preservation. Thus, despite his claims that the moral
laws are eternal and immutable, Hobbes makes morality dependent on social
conventions and political institutions; he makes it irrational to demand moral
behavior apart from the security of a well-policed civil society.

By contrast, according to Levinas, responsibility for others is prior to
the security of civil society. Properly understood, the ethical relation of in-
finite responsibility is entirely outside experience and prior to self-conscious
subjectivity.13 Only the traces of this prereflective and primordial human
condition are available to us. We can imagine a solitude prior to the origin
of self-consciousness because we can be wholly absorbed in momentary en-
joyments. The trace of the insecurity that troubles this solitary enjoyment
remains in everyday hunger pangs. In moments of illness, physical pain or
pleasure, moments when we are wholly absorbed in corporeal sensible ex-
istence, we experience the trace of the enchainment to oneself that Levinas
ascribes to egoist solitude. There are traces of the familiarity of a human
welcome in a shared home; and there are traces of the absolute alterity of the
Other in the face of a stranger, traces of an otherness that escapes the human
effort to comprehend. Our everyday relations with one another, including
simply speaking to one another, bear witness to the face to face relation.
Responsibility for the Other is a goodness we do not always find in ourselves;
and yet we find the desire for this goodness and the traces of this goodness
in our compassion, generosity, charity, and occasional self-sacrifice. Utopian
concern for the Other is “out of place in this world” and yet it manifests itself
in conscience, cutting through rational self-interest. The cry of the Other
opens the self to the interhuman order and interrupts complacent and self-
satisfied existence. As a condition of human subjectivity, moral responsibility
for others cannot be set aside; it precedes the political order and remains in
force even when there is no external coercion to guarantee one’s contracts
or preserve one’s life. Thus even under the brutal conditions of war, outside
of any political order, and before any considerations of prudential egoism or
practical reason, we remain responsible.

Finally, even though Levinas does not offer a complete social philosophy,
his work provides a more adequate conception of justice within the social
and political institutions of the human community. As in all social contract
theories, Hobbes presents a rational reconstruction of the state as an entity
that is created and maintained by human beings in order to provide order and
justice. But under Hobbes’s account of human nature and human psychology,
the state is most needed to mediate conflict and make contracts and cooper-
ation possible. If we are naturally self-interested and violently competitive,
then the just society can only place minimal but necessary limitations on our
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self-interested competition and protect some set of individual rights based on
an abstract equality. But I have used Levinas’s account to argue that human
beings are not primarily violent or self-interested. Outside of any political
order, we are still interdependent and capable of generosity and cooperation
with one another. The human community is not merely a voluntary associa-
tion of individuals who agree to non-interference and limited cooperation for
common goals. The human community is constituted by language, by speak-
ing to one another in the face to face relation that maintains responsibility and
respects difference. No social contract is necessary to construct the human
community. But social and political institutions are still needed to realize the
equality and distribute the infinite responsibilities that arise in the face-to-face
relation. An adequate conception of justice, therefore, involves more than a
judgment between the conflicting rights of anonymous and faceless citizens.
Justice must be rooted in the necessary responsibility of the face-to-face rela-
tion; it must include social, economic, and political institutions that attempt
to address the needs of each person. Equality and universal justice must be
realized without ignoring differences, and this means that the institutions of
the political order must be held in check by the responsibility of a unique I
to a unique Other – a responsibility that might call for something other than
universality would demand. Thus even in the necessary administration of just
laws and social institutions, the face-to-face relation, the ethical relation of
responsibility has a primacy and priority that cannot be effaced.
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