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assessed by whether a computer’s responses seem human to
its interlocutor. In what way does an Other person’s freedom
to respond forever transcends the programming of any auto-
mated network?
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A Levinasian critique of technology would require a med-
itation on The Turing Test, in which artificial intelligence is
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Throughout his writing', the French philosopher Emmanuel
Levinas uses the term anarchy to critique different modes of
temporal, thematic, and political ordering. After an explo-
ration of the Greek meanings of anarcian, this paper discusses
the way that Levinas uses anarchy to point towards an ethical
responsibility that arises before the political time of history.
This interruption of time also disrupts the self’s ownership
of personal private property. The political ramifications of
Levinas’ distinction between autarchy, the selfish assertion of
absolute ownership, and anarchy is illuminated by compar-
ison with the works of various anarchists. Lastly, Levinas’
development of the notion of anarchy is historically situated
among the actual anarchist events unfolding around him.

The Anarchism of the Other Person?

Reading Emmanuel Levinas for his anarchism may at first seem
like an improbable task. Most attempts to think the political in
Levinas have sought to bolster the ethical imperatives of the
liberal state or to justify the oftentimes questionable — some-
times horrible — actions of the state of Israel. Certain writ-
ers have reduced Levinas’ profound cry for ethics to a dull
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moralism, a rhetorical rod used to beat down various trends
of radical thought. As Simon Critchley remarks, “There is a
danger in the canonization of Levinas ... as some sort of apol-
ogist for a conservative republicanism whose vapid universal-
ism would somehow be caught in Levinas’s slogan ‘ethics is
first philosophy’”® To the extent that Levinas might indicate
support for such interpretations, this paper questions whether
even he himself should be considered an authoritative inter-
preter of his own writing. As works passed on from genera-
tion to generation through an anonymous public sphere, they
are radically vulnerable to critique, reinterpretation, commen-
tary, and exegesis. Any responsible reading of Levinas’ writ-
ing must necessarily hold it up to judgment and reappropriate
the legacy of what has been said in order to say again. As a re-
sponse to the messianic urging that inspires Levinas, this paper
will attempt to smash any interpretations that simply idolize
his work in order to produce a new, iconoclastic reading.

anarcian

Levinas employs the word “anarchy” in all of his post-war writ-
ings as a counterpoint to both temporal and thematic orders,
but in his 1968 essays Humanism and An-archy and Substitu-
tion, he focuses more closely on how one may state this an-
archy in a final term. In Substitution, he defines ontological
self-consciousness as a movement that loses and finds itself
through “an ideal principle, an arch”* His usage of Greek ter-
minology seems to be a deliberate attempt to engage philos-
ophy at its Greek origin in the same manner as Martin Hei-
degger. Heidegger, and Reiner Schiirmann after him, argue
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that the term arché enters the philosophical lexicon with Aris-
totle. Aristotle begins Physics — which Heidegger considers
the foundation of Western metaphysics — by explaining that
all scientific knowledge, episteme, derives from a proper ac-
quaintance with arche. Whereas Aristotle describes the his-
tory of Greek thought as a series of attempts to define the true
nature of physical arche, many commentators have suggested
that Aristotle himself retrospectively imposed this origin upon
previous thinkers in order to position his own philosophy as
the culmination of a distinguished legacy.

Heidegger and Schiirmann criticize the Aristotelian notion
of arché for correlating the inception of a phenomenon with its
domination by a principle. In the same manner that “to lead”
can both signify “to initiate” and “to rule”, the term arché has al-
ways been used — even in the most ancient Greek writings — to
signify both a commencement and a political authority. Aris-
totle refers to these everyday significations in Book D of the
Metaphysics, defining arché as the commencement of motion,
the preliminary manifestation from nature, the first knowable
part, and the creation by something external. Among these
meanings of arché as origination, Aristotle defines arché in an-
other sense as rulership: “that in accordance with whose delib-
erate choice that which is moved is moved, such as magistra-
cies, authorities, and despotisms.”[5]

The collusion of the inceptive and dominative meanings of
arche are further illuminated in Politics. Throughout the book,
Aristotle employs the fundamental distinction between whole
and part to rationalize domination. He explains that the parts
of a polis consist of households, and that part of the art of
household management, oikonomos (economy), is acquiring
property. The first kind of property Aristotle discusses is the
slave, explaining that it is also the part of a whole. “Again, a
possession is spoken of as a part is spoken of; for the part is
not only a part of something else, but wholly belongs to it;
and this is also true of a possession. The master is only the



master of the slave; he does not belong to him, whereas the
slave is not only the slave of his master, but wholly belongs
to him.”> Because the slave is always compelled to maintain
his exclusive relationship of servitude to his master, one can
consider his very existence to be subsumed by his master’s
existence. Aristotle further justifies slavery by founding the
arche of rulership upon the arché of genesis. “Authority and
subordination are conditions not only inevitable but also
expedient: in some cases things are marked out from the
moment of birth to rule or to be ruled”® (kai euthus ek genetés
enia diestéke ta men epi to arche sthai ta d’ epi to arche in.) He
similarly naturalizes the domination of husbands over wives
and of fathers over children using the same logic and the same
doubling of arche.’

Whereas Aristotle insists that the dominative arché of men
over women emerges from an original arche, the first active
political (or antipolitical) usage of the term “anarchy” seems to
have emerged from the speech of a female. Although the nom-
inative anarchos does occur in the earliest Greek composition,
Homer’s Iliad, it typically describes a faction’s lack of leader.
The word was also used to describe years in which no Archon
(magistrate) was elected to direct Athens. The poem of Par-
menides, written approximately 300 years after Homer’s Iliad
and approximately 150 years before Aristotle’s Physics, uses
the term anarchos to signify “without beginning.” Roughly con-
temporary with Parmenides, the word also occurs in Aeschy-
lus’ drama Seven Against Thebes. In contrast to the privative
usages of the term, the tragic character Antigone employs the
term in the accusative, declaring that not only is she willing to
risk punishment for burying her brother, she “is not ashamed
to act in anarchist opposition to the rulers of the city” (oud’

> Aristotle, Politics, in The Basic Works of Aristotle, 1254 a 12-17.
® Aristotle, Politics 1255 b 7-10.
7 Aristotle, Politics 1259 a 36 — b 16.

workers during May ‘68, Levinas asserts, “To affirm that the
working man is not negotiable, that he can not be bargained
about, is to affirm that which begins a revolution.”®’

The radicals of ‘68, and indeed all revolutionaries “who best
merit the name revolutionary,®® are characterized by their ca-
pacity to substitute ethically their selves for the suffering of
other people. Whenever people stand up to power, they do
so not merely to fight for their own rights or for the politics
of their own identities. Instead, they willingly stand in for the
other, declaiming the injustice shown unto him. One hears this
sentiment all over the world in every revolutionary statement.
For Levinas, the most poignant example of this revolutionary
sincerity occurred when the revolutionary masses proclaimed
“We are all German Jews” to protest the government’s refusal to
allow anarchist Daniel Cohn-Bendit, the son of two Jews who
had narrowly escaped Nazi Germany, from reentering France
because was not a legal citizen of any country. As an ethical
substitution for the suffering of the foreigner, the stranger, the
Other, revolution is the most profound ethical responsibility of
anarchy. As one May 68 graffito explained, “We must destroy
and replace the system when it falls into a position of weakness,

not just for our own sakes but for the future of humanity”®
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suffering of the Other. “Youth, which the philosopher loves, is
the ‘before being, the ‘otherwise than being’”®* He explains®*

The youth is the break in a context, the trenchant, Niet-
zschean prophetic word, without status in being. Yet it is
not arbitrary, for it has come from sincerity, that is, from
responsibility for the other. This unlimited responsibility is
not felt as a state of the soul, but signifies in the oneself of
the self, consuming itself, the subjectivity of the subject, as
embers covered with ashes - and blazing up into a living
torches. The responsibility, a wound smarting with cruelties
and evils suffered by others, characterizes our epoch as much
as these very cruelties and evils. Youth consisted in contesting
a world long since denounced. ... Able to find responsibilities
under the thick stratum of literature that undo them, youth
ceased to be the age of transition and passage and is shown to
be man’s humanity.

According to Levinas, political radicalism ultimately finds its
origin in this anarchical responsibility for other people. Revo-
lution does not come from mere activism, from violent over-
throw, or even from self-sacrifice. These are also qualities ad-
mired by fascists — today, by terrorists. Instead, “Revolution
must be defined by its content, by values: revolution takes
place when one frees man; that is, revolution takes place when
one tears man away from economic determinism”® Accepting
responsibility for economic and social injustice is at the root
of radicalism. Levinas identifies the degradation of the worker
with the alterity of the other, saying “the economic depriva-
tion of the proletarian - to be sure, his condition as one who
is exploited — constitutes this absolute stripping of the other
as other”®® Alluding to the solidarity between students and

53 Levinas, “No Identity; 147.

6 Levinas, “No Identity, 151.

% Levinas, “Judaism and Revolution” (in Nine Talmudic Readings, trans.
Annette Aronowicz. Bloomington: Indiana Univ. Press, 1990), 102.

% Levinas, “Ideology;” 243.
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aischunomai echous’ apiston ténd’ anarchian polei).? Fifty years
later, Sophocles confirms this image of Antigone as the first
anarchist when Creon condemns Antigone, asserting “there
is no evil worse than anarchy” (anarchias de meizon ouk estin
kakon.)’

In the myth of Antigone, Creon — whose very name sig-
nifies “ruler” in Greek — represents the power of the State.
Creon’s foundation of the polis can be understood through Carl
Schmitt’s description of the political as the distinction between
friend and enemy, “the utmost degree of intensity of a union or
separation, of an association or disassociation”!’ His inaugu-
ration speech is a long meditation on the significance of friend-
ship and enmity. “Anyone thinking another man more a friend
than his own fatherland, I rate him nowhere ... I would not
count any enemy of my fatherland as a friend”!! Creon con-
cludes his inauguration speech with a law that establishes the
boundaries of the political. “I here proclaim to the city that this
man shall no one honor with a grave. ... But he that is loyal to
the state in death shall have my honor”!? Through this edict,
Creon effectively incorporates the memory and the body of one
of Oedipus’ sons within the physical borders of the State as its
historical friend; he incorporates the memory and the body of
the other son by excluding him beyond the physical borders of
the State as its historical enemy.

Rather than opposing civic morality to family morality as
Hegel asserts, Creon explicitly correlates political leadership
with patriarchal domination. Every fraternal citizen must

¥ Aeschylus, Seven Against Thebes, trans. H. W. Smyth, (Cambridge:
Harvard Univ. Press, 1926), 1035-6.

? Sophocles, Antigone, Antigone, trans. David Greene, (Chicago. Univ.
of Chicago, 1991), 673.

10 Carl Schmitt, The Concept of the Political, trans. George Schwab
(Chicago: Univ. Of Chicago Press, 1976), 26.

! Sophocles, Antigone, 182-187.

12 Sophocles, Antigone, 202-212.



be loyal to his fatherland, and must demonstrate this loyalty
among his brother citizens in the battle line. Conversely, the
family also has the essential political function of maintaining
animosities and friendships. “It is for this that fathers pray
to have obedient sons begotten in their halls, that they may
requite with ill their father’s enemy and honor his friend
no less than he would himself”’®> A man who successfully
controls his family will be a respected citizen in the political
realm, but one who allows disobedience from within his
kinship group will invite the same hostility from an external
enemy.

In addition to defining the enemy as “existentially some-
thing different and alien]'* Carl Schmitt notes the every
political entity must necessarily develop a “formula for the
declaration of an internal enemy.”’> Because a man may be a
citizen in a fraternal patriarchy, he can also be a member of
external enemy state or betray the state to a foreign power.
As demonstrated by the conflict between Oedipus’ sons,
fraternity can degenerate into fratricide, and the allegiance
to a patriarchal state can devolve into a bloody fight over
patrimony. However, a more insidious threat comes from
a person who can never be a citizen. In Creon’s second
major discourse on the nature of the political, he explains that
woman can be the most subversive threat within both the state
and the family; whose anarchy “destroys cities (polis)” and
“demolishes homes (oikos).” Creon warns Antigone’s fiancé,
his son Haemon, that a woman who provides pleasure before
marriage may become evil and frigid once she enters the
home. Therefore, he urges Haemon to abandon his marriage
plans, “What greater wound can there be than a false friend?

No. Spit on her, throw her out like an enemy.”!®

13 Sophocles, Antigone, 640-644.
1 Schmitt, Concept, 27.
15 Schmitt, Concept, 46.
16 Sophocles, Antigone, 640-681.
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Levinas observed that the May ‘68 protests arose against
the ontological conception of humanity in modern society
as a substance with qualities, a bearer of roles, and a thing
with properties. “Over and beyond capitalism and exploita-
tion what was contested were their condition: the person
understood as an accumulation of being, by merits, titles, pro-
fessional competence, an ontological tumefaction weighing on
others and crushing them, instituting a hierarchized society
maintained beyond the necessities of consumption, which no
religious breath any longer succeeds in rendering egalitarian”
Even in the very cadence of its voice, this articulation echoes
the many graffiti protesting the inhumanity of institutions.
“We refuse to be highrised, diplomaed, licensed, inventoried,
registered, indoctrinated, suburbanized, sermonized, beaten,
telemanipulated, gassed, booked.”®! According to situationists
like Guy DeBord, this reduction of a human existence was
produced by the regime of representation in the society of the
spectacle, the product of the capitalism that transforms being
into having and further commodifies having into appearing.
Against this, Levinas asserts in Humanism and Anarchy.
“There where I might have remained a spectator, I am respon-
sible”®? Neither absorbed by egoism nor captivated by the
world, the human subject finds itself ethically responsible for
the freedom of the Other.

In his reflections on May ‘68, Levinas deliberately employs
his ethical terminology to describe the revolutionary anar-
chism of the student revolutionaries. He identifies Youth as
the one whose vulnerability makes him responsible for the

1 “May 1968 Graffiti” (in Knabb, Kenneth [ed.] Situationist Inter-
national Anthology Chicago: Bureau of Public Secrets, 1995. http://
www.bopsecrets.org/CF/graffitihtm).

%2 1 evinas, “Humanism.” 136.
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so much mass murder? “The unburied dead in wars and exter-
mination camps ... render tragic-comic the concern for oneself
and illusory the pretension of the rational animal to have a
privileged place in the cosmos® Throughout their writings,
various radicals similarly denounce the ways that modernity
manifests as murder, through the actual slaughter committed
against foreign peoples, through the transformation of human
existence into commodity, and through the politics practiced
by authoritarian leftists.

Not only was culture permeated by death, even the pos-
sibility of vital revolution seemed doubtful. Many graffiti
quoted situationist Raoul Vaneigem’s condemnation of the
institutional left: “People who talk about revolution and class
struggle without referring explicitly to everyday life, without
understanding what is subversive about love and what is
positive in the refusal of constraints, such people have corpses
in their mouths.”® The brutality of institutional revolutionary
regimes in Russia and China shocked many young radicals,
and many felt alienated by the authoritarian regimentation
of Stalinist and Maoist parties. Levinas explained “Today’s
anxiety is more profound. It comes from the experience of
revolutions that sink into bureaucracy and repression, and
totalitarian violences that pass as revolutions. For in them
the disalienation is in itself alienated.”®® Ultimately, these bu-
reaucracies obstructed the ethical relationship with the other
person by thematizing everything according to a universal
principle.

% Levinas similarly notes that the Talmud unconditionally requires the
burial of unattended corpse, calling it the “mercy of truth” Emmanuel Lev-
inas, “Ideology and Idealism” (in The Levinas Reader, ed. Sean Hand. London:
Blackwell, 1989), 248.

* Raoul Vaneigem, Revolution of Everyday Life, trans.  Daniel
Nicholson-Smith (London: Rebel Press, 1994), 26.

% Emmanuel Levinas “No Identity” (in Collected Philosophical Papers),
143.
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Antigone’s very name already identifies her as an anarchist
in another sense. Etymologically, it decomposes into anti,
“against,” and gone, “birth.” For the Greeks, she is named
as one who opposes the arché of genesis. She recognizes
her solidarity with her brother as their shared experiences
of accursed origin: “of a common womb were we born, of a
wretched mother and unfortunate father. Therefore, my soul,
willingly shares his evils, even though they are unwilling, and
live in kindred spirit with the dead”!” Heiress to a doomed
bloodline, Antigone represents the determination to terminate
the Oedipal curse. Not only does she embrace death, she
refuses to give birth. Practically confirming Creon’s warning
that she is unfit for normative heterosexual matrimony, she
deprecates marriage and maternity in favor of an almost
incestuous bond of sisterhood. “A husband lost, another
might have been found, and if bereft of a child, there could
have been a second from some other man. But when a father
and mother are hidden in Hades, no brother could ever bloom
for me again.”!®

Antigone challenges the political order constructed by fa-
thers and brothers by upholding the ethic of sisterhood. For
her, each brother is unique and irreplaceable, and she finds her-
self responsible to each one even after his death. As a sister, she
refuses to recognize the distinction between friend and enemy,
anarchically subverting the foundation of the polis. Her rebel-
lion does not originate from a political sphere as something
against which Creon could struggle on a field of battle. Rather,
it is produced from her radical vulnerability, her commitment
to ethics. It is Antigone’s obsession by her brother — not an
abstract Divine Law or Filial Piety — that allows her to take
responsibility for her brother’s treachery, transforming it into

7 Aeschylus, Seven against Thebes, 1036-1041.
18 Sophocles, Antigone, 909-913.
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her own guilt and persecution, making her a “sister soul” of
“substitution and sacrifice.”!’

Antigone expresses her solidarity with her brother by
burying his corpse in order to prevent it from being consumed
by vultures and wolves. Contrary to the political logic of
exclusion and animosity, burial signifies an inclusion in
society: among the animal kingdom, humans are the only
ones who bury their dead. This image of consuming the dead
can also be taken as a metaphor for the writing of history.
Antigone anarchically protests Creon’s erection of a State
upon human graves by preventing her brother’s corpse from
being consumed as carrion for the history of the polis,

Anarchy Before History

Levinas employs the term anarchy throughout his work to cri-
tique the question of history posed by his former teacher, Ger-
man thinker Martin Heidegger. In Being and Time, Heidegger
associates the historical character of the world with Dasein’s
(human being’s) historical nature as something that has-been-
there. “Nature is historical as a countryside, as an area that has
been colonized or exploited, as a battlefield, or as the site of a
cult. ... [World-historical] signifies, for one thing, the historiz-
ing of the world in its essential existent unity with Dasein.”*°
Not only does history emerge through humanity’s interaction

with its environment, Dasein realizes itself most authentically

! Whereas Hegel explicitly refers to Antigone as a figure of filial moral-
ity, she may also appear as a hidden character in Levinas’ work. Levinas men-
tions in Totality and Infinity (trans. Alphonso Lingis, Pittsburgh, Duquesne
Univ. Press, 1969) that erotic love can be “seek but a connatural being, a
sister soul, present itself as incest.” (254) Even more suggestively, he states
in Otherwise than Being “the ego involved in responsibility is me and no one
else, me with whom one would have liked to pair up a sister soul, from whom
one would require substitution and sacrifice.” (126).

» Martin Heidegger, Being and Time, Being and Time, trans. John Mac-
quarrie and Edward Robinson, (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1962), 440:389.
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ority of the Other over my Self “Far from being a limitation or
negation of my freedom, the freedom of my neighbor is instead

its precondition and confirmation.>®

University of Nanterre: 1968

In a footnote that has not yet been adequately analyzed, Lev-
inas claims that his own usage of the term anarchy “precedes
the political (or antipolitical) meaning popularly ascribed to
it”>” However, this very statement indicates that he was seri-
ously contemplating political (or antipolitical) anarchism while
developing his later work. The two texts in which Levinas be-
gins to seriously consider the problem of saying “anarchy” as
a term, Humanism and An-archy and Substitution, were writ-
ten in 1968 when he was teaching at the University of Paris
Nanterre. A few months prior to the publication of these two
essays, Nanterre was the epicenter of the revolutionary events
of May ‘68. During this period, group after group was pulled
into an anarchy of political responsibility for the suffering of
Others. On May 3, eight students were to be expelled from
Nanterre for protesting the senseless war that was murdering
innocent Vietnamese. Students at University of Paris Sorbonne
protested the injustice shown to these other students at Nan-
terre. In response to the violence shown to students during
a succession of brutal police riots, factory workers declared a
general strike that shut down the State of France.

Several of Levinas’ essays specifically meditate on the mean-
ing of these events. He understood the 1968 political tumult
as a crisis of modernity and bourgeois humanism. For him,
the overwhelming problem was the same as the one that con-
fronted Antigone: what should one do about the corpses that
still haunt the living; how can one make sense of history after

% Guerin, No Gods, 151.
%7 Levinas, “Substitution,” 180.
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Authoritarian political thought imposes two types of domi-
nation, converting the enlightenment notion of free individual-
ity into pure selfishness,*® and then justifying the state as a neu-
tral party that can neutralize all conflict. However, Malatesta
points out that the state actually works to enforce the power of
propertied classes and to sanction the exploitation of the rest of
the populace. Against this domination, Malatesta asserts that
“there exists in Man another feeling which draws him closer to
his neighbor®! Without any coercion from the state, people
draw to work in “voluntarily formed associations.”? That is,
man’s will, his voluntarism, necessarily refers to an allegiance
to other people.

Like Malatesta, Levinas criticizes the Hobbesian model of
egotistic subjectivity that justifies the war of all against all. “Be-
ing’s interest takes dramatic form in egoisms struggling with
one another, each against all, in the multiplicity of allergic
egoisms which are at war with one another and are thus to-
gether”>® An authoritarian order grows out of this pure self-
interest that outlines “the birth of hierarchy”, both genesis and
rule, ultimately producing political domination, “[It] is the very
egoism of the ego that posits itself as its own origin, as un-
created, sovereign principle, a prince”®* In contrast, Levinas
asserts that the self is created as someone who is radically re-
sponsible for the world of creation, anarchically committed to
the Other. One’s own origin is ‘preceded by a pure passivity
that is responsibility... it is my responsibility for the freedom of
others’>> Anarchist Mikhail Bakunin similarly asserts this pri-

*® Malatesta, “Anarchy: A Pamphlet” (http://dwardmac.pitzer.edu/An-
archist_Archives/malatesta/anarchy.html).

*! Malatesta, “Anarchy”

32 Malatesta, “Anarchy”’

5 Levinas, Otherwise, 4.

> Emmanuel Levinas, “Humanism and An-archy,” in Collected Philo-
sophical Papers (trans. Alphonso Lingis. The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff,
1987),137-138.

%5 Levinas, “Humanism,” 136.
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when it connects its own historical activity to its social Being-
with-Others, and together they take over their heritage and
determine their destiny. “This is how we designate the histor-
izing of a community, of a people (Volk)."?!

Right after the Nazis took power, Levinas warns that this
Germanic assertion of an ineluctable chain to the past, history,
and destiny correlates to a political ideal of war and conquest.
In contrast, Jewish, Christian, and Enlightenment thought
have promoted various ways that man?? is freed from the
bonds of the past and is granted a new beginning in a new
present moment: “speaking absolutely, [man] has no his-
tory.”?® After his anticipation of Nazi violence was confirmed
by the horrors of the second world war, Levinas, like Antigone,
critiques the institution of history for the way it consumes the
murdered. He writes, “Historiography recounts the way the
survivors appropriate the works of dead wills to themselves; it
rests on the usurpation carried out by the conquerors, that is,
by the survivors; it recounts enslavement, forgetting the life
that struggles against slavery.” By definition, history can only
be written by survivors, by those who those live [vivir] on top
[sur] of the corpses of those whose past has already passed
away.

Levinas employs the term “anarchy” in Totality and Infinity
to elaborate this distinction between living historical speech
and the silenced dead.?

Both the historical and the past are defined as themes of
which one can speak. They are thematized precisely because

! Heidegger, Being, 436/384.

22 Because gender is such an important problem in Levinas and through-
out philosophy, I will use masculine pronouns to discuss human persons and
neuter pronouns for abstractions, but will try not to masquerade this issue
by alternating with feminine pronouns.

# Emmanuel Levinas, “Reflections on the Philosophy of Hitlerism,”
trans. Sean Hand, Critical Inquiry 17 [1990]: 62-71), 64.

2 Levinas, Totality, 65.
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they no longer speak. The historical is forever absent from its
very presence. This means that it disappears behind its man-
ifestations; its apparition is always superficial and equivocal;
its origin, its principle, always elsewhere. ... This world that
has lost its principle, an-archical, a world of phenomena, does
not answer to the true.

A historical fact is a raw datum: a dead, silent piece of evi-
dence. By itself, it is enigmatic. Precisely for this reason, a his-
torian can impose a theme upon it, assembling it into a mean-
ingful system with other connected facts. Ultimately, however,
this collection is arbitrary; the facts themselves remain ambigu-
ous and open to interpretation. For example, even if I know
that Heidegger joined the Nazi party during May 1933, I can
never know the true meaning of that information. From my
interiority, I can never penetrate the exteriority of his psychic
life, even through the testimonials he himself left behind; no
explicit remark or concrete action would ever provide the cru-
cial piece of evidence for discerning his precise intention. Not
only does this enigmatic anarchy cast doubt on any possible
interpretation of the past, it also underlines the urgency of con-
tinuing to interpret it.

Levinas deepens his analysis of anarchy and history in his
later work. Although Totality and Infinity does consider the
past, it ultimately points towards the future. It recounts how
the Other confronts me as someone who can not be fully com-
prehended, whose unforeseeable responses resurrect me for an
infinite future of responsible fecundity. A book dedicated to
the memory of his family members murdered by the Nazis and
of all victims of the same hatred of the other man, Otherwise
than Being more intensely focuses on reconciliation with the
past. As in Totality and Infinity, it is something incomprehen-
sible — the enigma of the silenced and forgotten past — that
manifests itself as an ethical obligation. Prior to one’s origi-
nation as a historical being, one is already created as someone
responsible for a world created by others. Anarchical respon-
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ciety, it has ceased to be an association, since association is an
ongoing act of re-association.”*’

Like Stirner, Levinas understands freedom as the capacity
to break from bondage. No matter what commitments one has
made in the past, one can betray history in a new present mo-
ment. “Man can regain control and go back on his choice*
The ego’s individual consciousness allows it to eschew absorp-
tion into any totalizing categories and to evade enslavement
to any tyrannical state. Just as Levinas refers to this capability
to break with participation as “atheism”, Stirner explains that
“our individuality acknowledges no injunction to ‘fidelity’ and
‘commitment’: it permits everything, including apostasy and
desertion”’

The Italian anarchist Enrique Malatesta explains that the
distinction between autarchy and anarchy undergirds the
difference between cooperative association and the State.
Authoritarian political theory justifies itself with Thomas
Hobbes’ claim that the State is necessary for preventing wars
between selfish and brutal human natures.

If, say the theorists of the authoritarian school, the interests,
tendencies, and desires of an individual are in opposition to
those of another individual, or perhaps all society, who will
have the right and the power to oblige the one to respect the
interests of the other or others? Who will be able to prevent
the individual citizen from offending the general will? The lib-
erty of each, they say, has for its limit the liberty of others: but
who will establish those limits, and who will cause them to be
respected? The natural antagonism of interests and passions
creates the necessity for government, and justifies authority.
Authority intervenes as moderator of the social strife and de-

fines the limits of the rights and duties of each.

47 Guerin, No Gods, 22.
8 1 evinas, “Reflections,” 59.
% Guerin, No Gods, 28.
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enjoyments of the world. Even in our relationships, I always
preserve my separated interiority, and the Other always main-
tains his separated exteriority. No matter how revealing we
are to each other, we can never render our experiences entirely
transparent to each other. In the words of collectivist anarchist
Mikhail Bakunin, no totality could be “mighty enough and mas-
sive enough to encompass the infinite multiplicity and diver-
sity of substantive interests, aspirations, wishes, and needs4
Anarchically, we resist any common category, any plane of sig-
nification that would pretend to encompass us.

Levinas further explains this anarchy, stating “multiplicity
can be produced only if the individuals retain their secrecy.”*’
The importance of this privacy is illuminated by anarchist Max
Stirner’s careful distinction between freedom and individual-
ity. Stirner recognizes that, in any relationship, one will nec-
essarily have one’s freedom limited by the powers of others.
“Even so, were I the autocrat of all the Russians, I could not en-
joy absolute freedom. But as far as my individuality, I do not
want anyone tampering with it. Now it is precisely individual-
ity that society targets and means to subject to its powers ¢
The State attempts to repress the uniqueness of an individual
by subsuming his identity within its dominion. It ultimately
does so by restricting the most essential freedom of the indi-
vidual: his freedom to make and break associations with other
individuals. An individual not only maintains the indivisible
integrity of his own ego, he also retains the freedom to divide
himself from any whole that would encompass him as a part.
Conversely, the State compels one to maintain a constant re-
lationship with it, denying the sovereign power for separation
and reattachment. “Once an association has crystallized in so-

* Daniel Guerin, No Gods, No Masters : An Anthology of Anarchism,
(Oakland, CA; AK Press, 2005), 207.

* Levinas, Totality, 120.

6 Guerin, No Gods, 23.
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sibility is “a responsibility of the creature, a responsibility of
one who comes too late into being to avoid supporting it in
its entirety. This way of being, without human commitment,
responsible for the other, amounts to the fact of human fellow-
ship prior to freedom."?

This notion that one is anarchically responsible for a world
created by others echoes a foundational assertion of the
ethical anarchist Petr Kropotkin. Kropotkin explains that
one’s present well-being upon the earth depends upon a
legacy inherited from an infinity of others. Our very material
grounding rests upon the corpses of dead laborers. “The value
of each dwelling, factory, and warehouse has been created
by the accumulated labor of millions of workers, now dead
and buried”®® Given this radical indebtedness, Kropotkin
concludes that the very notion of private property is absurd
because every thing a self creates is radically dependant on the
work of others: “There is not even a thought, or an invention,
which is not common property, born of the past and the
present. Thousands of inventors, known and unknown, who
have died in poverty, have co-operated in the invention of

each of these machines which embody the genius of man."?’

What is Property?

For Levinas, the critique of history has always been echoed
by a critique of property ownership. In the opening section,
Principle and Anarchy, of his 1968 essay “Substitution,” Levinas
explains that in Western ontology, essence fluctuates by los-
ing itself and finding itself out of an arche, allowing it to “pos-

% Emmanuel Levinas, “Substitution (1968)”, in Emmanuel Levinas, Ba-
sic Philosophical Writings, ed. Adrian Peperzak, Simon Critchley and Robert
Bernasconi (Bloomington: Indiana Univ. Press, 1996), 91.

% Petr Kropotkin, The Conquest of Bread (http://dwardmac.pitzer.edu/
anarchist_archives/kropotkin/conquest/ch1.html), Chapter 1.

27 Kropotkin, Conquest.
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sess itself” and to instantiate a “moment of having in being”*

This doubling of having and being occurs throughout Levinas’s
writing. In his 1935 article against ‘Hitlerism, he contrasts
the way that fascist thought figures the body as an inevitable
bondage to history with the way that Western thought spiritu-
ally detaches man from time and physicality. He characterizes
this as a “power given to the soul to free itself from what has
been’, italicizing the pluperfect combination of to have and to
be that grammatically converts the past into a possession.

Immediately after World War 1II, Levinas introduces the no-
tion of an “il y a” (there is), the undifferentiated whole of ex-
istence that compels part-icipation, possessing and nullifying
any private separation. Not only does this term parody Hei-
degger’s idea of a generous “es gibt” (idiomatically “there is”,
literally “it gives”), it redefines Being as an anonymous it (il)
in a there (y) that has (a) existence. Emerging from this flux
as someone who can be requires becoming someone who can
have: the me (moi) that I am doubles as the self (soi) that I
own. Through this hypostasis, the self posits itself in a particu-
lar space at a particular moment. This self-mastery allows the
self to convert exteriority into personal property by exerting
its labor.

John Locke is generally credited as being the first thinker
to propose a labor theory of property. He bases the right
to private property in an individual’s self-identity and self-
ownership. “Though the earth and all inferior creatures be
common to all men, yet every man has a ‘property’ in his
own ‘person’”?’ For Locke, all property ownership ultimately
originates in the fact that a man is his own, proper person
- not merely an abstract personhood, but also the concrete
materiality of one’s body. By combining the efforts of his own

2 Levinas, Otherwise, 99.
% John Locke, Second Treatise on Government,(http://
www.constitution.org/jl/2ndtreat.htm)
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Autarchy or Anarchy

Like many anarchist-communists, Levinas understands that
the very existence of other persons necessarily casts doubt on
my alleged right to individual personal property. “Possession
itself refers to more profound metaphysical relations; a thing
does not resist acquisition; the other possessors — those whom
one can not possess — contest and therefore can sanction
possession itself” Whereas Aristotle grounds slave ownership
on the subsuming logic of part and whole, post-Enlightenment
thought considers each person to be separate individuals, and
understands that ownership arises out of the social relation
between them. The absolute assertion of one self’s individual
freedom over the existence of others Levinas terms “autarchy.”
“Such is the definition of [ontological] freedom: to maintain
oneself against the other, despite every relation with the other
and to ensure the autarchy of an I” Autarchy retrospectively
refers entities back to a self (auto) by re-presenting otherness
through a theme (arche). “Thematization and conceptualiza-
tion, which moreover are inseparable, are not peace with the
other but suppression or possession of the other” Subsuming
otherness under a general theme is ultimately war and vio-
lence exercised as “the imperialism of the same” and instituted
as “the tyranny of the State’

Just like anarchy disrupts the genetic arche of history, it also
disorders the dominating arché of thematization imposed by
an existential state or a political state or a propositional state-
ment. Levinas remarks, “The I's form no totality; there exists
no privileged plane where these I's could be grasped in their
principle. There is an anarchy essential to multiplicity.’*> Even
though I and the Other posit a common world using social cate-
gories, we maintain our independence through our anarchical

42 1 evinas, Totality, 46.
3 1evinas, Totality, 294.

21



This murder is enacted at every moment as cannibalism, as
consumption of another person’s corpse. All of Levinas’s anal-
yses of materiality, of need and eating, of the content of ele-
mental jouissance, of the goods encountered in a home, and
even of hunger and destitution, must be understood in relation
to this vampirism, this flesh-eating. Levinas explains, “in sati-
ety the real I sank my teeth into is assimilated, the forces that
were in the other become my forces, become me”*’ The past of
the other, his death, has become retrospectively incorporated
into my own present moment of consumption. Therefore, I
— as a consumer, through the things I purchase and use — be-
come entangled in a net of works, in networks of responsibility.
These responsibilities manifest in consciousness once I under-
stand that the products which result in my enjoyment are ul-
timately the results of human and environmental degradation
and death.

Taking into account the relationship between death and con-
sumable products, one can deduce that the first ethical com-
mandment, You Shall Not Kill, results in a corollary: You Shall
Not Steal. Levinas explicitly recognizes this relationship be-
tween ownership and robbery. “To approach someone from
works is to enter into his interiority by burglary; the other is
surprised in his intimacy, where, like the personages of his-
tory, he is, to be sure, exposed, but does not express himself”4!
As mentioned above, these ethical impossibilities point to ev-
eryday realities: not only does one murder in every moment
of consumption, one’s ownership of Property is Theft, as the
anarchists teach.

“ Levinas, Totality, 129. Alphonso Lingis’ strategy of capitalizing
“Other” in his translations unfortunately obscures the relationships between
the human Other and the elemental Other.

4 L evinas, Totality, 66-67. In Otherwise Than Being, Levinas similarly
describes responsibility for the Other as something that affects the self anar-
chically, prior to its own identity “slipping into me like a thief” (p. 13, 148,
150)
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physical body with the objects in the external world, a man
can turn these objects into his own personal property.

Whereas Locke defines property as that which can be inte-
grated back into a person’s dominion through his bodily labor,
Marx argues that, under capitalism, private property emerges
as the thing that is alienated from the labor of the proletariat.
“Private property is therefore the product, result, and neces-
sary consequence of alienated labor, of the external relation
of the worker to nature and to himself”* Through his labor,
the worker establishes himself as a subject creating a world
of external objects, a totality of cultural products. Under capi-
talism, the worker experiences this self-objectification as self-
estrangement because the fruits of his labor do not belong to
him: they are delivered over to an Other, the capitalist. “If the
product of labor does not belong to the worker, this is only pos-
sible because it belongs to another man than the worker.®! A
process of self-mortification, alienated labor converts the liv-
ing essence of the worker into dead matter, sacrificing him to
a stranger. Work is “vitality as a sacrifice of life, production
of the object as loss of the object to an alien power, an alien
person ... who is alien to labor and the worker.”*?

Levinas’ economic analyses in Totality and Infinity draw
from these classic sources. Like Locke, he defines the act
of possession as an appropriation of external being. One is
born into a sensuous element whose arche escapes ownership,
something that is “coming always, without my being able to
possess the source”® Labor stills this anonymous flux and
postpones the unforeseeable future of Infinity by allowing
one to maintain oneself in a present. It breaks me free of my

30 Karl Marx, “Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 18447, in The
Marx-Engels Reader (ed. Robert C. Tucker. New York: W. W. Norton, 1978),
79.

31 Marx, “Economic,” 78.

32 Marx, “Economic,” 81.
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dependence on the element by suspending its independence.
“Possession neutralizes this being: as property the thing is
an existent that has lost his being”* By generating a total
ensemble of things that answer to the needs of a separated
ego, ownership thereby establishes the self’s mastery over
external reality.

Levinas inveighs against the ontological tradition for reduc-
ing the world to Being and beings that ultimately refer back
to ownership. Despite his insistence that Dasein is not a hu-
man person, even Heidegger poses the question of Being as
eigenlichtkeit, “own-like-ness” or “authenticity,” and as ereigen,
“en-own-ing” or “the event of appropriation.” Levinas argues:
“The relation with Being that is enacted as ontology consists in
neutralizing the existent in order to comprehend or grasp it. It
is hence not a relation with the other as such, but the reduction
of the other to the same. ... a suppression or possession of the
other” Although this possession establishes one’s sovereign
ownership over otherness, it also indicates “a certain form of
economic life” with an Other, a stranger.

Levinas’s analysis of labor combines and generalizes Locke’s
understanding of property as integration with Marx’s under-
standing of it as alienation, “an estrangement of man from
man.®® Labor relates the world to the self by positing enti-
ties as graspable objects. Because these works are positioned
with a social ensemble of work, they also relate to the posses-
sive grasp of an Other who presents himself as a Master and
property owner. “The inexpressive character of the product is
reflected in its market value, in its suitability for others, in its
capability to assume the meaning others will give it, to enter
into an entirely different context from that which engendered
it”3¢ Not just commercial products, but one’s will and one’s

3 Levinas, Totality, 158.
% Marx, “Economic,” 77.
% Levinas, Totality, 227
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body are alienated in the instant that they are manifested. The
projects a will initiates are always co-opted by another person.
As an owned body (“corps propre™7), one positions oneself as a
corporeal being, exposing one’s material self to being bought
for gold or being murdered by steel. Therefore, one’s birth into
a present moment is experienced as a kind of suicide. One
becomes registered in history through the mortified material
products of one’s labor, “the works of dead wills.”

As an act of appropriation, property ownership necessar-
ily proceeds from violence and ultimately from murder. Lev-
inas’ discussion of the first ethical commandment, You Shall
Not Commit Murder, is sometimes misunderstood to be sim-
ply an ultimate moral prohibition. However, Levinas explains,
“this interdiction is to be sure not equivalent to pure and sim-
ple impossibility, and even presupposes the possibility which
precisely it forbids™*® Although murder is an ethical impos-
sibility, it is preeminently an event that occurs within every
single instant of time. The Other is always approached and ap-
propriated through a doubling of his origination and his death:
through his production in a work, his incarnation in a body,
and his representation under a concept. At every instant, I
seize the Other through his manifestation, suspending his exis-
tence, and grasping him historically through the records of his
past. This everyday occurrence can be grasped most clearly on
the digital commons where, online, one encounters the preser-
vation of moments from different past identities; the real lives
of real people reduced to and articulated as a multiplicity of
media.*

%7 Levinas, Totality, 229

% Levinas, Totality, 232-233.

¥ Perhaps Levinas’ phenomenology of conversation can be most
clearly observed in an internet chat room, in which one party makes a state-
ment, forever etched in memory, but retains the possibility to respond in
ways that can not be anticipated.
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