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A New Sense of Responsibility?
A Levinasian Ecology of Religious
Sentiment

Dr. Colby Dickinson®

Abstract

The aim of this essay is to look al the manncr in which the
philosophical ethics of Emmanuel Levinas can be brought
inle dialogue wilh envirommental ethics and animal rights.
Though his waork has often been seen as being at odds wilh
envirammental concerns in general, [ wish Lo highlight a
basic portraiture of what Levinas” olhics of responsibility
amd substitution might look like within such a confext and
to point outl the deep resonance which his work has with
olher recent philesophical attempts to develop similar
lines of environmental responsibility. In the end, this essay
tries to point such Levinasian insighls beyond Levinas'
owen approach and toward a reckoning with a more ‘object
vriented” approach Lo our most fundamental ethical concerns
today. Though Lhis presentation will certainly challenge the
standard Levinasian division between moral subjecls and
their objects, such reasoning, it is arpued, is benelicial not
only for ethical quandaries, bul also for re-canceiving the
nature of the human-being in its inlerconnectedness g the
environment arouwnd il

* 1. Colby Dickinson is Assislant Professor of Theology at Loyola
University, Chicago. He is Lhe author of Agmnben and Theology
{London, 2011), Belrocen the Canon aned Hhe Messtaly The Sfractire of Failk
in Corlemporary Continental Thouglt (London, 20013) and editor of The
Posfniodern ' Bainks' of Urgnee (London, 2003) as well as a number of
arlicles on Walter Benjamin, Jacques Derrida, Giorgio Agamben and
Paul Ricomar,
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Introduction

One of the more difficult things to explain within cur contermporary
plobal context is why cnvironmental groups and the (very worthy)
causes lhey support can ofien inspire devolion in their followers
comparable lo religious beliel. ['rom Greenpeace activists to
Earth Day celebrations and from those who adhere to some form
of the Gala hypothesis to eco-feminist theorists, defenders of the
planel earth have done little more than proliferate over the last
several decades, demonstrating Lheir increased relevance and also
sornelhing profoundly insightful concerning the very nature of their
existence.

At the same time, the field of ethics in general has had to incorporate
these evolving viewpoints on the planet carth and its intercommected
inhahitants, expanding, its focus well beyond the typical norms of
humnan relations and into more complicated terrain invalving human-
animal relations as well as concerns about the ecosphere as a whole.
{One place in which such cthical shills are notably discernable is with
regard to our revaluations of what it means Lo be responstble, as iLis
this concept in parlicular that has sublly expanded its hold over us
to include taking responsibility for things once considered purely
as ‘objects” in relation to human “subjects’. Whereas humanity once
saw itsell as purcly dominant over the planel’s material world of
animals, plants and ifs olther Tesources’, things now stand somewhat
differently, Lhough exactly what such a difference actually is often
remains unclear.

More recently, theorists have begun to put forward a framewaork for
comprehending such social evolutions Lhrough a variely of forms
of ‘object-oriented’ thought which have scemingly taken on a life
of their own, inchiding, such principles as Lhe call fur a ‘democracy
of ubjects” meant to include all manner of living organisms {or even
inerl material) within the ongoing debates of our various, global
political climates (Bryant). Humanity, from this perspective, is but
one colleetive among a number of interconnected species and material
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realilies — one needing to cease mainlenance of its anthropocentric
view of the world. Likewise, cven our most typical philosophical
and thealogical principles concerning ethical behavior, the nature of
respansibility and our ability to care for the ‘other” before us have
greally expanded beyand our ability to develap new paradigms for
those ethical understandings needed in order to keep pace with such
revolutions in thought.

My intention in whal follows is simply to demonstrale one such
‘expansion’ of cthical thought by taking a look at the mamer in
which the philosophical ethics of Emmanuel Levinas are being
brought into dialogue with such environmental concerns. Though
his work has often been seen as being at odds with environmental
concerns, [ wish vet to highlight a basic parbratlure of what Levinas
cthics of responsibility mighl look like within such a context and to
paint out the deep resonance which his work has wilh other recent
philosophical attempls to develop similar lines of envivonmental
respansibilily, In the cnd, 1 am aiming to point such Levinasian
insights beyond Levinas® own approach and toward a reckoning
with a maore ‘object oriented’ approach to our most fundamental
ethical concerns today. Though this presentation will certainly
challenge Lthe slandard Levinasian division between moral subjects
anl their objects, such reasoning, | will further arguc, is beneficial
nol anly for ethical quandaries, but also for re-conceiving the nature
of the human-being in its interconnecledness to the environment
around il—oi'.fering perhaps cven more profound pi‘:jlﬂsln phica[,
anthropological and even Lheological insights than we have been
willing lo embrace thus far.

Substituling the Self for the Earth?

Does un untmal have a face? Thal is, are we to be responsible for the
animal that stands (or even crawls) before us in the same way thal
we would otherwise be bound Lo the human face that stares back at
us? Or, in other words, how might we be able to make Lhe [ransition
from feeling a sense of responsibility for the other who is human to
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substituting ourselves (the lask of the responsible individual) for an
animal, a planet or an ecosystem in order Lo take on responsibility
for these procarious "abjects” as well?

For some time now, it has been clear that Levinas’ ‘sysiem’ of thought
has its particular philosaphical gaps, notably for our purposes, inthe
marmer inowhich its deals with the non-hniman other (see Atterton and
Calarco, as well as Levinas’ interview onanimals in Wright, [Tughes
and Ainley). For Levinas, ethics is a product of human relations
alone, Weare simply bound to the face before us through a denand
to be responsible for the other who stares back at us. A profound
elhics of the foce is spelled oul by Levinas in order to clucidate the
complex relations that are inherent to all human relations. Yet for
all of tls inventliveness, and for all its alfindty with an Infinite 'Other’
who resembles a non-human divinity (CF. Levinas, Tofality), his ethics
is surprisingly void of concern lor Lhe non-human ather who might
resemble an animal, a tree or a rock —or at least his thought appears
for Lhe most parl Lo be devoid of such claims.

Close readings of his texts, however, have actually given rise more
recently to a renewed concern [ar the non-human other (specifically
the andmal, but also ciended by some to the entire material earth).
Such examinalions have prompled various theorists Lo reevaluale his
entire ethical edifice in order to expand his notion of responsibility to
become more than simply a ‘human’ ethics (see Allerlon and Calarco;
Calarco; Davy). If such @ maneuyer is made, quite profoundly, new
avenues of ethical exploration are opened up lo us from wilhin
his ethical writings, ones that resonate more clearly and deeply
with contemporary ‘objecl artented’ paradigms of thought (hat
seck to promoete and defend the value of all ‘ebjects” beyond the
standard subject/object dichotomy —a dualism itsell inherently
fraught with hicrarchical tensions and false claims to sovercign
pawer (CF Agamben). Indeed, Lhese tradilional concepls and their
accompartyving models of ranscendent power (Le. God, King, even
the"human being’) have been brought down to our level of existence,
to the point that it has become more fashionable, Twould suggest, to
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relar only to inumanent planes of thought and exislence rather than
tely upon ouldated paradigms of sovercign// transcendent claims
(13elewze and Guatlari; see also Justacrt).

It has been particularly intriguing as of late to reread lLevinas’
developinent of the concepl of transcendence as radically opposed
to such traditional sovereign claims lo power (CL. Levinas, Totalify
274-7).  As has been argued in the context of Levinas” ultimate
contribulion o our environmenial concerns, there is anolher sense
of transcendence that lakes place in Levinas” ethics, but one that he
hinself didd not necessarily foresee. Whal is transcended is actually an
anthropocentric view of the world, an overcoming of our human
{and very limiled) view of ourselves amidst that which lies around
us and ultimately grants us life (Davy 47). Such an anthropocentric
view In fact was what gave rise to his rigid {mural) subject/ object
divisionin the first place. 'This was, of course, one of Jacques Derrida’s
basic critiques of Levinas that his limiling of cthical relations o Lhe
human alone was a shortsighled project, one thal was also secretly
undermined from within by Levinas’ own position (Derrida, Aninal
134; Cf, Derrida, Adieu), as | hope to further elaborate in what
follows.

Transcending language? On the ‘limits’ of substitution

For the most part, the issue scems to be that Levinas’ inguirics inta
the nature of our interaction with the face before us in realily give
rise to a sories of difficult to answer questions; ones that Levinas
himselfl failed to give an adequale response to. For example, whut
can truly be said 1o express a ‘face’? When is @ person or an animal
truly exposed in their mudity Lo the other {Le. when does Lheir “face’
become visible)? What docs such an acl mean for ethics? And to
what exlent could an animal be said to utilize language, Lhis {aver)
privileged medium of ethical interaction upon which our encounter
wilh [he face seems at times Lo be predicated? Indeed, why even favor
language in such a way as this? Is there not a relationship beyond
language that calls to us and strips us of our privileged status as
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linguistic bearers of identity? And could not such a relationship be
disclosed as acknowledgeable through Levinas” own work?

Perhaps we would do well lo remember that responsibility, in the
later Levinas” understanding, is nof a welcomed event. Rather, we
are respansible precisely for whal we wished nol to be responsible
for: for the other before us (Levinas, Otherwise 114). It is an anarchic
event that goes ‘beyond the normal play of action and passion in
which the identity of a being is maintained’ (114). Indeed, as he
will somewhat curtly put il: It is an the hither side of the limits of
identity” (114}, Such a loosening of the bords of sameness, of having
an identity with oneself, canmat but have a deep resonance with those
elements of our being that exceed the sense of humanity” within us.
It is an experience of seeing onesell a5 ancther, to use Paul Ricoeur's
phrasing of the relationship (sec Ricocur). In fact, such an cxcess
could reasonably be referred to as contiguous with the ‘nonsense’
thal exceeds sense and that is more truly the ‘rumbling of the there is
[if 3 #t]" — the foundation of our very being beyond any essence (163).
For Levinas, sense was only possible as it evoelved ouf of a nonsense
that continuously subverted essence. [ndeed, justice was ullimaltely
sean by him o proceed directly (rom the substitulion of the-one-
for-the-other that s the act of signification (163). Hence, ‘There is
ambiguily of sense and non-sense in being, sense lurning inlo non-
sense. It cannot be taken lightly” (163). It becomes, in fact, the core
af our ethical being, saomething that, | am arguing, exlended in this
environmental context beyond Levinas” own articulations.

Ina very direct sense, | am here contending that l.evinas was unable
to offer a more radicalized view of our relations to the environment
around us as his thought was too bound Lo the standard subject/ object
divisions of an anthropocentric worldview, Ilence, he was unable
tor extend his notion of responsibility to include even more ‘passive’
forms of life (or perhaps even matter itself) that have historically been
subjugated teo the desires of the “moral subject’ — those very human
beings that have often failed to be responsible for the well being of
those numerous ‘others’ that share in the resources of our planet.
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[t is perhaps no surprise then thal those who feel responsible for the
planet carth are capable of equating such aninterruption of nonsense
into one’s life with the interruptions of an ecosystem, for example,
into one’s daily reality (or the interruption of a divine sovereign being
now perceived by many as being solely immanent to our world) {cf.
Jantzen). We are continuously interrupted by the flow of natural
forces around us that seemingly move both with and against us
simultancously. Though such forces do at limes undermine our very
cssence — the precarious structures of our world that come tumbling,
down often more easily than we conld ever have imagined — they are
also the building blocks of our world, the fabric of our Hves and of
our very bodies. Gelting tn touch with such an excess of our being
can therefare lead directly to a transcendence of our anthropocentric
ideals, much as Levinas himself could be said to have foreseen in
SO 5eN5e, :

Levinas, in fact, has another word that can be used (o describe such
a transcendenl act: sibstitution, though he restricts its applicability
much more than was perhaps allowable. As he puls it quite centrally
in his last major work Otherwise Than Being, “The overemphasis of
npenness is responsibility (or the other to the point of substitution,
whore the for-the-other proper to disclosure, to monstralion to the
other, turns into the for-the-other proper to responsibility. This is
the thesis of the present work” (119). Substitution, for him, is the
‘subversion of cssence’ (162), though it is also thal which lies central
to the foundations of all cthical praxis. We are only responsible for
the other insofar as we are able to enwvision subsiituting ourseloes for
the other, an acl which Levinas thoughl to be restricted to humans
only, but which seems structurally applicable Lo any number of
‘objects” found within cur world.

Such a substitution of the sell for the planct or for a particular animal,
for example, could casily be imaginable as a replacement of the self
for the other, despite the fact that any discernable "face” for the planet
might seem at first glance to be difficult to imagine (though perhaps
not altogether impossible) (CF, Davy). And this is not tosay, of course,
that a parlicular animal, tree or rock will reciprocate such an act—in
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facl reality might dictate that the opposite will more oflen than not
be the case, Bul, il is however an opening toward the uniqueness of
the haman socefion — if we can call it thal —which becomes evident
insuch an underslanding of ethical actions. Our ability Lo substilute
ourselves for a ‘passive’ other speaks loudly to our undque capacity
to engage Lhe concept of responsibility on multiple levels, though
whoether such levels are absolulely restricled to human brings alone
i5 uncertain (and most likely doubttul).

My choice of the word "vocalion”, burdened as it is with a particular
religious sensibility, is not an accidental one, for such a word
demonstrates the very religions qualily of such an ethical formmulation,
as well as something perhaps of the uniqueness of the human being
within such ethical subslitutions. As has been well noted by muny a
thenlogian working with Levinas” wiitings, he turns often to a non-
theological religious language in order to more fully describe this
subslitution of the self for the other (Purcell; De Tavernier, Parl 1; ¢f.
Bloechl). My conjecture, quile simply, is that such claims as this one
made by Levinas on the religjous nature of ethics can assist us in
comprehending why environmental and animal rights movements
inspire something akin to religious fervor among, their adherents,
as they lMow direclly from recent trends of movement away from
sovercign, transcendent models of relations 1o more immanent,
inlerconnecled ones, Though such a parallel formulation as this one
between religions and envirommental groups might seem to diminish
the long historics and validity of particular religious traditions, it
might also ultimalely belp us Lo re-think the very nature of religious
belict,

Such speculalive lhoughls arise in Levinas” writing —even if they
are ultimately left unresolved —when he struggles to arliculale the
dualistic divisions thal make up the vast landscape of vur conceptual
reasoning. For example, in consideration of how the (religiously
inllected term) Absolite intervenes to upend our most ‘essential’
representations, he ponders how the basic coordinates of his ethics
conneet [...] to what detachoes itself absolutely, to the Absolute. The
detachment of the Inlinite from the thought that sccks to thematize
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it and the language thal tries to hold it in the said is what we have
called illeity. One is tempted Lo call this plot religious; it is nol stated
in terms of certainly or uncertainty, and does nol rest onuny positive
theology” (Levinas, Ofhermise 147). A rcligious dimension is only
discernable for him as such within the fundamental bonds between
human-beings — in the cracks opened up through the enlrance of the
Almolute inlo our essence, and that which hrings with it a command
[o be responsible. He can consequently state that “IL is the trace of
a relationship with illeity that no unity of apperception grasps,

ardering me to responsibi [ ity This tulahumlup is religion, exceeding
the psychology of faith and of the loss of {aith. [t arders me in an
anarchic way, without ever becoming o1 being made inlo a presence
or a disclosura of a prindple’ (168). Not concerned with defimng any
alleged presence bevond whal lies before us thence not concerned
with any words lo be spoken on such a speculative divinity —the
very essence of thep-lopy), Lhis inscription of the religious as an
cthical injunction is bound to the nature of our being, indeed —as
Levinas made very clear in numerous places — il precerdes our being,
therefore placing cthics as first philosophy prior to any supposed
ontology (Levinas, ‘Onlology’). ltis already pointed toward a plane
of anarchic, immanent thought, though this is not always direclly
indicated by him as such.

The ‘anarchic lrauma’ that initiates our redempton from the “violence
of non-freedom’ {Levinas, Offierweise 123) is the source of our sense
of responsibility, as unwanted as il may be tu us. Hence, the selt
docs not reign over itself as a sovereign ego, as Levinas will put it
its glory does not stem from Lhe glory that typically surrounds the
suvereign or an enlotheological God. “Glorification is saying, thalis,
a sign given to the other, peace announced to the other, responsibility
for the other, o Lhe extent of substitution’ (148), 1t happens in the
here and now, a significant religious expericnce occurring within a
purely immanent realmn of existence, hence possibly also redefining
our most basic underslanding of what religious belief is or could be.
[t also seemingly pushes our understanding of Levinas” waork beyond
a traditional transcendent and vet anthropocentric worldview and
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toward grasping the radical significance of our responsibility for the
imrmnanenl environanent we inhabil a[r_:cr‘lgsldt_’ so many ‘others”,

There is much to discern at work here within these formulations
concerning the nature of religion as a series of immanent {ztheclogical)
relations between persons. And there is also an openncss to the
"thingness’ of all "things’ beyond Lhe subject/object dichotomy, a
willingness perhaps to substitute onesell for such “things', even if
such an act seems counterintuilive or unredprocated, or pushes us
beyond the contours of Levinas” own formulalions. What we are
perhaps being led to witness is a profound rebivth of the religions, one
that need notjettison the particularities of a given religious tradition,
but rather open such traditions from within, making them more
accessible to the otherness of the ‘things’ before them, even if such
an encounter is a traumatic or unwanled one.

Cenclusion: On the logic of {non)sense

The manner in which sense could said to be supported by nonsense,
much as Levinas explores their relationship, is a frequently recurri ng
philosophical motil. (L can be found, for example—and perhaps
1'egi.t;LerEd with even more force—in the writings of Gilles Deleuze,
someone for whom such thoughts pointed direclly toward an
immanent plane of existence (Deleuze and Guattari). For Deleuze,
the relationship of sense and nonscnse, as with Levinas, opens
us up lo the relationship(s) between the human and the divine,
between sovereignly and weakness and between ‘undifferentiated
arou nellessness and imprisoned singularitics” (Delenze, i‘.r}g.!'c 1 U{j},
As any diligenl reader of Deleuze’s work with Félix Guattari could
lel] us, such logic lay at the heart of their collaborative work and was
extended by Guallari at least dircetly into his laking up of cortain
environmental causes toward the end of his life (Dosse 383-96).

What these philosophical and very much ethical resonances tell
us moreover is that a logic of sense can only be undergirded by

a1 nonsense thal lies beneath it, around it, guarantesing that sense
alone will not register itself as a savere BN claim. Itwill be 1.1p.l;taggmﬂI
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overthrown and reworked into new forms of sense —ones hopefully
more just to the myriad ‘others” within our world,

Beyond this, however, there is vet another logic of sense thal [wish to
pointus loward, one more enveloping of the call to responsibility thal
we must face and which too seems to come [orth from a Levinasian
underslanding of our refationship to the other hefore us, Putsimply,
| would wager that there is an ethical imperative revealed to us to
become, not only responsible, but aware of those who are already
faced with such responsibilities and who can offer us insight into the
nature of responsibilily, its profundity and its practice. Those who
are "closer” to the sensibilities of buing-responsible, such as the poor
who feel their hunger or the waman who feeds the child with her
very body—Llhose who feel responsible with and througlt (heir very
bodies in fact—are often made to feel such responsibilitics aculely,
even beyond Lheir will, to bear it and to work-with it {though such
cxperiences, it must be said, can and often are undertaken willingly
as well).

There is a proximity to responsibility that can be disclosed by one's
bodily (i.c. gendered, suxual, phenomenological) being, To confront
thenature of responsihility hrough our bodies and o leam from such
an awarcness is not tu be responsible according to certain preformed
social standards of responsibility, as for example, those of 4 capitalist
system which might chastise impoverished persons as financially
‘responsible’, or those of a patriarchical society Lhat subjugates
women through ils labeling (and lundamentally misunderstanding)
of women as rationally ‘irrespunsible” beings. Rather, lo cultivate a
Levinasian responsibility is to adopt a responsibility that responds
to the faces of others who oo feel their needs exposed to others {with
the exposed "animals’ standing before us almost first and foremost
among them). It is to assert a ‘logic ol sensc” as a logic of sensafion
and that leads inevitably toward a greater awareness of responsibility
and need — one thatis actually the best " logic” in defealing sovereign,
hierarchical, anthropocentric or patriarchical claims to power. It
is mosl certainly often seen as a “servant mentalily” or a form of
weakness, a capilulation to passivity or the reification of persons,
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though it is also perhaps the only chance to take a genuine ethical
slance thal is responsible, or the leasl bil caring,

Such a logic might also provide a means to get ' touch’ with the
raw sensibililies thal come [rom our more ‘animalislic’ sides {il sucha
thing could be isolated apart from our lingmistic being). Fromsucha
vanlage point, the senses and the body become Lhe ocal poiat through
which responsibility is comprehended, for when one is responsible
{on made to be responsible in order Lo account for another’s lack of
responsibility), one's senses become heightened, or more acute. In
the end, if we are to understand how a substitution such as oneself
for another wha is seemingly wholly other to us and yet comprises
sommething essential of us, we could do much worse than (o starl wilh
a grealer awareness of our own bodily sensations. Indeed, such
sensations, no longer ignored, and more fully attended to, might just
conlain the seeds of a new internal growth, one both natural and vet
foreipn to the bodies we already inhabit,
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