The Law and the Face:

A Study of Freedom in Kant and Levinas

“The possibility of finding, anachronously, the order in the obedience itself, and of receiving the order out of oneself, this reverting of heteronomy into autonomy, is the very way the Infinite passes itself.  The metaphor of the inscription of the law in consciousness expresses this in a remarkable way, reconciling autonomy and heteronomy”  (OB 148)

“The other is in me and in the midst of my very identification” (OB 125). 

“The subject posited as deposed is me; I universalize myself” (OB 126).
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Levinas’s philosophic encounter with Kant is intriguing, complex, and vexing.  One of the reasons for the perplexity may lie in the fact that, despite his numerous polemical and aphoristic remarks on Kant, Levinas does not launch an in-depth analysis or critique of Kant, at least not in the way he did with respect to Husserl and Heidegger.
  He did not even devote a single chapter to Kant in his entire oeuvre as he did regarding the past thinkers such as Spinoza and Kierkegaard, and his contemporaries such as Buber, Blanchot, Derrida, Rosenzweig, Wahl, Jankélévitch, Merleau-Ponty, and many others.
  Although scattered references and allusions to Kant throughout Levinas’s oeuvre are numerous, Derrida’s regret in 1963 that Levinas has not waged any “systematic and patient confrontation” with Kant remained true until Levinas’s death in 1995.
  
The lack of serious engagement with Kant on the part of Levinas
 is surprising in light of the fact that both Kant and Levinas conceive ethics to be of paramount importance in their respective thoughts, and that Levinas expresses in no uncertain terms both his admiration for Kant’s practical philosophy,
 on one hand, and his polemic against Kant’s theoretical philosophy​​ as one of the chief representatives of the western ontology, on the other.
  Notwithstanding this intriguing double-sided relationship with Kant, the question of Levinas’s engagement with Kant, or the lack thereof, becomes even more pressing when we consider the central role freedom plays both in Kant’s philosophy (in his ethics in particular) and in Levinas’s critique of western philosophy.  Given that freedom is one of the focal and salient points of Levinas’s critique, and that Kant is the central proponent of freedom; one would expect that Levinas would engage a serious discussion with Kant on that topic.  But, as already stated, no such discussion can be found in Levinas’s oeuvre.  
Levinas’s relative silence on the topic of freedom with respect to Kant, however, does not negate the fact that any serious comparative study between the two thinkers cannot neglect the topic.  Therefore, in this study I would like to first wage Levinasian critique of freedom as it may apply to Kant and then offer an Levinasian analysis of Kantian rationality in connection with the concept of autonomy as a way of retrieval.  
There is an aspect in Kant’s concept of freedom that falls prey to Levinas’s critique, which—broadly leveled at against western philosophy as a whole (with Husserl and Heidegger being the chief proponents thereof)—consists in viewing freedom as an egoistic venture of being (geste d’être), as an energy to preserve and persist in its being (conatus essendi), that invariably treats the otherness of the other either as completely irrelevant in its total otherness or as that which is reducible to, synthesizable, or comprehensible in terms of the same.  I will argue that Kant’s concept of freedom as articulated in the Dialectic section of the second Critique and in the analysis of sublime in the third Critique lends itself to Levinas’s critique of (ontological) freedom as conatus essendi.    

However, I will also argue that rationality that endows and requires lawfulness in one’s maxim, the practical reason which Kant equates with the will itself (Wille) (MS 213), is not and cannot be identified with an egoistic and imperialistic venture of freedom, as depicted in Levinas’s critique.  The will from which laws proceed is itself neither free nor unfree but, in the form of autonomy, provides a determining ground for freedom of choice (Willkür) (MS 226); it provides “the supreme condition of all maxims” (KpV 31).  Autonomy as the very essence of a rational will (that gives itself laws) is an austere vigilance of the lawgiving will subjecting itself to the necessity of law despite and apart from experience and the natural tendency for self-love: “that [reason] can as pure reason be practical is what alone makes it possible for it to be lawgiving” (KpV 25).  Reason’s requirement for lawfulness, which is embodied in the will (or willed), renders freedom itself lawful (Gr 446) and subjects every maxim, including one’s own, under the regiment of universality.  Law in me, the pure ordering of the law
 which cannot be accounted for by anything other than by the “fact of reason,” is the otherness within me
 open to all others.
In imposing a law unto oneself, the self is open to the other and all others.  The self does not lose itself in universality (as in Hegel) but discovers itself as responsible for the whole humanity in its practical identity obtained under the moral law as a self legislator, a practical identity which is nothing but the law itself issuing out of the will (KpV 25, MS 26) and which is revealed as the “fact of reason” and obtained prior and incongruent to the self consciousness of ‘I think’ in theoretical or reflective engagement with the world.  The fact that we are bound by our own rationality opens ourselves up to otherness of the others, despite the natural inclination for self-love.  In other words, to say that the self is capable of universal legislation is to say that the self is capable of becoming another for all others.  The expression, ‘I am an other,’
 then refers to the Kantian practical subject standing under the obligation of the law (self) imposed in autonomy, where the self accuses or subjects itself as another under law: oneself as another (soi-même comme un autre), to use Ricoeur’s felicitous expression.
  
Does not the fact that having to think and act universally or lawfully already presuppose an exposure (and the condition to be exposed) to the Other and to all Others?  To be universal or lawful in actions refers to the irreducible fact that we are bound by the law we impose upon ourselves in view of all others despite our natural tendency for self-love.  Lawfulness imposed by reason over and above self-love is the otherness within the self which opens the self to all others.  Law within me is and opens me to the otherness of all others, to universality, to “the presence of humanity in the eyes that look at me” in the face to face (TI 208, also 213).  The concept of universality in Kant’s practical philosophy, I submit, can be rehabilitated in terms of Levinasian concept of universality rooted in the face to face with the Other.  Face as practical reason issues forth the law: ‘Thou shalt not…’
The gift of reason that pure reason can be practical, or the “fact of reason,” is inexplicable and irreducible for Kant.  But it is by virtue of this “fact” that we are bound by the moral law from within.  In declaring as the “fact of reason” that the will, while being neither free nor unfree, is the lawgiving practical reason itself, Kant has reached the limits of philosophy which he dared not cross.  But it is at this juncture where morality begins for Kant that I find a convergence with Levinas’s daring thesis: “Reason is the one for-the-other!” (OB 167).  I am obliged in the face-to-face while and despite my not being able to understand or justify it.  This fact of obligation, which Kant calls the “fact of reason,” is certain before and beyond any justification or deduction and renders the latter superfluous (KpV 47).  The priority of the practical “fact,” inexplicable (though not contradicted) by theoretical reason, surpasses the theoretical interest of reason and assumes primacy over the latter (KpV 120, 121).  It is in this “doctrine of the primary of practical reason” that Levinas finds “a spiritual intrigue wholly other than gnosis” that I would like to follow and explore here in this study (“Transcendence and Intelligibility,” BPW, 154).
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� Cf., En découvrant l’existence avec Husserl et Heidegger. Paris: Vrin, 1974 [1967].


� Cf., Outside the Subject and Proper Names.  Of the 50 lectures Levinas gave in 1975-76 academic year, published by his student, Jacques Rolland, Kant is discussed in only three lectures; cf., God, Death, and Time.  


� Writing and Difference, trans. Alan Bass, (Chicago: University of Chicago, 1978), 314, n. 26.  Derrida states that “[his] essay was already written when two important texts by Emmanuel Levinas appeared: “La trace de l’autre,” in Tijdschrift voor Filosofie, September 1963; and “La signification et le sense,” Revie de métaphysique et de morale, 1964, no. 2” (Ibid., 311).


� One can say the same about the lack of systemic engagement by Levinas with respect to other classic thinkers such as Plato, Aristotle, Descartes, Hegel, etc.; although one can argue that the whole book, Totality and Infinity, is an attack on Hegel’s philosophy (totality); and that Plato’s theme on the good and Descartes’ concept of the Infinite play dominant roles in that book and elsewhere in Levinas’s oeuvre.  Furthermore, since Levinas is not a systemic thinker for reasons which are more important than just a matter of style, we cannot and should not expect any systematic treaties from him on any thinkers or, for that matter, on any topics.


� "Is Ontology Fundamental?" Entre Nous 8, 10; OB 129.


� Cf., “Kantism is the basis of philosophy, if philosophy is ontology” (OB 179).


� Cf., “Transcendence as signification and signification as the signification of an order given to subjectivity before any statement are the pure one-for-the-other” (GP 148).


� Cf., “the other is in the Same and does not alienate the same but awakens it” (“God and Philosophy,” BPW, 132).


� Cf.: “The self, a hostage, is already substituted for the others.  ‘I am an other,’ but this is not the alienation Rimbaud refers to.  I am outside of any place, in myself, on the hither side of the autonomy of auto-affection and identity resting on itself.  Impassively undergoing the weight of the other, thereby called to uniqueness, subjectivity no longer belongs to the order where the alternative of activity and passivity retains its meaning” (OB 118).


� Soi-même comme un autre, (Editions du Seuil, March 1990), translated by Kathleen Blamey as Oneself As Another, (Chicago: University of Chicago, 1992).  Cf.: “The I is a passivity more passive still than any passivity because it is from the first in the accusative—oneself [soi]—and never was in the nominative; it is under the accusation of the other (autrui), even though it be faultless” (GP 140).  Also OB 11.





