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The ‘Other’ of Sartre and Levinas




Li Xiao Bei
Abstract:
|I. Sartre’s ‘Other’

In his important work Being and Nothingness, Sartre first, emphasizes that t
he foundation of philosophy is Being and the Being of man is the core of his
thought. In Sartre’s mind, the Being of man is not isolated or pure, but in s
ome ‘condition’. This ‘condition’ concludes all that man has to deal with thro
ugh his existence in this world: such as his self-existence, the existence of al
I kinds of things, the existence of other people, etc. What Sartre emphasizes
in this ‘condition’ is the existence of other people, because that is most nearl
y related to the self-existence of everyone.

Then the matter is how could us argue the existence of other people. Anoth
er person comes to us first as an object, but how could us look upon an obj
ect as a ‘man’, an ‘other’, instead of a ‘thing’? How could it be possible? In S
artre’s opinion, the fundamental relationship between | and others is not the
one between | and the ‘object-other’, but the one between | and the ‘subjec
t-other’.

How do I start my relationship with others? Sartre thinks that firstly I have e
xperienced that | was gazed as an object, and | can’t be an object of an obj
ect, and | can only be an object of a subject. So others is not only the peopl
e we have seen, but also the people who have seen us. And my being gazed
at is more original than my gazing. ‘I am seen by others’ is the original relati
onship between | and others, and the ‘subject-other’ is the original identity

of others.

Then why should we emphasize the subjectivity of others? Sartre considers
that the emergence of an other (not only a thing)will change my world: I'm n
ot any longer the only center of the world, and the ‘other’ becomes a center
of the world as well; all kinds of objects not only converge upon me, but also
converge upon the ‘other’. The emergence of a new relationship (not the rela
tionship between a thing and another thing, but the one between another pe
rson and a thing)denies the purely exterior and negative distance | have esta
blished between these two objects.

But | have to point out that the ‘other’ of Sartre is still an object for ‘me’, an
d he belongs to ‘my’ distance. So still we have looked upon others as our ob
jects.

I1. Compared to the ‘Other’ of Levinas

Husserl’s ‘transcendental reduction’ develops Kant’'s ‘transcendental theory’
and establishes the transcendental principles of subjectivity. But his transce
ndental theory obviously confronted the dilemma of solipsism. Sartre and Le
vinas both svnthesize Husserl’'s thouaht. but thev have come to different un




derstanding and conclusions.

Sartre considers that Husserl’s “transcendental ego” has destroyed the pure
ness of consciousness, so he start his theory with ‘the consciousness witho
ut ego’: the existence of man is the so-called pure consciousness or being-f
or-itself. And the relationship between | and others is concluded as the confli
ctive relation among the beings-for-themselves striving for freedom and sub
jectivity.

Levinas thinks that the ‘absolute and pure’ ego in Husserl’s sense asks for id
entity, but it is impossible to pursue the identity of ego in flux owing to the
denial of substantiality. In some sense, Levinas claims the resuming of the s
ubstantiality of the subject, but he doesn’t emphasize the identity. In the co
ntrary, he asserts transcendence and going out of the subject. Sartre also e
mphasizes transcendence and opening, but his viewpoint is obviously the sel
f-choice in the bound of the subject itself, and Levinas asks the subject to o
vercome the solitary existence of the ego through its opening.

Sartre’s phenomenology of being-for-itself and being-for-others is actually a
phenomenology of gaze. In gazing, | and the other attempt to establish eac
h other as an object, but this attempt proves that | and the others are all fr
ee subjects.

But Levinas denies the conflictive relationship among subjects. He uses the ¢
oncept ‘face’ to transcend the concept ‘gaze’. It concerns the absolute other
ness of others, and represents a kind of ethic relationship.

Levinas also emphasizes the existence of others through the analysis of dea
th. In the guilt of the survival, the deaths of others become ‘my’ own affairs.
As a result, he thinks that the deaths of others will affect my identity of the

ego, and the identity of the ego contains the relationship of ‘responsibility’ b
etween ‘I’ and the ‘other’. Now death tears the ‘non ego’ out of the identity

of the ‘ego’, then the death of the other is a kind of self-division.

Levinas thinks the concept ‘responsibility’ means everyone is demanded to t
ake the burden and responsibility of the world and answer for the suffering o
f others.

From the concept ‘responsibility’ Levinas defines the concept ‘freedom’: free
dom starts from non-freedom. To locate ‘freedom’ and ‘non-freedom’ asks u
s to readjust the relationship between | and the ‘other’ and that means ‘taki
ng responsibility for others’ should be emphasized.

Sartre also talks about ‘responsibility’, but the basis and presupposition of h
is ‘responsibility’ is the ‘absolute freedom’. In this way, he opposes the indivi
dual and others and declares that ‘the others are the hell’ in order to describ
e the tense, opposing and conflictive relation among people in the process of
pursuing the ‘absolute freedom’.

I1l. The ethic understanding of the ‘other’




The ethic cornerstone of Sartre’s and Levinas’ viewpoints of the ‘other’ conc
erns their understanding of the essence of man.

Sartre considers the essence of man the ‘absolute freedom’, in the contrary,
Levinas considers it the ‘being-for-others’. So they have come to different et
hic understanding and conclusions.

KJH: http://www.frchina.net/data/detail.php?id=12873
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