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Abstract: The subject of this article is an exploration of the scope

of ethics from the perspective of Emmanuel Levinas. The central
concern of Levinas’s philosophy is “ethics,” to the extent that he may
rightly be called a philosopher of ethics. However, the ethics that
Levinas envisions diverges significantly from conventional moral
theories. By moving beyond Kantian autonomy, Levinas
conceptualizes ethics as an “other-discipline,” emphasizing an
infinite, asymmetric responsibility toward “the Other.” At first
glance, some of Levinas’s statements may suggest that ethics exists
solely within a romantic dyad with the Other. Yet, with the
introduction of the “third person” in his philosophy, the ethical
relationship expands into the realm of society and politics. The entry
of the third person inaugurates a new dimension of responsibility,
compelling the subject to weigh competing duties, the result of
which is justice. Thus, the scope of ethics is removed from the
confines of a two-person relationship and is extended to encompass
human plurality and political life.
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ntroduction: Levinas is often

described as a “philosopher of
the Other,” and his project may
be characterized as an “ethical
philosophy.” Ethics in Levinas’s
thought, however, is distinct
from traditional moral doctrine.
Rather than focusing on a
system of imperatives and
prohibitions, Levinas’s ethical
philosophy centers on the
infinite  responsibility  that
precedes any codified morality.
His ethical language does not
stem from specific moral
experiences but rather
addresses what is “otherwise
than being” and “beyond
essence.”  The  vocabulary
Levinas employs concerning the
subject does not elaborate a
system of rules, but instead
describes a pre-ethical
responsibility that arises from
the relationship between the
subject and “the Other,”
emerging from a pivotal
historical moment in the
constitution of the subject.

The central problem addressed

in this article is to examine the

scope of ethics in Levinas’s
philosophy. Given that,
according to Levinas, ethics
originates in the encounter with
“the  Other,” does  his
philosophy only account for
ethical responsibility toward
“the Other,” or does it also
encompass ethical
responsibility within society?
How is the responsibility
toward “the Other” extended to
society at large?

Although various articles have
been written on Levinas, few
have addressed his conception
of social ethics. In this article,
we first clarify the nature and
significance  of ethics in
Levinas’s thought, then examine
“the Other” as the axis of his
ethics. Much of Levinas’s work
in his two seminal books—
Totality and Infinity: An Essay
on Exteriority and Otherwise
Than Being or Beyond
Essence—addresses the
subject’s infinite responsibility
to “the Other” and to others.
Subsequently, we explore how
the introduction of the “third
person” allows Levinas to move
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beyond dyadic ethics to a social
ethic.

Methodology. This research

employs an analytic-rational
method to describe and critique
the scope of ethics according to
Levinas.

Findings: The society Levinas

envisions is not based on the
unity of humanity but rather on
the  plurality of others.
Encounters always occur within
society, where the subject and
“the Other” are embedded in a
multitude of relationships. On
one hand, no face-to-face
encounter exists in isolation;
each individual is situated
within a vast ocean of others.
On the other, each subject is
irreducibly unique and cannot
be subsumed wunder any
category.

Levinas’s concept of the “third
person” implies that
confronting the face is, in fact,
confronting multiple faces; a
relationship with “the Other” is
always a relationship with
others. The resulting conflicts of

desire and responsibility among
others necessitate justice, the
realization of which is possible
through governmental and
political ~ structures.  Thus,
ethical responsibility to “the
Other” extends beyond the
interpersonal dyad to
encompass society, establishing
the grounds for ethical politics.
Levinas’s  philosophy  thus
demonstrates how the political
order can be grounded in ethical
responsibility, allowing moral

obligations to be fulfilled
through attention to others.

[)iscussion and Conclusion:

Levinas considers responsibility
to “the Other” as the foundation
of human society, and his
emphasis on this point stems
from a detailed philosophical
analysis of the encounter with
“the Other”—an encounter that
precedes any form of state law.

Encountering  “the  Other”
establishes subjectivity,
introduces separation, and
imposes an infinite

responsibility on the subject.
This infinite responsibility is
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constitutive of the moral
subject; failure to accept it
constitutes moral evil. However,
responsibility is not limited to
“the  Other” alone, but
transcends the boundaries of
the dyad. The third person, seen
through the eyes of the Other,
reveals that the subject has
always already been responsible

.to others as well
Levinas posits that social
relations are founded on infinite
responsibility to others—not on
recognition or  reduction.
Others, like “the Other,” are
irreducibly ~ external  and
absolutely other; just as “the
Other” cannot be reduced,
neither can others. Levinas’s
project to derive the principles
of social and  political
philosophy from the
asymmetric relation between
“the same” and “the Other” is
not grounded in the collective
participation of individuals in
communal or national life.
Instead, he focuses on how the
primary relationship with “the
Other” leads the subject to relate
to all others, and how society

and politics emerge from this
pre-universal relationship.
Sacrificing “the same” for “the
Other” creates the original “we,”
initiating openness to others
and compelling the subject to
move the shared world toward
the welfare of all. This openness
means that responsibility to “the
Other” extends to all people.
Thus, in Levinas’s philosophy,
to be a subject is to be moral,
and the miracle of creation is
not ex nihilo creation, but the
creation of the moral being. The
subject is accountable to “the
Other,” and, as a result of this
relationship, is  infinitely

obligated to all others as well.
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