Biannual Journal Of

Philosophical Meditations

(PHM)

Vol. 11/ Issue: 26/ Spring & Summer 2021/PP.131-162

The Place of the Other in the Deconstruction of
Subjectivity and Ethics: Lacan and Levinas

Bayan Karimi I Muhammad Asghari 2

Submitted:
2020/11/24
Accepted:
2020/2/20

KEYWORDS:

Lacan,
Levinas,
The Other,
Subjectivit
y, Ethics.

Lacan and Levinas were among the first contemporary
thinkers of the twentieth century who have put emphasize on the
concepts of otherness and subjectivity. The approach of these two
thinkers to the issue has been accompanied by critique and challenge
of rational subjectivism and the ethics of modern philosophy.
Accordingly, the decentralization of the self-sovereignty subject, the
priority of the other in the destruction of subjectivity and the
redefinition of Ethics are among the common principles that have
been heuristicin presenting their new reading of the subject. However,
Lacan and Levinas have taken different interpretations, insights, and
conclusions in their attempts to explain the meaning of the other and
the reason for its priority over the subject They have also tried to
redefine the subject. On the one hand, in the contexts of structuralist
and poststructuralist approaches in the heart of the field of
psychoanalysis, Lacan summoned the lacking subject, which is split
and barred, to resist and negate the structure of the big other. He
believed in this resistance, the concept of desire plays a key role. On the
other hand, Levinas with a phenomenological approach and in the
heart of a religion-based approach, exposes the subject to the other
with asymmetricresponsibility, and in this regard, the face of the other
plays a fundamental role in evoking the inescapable responsibility in
the subject. Lacan and Levinas deal with two different aspects of
otherness, which has also led to a different reading of subjectivity.
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The study of the works of Jacques Lacan and
Emmanuel Levinas shows that alterity and subjectivity are among the
most important notions, playing a fundamental role in their thought.
Although Lacan and Levinas never referred to each other’s thought
and views in their works and their theories are based on two different
readings of deconstruction, otherness, and subjectivity, both have
relied on similar foundations in the primacy of otherness and the
formation of subjectivity. Despite the shared foundations, readings and
interpretations of Lacan and Levinas have numerous serious
complexities and contrasts. The difference in their thought is rooted in
their approaches, questions, and conclusions. Lacan and Levinas are
among the most prominent contemporary thinkers who criticized the
center of philosophy of consciousness, that is, primacy of the rational
subject. Instead of reproducing the conceptualization of rational
subjectivity, they focused on alterity and saw the Other as the basis of
the formation of the subject. In addition to primacy of human
sensibility over rationality, they focused on the event of otherness
preconscious. The Lacanian notion of “desire” and Lavinasian “face”
are their breaking points from the totality of awareness in the history
of philosophy (Critchley, 1999, p. 198-216; Fryer, 2004, p. 215-238
This comparative descriptive-analytical study first
described and analyzed the context of Lacan and Levinas’s thought
in criticizing rational subjectivism. Moreover, the central topics of
lacking subject, embodied subject, the Other, and ethics were
explained according to their thought. In addition to comparing
Lacanian and Levisian thought and stating their similarities and
differences, the following questions were answered in the assessment
section. The guiding questions of this study included teh following.
How do Lacan and Levinas map the deconstruction of subjectivity
and the Other based on the coordinations of their thought? What are
their similarities and differences? Where could Lacan and Levinas’s
divergence point be traced in the formation of subjectivity and
redefinition of ethics? Are the thought of these two thinkers
irreconcilable? Or can we achieve a balance between the two?
As some critics of Lacan and Levinas have correctly noted,
the main difference between the two thinkers is not in the essence of
their work and thought but rather lies in their different questions and
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approaches to the notion of otherness and subjectivity (Fryer, 2004,
p. 21). If Levinas sees the subject as the unconditional haven of
inevitable ethical responsibility to and for the Other, Lacan seeks a
subject who frees themselves from the bondage and dominance of the
desire of the other, the big Other, the symbolic order, and little others.
According to both, the relationship of the subject and the Other is very
important as the formation of the subject is impossible without the
Other. Nonetheless, they have redefined ethics through different ways
(Ruti, 2015: P. VII). Lacan and Levinas share negligence of
humanistic components of the modern world in their redefinition of
the subject. They are in unison in their anti-humanistic readings
although their insight and determination are divergent in this task
(Fryer, 2004: p. 31; Stavrakaksi, 1999, p. 70).

Through his ethical embodied subject, Levinas pointed
out the inevitable ethical responsibility of the subject for the Other.
Lacan seeks a subject who frees themselves from the bondage and
dominance of the desire of the other, the big Other, the symbolic
order, and little others. The Lacanian subject acts ethically when it
refuses to be merged or absorbed in the big Other. However,
Levinasian ethics refers to the primacy of the necessity and
commitment of the subject to the Other. Lacan expounds the
confrontation and contrast of the subjects in the context of the big
Other. On the other hand, Levinas emphasizes that the relationship
between two subjects is a peaceful one from the beginning with a
religious approach.
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