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Ethical Limits to Self-Making
James Mensch 

“May I presume to speak to the Lord, dust and ashes that I am” (Gn 18: 27)

Introduction


A constant theme in human self-reflection has been our ability to escape the control of nature. As Sophocles remarks in his Antigone, “Many are the wonders, none is more wonderful than what is man. He has a way against everything.”
 A list follows of the ways in which man overcomes the limits imposed by the seas, the land, and the seasons. We do this by creating new environments for ourselves. These environments condition us. Thus, we do not just escape nature by building cities. We, in turn, become city dwellers. The fact that we determine ourselves by determining our world has led thinkers like Hannah Arendt to describe us as conditioned beings. In her words, “Men are conditioned beings because everything they come into contact with turns immediately into a condition of their existence.”  This includes “the things that owe their existence exclusively to men.”  They too “constantly condition their human makers.” 
 Since Hegel’s time, such self-conditioning has been understood to include our very nature. Our ability to determine our environments, i.e., escape being determined by nature, has been taken to mean that our nature is our own creation. There are, in other words, no external limits to the freedom we have to determine who and what we are. This freedom, to put it paradoxically, is ground-less. There is nothing prior to it that determines it. “Freedom,” here, does not signify some nature or essence, but rather the lack of such. As Heidegger writes, “Freedom is the abyss (Ab-grund) of human existence (Dasein).”  It is our character as ground-less beings.


It is this view that I would like to question. If our self-making is not self-grounding, there is a ground or condition of this process that escapes it. I am going to argue that this ground is our own corporeality. It is the flesh that is our most intimate, private possession. A reflection on such flesh opens us up to the limits of our self-making. Such limits give our self-hood its ethical parameters. To show this, I shall consider Heidegger’s and Levinas’s descriptions of our self-making. I will then argue that what is unthought in these accounts is the grounding quality of our flesh. Such flesh is not just what is most intimately our own, it is also our first “other.”

The Project of Self-Making


Heidegger’s description of our self-making forms part of his explanation of our being-in-the-world. For Heidegger, we are in the world as the place of its disclosure. We are such a place through our various projects. The fundamental insight here is that of William James. He argued that objects generally show those aspects of themselves that suit our practical purposes. Thus, paper appears as a writing surface if our goal is to write. It can also, however, show itself as combustible if we use it to start a fire. The object’s sense, then, is its instrumental character. It is its function as a means for the accomplishment of our projects. 
 For Heidegger this insight signifies that disclosure is, itself, pragmatic. In other words, it is only in terms of our projects that the world appears at all, i.e., is articulated into objects with disclosed properties.
 This disclosure of the world is also a self-disclosure. It reveals our “projective being,” that is, our being ahead of ourselves in our plans and projects.
 For example, when I gather paper to make a fire, I am already there at the goal. I regard my present activity of gathering paper from the standpoint of lighting the fire. My past, too, is regarded in this light. I regard my “having-been” as the factual situation from which I have to realize my goal.
 What I focus on are the resources - - here, the collection of old newspapers - - the past has provided me with. 


The move to self-making comes through the fact that every project involves not just a choice of what I will do, but also, as inherent in this, a decision on what I will be. 
 Will I be the person making the fire or the person writing? Will I be the person engaged in this or some alternative set of activities? Will I, more generally, be the one following this or some other course of life? The choice, Heidegger constantly insists, is not prescribed. There is no nature, no human essence, to which I must conform. Given that my projects determine the ways in which the world will appear, I cannot appeal to its appearance to determine my choice. Rather than providing me with some stable criteria, the evidence it provides changes depending on my choice. And so will I, since what is at issue in my choices is my being. Thus, when Heidegger asserts that “Dasein’s being is care,” 
 he is asserting that the object of such care is our very being. We are “care” because our being is an issue for us.
 


The radical nature of Heidegger’s account of our self-making appears in its non-grounded or unconditional character. In Heidegger’s terms, my being is an issue for me because I am no thing, i.e., do not fall under the ontological categories of the ready-to-hand and the present-to-hand that are descriptive of things.
 My absence on the level of these categories gives me the nothingness that is at the heart of my projective being. This nothingness is what allows me to “be there” with the possibilities I choose to realize. In Heidegger’s words: “Not only is the projection, as one that has been thrown, determined by the nothingness (Nichtigkeit) of the being of its basis (Grundseins), but also, as projection, [Dasein] is itself essentially null (nichtig) . . . the nothingness meant here belongs to Dasein’s being-free for its existential possibilities.”
 In other words, nothingness belongs to its being-free to choose amongst its different possibilities of being precisely because Dasein is not some thing, not some entity with a determinate nature. If it were, then its essence would limit its choices and hence its ability to be ahead of itself. 


For Heidegger, the fact that “the primary element in care is the ‘ahead-of-itself’”
has an important bearing on our use of language to refer to what is absent. It is precisely because we are not limited to the present, but rather temporally distended, that we can use its symbols - - the spoken or written signs that are present to us--to refer to past or future objects. If, for example, I say that the book is in the next room, the word “book” has a certain directedness - - an intentionality - - that points to a future presence. What I intend can be made present by crossing to the next room. My ability to be ahead of myself - - to, as it were, await myself as I presently work to attain some goal - - gives me the dual perspective that allows me to use linguistic signs to refer to what can be made present. 


This point can be put in terms of Heidegger’s account of meaning. As I mentioned earlier, each project, when successful, exhibits those aspects of its objects that are required for our purposes. Wind, for example, is seen as wind to fill our sails when we use it for this purpose. Paper can appear as a writing surface or as kindling to start a fire depending on our particular needs. As we gain more and more skill in making our way in the world, the world itself becomes more practically meaningful. We “understand” it in the sense of knowing the uses of its elements. Now, for Heidegger, interpretation, defined as the “considering . . . of something as something” articulates this understanding. Interpretation makes explicit the instrumental character of the objects I encounter. It expresses “what one does” with them. Such interpretations form the core of a language. They constitute the significance of its expressions.
 Thus, the significance of “paper” is made up of all the uses I can put it to. The fact that it is tied to such uses gives it its inherent intentionality, its inherent pointing forward to the achievement of some purpose. Underlying this intentionality is my ability to engage in projects, and underlying this is the nothingness of my being. Such nothingness is not just my non-thingness. It is the gap, the non-presence, that I span in my temporal being. This spanning is the distension that underlies both time and language. It is the presupposition of both my temporal standing outside of myself and the representative function (the intentionality) of my words.


Thus far, I have been speaking about language as if it were some private affair, as if the projects that underpinned its meanings were mine alone. Nothing, of course, could be further from the case. I learned my initial life projects (everything from learning how to eat at the table to learning how to dress myself) from my caregivers. Each of these activities was accompanied by a constant commentary that named things, not abstractly, but in terms of the uses they were being put to. The resulting senses were as common as the uses they expressed. The same commonality applies to the language of adults. Its basis is the interweaving of our projects. This interweaving gives us the commonality of our being-in-the-world. Since we cannot accomplish our projects alone, our being is always a being-with-others. Because it is, we cannot have a private language. Language is inherently intersubjective since it articulates how we interpret things in our being-with-others, i.e., in our engaging in our shared projects. 


For Heidegger, then, there is never any real dichotomy between our common language and the world we share. The very projects that disclose the world are those that language articulates. Our disclosure, our language, and the world that appears through our projects are all intersubjective.  Insofar as we are conditioned by the results of our projects, such conditioning can also be considered intersubjective. The possibilities open to us in our self-making come to us clothed in the common senses that form our common language. At their basis lie our common projects. This implies that our self-making is a common rather than a private project.

The Privacy of Death

Does this mean that Dasein is intersubjective? Is it the case that for Heidegger our being-there (our Da-Sein) is ultimately a function of our being with others (our Mit-Sein)? As reasonable as this conclusion appears, it is one that Heidegger cannot accept. The reason for this is that at the basis of our projects is the nothingness that we span in our being-ahead-of-ourselves. This nothingness is radically private. It is, in fact, the nothingness of death. For Heidegger, death cannot be shared. Because no one can die for me, “death,” he writes, “is essentially, in every case, mine.” It “lays claim to me as an individual.”
 What it “claims,” as it were, is the very being-ahead-of-myself, the very openness that I am in my being-in-the-world. The possible, in fact, inevitable absence of such being is the real object of my anxiety. The nothing that I will be when I die points to my inner nothingness. In Heidegger’s words, “The nothing (Nichts) that anxiety confronts reveals the nothingness (Nichtigkeit) that determines Dasein in its very basis, the basis itself being its thrownness-into-death.”


This equation of my inner nothingness with my mortality is the paradoxical heart of Heidegger’s description of our self-making. The best way to approach it is through the essential futurity and alterity of death. Its futurity follows from the fact that as long as we are alive, death remains outstanding. Death is the possibility that lies beyond all our other possibilities. When it is accomplished, the others must vanish. This is because, as Heidegger writes, death undoes “our being in the world as such.”  Facing death, we confront “the possibility of our not being able to be there” in the world at all.
 Thus, death is always ahead of us. Were we to eliminate it, we would suppress our being-ahead-of-ourselves. 
 Such suppression, in other words, would reduce us to a thing. A thing cannot die. It also cannot be ahead of itself. Our not being a thing, our no-thingness, is, however, the nothingness that is at the basis of our projective being. Thus, the essential futurity of death and the futurity of our projective being both point back to this essential nothingness. 


A similar line of reasoning ties the alterity of death to the alterity of such nothingness. The nothingness at the heart of our projective being manifests our lack of any definable essence. In a certain sense, such nothingness is ourselves in our radical self-alterity. We are, at our basis, other than all the possibilities of selfhood that we can realize through our projects. In the “null basis” of our being as care, we are also distinct from all the particular beings we disclose. Our inner alterity is such, then, that it is on the other side of everything worldly that we can imagine or know. We are, in our inner nothingness, non-representable. The radical alterity of such nothingness thus coincides with the radical alterity of death. The identification of this nothingness with death focuses on the fact that death itself, as my annihilation, is other than everything I can know. Its radical alterity is my alterity in my being-ahead-of-myself. The self I am ahead of as I project myself forward to my goal is myself in my no-thingness. What I leap over in projecting myself forward is the absence that allows me to be temporally distended. This, in Heidegger’s view, is the death that is “in” me as my no-thingness or radical self-alterity.


Heidegger writes that “the nonrelational character of death individualizes Dasein down to itself.”
 Because the death that is in me is private, so are my projects. Confronting my death I realize that I am responsible for my being-in-the-world. Just as no one can die for me, no one can live my life for me, that is, no one can perform those projects through which I disclose the world.
 This conclusion, though appropriate, is hard to reconcile with the intersubjective nature of our various projects. Their commonality is behind the commonality of language. The best that Heidegger can do here is to speak of authentic versus inauthentic existence. When I live authentically, I myself choose my projects. Doing so, I “authorize” my being-in-the-world. Living inauthentically, I simply take over the projects of others. The possibilities I actualize are those of the crowd. The language I use reflects its chatter. What about the language of authentic existence? To the point that the projects that ground it are private, is it speakable at all? In Being and Time, Heidegger suggests that silence can be an authentic form of speech.
 In his later works, he appeals to the speech of poets. These restrictions on the communicative function of “authentic” language indicate that something is missing in his account. More precisely, they point to something unthought in the nothingness that he sees as underlying our projective being. 

Death and the Other

For Levinas, the element that Heidegger does not consider is the role of the other. My encounter with the nothingness that underlies my projective being does not occur through my confronting my own death, but rather through my encounter with death in the other. Thus, Levinas argues that my own death, taken as my annihilation, is simply unthinkable. In response to Heidegger’s claim that “death is essentially, in every case, mine,”
 Levinas asks, can the death, which is “the alienation of my existence . . . still be my death?”
 Given this annihilation, what sense can the “my” have? In fact, he writes, “Everything we can say and think about death” actually “comes from the experience and observation of others. . ..”
 This does not mean that I have to experience their dying. A genuine face-to-face encounter is sufficient. In such an encounter, I am aware of “the face as the very mortality of the other person.”
 I experience this mortality  “in the rupture of phenomenology, which the face of the other calls forth.”
 This rupture is not a one-time affair. It is an ongoing breech in my powers of representation. In Levinas’s words, the “enigma or ambiguity” of the face is that it both “calls forth” and “tears itself away from . . . presence and objectivity.”
 The calling forth occurs in the fact that I can “see” the face of the other. I can, for example, see the eyes as features of the face. I do not, however, see what makes them eyes--that is, their seeing. Both what they have seen and will see escape me.
 This escape is the ongoing “rupture of phenomenology,” a rupture that I experience as my failure to bring to “presence and objectivity” the alterity that makes a face a face. When Levinas call this face-to-face encounter the experience of the “mortality of the other person,” he is claiming that in it I have that experience of the escape from presence that becomes permanent when the other person dies.

This point can, perhaps, be best understood by putting it in terms of Levinas’s version of the connection Heidegger draws between the alterity and futurity of death. According to Levinas, the link occurs in Epicures’ description of death: “If you are, it is not; if it is, you are not.”  This “adage,” he writes, “insists on the eternal futurity of death.”  It brings to the fore, “the fact that it deserts every present. . . .”
 Our actual experience of this desertion is our experience of other persons in their escape from presence. It is the experience of the rupture in givenness called forth by the face of the other. The rupture is occasioned by the alterity of death as escaping every givenness. This escape is also death’s futurity. Thus, given that the “authentic future . . . is what is not grasped,” but rather constantly escapes the being-present that we do grasp, we have to say that “the other is the future.
” For Levinas, then, the “relationship with the future” is “accomplished in the face-to-face with the other.”  It is accomplished by the escape of the face in its mortality from every presence.


What Levinas is doing in such passages is relocating death and, hence, the nothingness that our experience of it reveals. This relocation can be summed up in two points. The first is that for each of us the death that is first is not our own but that of the other. This means that the nothingness that underlies our projective being comes to us through the other.  We experience it as an absence in presence. As Levinas describes it, the experience of the face as the mortality of the other embodies a “relation with the different, which, however, is not indifference.”  It is a relation “where the diachrony is like the in of the other-in-the-same--without the other being able to enter into the same.” 
 What is pointed to here is the fact that the other who I apprehend is, as internalized, “in” me but not the “same” as me. As a result, facing the other, my self-experience is that of the disturbance or “inquietude of the Same by the other, without the same being ever able to comprehend the other, to encompass it.”
 As a result, I am split by the “transcendence” of the other. Separated from myself, I experience “the awakening of the for-itself (éveil du pour-soi) . . . by the inabsorbable alterity of the other.”
 By virtue of self-separation, I have the inner nothingness that is the basis for my projective being. 


The second point is that Levinas’s relocation of death is also a relocation of responsibility. For Heidegger, my responsibility is a responsibility for my being. What he calls “the voice of consciousness” is actually a call for me to accomplish this - - that is to “authorize” it through my own choices. The origin of this call is my own death. My response to the nothingness it reveals is to take up the task of self-creation - - i.e., constantly work to fill the gap in being that is my very selfhood. For Levinas, by contrast, the nothingness that calls on me to respond is that of the other. What makes me unique, what individualizes me, is not my relation to my own death, but rather my relation to the death that appears through the other. Describing this, he writes, “This turning to the other responds to the other, my neighbor according to a multiple intrigue. [It is] an inaccessible responsibility whose urgency identifies me as irreplaceable and unique.”
 This means that it is through the other that I accomplish my uniqueness. My projects proceed through him or her. In fact, it is through our others that each of us has the futurity that allows us to disclose the world. 


How successful is this relocation of the ground of our self-making? Do we overcome the nonrelational character of death - - i.e., the solitude it imposes - - by transferring it to the other? Or is it the case that the isolating character of death itself gets transferred? For Levinas, it seems that the singular relation that each of us has to our death also characterizes our relation to the other. This, he writes, is also a “relation with the singular, [a] relation of difference in non-indifference, [a relation] excluding every common measure, be this to the ultimate, the community, the co-presence” understood as common measures.
 “Excluding every common measure,” the relation to the other is, then, like death, radically exclusive. 


A further difficulty concerns the nonexperiencibility of death. Death, according to Heidegger, is “the impossibility of any existence at all.”  As such, it includes the impossibility of appearing. As Derrida notes, this impossibility undercuts the “the very possibility of the existential analysis” that is based on our relation to death. If death cannot appear, how can we relate to it? If we cannot, then, as Derrida remarks, “man, or man as Dasein, never has a relation to death as such . . . .”  In fact, given our “nonaccess to death as such,” we cannot even distinguish an authentic from an inauthentic relation to it.
 The same points occur when we assert with Levinas that our encounter with death is through the other. The inexperiencibility of death, its radical alterity, becomes that of the other. In Derrida’s phrase, “every other is totally other.”  Thus, for Levinas, the other is present as the “rupture of phenomenology.”  As such a rupture, the other cannot appear. Yet, as Derrida remarks, “One could neither speak, nor have any sense of the totally other, if there was not a phenomenon of the totally other, or evidence of the totally other as such.”
 Thus, to the point that we take seriously Levinas’s equation of the alterity of the other with the alterity of death, we face the same nonrelation that undermines Heidegger’s existential analysis. A sign of this is the fact that were every other person totally other, we would lack all basis to distinguish between our others. We, thus, could not have the exclusive one-to-one, face-to-face relation mentioned above. The point follows since total alterity, like death itself, robs selves of their individuality. 

The Body


Once again we have to ask: What is unthought in these accounts of our self-making? Both accounts require that which, in the immediacy of its relation to us, forces us outside of ourselves. What they lack is a ground of our being ahead of ourselves that affirms rather than annihilates us. At the beginning of Heidegger’s reflections is the thought that no one can die for you. Death, he claims, is irremediably private. Such privacy is a function of death’s nonsubstitutability. What is unthought, here, is the fact that such nonsubstitutability characterizes the body as whole in its organic functions. Thus, it is equally true that no one can eat for you, go to the bathroom for you, breathe for you, and so on. Others can, of course, go to the bank for you, shop for you, or engage in any of the services we daily perform for one another. Yet, if one of them eats dinner, this does not relieve you of the need to eat your dinner. Thus, not just my death, but my organic functioning as such is nonrelational. The privacy of death is, in fact, a function of my bodily, organic being. It is because of such being that I can die, i.e., exhibit mortality. It is because of the body’s nonsubstitutability that death has its privacy. 


At first glance, it may seem odd to compare the privacy of death to that of the body. For both Heidegger and Levinas death is the radically other. For both, it escapes description. The body, however, is everywhere exhibited. Its care and its functions form the daily topic of our conversations. Such exhibition, however, is actually a concealment. What is describable is the body as substitutable, i.e., the body in its replaceable sameness with other bodies. What escapes description is the body’s quality of being proper to a person. This point can be put in terms of its disclosable and nondisclosable aspects. Following Heidegger, we can say that our body’s disclosure is correlated to its instrumental character. Thus, its various skills and attributes can be exhibited insofar as they show themselves as means to given ends.
 What is disclosed is the human body as there for everybody. Insofar as the common meanings of language describe it, this is also the substitutable body. Many different individuals can, for example, tie their shoelaces or walk down the street. The ability to perform such tasks thus enters into the general, linguistically expressible sense of the body. Its nondisclosable, nonexpressible aspect comes from the fact that on a certain basic organic level one body is not substitutable for another. As such, it constitutes the sphere of the private that escapes linguistic expression. This escape can be expressed in terms of Aristotle’s assertion that the particular as the particular can be sensed, but cannot be expressed in a language we share with our others. Such sharing involves the common meanings that express the common features of objects. But my body, as mine, cannot be common. As mine, it is the flesh that incarnates me, making me this particular person and not anybody else. Given that the meanings we use always apply to more than one object, this bodily particularity that we sense and daily live is always inexpressible. We can feel it but not “know” it in the sense of subsuming it under common notions.


Both death and the body are nonsubstitutable; both, in their inherent privacy, escape being known. What about their link to the future? For both Heidegger and Levinas, the futurity of death comes from the fact that, as Levinas puts it, “the authentic future … is what is not grasped.”  The connection, for both, is through the unknowability of death. It is because death cannot be expressed or grasped that it “deserts every present.”  To uncover what is unthought here, we have to ask: “why should this desertion be towards the future? The radically unknown has no graspable temporal sense. So does death when regarded in itself.
 In fact, given that death in its radical alterity cannot appear at all, no assertions regarding its temporality can be made. This limitation does not hold for the body. Its unknowability is not that of death. While death annihilates all our possibilities, the body is present to us in the capabilities it affords us. Its connection to the future is implicit in these capabilities since the projects that that allow us to disclose the future are, at their basis, body-projects. They are functions of our bodily “I can.”  What is unthought in the connection between death and futurity is, then, the fact of the body itself. More precisely, it is the fact that life is prior to death since only a living body can die. This implies that we have to seek the ground of our self-alterity, not in death, but in our being alive. It must form the basis of our being-ahead-of-ourselves. Our projective being must spring from it. 


The best way to see how being-alive implies futurity is through the contrast Hans Jonas draws between the inorganic and the organic. The inorganic is identical to the matter composing it. This means, he writes, “its being now is the sufficient reason for its also being later, if perhaps in a different place.”  “A proton,” for example,  “is simply and fixedly what it is, identical with itself over time, and with no need to maintain that identity by anything it does.”  Its conservation is, thus,  “a mere remaining …. It is there once and for all.”
 In other words, temporal distinctions do not enter into its essential description. Since it is inherently always the same, its temporality is that of sheer nowness. The case is quite different for the organic. To be, the organic body must reassert its being from moment to moment. It must reach outside of itself if it is to be. This is because it is both totally composed of matter and yet different from it. It must engage in metabolism - - in the exchange of material (Stoffwechsel) with the world - - in order to be. Thus, the matter composing it, Hans Jonas writes, “is forever vanishing downstream.” “[I]ndependent of the sameness of this matter, it is dependent on the exchange of it . . . .” 
 Without this, it would not be alive. Thus, in contrast to the inorganic, its material state cannot be the same for any two instants. Were it the same, were its metabolism to cease altogether, it would die. It would become inorganic. Since it is organic, it needs the influx of new material. In Jonas’s words, “This necessity (for exchange) we call ‘need,’ which has a place only where existence is unassured and its own continual task.”
 Such need expresses its relation to the future. Thus, a living body has a future insofar as its being is its doing, i.e., stretches beyond the now of its organic state to what comes next.
 Here, its “will be” - - the intake of new material - - determines the “is,” that is, determines the nature of its present activity. Insofar as it exists by directing itself beyond its present condition, it is ahead of itself, it “has” a future. In other words, the living body, as need, as the necessity for exchange, is already stretched out in time.


Carefully regarded, this analysis indicates the inner connection between futurity and the nothingness that underlies our projective being. The nothingness that grounds the body’s being-ahead-of-itself is that of need. It is its not having what it needs. In other words, the nothingness that makes it be ahead of itself is the absence of what is needed. In the self-awareness that characterizes sentient flesh, this absence is experienced as desire. Given that we do not desire what we have, but rather what remains outstanding, felt need or desire is the presence of the future. It underlies all our modes of being-ahead-of-ourselves. Without it, there are no choices to be made. With it, our presence to ourselves is already a being-outside-of-ourselves. We are there, ahead of ourselves, with the outstanding, desired object. 


The connection between metabolism and the unspeakability of the flesh that grounds our projective being comes from the fact that metabolism involves the continual exchange between the public and the private. As an object in the world, the outstanding, desired object has a sense. It is one of a number of similar, substitutable objects. As part of the body’s metabolic process, however, it becomes private. The process withdraws it from the world, making it part of the body’s nonsubstitutable flesh. The withdrawal, then, is from the substitutable and, hence, speakable realm to the nonsubstitutable and nonspeakable realm of the flesh that consumes it. Given that the metabolic process that assimilates it is that of constant exchange, such flesh offers, when we regard its material components, nothing fixed to which we can return as “the Same” again and again. The living body, understood as the flesh that is uniquely our own, thus escapes knowledge.
 To know it would be to fix it; but as fixed in its metabolic process, it would not be alive, but rather dead. 


To draw a general conclusion from the above is to note the mediating role of need. Bodily need relates the unspeakably private - - i.e., our flesh in its organic functioning - - to the public and the speakable. It is the basis of our projective being and its disclosure of the world. To put this in terms of Heidegger’s Being and Time is to observe that his two categories of disclosable being - - those of Vorhandensein and Zuhandensein - - imply the body in the form of the hand. Their reference to the hand indicates the body’s role in all our projects and hence in our disclosure of the beings of the world. What is unthought in Heidegger’s analysis is that this disclosure itself is, in its very temporality, a function of our body’s having its existence as its own task. The need that drives it is neither isolating (as death is) nor public (as language is). It is rather our human existence as continuously stretched between the private and the public. This stretching yields the basic sense of intentionality as intentio, the Latin word signifying a “stretching out” or “straining” towards something. Bodily need drives the intentionality that directs us beyond ourselves to the world. In doing so, it gives the world its basic temporal sense.

The Double Perspective

In the view that has come down to us from Heidegger and Levinas, self-making is projective. The basis of our being ahead of ourselves is the nothingness that confronts us in either our own death or that of the other. By such nothingness is signified the groundlessness and, hence, the unconditionality of our self-making. A sign of this is the unconditional obligation it entails. As Levinas remarks, Heidegger would probably be more afraid of dying than of being a murderer.
 The point follows from the fact that the Heideggerian focus of obligation is our own being. Our anxiety revolves around its loss. Thus, for Heidegger, Levinas writes, “there is only one value, that of being.”
 I am unconditionally obligated to accomplish it. The same unconditionality applies, in Levinas’s thought, to the other. My anxiety concerns, not my own death, but rather that of the other. I am unconditionally obligated to preserve the other person. Given that I can be for myself only through the other, my projective being, and hence my self-making proceeds through this other. Thus, the unconditional obligation I have to the other is also an obligation to the ground of my self-making. At its basis is not some feature or characteristic of a particular person. If it were, then the obligation would be limited to the presence of such. The basis is the sheer alterity of the other, an alterity that, in the absence of any limiting conditions, makes the obligation unlimited. 


To reverse the above, we can say that if the ground of our self-making is not the nothingness of such radical alterity, then our self-making is not self-grounding. There is a ground or condition of the process that escapes it. Self-making, then, is not a matter of unlimited obligation. One is not responsible for both the process and its ground. The ground is, rather, already given. This, of course, is the point of the previous section. Its claim is that the required ground is given by our organism in its innate being-ahead-of-itself. It is ahead-of-itself because its being is a matter of its doing. The being that it accomplishes is not separated from this doing but participates in it. This point holds for all organic beings. It is what structures the consciousness of the organisms that are sentient. In our case, it grounds all the multiple and complex ways we are, through our projects, ahead of ourselves. 


Obligation in this context springs from the special character of our being-ahead-of-ourselves. This being-ahead involves the intentionality, the stretching or tension, that relates us to our world. One side of the relation is the body in its intimacy as one’s own body. There is here an unspeakable closeness, a withdrawal from every public domain. The other side of the relation is the body in its disclosure of the world. On this side is the “I can” that generates the meanings that we fix through linguistic signs. Following Heidegger, we can trace the common character of such meanings back to the common character of our projects - - i.e., to the fact that we learned our projects from others and rely on others to help us accomplish them.
 To admit this, however, does not entail a conflict between our being with others and the privacy of the basis of our projective being. Such privacy is not that of death. It is that of the body. As such, it is continually being overcome in the innate intentionality that characterizes our organic being. Given that we are social animals, this intentionality is inherently intersubjective. Beginning with our conception in the womb and continuing with care we require as infants and children, our bodily needs place us in relation with others. The result is that the “understanding” that grasps the uses of things, i.e., that knows how to “make its way” in the world, is from the start intersubjectively focused. It apprehends the objects of the world in terms of their public uses. Its focus is, in other words, on the true-for-all-of-us as we engage in our collective projects and shared acts of disclosure.


This does not mean that the body, taken as the sphere of the private, of the “true-for-me,” is left behind. The intentionality that discloses the world starts from it. Given this, human beings in their self-making are stretched between two poles. They live in the tension of the private and the public, the noncommunicable and the communicable, the true-for-me and the true-for-all-of-us. In Levinasian terms, their human condition is that of combining both the saying (understood as the life that grounds the possibility of speech) and the said, i.e., the public, fixed utterance. To be a human being is to be at both poles of this intentionality. As such, it is to be constantly engaged in the double perspective of the private and the public. We regard each side from the vantage of  the other. We grasp each in the claims it imposes on the other. 


This double perspective shapes the special character of human obligation. The “ought” that I impose upon myself is informed by it. Thus, when I regard my private desires in terms of their consequences for others, I see that from the public perspective I ought not to give way to them. Similarly, regarding the public’s demands on me from the perspective of my own needs, I see that I ought to take care of myself. From the perspective of the intentionality that we are, both obligations are valid. Neither, however, is unconditioned. Because of this, we are constantly negotiating between the demands of the public and the private. Our ethical life is, concretely, the attempt to settle the differences between the two. Daily we negotiate the balance of our obligations to self and others.
 Such negotiation is both the privilege and the burden of our divided selfhood. To be faithful to it is to avoid the extremism - - the unconditionality - - that would make it impossible.


How far this faithfulness takes us can be seen in Abraham’s negotiating with God over the number of just men it would take to spare Sodom and Gomorrah. Abraham successively lowers the number from 50 to 10. In accomplishing this, he address God, “May I presume to speak to the Lord, dust and ashes that I am” (Gn 18: 27). The reference here is to his flesh. In the double perspective it affords him, his embodied being gives him the standpoint from which he can call even on God to exercise restraint. To draw a strictly secular meaning from this passage is to see such restraint as inherent in the bodily basis of our self-making. The ethical limits to our self-making are not founded in our supposed absolute, unconditional obligations to self or others. Their basis is neither the death that is our own nor the death that is traced in the face of the other. Their roots lie, rather, in our being alive with all its complexities. Our ethical self-limitation is a function of the ambiguity of the bodily basis of obligation. 
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