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There are two positions in ethical theory which seem well beyond the bounds of
reason.  One is extreme moral skepticism—the position that there is no moral
knowledge at all. The other we might call moral gnosticism—the position that
there is some moral formula which would enable us to know how the lives of
others should be lived.

Extreme moral skepticism is unreasonable partly because we are more certain
of some moral propositions than of any scientific proposition.  But the main case
against it comes from the logic of the situation.  The very possibility of moral
knowledge provides a ground for claiming that there is moral knowledge.  An
inquiry into the particular ways in which we come to be certain about some
moral propositions can only make this kind of unbelief seem more unreasonable.
Yet moral gnosticism is impossible because there is an important sense in which
human beings transcend the limits of the finite in a way which makes it
downright silly to suppose that any system of rights and duties is adequate to
deal with the infinite possibilities and complexities of the human condition.  Any
system at all which imposes a kind of collective life form is unjustifiable.  

At first glance it seems that there must be a wide middle ground.  Closer
inspection suggests, however, that anyone who denies both these propositions
comes unpleasantly close to contradiction.  If there is moral knowledge—even
the minimum knowledge implied in the belief that moral knowledge is
possible—then it seems that we should be in a position to determine, at least in
important areas, how human lives should be lived.  Yet if human beings cannot
be pinned down to any finite structure then it seems that there cannot be this kind
of knowledge.  The purpose of this paper is to expose the logical structure of this
situation and then to spell out the terms of understanding in such a way that the
projected clash does not occur.

We will have to look further at the nature of moral knowledge.  It is its
possibility, though, which initially matters. If moral knowledge is possible, then,
oddly enough, some moral propositions—second order ones, perhaps, but real
nonetheless—must be true.  For if it is possible that moral knowledge exists then,
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1 There may actually be a fairly simple answer to this—one which ties into the notion of
community of meaning which seems central to any solution. When we get to know a dog,
the dog almost always gets to know us. We cannot (unless the dog is unconscious or we put
a substantial distance and technology between it and us), get to know it without having it
get to know us. When we probe a hydrogen atom—or examine a dog through the lens of
a camera positioned so that the dog can’t interpret it as a piece of human technology—we
acquire information about the dog or about the hydrogen atom which changes us. It may not
change the dog at all, though it is likely to change the hydrogen atom. Still, the hydrogen
atom does not respond to the probe as a fellow creature, for it cannot distinguish between
a particle sent by a human being and one which occurs randomly.

if it actually does exist and we don’t do anything to find it, we will surely be
remiss.

If it is possible that moral knowledge exists then—if we can give a rich enough
meaning to this claim to sustain a plausible sense of duty—it is surely one’s duty
to try to make moral judgements.  One might think that possibility was not
enough. One might feel impelled to meet the challenge of someone who says,
well, at least, you should be able to tell us what moral knowledge would be like
if it did exist.

This might not be hard.  We might think that it is not so unlikely that we
actually have some moral knowledge.  We could abandon the law of gravity if a
few new facts turned up. What would make us believe that hate was better than
love or that it didn’t matter which was which?  Or what would make you conclude
that it is good to boil dogs alive as part of a research project to determine just how
long mammals can live in boiling water?

The reasons for our tenacity in these cases probably have little to do with what
we know about the consequences of love or the physiology and neurophysiology
of dogs. It has much to do with the kinds of relations which we enter into with
dogs and people.  It is these relations in turn which make us wonder about beings
with whom we do not enter into such overt relations—lobsters, or trees in the
Brazilian rainforest.  We uneasily suppose that there is something important about
them, too, and that our analysis needs deepening.1

Although our tenacity doesn’t prove that we have knowledge, it tends to show
that there might be knowledge if only in the sense that it meets the challenge of
someone who wants to know what it would be like if we did have it.  If no moral
statements could actually be true (or false), then it couldn’t be the case that love
is good and hate bad, and it couldn’t be more likely even that love is better than
hate than that hate is better than love.  It couldn’t be the case that the pain of
being boiled alive is worse than the pleasure a dog might have from eating a
steak.  People are often unsure about how love is related to duty or whether they
owe it to their friends to quit smoking, or even whether they should give up
teaching philosophy in order to do charitable work in Bangladesh.  But could
anyone actually think reasonably that it would be better if every living creature



122 Études maritainiennes / Maritain Studies

2 For an account of this thesis, see Leslie Armour, The Rational and the Real, The Hague:
Martinus Nijhoff, 1962.
3 Gilbert Ryle, The Concept of Mind, Chicago: The University Press, 1949, pp. 25-61.

lived in continuous excruciating pain?  Someone could be obtuse enough to
think that such pain might be justified by the pleasure it gave to some perverse
God, yet suppose their God, too, lived in excruciating pain? It is surely at least
possible that it is wrong to think that excruciating pain should dominate the
universe.  Even the ascetic looks forward to some eventual bliss.  If it is logically
possible that this view is wrong, then it is also possible, if not likely, that some
moral knowledge might exist.

Admittedly, the word “knowledge” has become confusing.  We mean to use
it here in a wide sense, one which is anchored in the knowledge that we can, at
least, talk sense.2  It is generally agreed that there are or could be different sorts
of knowledge.  There may be scientific knowledge, moral knowledge,
knowledge of people, and so forth.  To say this is only to say that these kinds of
knowledge could exist.  They may not.  It is a logical possibility that scientific
knowledge is all fraud, or that no one really ever knows anyone else.
Underlying such claims, though, is one that cannot be refuted—the claim that we
can talk sense in a way which enables such questions to be raised.  For, if that
claim fails, then every sort of skepticism is as unintelligible as any sort of
gnosticism.

In addition to kinds of knowledge in this sense, people have often
distinguished forms of knowledge.  Dispositional knowledge is one form: this
is Gilbert Ryle’s “knowing how”—how to ride a bicycle or how to uncork a
bottle of wine, or how to behave virtuously.3  What might be called intellectual
knowledge, like knowing the names of all the Popes in the 19th century, or
knowing that democracy is a form of government better suited to peace and good
order than outright tyranny, is another kind of knowledge.

What of moral knowledge?  One problem about it has to do with whether, if
it exists, it is entirely intellectual (as the philosophers of calculation and duty
seem to suppose), or partly dispositional (as Aristotle and the philosophers of
“virtue” suppose), or that it is perhaps involved with something else, like
knowing how to shape the will (a suggestion of Wittgenstein?).

Bearing in mind all the difficulties about the kinds and forms of knowledge,
theories of knowledge might be divided in a quite different way into two sorts,
criteriological and ontological.  Criteriological theories hold that there are
criteria (like the right use of reason or the right use of experience) for
knowledge. Ontological theories hold that knowing is a kind of being.  Aristotle
and St. Thomas, for instance, held that to know something was to have its
properties impressed on one’s intellect.
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4 See Edmund J. Gettier, “Is Justified True Belief Knowledge?,” Analysis 23 (1963): 121-
123.

Since Edmund Gettier,4 no one has supposed that there is a simple answer to
the questions about “criteriological” theories.  Some people used to think that
“knowledge is justified, true belief,” but there are too many cases of justified
true belief which no one would want to call knowledge.  It seems unlikely that
any finite set of criteria actually defines knowledge.

It seems doubtful, though, that one gets to know pigs by having piggishness
impressed on one’s intellect.  Plato was right to worry in the Theaetetus about
the “birdcage” problem—once captured by the intellect things may well be
different.  Skepticism has strong roots in the problem posed by the fact that there
is usually a gap between knower and known.  We don’t really know what it
would be like to be a pig.

Vico had a point in supposing that we know best the things we are engaged
with by way of creation.  History is about the things human beings do, and we
know something about those because, after all, not just our actions but also our
dreams and our illusions are part of history and help to shape events.
Mathematics, too, is in a special sense a human creation.  It is not that we could
abolish the number 2. It is just that the conceptual framework which makes it
possible to manipulate the number 2 is one of our creations.

In “ontological” terms what it is to say that there could be moral knowledge
is that real values enter into our lives and we know that they do because we have
some kind of direct acquaintance with them combined with a rational framework
for dealing with this acquaintance.  In this sense we know that love is better than
hate, and that helping people to achieve their ends—so long as they don’t
trample on others—is better than killing them.  We all have aims and projects.
No one who has been in love wishes that the experience had been one of mutual
hatred, whatever its outcome.

None of our experience is without values in the sense that all of it is shaped
by our sense of importance and by the directions which we give it.  If moral
knowledge were actually impossible it would be logically incoherent to claim
that we might encounter real values and have been clearly aware that they were
real.

We may well not be certain that we have moral knowledge because we can
go wrong about complex things like love and helping others achieve their ends,
but what if it were actually logically impossible to be right?

If it were logically impossible then all claims to knowledge of values would
be identically worthless.  They would all be incoherent.  It is here that our
certainty that love is better than hate—even if we are not sure we have ever met
any genuine cases of love—is important.  For we do know that one would be
better than the other if it occurred.
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5 Neither the verifiability theory of meaning nor the emotive theory of value has an
extensive following at the moment, though positions which have been influenced by these
doctrines and which were developed in the retreat from these doctrines do have influence.

Still, what we want to argue in this paper is that what one needs to say about
moral knowledge is that it arises out of acts of human creation—claiming to be
a person is also being a person, entering into dialogue is taking part in the
creation of a community of meaning.  Thus, the axiological person is one whose
reality emerges in his or her acts.

What might one say against this? The counter claim is that it would be
logically contradictory to say that there could be moral knowledge.  That would
be to say that there could not possibly be moral knowledge.

Has anyone ever actually held that claims to moral knowledge are logically
contradictory?  Philosophers have often argued that moral claims lack factual
meaning.  And they might still—logically—be right despite the fact that faith in
this thesis has been fading.5  What they would have to claim is that what they
want to say is necessarily true—that to deny it is logically contradictory.  The
claim to literal meaninglessness is associated with proponents of the verifiability
theory of meaning.  Its proponents, however, have never wanted to say that their
theory of meaning was a tautology.  Nor is it.  And since they thought that all
necessary truths were tautologies they have never wanted to say that the
verifiability theory was a necessary truth.

From the simple notion that it is possible that there is moral knowledge, a
variety of evident duties follows.  One has a duty, as we said, to try to make
correct moral judgements.  One certainly has a duty, as well, to others: If one
could have made correct moral judgements and didn’t, then, if anyone else is
responsible, that person, too, is remiss in his or her duties.  So there is evidently
a basic duty to make sure that everyone is in the best position possible to make
such judgements—alive, well-fed, well educated, and able to think and reflect
in peace.

This is where the problem begins.
It is always tempting to suppose that one knows how others ought to be

educated, fed, housed, or kept from temptation.  It is easy to imagine fairly free
educational systems, economies that provide for a great variety of diets and
housing options or the facilities to be a nomad.  One can readily imagine that all
this might be designed so as to maximize the freedom of everyone involved even
if it is difficult to say just how this might be achieved.

Nevertheless, things seem to get stickier if one attends to the letter of the
argument—and one must do so, for everyone knows how likely it is that when
human beings get hold of something they believe to be moral knowledge they are
apt to use it to become coercive.  Moralists are always delightful in opposition.
When they become the government, the gulag, the guillotine, and the inquisition
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are apt to loom quickly over the horizon.  However innocent our proposal about
possible moral knowledge might seem to be, one can imagine that it could be used
to promote a life of intense search for moral values, and the probabilistic ideas
which lurk within it might be used first to urge and then to compel people to
eschew behaviour suspected of being immoral.

It is important, therefore, to look at the other side of the case.  If moral theory
teaches us anything much it is that there is something interesting about the
problem of the object of moral judgements, namely that it ought not to be the
person who is judged.

In a different but not unrelated way one can pursue various vistas on the moral
nature of human beings. Moral theorists differ about many things, but it is
interesting that most often they want to judge acts, consequences, motives, or
intentions.  Moral theorists are loathe generally to judge the person as such.

Kantians believe that one who fails to meet the requirements of some rule today
may meet them to-morrow.  Utilitarians would generally agree that bad
consequences would follow from regarding someone merely as murderer.  Those
who think some acts are intrinsically good or bad do not believe, nonetheless, that
is reasonable to say that some people are, per se, good or bad.  The closest
philosophers come to such verdicts is to be found in the writings of those who
write about virtue and think that what is to be judged is the person conceived as
virtuous or not, and who think character in the sense in which they judge it is
equivalent to personhood.  Some of them have thought that one is virtuous or one
is not.  In saying that someone is virtuous they are seemingly passing judgement
on the whole person, though Aristotle warned that only a whole life could be
judged in this way—and that, we must suppose, is only possible in retrospect.

The human person seems always to have more possibilities than he or she has
so far manifested and this gives us a sense of the infinite.  Fundamentally,
therefore, the answer to these dilemmas and paradoxes lies in an ethic of openness.
Such an ethic must involve at least these considerations:

First of all, moral discourse must take the form of a continuing conversation out
of which a community of meaning evolves in such a way that what people should
rightly judge to be their obligations are the commitments which arise within the
community.  That is, one’s obligations must be those which arise out of one’s
voluntary acts, and these obligations must develop and change as the community
develops and changes.  The obligations of parents to children create, as they are
carried out, a community within which children naturally come to feel obligations
to their parents.  Such a community can also dissolve and be replaced by other
communities.  As our understanding grows we come to sense our obligations to
all human beings and to nature.  This happens as we come to understand how our
lives are embedded in a community which involves all other human beings and the
nature within which they live and as we come to understand the possibility of
moral knowledge itself.
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6 Jean-Luc Marion, “L’unique ego et l’altération de l’autre,” Archivio di Filosofia 14,
(1986) Nos. 1/3, pp. 606-624.
7 Pascal, Pensées, ed. Louis Lafuma, Paris: Éditions du Luxembourg, 1951, #597, Léon
Brunschsvig, Paris: Hachette, 1950, #455. (This fragment is a curiosity, addressed to Daniel
Mitton, a gambler friend. But the Pensées are a sustained attack on egocentrism.)

To grasp this we require a complex notion of personhood.  The simple
“monadic” person who turns up in post-Cartesian literature as the “res cogitans”
lives on in many disguises.  At the end of a long career, this construal of the
person turns up as Husserl’s transcendental ego.  Such a person is opaque,
imperfect, and neither an object of direct cognition nor the person referred to in
free discourse.

Jean-Luc Marion wrestled with the idea of the monadic ego in an analysis of
Descartes.  He came to the conclusion that it creates a disaster.6  Such an ego is
finally impervious to “the other.”  If so it cannot be made into a successful element
of a moral theory.  Marion suggests that it was this ego which Pascal said he
“hated” because it tended to dominate reality.7  We shall argue that Descartes’
account is misleading out of its context, and that he can and does indicate to us
how morality is possible, though his account was never fully worked out.  Still,
we must face the fact that there must be more to the self than such an ego if an
acceptable idea of morality is to be found.

If, though, one does hold fast to the monadic self, there are, indeed, temptations
to disastrous moral theories.  Out of the notion of a monadic person grows the idea
of morality as a set of rules.  Whether one relishes this idea as Kant did or detests
it as Sartre did and Derrida does, the rule-bound morality remains attached to the
monadic person.  Such a “person” could only be gripped in a system of abstract
universal rules; that is to say, the rules must be imposed from the outside and
cannot grow naturally from the inner life of the person.

The reason that rule-bound universalist ethics doesn’t work is that no such
person can figure directly in discourse.  It is always, as Derrida and others suggest,
the mysterious subject behind the surface of discourse, the elusive being, who
figures as an explanation for the discourse.

Recent critics of this view, concerned as they have been with the
phenomenology of ostensible selfhood and with the deconstruction of discourse
about the self, are not always clear about why this is so.  But it is evident that,  if
a person could actually figure in discourse—if a person’s being was literally
expressed in discourse and was not merely the originating subject—then the
person would not be simple or monadic but tied to all the interacting discourse and
subject to all the analyses of which the discourse is subject.

The monadic person necessarily becomes an object, a matter for calculation.
Evidently, though, such a person is a myth.  Whatever a person is, if the word
“person” is to figure intelligibly as a noun, one must be able to think clearly either
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8 Gilbert Ryle refers to this as “the systematic elusiveness of I” in The Concept of Mind, pp.
186-98 in the Chicago edition. But this is also the line Hegel takes in his account of the
appearance and development of spirit in the Phänomenologie des Geistes, Frankfurt: Felix
Meiner, 1948, 1952, pp. 313-422.
9 G. E. Moore, Principia Ethica, Cambridge: The University Press, 1903, Sections 122,
123, pp. 203-207. Moore accounts certain aesthetic properties amongst the highest good we
can imagine; but he argues that “in the case of personal affection, the object itself is not
merely beautiful while possessed of little or no intrinsic value, but is itself, in part at least,
of great intrinsic value.” The expression “of little intrinsic value” relates to the fact that, as
I suggested earlier, we would not value aesthetic objects in the absence of perceiving
persons.

about its referent or about the concept itself.  One may infer from reasons given
by both Hegel and Ryle that there is no thinkable referent.8  If one is asked to
think about oneself the task seems easy enough, but if one is asked to think about
the self which is thinking about the self, nothing is forthcoming.

The logic of the situation is this: Whatever can be thought about is an object
and therefore, by definition, is not the subject which is doing the thinking.  One
might think that the concept of the self is a simple unanalyzable concept, simply
given as an atom.  But, if it is really simple and unanalysable, one cannot establish
any connection between it and the discourse it is supposed to validate.  It might
still have a logical use, but its logical use could not then be to explain.

The mythical monadic self serves a purpose often served by myths.  The idea
of such a person directs and structures understandings of reality precisely by
rendering the person the natural object of a morality of formal rules which suit
various authoritarian schemes.  

Social cohesion is, to be sure, a legitimate human concern.  The problem is to
achieve cohesion and community without oppression—at least if it turns out that
the social myths which justify authoritarian schemes cannot, as we argue, be
justified.  Whatever the utility or disutility of the myth of the monadic person, it
does appear that reality is more complex than such a mythology suggests, and it
is the rejection of, or the failure to grasp this complexity which has led to much
of the trouble.

To begin with, the reason for supposing that the self is an originator has to do
with the axiological self—the self as the origin of values.  When people interact
with the world values inevitably emerge.

Most of us might well agree with G. E. Moore: The highest good that we can
know or imagine is some kind of fellowship.9  When fellowship emerges no one
doubts that there are persons involved and that they really are sources of value
in a way which cannot be analyzed into simple categories.  Someone admitted
into our fellowship does not need to claim civil rights or to prove to us that any
special psychological state exists.  Such a person must also be more than a
social person.  It is the person—not the reflections in our mind and those of
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10 This is a central message of Totalité et Infini, The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1961, 1974,
Paris: Kluwer, 1992 (with a new preface.).

others—which ultimately fascinates us.  Civil rights are necessary because we
are not always capable of seeing through to the real person; they are a necessary
antidote to our admitted failures.

Emmanuel Lévinas reminds us that when we confront another person we are
faced with a basic and undeniable fact.10  We are involved.  We cannot ignore
the values people create.  No one seriously believes that it is morally legitimate
to ignore cries for help from drowning swimmers or to pass by on the other side
of the street while the blood from a wrecked car runs in the gutters.

Obvious as the facts may be, the underlying logic of such situations may all
too easily be missed.  The reality is that values are created by the interaction of
persons, for we get our identities from the communities of meaning in which we
find and define ourselves.  We overlap with others even though each of us has,
always, a unique perspective on the whole.  I know who I am not by simple
introspection but by following the thread of my interactions with all others, and
by coming to see just how light is thrown on the community by my
participation in it.  The community may indeed be an imaginary one in which
the hermit finds themselves by withdrawing from actual communities; the
hermit reflects in isolation, but no one could be a hermit if there were not others
to withdraw from.  The hermit’s apparently lonely world is nevertheless
peopled by centuries of story telling or, if nothing else, by the ghosts who haunt
the very language with which one reflects on one’s isolation.

If one simply withdraws from it all, and shuts  one’s mind even to language,
there is still a perspective. Since human beings can potentially reflect in
knowledge the whole of whatever reality there is, it is by partly extending my
perspective so that in principle at least it excludes nothing,  that I become aware
of my relations to all others—humans and other sentient beings—and become
fully human.  It is not that a human person is or becomes a kind of Leibnizian
monad and reflects the whole universe within. By accepting all the others and
rejecting nothing one comes to realize one’s own limits and the extent to which
one depends on all others. This wholeness is always reflected in indefinitely
many particular perspectives and can never be summed in one privileged
perspective.  There is, after all, nothing quite like the Husserlian transcendental
ego.

Thus we are bound together.  The process of creating a community of meaning
presupposes the expectation of a measured response but not symmetry, for
different communities position individuals in a variety of ways.  Nonetheless, one
who enters any such community has a duty of honesty in response.  Particular
communities, if created, can also be escaped from. Yet the potential
destructiveness of this for others imposes duties of concern—the responsibility
to care for them in ways which leave the other individuals still situated within



129Johnston and Armour: The Ethics of the Infinite

11 See Discours I-III, Principles Preface 1-3, letters to Elizabeth 4 August, 1645, 15
September 1645, 12 January 1646, July 1647. See also letter to Christine 20 November
1647. There is a good discussion in Henri Gouhier, Descartes: essais sur le “Discours de
la Méthode,” la métaphysique et la morale, third edition, Paris: J. Vrin, 1973.
12 That is, if each of us is really constituted by a perspective on the whole, we must be

communities of meaning and possessed of means of transition.  Liberty does not
extend to the automatic right to suicide.

Once one recognizes the way in which values are created one sees that
whatever reciprocity there must be is not a kind of contract—something which
enables one to lay down rules for the others and bind them for all eternity.  On
the contrary, one continues to have duties to them whatever they do and there is
no escape from the fact that human interaction creates values.  

All this seems plausible enough, yet the situation demands more.  If we are
seriously to believe in the possibility of moral knowledge, we have to have some
idea of what it might be and we have ruled out the obvious traditional senses of
such knowledge: knowledge of the kinds of simple moral rules which would
order everyone’s life in a pre-ordained way; knowledge of some vision of virtue
which would enable us to tell just what the characters of all human beings should
be like; and knowledge of idealized life plans whose structure can be known in
advance.

Is there any feasible alternative?
One was suggested by Descartes and, in the end, it goes well with his vision

of the relation between human beings and the infinite as well as with his vision
of a life governed by reason but open to all alternatives.

He begins to lay down his notion of “moral sagesse” in the Discours, and one
can follow his ideas through the Principles and his letters to the Princess
Elizabeth.11  He first says that thought and action must somehow coalesce and
that moral knowledge is not therefore a special kind of knowledge but essentially
an adequate vision of the world through which one sees naturally how one’s life
ought to go—not that one foresees the future but that one sees how the flow of
events can form a tide which constitutes a moral response, imperfect but one that
one may be able to live with.

The Cartesian solution, one which Descartes himself never fully worked out,
must necessarily reconcile the absolute distinctness of each “I” (which is certain
first only of itself) with the knowledge that our most certain concept is that of the
infinite as the unlimited which surpasses all categories.  If we are all
manifestations of the infinite described in the Third Meditation, the infinite which
transcends all limits and finally breaks down all categories, then the being of each
of us extends equally far.  We are all inter-related with the whole universe in the
sense that whatever is manifested in it anywhere and anytime is also partially
manifested in us and vice versa as an influence on our perspectives.12
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influenced in some measure by whatever there is. Of course we are not microcosms in the
classical sense of being creatures in whom everything is literally reproduced.
13 Emmanuel Lévinas, “Avant-Propos,” in Noms Propres, Paris: Fata Morgana, 1976, p. 9.
The reference is to Jean Wahl, Poésie, pensée, perception, Paris: Calmann-Levy, 1948, p.
253. This remark may seem specifically directed at Karl Jaspers whose notion of the
“englobing” Absolute played a part in the discussions of the time. But this may well be a
mistake. Jaspers meant by the “englobing” something much more like the Cartesian infinite
which was capable of including all morally acceptable diversity. He traced his ideas back
to the  fifth century B.C, the period of Socrates, Gautama the Buddha, Confucius, Lao Tzu,
Mahavira and the prophet Isaiah, all of whom were rebelling against narrow ethnocentrism
and what we would now call fanatical nationalism and all of whom insisted on a wide
human community. “Englobing” like “Absolute” is evidently a tricky word with many
possible meanings.

Yet it seems to be Descartes’ argument that we are each not merely individual
centres of experience but specific occasions of thought.  It is this notion of the
specific occasion of thought, the occasion on which Descartes insists that we are
certain of our existence (though only when we are really thinking), which gives
rise to the notion that Descartes is committed to the idea of a monadic self. One
must notice, nevertheless, that this thought is only one expression of the infinite.
Because we have a “clear and distinct idea” of the infinite itself we are drawn
beyond ourselves, it is precisely Descartes’ claim, as we shall see, that we cannot
“seize” this infinite.

Certainly, our distinctness and indeed our separateness are to be emphasised.
The Cartesian infinite is not something which swallows us and in which we might
lose our identities, nor is it a source of authority which might make our decisions
for us or constitute some reliable secondary authority to which we might
surrender ourselves.

One may once again echo Emmanuel Lévinas.  At the base of his own views
he finds a remark of Jean Wahl.  Wahl said it was odd that the word Absolute,
which once meant what we are separated from, should come to mean what
englobes us.  Wahl and Lévinas alike (and sometimes together) searched for half
a century for some way of returning to the original non-encompassing and open
notion.13

The infinite of which Descartes speaks is quite apart from everything in the
sense that it could never be fully expressed in any finite being, system, or
community.  Yet it is not apart in the sense of being an ontological ultimate
which can never be expressed in the world—it is separate (apart) and must be
expressed through all the finitudes of reality.

It is this potential infinity which is manifest in each and in all of us and which
makes novelty not just possible, but necessary.  Still, we must reflect carefully.

It is true that the res cogitans, whose existence I cannot doubt, is in a sense
universal, the same for all of us, but the occasion of thinking through it must be
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distinct, and the res cogitans manifests itself in unique ways.  There are
properties of each act of thought which are special and unique.

It is always this thought here and now that I am confronting and never simply
universal thought itself.  The reasoning which I must perform has to conduct me
from this particular and personal place, marked by a perspective and shaped by
a place and time, to the infinitely complex web of the thoughts of others.  There
are some universal principles of reason. Actual reasoning, nonetheless, is
particular.  What is needed is closer to Dewey’s logic than Aristotle’s or
Russell’s.  That is, we need a logic which is anchored in experience and which
focuses on the intelligibility of sequences of experiences and sees conceptual
thought, language, feeling, and perception as indissolubly linked.  A logic of
propositions is not enough.14  

Wisdom then—the “sagesse” which Descartes recommends—must be the
recognition of the particular-in-the-universal and the universal-in-the-particular.
It is only by understanding as much of the universe as I can that I can grasp the
particular way in which I figure in it, thereby coming to the recognition that
understanding is provisional.

All such reflections, again, are specific and finite.  No one can substitute his
or her reflections for those of another.  Thus while no one can ignore what in
recent French Philosophy has come to be called “the Other,” no one can, equally,
make decisions which bind the other.  The other is in the same position and must
act responsibly, but the other can never be bound or subjected to a final
condemnation or obligation.  It is not that there are no obligations.  It is just that
it is always the “I”—or the “we” in a community confronting another
community—that is ultimately responsible.  The “other” must deal with his or her
own obligations precisely because the finite categories which would enable us to
take the other as a kind of moral prisoner are always transcended by the reality
of the infinite potentialities of the other.

Put slightly differently, such an ethic is an ethic of responsible mutual
understanding—an ethic which simply seeks to support all the others while
struggling to make the best one can of one’s own inner life.  Judgements on
“persons” are always provisional.  They can never be finally categorized as good
or bad, for they are engaged in a creative process which arises from an infinite
potential.

Descartes argues that our ideas of the infinite are the most powerful and
clearest of our ideas: 

“Those  ideas which represent substances are something more—have a greater degree
of objective (representative) reality than those which merely represent states or
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15 “Car, en effet, celles qui me représentent des substances, sont sans doute quelque
chose de plus, et contiennent en soi (pour ainsi parler) plus de réalité objective, c’est-
à-dire participant par représentation à plus de degrés d’être ou de perfection, que
celles qui me représentent seulement des modes ou accidents. De plus, celle par
laquelle je conçois en Dieu souverain, éternel, infini, immuable, tout connaissant,
tout puissant, et Créateur universel de toutes les choses qui sont hors de lui; celle-là,
dis-je, a certainement en soi plus de réalité objective, que celles par qui les
substances finies me sont représentées.”  Descartes, “Third Meditation,” Oeuvres et
Lettres, ed. André Bridoux, Pleiade, p. 181. (AT VII, 32, IX, 41, marginal #42.) 

The “objective” reality here is clearly the power of ideas to represent. The idea of the
infinite has more representative scope than any other idea. It encompasses all finite things.
16 “Il est de la nature de l’infini que ma nature, qui est finie et bornée ne le puisse

comprendre; et il suffit que je conçoive bien cela, et que je juge que toutes les choses
que je conçois clairement, et dans lesquelles je sais qu’il y a quelque perfection, et
peut-être aussi une infinité d’autres que j’ignore, sont en Dieu formellement ou
éminemment, afin que l’idée que j’en ai soit la plus vraie, la plus claire et la plus
distincte de toutes celles qui sont en mon esprit.” Descartes, “Third Meditation,”
Oeuvres et Lettres, ed. André Bridoux, Pleiade, p. 186-187, AT VII, 46; IX, 37,
Marginal #s 50-51. 

The  word “comprendre” in the French text is often translated “understand” but this makes
a contradiction. The Latin is, indeed, “non comprehendam infinitum”, but the first meaning
of the Latin comprehensio in White’s Latin Dictionary is “a seizing or laying hold of”.
Larousse Lexis offers comprendre from the popular Latin comprendere as a word distinct
from the term comprendre meaning understanding, as a word sometimes meaning to “seize”
(saisir). It is evidently this sense which Descartes and his French translator intended. 

Later, in his conversations with Burman, Descartes tried to explain himself, but what is
being said in the text is that one cannot altogether get hold of the infinite, which runs beyond
all categories, but one can have a clear and distinct concept of it just as people in our own
time can have a crystal clear concept of Cantor’s transfinite arithmetic without being able to
imagine Hilbert’s infinite hotel. 
17

 In fact Descartes mentions what seem to be several notions of the infinite. He talks about
the infinite within which philosophers have often conceived of the powers of God as
consisting of specific unlimited powers. These can evidently be “categorized” and are by
Descartes himself. Then there is the infinite which transcends all such limitations and of the

properties of things; That by which I conceive of God...  certainly has a greater
amount of representative reality than those by which I represent finite substances.”15

Descartes insists that “the nature of the infinite (is such) that my nature which
is finite and limited cannot seize or encompass it: It is enough that I conceive this
situation well and that I judge that all things that I conceive clearly, and in which
I know there is some perfection and perhaps an infinity of other perfections, are
in God formally or immanently, thus making the idea which I have of the infinite
the clearest and most distinct which is in my mind.”16  Descartes means to
emphasise that I must conceive both the infinite and myself well.  I must
understand the transcendent nature of the infinite and recognize my limitations
as at best a partial expression of the infinite.17  
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“indefini,” the mathematical infinite of unending series. Finally there is a notion of the
infinite as what holds together the myriad parts of the human self. Descartes’ intentions need
to be clarified. The precise relations of these concepts is a complex matter, one which we
hope to explore elsewhere. But it is the infinite which cannot be categorized which figures
in Descartes’ ethics and which forms a base for the analyses of Lévinas.
18 Article 161, AT XI, pp. 453-454.
19 For more on this argument see Leslie Armour, “Ideas, Causes, and God,” Sophia, April,
1980.

It is this which leads Descartes, in the end, to an “ethics of generosity” laid
down in On the Passions of the Soul.18  There he claims that “génerosité” (which
means both generosity in our sense and generosus—or noble spirited—in the
Latin sense) is the basis of moral theory; ethics consists thus in knowing that
there is much that we don’t know for certain.

We must grasp that the infinite inevitably takes us beyond our petty concerns,
but it does so precisely because it is expressed through everyone.
Metaphysically, the crucial argument is in the same section of the Meditations.19

I know that I am a substance.  A substance is what stands on its own.  Nothing
stands on its own but the infinite.  Therefore what is essential in me—as it is in
all manifest particulars—is a certain expression of the infinite.
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