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ABSTRACT 

Selfhood, Intersubjectivity, and the Normativity of Moral Obligations 

by 

William Hosmer Smith 

Contemporary analytic philosophers inspired by Kant's practical philosophy have 

recently attempted present a view of moral obligation that traces the normativity of 

morality back either to the agent's first-personal autonomy (Christine Korsgaard) or the 

agent's second-personal interaction with others (Stephen Darwall). In this dissertation, I 

draw these contributions into conversation with the phenomenological approaches of 

Edmund Husserl, Martin Heidegger, and Emmanuel Levinas. The solution to the 

"analytic" problem of moral normativity, I contend, is a "Continental" account of 

selfhood and intersubjectivity found in phenomenology. The framework for my theory of 

moral obligation is a Heideggerian understanding of the self as "being-in-the-world," one 

that is attuned to Levinasian moments (the experience of obligation in alterity) through a 

rehabilitation of Heidegger's notion of intersubjectivity as being-with (Mitseiri). The 

result is a two-part account of the normativity of morality: the ground of morality itself is 

second-personal - rooted in the ethical demand intrinsic to other persons - while the 

ground for particular moral-obligations is first-personal - rooted in the subject's avowal 

or endorsement of certain ethical norms within a concrete historical situation. Moral 

obligations, I argue, are those standards to which I hold myself in light of the moral 

demand for respect I find in the experience of others. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The topic of this dissertation, in the broadest terms, is the normativity of moral 

obligations. It might be useful to think of this project as a response G. E. M. Anscombe's 

well-known thesis in "Modern Moral Philosophy" that it would behoove us to give up the 

notion of moral obligation and the moral sense of "ought" - and so banish ethics from our 

minds - at least until we have the resources of a philosophy of psychology to make 

further investigation profitable. In her words: 

the concepts of obligation, and duty -moral obligation and moral duty, that is to 
say, and of what is morally right and wrong, and of the moral sense "ought," 
ought to be jettisoned if this is psychologically possible; because they are 
survivals, or derivatives from survivals, from an earlier conception of ethics 
which no longer generally survives, and are only harmful without it.' 

Her argument is that the modern idea of moral obligation is the scion of the "Hebrew-

Christian ethic" - a "law conception of ethics" - and so the concept of moral obligation is 

only coherent if one retains the root from which this shoot has grown: a theological 

commitment to God as a law-giver. Modern moral philosophy has ignored this 

requirement and has sought instead to retain the law concept of ethics without a divine 

legislator. The result, Anscombe contends, is that the whole notion of the morally 

obligatory is "an heir that is cut off from the family of concepts from which it sprang" 

and "seems to have no discernible content except a certain compelling force, which I 

should call purely psychological." For her, the "moral ought" can only have the 

"delusive appearance of content" in its current context: one cannot simply graft it onto 

1 G. E. M. Anscombe, "Modern Moral Philosophy," Philosophy, 33/124 (January 1958), 18. 
2 Ibid., 6, 10. 
3 Ibid., 18. 
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the norms of society, the laws of nature, or some contractual framework without losing its 

legislative sense, and so deprive the idea moral obligation of its normative foundation. 

Anscombe's complaint that the notion of moral obligation is a harmful and 

derivate mistake is a twentieth-century echo of Nietzsche's earlier critique of morality 

announced in his "revaluation of all values" after the death of God. In Twilight of the 

Idols, to give just one example, he argues that it is both ridiculous and naive to claim that 

"Man ought to be such and such!" when "reality shows us an enchanting wealth of types, 

the abundance of a lavish play and change of form."4 The moralist, for Nietzsche, is a 

"loafer" who depends on a series of psychologically motivated misinterpretations of 

certain phenomena in order to secure an ideal of happiness, the reality of an inner life 

(including a will, motives and an ego), an explanation for pleasurable or unpleasurable 

feelings, and most of all, the right to punish, created for ourselves and for God.5 The 

"moral world-order" functions not for our benefit but for its own, as Nietzsche puts it, 

and under the guise of "improving" humanity, morality makes us "sick, miserable, and 

malevolent" against ourselves, "full of hatred against the springs of life" while thinking 

ourselves strong and happy.6 As he writes: 

Morality, insofar as it condemns for its own sake, and not out of regard for the 
concerns, considerations, and contrivances of life, is a specific error with which 
one ought to have no pity - an idiosyncrasy of degenerates which has caused 
immeasurable harm.7 

For Nietzsche, the notion of moral obligation is an error, a psychological mistake, a 

symptom of decline and physiological degeneration we would do well to overcome. 

4 Fredrich Nietzsche, Twilight of the Idols, "Morality as Anti-Nature," §6, trans. W. Kaufmann, in The 
Portable Nietzsche, (New York: Penguin Books, 1954), 491. 
5 See Nietzsche's discussion of "The Four Great Errors," § 1 -8 (ibid., 492-501). 
6 See "The Improvers of Mankind," §2 (ibid., 502). 
7 See "Morality as Anti-Nature," §6 (ibid., 491). 
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Anscombe and Nietzsche are skeptical about morality because they have our best 

interests in mind. If we cannot get around using the word "ought" in its ordinary way, as 

Anscombe suggests we cannot, then we should at least be able to see the word "moral" as 

exerting a merely exhortative or emphatic force; next we should trade in the "law concept 

of ethics" for a "virtue concept of ethics" construed on Aristotelian lines and focus on 

what it means to flourish qua human rather than on the "morally right" and "morally 

wrong". Following Nietzsche, we should see that the whole notion of "moral obligation" 

is simply a contrivance invented by the priests and the philosophers to get us to do things 

we do not want to do in the interest of some afterworldly spiritual reward. If we are to 

take seriously the value of life on earth, then we must get control of our "shalt" and "shalt 

nots" and say "Yes" rather than "No" to our bodily instincts, our senses, and the passions 

that make us creative beings. 

What makes this moral skepticism compelling is that it fits with what I think is a 

common experience. We are moved by Anscombe's and Nietzsche's analysis and find 

them provocative because we have each at one time or another wondered whether we 

have been duped by morality. Even though we are already playing the moral game, why 

cannot we break the rules? Is it simply a matter of power and strength, as Thrasymachus 

argued? Would we all become Gyges if we only had his ring? In our day-to-day lives, 

most of us know what we morally ought to do and we do not question whether those 

obligations we take ourselves to have are real. There are times, however, when we come 

to reflect on the things we do - or are about to do - and wonder why it is we do them. 

What is it that makes this action the right thing to do? The question we ask may take 

different forms, but its basic thrust is the same: where do these obligations come from, 
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what is their source? Why is it that this action is one that I ought do, why is it "morally 

right"? In short, we wonder what grounds these moral obligations, what makes them 

obligatory! What we are asking after in these cases is the normativity of moral 

obligations - we want to know how it is that moral obligations justifiably bind us, why 

the compulsion we feel to act on them is a legitimate force and not a psychological 

misinterpretation or a cultural-historical hangover from a religious ethic which we no 

longer endorse. 

i 

1.1 The Normative Question 

As Christine Korsgaard has written, there are a variety of ways of thinking about 

ethics that make the subject seem hopeless: moral skepticism, subjectivism, relativism, 

Q 

and nihilism all threaten to undermine the practice of morality. An apologist for moral 

obligations, then, would have to demonstrate some combination of the reality, objectivity, 

or universality of moral obligations; such an apologist would have to show that we have 

reason to abide by our moral obligations even when they become onerous or conflict with 

other interests we may have.9 This situation of burden or conflict is not unfamiliar to us. 

As Korsgaard describes, "the day will come, for most of us, when what morality 

commands, obliges or recommends is hard: that we share decisions with people whose 

intelligence or integrity do not inspire our confidence; that we assume grave 

responsibilities to which we feel inadequate; that we sacrifice our lives, or voluntarily 

8 Christine Korsgaard, The Sources of Normativity, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 34. 
Hereafter cited parenthetically as SN. 
9 Until Chapter 6,1 will use the terms 'ethics' and 'morality' - as well as their synonyms - interchangeably. 
Some philosophers prefer to differentiate morals (in the sense of moralizing: a customary notion of right 
action that derives from conventional wisdom) from ethics (the systematic study or articulation of 
principles for the good and the right). See for example Simon Blackburn, Being Good, (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2005). This is a practice I will not follow, at least until the final chapter, where I employ 
Levinas' distinction between ethics and morality in a specific manner. 



relinquish what makes them sweet" (SN, 9). Faced with this kind of situation, especially 

when an attractive or pleasing alternative presents itself, the question we ask ourselves is: 

why should we act ethically? Why should we avoid doing moral wrong? Why should 

we, for example, not kill another person if it were useful or beneficial? 

What we are really looking for in a case like this is not an extra source of 

motivation or some further incentive to be moral, but rather a justification of the moral 

precept that is in play. What we would most like to know in such a moment is whether 

moral obligations are "unqualifiedly normative".10 That is, what makes moral obligations 

unshakeable, different from other normative systems like etiquette?11 What underwrites 

their authority over other reason-giving concerns, making them binding on any agent 

capable of understanding and complying with them?12 What we are looking for, in other 

words, is a ground for ethics, something that demonstrates why the 'ought' of ethical 

requirements is legitimate and its authority over other interests is justified. This question 

about the ground of ethics is what Korsgaard calls "the normative question" (SN 9-10). 

Moral obligations are normative when their authority is shown to be genuine, when the 

reason-giving or binding force they purport to have is verified or demonstrated. To ask, 

"why should I be moral?" is to ask after this normativity. 

The aim of this project is to develop my own answer to the normative question, 

one that draws on both the Anglo-American and modern European philosophical 

traditions. The professional distinction between "analytic" and "Continental" 

philosophers has tended to keep these traditions running in parallel rather than working in 

10 Stephen Darwall, "Internalism and Agency," Philosophical Perspectives 6 (1992), 156. 
1' See Philippa Foot, "Morality as a System of Hypothetical Imperatives," in Virtues and Vices, (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1978). 
12 For this characterization of normativity, see R. J. Wallace, Normativity and the Will, (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2006), 1. 
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concert, and while the possibility of overlap of between them has been explored to some 

degree, the potential for useful collaboration has not been fully realized. This dissertation 

aims to change that trend. My intention is to draw contemporary analytic philosophers 

inspired by Kant's practical philosophy into conversation with phenomenology, the 

philosophical movement initiated by Edmund Husserl at the turn of the twentieth century. 

As I will argue in the coming pages, the phenomenological tradition - in particular the 

thought of Husserl, Emmanuel Levinas, and Martin Heidegger - has unique philosophical 

resources that make it well-suited to answer the questions currently posed by 

contemporary analytic philosophers. In a nutshell, the dissertation will offer a 

'Continental' solution to an 'analytic' problem: it will pose a phenomenological account 

of the normativity of moral obligations as an answer to the normative question. 

1.2 Approaching the Question 

There are a number of ways one might try to answer the normative question, and 

for the purposes of the dissertation, I will divide them up into three general categories: 

first-personal, second-personal, and third-personal approaches. What I mean by this 

terminology is that an answer to the normative question can be characterized by the first-

person stance, second-person stance, or third-person stance. To be absolutely clear, what 

I am proposing here ultimately has nothing to do with a grammatical inquiry. Rather, my 

concern is with the normativity of morality and its connection to theories of selfhood and 

intersubjectivity. First, though, we must define each of these 'stances' or 'persons' 

because they serve in two capacities in this dissertation: (1) they are the lenses through 

which I evaluate answers to the normative question, and (2) they mark the phases through 

which the dialectical structure of my argument progresses. 
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The First-Person Stance. Put simply, the first-person stance is the perspective 

that I have as a deliberating agent. The first-person, like the grammatical use of the word 

T , stands for the way I see the world "from the inside". When I speak first-personally, I 

say how things look to me from my point of view. Similarly, the first-person stance in 

the philosophical sense means taking up the agent's view on the world as opposed to, say, 

a "God's eye" view of the situation. In the phenomenological tradition, one takes up the 

first-person stance in order to describe the world as it appears, i.e. as it appears to the 

experiencing subject. In Husserl, for example, the aim of taking up the first-person 

stance - my perspective as 'the one who experiences' - is to analyze and identify those 

structures of experience that allow things to appear as something, that allow them to 

present themselves to me as meaningful. A first-personal approach to the normative 

question, then, is one that contends that the answer to the normative question can only be 

given in terms of the first-person stance, that is, relative to the agent's experience of 

herself. Korsgaard, for example, offers such a theory. She contends that the normative 

question not only emerges from the first-person stance, i.e. "from the position of the 

agent who demands a justification of the claims which morality makes upon him," but 

that any answer to that question "must actually succeed in addressing someone in that 

position" (SN 16). Because the normative question arises first-personally, she argues, 

what we need is a first-person answer, "one that satisfies us when we ourselves ask the 

normative question" (SN 17). 

The Second-Person Stance. Like the first-person, the second-person stance owes 

its sense to the grammatical designation of 'you'. In order to be a 'you,' I must be 

addressed by another person, picked out in the accusative mode by someone else. This is 
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different from the first-person accusative "me," in which the T addresses itself (or in 

which things are related to the 'I,' e.g. "that drink belongs to me"). To be in the second-

person stance is to confront or face another person, be addressed or engaged by someone; 

this address puts me in the position of one spoken to by another self, as opposed to a self 

alone. To take up the second-person stance, for example, is to be the 'you' addressed in 

the commandment "You shall not kill" or to be the 'you' at the end of a finger pointed by 

someone else. A second-personal approach to the normative question traces the 

normativity of morality back to the second-person stance. Both Levinas and Stephen 

Darwall endorse such a theory. The idea is that the normativity of moral obligations is 

established by the demand another person makes on us. Moral respect is not something I 

grant to others, but demanded of me by them: other persons claim me as a 'you' and hold 

me responsible to them, and vice versa (I, too, have certain moral expectations of you and 

demand them of you). This is a second-personal grounding of morality because it locates 

the normativity of moral obligations in the moral demands we make of one another, in the 

face-to-face encounter with another being like ourselves. 

The Third-Person Stance. As philosophers, the third-person stance is perhaps 

most familiar to us since it is the perspective we adopt as non-participating spectators to 

the events that occur in the world around us. The third-person stance is, for example, the 

perspective of the scientist making observations or taking measurements. She does so 

^ dispassionately and without recourse to her particular concerns or subjective inclinations. 

The perfectly detached point of view would be the "view from nowhere," the purely 

objective view of the world, a view free of all subjective bias. A third-personal 

approach to the normative question, then, is one that tries to give a third-personal ground 
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to morality, that is, to ground what an agent ought to do in the objective facts of that 

situation. Realism is the prototypical example of this kind of position. Nagel, for 

example, contends that we must see whether the reasons we have - our agent-relative 

reasons, like preferring pleasure over pain - are actually reasons in a more objective 

sense, that is, whether they are agent-neutral reasons. If they are agent-neutral, then 

they have normative force because they specify what any reasonable agent deliberating 

correctly ought to do in that situation. That is, they have normative force because they 

are objective: we know they are true for any agent in that situation. This answer is third-

personal because what gives a moral obligation its weight is not what the agent thinks or 

feels about that obligation from his own point of view, but what we know is true of that 

agent in that situation. The ground here is knowledge of the objective, real facts about 

what we ought to do. In knowing these facts, we are bound by them. 

1.3 Answering the Question 

This dissertation is organized around these three possible ways of approaching the 

normative question: first, second, or third-personally. On their own, each of these 

approaches has its limitations, and as I argue, they all face specific difficulties in trying to 

offer an answer to the normative question. 

The problem that confronts the first-personal approach is how to avoid the 

unattractive egoism that seems to follow from prioritizing the first-person stance. 

Because it starts from the agent's own perspective, the first-personal approach can easily 

account for the ways in which that agent can bind herself to certain obligations. It is less 

clear, however, how that agent can be bound or obligated by others. How can the agent 

13 Thomas Nagel, The View from Nowhere, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986), 159-160. 
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be compelled to take the interests of others into account in her deliberations? The 

sticking point for the first-personal approach is how to account for the intersubjective 

dimension of practical decision-making, or why I must value someone else's interests as 

well as my own. 

In contrast, the limitation of the second-personal approach is that, although it can 

account for the moral status of others with ease, it cannot so readily account for the 

authority of others to make demands of the self. Because the second-personal approach 

begins with the dialogical situation, the intersubjective dimension of moral decision

making comes built-in to the position. However, the normative question shifts just as the 

locus of moral obligation shifts. Even if it is true that moral obligations first spring from 

the face-to-face encounter with another human being and the concomitant claims we 

make.of one another, the question about the very possibility of justifying those 

obligations remains. That is, the normative question - in this case, the question of what 

justifies the other's authority to make moral demands of the self- is not answered merely 

by adopting this starting point.14 The difficulty that faces the second-personal approach 

is precisely how to account for and justify this authority to make moral demands. 

The third-personal approach faces a different sort of problem. The difficulty has 

to do with the difference between explanatory and justificatory adequacy. The realist, for 

example, can argue that he provides a theory of moral obligation that is just as well-

established (i.e. true) as a theory in physics. What he offers is an adequate explanation of 

moral obligation: we have a reason to do what we morally ought because there is a fact of 

the matter about our situation. For the realist, moral facts have authority over us because 

14 Throughout the dissertation, I will use the phrase "the other" to stand for another person or human being 
that is distinct from the self or the ego, as is common in phenomenological philosophy. 
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they are precisely moral facts, facts about what we "ought" to do: their authority is 

intrinsic to their truth. The question that remains, however, is whether the true theory of 

morality (the explanatorily adequate theory) also offers an adequate justification of it. 

Does the factual truth justify the moral obligation under which I find myself? While the 

realist will argue that it does, a constructivist like Korsgaard will argue that it does not. 

Why not? Because the question of what an agent ought to do in a given situation is a 

practical one, and what realism offers, in contrast, is a theoretical answer. For the 

deliberating agent, this opens a normative gap: why should I take this piece of knowledge 

and apply it in deciding what to do now?15 It is not clear without further explanation how 

the theoretical facts about what I should do have genuine normative force in the practical 

sphere. After all, why should I care about what is factually true? While I might be 

compelled to believe that the realist offers me the true moral theory, I might not see what 

compels me to act on that knowledge. How does my knowledge of this theoretical truth 

justify the application of that knowledge in the practical sphere? The difficulty that 

confronts the third-personal approach is how to translate a theoretical truth into the 

practical arena: how do facts get a normative grip on the agent's will? 

In my answer to the normative question, I argue for a two-part grounding of the 

normativity of morality. To see this, we must first distinguish the two ways the 'ground' 

of moral obligations might be construed. The notion of 'grounding' might refer either to 

(1) the question about the reality of the phenomenon of moral obligation, i.e. the project 

of constructing a response to moral skepticism, or (2) the question of how we would 

justify a particular obligation or claim, i.e. the project of specifying the justification 

151 address this issue in chapter 1, sections 1.1.2 and 1.5. See Christine Korsgaard, "Realism and 
Constructivism in Twentieth-Century Moral Philosophy," in Philosophy in America at the Turn of the 
Century, APA Centennial Supplement, Journal of Philosophical Research (2003), 110-12. 
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procedures for particular or discrete moral claims. The first question focuses on the 

practice of morality as a whole, on whether moral obligation in general can be grounded 

in such a way that makes morality unavoidable. The second concerns how we decide 

what obligations we have in a specific situation, the issue of discerning which claims in 

particular are justified. 

On my view, the practice of morality as a whole has a second-personal ground. 

Here Darwall and Levinas point the way: the primordial ethical claim - or the founding 

moment of ethics - comes not from within the self, but from the demand of another 

person. The proof for this claim, I argue, is phenomenological rather than argumentative: 

it is attested to by Levinas' description of the self's "face-to-face encounter" with another 

human being. In addition, however, I contend that the ground of particular moral 

obligations is first-personal. Here Martin Heidegger's description of the self as "being-

in-the-world" articulated in Being and Time, and in particular, the existential features of 

selfhood are crucial.16 My claim is that particular moral obligations are taken up and 

endorsed by the self - and thus made normative - in response to the other's original call 

to ethics. The possibility of experiencing the other's call is made available in 

Heidegger's account of "authentic being-with-others"; the possibility of responding to it 

appropriately, in turn, is described in Heidegger's account of "resoluteness," which I 

understand as an account of first-person self-responsibility. Thus, my thesis is that the 

ground of morality itself is second-personal - rooted in the ethical demand intrinsic to 

other persons - while the ground for particular moral-obligations is first-personal -

Martin Heidegger, Being and Time, trans. McQuarrie and Robinson, (New York: Harper & Row, 1962); 
hereafter cited parenthetically as BT with the pagination of the translation first, followed by the pagination 
in the German edition. 
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rooted in the subject's avowal or endorsement of certain moral norms within a concrete 

historical situation. 

But what of the third-personal approach? Following Korsgaard, my theory of 

moral obligation eschews the third-personal approach. Although it is not part of my 

argument here, I believe that even if the third-person stance does not feature in the project 

of grounding moral obligations, theoretical reasoning does have a role to play after 

morality is grounded. Once we have heeded the call of the other and resolved to do 

something about it - i.e. committed ourselves to certain standards and practices in an 

attempt to live up to the primordial call to ethical responsibility - it is only by taking up 

the third-person stance that we can see whether our efforts have been successful. That is, 

for example, whether our action in a particular situation succeeded or failed to meet the 

standard of fairness to which we have committed ourselves is a matter of theoretical 

inquiry to be accomplished after the fact. It is only by taking up the third-person stance 

that this kind of questioning can be done. Though I will not defend it here, my position is 

that theoretical inquiry cannot ground ethics itself but it can guide us once we have 

already committed ourselves to the norm of truth as correctness, once we have committed 

ourselves to "getting it right" with respect to our moral obligations. Realism, in my view, 

has a mundane rather than constitutive role in the practice of morality.17 And in certain 

sense, I must make room for realism and the third-person stance since I believe the 

phenomenon of moral obligation is real. So, just as Korsgaard argues that realism must 

be correct at the end of The Sources ofNormativity, I too must embrace realism to the 

extent that I think it is a fact of human life - albeit a phenomenological "fact" - that we 

17 See John Haugeland, "Truth and Rule-Following," in Having Thought, Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1998. 
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are called to ethical responsibility by the other human beings with whom we share the 

world.18 

1.4 Plan for the Project 

In order to develop my two-pronged answer to the normative question, and also to 

justify my blending the first- and the second-person in formulating this reply, the 

dissertation is structured as a dialectic between the first-personal and second-personal 

approaches, both phenomenological and analytic. Each chapter is intended to evaluate 

the arguments of a particular thinker, and insofar each philosopher represents one of the 

approaches described above, to elucidate the incompleteness of that approach. Chapters 

1-5 develop this dialectic between the first- and second-personal approaches to the 

problem of moral normativity. Chapter 6 is meant to be the culmination of this dialectic, 

the point at which the major questions raised as the dissertation progresses find their 

solution in my synthetic theory of moral obligation. 

A brief characterization of this dialectical progression is as follows: 

Chapter 1: Christine Korsgaard. Korsgaard argues that our obligations spring from 

the first-person stance of deliberation, in particular from our reflective endorsement 

of she calls our practical identities. The normativity of our moral obligations is 

established by our reflective endorsement or rejection of potential reasons for acting 

based on our practical identity as human, a conception of ourselves we cannot help 

but make normative for ourselves if we are to act or value things at all. The problem 

with her view is that, even if it is true that reflective endorsement is the source of 

normativity, the self alone is ill-suited to account for the scope of its obligations. 

18 See Korsgaard, The Sources of Normativity, 166 
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Because the ego is the arbiter of the moral sphere for Korsgaard, the intersubjective 

application of moral obligations must be argued for (i.e. why I should value your 

humanity as well as my own). This is an indication of the one-sidedness of her 

position: others have no natural moral standing, and instead, their moral status can 

only be conferred on them by the deliberating agent. Thus, I argue that Korsgaard's 

position ends in a kind of moral solipsism. However, her essential contribution is to 

show that the normative question has an irreducible practical aspect and that the 

third-personal approach necessarily elides this (first-personal) practical moment. 

Therefore, at the end of this chapter, I argue that the third-personal approach cannot 

take part in the project of grounding of morality. 

Chapter 2: Edmund Husserl. Continuing in the first-personal vein though now in the 

phenomenological tradition, Husserlian moral thought - here represented by John 

Drummond - has an apparent advantage over Korsgaard's position because 

Drummond adopts Husserl's personalistic approach to morality. For Drummond, the 

intersubjectivity of moral obligations is implied in their very formulation, and 

therefore, need not be argued for as Korsgaard must argue for it. However, this 

approach will only hold up if Drummond can help himself to the intersubjective 

constitution of personhood, that is, if Husserl's independent account of the 

constitution of intersubjectivity can avoid the implication of solipsism. In this latter 

endeavor, I argue that Husserl does not succeed. However, though Husserl's attempt 

to solve the 'problem of other minds' is not successful, he does provide an account of 

the primacy of the first-person stance that goes beyond the practical conditions 

supplied by Korsgaard. That is, the success of Husserl's position is that he does 
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justice to the phenomenological significance of the first-person stance: he shows that 

there is a necessary first-personal or "Cartesian" moment in any account of 

intersubjectivity qua phenomenology, a point that will later be taken for granted by 

other phenomenologists like Levinas and Heidegger. The phenomenological method 

itself requires adopting the first-person stance and a commitment to ultimate self-

responsibility in the articulation of its findings. 

Chapter 3: Stephen Darwall. The apparent failure of the first-personal approaches to 

account for the intersubjective dimension of morality motivates the move to the 

second-person stance. For Darwall, the source of moral obligations is second-

personal rational interaction: the claims we make on one another as equally real, 

rational persons who demand moral respect from each other. To make or 

acknowledge such claims just is to recognize the other's moral worth as well as one's 

own. His essential contribution, I believe, is to open the second-personal approach as 

an alternative to both the first and third-personal perspectives. The problem with 

Darwall's account is that, although he can account for the intersubjective application 

of moral obligations, he can not so easily account for their normativity. That is, if 

moral obligations stem from second-person claims, what legitimates or authorizes the 

other to make these demands, if not some third-personal fact or quality (which 

Darwall denies)? What justifies the other's authority to claim the self? And more 

importantly, how does this authority arise in the context of human affairs at all? I 

argue that Darwall has no answer to these questions: his account of normativity 

bottoms out either in a non-second-personal form of first-person deliberation or 

simply begs the question with regard to the normativity of morality. 
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Chapter 4: Emmanuel Levinas. Turning back to phenomenology, Levinas, like 

Darwall, argues that morality has a second-personal ground. However, Levinas' 

account improves on Darwall's position because, unlike Darwall, he provides an 

account of the other's authority, which he describes in the phenomenological 

experience of the other's "face". On Levinas' view, the ground of moral obligation is 

to be sought in the concrete moral situation, in the face-to-face relation with another 

human being. But Levinas also makes the more radical claim that "ethics is first 

philosophy," a thesis that implies that the ethical demand is prior to the ego's 

consciousness and in fact instantiates it. What is problematic about Levinas' position 

is his hyperbolic assumption of a radical separation between the self and other. In 

fact, he has been criticized for implicitly making use of the very same philosophical 

position (phenomenological ontology) that he meant to reject by adopting such a 

radical starting point (an ethical metaphysics prior to ontology). While there are 

several questions that Levinas does not answer - for example, he neither explains 

what legitimates the authority of the other over the self nor how to make the transition 

from the fundamental ethical claim of the other to a system of moral principles - he 

does provide a means to save ethics from the moral skeptic. Since the original ethical 

demand is prior to the ego's consent, and in fact, underlies the very constitution of 

our world as a meaningful one, even the skeptic tacitly acknowledges the moral claim 

that he wishes to reject. 

Chapter 5: Martin Heidegger. Since the second-personal approach has been shown to 

have its own limitations, namely, the problem of accounting for the normativity of 
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moral obligations from the second-person stance, I argue that a qualified return to the 

first-person perspective is in order. Propaedeutic to this recovery of the first-person 

perspective is an exegesis of Heidegger's account of the human being - Dasein - in 

Being and Time. Heidegger's project of "fundamental ontology," I argue, offers us a 

framework through which the virtues of the first and second-personal approaches can 

be brought together. This chapter lays out the basic pieces of Heidegger's account of 

authentic selfhood and responsibility. In doing so, it confronts several interpretive 

issues that threaten to undermine Heidegger's account of responsible selfhood. 

Finally, the chapter highlights Heidegger's ambiguous (at best) relation to ethics, 

which seems to point us towards moral nihilism, and criticizes the attempts of other 

commentators to thwart this tendency by appeal Heidegger's notion of "authentic 

historicality". 

Chapter 6: The Normativity of Moral Obligations. This chapter attempts to complete 

the fusion - so far only promised - of the first and second-personal approaches to the 

normative question. As I have indicated, in my view the normativity of moral 

obligations has a kind of double-ground. On the one hand, particular moral 

obligations are grounded first-personally, and on the other, the practice of morality 

itself, or the fundamental call to ethical responsibility, is grounded second-personally. 

Thus, what this chapter provides is a complete theory of moral obligation: it is a 

"Heideggerian" account of selfhood that is attuned to the possibility of "Levinasian" 

moments - the experience of obligation in alterity - through a rehabilitation of 

Heidegger's notion of authentic being-with others (Mitsein). This account not only 

attempts to solve the crucial questions that proved to be sticking points in each 
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chapter of the dissertation, but is also indebted to the contributions that each thinker 

has made the project, e.g. to Darwall's introduction of the second-person stance, to 

Husserl's insistence on the phenomenological necessity of the first-person stance, to 

Korsgaard's argument for the practical nature of the normative question "all the way 

down". This chapter attempts to make good on these essential insights, which 

without a larger unifying account, would be but promissory notes towards a not-yet-

present account of the normativity of moral obligations. 

With this overview of my argument complete, we can now move to the dissertation 

project itself. 



CHAPTER 1 

Christine Korsgaard 

This chapter has three distinct aims. First, it is meant to lay out Korsgaard's 

conception of the normative question and her first-personal approach to the problem of 

normativity. Since Korsgaard's account is complex, it will take some time to unravel all 

the details of her position. I will accomplish the exegesis of her position in two steps. 

The first step will look at the two ways in which Korsgaard frames the problem of 

normativity and some of the complications that are involved in her introduction of the 

normative question (section 1.1). The second step will examine Korsgaard's 

constructivist attempt to ground normativity - specifically the normativity of moral 

obligations - in a Kantian notion of autonomy (section 1.2). With Korsgaard's position 

made clear, the second major aim of this chapter will be to develop my critique of 

Korsgaard's account (section 1.3). The objective of this critique is not just to raise 

questions - as other commentators have done - about Korsgaard's attempt to solve the 

normative problem by introducing her notion of practical identities; rather, I want to call 

into question Korsgaard's argument for the intersubjective scope of moral obligations. 

Her position, I argue, breaks down on the problem of intersubjectivity: she cannot 

account for the reason I have to value your humanity as well as my own, and thus cannot 

account for the other as a person worthy of moral respect in all cases, which is her stated 

aim (section 1.4). With this critical treatment of Korsgaard complete, I will conclude by 

offering a brief defense of Korsgaard's critique of realism, the chapter's third and final 

aim (section 1.5). While I do not believe Korsgaard's account of the normativity of 
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moral obligations ultimately succeeds, I think her commitment to constructivism seems 

largely correct. Since I, too, wish to argue that moral obligations stem from our 

commitments rather than some metaphysical facts about the world, Korsgaard's 

arguments are helpful in setting aside the third-personal approach to the normative 

question. 

1.1 Korsgaard and the Problem of Normativity 

In his critical comments attached to Korsgaard's "Tanner Lectures" and collected 

in The Sources of Normativity, Bernard Williams notes that there are at least two 

formulations of the "normative question" - the driving force in Korsgaard's account of 

normativity - and that these variants have important differences (SN 210). One version, 

which Williams labels [Nl], reads: "What justifies the claims that morality makes on 

us?" A second formulation, labeled [N2], asks, "Is there anything we must do?" [N2] is 

"at least broader" than [Nl] Williams remarks, since it involves non-moral normativity 

(SN 210). [Nl] concerns specifically the normativity of morality. Williams is not the 

only commentator to note this ambiguity in Korsgaard's normative question. In a recent 

article, William H. Bristow contends that Korsgaard's description of our "need for 

reasons" raised by the normative question has a dual significance.19 "Our need for reason 

seems to reflect both a need for authority (for constraint), implied by consciousness of 

my freedom of choice, and a need for justification, implied by consciousness of alleged 

constraint or authority."20 In other words, the need for reasons that we find when we 

reflect on what to do simpliciter seems to be different than the need for reasons we have 

19 William Bristow, "Self-Consciousness, Normativity, and Abyssal Freedom," Inquiry 49/6 (December 
2006), 498-523, 
20 Ibid., 501. 
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when faced with the normative question more narrowly construed, as in Williams' [Nl]. 

As Bristow writes, in the latter, "I am faced in reflection with (apparent) obligation, with 

practical constraint, requiring sacrifice of my desires perhaps, and what I need is 

justification of the authority with which the obligatory action is demanded of me"; in the 

former, "in contrast, I am faced in reflection with freedom of choice, and so what I need 

is constraint or authority, something on the basis of which I can confidently determine 

myself one way rather than the other."21 While both commentators point out the different 

directions the normative question can pull - one asking us why we ought to do anything, 

the other asking us why we ought to do what a particular moral obligation recommends -

they employ this insight towards different ends. Williams' main question is how 

reflection on our practical identities is supposed to help us answer either version of [N], 

when it is precisely those practical considerations whose normativity is in question once 

the normative question is broached: "what will they do to strengthen moral claims against 

an agent's heart's desire?" (SN 216). Bristow, in contrast, uses this duality in our "need 

for reasons" to push Korsgaard into a dilemma: we can have moral principles that either 

express our freedom or principles that have unconditional authority for us, but not both, 

as Korsgaard desires. 

While I do not wish to push either Williams' or Bristow's agenda, I think they 

provide a useful way of dividing up Korsgaard's development of the problem of 

normativity. Korsgaard's "normative question" actually raises two questions which she 

does not clearly distinguish: (1) what justifies the authority of obligations to command, 

specifically the authority of moral obligations, which is my version of [Nl], and (2) what 

is the source of our obligations, i.e. whence their authority, my version of [N2]. 

21 Ibid., 501. 
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Korsgaard does not call attention to the duality of our "need for reasons" - on the one 

hand, a reason to act at all, and the other, a reason to act in accord with a moral principle 

- in part because she believes she can meet both challenges with the same account. This 

is where my own argument enters. Ultimately, my contention will be that Korsgaard can 

give us an answer to the former question - Williams' [N2] - but not the latter, [Nl], at 

least when other persons are involved. That is, she can provide us with an account that 

plausibly demonstrates the source of our moral obligation to ourselves, but not one that 

justifies the authority of moral obligations when they are demanded of us by others rather 

than demanded of us by ourselves. This is my major argumentative claim in the chapter: 

that Korsgaard's account of the normativity of moral obligations is solipsistic, and as a 

result, fails to avoid the relativism and skepticism that by her own lights makes the 

subject of ethics seem hopeless (SN 34). Before I can make the case for this assertion, 

we must first see how these two questions emerge in Korsgaard's position. 

1.1.1 The Normative Question 

In the first lecture of The Sources of Normativity, Korsgaard introduces the 

problem of normativity through what she calls the "normative question." To ask the 

normative question is to ask after the ground or foundation of morality. We seek such a 

foundation for moral obligations because, as Korsgaard describes, "ethical standards are 

normative" - that is, "they do not merely describe a way in which we in fact regulate our 

conduct," but rather "make claims on us; they command, oblige, recommend, or guide" 

(SN 8). Since morality makes demands of us, we want an account of what makes those 

demands normative; we want to know why we ought to take the purported authority of 

moral obligations seriously. We are, in other words, simply "asking what justifies the 



claims morality makes on us" (SN 9-10). This is, of course, in Williams' terms, simply 

the question [Nl], and in Bristow's, our "need for justification" in the face of a 

constraint. 

But where does the normative question come from? How does it first arise? In 

her first lecture, Korsgaard imagines that the normative question arises for agents because 

a conflict with our moral obligations is inevitable. Although in Lecture Three she will 

give the normative question a deeper source - she finds it rooted in the very operation of 

practical deliberation itself- for now she asserts only that "the day will come, for most of 

us, when what morality commands, obliges, or recommends is hard," when moral 

obligations may, for example, require us to "sacrifice our lives, or voluntarily relinquish 

what makes them sweet" (SN 9). It is in this situation of conflict that we ask why?: we 

reflect on the dictates of morality and ask why we must obey them - why should we be 

moral after all? The problem that presents itself to us in reflection is whether the account 

of what makes an action right is enough to justify the sacrifice that action might entail. 

According to Korsgaard, to pose this question is to embark on what Kant called, "a 

search the unconditioned - in this case, for something which will bring the reiteration of 

'but why must I do that?' to an end" (SN 33). The source of the normative question, 

then, is our ability to reflect on the demands we face and ask what gives those normative 
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concepts - both moral and non-moral - the right to command us. 

It is here that the threat of moral skepticism emerges for the first time in 

Korsgaard's lectures, a cloud that will not be fully dispersed until the final chapter of her 

22 Even as Korsgaard makes this assertion, she admits that insofar as our moral claims are pervasive, "this 
demand on moral theory [i.e. that it answer the normative question] is always there" whether it comes to 
our attention in reflection or not (SN 13). Thus, it seems the normative question has another source, not 
just the "dramatic" cases of conflict. 
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account. Once we have posed the normative question, we risk the discovery that there 

may be no satisfactory answer to it. This is the moral skeptic's position: "that the 

explanation of moral concepts will be one that does not support the claims that morality 

makes on us" (SN 13). In other words, the skeptic claims that once we discover what 

really grounds moral obligations, we will not feel obliged to abide by their claims any 

longer without some further motive or incentive to do so; we will simply give up our 

unconditional commitment to the practice of morality. It is this threat that motivates 

Korsgaard's position from the start, since she conceives of the normative question as a 

call to philosophy itself. "We seek a philosophical foundation for ethics in the first 

place," she writes, "because we are afraid that the true explanation of why we have moral 

beliefs and motives might not be one that sustains them. Morality might not survive 

reflection" (SN 49). What we need, it seems, is an unconditional answer to the normative 

question, one that "makes it impossible, unnecessary, or incoherent to ask why again" 

when we are presented with the account of the normativity of our moral obligations (SN 

33). It is only this kind of answer that in Korsgaard's view - at least initially - will quiet 

the moral skeptic. As it turns out, Korsgaard's own reply to the normative question ends 

up being a conditional one - a problem I will address in section 1.4 below. 

1.1.2 Realism and Justificatory Adequacy 

At this juncture, we must take a brief leave from exposition in order to bring to 

light some of the complications that emerge from Korsgaard's formulation of the 

normative question in her first lecture. As it turns out, the figure of the moral skeptic 

provides more than the motivation for Korsgaard's project. In fact, the way in which 

Korsgaard poses the normative question, backed as it is by the threat of skepticism, 



imposes certain constraints on what counts as a satisfactory answer to it. A reply to the 

normative question must be positioned to rebut the moral skeptic who wants a 

justification of a particular moral obligation that conflicts with the agent's other interests. 

Thus, any answer to the normative question must succeed in convincing the agent from 

that point of view, i.e. the first-person perspective. Consequently, Korsgaard contends 

that the first satisfaction condition for any answer to the normative question is that it be 

first-personal (SN 16). The answer must convince you from the same perspective from 

which you ask it - would that account of normativity be "adequate from your own point 

of view," she asks (SN 14). The reason the answer to the normative question must be 

first personal, Korsgaard tells us, is that it must not only meet the standards of 

explanatory adequacy, but justificatory adequacy as well (SN 13). As she goes on to 

argue, only her position meets this criterion. Her main rival, the realist, does not offer a 

first-personal answer and, in the end, cannot meet the challenge presented by the moral 

skeptic - the realist does not satisfy the demand for justificatory adequacy, but instead 

"refuses to answer the normative question" (SN 39). Instead, realism simply asserts that 

justificatory demand of the normative question cannot be answered, or rather, realism "is 

a way of saying that it need not be done" (SN 39). The prima facie implication of 

Korsgaard's argument is that only the first-person perspective is positioned to meet the 

criterion of justificatory adequacy. 

Since the distinction between explanatory adequacy and justificatory adequacy 

features centrally in Korsgaard's critique of realism (which I will take up in section 1.5 

below), I will only take a moment here to consider this distinction in order to illuminate 

Korsgaard's insistence on the requirement that an answer to the normative question be 
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first-personal. The basic idea is this: explanatory adequacy concerns the ability of a 

theory to account for why and how humans behave morally - it is a norm of theoretical 

sufficiency that governs the success of a theory in explaining the observable 

psychological and behavioral effects of our moral concepts. In contrast, justificatory 

adequacy is not concerned with explaining the facts of moral behavior, but rather with 

the question of whether we ought to behave in the manner so described - it is a norm of 

practical import that, when satisfied, indicates why we ought to act in light of our moral 

concepts. The crucial difference is "one of perspective," as Korsgaard notes, and 

adequacy from one perspective is not transferable to another. For example, "a theory that 

could explain why someone does the right thing - in a way that is adequate from a third-

person perspective - could nevertheless fail to justify the action from the agent's own, 

first-person perspective, and so fail to support its normative claims" (SN 14). Based on 

this distinction, it is possible to imagine - as Korsgaard invites us to do - an explanatorily 

adequate moral theory that we act in accord with, despite the fact that we may find the 

reasons on which we act, say, the evolutionary instinct to preserve the species, inadequate 

from our own point of view (SN 14-15). In that case, Korsgaard writes, "the evolutionary 

theory would still explain your action," but your action would nevertheless seem 

unjustified to you, since you would rather not have the impulse to act in that way (SN 

15). Korsgaard's point is simply that an explanatorily adequate theory still does not 

answer the normative question: the theoretical fact of the matter about our moral behavior 

may not be adequate, from our own point of view, to justify our commitment to those 

norms. The reason for this, she contends, is that "the question of how we explain moral 

behavior is a third-person, theoretical question," while on the other hand, "the normative 



question is a first-person question that arises for the moral agent who must actually do 

what morality says" (SN 16). On the basis of this reasoning, Korsgaard concludes that 

any answer to the normative question must succeed in addressing "the agent who 

demands a justification of the claims which morality makes upon him" (SN 16). The 

claim, to put it more directly, is that because the normative question first arises from the 

first-person perspective, "the answer must succeed in addressing someone in that 

position" as well (SN 16). 

Here we seem to have come across the first complication in Korsgaard's framing 

of the problem of normativity. Given the line of thought reconstructed above, we might 

fairly ask whether Korsgaard has smuggled something illicit into her formulation of the 

normative question. The implication of the above is that the normative question must be 

addressed first-personally because it is only through the first-person stance that we can 

press the question of justificatory adequacy on a moral theory. But if this is the case, 

doesn't Korsgaard simply presuppose the method of reflective endorsement - her 

preferred solution to the normative question, which is by definition first-personal - as the 

only acceptable account of the normativity? If so,; she would unfairly privilege the first-

person perspective in order to gain advantage over the realist who contends that the third-

person perspective is perfectly adequate to account for the normative dimension of 

morality. After all, the realist can certainly ask what justifies a particular normative 

constraint from the third-person perspective - e.g. what justifies the moral obligation O 

that is relevant in situation 5? - and the answer will of course also be third-personal - the 

normativity of O is grounded by its truth in 5. For the realist, such an obligation is 

justified because it represents the fact of the matter about what we have reason to do that 
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situation, independent of our first-personal avowal or knowledge of that obligation. 

Korsgaard, in contrast, holds a constructivist account of moral obligations, in which an 

agent can only be held accountable to obligations that she avows or endorses; there can 

be no normativity without this kind of reflective acknowledgement of the obligation. The 

implicit line of support for Korsgaard's claim above - that the normative question can 

only be answered from the first-person stance - seems to be that the criterion of 

justificatory adequacy can only be engaged from the first-person perspective. But as it 

was just mentioned, the question of justification is not limited to the first-person 

perspective in this way. So what justifies Korsgaard's insistence on the priority of the 

first-person stance in answering the normative question? 

The answer is that the normative question is an inherently practical question; it 

asks, 'Is there anything I should do?' There can be no formulation of this question that 

avoids the first-person stance because it is asked from the perspective of practical 

deliberation. Thus, even though question of justificatory adequacy might be addressed 

from the third-person, the normative question can only be answered from the first-person 

because it is ultimately a question about what we are to do, not what we are to know.23 

A realist might counter this assertion by pointing out that the question of "what to do" can indeed be 
formulated in third-personal terms. The question would then become: "What should one do in is this 
situation?" rather than, "what should / do in this situation?" Therefore, there is no special connection 
between the first-person and the practical perspective. But this third-personal reformulation does not come 
without a loss, and in fact, what falls out is precisely the practical import of the question. Knowing that 
one should do something is not equivalent to knowing that I should do that thing; in fact, the difference 
between these two perspectives is exactly the difference between the theoretical and the practical. I might 
very well know what one should do in a particular situation, but not know that / should do it, and the reason 
for this is that I can only know that / should do something by taking up the practical standpoint, by 
considering the situation as something that applies to me. So, even if I know what one should do in similar 
circumstances, that fact can only matter for me if I know that I am "the one" in the relevant sense. And this 
requires me to take over the perspective of "the one" as my own, to see it "from the inside," that is, from 
the first-person stance. Dan Zahavi's discussion of John Perry's well known shopping-cart example is 
instructive (Dan Zahvi, Self-Awareness and Alterity, [Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1999]). He 
writes: 
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Since practical deliberation is itself unavoidably first-personal, the answer to the 

normative question will also be first-personal, even if it is based on some third-personal 

facts about our moral obligations. A full resolution to this issue will require us to sort out 

the conflict between realism and constructivism, something we must postpone for the 

time being. For now, we can simply rest assured that Korsgaard has not insisted on the 

priority of the first-person stance without some justification and thereby gained a 

disingenuous advantage over her realist rivals by presupposing the method of reflective 

endorsement. Although Korsgaard rhetorically sets the stage in her favor by introducing 

the normative question through the example of conflict, an example which casts a 

favorable light on the method of reflective endorsement, it is nonetheless true that the 

normative question itself is simply a more specific version of the problem of normativity 

that we face in practical deliberation itself. It is because the normative question is a 

practical one, and not because it has some special access to the criterion of justificatory 

Let us assume that I suddenly discover a trail of sugar a supermarket floor. Pushing my cart down 
the aisle on one side of a tall counter and back the aisle on the other, I try to catch up with the 
shopper with the torn sack in order to tell him that he is making a mess. With each trip around the 
counter, the trail becomes thicker and thicker, but I seem unable to catch up. Suddenly I realize 
that the shopper I am trying to catch is myself, and I consequently stop my cart and rearrange the 
sack. When I started my search, I was looking for the shopper with the torn sack of sugar. I was 
referring to myself all the time, but it was only at the end that I realized this. The significant thing 
is that if the belief I came to hold, namely, "/ am the one who is making this mess," is replaced 
with a third-person description of myself, we will no longer have an explanation of why / stopped 
my shopping cart....No description of myself not entailing "I" (me, my, mine) requires me to 
realize that / am the person. No matter how detailed a third-person description I give of a person, 
this description cannot entail that I am that person (ibid., 9-10). 

While Zahavi uses the story to make a point about self-awareness, specifically that third-person references 
are insufficient for grasping the way I think of myself as myself, i.e. from the first-person, the same 
example can be used to show exactly why a third-personal approach to the normative question cannot be 
adequate. The third-personal truth of my obligation - that one ought to do X in this situation, or that one 
should fix the sugar bag in one's cart - has no practical valence if it fails to make contact with the first-
person stance. It is only when this fact is grasped from the first-person perspective - namely, that / am the 
messy shopper and that / ought to fix my sugar bag - that such a consideration takes on practical weight. 
Since the normative question is a practical question, the only response that will satisfy it is one that has 
practical significance, that is, one that gets a grip on me from my own point of view, from the first-person 
stance. My response to the realist, then, is that the question of "what to do" cannot be reformulated in 
third-personal terms without at the same time losing the practical significance of that question: I can know 
what one ought to do without knowing that I ought to do it. 
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adequacy, that Korsgaard can insist on the priority of the first-person stance. When we 

engage in practical deliberation, we have no choice but to adopt the first-person stance, 

and thus, an answer to the normative question must also make contact with someone 

reflecting on moral obligations from this perspective. 

The connection between the normative question and practical deliberation is in 

fact made clearer when Korsgaard describes a second point of entry to the problem of 

normativity. In her third lecture, Korsgaard's initial approach to the problem of 

normativity through the normative question is supplemented by a more developed story, 

one that describes the emergence of obligation from the structure of the reflective mind 

itself. It is through this account of normativity that we can see the way in which the 

normative question has its home in a broader theory of practical obligations, a theory 

which Korsgaard grounds in the standpoint of practical deliberation. 

1.1.3 The Problem of Reflection 

In her third lecture, Korsgaard articulates a second and more general way in 

which we are forced to confront the problem of normativity. Humans are unique, 

Korsgaard argues, in that we are self-conscious (SN 92). We are self-conscious because 

the structure of our minds is such that it permits reflection, a feature which allows us to 

think about our own mental activities. This capacity for thoughtfulness, i.e. our ability to 

reflect on our perceptions and desires as such, represents "a capacity to distance ourselves 

from them, and to call them into question" (SN 92-3). Non-human animals, in contrast, 

are constantly engaged in their worldly activities without ever being conscious of their 

mental activities; their instinctual desires, impulses, and perceptions translate directly into 

action without becoming objects of attention themselves (SN 93). However, our ability 
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to reflect gives us a problem that other animals do not have: we have choices about what 

to do and have to make up our minds - deliberate - in any given situation. Korsgaard 

puts it like this: 

I perceive, and I find myself with a powerful impulse to believe. But I back up 
and bring that impulse into view and then I have a certain distance. Now the 
impulse doesn't dominate me and now I have a problem. Shall I believe? Is this 
perception really a reason to believe? ... The reflective mind cannot settle for 
perception and desire, not just as such. It needs a reason (SN 93). 

For Korsgaard, our capacity for reflection identifies our freedom, our capacity to "take or 

leave" the suggestions of desire (SN 96). It is in turn because of this freedom enabled by 

reflection that we need reasons to act, believe, and so on, rather than just raw impulses or 

desires alone. When we act, we act for a reason - a kind of "reflective success" that 

brings the reflection inherent in deliberation to an end (SN 93, 97). This reason stands 

for our choice: it is a ground for action or belief because it has survived reflective 

scrutiny and thus becomes a 'maxim' for our will. Our will must have these maxims, to 

bring this discussion back around to its beginning, because our "reflective nature" 

requires us to choose rather than instinctually respond to stimuli as non-human animals 

do. As Korsgaard puts it, "reasons exist because we need them, and we need them 

because of the structure of reflective consciousness" (SN 96). On this picture, our "need 

for reasons" springs from the fact that we can "think about our own mental activities" and 

become "conscious o/them;" as a result, we "have a problem no other animal has" - it is 

"the problem of the normative" (SN 93). 

This is Korsgaard's version of the Kantian idea that we must act 'under the idea 

of freedom', an account which takes seriously the primacy of practical reason over the 

naturalistic perspective or 'Scientific World View'. This is not to say, as Korsgaard 
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points out, that "freedom is scientifically inexplicable" (SN 96) or that we could not think 

of freedom - i.e. our capacity to reflect - as just another fact about our nature from the 

third-personal stance. Rather, Korsgaard's point is that from the deliberative perspective 

- that is, the first-person, practical stance - we need the idea of freedom to describe the 

condition we are in when we reflect on what to do (SN 96). The priority of the first-

person stance in Korsgaard's position depends on this point, namely, that the reality of 

freedom is not demonstrated in "the (possibly delusory) perception of a theoretical or 

metaphysical property of the self but in the experience of first-person deliberation: in the 

fact that "when desire bids, we can indeed take it or leave it" (SN 97). That is, the reality 

of freedom gets demonstrated when we deliberate, insofar as we make our decisions via 

reflection. Similarly, we need reasons not because they help us in scientific explanations, 

but because our reflective nature gives us choices about what to do (SN 96). The genesis 

of the normative problem, then, is essentially first-personal and practical: our freedom, 

the reflective structure of our self-conscious minds, sets up for us the problem of choice; 

in deciding what to do, we experience this normative problem in our need for reasons for 

24 

action. 

This second approach to the problem of normativity differs from Korsgaard's 

earlier formulation of the normative question. This time Korsgaard does not start from 

within the agent's perspective - the doubting agent who asks [Nl], the question of 

justification - as she did in Lecture One. Instead, she grounds for the normative problem 

in a metaphysical conception of the reflective self. The issue now is not choice in the 

face of conflict, but autonomy or choice itself. The problem, in other words, is [N2], the 

24 On the priority of the first-person stance in Korsgaard, see Mark Okrent, "Heidegger and Korsgaard on 
Action and Reflection," Philosophical Topics 27/2 (1999). 
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question of authority - is there anything I should do? The question is one of self-

determination in the face of freedom. 

As she did in the first lecture, Korsgaard motivates this problem by invoking 

skepticism. The reflective mind needs a reason to act, and "we need reasons because our 

impulses must be able to withstand reflective scrutiny" (SN 93). Skepticism "is the view 

that the problems which reflection sets for us are insoluble, that the questions to which it 

gives rise have no answers" (SN 94). That is, she adds, skepticism "is the worry that 

nothing will count as reflective success, and so that the work of reflection will never be 

done. It is the fear that we cannot find what Kant called 'the unconditioned'" (SN 94). 

While Korsgaard invokes Kant's notion of the unconditioned once again, here it serves in 

a slightly different role. In Lecture One, the search for the unconditioned represented the 

quest "for something which will bring the reiteration of 'but why must I do that?' to an 

end" (SN 33). Here the challenge of skepticism is that we might never find reasons to act 

at all, that on reflection we will find nothing that we ought to do - practical normative 

skepticism. This is a slightly different challenge than the moral skeptic, whose question 

was whether or not some particular obligation we already found ourselves under was 

worthy of our continued respect. We did not worry whether there was anything we ought 

to do, but whether we were justified in pursuing the 'oughts' specified in our moral 

principles. 

What Korsgaard's revised presentation of the normative problem implies is that 

we all become skeptics in the face of reflection, a much broader claim than the one made 

in her first formulation of the normative question; we are now asking [N2] instead of 

[Nl]. Here exactly what we ought to do is totally undecided - and this is simply a feature 
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of practical deliberation as characterized by Korsgaard. In fact, Korsgaard's account is 

different than Kant's story about the idea of freedom. For Kant, as we saw partially 

above, that we could not help but deliberate under the idea of freedom was the 

demonstration of freedom's reality, independent of what might be factually said about 

us.25 For Korsgaard, although her account is meant to parallel Kant's, our freedom is a 

function of reflection - it has an essentially biological or naturalistic basis. That we can 

reflect is simply a fact about us, and it is this fact that distinguishes us from the other 

animals. 

This second approach to the problem of normativity via reflection is, on my 

reading, Korsgaard's considered position, given that she returns to it in her "Locke 

Lectures." But it is one that has also drawn serious criticism. Several commentators 

have questioned Korsgaard's claim that reflection implies skepticism, that simply 

because we can distance ourselves from our first-order desires that we thereby 

automatically call them into question.26 In addition, Korsgaard's conception of our 

human freedom as a fact about us, "a naturalistic insight," has also been challenged. 

These complications will be addressed when we look at the way Korsgaard attempts to 

solve the problem of normativity in section 1.2 next. As I will show, Korsgaard first tries 

to solve [N2] - that is, to demonstrate that we need a reason to do something - and then 

to show that among those obligations, some of them are moral, thus demonstrating the 

We could also construe "deliberation" - like "reflection" - as just another third-personal fact about our 
nature. 
26 See Okrent, "Heidegger and Korsgaard on Action and Reflection," and Nagel, "Universality and the 
Reflective Self in The Sources of Normativity, 201. 
27 See Okrent, "Heidegger and Korsgaard on Action and Reflection" and Steven Crowell, "Sorge or 
Selbstbewufitseinl Heidegger and Korsgaard on the Sources of Normativity," European Journal of 
Philosophy, 315-333. 
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reality of moral obligations as well. Only then does she attempt to answer [Nl], the 

question of what justifies those moral obligations, which I will address in section 1.4. 

I have made such heavy weather of Korsgaard's framing of the normative 

problem because it will be crucial to my argument that the two questions [N] pull apart. 

As we have seen, the normative question, [Nl], is a question of justification; it addresses 

one who is already under a constraint and wants to know whether that constraint is 

correctly applied. The problem is one of positive freedom: the content of our obligations 

as been filled in - the question is whether we have given ourselves the right content, 

whether the answer given really is the right one. In contrast, the problem of normativity 

in general, [N2], is one of negative freedom - in reflection the mind finds that it is not 

governed by anything, that it is free to determine itself. Reflection, at least on 

Korsgaard's story, reveals to us that nothing has a priori authority over the self when it 

deliberates - the content of its will is empty, waiting for direction. The question is where 

authority or constraint will come from - what reasons do we have to act, if any? The 

source of these problems is different in each case: the demand for justification arises from 

the situation of conflict, the demand for authority arises from our autonomous nature. 

The challenge in each case is also slightly different: in the first it is one of moral 

skepticism, in the second, normative skepticism in general. 

As I have tried to show, Korsgaard treats these two questions [N] as 

interchangeable, when in fact they are not. The reason for her blurring of the lines is that 

her argument against the moral skeptic turns on showing that one cannot embrace moral 

skepticism without also embracing normative skepticism in general. But this line of 

argument holds only if one is permitted to run [Nl] and [N2] together. My claim is that 
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Korsgaard can answer one of these questions, but not both. She can give us obligations, 

i.e. account for norms in general, but she cannot justify them, a fact which she is forced to 

acknowledge later in her lectures when she admits that her reply to the normative skeptic 

must of necessity be conditional. If this is true, then Korsgaard's reply to [Nl] - her 

response to the moral skeptic - must stand on its own merits. As I argue in section 1.3, 

her equivocal use of the notion of "humanity" in her solution to the problem of 

normativity ultimately undercuts her reply to moral skepticism. To get there, we must 

first examine Korsgaard's account of normativity itself. 

1.2 Korsgaard's Account of Normativity 

Korsgaard's main objective in The Sources of Normativity is to provide an 

account of the normativity of moral standards - the right and the good - and to do so in 

such a way that situates these standards in a broader theory about the sources of 

obligation in human nature. As an "updated" version of the Kantian account of 

obligation, her argument has two central claims: first, that the source of normativity is our 

ability to be a law to ourselves, i.e. insofar as it is our freedom that allows us to obligate 

ourselves, autonomy is the source of obligation; and second, that we have moral 

obligations, i.e. insofar as we must value ourselves under the rubric of "humanity" before 

we can value anything at all, we have obligations to humanity as such (SN 91, 104, 123). 

Korsgaard's solution to the problem of normativity - our need for reasons -

hinges crucially on what she calls "practical identity" (SN 101). In order to act, she 

argues, one must have "a description under which you value yourself, a description under 

which you find your life to be worth living and your actions to be worthy of 

undertaking," that is, a practical identity (SN 101). In all likelihood, our practical 
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identity is a "jumble" of conceptions - a woman, a teacher, a Presbyterian, a cigar 

aficionado, and so on - but each provides us with a certain identity and with standards for 

success or failure, which come built into these roles. Our reasons and obligations, in 

turn, arise in light of these standards. As Korsgaard explains, "your reasons express your 

identity, your nature," e.g. I have reason to study insofar as I regard myself as a student, 

and "your obligations spring from what that identity forbids," e.g. I am obligated to finish 

this dissertation proposal, rather than work on my screenplay, if I am to continue in my 

role qua graduate student (SN 101). A practical identity, then, solves the normative 

problem in the following way: human consciousness, in its need for reasons, requires you 

to identify yourself with some "law or principle" that governs your choices; in turn, this 

demand is satisfied by taking up such a principle in the form of a practical identity. Thus, 

your practical identity provides you with obligations - in the form of reflective rejections 

of what would threaten your identity qua carpenter, priest, environmentalist, etc. (SN 

102) - and the normativity of those obligations is nothing other than your authority to 

govern yourself, to autonomously do what on reflection it seems best for you to do (SN 

105). Autonomy, then, is the source of obligations, and we generate them by making a 

particular practical identity normative for us, in binding ourselves to the standards that 

our practical identity picks out, or as Korsgaard puts it, in "commanding yourself to do 

what you think it would be a good idea to do" based on "who you think you are" (SN 

107). 

Having shown in this way that obligations are real, Korsgaard's next step is to 

show, more specifically, that moral obligations are real. Most of the time, Korsgaard 

points out, our reasons and obligations stem from our "local or contingent" practical 
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practical identity or another. Without one, Korsgaard notes, you would lose "your grip 

on yourself as having any reason to live and act at all" (SN 121). However this reason, 

she argues, is not supplied by any particular practical identity; rather, it is mandated by 

the reflective structure of consciousness that forces us to act under some conception of 

our own identity, i.e. to be a law to ourselves. In other words, this reason "springs from 

your humanity itself, from your identity simply as a human being, a reflective animal 

who needs reasons to act and to live" (SN 121). Yet we know, based on Korsgaard's 

earlier account, that we can only have a reason if we have chosen it for ourselves. This 

reason, too - the reason we have to be governed by some practical identity or another - is 

representative of a choice, namely, the choice "to value yourself just as a human being" 

(SN 121). In this way, we have the unique reason to conform to some practical identity 

"only if you treat your humanity as a practical, normative, form of identity, that is, if you 

value yourself as a human being" (SN 121). But to do this, Korsgaard argues, to value 

your own humanity, just is to constitute "a moral identity" in the Enlightenment sense. 

And not only that, but insofar as valuing humanity in oneself rationally requires valuing it 

in others, the reality of our moral identity "carries with it moral obligations" as well (SN 

121). Since we value humanity in ourselves by choosing any practical identity, we are 

obligated to value the humanity of others as well as our own. Thus, Korsgaard 

concludes, moral obligations are real. 

The final step is to show that these moral obligations too are normative, i.e. 

justified. Korsgaard's argument here, she claims, is just a "fancy new model" of Kant's 

28 For the moment, Korsgaard leaves this argumentative step as an assumption. She proposes to establish 
the requirement to value the humanity of others in Lecture Four. I will take issue with this argument later 
in the chapter. 



Formula of Humanity, and she offers two versions of it (SN 121-2, 123). What the 

argument is intended to show, Korsgaard writes, is that "if you value anything at all, or, if 

you acknowledge the existence of any practical reasons, then you must value your 

humanity as an end in itself," or alternatively, that "if you are to have any practical 

identity at all, you must acknowledge yourself to have moral identity - human identity 

conceived as a form of normative practical identity - as well. And this identity like any 

other carries with it obligations" (SN 125). How this conclusion follows is not entirely 

transparent in either of Korsgaard's formulations and several commentators have raised 

questions about the specifics of the argument. I will now briefly reconstruct both 

versions of Korsgaard's argument for the normativity of moral obligations. Since my 

main quarry is not this argument, but the next one Korsgaard makes about the 

intersubjectivity of moral obligations, I will hold my own critical questions for the next 

two sections of this chapter. 

Starting from the assumption that valuing humanity in oneself requires valuing it 

in others, i.e. that moral obligations are real, Korsgaard's first pass at the argument for 

the normativity of these obligations begins with the assertion that "our identity as moral 

beings - as people who value themselves as human beings - stands behind our more 

Immanuel Kant, Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals, trans, and ed. Mary J. Gregor (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1997), 4:427-428; pagination refers to the Konigliche Preussiche Akademie 
der Wissenschaften edition of Kants gesammelte Schriften, reprinted in the margins of Gregor's edition. 
Korsgaard gives her own interpretation of Kant's argument in "Kant's Formula of Humanity" in Creating 
the Kingdom of Ends, New York: Cambridge University Press, 1995. 
30 Rachel Cohon, for example, argues that Korsgaard's conclusion - that "if you value anything at all, then 
you must value your humanity as an end in itself - is a non sequitor ("The Roots of Reasons," The 
Philosophical Review, 109/1 [Jan. 2000], 75ff). William J. FitzPatrick contends that not only the 
arguments in The Sources of Normativity, but also Korsgaard's reconstruction of Kant's Formula of 
Humanity in Creating the Kingdom of Ends suffer from debilitating ambiguities ("The Practical Turn in 
Ethical Theory: Korsgaard's Constructivism, Realism, and the Nature of Normativity," Ethics 115 [July 
2005], 660-673,677-682). See also Crowell, "Sorge or SelbstbewusstseinT and Okrent, "Heidegger and 
Korsgaard on Action and Reflection" for similar questions about Korsgaard's notion of 'humanity' as the 
source of all practical reasons. 
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particular practical identities" (SN 121). Why is this? Because, she claims, qua human 

we "must act in the light of practical conceptions of our identity" and the importance of 

these practical conceptions stems from "the importance of being human" (SN 121). That 

is, she clarifies, we conform to practical identities not merely because it suits our current 

purposes to do so - i.e. to be a student, etc. - but "because being human requires it" (SN 

121). Being human, in other words, is the source of our need for practical reasons to 

being with: it requires us to act for a reason, to unify ourselves under some conception 

through which our life becomes meaningful. Thus, to fail at one of our identities is also 

in part to fail at 'being human', that is, to be a self - to constitute ourselves in some role 

or other that we make normative for ourselves. Korsgaard writes: 

You may give up one of your contingent practical roles. But so long as you 
remain committed to a role, and yet fail to meet the obligations it generates, you 
fail yourself as a human being, as well as failing in that role. And if you fail in all 
of your roles - if you live at random, without integrity or principle, then you will 
lose your grip on yourself as one who has any reason to live and to act at all (SN 
121). 

Under usual circumstances, the normative force of our practical reasons springs from our 

contingent or local identities. The normativity of those roles however, and therefore the 

normativity of those practical reasons as well, stems from our endorsement of the more 

fundamental demand to be a self- in Korsgaard's terms, to value our humanity as such, 

to value ourselves as human beings who need practical identities in order to act and live. 

Thus, for her, "all value depends on the value of humanity" because the values inherent 

in our practical identities only matter because our humanity requires us to have some 

such identities. Her claim is that because we must make the role of 'being human' 

normative for us - i.e. hold ourselves accountable to the norms 'being human' imposes -

we therefore also make our moral obligations, those to humanity as such, normative for 



us. Because we cannot help but make this endorsement, our commitment to moral 

obligations is always necessary. A "moral identity is necessary" and the moral 

obligations that come with it "are therefore inescapable and pervasive" (SN 122). 

The question that isn't fully answered in this first pass at the argument is why we 

must value our own humanity, why we cannot help but endorse the claims made by 

'being human'. Korsgaard's claim, we know, is that our commitment to any practical 

values also commits us to valuing humanity itself; this commitment is transferable 

because it is a requirement of 'being human' that we have practical identities to begin 

with - so, that we take those values seriously is indicative of our already having taken 

seriously the demands of humanity. It is in this way that the normativity of our moral 

obligations stems from our implicit endorsement of this role of 'being human' - from 

having a moral identity. But, again, it is still not clear why we have to value ourselves in 

this way. Exactly how does this 'valuing of humanity' or endorsement of the role 'being 

human' get carried out? To answer some of these questions, Korsgaard makes a second 

run at the argument for the normativity of moral obligations, and this time her argument 

is a transcendental one. 

Recapping her argument in the chapter, Korsgaard reminds us that the human 

mind is by its nature reflective, which gives us the problem of normativity. Because we 

need reasons to act, we need a practical conception of ourselves to help us generate those 

reasons. If we do not give ourselves such an identity - that is, value ourselves under 

some description - then we will have no reasons for action and no reason to go on living. 

So, Korsgaard concludes, "a human being is an animal who needs a practical conception 

of her own identity, a conception of who she is which is normative for her" (SN 123). 
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Once we have this description of humanity in front of us, Korsgaard argues that we have 

no choice but to see that identity as our own. She writes: "It is because we are such 

animals that our practical identities are normative for us, and, once you see this, you must 

take this more fundamental identity, being such an animal to be normative as well" (SN 

123). So the claim is that once we have seen Korsgaard's description of what it is to be 

human, we are supposed to come around to Korsgaard's view that, "You must value your 

own humanity if you are to value anything at all" (SN 123). But why is this? Korsgaard 

now tries to fill in that blank. "Because now that you see that your need to have a 

normative conception of yourself comes for your human identity, you can query the 

importance of that identity" (SN 123). In other words, we can ask whether it really 

matters that we act on behalf of our human (moral) identity. Must we conform to some 

practical identity - that is, must we have some reason to live or act at all, in reply to the 

normative problems we find in our reflective minds? Korsgaard's own reply is that we 

have no option but to say yes: "since you are human you must take something to be 

normative, that is, some conception of practical identity must be normative for you... 

Since you cannot act without reasons and your humanity is the source of your reasons, 

you must value your own humanity if you are to act at all" (SN 123). But does this claim 

really answer the question here, or has Korsgaard simply restated the problem? Why must 

we say yes - or value our own humanity - as Korsgaard argues? 

The answer Korsgaard apparently comes up with in the passages above is simply 

that 'being human' is just something that is true of us: we are those reflective animals that 

need practical identities in order to act and live. Thus, if we are to do those things - act 

and live - we must live up to the demands of humanity by making some practical roles 



normative for ourselves; in order to value anything or do anything, we must first try to be 

a self, or commit ourselves to 'being human'. But this argument simply pushes the same 

question - the normative question - further back: why should we act or live at all? If we 

do not care about doing those things, then we have no reason to value our own humanity. 

Korsgaard later admits as much when probing the question of suicide (SN 163). Though 

Korsgaard began with the 'search for the unconditioned' when she initially formulated 

the normative question, what she comes up with at the end her search is a conditional 

reply: so long as we want to act or value something, we must value our own humanity. 

The skeptic can still ask why we would want to do that, and Korsgaard has no answer to 

that question. Even if we presume that her transcendental argument is true, that we need 

practical identities because of our humanity, that 'primordial' reason gets no real grip 

against one who would question the value of one's own humanity. This is the position 

Korsgaard later labels "complete practical normative skepticism" - an agent who finds 

nothing of value in life, who has no reason to do anything because she can determine no 

ends for herself (SN 163). Her argument against moral skepticism, then, ultimately boils 

down to a choice between becoming a practical normative skeptic or embracing the 

normativity of morality. The skeptic can still be skeptical, but at the cost of being 

human, that is, of being an agent motivated by reasons, unified by the pursuit of 

determinate ends. 

We now have Korsgaard's full account of normativity at our disposal. For 

Korsgaard, the ultimate source of normativity is our autonomy: our choice to value our 

own humanity, to make the role 'being human' normative for ourselves. This choice is 

demanded of us by our nature as human - or as reflective beings - and we cannot help 
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but make this endorsement if we choose to live or act at all. Since the action itself 

requires us to act for a reason rather than on instinct, and since reasons are only generated 

by taking up a practical identity, to act and live is to take up a practical identity and to 

answer for ourselves the normative problem that is opened by our very nature as human; 

it is to value our humanity as such, or to constitute a moral identity and make normative 

all its concomitant obligations. Moral obligations, therefore, are necessary and universal 

for all who choose to live and act as humans do; we bind ourselves to them whenever we 

choose to value anything else at all. To put it differently, for Korsgaard a moral identity 

is the condition for the possibility of anything of practical identity, and thus, of all 

practical reasons and values. 

With Korsgaard's account now made clear, we can bring to bear the critical 

questions that I have so far postponed in laying out her position. As we have seen, in her 

reply to the moral skeptic Korsgaard's ambitious aims for her project are somewhat 

tempered in her rendering of solutions. The question that I will push next is whether her 

blending of the naturalistic and the normative is truly sustainable: can our humanity be 

both something that is simply true of us, a fact, and something that is supposed to 

constitute a normative role, a moral identity? I think it cannot serve both purposes, as it 

must in order for Korsgaard's argument to go through. 

1.3 Korsgaard's Dilemma 

The basic problem with Korsgaard's view, as I see it, is that the notion of 

humanity functions equivocally in her argument for the normativity of moral obligations. 

This equivocation forces Korsgaard into a dilemma: either she can establish the 

normativity or the universality of moral obligations, but not both. The purpose of this 



section is to make the horns of this dilemma clear. Even faced with this dilemmatic 

choice, however, Korsgaard's position is not without resources. If she opted to establish 

the normativity of morality rather than its universality, it would then fall to her argument 

about the scope of our obligations to establish the pervasive necessity of having a moral 

identity. Section 1.4 is designed handle this latter argumentative strategy and to show 

that it fails. 

I will begin with Korsgaard's equivocal use of the notion humanity. On the one 

hand, Korsgaard needs 'humanity' to be something we can choose, to be a role or task we 

can reflectively endorse for ourselves, since our ability to choose is what allows us to 

make our moral identity normative for ourselves. For Korsgaard, this choice to value our 

humanity takes the form of a conditional. If we choose to value anything, then we must 

choose to value our own humanity, and therefore, we are committed to the moral 

obligations that stem from our moral identity. But if we were not to do this - that is, 

value our own humanity - then Korsgaard argues we would not be in a position to value 

anything at all (SN 163). This choice not to value our own humanity is complete 

practical normative skepticism: the normative skeptic has no reason to do anything at all. 

Were we to value nothing in this way because we refuse to value our own humanity, then 

for Korsgaard the end result can only be total inaction, and ultimately, suicide (SN 161-

64). The choice that 'humanity' presents us with, then, is between normative skepticism 

and a moral identity, between living life at random and without principle or by living 

according to a practical identity, a principle which unifies our life and gives it meaning. 

To value your humanity is to commit yourself to the task of being an integrated self, and 
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therefore to a moral identity; to refuse to value your humanity is to renounce any sense of 

selfhood, to hold that "life has no meaning and nothing is of value" (SN 162). 

On the other hand, Korsgaard needs our 'humanity' to be an unavoidable fact, a 

plight. As she argues, being human in the sense of being reflectively aware is just a fact 

about us that is inescapable: "human beings are condemned to choice and action" (L1/1). 

The necessity of choosing and acting for reasons is not something we can avoid: it is a 

"simple and inexorable fact of the human condition" (L1/2). Thus, the implication is that 

because being human is an inescapable fact about us - because we are reflectively aware 

and must make choices about what to do - our moral identity is one we cannot shed. 

Because we are these animals Korsgaard describes, those rational animals characterized 

by reflection, we have no choice but to be human, to make up our minds in light of 

reasons or in light of standards and norms rather than on the basis of unreflective instincts 

as other animals do. In this way, according to Korsgaard's argument, the inescapability 

of morality's claim on us is grounded by the fact that we have a reflective consciousness 

(SN 160), which for her is what it means to be human (SN 92). 

The problem is that Korsgaard cannot have it both ways. Although her account 

depends on humanity functioning both as a plight and as a task, our humanity cannot both 

be a fact about us and a practical identity we can choose. In order for Korsgaard's 

argument for normativity of morality to go through, we must freely choose to value our 

humanity - and in turn, because we value our humanity, 'being human' becomes a task at 

which we can succeed or fail. Yet in order to make our humanity a normative practical 

31 Recall that Korsgaard discusses humanity as the task of becoming a unified self in the first run of her 
argument for the normativity of moral obligations. The crucial passage, cited above, is: 

You may give up one of your contingent practical roles. But so long as you remain committed to 
a role, and yet fail to meet the obligations it generates, you fail yourself as a human being, as well 
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identity for ourselves in this way, it must first be something that provides us with certain 

satisfaction conditions that we must meet in order to succeed in that role. But our 

humanity, construed in terms of the fact of reflective self-awareness, is just not this sort 

of thing; unlike a practical identity, e.g. as a carpenter, which imposes standards which I 

can fail to live up to, there are no constitutive standards or rules for success or failure at 

the level of reflective self-awareness: whether I choose this or that, or fail to choose 

altogether, I nevertheless continue to be reflectively self-aware qua human. That is, 

insofar as reflective self-awareness is just a fact about me, I cannot fail be it since I 

cannot fail to be human. But if this is true, Korsgaard's own words turn against her. 

When discussing the possibility of normative skepticism, she writes "as I have argued 

repeatedly, there is no normativity if you cannot be wrong" (SN 164). In the same way, 

if we cannot fail to be human, i.e. if we cannot fail to be reflectively self-aware, then our 

humanity cannot be a normative notion for us. Consequently, our humanity - construed 

in terms of the fact of reflective self-awareness - cannot be a practical identity or a source 

of reasons because it is just a non-normative fact that describes us, something we cannot 

help but be. Thus, since 'being self-reflective' is something that is required of us, it 

cannot also be a role I can value or identify with because it is something that / have to be, 

something I cannot get wrong or fail at. And if this is right, then our humanity cannot be 

as failing in that role. And if you fail in all of your roles - if you live at random, without integrity 
or principle, then you will lose your grip on yourself as one who has any reason to live and act at 
all (SN 121; my italics). 

For Korsgaard, taking up our humanity as our fundamental practical identity is the cure to our normative 
problem, i.e. our need for an identity that supplies us with reasons. It is the normativity of our moral 
identity - the choice to value our own humanity - that ensures the normativity of our practical identities, 
and thus, helps us establish ourselves as 'someone', a person who has various commitments and reasons 
related to our projects (SN 121). 
32 See Crowell, "Sorge or SelbstbewufitseinT 19-20. 
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conceived of as a normative task as long as it is also understood as a fact or plight. So 

understood, having a "moral identity" looks like an empty notion, since even the 

normative skeptic - who refuses to value his humanity - remains human (as a matter of 

fact) and no more fails at this task than someone who chooses to value her humanity and 

have a moral identity. 

If I am right that Korsgaard cannot consistently hold humanity to be both a fact or 

plight and a normative practical identity, then she has a choice to make. She needs 

humanity both to be fact about us (in order to argue that morality is universal, since each 

of us as humans must value our humanity in order to value anything) and she needs it to 

be a practical identity we can choose (in order to establish the normativity of morality, 

since the source of normativity of moral obligations is established by our autonomous 

reflective endorsement of our moral identity). This, then, is Korsgaard's dilemma: 

depending on the way she chooses to interpret the notion of humanity, she can either 

establish the normativity of morality or its universality, but not both. What would the 

effect on her argument be if she chose to embrace either horn of this dilemma? 

The cost of embracing the interpretation of humanity as a fact, it seems to me, is 

moral skepticism. On this interpretation, 'being human' would still mean needing 

reasons to act, and we would still need practical identities to give us these reasons. The 

difference is that having a moral identity would carry no special weight over and above 

any other practical identity. If humanity (qua reflective self-awareness) cannot be special 

33 Even if our humanity could be thought of as a practical identity, Korsgaard's example of the student who 
must take a required course also works against her here (SN 105-7). The point there was that one's 
practical identity as a student rules out one's freedom to act on personal reasons e.g. taking calculus for the 
sheer pleasure of learning mathematics. There Korsgaard argued that the requirements of being a student 
undermine the authority of personal reasons. The same is true here: if being human is something that is 
required of us, then any sense in which I might claim to 'choose' my humanity as a practical identity 
carries no weight. Whether I choose it or not, I have to be human; the normativity of choosing to value 
one's humanity, then, seems to be totally undercut if being human is just a matter of fact. 
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practical identity, but instead is just fact about us, then there is no particular kind of self I 

have to be. That is, where the notion of a moral identity was supposed to be an ultimate 

ground for our other practical identities, one we could not reject, now it seems that we 

can simply be whatever we choose to be: a teacher, brother, or slacker. Since there are no 

higher demands on me other than acting on reasons consistent with the practical identity I 

endorse, those reasons need not include acknowledging moral obligations to others. 

Thus, I can consistently choose to value something, i.e. value myself under some 

practical description, without acknowledging the force of moral obligations - the very 

definition of moral skepticism according to Korsgaard (SN 163). 

The cost of taking up the interpretation of humanity as a task, I believe, is moral 

solipsism. This claim is more difficult to demonstrate and will require the arguments of 

section 1.4. If Korsgaard were to drop her commitment to the interpretation of the self as 

a reflective animal (humanity as plight), and instead construe being human in terms of 

having moral identity (humanity as a special practical identity), it seems possible she 

might once again be able to establish the normativity of morality. Rather than construe 

freedom in terms of our reflective capacities, Korsgaard might argue, as Kant does, that 

our autonomy is guaranteed by the very nature of taking up the first-person deliberative 

stance: we cannot help but act under the idea of freedom. In fact, this is a comparison 

that Korsgaard welcomes (SN 94). After breaking with her notion of the self as reflective 

animal, the argument would be that our moral identity is the only practical identity 

consistent with our freedom. Thus, for the deliberative agent, there is something that 

constitutes success and failure at being a self at a deeper level, beyond merely acting in 

accord with reasons that stem from just any practical identity. Built into the first-person 
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deliberative stance is the notion of our own autonomy, and thus, acting in such a way that 

is consistent with our freedom - self-legislating actions according to the categorical 

imperative - constitutes a demand that underwrites all other practical concerns. Our 

moral identity underlies all others, one could argue, insofar as the demands of the 

deliberative stance are presupposed by all our practical identities. Succeeding at being 

human in this deeper sense is not a matter of fact, but an achievement: the task of 

unifying oneself under a single identity, a moral identity, or the conception of oneself as a 

member of the Kingdom of Ends. 

Reconstructed in this way, if Korsgaard were to drop her commitment to an 

ontology of the self defined by reflection, then she might be able to once again establish 

the normativity of morality. On this second interpretation of humanity, it seems possible 

once again to claim that I must value my own humanity if I am to value anything at all, as 

Korsgaard desires: I must make my moral identity normative for myself because it is only 

this practical identity that is consistent with my freedom, as revealed in the deliberative 

stance. Thus, insofar as undertaking any action presupposes this freedom, my 

commitment to valuing something (i.e. valuing myself under some practical description) 

commits me to valuing my humanity (i.e. my self qua autonomous agent). It is, therefore, 

only by endorsing this notion of my self as autonomous that I truly succeed at being 

human; it is only under this description, this moral identity, that I fulfill the aorms 

implicit in the notion of humanity as a practical identity. But what about the universality 

of morality? Can this too be re-established by thinking of humanity in terms of practical 

freedom, and thus my moral identity as a task, without appeal to reflection? The 

prospects for this strategy need further consideration. 
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1.4 The Problem of Intersubjectivity 

At the end of the third lecture in The Sources ofNormativity, Korsgaard has 

essentially reached just this point. As she points out, "[so far] you may think that I have 

shown only (or at most) that you must place a value on your own humanity, but not yet 

that you therefore have obligations to other human beings. Valuing your own humanity 

does not require valuing the humanity of others" (SN 130). The problem that Korsgaard 

faces is that given her argument for the normativity of moral obligations, I seem to have 

obligations only to myself. I must value my own humanity in order to give reasons to 

myself and thereby solve the normative problem that I face - i.e. [N2] - and my authority 

to command myself is justified because I want to act and live. It is my desire to be a self 

rather than a failure of a human being that justifies my authority to give myself reasons -

i.e. in response to [Nl]. But nothing is said in this account about the status of others. 

Surely it is true that this "puts you in moral territory," as Korsgaard claims in her account 

of the normativity of moral obligations, or at least it does with one important caveat: "if 

valuing humanity in your own person rationally requires valuing it in the person of 

others" (SN 121). The question is how Korsgaard will generate this rational requirement, 

since it does not simply fall out of her account of normativity. 

Faced with the dilemma I have outlined in section 1.3, the problem for 

Korsgaard's position is essentially the same: how can the universality of morality be 

secured if she is not entitled to the naturalistic interpretation of humanity, which when 

blended with her normative interpretation, would have forced us to take up 'being 

human' - and therefore our moral identity - as an unavoidable practical task? Without 

that naturalistic underpinning, which would have guaranteed that we all take up our moral 
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identity insofar as 'being human' is simply a fact about us, how can that universality be 

restored? 

The answer is that Korsgaard can secure the universality of morality simply by 

making good on her earlier assumption: by demonstrating that to value our own humanity 
i 

rationally requires valuing the humanity of others. Such a demonstration is in the offing 

if Korsgaard can account for our ability to morally obligate one another, for this would 

show that I do not just have an obligation to myself 'to treat you with respect, but that I am 

obligated to you because I owe something to you, because you obligate me in and of 

yourself.34 In this way, morality would be universal because we would be morally 

obligated to all those who can offer us reasons for acting morally, to all those who can 

obligate us by forcing us to acknowledge the validity of their reasons. Insofar as we can 

exchange reasons and obligate each other, we acknowledge the value of one another's 

humanity. After all, on Korsgaard's account, to acknowledge someone as an originating 

source of reasons just is to value the humanity in that person. Thus, if it could be shown 

that we can obligate one another and not merely ourselves, then morality would indeed be 

universal: we could not consider another's reasons without also acknowledging the value 

of that person's humanity, making our moral identity a necessary constraint on our 

actions once again. 

The problem that faces this kind of argument is that it makes the universality of 

morality hang on an account of intersubjectivity. This argument will only go through if it 

can be shown that the normativity of moral obligations is intersubjective, if my reasons 

can be normative for you as well as for me, and vice versa. The question is how this 

transference of normativity takes place. Is it in our nature as selves, as humans, that we 

34 See Korsgaard's formulation of this problem (SN, 134). 
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take seriously others' reasons in our deliberations? Or is it simply the nature of practical 

reasons themselves? What vindicates your authority to make moral demands of me, over 

and above obligations I might give myself? If the reality of this intersubjective 

transference cannot be shown, if it cannot be demonstrated that being with other people 

and considering their claims is enough to force us to value their humanity as well as our 

own, then the normativity of morality cannot be said to extend beyond me and the value 

of my own humanity. In these conditions, a moral skeptic will not be swayed to take up 

these moral obligations imposed by others if no one can force to her to do so. The claims 

of morality, then, would be avoidable. 

In Lecture Four, Korsgaard attempts to demonstrate the way in which the scope of 

moral obligation extends beyond the self and necessarily encompasses the value of 

humanity in others. Despite her efforts, I think she fails to establish the intersubjective 

scope of moral obligations, and therefore, the universality of morality as well. 

1.4.1 The Publicity of Reasons 

Korsgaard's argument for the intersubjective scope of our moral obligations - our 

ability to obligate one another - turns on an appeal to Wittgenstein's private language 

argument. Building an analogy between meanings and reasons, her claim is that reasons 

are not essentially private - not mental entities - but are "public in their very essence" 

(SN 135). The point is that it "takes two to make a reason" (SN 138); in terms of the self, 

these two poles are filled in by Korsgaard as the thinking self and the acting self, one 

which lays down the law and one which obeys it. That the self can bind itself by a 

reason in this way implies, for Korsgaard, not only that I could bind myself to this reason 

again in the future, but also that "it must be possible for me to bind another in exactly the 
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same way" (SN 139). Explicated in this way, it becomes clear that reasons are essentially 

sharable, or in other words, intersubjective. In the same way that it is nearly impossible 

to hear the words of a language we know as mere noise, it is nearly impossible for me to 

hear the claim of another and not think about it - that is, to treat it as a reason (SN 139-

41). And once it is allowed that others can consider their reasons, it is clear that they can 

obligate us, for obligation just is this normative compulsion to do something, imposed on 

us by another (SN 139). 

In short, Korsgaard's account of our ability to morally obligate one another 

depends on her understanding of reasons as public and shareable. When I call on you to 

stop tormenting me, Korsgaard argues (by appeal to Nagel), I call on you to consider 

what it would be like if someone did that to you (SN 142). In making this claim, I 

obligate you to stop; I obligate you because I invite you to consider your reaction to the 

same treatment - you would reject it, because you would "think that the other has a 

reason to stop, more, that he has an obligation to stop" that stems simply from "your own 

objection to what he does to you" (SN 143). Thus, in Korsgaard's language, you make 

yourself an end for others, and you do this just as a human, just as someone, and this in 

turn implies that being "just someone" is also a law to you, insofar as you make yourself 

a law to others: being just someone is an end to be respected. Therefore, she writes, "by 

making you think these thoughts, I force you to acknowledge the value of my humanity, 

and I obligate you to act in a way that respects it" (SN 143). The point of this argument 

is that there is "no gap to bridge" between your private reasons and my own private 

reasons with regard to moral obligation; rather, in acknowledging "your words as words, 

I acknowledge that you are someone" and also that I "am someone" in hearing them. 



Therefore, I already hear your claims as reasons, as obligations to which I must respond 

so long as I value humanity, or as Korsgaard puts it, so long as I see myself "as just 

someone, a person, one person among others who are equally real" (SN 143). 

1.4.2 Moral Solipsism 

Why might this argument about the intersubjectivity of moral obligation not go 

through? The problem, I think, is that Korsgaard's argument concerning the scope of 

moral obligation does not adequately address Korsgaard's own primary concern - the 

issue of justification, or the [Nl] formulation of the normative question. In part, the 

private or public nature of reasons is a distraction, because it does not get to the heart of 

the issue concerning the intersubjectivity of moral obligations. The question is not 

whether we can share reasons (though that is surely crucial), but whether the reasons we 

give one another truly have the authority to override other obligations we may have. 

What we really need to know, then, is whether the reasons offered by the other have the 

authority they purport to have as moral reasons. Surely not every claim made on me by 

someone else enjoys the status of a moral claim, just as not every reason in a verbal 

exchange is a moral reason. But how is this adjudication between moral and non-moral 

reasons to be made? Which obligations have the genuine authority to trump others? It 

would seem that the only mechanism available to Korsgaard is the method of reflective 

endorsement, since after all it is reflective endorsement that makes practical reasons 

normative in the first place. 

But now it seems Korsgaard's view faces a real difficulty for if the agent's 

reflective endorsement is the test for determining what reasons are moral reasons, it does 

not seem to allow that I could be wrong about what moral obligations I have. Consider 
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the case in which I overlook a valid moral obligation to someone else. The other person 

complains, offering me a reason to stop doing what I am doing. Certainly, as Korsgaard 

argues, I cannot help but consider this reason as a reason, for even in considering the 

other's request, I acknowledge them as someone capable of giving reasons, and as an 

entity worthy of moral concern. But what I want to know now is whether this reason has 

the authority to change what I am doing, to override the reasons I currently have for 

acting in the way I am. However, on Korsgaard's account, the only obligations that have 

this kind of authority are those that I reflectively endorse, that I make normative for 

myself in accord with my moral identity. In this case, however, I by assumption make a 

mistake: I do not "see" the other's claim as a moral obligation, so I do not endorse the 

claim that the offered moral reason makes on me. Instead of changing my behavior, I 

ignore the other's claim. Now here's the problem: given this case, according to the 

theory of reflective endorsement, it looks like I do not have a moral obligation to the 

other, even though I ought to have one. Their claim - their moral reason offered to me -

was rejected as a valid moral obligation, and the reason the other's claim does not have 

authority over me is because I didn't reflectively endorse it. But if the validity of moral 

obligations is limited to the agent's first-person perspective in this way - that is, if the 

authority of moral obligations depends on my reflective endorsement of them - then the 

account leaves out ways in which we might justifiably be obligated by others who see 

things differently. The problem is that so as far as I am concerned, I have done nothing 

wrong, and there does not seem to be a way to prove me wrong about that.35 

35 Equally troubling, I think, is the case in which the other never lodges a complaint with me: here, the 
opportunity to accept or reject some motivation in light of my moral identity was never presented to me, 
and since only I can determine what obligations I have by reflectively endorsing them, it seems as though 
obligations I do not know about cannot get a grip on me either. And once again, so far as I am concerned, 
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If the above is correct, then the end result of Korsgaard's view - as I claimed in 

section 1.3 - is moral solipsism. If reflective endorsement is the method for establishing 

the normativity of moral obligations (i.e. their justified authority over other kinds of 

obligations), it seems this method artificially limits the range of moral obligations to 

those that the agent can endorse from the first-person perspective. Obligations that fall 

outside the range of the agent's deliberative scope, or reasons that the agent does not 

acknowledge as morally binding, do not enjoy this endorsement, and therefore, according 

to the method, cannot be taken as morally binding on that agent. As her argument has 

been reconstructed here, the difficulty is that Korsgaard cannot account for the 

intersubjectivity of moral obligations - the way in which we can obligate one another by 

imposing moral reasons on each other. While it initially seems as though Korsgaard 

gives us an account of sharable moral reasons, I think that this account is a mirage. The 

problem is that reasons offered to us by another cannot enjoy the authority they prima 

facie purport to have until I have endorsed their claims. In fact, those claims, imposed on 

me by the other, could never be normative without this reflective endorsement. This 

means, then, that while at first glance Korsgaard's account of reasons looks 

intersubjective, it instead is first-person relative. Only those reasons which I reflectively 

endorse earn their status as moral reasons, and as I have argued, those which fall outside 

my deliberative scope or my sphere of endorsement can never take on this authority for 

there's nothing I have done wrong, and there's nothing that can show me that I am wrong about being 
wrong. On Korsgaard's theory, I simply do not have obligations that I do not endorse. 
36 The objection I raise here is similar to one raised by G.A. Cohen in his comments to Korsgaard's 
lectures, a criticism which Korsgaard has difficulty handling in her replies. Cohen challenges Korsgaard 
with the image of an "idealized Mafioso" - a figure who does not live by the code prescribed to Citizens of 
the Kingdom of Ends, but rather by a code of strength and honor (SN 183). Korsgaard's reply that the 
Mafioso has stopped reflecting too soon in endorsing this practical identity - i.e. has not found the 



What Korsgaard cannot account for, then, is exactly what she set out to show in 

Lecture Four: the intersubjectivity of our moral obligations. What she cannot 

demonstrate is the way another person can give me a moral reason I do not already have, 

how the other can break into my egoic sphere, my first-personal view of the world in any 

way. Of course, Korsgaard might appeal to an ontology of the human to fill this gap in 

her argument. But Korsgaard has no real ontology to speak of: the crucial feature of her 

conception of humanity is our reflective capacity as rational animals. She might, of 

course, appeal to a seemingly undeniable feature of our animal self - that is, our deeply 

"social nature" - in order to show the way in which we are always beholden to others 

(SN 135-6). But if that is the case, if Korsgaard must help her self to that fact of 

sociability, then it seems as though she faces the same predicament in which she put the 

realist. That is, if some part of a moral claim - e.g. its intersubjectivity - escapes the 

first-person stance, then this moral claim cannot be justified through reflective 

endorsement. But in what other way can such a claim be justified? If it has to be 

justified by appeal to facts outside the first-person perspective, then Korsgaard herself is 

faced with the realist's dilemma: facts cannot answer the demand for justification that is 

at the heart of the normative question, and it is this very problem that her practical turn to 

the first-person stance was supposed to remedy. In the end, it is Korsgaard's original 

question - [Nl], what justifies the claims of morality? - that she fails to answer. What 

unconditioned - is undercut because her own reply to the normative question is conditional. Korsgaard's 
own search stops when pursuing the normative question further would require embracing practical 
normative skepticism and suicide, a position to which she has no reply (SN 163). 
37 Nor is Korsgaard inclined to take this route. As she notes, "although it is universally acknowledged that 
human beings are in fact social animals, modern moral philosophers have usually not considered it 
allowable to help themselves to this fact in arguments that aim at justifying morality. Our sociability seems 
to be too biological or contingent a fact to play a role in rational arguments" (SN 136). 



she needs, but cannot provide is an account of how the other has a certain standing to 

obligate me, to impose moral reasons for actions on me that I do not endorse. 

1.5 The Third-Person Stance 

While I do not believe Korsgaard's account of the normativity of moral 

obligations succeeds, I think she does effectively demonstrate that the normative question 

has an irreducible practical aspect and that third-personal approaches necessarily elide 

this (first-personal) practical moment. As it turns out, the real adversary of Korsgaard's 

account of normativity is realism - or more generally - third-personal approaches to the 

normative question. Following Korsgaard, in this section I argue that the third-personal 

approach cannot take part in the project of grounding of morality, i.e. in establishing the 

normativity of moral obligations in general. 

Out of necessity, this treatment of the third-personal approach to the normative 

question will be cursory. To engage all the secondary literature on the debate between 

realists and anti-realists would swamp the confines this chapter. While I recognize that 

this decision might anger my philosophical opponents, my aim in this dissertation is not 

to settle the feud between realists and constructivists, but rather to offer a new solution to 

the problem of the ground of ethics from within the paradigm of constructivism, or 

something close to it. My own preferred view about the reality of value, as it will emerge 

in later chapters, is neither realism nor Korsgaard's Kantian constructivism, but 

Heidegger's existential-phenomenological position. Since I will leave it to others to 

show that something like constructivism is the right way forward, I will focus my 

attention in this section on an examination of Korsgaard's best arguments for 

constructivism. 
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According to Korsgaard's historical reconstruction in SN, realism arises in 

response to the possibility of infinitely reiterating the normative question - "why must I 

do that?" - that threatened voluntarism. In order to avoid this regress, the realist argues 

for the existence of intrinsically normative entities (or the intrinsic Tightness of some 

actions); since such moral entities or moral facts are said to exist, this prevents the need 

for further questioning. According to Korsgaard, realism in its non-trivial form -

substantive moral realism, a heading under which she includes Clarke, Prichard, and 

Price, as well as contemporary figures like Nagel - is at bottom metaphysical position. 

The view is that there is a sphere of moral facts or truths, independent of us, towards 

which our moral questions are oriented; our moral obligations are established by 

discovering these facts and acting in accord with them. For the substantive realist, 

Korsgaard argues, there are correct procedures for answering moral questions because 

there are moral truths or facts which exist independently of procedures; it is these truths 

or facts which our judgments or procedures track (SN 36-7).38 Moral realism, then, 

according to Korsgaard's "rough and ready definition," is the view that "propositions 

employing moral concepts may have truth values because moral concepts describe or 

refer to normative entities or facts that exist independently of those concepts 

themselves."39 

In The Sources of Normativity, Korsgaard's main objections to realism are (1) that 

it fails to raise or acknowledge the normative question, and (2) that realism is of no help 

to us when facing the normative question anyway, since the realist can only offer his 

38 In contrast, for procedural realists or constructivists like Rawls and Korsgaard, there are correct answers 
to moral question because there are correct procedures for arriving at them; it is the procedures rather than 
the facts about independent moral truths that vouchsafe the results. 
39 Korsgaard, "Realism and Constructivism," 100. Hereafter cited parenthetically by RC and page number. 
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confidence that moral facts exist, when it is precisely our confidence in moral facts that is 

shaken by the normative question (SN 38-40). But as we saw in section 1.1.2 these 

objections do not really get off the ground unless one presupposes that the method of 

reflective endorsement is the only way normative claims can be justified. The realist, 

first of all, can certainly ask the normative question, since even from the third-person 

stance we can ask what justifies a moral obligation; thus, Korsgaard wrongly supposes 

that a commitment to moral facts precludes asking about the normativity of moral 

claims.40 Secondly, the realist also thinks his answer to the normative question offers an 

adequate justification of the moral claim: the authority of the obligation is intrinsic to its 

status as a moral fact; it offers a reason to act morally because it truly describes what we 

ought to do in that situation. So the realist offers more than confidence - he could in fact 

argue that his theory of moral obligations is just as well established as any other scientific 

theory. Thus, the response to keep looking for moral reasons even if we lost confidence 

in them does not seem out of line, as Korsgaard would have us believe.41 What, then, is 

the disconnect between realism (or the third-person stance) and the project of grounding 

the normativity of morality? 

Korsgaard makes more headway against the third-personal approach by arguing 

that an answer to the normative question must be practical all the way down (SN 113-16). 

As she writes, "the normative question is a first person question that arises for the moral 

Even though we may feel the pressure of the normative question most from the first-person stance (i.e. 
when deliberating about what to do when a moral obligation seems particularly onerous), we are also 
perfectly able to raise the same question reflectively at some other date (i.e. in the philosophical armchair, 
while not faced with the actual moment of choice). For similar discussion, See FitzPatrick, "The Practical 
Turn in Ethical Theory," 655. 
41 If we have lost confidence in the normativity of practical reasons altogether, then Korsgaard is in no 
better shape than the realist, since even the reasons offered via reflective endorsement would fail to move 
to us. 
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agent who must actually do what morality says" (SN 16). Her most convincing 

arguments for this view are to be found in her more recent work. 

In "Realism and Constructivism," Korsgaard contends that the problem with 

realism is that it conceives of practical philosophy as "a matter of finding knowledge to 

apply in practice" rather than "the use of reason to solve practical problems" (RC 115). 

Because the realist treats practical philosophy as "an essentially theoretical subject" 

whose business is "to find, or anyway to argue that we can find, some sort of ethical 

knowledge that we can apply in action" (RC 118), the realist faces what Korsgaard calls 

"the ultimate extension of the open question argument" (RC 112): 

The problem rests in thinking of the rules that define the obligatory and the 
forbidden as standards we apply when we are deliberating about what to 
do....Evaluative standards, taken by themselves, do not obligate. If we think of 
rules of action as something we may or may not apply when we deliberate about 
what to do, then either we are obligated to apply them or we are not. In neither 
case, as I have argued, can obligation be derived from the existence of a rule of 
action....If it is just a fact that a certain action would be good, a fact that you 
might or might not apply in deliberation, then it seems to be an open question 
whether you should apply it. The model of applied knowledge does not correctly 
capture the relation between the normative standards to which action is subject 
and the deliberative process. And moral realism conceives ethics on the model of 
applied knowledge (RC 111-112). 

The problem with realism, then, is that it conceives of ethics as on the model of applied 

knowledge, and therefore, is open to an infinite regress of the normative question once 

again - the endless process of having to justify the application of theoretical knowledge 

in the practical sphere. The root of the problem, on Korsgaard's argument, is that 

evaluative standards for action are not in themselves normative for us. Even if we say, 

for example, that such-and-such a standard represents the fact about what we ought to do 

in a certain situation, this fact in itself does not automatically become normative for us 



without further explanation. We might ask: why should we adhere to this rule just 

because it is a fact about us? If the explanation is that we are bound to honor obligations 

that are true of us in certain situations, then this new standard needs its own explanation, 

namely, why should I care about truth, or more specifically, obligations that truly 

describe what I ought to do in my current situation? If the explanation of the application 

of this rule is also another fact about what I ought to do, e.g. "We ought to care about 

truth because it picks out what is good for us," then the application of this next rule, i.e., 

this next bit of knowledge about privileging truth over falsity, also needs to be accounted 

for and justified. It seems that as long as we continue to think of the justification of 

normative principles on the basis of facts, the process will continue indefinitely. In other 

words, so long as we remain within the realist framework, as FitzPatrick puts it, "it is a 

mystery how such alleged normative facts could have genuine normative force, binding 

on your will."42 To every new fact, the possibility of asking "but why should I care about 

that?" comes along as well, which disengages the normative force of that fact, practically 

speaking. 

The problem for the realist, to put it differently, is to explain why facts should 

matter to the deliberating agent. Facts only justify an obligation if one presupposes that 

its theoretical truth (i.e. the descriptive truth of the theory that explains that obligation) 

automatically has relevance in practical deliberation. However, as Korsgaard points out, 

explanatory adequacy and justificatory adequacy break apart when one takes up the 

deliberative stance. As a result, because the normative question is a practical 

(deliberative) question rather than a theoretical one, the justification of a standard for 

action cannot be another piece of knowledge. This theoretical knowledge, from the point 

42 FitzPatrick, "The Practical Turn in Ethical Theory," 657. 
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of view of deliberation, has no practical weight without further argument: that a fact is 

true does not justify whether or not to apply my knowledge of this fact to what I am to 

do. That I know the moral standard, or even to know that it is true, does not mean I am 

bound to follow the standard; I am only bound by it if the standard is already practically 

relevant to me, if truth, for example, matters to me. The realist's problem, then, is how to 

show that third-personal facts have first-personal relevance, or how theoretical 

knowledge has binding practical implications. What Korsgaard is right about, I believe, 

is that there can be no translation from the theoretical to the practical without first 

granting the primacy of the practical: theoretical knowledge must already be a matter of 

practical interest if it is to carry practical weight. Thus, it does no good to point to further 

third-personal facts about what to do in a situation (which is the realist's solution to the 

normative question) since the normative question is asked from the first-personal, 

practical point of view. A different kind of justification, beyond truthful explanation, is 

needed in response to the normative question since it is precisely explanatory adequacy 

that becomes questionable in practical deliberation. 

Korsgaard's solution to the realist's problem is to adopt constructivism, that is, to 

conceive of practical philosophy as the business of trying "to work out solutions to 

practical problems" (RC 118). This closes the realist's normative gap because the 

solution to the normative question comes from reflecting on the nature of the problem 

from your own point of view - thus, the solution that arises from your deliberation 

already matters to you. As she writes, "If you recognize the problem to be real, to be 

yours, to be one you have to solve, and the solution to be the only or the best one, then 

the solution is binding upon you" (RC 116). Some commentators have wondered 
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whether Korsgaard's construal of ethics as practical problem-solving enterprise might be 

co-opted by realism. FitzPatrick, for one, argues that if this practical problem-solving 

approach is adopted by the realist, in fact it is realism rather than Korsgaard's 

constructivism that is better suited to identify the standards of a 'best' solution to the 

normative question, since it can appeal to truth as a way of distinguishing some principles 

as "superior solutions to practical problems."43 Yet such an appeal already grants that 

any answer to the normative question must already have practical relevance; it cannot 

simply be a theoretical truth about the normative realm, spinning in the void independent 

of the deliberating agent. So while FitzPatrick contends that Korsgaard's "call for a deep 

practical turn in ethics is premature at best," in fact his admission that the theoretical truth 

of a principle for action needs a practical anchor in the agent's will already concedes the 

primacy of practical reason, which is precisely the view that I would like to defend 

(independent of the success or failure of Korsgaard's constructivist account).44 If 

practical reason has primacy over third-personal facts, then realism cannot offer us an 

account of the normativity moral obligations since it must presuppose a practical, first-

personal account of how that normativity is established from the deliberative standpoint. 

What that account might be so far remains to be seen. 

1.6 Beyond Korsgaard 

At this point, we have exhausted the resources of Korsgaard's account of 

normativity. Were I to diagnose the root difficulty in her position, it is that she has no 

ontology of intersubjectivity, or an account of the recognition of otherness. Korsgaard 

simply presupposes that intersubjectivity can be accessed via first-personal reflection. 

43 Ibid., 685. 
44 Ibid., 691. 



But as I have tried to show, it is just here that the limits of the first-person stance reveal 

themselves. Because Korsgaard's notion of humanity, even when normatively construed, 

is essentially an empty notion - it simply represents the demand that I constitute myself 

under some practical self-conception - there is nothing I can find when reflecting on my 

humanity in this sense that binds me to respect the other unless the other's commands are 

somehow already normative for me. Yet exactly the reverse is true in Korsgaard's 

account: since normativity is established first-personally, I am not bound by the other's 

claims if I find them to be unjustified; you become normative for me only after reflection. 

Korsgaard's most astute commentators have noted this same deficiency in their 

own way. While unfurling his Mafioso example, Cohen writes, "it looks as though what 

[Korsgaard] has investigated is the experience or phenomenology of obligation, not its 

ground or authenticating source" (SN 183). I think this claim is quite accurate, especially 

with regard to the issue of intersubjectivity. The problem is that Korsgaard's account 

delineates our response to a normatively loaded situation, but not the way in which that 

situation came to have that normative significance of us. This is true even when we 

consider Korsgaard's preferred examples dealing with the publicity of reasons. As she 

claims, "I can always intrude myself into your consciousness" and thus overcome 

egoism, because "I can force you to think" (SN 139). Since reasons for her are on par 

with linguistic meanings, all she must do is "talk to you in the words of a language you 

know" to break in on your deliberations as other (SN 139). While this may be an 

accurate description of the way in which we typically encroach on one another's 

consciousness, it is not yet a demonstration of your normative status for me qua other. 
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Korsgaard's picture has an undeniable rhetorical appeal, but if we stick with the question 

of justification, we find that she never answers it. Consider this persuasive passage: 

If I call out your name, I make you stop in your tracks. (If you love me, I make 
you come running.) Now you cannot proceed as you did before. Oh, you can 
proceed, all right, but not just as you did before. For now if you walk on, you will 
be ignoring me and slighting me. It will probably be difficult for you, and you 
will have to muster a certain active resistance, a sense of rebellion. But why 
should you have to rebel against me? It is because I am a law to you. By calling 
out your name, I have obligated you. I have given you a reason to stop (SN 140). 

But my name - or you as my beloved - are things that are already normative for me. To 

say that these things obligate me is to overlook that they already were normative for me 

before you uttered them. Your calling out my name did not make it normative for me -

that work had already been done long ago. True enough, I cannot proceed exactly as 

before once you have done this, but that is not because you have some special moral 

status for me; rather, it is because you have invoked something - made a claim to my 

attention - that under normal circumstances I find to be normative. You, however, are 

not the source of that normativity, despite the way Korsgaard sets up the example. By 

ignoring your call, I do not rebel against you but the normativity of my own name. While 

there certainly is a story to tell about how the normativity of that gets set up, one which 

certainly involves the recognition of others, this is not the one Korsgaard tells. 

In response to the egoist, what we find in Korsgaard is not some justification for 

taking others' reasons seriously, but merely her assertion that "we seem to need a reason 

not to" take the reasons of others into account (SN 141). That we "tend to cave in to the 

demands of others" turns out to be all the evidence she has for her view. What we do not 

find is a detailed explanation of why this happens. While the phenomenology is right -

we normally cannot ignore one another's claims - the purported explanation of this 



phenomena is wrong - Korsgaard's publicity of reasons thesis. Here Williams is once 

again perspicacious. He writes that when confronting the amoralist, "one also cannot say, 

without further argument, that the amoralist regards other people as worthless; he may 

just regard them as others (for example, as enemies)" (SN 215). Yet this is precisely 

what Korsgaard does. On her account, we either refuse to value the humanity of other 

persons (e.g. as egoists or moral skeptics) or we accept the full value of that humanity in 

all its moral significance (e.g. as Citizens of the Kingdom of Ends). But this dichotomy 

cannot hold without some further explanation. What seems to be left out here is the 

possibility that though I may value some of the claims you make, I need not value all of 

them - that I see your reasons as those of my enemy, and therefore, without normative 

force for me does not mean those reasons are not intelligible to me as such. But if this is 

possible, as Williams suggests, then it is possible to encounter the other without being 

bound by the other's claims. And this means that the other has no necessary moral 

standing to make demands of me, at least not without some further argument that shows 

how this moral standing gets established in the intersubjective encounter itself. 

This kind of account, of course, is just what is lacking in Korsgaard's view of 

intersubjectivity. Williams again, I think, points the way beyond Korsgaard. He adds as 

a parenthetical aside to his former comment: "If the argument is going to turn on what is 

involved in the recognition of 'the Other', Korsgaard may want to consider someone who 

has tried to work out similar ideas in a different style, Levinas" (SN 216). As it turns out, 

this is precisely what Korsgaard's argument turns on - a presupposed recognition of the 

moral significance of the other. She assumes that the other already matters to us without 

describing why this must be the case. As we move beyond Korsgaard, it is this issue of 
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otherness, and in particular how the other might become normative for us simply as 

other, that must hold our attention. 
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CHAPTER 2 

Edmund Husserl 

We come to Husserl with a particular problem. The issue at hand is the problem 

of intersubjectivity, or the problem of otherness in the moral sphere. Korsgaard sought to 

establish the truth of what she called "Enlightenment morality" - the idea that all human 

beings are valuable simply because of their humanity as such (SN 121, 123). As we saw 

in Chapter 1, the problem with Korsgaard's argument was that she could not deliver on 

her promise to show that valuing one's own humanity requires valuing humanity in 

others. 

The problem, as I put it, is one of moral solipsism: Korsgaard cannot show why 

the claims of the other have the authority to override other reasons I may give myself. 

While it may be true that I must value my humanity in order in order to value anything at 

all, first-person reflection does not demand that I value your humanity in the same way, 

that I see your humanity as valuable and as a source of reasons for me. So even if we 

could assert that my obligations to you are real without my reflective formulation of them 

(and it is not clear that we can given Korsgaard's constructivism), they will not be 

normative for me without my endorsement of them. In Korsgaard's own words: "The 

point is just this: if one holds the view, as I do, that obligations exist in the first-person 

perspective, then in one sense the obligatory is like the visible: it depends on how much 

the light of reflection is on" (SN 257). So if I do not "see" things the way you do, or if I 

just do not "see" you at all, then there is nothing you can do about it: my obligation to 

you - and likewise, the value of your humanity - turns out not to be normative for me at 
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all, since the scope of my moral obligation extends only as far as the reach of my first-

personal reflection. Thus, the problem with Korsgaard's view is two-fold: first, she fails 

to capture the idea that others have the moral authority to hold me accountable for failing 

to live up to moral standards independent of my endorsement of those norms, and second, 

that others have moral worth in and of themselves, that their "humanity" is valuable and 

so obligates me simply as such. Without the possibility of mutual accountability and 

reciprocity, Korsgaard's picture cannot show us why your humanity should be a law to 

me, why your reasons ought to override reasons I give myself, why your claims ought to 

become my obligations: on her theory, I only take your moral claims seriously if they 

happen to coincide with obligations I already think I have. She therefore fails to rule out 

moral skepticism or ethical egoism as viable moral options. 

For us, therefore, the question is this: is it possible to account for the other's 

standing to morally obligate me - to impose normative reasons for action that I do not 

endorse - from the first-person stance? Is there another first-personal approach that 

might be more successful in accounting for the intersubjective scope of moral obligation? 

Turning to the phenomenological tradition, Husserl's work presents us with just 

such an alternative to Korsgaard's account. Like Kprsgaard, Husserl takes the first-

person stance as his philosophical point of departure and yet, unlike Korsgaard, he 

attempts to establish the normativity of morality through phenomenological description 

rather than transcendental argument. The purpose of this chapter will be to see if Husserl 

can succeed where Korsgaard failed: can Husserl provide a fuller account of the 

intersubjective dimension of moral obligations? Can he account for the way in which we 

can obligate one another and rightly hold each other accountable to moral standards, even 
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if one of us is unaware of or fails to endorse those standards? Given these questions, a 

sensible place to begin our investigation is with those Husserlian philosophers who have 

attempted to account for the same phenomenon that Korsgaard had in mind -

Enlightenment morality, or respect for persons as such - from a phenomenological 

perspective. The work of John Drummond, a chief proponent of Husserlian moral 

philosophy, presents itself as a natural jumping off point. 

2.1 A Husserlian Approach to Moral Obligations 

Drummond's approach to the study of ethics seeks to turn the Kantian approach 

that orients Korsgaard's study of normativity on its head. Guided by Husserl's 

reflections on ethics and axiology,45 Drummond argues for a kind of moral realism that 

understands ethics as a purely rational and objective discipline oriented towards the 

perception of values revealed in both cognitive and affective intentions.46 Drawing close 

to an Aristotelian "virtue ethics," Drummond contends that the task of ethics is not to 

construct values but to disclose them, that is, to cultivate one's access to the values and 

goods that lead to eudaimonia and a fulfilled human life.47 While Drummond 

acknowledges a role for obligations in our thinking about ethics, his point is that 

"obligation" writ large ought not to have the place of honor that it holds in the Kantian 

picture; rather than the moral law, it is persons themselves who ought to take center stage, 

in particular, the excellent moral individual. Drummond's perfectionist approach 

inspired by Husserl improves on what he believes are two shortcomings typical of 

45 Edmund Husserl, Vofleungen iiber Ethik und Wertslehre 1908-1914, ed. Ullrich Melle, Husserliana 28 
(Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 1988). 
46 John Drummond, "Moral Objectivity," Husserl Studies 12 (1995), 165-183. 
47 John Drummond, "Aristotelianism and Phenomenology," in Phenomenological Approaches to Moral 
Philosophy, ed. John J. Drummond and Lester Embree (Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 2002), 
15-45. 



Kantianism: first, the overly formalistic and restrictive Kantian emphasis on the operation 

of practical reason independent of any desire or inclination; and second, Kant's 

impoverished understanding of moral psychology and the way in which our moral 

motivations arise from a broader sphere of affective, evaluative, and volitional 

experiences.48 Where for Kant the categorical imperative is the will's only motive for 

moral action, for Husserl the moral will is itself motivated by an underlying desire for an 

overarching good that orders our lives in the best possible way.49 

What, then, is the Husserlian view of moral obligation according to Drummond? 

Oversimplifying for the purposes of introduction, the narrative of Drummond's account 

runs like this: for Husserl, the presence of another person imposes a moral claim on us, 

and our recognition of this claim, in turn, rests on our evaluation of the other person as 

worthy of moral attention or respect.50 Our being obligated depends on a deeper 

experience of respect, which is itself rooted in the goods and values connected to the best 

form of human life. Like the Kantian approach, the phenomenon of respect for persons 

of Korsgaard's "Enlightenment morality" is the source of our moral obligation. But for 

Drummond, though both the Kantian and Husserlian accounts acknowledge the centrality 

of respect to morality, the phenomenological understanding of respect differs in 

important ways from the deontological conception of the same phenomenon. In order to 

John Drummond, "Ethics," in The Reach of Reflection: Issues for Phenomenology's Second Century, 
2001, ed. Steven Crowell, Lester Embree, Samuel J. Julian, (Electron Press, 2001: www.electronpress.com. 
122-3; see also Steven Crowell, "Kantianism and Phenomenology," in Phenomenological Approaches to 
Moral Philosophy, ed. John J. Drummond and Lester Embree (Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 
2002), 51. 
49 Drummond, "Moral Objectivity," 95. 
50 Drummond's account is Husserlian, rather than Husserl's own view, because Husserl never developed a 
systematic moral philosophy. As a result, commentators like Drummond try to offer a "Husserlian 
perspective" composed of the various threads found in Husserl's "often brief and disconnected" discussions 
of the objectivity and universality of practical law, perfectionism, eudaimonia, the role of emotions in 
evaluation, and community (John Drummond, "Respect as a Moral Emotion: A Phenomenological 
Approach," Husserl Studies 22 [2006], 4; hereafter cited parenthetically as RME). 

http://www.electronpress.com


see this, we need to make a closer study of Drummond's argument for the primacy of 

persons and the goods unique to human agency as the true ground of moral obligation. 

2.2 Husserl's Personalism 

In "Respect as a Moral Emotion," Drummond attempts describe the phenomenon 

of respect from a Husserlian point of view. In contrast to the Kantian notion of respect, 

according to Drummond, respect for the moral law is not the most fundamental moral 

emotion; rather, it presupposes "other 'attractive' feelings" that ground moral respect as 

such (RME 5). In Kant's work, Drummond argues, three different senses of respect can 

be found: (1) respect for the moral law itself, or consciousness of one's duty, which is the 

only praiseworthy motive for moral action;51 and (2) respect for persons, which can be 

divided into two kinds (a) "appraisal respect," or respect for the person of exceptional 

character, and (b) "recognition respect," or respect for person as such, an 

acknowledgement of the dignity of humanity as an end in itself. On the Kantian view, 

respect for the moral law is the ground for the other types of respect. That is, because we 

respect the moral law we, in turn, respect those who are law-givers (recognition respect), 

and among those, we especially admire those whose choices in action exemplify the 

moral law (appraisal respect). For Kantians, respect extends from its original ground in 

the moral law through persons to their actions (RME 3). Drummond's aim is to show 

that from Husserl's phenomenological point of view this ordering in fact runs the 

opposite way. For Drummond, although both kinds of respect for persons have the same 

ground - namely, free, conscious agency - they are not reducible to one another, since 

51 Kant, Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals, 4:400-403. 
52 "Appraisal respect" and "recognition respect" are Stephen Darwall's terms, first elaborated in "Two 
Concepts of Respect," Ethics 88 (1977), 36-40, but employed frequently throughout his work. Drummond 
uses either these notions or his own "respect for the meritorious person" and "respect for persons as such." 



they "involve essentially different manifestations of the same ground" (RME 5). More 

specifically, respect for the meritorious person is "an affective response to the other as a 

rational agent committed to freely chosen and true - or at least defensible - goods"; 

respect for persons as such, in contrast, is "an affective response to the presence of a 

rational agent capable of such a commitment" (RME 5). Reversing the Kantian order of 

priority, Drummond contends that, in fact, "our experience of respect for the meritorious 

person is phenomenologically prior to the more general respect for persons as such" 

(RME 5). Drummond's Husserlian claim is that our affective response to the meritorious 

person, one who chooses the goods of free and conscious agency appropriately, is the 

ground for moral respect - respect for persons as such - and not the other way around. 

As he puts it, respect is "aimed at persons rather than the law," or more specifically, it 

aims at the exemplary person first, then personhood or persons as such afterwards (RME 

5). 

Drummond's reversal of the Kantian position, including his de-emphasis of the 

notion of obligation understood as one's detached, impersonal duty, can be summarize in 

four steps (sections 2.2.1-2.2.4). Once we have examined Drummond's Husserlian view 

of moral obligation, we can see whether this reversal of priority - placing persons before 

the law and appraisal respect before the respect of persons as such - succeeds in 

dispelling the problems with intersubjectivity that troubled Korsgaard's account (section 

2.3). The first step in Drummond's phenomenological re-construal of respect involves 

implementing some of Husserl's conception machinery. 
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2.2.1 The Role of Emotions in Evaluative Intentions 

To make good on his claims, Drummond begins by explicating Husserl's account 

of the emotions in our evaluative and moral encounters. For Husserl, experiencing any 

object as valuable involves a "presentational moment," in which the descriptive 

properties of that object are apprehended, and a "feeling-moment," in which the object's 

value for the experiencing subject is grasped (RME 5). The descriptive properties of the 

object arouse this feeling of value in the subject; the value itself is the correlate of the 

valuing act, the affective moment, of the subject's experience. Thus, a valuing act blends 

the affective and the cognitive, since the feeling of an object's value "builds itself on" the 

object's cognized descriptive properties. In an evaluative act, Drummond writes, "we 

recognize the object with these particular properties as valuable precisely because it 

possesses these properties. We recognize the value as befitting the object." What we 

experience is an "affective as" - that is, "we apprehend, rightly or wrongly" a state-of-

affairs, action, or agent as valuable on the basis of "experiencing, rightly or wrongly" the 

state-of affairs, action, or whatever as descriptively having properties "JC, v, and z" (RME 

5). The overall experience of an affective response to value is the result of a feeling-

moment - directed to the value of an object or state-of-affairs - built on and unified with 

the cognitive moment, which is directed to the cognized descriptive properties of that 

object or state of affairs. Emotions, then, as well as cognition, are constitutive of all of 

our evaluative intentions or acts. 

53 Drummond is quick to point out that Husserl's talk of the feeling-moment as a "founded act" that "builds 
on" and "unites" itself with the cognitive moment is not to suggest that we first perceive something and 
then add 'feeling' on to what is perceived afterwards. Instead, it is meant to suggest that the feeling and 
cognitive moments are potentially separable as acts, but not actually separate in most cases. In fact, for 
Husserl, most of our experiences of things are affective responses from the beginning: "Everything that is 
touches our feelings; every existent is apperceived in a value-apperception and thereby awakens desirous 
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However, Drummond points out, our evaluations are more complex than this 

initial characterization suggests, since the claim that value is the correlate of the feeling-

moment seems to allow that the "pleasant" and the "painful" are the "all-encompassing 

evaluative categories" (RME 6). Instead, Drummond argues, our valuations cannot be 

reduced to a single category of feelings like "pleasure-pain" or "love" because the 

categoriality of something - e.g. the artistically worthy, the useful, and the morally good 

- is influenced by other aspects of our evaluative intentions. For example, the 

categoriality of the useful - i.e. what counts as useful - depends not just on what pleases 

me, but what pleases me with regard to certain interests I have and the desire I have to act 

in my own interest. Drummond uses the example of buying a car to make his point: what 

counts as a good car for me depends on "the interest that animates our intention," in this 

case, economy of operation, or safety and reliability; although the value of the car to me 

is the correlate of the feeling-moment of the evaluative intention, my satisfaction with a 

car only occurs within the context of my interest in owning a car. As Drummond 

remarks, "I like and value the car insofar as it has the right (descriptive) features in 

relation to my interest" (RME 7). Likewise, merely valuing the car does not realize the 

task of possessing the valued object. Thus, our valuing act "grounds a desire to possess 

the useful instrument and to perform the action appropriate to the instrument and the task 

at hand" (RME 8). My valuing the car not only involves a feeling of pleasure that arises 

from finding a car with the features that suit my interests, but also (and here Drummond 

follows Husserl) it involves the presentation of the car as desirable because its satisfies 

attitudes" (Husserl, Hua 28, 252; RME, 7). He also writes, as Drummond notes, that "mere sensation-data 
and, at a higher-level, sensory objects, as things that are there for a subject, but there as value-fee, are 
abstractions. There can be nothing that does not affect the emotions" (Edmund Husserl, Aufsdtze und 
Vortrage (1922-1937), ed. Thomas Nenon and Hans Rainer Sepp, Husserliana 27 (Dordrecht: Kluwer 
Academic Publishers, 1989), 28-34; RME, 8). 



my interests, and I buy it for that reason.54 The categoriality of the useful relates not just 

to the cognition and sentiment of the evaluative act itself, but also to the interest that 

animates our search for a useful object and the action-motivating desire to possess the 

useful instrument and accomplish the task at hand. 

How, then, is the categoriality of the moral defined? If the moral is to be distinct 

from the useful, as Drummond claims it is, then what counts as moral must involve some 

further evaluative considerations. "From a phenomenological perspective," Drummond 

writes, "moral categoriality is tied to our valuing being a good person and to the actions 

conducive thereto" (RME 8). However, since no single notion of the human good is 

available to us today, what we need, Drummond contends, is "an account of what it is to 

value being a good person" (RME 8). We already have some understanding of what this 

might entail, Drummond asserts: "being a good person means being a good person of a 

particular kind: spouse, parent, citizen, philosopher, teacher, and so forth. Being a good 

person in this context means pursuing well particular goods that are autonomously chosen 

and define a person's life-plan" (RME 8). So in light of this, moral categoriality must 

encompass "what is valued as morally good to our flourishing in the kind of life we 

choose for ourselves" (RME 8). In the interest of unpacking this notion of 'human 

flourishing' within autonomously chosen life-plans, Drummond turns to Husserl's 

understanding of "vocation" or his "phenomenological eudaimonism" (RME 8).55 

Utilizing Husserl's notion of vocation, Drummond contends that our cultural and 

historical circumstances present us with an array of choice-worthy goods; in pursuit of a 

life "rationally and emotionally well ordered for the attainment of 'happiness'," an agent 

54 Husserl, Hua 28, 252; RME, 7. 
55 Drummond cites Husserl's Aufsatze und Vortrage (Hua 27, 28-34), as the source for his discussion of 
vocation (RME, 8). 
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will choose a small number of goods that are "highly valued in relation to her interest in 

developing her natural and acquired capacities and talents such that she can be said to 

realize a flourishing life" (RME 8). These highly valued goods - our vocational goods -

"give order, structure, and moral significance to the whole of our lives," e.g. making 

money, teaching, being a spouse, engaging in politics or the religious life, and so on; 

insofar as these basic goods represent the highest objectives for our lives, their pursuit 

orders all other goods that fall under them as more or less conducive to our overarching 

aims (RME 8-9).56 This hierarchy of goods now presents us with a schema for evaluating 

action: since there is no a priori ordering of the goods, every choice "imposes a de facto 

hierarchy of goods on our lives," a hierarchy that can change in response to revised 

choices about what goods are more highly valued in our lives; this situation not only 

allows for incommensurable goods (and thus tragedy), but also defines moral action as a 

kind of double choice or identification. 

With regard to the first identification, the moral and the useful track the same 

course. As Drummond describes, "the moral agent recognizes the proposed action as one 

whose initiation will change a situation in a way desirable for the agent as conducive to 

her overarching vocational goods" (RME 9). This recognition follows the pattern of 

evaluative acts described above: based on her interest in leading of flourishing of the sort 

she has chosen, she finds certain courses of action pleasing based on the descriptive 

properties it presents; consequently, she desires to modify her situation so as to realize 

that new valued state of affairs, and thus, the moral agent both cognitively and affectively 

recognizes the good for her in the new state of affairs and the worthiness of the action 

56 Here Drummond draws on Husserl's Aufsdtze und Vortrdge (Hua 27), and more specifically, Vorleungen 
iiber Ethik und Wertslehre (Hua 28, 145); he also compares this notion of a vocational good to Charles 
Taylor's "hypergood" (Taylor, Sources of the Self, [Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1989] p. 62ff). 
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conducive to it (RME 9). Here the choice of vocational goods determines the 

identification of an action as good (a second-order choice) because this action is 

conducive to the first-order highly-valued goods. 

What distinguishes moral categoriality from the useful is a second identification 

"in which the agent also identifies as her own good the good of the one (usually, but not 

necessarily, a person) toward whom the action is directed" (RME 10). That is, the moral 

agent recognizes that what is good relative to her interest in human flourishing is also 

what is good for another person; in Drummond's words, she "identifies (1) a known good 

with the desired good and (2) the agent's own good achievable in action with the good of 

the one targeted by the action" (RME 10). So, returning to the example of the car, we 

now know that its value as useful is not the end of the story; rather, as a moral agent, I 

must also consider whether the car is valuable from the moral perspective, i.e. serving the 

well-being of myself and others. From the moral point of view, a good car is, for 

example, environmentally sound and safe for me as a driver and for others on the road. 

The requirement of a second identification for moral categoriality implies that "my use-

interests are less substantial than and overridden by those moral interests" (RME 11). 

For the moment, Drummond postpones the explanation of how and why what is morally 

preferable overrides the useful. What has been established, however, is that the moral 

exceeds the useful because it requires a second identification of goodness based not only 

on an action's conduciveness to achieving higher goods, but also on that action's value 

for the well-being of those (myself and others) targeted by it. 
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2.2.2 The Role of the Emotions in Respect 

With this theory of the emotions in evaluation and vocational goods complete, 

Drummond returns to the issue of respect. If respect is an affective response, given what 

has been said about evaluative intentions, he asks: to what descriptive properties of the 

other does respect respond? How does the recognition of the other as respectable arise? 

(RME 15). In order for respect to be a moral emotion, as Drummond claims, he must 

show two things: first, that respect qua moral is directed towards objects that are worthy 

of moral attention and appraisal, and second, that respect qua emotion is responsive to 

some valuable properties of its object. In discussing the first, Drummond proposes to 

make good on his promise that respect in fact presupposes other "attractive feelings," and 

in discussing the second, to develop a categorial definition of respect as such (RME 15)., 

In order to elaborate the features of respect, Drummond must first describe how 

we experience other persons as such, i.e. as independent and free conscious agents. To 

this end, Drummond turns to Husserl's well-known account in the Cartesian 

Mediations.51 According to Husserl's view, the experience of another person "includes 

as moments (1) the perceptive recognition of the other's body and bodily activities and 

(2) the apperceptive awareness of another free, conscious agency" (RME 15). The idea is 

that through the similarity of the other's body and my own, I recognize not just the 

physical presence of another human body, but also something that I cannot directly 

perceive and instead apperceive (in Husserl's language), "namely, another 

consciousness." That is, through the other's motility, I recognize the other moving "so as 

to get a better view"; through the other's use of language or gesture, combined with my 

57 Edmund Husserl, Cartesian Meditations, trans. Dorian Cairns (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1970), pp. 
108ff; hereafter cited parenthetically is CM. 
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familiarity with my own body, I experience "the other person in (not through) the 

perceptual presentation of the other's bodily activities" (RME 15). The position is a 

complicated one, but the central idea is that given the way I "freely act in relation to 

objects in my field of activity," and given the similarity of the other's actions to mine, 

"the experience of the other's activities affects me such that I "feel myself into 

(einfuhle) the other and recognize the other as having the kind of visual and tactile 

sensations, kinaesthetic sensation, somatic experiences, and expressive experiences of the 

sort I have" (RME 15). The point, to sum up, is that for Husserl I recognize another 

consciousness through the other's bodily activities, activities in which I empathically 

recognize the presence of another conscious agent (RME 15). 

For Drummond, this Husserlian account of empathy is the necessary condition for 

any experience of the other, and therefore, for any experience of respect as well. The 

empathic presentation of the other alone, however, is not sufficient for an account of 

respect in itself. As Drummond writes, in order for respect to arise as a moral emotion, 

we must experience the other "as one fit for moral attention and appraisal, as one who has 

the kind of feeling, emotions, and desires that both move that agent to act freely in certain 

ways for the attainment of certain ends and that require a moral response from us" (RME 

16). This move into the moral dimension occurs when we recognize in another's 

activities not just the presence of another consciousness, but empathically experience 

through the other's bodily motility the relevant feelings and moods that "when present in 

us motivate chosen actions" (RME 16). For example, in a raised voice and a scowl, I 

experience the other's anger; in a blush, a person's embarrassment; in someone's 

downtrodden gait, a heavy depression; and so on. As these emotions, needs, and wants 
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are empathically experienced by me, I move beyond recognition of them to action; that is, 

I see these experiences as morally significant because I am moved to act on the other's 

behalf. Moral transactions, like feeding the hungry because I perceive their hunger, or 

offering assistance because I experience the hurt caused by an injury, are underwritten by 

sympathy (Mitfiihlung, feeling-with-the-other) and compassion (Mitleid, suffering-with-

the-other). Whereas empathy allows me to cognitively understand the claims another 

makes about the world (since via the act of empathy I can grasp a perspective on shared 

objects that is independent and irreducible to my own), sympathy and compassion allow 

me to cognitively grasp moral obligations. As Drummond writes: 

In feeling as the other feels we are moved to act in a manner that will realize a 
good for the other. Moreover, when we comprehend the situation in a way that 
recognizes that what is lacking is an important good without which a person 
cannot survive or without which a person close to us cannot flourish, we feel a 
necessity to act. This felt necessity to realize necessary goods for the other is the 
experience of obligation (although not obligation in the sense that Kant use that 
term) (RME 16). 

In short, the recognition of the other as a moral agent, as worthy of our moral attention, is 

made possible on the basis of an empathic encounter with another person. Sympathy and 

compassion present the other as object for moral attention. The felt necessity of goods 

the other lacks is the experience of obligation, rendering the other as our own moral 

concern. And finally, the action undertaken on the other's behalf is our moral action, 

inspired by or aiming for some goods of human flourishing that the other currently lacks. 

Importantly, however, it is the irreducibility of the other's free and conscious agency as 

revealed in empathy that creates the space for respect, for the experience of obligation, 

and for morality (RME 17). This is a point I will return to below. For now, though, the 

crucial feature supplied by this account is that, first, respect presupposes empathy as an 



85 

affective response to the other's actions, and second, as a moral emotion, respect 

presupposes sympathy and compassion as the affective conditions necessary for 

cognitively grasping one's moral obligation to another. 

2.2.3 Respect for the Meritorious Person 

Drummond is now in a position to bring the various components of the Husserlian 

position together, and in addition, to demonstrate why the primary trigger for respect -

i.e., the "respectful affective response" to another person - is appraisal respect or respect 

for the meritorious person (RME 18). So far he has shown that a moral response to the 

other presupposes a range of feelings starting with empathy and running through 

sympathy to compassion. Yet there is more to the respectful encounter of the other than 

has been uncovered so far. The next step is to articulate the specific nature of appraisal 

respect. 

The account of appraisal respect begins with Husserl's analyses of our intentional 

life. For Husserl, as we have seen, all of our evaluative intentions are Ideologically 

ordered. "In valuing things as good," Drummond writes, "we tend toward the judgment 

and evident comprehension of them as good, and our appraisal of them motivates us to 

act so as to realize these goods, thereby fulfilling our value-judgments and practical 

intentions" (RME 18). In our daily lives, we choose to subordinate some goods to others, 

and as rational agents, we order our choices according to our 'highly-valued' or 

vocational goods, the attainment of which represents the realization of eudaimonia or 

happiness (RME 18). Yet as rational agents, for Husserl, we too are "teleologically 

ordered to the full exercise of reason with its tendency toward evidential insight and 

agency" (RME 18). This good - the life of "rational, free, insightful agency" - is a 



"chief good for rational, free beings; it is also "a formal one without substantive 

content" (RME 18). That is, the good of rational, free, insightful agency is not pursued 

directly but is realized in the pursuit of other goods, e.g. the substantive, material goods 

of our everyday lives. Yet among all these "manifest" goods - the direct objects of our 

attention - we "find a certain kind of identity," Drummond argues: we find this formal, 

"non-manifest" good of free, rational, insightful agency fulfilled. This non-manifest 

good constitutes an identity in the midst of our various vocational goods because, as 

Drummond puts it, "it is realized indirectly and superveniently in the pursuit of manifest 

goods" (RME 18). For Husserl, this non-manifest good is authenticity (Eigentlichkeit); it 

is not simply a matter of choice (a la Sartre), rather it is matter "first of knowing well, of 

feeling well, and of valuing well, of being able to give reasons for our identification of 

certain goods, of evidently knowing the good, and of acting well" (RME 18). Because of 

the teleological ordering of our intentional lives - which forces us to make choices about 

our vocational goods and the manifest goods conducive to them - the moral urgency 

"animating" Husserl's philosophy is the demand "authentically to decide for oneself 

(RME 19). Authenticity is the realization of the non-manifest good of free, rational, and 

insightful agency towards which we, qua rational and autonomous beings, are 

teleologically oriented; it represents decisions and actions made on a well-ordered 

hierarchy of goods, an ordering that draws on the hard-won insight we have into the 

whole range of our cognitive and affective experiences. 

With this notion of authenticity in hand, we can now understand the Husserlian 

construal of appraisal respect. An authentic decision is deciding for ourselves what is 

truly good in light of the best evidence available; it requires us not merely "to follow the 
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example of the phronimos? but rather to confirm the wisdom of that example for 

ourselves (RME 19). An authentic ordering of goods admits that the perfectly moral life 

is perhaps impossible given the incommensurability of many choice-worthy goods; 

nevertheless, to act on the basis of insightfully chosen goods - or to attempt to do so - is 

to realize the non-manifest good of authenticity, i.e. the non-manifest good of thinking, 

feeling and acting well (RME 19). In encountering a life so ordered, that is, in 

encountering an "authentic agent" whose actions embody "choices that reflect to some 

degree or in some manner a commitment to overarching goods," appraisal respect is the 

appropriate affective response (RME 19). Since we "know and value" the non-manifest 

good of authenticity in our own lives, we respond respectfully to the other in whose life 

and actions we witness the realization of authenticity (RME 19). Appraisal respect, then, 

is an affective response directed toward those moral agents whose lives "are authentically 

and autonomously organized around and committed to the evidential pursuit of freely 

chosen, true - or at least defensible - goods" (RME 20). 

2.2.4 Respect for Persons as Such 

In light of this understanding of appraisal respect, we can now turn to recognition 

respect or respect for persons as such. On the Husserlian formulation, recognition respect 

arises as an abstraction from appraisal respect. Drummond puts it this way: 

On the basis of our encounter with authentic moral agents eliciting appraisal 
respect from us, we are able to recognize that the common ground of our respect 
for them is that their lives realize insightfully chosen goods to the greatest degree 
possible given the circumstances in which those lives are lived. At the same time, 
however, we recognize that such lives and the dignity that attaches to them 
presuppose the rational and emotional capacities whose exercise is the realization 
of those lives. This allows for the possibility of recognizing anyone possessing 
such capacities as capable of leading this kind of dignified and respectable life 
(RME 20). 
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From this realization, namely, that the common ground of morally praiseworthy lives is 

free and rational agency, we can come to see that the mere possession of these capacities 

- regardless of how they are utilized - is necessarily valuable and thus worthy of respect 

(RME 20). Recognition respect, then, is a matter of coming to respect the capacity for 

free and rational agency, an affective response we develop after first respecting the highly 

estimable way in which those capacities are used by the authentic individual. The ground 

for both kinds of respect is identical: the capacities for authentic thinking, feeling, and 

acting possessed by a rational free agent (RME 21). These forms of respect are not 

reducible, however, since appraisal respect responds to the exercise of these capacities 

while recognition respect responds to their mere presence. 

At last we now can see why appraisal respect is necessarily prior to recognition 

respect on Drummond's Husserlian view. Phenomenologically speaking, we never 

encounter persons as merely 'possessing capacities'; rather, we only encounter persons 

"with particular characteristics and acting in particular ways on the basis of particular 

conceptions of the good" (RME 21). Appraisal respect, then, is phenomenologically 

prior because we always encounter the capacities for authentic agency in action, in the 

exercise of those capacities, and only come to respect those capacities insofar as we see 

their exercise "leading to lives authentically committed to superordinating goods" (RME 

21). It is only after this experience that we can come to respect the capacities themselves, 

that is, after having seen them lead to a life worthy of appraisal respect, and thus learn 

"that any being capable of reasoned judgment, cultivated emotion, and deliberate action 

is worthy of respect simply as a rational agent" (RME 21). 
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The result of this discussion, for Drummond, is that a more nuanced Husserlian 

(phenomenological) theory of respect can now supplant the overly rationalistic, 

'personally' detached and abstract Kantian one. The Husserlian account of respect 

improves on the Kantian version for three reasons. First, it recognizes that "respect is a 

feeling that involves our own bodily and sensory dimension" working in coordination 

with our cognitive faculties; thus, it "gives 'flesh' to respect" (RME 23). Second, since 

the account prioritizes persons over the moral law, it "humanizes our moral relations" 

C O 

(RME 23). Rather than repel us from one another (as respect does for Kant), the 

Husserlian account of appraisal respect involves recognizing the "attraction" and 

"identification" that is involved in encountering others worthy of respect, and therefore, it 

makes comprehensible "how we might take those worthy of appraisal respect as moral 

models and why following their example is a good for us" (RME 23). Third and finally, 

the Husserlian account of recognition respect reveals that our moral obligations do not 

aim at an abstract and a priori law, but rather they aim at the good for others. That is, the 

moral 'law', such as there is one on Husserl's view, is that we are obligated "to provide 

those components of and conditions for a good life that are necessary for the other to lead 

a flourishing human life of his or her own choosing" (RME 23). Thus, the ultimate 

ground of moral obligation is the experience of the transcendental good of authenticity 

and its component arrangement of complimentary goods; this non-manifest good satisfies 

our transcendental interest in the authentic life and is desirable in itself for beings like 

58 Drummond sees the repellant aspect of respect as a puzzling feature of Kant's position (RME 3). He 
cites Kant to this effect, where Kant includes in his description of the kingdom of ends the following 
remark: "[W]e consider ourselves in a moral (intelligible) world where, by analogy with the physical world, 
attraction and repulsion bind together rational beings (on earth). The principle of mutual love admonishes 
them constantly to come closer to one another; that of respect they owe one another, to keep themselves at 
a distance from one another..." (Immanuel Kant, The Metaphysics of Morals, in Practical Philosophy, 
trans, and ed. M. J. Gregor, [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1966], 6:449). 



us.59 We are obligated to beings like us insofar as they have the same capacities we do, 

and we know it would be good for them to realize these capacities, as we try to use ours, 

in the best way possible for human beings. 

2.3 The Challenge of Moral Solipsism 

At least prima facie, the Husserlian reversal of Kantian order of respect seems to 

point a way out of the problem of intersubjectivity that troubled Korsgaard's theory of 

moral obligation. Korsgaard's problem was that she could not show how to translate 

respect for the moral law - in her case, making one's 'humanity' a law to oneself- into 

respect for the other person as such. That is, she could not show why your humanity 

should be a law to me as well as my own. The advantage of Husserl's position is that 

moral obligations spring from having already recognized the other person as such, or 

better said, from having already found the other to be worthy of moral respect. 

On the Husserlian understanding of respect, it is only after I have encountered 

exemplary individuals - authentic agents who have realized the capacities for insightful, 

autonomous, rational agency to the highest degree - that I learn to respect the capacities 

for personhood, the capacities for being such an insightful, autonomous, rational agent as 

such. Since recognition respect follows from appraisal respect, there is no question 

whether we have moral obligations to others, for other persons are precisely the source of 

our moral obligations to begin with: because we perceive both affectively and cognitively 

that others are persons with the relevant capacities for authentic agency, we experience 

the obligation to provide them with the goods conducive to human flourishing. It is 

because we have already experienced meritorious agents that we come to see the 

59 See Drummond, "Aristotelianism and Phenomenology," 44. 
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capacities for rational agency themselves as necessarily valuable, and so in turn, see that 

we are obligated to provide those conditions pursuant to a good life of one's own 

choosing to any person (or agent) embodying those valuable capacities. Husserl's 

position has the luxury of having intersubjectivity built-in to the very formulation of 

moral obligations. He need not argue for the moral standing of others as Korsgaard must 

argue for it, since for him, it is precisely because others are worthy of moral respect that 

we come to be obligated to them in the first place. 

However, despite the attractiveness of the Husserlian position, Drummond only 

gains his apparent advantage over Korsgaard's view if he is allowed to help himself to 

the notion of intersubjectivity that is presupposed by his account of moral obligation. 

That is, as I noted above, the crux of the Husserlian theory of respect is our ability to 

empathically encounter another person, and through this experience, to perceive the other 

as an independent and autonomous agent. As Drummond himself puts it, it is empathy 

that "opens the moral space in which appraisal respect locates itself (RME 20). In his 

words, "we cannot recognize the other as respectable apart from the non-identifying 

character of our empathic grasp of another's capacities in experiencing her actions, that 

is, apart from our recognition that the other is irreducibly other" (RME 20). The 

empathic encounter with another person, in sum, is the necessary condition for the 

experience of appraisal respect. The same is true for recognition respect. As Drummond 

writes, "we see again that empathy is presupposed, for we must be able to recognize the 

other as a cognitive and moral agent whose rational life - even if inauthentic - has a 

conscious source that is irreducibly other" (RME 21). In order to value the capacities of 

free agency itself, which is this target of recognition respect, we must first be able to 



experience these capacities in the other, that is, to empathically recognize the same 

capacities for rational agency we have in our bodily comportments in the similar bodily 

comportments of the other. The problem is that Drummond's Husserlian position is 

better off than Korsgaard only if we assume that this empathic encounter of the other 

solves the intersubjective problems connected with Korsgaard's moral solipsism. 

Clearly, the question of solipsism cannot be avoided simply by appealing to Husserl's 

phenomenology of intersubjectivity. The same question can be put in phenomenological 

terms: how is the empathic encounter of the other non-solipsistic? Here, however, the 

question has an epistemological valence: how do we know that those who we 

emphatically understand as others are indeed genuine others - irreducibly other, in 

Drummond's words? Even more pointedly, how can we be certain that those we exclude 

from the category of "genuine other" do not in fact deserve that standing? If Husserl's 

empathic account of intersubjectivity cannot adequately answer these questions, then 

Drummond's Husserlian theory of moral obligation will also fail to allay the concerns 

that the first-personal approach is solipsistic. 

In order to overcome the charge of moral solipsism, the Husserlian position must 

rectify the deficiencies of Korsgaard's account: it must demonstrate, first, that the other 

can hold me responsible to obligations that I do not endorse, and second, that others have 

moral worth in and of themselves. Because Drummond's Husserlian position takes 

Husserl's theory of intersubjectivity for granted, and Husserl, like Korsgaard, ultimately 

ties the notion of otherness to what can be disclosed in the first-person stance, 

Drummond's account of respect and moral obligation also runs the risk of unfairly 
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excluding both valid obligations and genuine others that escape the bounds of the first-

personal reflection. Our concerns can be summarized in two points. 

First, if Husserl cannot show us how our encounter with another person presents 

us with someone irreducibly other, then our affective-cognitive response to the other -

i.e. the phenomenon of respect, the source of our moral obligation - will not be beholden 

to genuine features of the other qua other, but merely to those features of the other that 

we can represent for ourselves. That is, if our experience of the other is simply a 

representation of those features of otherness we can render intelligible for ourselves 

based on our own experience - if the experience of the other is mediated by the ego or 

restricted by subjectivity —then our moral obligations, which are said to spring from a 

respectful encounter of the other, will also respond only to those features of the other for 

which the ego can find an echo in its own experience. Thus, the Husserlian theory would 

also restrict my obligations to only those that can be grasped from the first-person 

perspective, and like Korsgaard, fail to demonstrate that the other can hold me 

responsible for failing to live up to moral standards that exceed my reflective reach. 

Second, Drummond's Husserlian theory of moral obligation entails that I will 

only respect those beings that I first recognize as others. Yet if the status of 'other' or 

'fellow human' is determined by reference to the ego's first-person experience and the 

scope of my reflective and imaginative capacities, then Drummond's position implies that 

I can never be wrong about who constitutes an 'other' for me. Consider a case where I 

do not agree that a genuine other is a fellow human being: if others can only be grasped 

phenomenologically from the first-person perspective and I cannot "see" that you are a 

genuine other, then your claims or protests that you are another person worthy of moral 



respect will fall on deaf ears. Although Drummond would have to admit that I can fail to 

recognize the other as a fellow human, he cannot account for the way in which this 

failure is possible. The Husserlian approach, then, would also not succeed in 

demonstrating that others have intrinsic moral worth, that merely being with them is 

enough to force us to recognize them as centers of moral concern. 

In section 2.6 below, I will argue that Drummond can address the first, but not 

the second of these concerns. In the end, even though it improves on Korsgaard's 

position, the Husserlian theory of respect does not overcome the problem that solipsism 

presents for first-personal approach. For now, however, it is enough for us to note the 

challenge of solipsism. As it turns out, the Husserlian position has the same sort of 

"bridge" problem that Korsgaard has: the gap for Korsgaard lies between obligating 

myself and being obligated by others; for Husserl, the gap lies between experiencing 

myself and experiencing others, or more precisely, the problem of how I can experience 

others as irreducibly other. If Husserl cannot bridge this gap - i.e. if he cannot show us 

how the other is both an object for me and yet not reducible to my first-personal 

understanding - then his account will not help us circumvent the problem of moral 

solipsism after all. The reason is this: if the other can be reduced to a projection of my 

experiences from the first-person perspective, then what we will have is an account of the 

other as an object of perception to which the other's subjectivity is added on as reflection 

of my own, rather than an account of the other as a. co-subject in a shared world. And if 

we cannot grasp the other as another equally real and autonomous being, then we may 

fail to endorse justifiable claims made by the other. Worse, we may fail to recognize 

someone who deserves our respect altogether and yet be unable to see our error. 
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So, because Drummond's Husserlian theory of moral obligation presupposes 

Husserl's own phenomenology of intersubjectivity, the burden falls to Husserl's 

reflections on intersubjectivity - i.e. how we experience other persons as such - to make 

good on Drummond's presupposition. What Husserl must show is how we can 

experience another person as irreducibly other, and in fact, this is precisely the topic of 

Husserl's "Fifth Cartesian Mediation," the account which Drummond invokes above to 

describe the role of empathy in respect. The question now is whether that account 

succeeds in demonstrating how the other can be experienced as such, as Drummond 

believes it does. Let us turn first to a closer reading of the text itself. 

2.4 The Fifth Meditation 

The problem of the Fifth Meditation is to explain how the ego constitutes the alter 

ego, or how the self experiences another self, given that - as Husserl has argued in the 

preceding meditations - the meaning of all our experiences is constituted in the ego's 

consciousness alone. If this is true, how is it possible for other selves to show up as 

other, that is, as distinct from the ego? It is this otherness of other selves that Husserl sets 

out to describe in the Fifth Meditation. He writes: 

How can my ego, within its peculiar ownness, constitute under the name, 
'experience of something other', precisely something other - something, that is, 
with a sense that excludes the constituted from the concrete make-up of the sense-
constituting I-myself, as somehow the latter's analogue? (CM 94) 

In contrast to the ways we might think about solipsism (e.g. as requiring a proof of the 

existence of others), Husserl confronts the problem by taking up the view that others 

exist, and the task is to clarify their existence, i.e. to phenomenologically describe the 

constitution of the meaning or sense of "other" in my intentional life, or more fully, to 
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describe the modes of givenness through which the other is presented in my experience.60 

Husserl's overarching goal is to show how objectivity itself is possible, since for him 

objective validity is made possible by the experience of the transcendence of foreign 

subjectivity. Husserl's thesis is that intersubjectivity is the condition for the possibility of 

the constitution of objective reality and transcendent objects (i.e. objects irreducible to 

my intentions of them), and the key to this position is a demonstration of the 

transcendence of other subjects (alter egos) from the ego's constitution of them.61 

In light of these considerations, Husserl begins by attempting to clarify the very 

complicated elements of our experience of another person. When we experience another 

self, Husserl writes: 

.. .the other is himself there before us 'in person'. On the other hand, his being 
there in person does not keep us from admitting forthwith that, properly speaking, 
neither the other Ego himself, nor his subjective processes or his appearances 
themselves, nor anything else belonging to his own essence, becomes given in our 
experience originally. If it were, if what belongs to the other's own essence were 
directly accessible, it would be merely a moment of my own essence, and 
ultimately he himself and I myself would the same (CM 109). 

The first crucial clarification of our experience of another person, then, is that it includes 

features grasped only in appresentation - that is, presented to us in an 'unfulfilled' 

manner. We can clarify the meaning of appresentation, as Husserl does, by recourse to 

physical (perceptual) objects. For example, when I perceive my coffee mug, I perceive it 

to have a backside that is like its front, in both color and texture; its backside, however, is 

only 'emptily intended' or merely appresented in my perception of the mug since I cannot 

currently see it. When I turn the mug around, my empty intention or appresentation of its 

backside is either fulfilled or discontinued by what I now directly perceive, e.g. the 

60 Anthony Steinbock, Home and Beyond, (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1995), 65. 
61 Dan Zahavi, Husserl's Phenomenology, (Palo Alto: Stanford University Press, 2003), 111, 115. 
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mug's shiny ceramic finish and yellow pattern continuing around to this back side, now 

in the front. Appresentation, as Husserl puts it, is the "making present to consciousness a 

'there too' which nevertheless is not itself there" (CM 109). In terms of my mug, its 

backside is present now as I look at is front - it is 'there too' or co-present, although I am 

not currently looking at it; thus, it is apperceived in the sense that is part of my perception 

now and yet is not being directly seen at the moment. 

In experiencing another person, there is also something appresented, i.e. 

something not directly given or originally experienced by us that nevertheless is part of 

our experience. In this case, what is appresented is the other person's subjective inner-

life or flow of consciousness: in the presence of another person, we are aware of another 

"subject" or of "a concrete intentional life... relating to himself and the 'world'" (CM 

110), but we do not grasp these processes directly as we access our own subjective life 

(nor could we do so, as Husserl points out in the passage above, without making the 

other's subjective processes our own). So unlike other perceptual objects, the other's 

subjective flow of experience is apperceived, but is a 'there too' that "can never become 

an 'itself-there'" since we can never grasp it first hand (CM 109). The question for 

Husserl is how this appresentational awareness takes place. What motivates it? 

Husserl's answer is that we grasp the presence of another ego through "an 

apperceptive transfer from my animate organism" (CM 110). That is, we derive the 

'sense' of another ego in our experience from the perception of another person's body: 

we grasp the similarity between "that body over there and my body," and through this 

experience which takes place within our own primordial sphere of awareness, we 

recognize the presence of another subject. Husserl calls this apperceptive transfer from 



what I can experience in myself qua animate organism to what I cannot experience in 

another body (but nevertheless emptily intend) an "analogizing" apprehension (CM 

111). What we apprehend through the other's body is "another animate organism," and 

this apprehension via analogy is the motivational basis for our appresentational grasp of 

another person's consciousness. Husserl is quick to point out that this analogizing 

apprehension is not an inference by analogy. Instead, he argues, it is like the 

"anticipative apprehension" we have of recognizing physical objects of similar types. 

The sense of these objects points back to a "primal instituting" in which we understood 

them for the first time; in seeing them afterwards, we merely recognize them as an 

instance of that type of object, even if it is the first time we have seen that particular 

object. As an example, Husserl writes, "the child who already sees physical things 

understands, let us say, for the first time the final sense of scissors; and from now on he 

sees scissors at the first glance as scissors - but naturally not in an explicit reproducing, 

comparing, and inferring" (CM 111). So it is with the experience of others: we naturally 

apprehend them, through their perceptual bodies, as likewise being animate organisms; 

this apprehension is not an inference, but refers back to a primal founding of the sense of 

others which, he claims, is "always livingly present" in our experience (CM 112). At this 

point, Husserl moves into the central feature of our apperception of otherness, which 

involves a complex analysis of the "original pairing" and "passive synthesis" between 

ego and alter through the similarity of body and empathy. 

Any pairing - not just the pairing of ego and alter - is what Husserl calls "a 

primal form of passive synthesis," a unifying relationship that designates an "association" 

in opposition to "identification" (CM 112). That is, in a pairing relationship, two data 
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appear as distinct from one another and yet together found a relationship, a "unity of 

similarity," and are always constituted "precisely as a pair" by the perceiving ego through 

their likeness. Two dice, though they remain distinct objects, become a pair or single 

group once their similarities are recognized, e.g. this die is paired with that one because it 

is green, this one is paired with that one because it is red. For Husserl, what occurs in 

this kind of pairing is "an overlaying of each with the objective sense of the other" - that 

is, a "mutual transfer of sense" or apperception of each data according to the sense of the 

other. Through this transfer, it becomes possible to refer to the whole of the pair through 

one or the other of its members precisely because the sense of one involves the other; it is 

for just this reason we can see one shoe and wonder where the other one might be: its 

presence is intended or apperceived in one half of the pair because the sense of each 

depends on its likeness to and pairing with another similar thing. Now what of the 

"pairing" and "association" that is supposed to be the founding relationship of ego and 

alter? 

The pairing occurs, Husserl argues, when the other enters my perceptual field, a 

field delimited by my body and its perceptual capacities. The other presents himself as "a 

body similar to mine" but outside my primordial sphere experience. And yet because of 

the other's likeness to my body "it must enter into a phenomenal pairing with mine" and 

therefore, a transfer of sense takes place: "this body must forthwith appropriate from 

mine the sense: animate organism" (CM 113). Because I already understand myself as an 

'animate organism' this sense is transferred to the other through the pairing relationship: 

the likeness between our two bodies permits us to understand each other as like, as 

associated through similarity, and therefore the sense I have of myself can be given over 
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to the other, to my counterpart, as well - 'animate organism'. This relationship remains 

an association and not an identification - 1 do not believe the other's body is my own, 

despite its similarity to mine - because "none of the appropriated sense specific to an 

animate organism can become actualized originarily in my primordial sphere" (CM 113). 

That is, the other's experience remains unavailable to me, even as I recognize that the 

other person must have experiences similar to my own. 

What Husserl believes his analysis of pairing shows is how it is possible that "the 

Other's animate body and his governing Ego" are given in a single, "unitary transcending 

experience" even though the other's ego and subjective life are only appresented when I 

perceive the other's body (CM 114). In more detail, what is given in this experience is 

both "that component of the Other which is not accessible originaliter" and "an original 

presentation (of 'his' body as part of the Nature given as included in my ownness)" (CM 

114). What is experienced here, as Husserl puts it, is a "kind of verifiable accessibility of 

what is not originally accessible" (CM 114). That is, in this combined experience of 

accessibility (i.e. the other's body) and inaccessibility (the other's ego), the other is 

confirmed to be precisely other for me because the other's conscious is apprehended as 

"a primordially unfulfillable experience - an experience that does not give... itself 

originally but that consistently verifies something indicated" (CM 115). As a result, the 

other's subjective experience can only be grasped by me as "an analogue of something 

included in thy peculiar ownness" (CM 115). The other ego, as Husserl puts it, is 

appresented by an analogizing modification of my "primordial world," and thus, "another 

monad [subjectivity] becomes constituted appresentatively in mine" (CM 115). 



For Husserl, then, this is how we come to have the sense of another ego being 

present - an irreducible otherness or co-subject - in the experience of another person as 

perceptual object: the other's body is seen from my position and with respect to my 

perception, and according to Husserl's account of the sense-constitution involved in 

perceiving someone else, in this experience I grasp the unity of one psychophysical 

reality by simultaneously perceiving the body, which is accessible to me directly, and a 

psyche, which is essentially inaccessible to me originaliter (CM 124). On the one hand, 

this analysis implies the alter ego is an analogue or modification of the ego's own 

experience of its subjectivity, but on the other hand, it confirms the irreducibility of the 

other, since what is grasped directly in the experience of another person just is the alter 

ego's inaccessibility to me. In the appresented unity of the Other's ego with the Other's 

body, we have confirmation of our everyday experience: "the sensuously seen body is 

experienced forthwith as the body of someone else and not as merely an indication of 

someone else" (CM 121). And so Husserl believes the problem of solipsism ultimately 

dissolves. 

2.5 The Reception of the Fifth Mediation 

While this brief examination cannot do full justice to the depth of Husserl's 

analysis in the Fifth Meditation, we have the components we need to evaluate the success 

of his basic strategy. The consensus among scholars is that Husserl's attempt to account 

for the alterity of the alter ego or the otherness of the other is a failure. If one looks to 

the canonical treatments of Husserl's phenomenology, both his sympathetic interpreters -

62 The literature on the Fifth Meditation is quite large, and would require another work to be surveyed 
adequately. Here I will only take into account a few representative positions. 



like Paul Ricoeur - and his stronger critics - like Michael Theunissen - agree that 

Husserl's analysis falls short of a final overcoming of solipsism. 

Ricoeur, for instance, believes Husserl's account of intersubjectivity is caught in 

an indelible tension between its simultaneous methodological commitments to idealism 

and realism. In confronting the problem of solipsism, Husserl's phenomenology must, on 

the one hand, "follow the reduction through to the end and maintain its wager on the 

constitution of the sense of the alter ego 'in' and 'arising from' the ego" and yet, on the 

other hand, it must "account for the originality, the specificity, of the experience of the 

Other, precisely as the experience of someone other than I." Thus, balanced in the 

"decisive theme" of the Fifth Meditation - "the analogical grasping of the Other as 

another ego" - are two phenomenological requirements: "respect for the otherness of the 

Other [i.e. realism, describing the other as such] and the rooting of this experience of 

transcendence 'in' primordial experience [i.e. idealism, grounding all sense-bestowal in 

acts of the transcendental ego]."64 For Ricoeur, this tension in the analogical grasping of 

the other is repeated at each of the higher levels of intersubjectivity Husserl would 

constitute on its basis, both in the "construction of a common objective nature" and in the 

"intermonadic community," or genuine human community. Ultimately, for Ricoeur, this 

conflict plays itself out on the systematic level - he believes Husserl must abandon the 

claim that Cartesian Meditations fulfills the requirements of a systematic philosophical 

bi Paul Ricouer, Husserl: An Analysis of His Phenomenology, trans. E. Ballard and L. Embree, (Evanston: 
Northwestern Univeristy Press, 1967), 116. 
64 Ibid., 124. 
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science in order to satisfy the demand for radicality initiated by his first-personal 

phenomenological method.65 

Yet more germane to our interests, Ricoeur points out the failure of Husserl's 

analysis of pairing and analogy to constitute the Other as such. For Ricoeur, the fact that 

my being here and the other's being there are exclusive moments means that Husserl's 

phenomenological idealism - the constitution of the other in the ego - cannot succeed; he 

writes: "in the end it is just this moment of exclusion at the heart of the analogical 

transfer which... brings idealism up short." That is, according to "the idealistic 

requirement of constitution, the Other must be a modification of my ego" and yet 

according to "the realistic character of description, the Other never ceases to exclude 

himself from the sphere of 'my monad'."66 Rather than provide us with a unified account 

of the other, one in which both the idealistic and realistic phenomenological requirements 

are satisfied, what we get from Husserl is an account that demonstrates why such a 

synthesis is impossible: the Other can only be presented as a modification of my ego and 

therefore only constituted as an appresentation in my monad (CM 144). In light of this, 

Ricoeur writes, "perhaps the attempt at a further unification of Husserl's enterprise must 

be renounced." 

The root problem, according to Ricoeur's diagnosis, is that "the analogical 

grasping of the other does not account for the reciprocity among egos" - that is, the "me-

Other relation is essentially asymmetrical or non-reciprocal."68 Since the relationship of 

As Ricoeur reflects: "Thus, the only system that phenomenology can conceive remains a system of 
compossbilities, that is finally to say a system of possibilities. This system leaves out all of the ultimate 
questions. It is only as system of 'sense possible for us'." Ibid., 142 
66 Ibid., 130. 
67 Ibid., 130. 
68 Ibid., 131. 

) 



pairing is oriented in only one way, namely, from the primordial ego to the analogous 

one, the other is merely a "projected ego" and can only be presented as a modification of 

myself. But as Ricoeur notes, both the constitution of objective nature and cultural 

communities requires "that the experience of the ego should enter into composition with 

the experience of the Other on a basis of reciprocity."69 This point summarizes exactly 

the limitations of the first-personal approach that have concerned us from the outset: that 

it does not give us an unmediated access to the other, either as a source of moral claims 

or as irreducibly other, autonomous from the projections of the ego. 

Theunissen is even less sanguine than Ricoeur about the possibilities of 

constituting the other as such through Husserl's method. The basic problem with 

Husserl's empathic theory of alterity, Theunissen explains, is that "what I have not 

already myself experienced, I am unable to encounter in the Other," and so for 

Theunissen, Husserl is right to recognize that the analogizing apperception of the other 

does not present anything new over and against the ego - nothing new can appear from 

this perspective.70 As a result, "the Other can never surprise me and change me in the 

course of an encounter. He can never come at me out of the dim future."71 The reason 

for this, on Theunissen's reading, is "the fact that transcendental empathy, as the empathy 

of an alter ego, is not a feeling oneself into an alter ego. It does not presuppose the alter 

ego, but posits it first of all." The analogical apperception must posit rather than 'feel 

oneself into' the other because, in the case of pairing, "my body, as mediator of all alien 

embodiment, plays the 'role of the originary body'," and likewise, in the case of 

69 Ibid., 131. 
70 Michael Theunissen, The Other, trans. Christopher Macann, (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1984), 159. 
71 Ibid., 159. v • ' 
72 Ibid., 148. 
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apperception of the other's consciousness, "my I, as the mediator of all alien I-ness, takes 

on the meaning of an 'originary norm'."73 In this way, the other I becomes an "analogue" 

of my own ego, where the analogy is one of derivation and dependency. 

Thus, for Theunissen, what Husserl "excludes from the outset" is a "genuinely 

alternative possibility": equiprimordiality, or the possibility that I am being constituted 

by the other even as I go about constituting the other.74 What escapes Husserl's account 

is my ability to understand myself as constituted by the other, that I and the other are 

equals in our constitution of one another. The reason for this, Theunissen writes, is that: 

"While the power of my constitution reaches right up to the originary I that the Other 

finally is, as constituting, the impotence of my being constituted by the Other is limited to 

my transcendentally communalized I, from which I, as originary I, am set apart." And so 

I "withdraw" from the relationship through which I could understand myself and the 

other as co-subjects, as reciprocal co-constitutors, in order to understand what is 

transcendent to my experience through immanence, and thereby "gain over the 

'transcendent alter-ation'," i.e., resist the decentering of my I as the fundamental index of 

the world by the other. Consequently, because I attempt to overcome that which 

decenters me by appropriating the meaning of other within my sphere of meaning, 

Theunissen contends: 

I have indeed already degraded the Other in that I degrade that I that is constituted 
by him to a derivative mode of myself and affirm him over against myself as an 
originary I. In this way, however, I remove myself from the equiprimordiality in 
which I stand as a member of the transcendental monadic community along with 
the other members. 

73 Ibid., 148. 
74 Ibid., 161. 
75 Ibid., 161-2; for discussion of alter-ation as a "decentering" of the primacy of the ego, see (ibid., 90-1). 
76 Ibid., 162. 



So, like Ricoeur, Theunissen believes that Husserl eliminates "equiprimordiality" or 

reciprocity between ego and alter from the beginning, and as he writes, "this state of 

affairs brings to light the undeniable limitations of Husserl's attempt to overcome 

'transcendental solipsism', the transcendental solipsism of 'pure egology', through the 

theory of intersubjectivity."77 Again, the failure of Husserl's account is that it cannot 

render the otherness of the other in our experience without compromising its alterity: the 

account of pairing and analogy tends towards the identity of ego and alter rather than 

towards their autonomy. 

My own view tracks this general line of thinking: the problem of solipsism is not 

given an adequate solution by Husserl's account in the Fifth Meditation. How can the 

experience of the other be genuinely other if it must be mediated through an 

objectification of my own experience first? It seems that Husserl's account of 

intersubjectivity has the same problem I tried to point out in Korsgaard's view, namely, 

that my experience of otherness is unduly restricted by Husserl's methodological 

commitment to the first-person stance. Since the experience of the other is mediated by 

my own bodily experience, it would appear that I can only appresent in the other what I 

can grasp in myself. Thus, because I must begin with my own experience, what I can 

apperceive will be a function of my imaginative capacities and the limits of my physical 

capabilities. This procedure, it seems, would not render the other's otherness, but merely 

present the other as mirrored by me. As with Korsgaard, the problem is that the ego 

becomes the sole arbiter of what can count as an experience of the other; there does not 

Ibid., 162. 
Ibid., 149. 
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seem to be a way that the other can 'break in' and allow us to see or understand 

something we had not previously understood (at least implicitly) in ourselves. 

More recently, however, interpreters like Dan Zahavi and Kathleen Haney have 

attempted to rehabilitate Husserl's account of intersubjectivity. Again, while not 

claiming to do justice to the richness of their work, I think we can see that these 

reconstructions will also fail to satisfy our current need for genuine experience of 

otherness. 

Zahavi, for example, argues that Husserl's account of intersubjectivity succeeds, 

but only with an important qualification. According to Zahavi, if one proceeds in the 

customary manner - which is to criticize Husserl's account of empathic, bodily-mediated 

intersubjectivity - then one would overlook that fact that the larger aim of Husserl's of 

transcendental intersubjectivity holds independent of his analysis of the actual empathic 

70 

process that is supposed to play a constitutive role in the possibility of objectivity. As 

Zahavi writes: 

Husserl's phenomenological investigation of intersubjectivity is an analysis of the 
transcendental or constitutive function of intersubjectivity and the aim of his 
reflections is precisely to formulate a theory of transcendental intersubjectivity 
not to give a detailed examination of the concrete sociality or the specific I-Thou 
relation.80 

In Zahavi's view, it would be a mistake to claim that the entire foundation of Husserl's 

analysis breaks down if his account in the Fifth Meditation does not go through. So 

while one might criticize Husserl "by pointing to the fact that exactly this kind of 

experience [i.e. concrete bodily mediated interaction] seems to be both contingent and 

fallible," it is not the case, Zahavi claims, that Husserl understands intersubjectivity as 

Zahavi, Husserl's Phenomenology, 112. 
Ibid., 111. 



something that is "exclusively attached" to this notion of empathic, bodily-mediated 

intersubjectivity.81 In his view, Husserl's account of intersubjectivity is successful, but 

the reason for this success - contra Husserl's critics - is that Husserl has more than one 

conception of intersubjectivity.82 In his book-length treatment of the problem of 

intersubjectivity Zahavi contends that a genuine sense of intersubjectivity is already 

operating on various levels in Husserl's understanding of the transcendental ego and its 

world. According to Zahavi, "a treatment of intersubjectivity simultaneously requires an 

analysis of subjectivity and of world... all three belong together - they reciprocally 

illuminate one another and can only be understood in their interconnection." 

While Zahavi attempts to defend Husserl's conception of intersubjectivity by 

distancing him from the arguments of the Fifth Meditation, this at least tacitly admits that 

Husserl's phenomenological description of the concrete experience of the other is not 

successful. Yet even if Zahavi is right that an analysis of intersubjectivity requires taking 

up the three-fold theme of self, world, and other, we can still ask for an account of how 

the subject as such has access to the foreign or the alien. In what way can subjectivity be 

said to be open to the other and the world in such a way that intersubjectivity is possible a 

priori? Zahavi believes there are four possible openings for alterity in subjectivity: 

temporality, thematic self-reflection, corporeality, and relation to the world. Without 

rehearsing Zahavi's arguments in detail, I think we can see that the problem of solipsism 

is not overcome through this strategy. 

81 Ibid., 118. 
82 Ibid., 112. 
83 Dan Zahavi, Husserl and Transcendental Intersubjectivity, trans. E. Behnke, (Athens: Ohio University 
Press, 2001), 160. 
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For Zahavi, the way from subjectivity to the other and world is prepared by the 

subject's transcendence - being beyond itself from the beginning, and so open to the 

foreign - which is "most fundamentally expressed in its temporality."84 He writes: 

"within the streaming present, there is no stillpoint of self-presence; rather, each moment, 

each present instant, bears absence within itself." On this basis, Zahavi concludes that 

"self-temporalization is an original being-beyond-oneself, an ecstatic self-splitting and a 

constant self-alienation and de-presentation that ruptures self-coincidence and makes the 

openness toward the foreign possible."85 Zahavi's idea, as he puts it, is that the "intra-

subjective alterity" of inner-time consciousness makes "the experience of inter-subjective 

alterity possible." But in what sense can the "rupture" of inner-time consciousness be 

termed alterity? 

Certainly it is true that every current moment contains a reference to both the past 

and the future, which Husserl understands as the retentional and protentional structure of 

time. Zahavi's claim is that the breaking of time on itself opens up the possibility of 

"conflict" or "identity in difference" between my time-constituting and your time-

constituting.87 But this structure of self-temporalization can only be understood as an 

experience of otherness if one reads back into it the very notion of alterity that it is 

supposed to ground. Because one must use empathy in order to "remember" or "bring to 

mind" some mental content from the past does not mean that the self is any more 

prepared to encounter otherness or foreign temporality. Here we can lodge a variation on 

Theunissen's objection: the alter-ation we have in self-temporalization is not a genuine 

84 Ibid., 160. 
85 Ibid. 
86 Ibid., 161. 
87 Ibid., 68. 
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decentering of the self, but that of self-alteration - the index and measure of my 

temporality is my own lived experience, e.g. that I was like this or that before now, that I 

thought X or Y at some time previously, but no longer do so. Yet my past and my future 

are not "other" in any substantive sense: they are only permutations of my own self-

understanding. Thus, it is only by surreptitiously importing a sense of "other" into the 

constitution of own temporal stream that one can claim that a genuine experience of 

alterity is made possible through the "empafhic" encounter of my present with my past or 

future. It is only by drawing on the sense of "alter ego" that I can claim that I was 

"other" to myself in my temporal stream, where 'other' in that claim is supposed mean 

'the experience of something truly foreign'. Those experiences of otherness are not 

experiences of the alien, but merely variations of my own experiences, and so cannot be 

termed 'other' in the relevant sense without presupposing the sense of otherness they are 

meant to make possible. 

Moreover, if the above is correct, then it is not clear that the "self-alienation and 

de-presentation" of self-temporalization will permit the possibility of "conflict" or 

"identity in difference" that Zahavi desires between two time-constituting egos. Rather, 

the measure for the appresentation of another's temporal stream (whether like or unlike 

my own) can only be temporality as constituted by me. That I happen to apperceive you 

as time-constituting, as I am, does not mean that I empathically co-constitute time with 

you just as you do it; rather, despite both Husserl and Zahavi's insistence to the contrary, 

at best this means I will constitute your time-constituting as I see it. And so even if I find 

your temporal stream to be "in conflict with my own" this will still be a function of my 

own sense of temporality, constituted not through some genuine encounter with your 

/ 
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temporal stream, but your temporal stream as mediated by my own, a "conflict" as seen 

through the variations of my own history, my own past, present, and future. Insofar as 

this structure of temporality is of "decisive significance for the possibility of relation to 

others," and the so-called "condition for the possibility for the experience of others," we 

might wonder whether Zahavi, despite his erudition, has really gotten us beyond the 

sphere of the self and into presence of the other in any real sense.88 Though I cannot 

pursue this further, a parallel critique could be launched on each of the other levels 

through which subjectivity is said to have a priori access to the other: thematic self-

reflection, corporeality, and the subject's relation to the world. In each case, what we 

discover is either metaphorical invocation of the other (as in the case of self-

temporalization) or the other as mediated by the ego's own experiences (as in the case of 

co-constituting temporal streams). 

Like Zahavi, Haney argues that intersubjectivity has a "systematic" role to play in 

Husserl's phenomenology. In particular, Haney contends that Husserl's doctrine of 

intersubjectivity is the touchstone that allows phenomenology to become a rigorous 

science of philosophy, and that "Husserl's critics fail to appreciate the range of the effect 

on 

of the full transcendental reduction." While Zahavi turns away from the Fifth 

Meditation, Haney reads it not only as the definitive response to the challenge of 

solipsism, but also as an account of "the constitution of objectivity in the strong sense," 

that is, of objects that are transcendent to the very transcendental consciousness that is 

responsible for the experience of those objects.90 In this way, Haney rejects the 

conclusions of Ricoeur and Theunissen that, "if a transcendental consciousness is 
88 Ibid., 67. 
89 Kathleen Haney, Intersubjectivity Revisited, (Athens: Ohio University Press, 1994), 117. 
90 Ibid., 118. 
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necessarily self-contained and all-inclusive, only the single constituting consciousness 

can be considered 'real' in any significant sense."91 As she puts it: 

Critics of Husserl's theory of intersubjectivity have not criticized the version of it 
I have presented in this work ...Those who criticize Husserl's use of analogy fail 
to see that the analogizing appresentation Husserl employs to associate two 
subjects uses spontaneous passive receptivity to unite reciprocally in a common 
intention which gives evidence for the shared intentional nature of the two, while 
the concomitant absence of the lived experience of the other awakens the sense of 
this inviolate otherness.92 

Because I have so far suggested that we ought to align ourselves with the critique Haney 

rejects in this passage, we need to consider whether Haney's account - a genetic account 

- can address our reservations about the Husserlian approach to intersubjectivity. 

Despite her efforts, however, I believe Haney's account also fails to deliver. 

On Haney's reading of the crucial account of "pairing" and "analogical 

apperception" that we reviewed above, there are in fact two apperceptive moments in 

Husserl's account. The first is the grasping of the other as bodily object, as Korper. The 

second is the transformation of this experience of a bodily object into that of Leib, 

another "lived body" or another embodied ego. The stress of this account falls on the 

second step. The first step proceeds much as we have elaborated: the ego and "the bodily 

other {Korper), are subsumed in a common meaning in which each is intended with equal 

salience since each is essential to the unified meaning of the pair" - a pairing, we need 

only add, that takes place passively and spontaneously in the ego through the "underlying 

activities of association by similarity."93 The next step is complex since it involves the 

pairing of egos - not merely similar bodies - and what is particularly vexing about this 

analogical transfer of sense is that the other's ego must necessarily remain unknown to 

"Ibid. 
92 Ibid., 119-120. 
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the ego. How, then, can the pairing of egos, the appresentation "which delivers the 

meaning of 'real other'," take place? 

Haney's innovative suggestion is that the solipsistic ego discovers that the alter 

with which it is paired exceeds its intentions, that "its overt meaning-intention will 

eventually be superseded by its correlate," and as a result, "the primal intention will find 

fulfillment in that which is not its own center, in a fusion with the other complementarily 

embodied ego, in a pair."94 Haney uses the developmental psychology of the mother-

child relation to explicate the idea: the mother in mothering intends the child as the 

correlate of her behavior, and the child in seeking to preserve its life intends the mother 

as fulfilling its cravings and needs; thus, together the mother and child "awaken to each 

other as a pair of mutual reciprocal intentional subjects" insofar as the meaning of the 

other's behavior "overlaps" the sense of their own acts.95 In this way, their association is 

grounded in a "single common meaning" or in their "naturally complementary 

intentions" which allows the mother and child to meet as "paired similarities" or as 

mutual co-constituting subjects.96 Again, the reason for this pairing of egos is that "they 

share meaning; hence, they must each be meaning-bestowing beings, both subjects," and 

as Haney contends, what underlies their shared meaning-intention is mutual recognition: 

The body of the mother (the mother intended as bodily object, immanent to the 
infant's consciousness) acts toward the infant in a meaning the infant recognizes 
since it reciprocally matches the infant's own precognitive intention. Thus the 
intention of the infant is superseded by the latent intentionality conveyed by the 
other member of the pair. The primary instituting originary ego takes on the 
meaning the mother bestows in its immanent intention.97 

Ibid., 55. 
Ibid. 
Ibid., 55-56. 
Ibid., 56. 
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The breakthrough of Haney's interpretation is that she manages to show the way in which 

Husserl's account of intersubjectivity is not merely "a pairing of identities, like a pair of 

socks"; rather, the pairing association in the pairing of egos "comes about through the 

harmony of reciprocal difference in a single, mutually overlapping intention they 

share."98 What is more, the unity constituted in the pair "is not an intellectual 

achievement" - it succeeds as long as "the infant is aware that its needs are 'covered' by 

the mother's intentions."99 Thus, contra Husserl's critics (like Schutz), "the similarity 

which connects the analogons is not experienced as their relation to a common concept"; 

instead, "the members of the pair are analogous because they share a similar 

interrelation."100 Thus, the relation between the two egos is neither an inference nor a 

matter of speculation: it is simply a function of the "passive and spontaneous" activity 

through which the pre-ego "pairs with the Korper of the other to complete itself in 

attaining its desire" and so discovers the other as transcendent Leib, another 

psychophysical organism. 

Should we be satisfied with this account? I think not. The reason, to put it in 

Haney's own words, is that "the sense of the other is derived from the ego's self-

experience as a functioning organism."101 What is problematic about her account, once 

again, is that it makes the ego the measure and mediator for the constitution of the other. 

There is no space in which the other can spontaneously 'break in' on the ego's sphere, or 

likewise, 'break out' of the symmetrical relationships through which the ego understands 

the alter. Let me make the objection plain. Even on Haney's developmental account, I 

98 Ibid. 
"Ibid. 
100 Ibid., 57. 
101 Ibid., 50. 
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only come to recognize you qua other insofar as your intentions overlap with mine. For 

Haney, it is the "recognition of reciprocal similarities" that prompts the "spontaneous 

shared interpretation" characteristic of her version of "anologizing apprehension" - i.e. 

109 

the ego taking over the meaning of the other's behavior in its own intentions. But 

notice that this transfer of sense occurs only if I have already allowed that those 

"reciprocal similarities" matter to me, if your similarity can be a source of reasons for 

me. This fact - that certain similarities are salient for me - is simply presupposed by 

Haney's account. 

Complicating matters is that Haney's account is a genetic one, and that strictly 

speaking, the process under discussion that takes place passively and spontaneously at the 

pre-egoic level before the ego is "reified" or "mundanized" as a self over and against a 

world and others. But if this is the case, then we really do not have an account of how 

intersubjectivity is possible, since what we would need is an account of why the 

appresentative pairing latches on to certain features shared by the ego and other. At the 

first level of pairing, the level of Korper, we might be forced to give a naturalistic 

explanation or an account that explains the universal laws of passive genesis that make 

such pairings possible. However, at the second level of pairing, the level of Leib, the 

salience of similarities cannot be specified in the same way, since only one of the terms is 

known at any one time - we are no longer at the level of paired objects, but the level of 

paired egos. 

On Haney's account, the relevant similarities that account for the pairing of egos 

are the overlapping of meanings, the fact that, to recall her example, "the mother's need 

102 Ibid., 56. 
103 Ibid., 53. 
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to nurture finds its completion in the infant that requires her nurturing."1 4 But "passive 

and spontaneous" or not, we have returned to the same problem: the overlapping meaning 

involved in sharing an intention is only possible if one half of the pair already has that 

intention. What occurs, then, is not a reciprocal relation in the usual sense - for example, 

the co-creation of a shared intention or the recognition that the other's intention as one I 

ought to adopt as my own - but simply the ego having an intention that seeks its own 

satisfaction irrespective of the other's intentions. As a pair, we "live a reciprocally 

shared intention" not through mutual recognition, i.e. where the ego recognizes the other 

as a source of claims, but through the happy circumstance where you happen to satisfy or 

fulfill my intentions, and so 'reciprocate' them in that limited sense. My intentions are 

not responsive to yours, rather they are responsive to fulfillment: what I demand is that 

they be fulfilled and you appear only as the occasion for their satisfaction or 

dissatisfaction. The point, to reiterate, is that we will enter into a paired relation only if 

you somehow fulfill intentions I already have; at no point do your intentions become my 

own: instead, my intentions remain mine, they simply happen to be fulfilled by yours 

(whatever they may be) and so our respective desires are symbiotically satisfied. This is 

not a new shared intention in any genuine sense, despite Haney's suggestive language, 

but the satisfaction of my previously held intention by the coincidentally complementary 

intentions you have: the criterion for entering into the relationship is set by the ego's 

intentions, and so we have not gained access to the otherness of the other in the desired 

sense. 

In fact, in a certain light we are made worse off by Haney's genetic approach in 

that all of the pairing takes place at the level of the pre-ego, and therefore it seems the 
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kinds of reciprocity and equiprimordiality that interest us are ruled from the start. That 

is, because the pre-egoic pairing is passive and spontaneous, there is no way in which the 

pairing can be the result of a cognitive process whereby the ego might respond to features 

of the other and so take control of and responsibility for the salient similarities that 

motivate the pairing of egos. Such a procedure might help compensate for the apparent 

limitations we have encountered. But even if we were to move to the level of the 

"mundanized ego" in search of an avenue through which the other can affect the ego of 

its own accord, we would also be disappointed on the Husserlian picture. As Haney 

points out, "although I can directly experience the other's meaning-making in his active, 

reciprocal, intentional pairing with me" - which is only partially true, since I can only 

experience the other's meanings that I have already made for myself and find shared or 

satisfied by the other - "I must infer the other's life; I cannot directly experience it."105 

While this is certainly the most striking phenomenological feature of otherness, one 

undoubtedly confirmed in our experience of other people, the "inviolate otherness" of the 

other leaves us with no recourse to an unmediated point of access to the other's 

intentions. There is no point at which, or so it seems, the other can give me an intention 

that I have not already formulated for myself or find correlated to my own experience; 

indeed, our "common" intention can only be shared by us if I first have the intention that 

we will later share. Thus, if a genuine reciprocity does not occur at the pre-egoic level, it 

certainly cannot occur at the egoic level, since the most distinctive feature of the other is 

that I cannot have access to the alter's inner life, and so I am precluded from grasping the 

other's intentions directly. 

105 Ibid., 59. 
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In sum, then, I concur with Husserl's critics that he fails to make the otherness of 

the other available to us through his analysis. And because the condition we sought to 

locate in Husserl was precisely how the otherness of the other could be grasped from 

within the first-person stance, Husserl's account of intersubjectivity does not hold up 

under close scrutiny. At the same time, I do not wish to align myself - at least not in full 

- with those who support the standard criticism of Husserl without question. As Zahavi 

puts, this "standard" view is that "Husserl remained caught in a solipsistic paradigm, and, 

in contrast to later phenomenologists, failed to appreciate the importance of 

intersubjectivity."106 While it is false that Husserl did not appreciate the importance of 

intersubjectivity - and so I distance myself from the standard critique - it is true that at 

least in the Cartesian Meditations Husserl's account of intersubjectivity remains 

solipsistic. Be that as it may, Zahavi is right to insist that it was Husserl who first 

conceived of "an intersubjective transformation of transcendental philosophy" rather than 

the critical theorists like Karl-Otto Apel and Jtirgen Habermas who are more closely 

associated with this idea. This fact, I believe, warrants further investigation of 

Husserl's position, even if his account in the Fifth Meditation fails. 

2.6 Respect Revisited: A Reply to Drummond 

If the argument in the preceding sections has been correct, then Husserl's theory 

of intersubjectivity also fails to overcome the problem of solipsism that was the 

stumbling block for Korsgaard's account. So where does this outcome leave us with 

regard to Drummond's Husserlian theory of moral obligation? As we have seen, the 

Husserlian personalistic approach to morality apparently improves on Korsgaard's 

106 Zahavi, Husserl's Phenomenology, 110. 
107 Ibid., 109. 
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position, but only because intersubjectivity is thought to be built-in to the formulation of 

our moral obligations. However, because Drummond presupposes Husserl's theory of 

intersubjectivity in his account of respect, it falls to Husserl's arguments concerning the 

constitution of intersubjectivity to justify this assumption. More specifically, it falls to 

Husserl to demonstrate that the account of intersubjectivity Drummond utilizes is non-

solipsistic - that it presents the other as irreducibly other - as it must if we are to respect 

the other and consequently be obligated by her. That Husserl's theory of intersubjectivity 

fails to produce a genuine sense of otherness, then, raises serious questions for 

Drummond's phenomenological moral realism. In particular, it means that the 

Husserlian theory of moral obligation will not succeed in dispatching our concerns about 

solipsism inherited from Korsgaard. While Drummond improves on Korsgaard's 

position, in order for his Husserlian theory of moral respect to be completely successful, 

he must show us that the apparent solipsism of Husserl's theory of intersubjectivity does 

not infect his own position. The problem for Drummond, as I will argue next, is that he 

cannot answer both concerns that stem from the apparent solipsism of the first-personal 

approach. 

In order to overcome the problem of moral solipsism, Drummond's Husserlian 

position must rectify the dual deficiencies of Korsgaard's account: first, it must 

demonstrate that the other can hold me responsible for obligations that I do not endorse, 

and second, that others have moral worth in and of themselves. Thus, Drummond's 

theory of moral respect must capture the idea that valid obligations and genuine others 

can exist even if they escape the bounds of first-personal reflection. However, as I see it, 

because Husserl's theory of intersubjectivity in the Fifth Meditation is solipsistic, 

108 See the statement of this problem in section 2.3. 



Drummond is only in a position to respond to the first concern. The second, I believe, 

must go unanswered. Let us see why this is so. 

First, unlike Korsgaard, Drummond can show that the other has the authority to 

hold me responsible for failing to live up to moral standards that exceed my first-personal 

reflective reach. The reason for this is that Drummond's notion of moral obligation 

depends on respect for persons - 1 am obligated to you because I recognize in you the 

capacities of rational agency that I admire in the meritorious person and respect in all 

persons. This recognition, however, requires that I first encounter you as another person, 

as irreducibly other, in Drummond's words. So, even if it is true given Husserl's account 

of intersubjectivity that the alter ego I encounter when I recognize you will be only a 

concatenation and projection of my own self-understanding, you will retain the moral 

authority necessary to hold me responsible and make demands of me that I do not make 

of myself. That is, even if I respect in you only those qualities I can first experience in 

myself, this experience of "alterity" is still enough for me to recognize you as another 

person, and therefore, as one who has the status to obligate me. The fact that 

Drummond's theory of moral obligation makes use of a deeper account of 

intersubjectivity - in this case, Husserl's notion of the empathic encounter with the other 

- is enough to establish what Korsgaard could not: that the other has the moral authority 

to make demands, and so correct me or hold me responsible when I fail to acknowledge 

justifiable moral claims. Regardless of how accurately ego presents the other for itself, 

that I recognize you as a person and thus as one worthy of respect acts as a corrective to 

the solipsism of the first-person stance, at least on the level of particular moral 

obligations. 
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But what about the notion of human dignity, the quintessential feature of the 

"Enlightenment morality" that Korsgaard sought to establish? Can Husseri's theory of 

intersubjectivity demonstrate that others have moral worth in and of themselves, beyond 

the reach of first-person reflection? I think not. 

Drummond's Husserlian theory of moral obligation entails that I will only respect 

those beings that I first recognize as others. There can be no respect, and therefore no 

moral obligation, without the presentation of the other as a genuine other, as a source of 

cpnsciousness that is irreducibly other. But as the bulk of this chapter has tried to show, 

this is precisely the feature of alterity that Husseri's theory of intersubjectivity cannot 

capture. So, while Drummond might justifiably insist that this limitation does not 

prevent him from accounting for the moral authority of the other, it does prevent him 

from accounting for the independent moral standing of human beings other than myself. 

Even Drummond will be forced to admit, as Zahavi points out, that Husseri's 

phenomenological description of the other is exactly the kind of experience - a concrete, 

bodily mediated interaction - that is both "contingent and fallible."109 Yet it is precisely 

this fallibility that Drummond will not be able to account for - at least not in the moral 

sense. For, if it is true that the I-other relation is essentially asymmetrical or non-

reciprocal, and that the ego's body plays the role of wr-norm in the ego's encounter with 

alterity, then Drummond, following Husserl, will not be able to show that I can fail to 

respect someone who I have not constituted as a genuine other. If I do not recognize you 

as a fellow human, as real interlocutor, but instead think you are some other kind of being 

or one who lacks the relevant capacities of rational agency, then there has been no failure 

from my point of view. From the first-person perspective, I have made no mistake at all. 

109 Zahavi, Husseri's Phenomenology, 118. 



If your bodily comportment is so different from mine - or simply unfamiliar to me - that 

I am not able to perceive in your movements the site of another consciousness, then as far 

as I am concerned, you are not another co-subject with whom I share the world. Your 

protests or injunctions will not change this outcome so long as the ego is the mediator of 

this relationship. While from a third-person perspective, we might say that the ego has 

failed to recognize in the other the ground of a moral response - a being worthy of 

respect, or a person with human dignity - there is no way for the ego to grasp this 

mistake first-personally. Indeed, there is no mistake to grasp from the first-person 

perspective: according to the ego's understanding of itself, you fail to satisfy the criteria 

of'other human being'. 

Drummond's approach, then, does not succeed in demonstrating that others have 

intrinsic moral worth, that merely being with them is enough to force us to recognize 

them as centers of moral concern. The problem is that I will only respect those beings 

that I first recognize as genuine others. But if I am wrong about which beings are 

genuine others, if I fail to recognize you as a real alter ego, then I also deprive you of the 

means to counteract my mistake: it simply turns out not be the case that you deserve to be 

respected. Because there is no space for reciprocity or dissent in Husserl's account of 

intersubjectivity, because the other is not already a source of normative concern for me, 

the other does not have the standing in her own right to correct me, at least not 

independent of my consent. While others that I do recognize might chide me or try to 

correct me, if respect depends on ray emphatic encounter with another, then I have made 

no error because that is not the way things look to me. Even if I decide I erred at some 

later point, it does not change the fact that at the time of my "mistake," I had no 



123 

obligation to treat the other morally: I only see that I have such an obligation to the other 

now and in the future. Indeed, the only way to call my error a "mistake" is to appeal to 

facts that are not accessible from the first-person stance. But if the normative ground for 

respect is to be sought in third-personal facts or inter subjective agreement rather than 

phenomenological evidence, then the Husserlian phenomenological project is 

undermined from the start. Thus, Drummond cannot demonstrate the intrinsic moral 

worth of a genuine other who fails to satisfy the norms of alterity as the ego understands 

them, and this is true because Drummond's theory of moral respect has as its necessary 

condition the empathic encounter of the other as irreducibly other, and because the 

criterion for what counts as other just is otherness as mediated by me. 

So it seems we are right back in the position where Korsgaard left us: only the ego 

and those grasped within the bounds of first-person reflection have moral worth; others 

have the status to command moral treatment only if the ego grants it to them. Neither 

Drummond's "respect for persons as such" nor Korsgaard's "Enlightenment morality" 

have shown why or how the other can justifiably obligate us. At most what they have 

shown is only that I have a responsibility to myself'to treat you with dignity, not that you 

have the standing to hold me to such a responsibility. As a result, neither has been able to 

account for a quintessential feature of moral obligation: the other as a self-originating 

source of valid moral claims.110 It is precisely this idea that is the centerpiece of Stephen 

Darwall's rival Kantian account of respect from the second-person standpoint, a notion 

he believes can only be fully integrated into moral obligations when one begins from 

(rather than aims for) the second-person. We will examine his position in the next 

The line is Darwall's reformulation of Rawls, which he repeats often in The Second Person Standpoint. 
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chapter. Before doing so, however, we must take stock of Husserl's contribution to this 

project. 

2.7 Husserl's Essential Contribution 

In distinction to contemporary Husserlians like Zahavi and Haney who defend 

Husserl's account of intersubjectivity, Anthony Steinbock is more forthcoming about the 

shortcomings of Husserl's analysis in the Cartesian Mediations. In fact, he believes 

Husserl's failures in the Fifth Meditation point to the failure of Husserl's Cartesian 

method of philosophizing as whole and indicate the need to supplant Husserl's 

constitutive method with a genetic, and eventually, generative phenomenology. 

According to Steinbock, "despite [Husserl's] persistent and ardent assertions to the 

contrary, the Fifth Meditation is not and cannot be a clarification of Fremd-erfahrung, of 

the experience of the alien."111 In the course of his interpretation, Steinbock makes a 

distinction that Husserl does not make: he differentiates the other - a 'second version of 

what comes first' or an 'alter of an original' - from the alien - 'the inaccessible, 

119 

unfamiliar, and strange'. Relying on this distinction, Steinbock claims: 

The difference between the senses 'other' and 'alien' will mark an indelible 
tension in the Fifth Meditation... it will remain an irresolvable problem, and the 
tension between the other and the alien will persist because the method employed 
- [Husserl's] intentions to the contrary - cannot handle the alien; that is, it treats 
the alien only as other.113 

While Husserl's method, at least during the phase of the Cartesian Mediations, is for 

Steinbock inadequate to the task of capturing the radicality of otherness - the sense of 

'alien' - it is adequate to capture the sense of 'other', or "the second ego [das zweite 

111 Steinbock, Home and Beyond, 65. 
112 Ibid., 58-59. 
113 Ibid., 65. 



Ego]."114 Insofar as the Fifth Meditation aims at accounting for the origin of the sense of 

the alter ego rather than the radically other (the alien) it can be said to succeed, since 

what Husserl shows is the constitutional process through which the alter is grasped as a 

mirrored or analogized ego. For Steinbock, the failure of the Fifth Meditation (and 

accounts that attempt to build upon it) implies that "significant advancement cannot be 

made in philosophies of the social world by simply modifying what is at root an 

egological account."115 For phenomenology in particular, he claims, this means that "one 

must abandon a Cartesian method altogether in all its forms; one can no longer begin a 

phenomenology of intersubjectivity from the intuitive-reflective givenness of 

consciousness, but must take its bearings from the pregivenness of the world."116 

Despite its failings, I believe Husserl's position merits special consideration. In 

particular, his account of intersubjectivity does justice to the first-person stance in a way 

that later phenomenologists, specifically Levinas and Heidegger, will simply presuppose. 

While it nearly goes without saying that all later phenomenologists are indebted to 

Husserl for the phenomenological method, two features of the method bear highlighting 

here. Although Husserl modified and reinterpreted the reduction throughout his career, 

he remained absolutely committed to the principle of intuitive givenness, or Evidenz, as 

the cornerstone of phenomenology. Since the demand for phenomenological evidence -

the fulfillment of a meaning-intention in lived-experience - can only be satisfied within 

the first-person stance, Husserl's crucial contribution for our purposes is to insist on the 

methodological necessity of adopting the first-person stance, a necessity which holds for 

any phenomenologist. In so doing, he elucidates the essential connection between first-

114 Ibid., 66. 
115 Ibid., 76. 
"6Ibid. 



person stance and phenomenology's radical aspiration to be a self-justifying enterprise, 

that feature which separates phenomenology from all other philosophical approaches. 

This means that if phenomenology is to make any contribution to this project of ground 

morality, it must do so within these Husserlian first-personal parameters. 

So, in contrast to Steinbock, who argues that phenomenology must renounce "a 

Cartesian method altogether in all its forms," I contend that one Cartesian requirement 

must be retained, namely, the commitment to the first-person stance - which entails, on 

the one hand, a commitment to Husserl's ethical demand for ultimate self-responsibility, 

and on the other, his philosophical commitment to investigate things as they show 

themselves phenomenologically, that is, a commitment to describe things as they reveal 

themselves in lived experience rather than as they are disclosed in a presumptive or 

otherwise totalizing theory.'17 In the theory of moral obligation I construct in Chapter 6, 

I attempt to recapture both these elements of Husserl's approach. Although other 

phenomenologists may stray from Husserl's orthodox interpretation of the 

phenomenological method, they remain at least tacitly committed to these same ideals. 

Indeed, when they transgress them, as is the case with Levinas, their claims must be 

given up as merely speculative rather than phenomenologically grounded, or so I will 

argue in Chapter 4. 

Regardless of Husserl's other successes, the failure of the Fifth Meditation to 

make good on Drummond's presuppositions in the formulation of moral obligations 

represents, at least for us, the apparent failure of the first-personal approach to the 

normative question. As we have seen so far, both Korsgaard and Husserl are unable to 

117 See Steven Crowell, "The Cartesianism of Phenomenology," Continental Philosophy Review 35 (2002), 
433-454. 
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overcome their egological starting points; neither is able to demonstrate successfully that 

principles derived from the first-person stance can enjoy intersubjective application. This 

in turn seems to indicate that the first-personal approach cannot avoid ending in some 

kind of moral solipsism or ethical egoism without significant modification. 



128 

CHAPTER 3 

Stephen Darwall 

As we have seen, whether we begin with Korsgaard' practical deliberative stance 

or with Husserl's transcendental ego, neither attempt to answer the normative question 

from within the agent's first-person perspective has been successful. The conclusion that 

seems to follow is that the first-personal approach to the normative question has run its 

course and apparently come up empty. If that is the case, then what we need is an 

approach to the normative question that can more readily account for the intersubjective 

dimension of morality, one that places at the forefront the other's standing to make moral 

demands of the self. Exactly such an approach is taken by Stephen Darwall, and in the 

phenomenological tradition, by Emmanuel Levinas. Their answers to the normative 

question through the second-person stance, rather than the first-person perspective, will 

be the topic of the next two chapters. 

In this chapter, I turn to Stephen Darwall's "second-personal" approach to moral 

obligations. His most recent work, The Second-Person Standpoint, has been hailed by 

commentators as a major achievement in moral theory. As Korsgaard comments, the 

idea that moral obligations ought to be interpreted in terms of second-person reasons not 

only "provides a way of articulating what it means to say that you owe something to 

someone" but also demonstrates "why we cannot just pick and choose those whom we 

are going to count as equals and as the sources of moral claims."119 This latter claim is of 

' ! <• ~ 

118 Gary Watson, "Morality as Equal Accountability: Comments on Stephen Darwall's The Second-Person 
Standpoint," Ethics 118 (October 2007), 50. 
119 Christine Korsgaard, "Autonomy and the Second Person Within: A Commentary on Stephen Darwall's 
The Second-Person Standpoint," Ethics 118 (October 2007), 9. 
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special interest to us, since it would show that Darwall can account for precisely the 

phenomenon that apparently eluded the first-personal approach. The purpose of Chapter 

3 is to find out whether Darwall's second-personal approach can in fact capture the 

normativity of morality and its intersubjectivity in a more satisfactory manner than the 

first-personal approach taken by Korsgaard and Husserl. 

Although Darwall can account for the intersubjectivity of moral obligations (as 

Korsgaard could not) and he can explain the way in which others have an independent 

moral standing (as the Husserlian position could not), he has trouble when it comes to 

establishing the normativity of morality. My thesis is that his second-personal account of 

normativity is ultimately parasitic on the first-person stance. Thus, contrary to his central 

claim that moral obligations give us reasons that are second-personal "all the way down," 

his theory of normativity bottoms out either in a non-second-personal form of first-person 

deliberation or simply begs the question with regard to the normativity of morality. 

3.1 Darwall's Critique of the First-Person 

Darwall's main argument in The Second-Person Standpoint occurs in three 

moves: (1) the derivation of morality from the second-person standpoint and the 

interpretation of moral obligations as a matter of accountability, (2) the vindication of 

morality as equal accountability - Darwall's preferred interpretation of the accountability 

thesis - as opposed to morality as accountability to God or (non-egalitarian) mutual 

accountability, and (3) connected with the second move, a response to skepticism about 

second-personal reasons (and thus morality) through a demonstration of the compatibility 

of the second-person standpoint with practical reasoning in general. While I will 

consider Darwall's position in more detail in the next section, it will be useful for us to 



130 

start with his second argumentative move, since it begins with Darwall's critique of 

Korsgaard and the purported advances he would make over her first-personal approach. 

Whereas both Korsgaard and Kant argue that moral obligations are grounded in 

the constraints of the first-person stance, Darwall contends that all such projects which 

would vindicate morality as equal responsibility "fail for a common reason, namely, 

because they aim to derive the moral law from presuppositions of a (first person) 

deliberative standpoint alone."120 These projects are bound to fail, Darwall believes, 

because "nothing in the bare project of acting for reason, first-personally, commits a 

deliberating agent to autonomy as Kant defines it" (SPS 214). Instead, for Darwall, the 

notions of autonomy, equal dignity of persons, and the normativity of morality are only 

available to us when we are committed to a second-person perspective - which as we will 

see below - is the point of view we take up when we make a claim or demand of 

someone. The challenge Darwall poses to the first-personal Kantian approach comes in 

the form of the "naive practical reasoner," an individual who treats his desires as 

epistemic states that inform him about the actual value of objects or states of affairs. In a 

manner analogous to theoretical reasoning, the naive practical reasoner's desires provide 

putative facts about the world, and these facts (the values disclosed in desire) provide 

reasons for action (SPS 216). The challenge such an agent presents is that "nothing in the 

conditions of intelligible first-personal deliberation" rules out this kind of heteronomous 

deliberation. What this shows, Darwall argues, is that first-person deliberation "need not 

presuppose autonomy of the will" as both Korsgaard and Kant would have it. As a result, 

Kant's argument from the Groundwork fails: the normativity of the moral law cannot be 

120 Stephen Darwall, The Second-Person Standpoint: Morality, Respect, and Accountability, (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 2006), 214. Hereafter cited parenthetically as SPS. 
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demonstrated because autonomy is not a necessary presupposition of any agent who 

occupies the deliberative stance (SPS 229). 

Similarly, Darwall holds that other arguments from the Groundwork that have had 

a heavy influence on Korsgaard - for example, the Formula of Humanity that features 

prominently in The Sources of Normativity - also fail to establish the moral law. The 

problem is that neither the "value of ends" nor the "value of agency" interpretation of the 

formula can vindicate the normativity of morality alone (SPS 230-1). What Korsgaard 

fails to see, according to Darwall, is that by grounding the normativity of morality in the 

norms implicit in the first-person stance, she opens herself to, for example, a Moorean 

substantive realism of the deliberative standpoint. This is possible because the norms of 

the first-person stance are entirely consistent with theoretical as well as practical 

deliberation. Theoretical inquiry is "no less self-reflexive than practical deliberation," 

Darwall writes: in deciding what to believe, we must rise above our inclinations (we 

cannot believe everything we experience, for example); we must be guided by norms and 

standards, we must conceive of ourselves as rational and identify ourselves as 

'theoretical reasoners', just as we would adhere to our practical identity in deliberation; 

we must grant ourselves the authority to decide what we will believe, just as we do in 

practical decisions (SPS 235). All of this is consistent with the first-personal approach. 

Thus, since none of the norms of the first-person stance are violated, Korsgaard's account 

is compatible with acting "heteronymously," i.e. on the basis of theoretical knowledge 

that lies outside the will, as well as "autonomously," i.e. on the basis of the law the will 

gives itself. Because of this, Darwall argues, Korsgaard's argument "cannot establish 

autonomy or the moral law" (SPS 235). 



132 

We can get an even clearer picture of what is at stake in Darwall's second-

personal revision of the Kantian project if we turn to an earlier essay, "Because I Want 

It," where Darwall criticizes Korsgaard's attempt to tie the normativity of instrumental 

reason to the value of autonomy as disclosed in the first-personal standpoint. His claim is 

that the normativity of the agent's will cannot be taken for granted. In fact, he argues, 

the reason-giving power of the will has a ground outside the deliberative standpoint and it 

is this ground that simultaneously underwrites the normativity of will and the normativity 

of morality. This ground, Darwall argues, is second-personal rational interaction - that 

is, taking up the second-person standpoint. As he puts it, "our access to a conception of 

ourselves as able to act on reasons whose force we can appreciate independent of desire" 

is not accounted for by the first-person stance alone.122 Korsgaard simply supposes that 

an agent willing an end is enough to give that end normative status for the agent, but this 

is hardly uncontroversial: the problem is that this understanding of normativity has not 

yet secured the account of autonomy on which it depends. Drawing on Fichte, Darwall 

contends that the "idea of freedom" - which is essential to establishing the normativity of 

the will - is not guaranteed by the first-person deliberative standpoint, but simply 

presupposed by it. Because Korsgaard fails to recognize this deficiency, she is also 

unable to recognize the danger of her position. 

What we need instead - and this is exactly what Darwall attempts to provide in 

The Second-Person Standpoint - is a way in which "we can enrich the first-person 

perspective into that of a free and rational agent." His aim is to show the way in which 

"an agent's will can be a source of reasons both for herself and for others," precisely the 

121 Stephen Darwall, "Because I Want It," Social Philosophy & Policy 18 (2001), 129-153. 
122 Ibid., 151. 
123 Ibid., 151; see also SPS 218. 
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point on which we found Korsgaard and the Husserlian approach lacking, i.e. the 

intersubjective scope of moral obligations.124 We can access this conception of 

ourselves, Darwall argues, only through the second-person standpoint. And thus, it is in 

the second-person standpoint that we will find the account of autonomy that Korsgaard 

presupposes. 

As we will see, for Darwall when we take up the second-personal stance at all, we 

commit ourselves a priori to a conception of ourselves as free and rational, and therefore, 

as having the authority to make claims of one another. By exchanging claims and 

reasons, each of us takes up a conception of ourselves as equally free and rational, and in 

light of this, we necessarily recognize one another as persons, as beings with the 

authority to make such claims. Here Darwall recaptures in a second-personal way the 

same kind of "personalism" we found in the Husserlian theory of moral obligation; the 

difference is that Drummond's Husserlian position presupposed a further first-personal 

account of intersubjectivity, while Darwall's second-personal account is intersubjective 

by definition - to engage each other second-personally just is to engage one another as 

persons. In addressing me, you "decenter" my individual practical view; this address 

makes me aware that I am only one person, "occupying one practical standpoint, among 

others" and that I am committed to reasons that transcend my practical perspective.125 I 

do so because this address makes me aware of a potential source of reasons in the will of 

another rational and free agent, and in turn, this enables me to authorize the reasons 

generated within my practical standpoint. Thus, as Darwall puts it, I am able to generate 

reasons - to say that what I care about gives me reasons, because on reflection, / care 

Ibid., 149. 
Ibid., 151. 
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about those things - because the other first addresses me. It is through the exchange in 

which you address me and vice versa that each of us becomes aware of the reasons 

anchored in the rational authority of another free and rational agent, and it is this 

experience that allows me to see my own will as normative: what is normative for me in 

(contrast to you) is that my reasons stem from the things I reflectively care about. In this 

same experience, I can see the same is true of you, i.e. that you are also a free and 

rational agent who is an independent source of reasons. Thus, it is this second-personal 

interaction, Darwall argues, that first illuminates our autonomy - both in myself and in 

you - and likewise, demonstrates that we can be bound by the moral law. As he writes, 

second-personal interaction is "the source both of our awareness of our own freedom and 

of our commitment to a law that enshrines the equal dignity of free and rational 

persons."127 Contra Korsgaard, for Darwall, the normativity of morality is not 

established by the agent's reflective endorsement alone. Rather, what grounds morality is 

that which grounds the practical normativity of the agent's will itself: the second-person 

standpoint. It is through the second-person stance - not the first - that the normativity of 

will is established (via the experience of autonomy) and the normativity of the morality is 

guaranteed (by our mutual commitment to recognize one another as free and rational 

persons). 

Ibid., 151. 
Ibid., 153. 
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3.2 The Second-Person Standpoint 

Whether Darwall's critique of Korsgaard succeeds is a matter up for debate, and 

Darwall has been accused of "overreaching" by at least one commentator. Korsgaard 

herself, perhaps unsurprisingly, challenges the coherence of a "state-of-the-world 

regarding reason" that the naive reasoner needs in order to act without autonomy as her 

substantive end, and wonders if the objection is fairly pressed against Kant if the naive 

19Q 

practical reasoner turns out to be illusory in the end. But these matters need not 

concern us here. Instead, now that we have seen the way in which Darwall means to 

move beyond Korsgaard's first-personal approach, we can consider in more detail exactly 

what is entailed by the 'second person stance' on Darwall's interpretation. Nothing less 

than the correct understanding of autonomy and practical reason in general - and 

morality and the normativity of moral obligations more specifically - is at stake in this 

shift away from the priority of the first-person stance. 

For Darwall, the second-person standpoint is simply "the perspective you and I 

take up when we make and acknowledge claims on one another's conduct and will" (SPS 

3). This stance we can take up towards one another is explicit in performative speech 

acts like demands or apologies and present - though only implicit - in reactive attitudes 

like resentment or blame. Like Austinian speech-acts, commands issued from the 

second-person stance have satisfaction conditions, or "normative felicity conditions" 

(SPS 3). Darwall is not interested in what makes a particular address the kind of act it is, 

but what grounds the normativity of the command issued in that particular address. That 

128 Douglas Lavin argues that the discussion of the naive practical reasoner is "best treated as an expression 
of skepticism about the Kantian project rather than as its refutation" in "The Second Person Standpoint: 
Morality, Respect, and Accountability," Notre Dame Philosophical Reviews, 1/5 (2008). 
129 Korsgaard, "Autonomy and the Second Person Within," 14, 22. 
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is, Darwall is interested in "second-personal reasons" - reasons given in commands or 

second-personal addresses of any kind that make a claim on an agent and give him a 

normative reason for acting in a certain way (SPS 4). He writes: "What makes a reason 

second-personal is that it is grounded in (de jure) authority relations that an addresser 

takes to hold between him and his addressee" (SPS 4). Darwall's primary interest is to 

uncover the "normative felicity conditions" for these kinds of reasons: "what must be true 

for second-personal reasons actually to exist and be successfully given through second-

personal address" (SPS 4). His first major argument is to reveal the presuppositions of 

any such second personal address - a shared second-personal authority, competence, and 

responsibility simply as free and rational agents - and next to show that moral obligations 

are essentially second-personal in this way. 

According to Darwall, the presuppositions of the second-person standpoint center 

on a circle of four interdependent concepts: (1) second-personal authority, (2) valid claim 

or demand, (3) second-personal reason, and (4) responsibility or accountability to a 

person (SPS 12). As Darwall defines them, authority is the standing to make a claim or 

demand; this authority creates a distinct reason to comply with this demand and implies 

that one has the kind of standing necessary to issue it. Since making a claim or demand 

is already to take up the second-person stance, making a demand always presupposes a 

particular kind of authority, namely, second-personal authority, which quite simply, is 

just the authority necessary to make a claim of someone else. In addition, making a claim 

presupposes that an authoritative claim creates a distinct reason for compliance. This 

kind of reason for compliance is nothing other than a second-personal reason, and this 

second-personal reason derives directly from one being addressed by an authoritative 
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claim or demand. Finally, the idea of the authority to demand implies that the addressee 

can be held accountable for complying with this demand. Accountability, then, closes the 

circle of second-personal concepts, and for Darwall, each implies the existence of the 

others. Thus, if we were to work backwards, being held accountable by someone implies 

the other three concepts: first, that someone has the authority to hold you accountable, 

which, secondly, means that the other person has the authority to claim or demand 

something from you, which - third and finally - means that such a person has the 

standing to address you with a second-personal reason. These four concepts are 

interdefined, and make up the core of Darwall's position. 

With this second-personal circle delimited, Darwall can now describe more 

specific forms of second-personal address like claim rights and moral obligations. The 

correct interpretation of morality and moral obligation, Darwall contends, is a second-

personal one. Moral obligations should be seen as demands that are addressed to us by 

another subject who presupposes both the authority to hold me accountable and my 

competence to hold myself accountable for the second-personal reason addressed to me. 

As Darwall puts it, moral obligations involve "demands that are 'in force' from the moral 

point of view" (SPS 9). They are "what those to whom we are morally responsible have 

the authority to demand that we do" (SPS 14). In this way, Darwall contends that moral 

obligations cannot be understood without reference to the authority to claim or demand, 

or more specifically, to what the moral community can demand: what we are morally free 

to do is what no one can justifiably demand that I not do either as a member of the moral 

community or as an individual; the former is an instance of a valid moral obligation, the 

latter an instance of a valid right (SPS 20). To make such demands presupposes a 
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demands. In turn, "the second-personal competence that makes us subject to moral 

obligation also gives us an authority to make claims and demands of one another as 

members of the moral community" (SPS 29). We are therefore responsible both to 

ourselves and to others because we have a competence to be claimed by their reasons as 

well as our own, and likewise, this competence underwrites our authority to make claims 

of others as equals. Morality, then, amounts to equal accountability insofar as moral 

obligations "essentially include" the demands free and rational individuals have the 

standing to make of one another simply as such, a standing we all have as members of the 

moral community (SPS 28). 

This second-personal adumbration of the moral sphere also allows Darwall to 

reconfigure the classic Kantian notions of respect and dignity of persons. The dignity of 

persons is simply your having the authority to hold me accountable. Respect is my 

recognition of your authority to do so, and taking up the second-person standpoint 

involves a mutual recognition of this authority (SPS 119). This reformulation also makes 

possible Darwall's account of the normativity of morality. For him, the bindingness of 

morality lies not in the value or appeal of mutual recognition (Strawson), but in the fact 

that "the standing to make claims and demands on one another as free and rational 

persons is something to which we are jointly committed whenever we take up the second 

person stance" (SPS 36). Thus, the non-optional character of moral obligation is thought 

to be ensured by the fact that the dignity of persons is a normative felicity condition for 

any second-personal address. As Darwall puts it, "dignity and autonomy (second-

personal authority and competence) are inescapably presupposed in the second-person 
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stance" (SPS 245). As mentioned above, this is Darwall's second argumentative move: 

vindicating moral obligations through a demonstration of the reality of dignity of persons, 

i.e. the vindication of morality as equal accountability. 

3.3 A Second-Personal Formulation of the Normative Question 

It is at this point that my question for Darwall enters. Taking it for granted that 

the notion of the second-person solves the problems of intersubjectivity that faced 

Korsgaard and Husserl, how is it that one gains entry into the circle of second-personal 

concepts that Darwall describes? Less obliquely, even if it is true that I must recognize 

the other as rational and free in order to make claims of her, what justifies or legitimates 

the authority that I must presuppose the other to have? To ask this, of course, is simply to 

raise the narrow reading of Korsgaard's normative question that we called [N2] in 

Chapter 1: what justifies the particular moral constraint under which I currently find 

myself? There is another deeper question here, one which leads into my discussion of 

Levinas in the next chapter, namely, how do we come to speak of authority in the context 

of human affairs at all? This deeper question is not broached by Darwall. However, that 

is a problem to be addressed later; the question currently at hand is this: if it is true that 

respect for persons - or moral respect - is not first of all a matter of esteem as Drummond 

might have it, but rather a matter of recognition, as Darwall argues, what is it about the 

other that is being recognized in respecting them? If the answer is dignity understood as 

authority to command, then what justifies your authority as an addresser of second-

personal reasons to command me? How does one "earn" the right to address second-

personal reasons to others? How is the authority that grounds second-personal reasons 

established in the first place? In short, the question I want raise is a second-personal 
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my respect, or for that matter, my authority to command respect from the other? 

I think Darwall has no satisfactory answer to this question, at least not within the 

standards he sets out for himself. As I shall argue, I believe Darwall cannot account for 

the legitimacy of the authority involved in second-personal reason giving through the 

second-person stance, even though the authority to command - as Darwall contends - is 

surely presupposed by those who take up this perspective. My concern is that Darwall's 

argument trades on an ambiguity in his interpretation of the mechanics of the second-

person standpoint. On the one hand, the authority we take up in adopting the second-

person stance is said to be presumptive; yet on the other, the exercise of this authority in 

making claims and demands is said to be legitimate. But what is it that makes the initial 

assumption of authority legitimate in the second case? There is a normative lacuna here, 

one that is problematic because Darwall often makes it sound as though any exercise of 

authority within the second-person stance is legitimate simply because the demand or 

claim is issued from that perspective. But this cannot be the case, since not every claim 

made on us by others is legitimate. So how are we to determine the legitimate from the 

illegitimate, the justified from the unjustified? 

We will pursue this last question in greater detail in the next section (3.4), since it 

will involve a consideration of Darwall's arguments for the normativity of moral 

obligations. Here I will attempt only to make my objection more perspicuous. The 

normative lacuna described above is, I believe, to be found from the outset of Darwall's 

argument; even the formulation of his basic terms betrays the ambiguity between 

presumptive and legitimate uses of authority. As it turns out, or so I shall argue in the 



final section of this chapter (section 3.5), Darwall cannot overcome this ambiguity 

without equivocating on the meaning of 'authority' in his account, and this fact drives 

him outside the second-person standpoint in order to locate the normative ground of 

moral obligation, despite his claims to the contrary. For now the task is only to show that 

Darwall's formulation of the second-person standpoint already begs the question with 

regard to the legitimate use of second-personal authority, and by extension, this 

ambiguity apparently undermines the most obvious means for him to answer the 

normative question. 

To begin, consider Darwall's initial account of second-personal reasons. 

According to Darwall, a second-personal reason is a success phrase: X gives Y a reason 

to do A only if there is a normative reason for X to do A (SPS 4, n. 3). The normativity 

of the reason given in the second-personal address is not a presumptive authority (e.g. it 

is recommended that Y do A), but a justified authority (e.g. it is legitimate that X 

command Y to do A). However, for Darwall, when one attempts to give another a 

second-personal reason, the authority to do so must be presupposed by the speaker. By 

this presupposition of authority, he means that the speaker's "having the authority is a 

necessary condition of the validity of the reason she purports to address and is thus a 

normative felicity condition of successfully giving her addressee the reason"(SPS 4). He 

goes on: "Qua attempting to give her addressee the reason, therefore, she must assume 

this authority, as she must assume the satisfaction of any normative felicity conditions of 

giving the reason" (SPS 4-5). In a footnote, Darwall adds that "to address a second-

personal reason" or "to make a claim or demand" are not success phrases. He admits, 

importantly, that: 
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if X addresses a claim or demand to Y, X assumes or presupposes the authority to 
make the claim or demand of Y, X may lack this authority. In this case, although 
X purports to give Y a reason rooted in his claim (and so, in my terms, "addresses 
the reason"), no normative reason is actually given (SPS 4, n. 4). 

So, even if the speaker must presuppose that certain authority relations hold between 

herself and her addressee simply because these are the normative felicity conditions 

"built into" and "presupposed by" the second-person stance itself, what justifies this 

exercise of authority? How does one get from the presupposition of authority to its 

legitimate application? If merely adopting the second-person stance in order to issue a 

command does not guarantee the normativity of that command (which it does not, since 

merely "addressing a second-personal reason" is not a success phrase for Darwall), then 

on what does the normativity of second-personal reasons depend? 

This, I believe, is the ambiguity in Darwall's account: the blending of de jure with 

de facto conditions in second-personal address. While he admits from the start that to 

make a claim from the second-person stance is not enough to ensure it addresses a 

normative (justified) reason, he seems to argue that what makes the existence of second-

personal reasons true - what ensures the reality of second-personal reasons - is that the 

"second-personal reasons must be able to be addressed within these relations," where 

'these' refers to the "(dejure) authority relations that an addressee takes to hold between 

himself and his addressee" (SPS 4). But what makes these authority relations dejure! 

By definition, the authority presupposed by the speaker is merely presumptive. Or as 

Darwall puts it, "the second-personal address has certain presuppositions built into it in 

general," namely, that "to enter intelligibly into the second-person stance and make 

claims on and demands of one another at all" one must "presuppose that we share a 

common second-personal authority, competence, and responsibility simply as free and 
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rational agents" (SPS 5). This seems to suggest, then, that the normative felicity 

conditions of any second-personal address are the same as those that make second-

personal reasons normative. But this cannot be the case, since Darwall has just stipulated 

that to address a second-personal reason is not a normative success phrase, which it 

would have to be if the normative felicity conditions of any second-personal address also 

ground the normativity of second-personal reasons. 

We may be pressing Darwall too hard here, since so far he has given no 

arguments, but only attempted to make his unique terminology clear to his reader. What 

I mean to show, however, is that already at this early stage Darwall has suggestively 

blurred the lines between a presumptive and legitimate use of authority. While he has not 

made the claim, the exposition of his basic terms insinuates that the normative felicity 

conditions of a second-personal address have some deep connection to the normativity of 

second-personal reasons themselves; this connection is illicit without further explanation 

however, since he has already claimed that simply to address a second-personal reason 

does not make it normative. So what we need from Darwall is an explanation of how this 

transfer from de facto authority (the presumptive authority to command, a normativity 

felicity condition of second-personal address) to dejure authority (the normativity of 

second-personal reasons themselves) is supposed to work. If supposing I have authority 

to command is not the same as having the authority to command, then how do I go from 

supposing I have the authority to address second-personal reasons to actually having that 

authority? And more difficult still, is simply having this authority enough to legitimate 

any use of it? 
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Throughout The Second-Person Standpoint, Darwall uses two basic examples to 

explain the ideas involved in a second-personal command. One is a sergeant addressing 

her troops. The other is a person with a gouty toe, an echo of Hume's well-known 

example. In both cases, the issue of the ground for the authority to demand or claim 

others - and hence a specification of its legitimate use - is not clarified by Darwall. 

In order to draw the contrast between second-personal practical authority and 

third-personal kinds of authority, Darwall offers the example of a military sergeant. 

Unlike epistemic authority, which involves the recognition of non-second-personal 

reasons, the sergeant's authority to address second-personal reasons is fundamentally 

second-personal. He writes: 

When a sergeant orders her platoon to fall in, for example, her charges normally 
take it that the reason she thereby gives them derives entirely from her authority 
to address demands to them and their responsibility to comply. This is not a 
standing, like that of an advisor, that she can acquire simply because of her ability 
to discern non-second-personal reasons for her troops' conduct (SPS 12).130 

Extending the analogy from the practical to the moral sphere, Darwall continues: just as 

the sergeant's order addresses a reason to her troops that would not have existed without 

her ability to demand it from them, so too do you "presuppose an irreducible second-

personal standing" to address a second-personal reason to someone when you demand 

that that she move her foot from on top of yours. He goes on, saying: 

this does not mean, of course, that a claim to the authority to address demands of 
a specific sort will not need justifying, or that someone might not come to have 
some such standing at least partly by virtue of her knowledge or wisdom. The 
point remains that the standing itself neither is, nor simply follows from, any form 
of third-personal or epistemic authority (SPS 13). 

This distinction, Darwall notes, is the essence of the division that Hobbes makes between 'command' 
and 'counsel' and command, he contends, means taking on the authority implied in giving second-personal 
reasons. 
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The trouble with this example, as R. J. Wallace notes, is that the sergeant stands 

in a hierarchical relation to her troops and this asymmetrical relationship makes the 

example ill-suited for elaborating Darwall's notion of morality as equal accountability.1 ' 

In addition, the example does little to alleviate our concerns that Darwall runs together 

presumptive and legitimate authority. For Darwall, the example shows an instance of a 

second-personal reason because the sergeant's authority is not epistemic - her command 

creates a reason for her troops to act that depends only on her normative authority to 

command the platoon (SPS 13). Similarly, we are said to "presuppose an irreducibly 

second-personal authority" when we address a command in the moral sphere. But there 

is an important disanalogy between the two cases. Indeed, the sergeant's command does 

bring into existence a new reason for action simply based on her authority, and so it looks 

second-personal. But whence this authority? Despite Darwall's suggestive presentation, 

what accounts for the sergeant's authority is not second-personal, but rather third-

personal. To see this, consider the fact that the troops wouldn't obey a similar command 

issued by a private. While both the private and sergeant could address commands, and so 

presuppose the authority to do so by occupying the second-person stance, the private's 

command would fail to address a normative reason to the troops because he lacks the 

relevant authority, namely, the rank of sergeant. Thus, the sergeant's authority to 

command is a fact about her rank, not a feature of her ability to adopt the second-person 

stance. But this is just the connection Darwall wants us to make - that the sergeant's 

authority in the military context is the same as our authority qua free and rational persons 

to issue demands in the moral context, an authority we presuppose in taking up the 

131 R. J. Wallace, "Reasons, Relations, and Commands: Reflections on Darwall," Ethics 118 (October 
2007), 26. 
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second-person stance. So, even if it is true that the sergeant issues a second-personal 

reason to her troops, what does the normative work is not her second-personal authority 

to address demands but her third-personal authority as sergeant.132 But what does the 

normative work in the analogous moral case? 

The problem with morality is that there are no similarly obvious ranks for moral 

agents; indeed, the concern of the moral skeptic is that the purported normativity of moral 

obligations will turn out to be illusory upon further reflection. So, on what does the 

normativity of the moral demand depend? In the example, the sergeant's standing to 

make demands is already taken for granted, while this feature is exactly what we are 

trying to account for in the moral sphere. But if we are the ones commanded, and we are 

skeptical of the authority presumed by the commander, what is it that justifies the 

authority this command is thought to have? If this authority is not epistemic or grounded 

in third-personal facts, what is its source? Darwall's pairing of the sergeant example with 

the moral case seems to suggest that the normative work is already done for the moral 

agent simply by taking up the second-person stance. But this cannot be the case, since 

the authority of the second-personal stance is only presumptive and not yet legitimated. 

If not clarified, the ambiguity surrounding the ground of authority in this pairing of a 

legitimate authority (the sergeant) and a presumptive one (the moral agent) threatens to 

elide the moral normative question altogether. 

Darwall is not unaware of the problem. He notes that simply because we 

presuppose the relevant authority to address demands in the second-person stance "does 

132 One further consideration: the sergeant example may also give us a reason to be skeptical of Darwall's 
claim that the authority that grounds moral obligations is second-personal all the way down. After all, if 
the sergeant's authority is at bottom third-personal, then why not think that the moral agent's authority will 
also be third-personal, or at least not second-personal? 



147 

not mean, of course, that a claim to the authority to address either claims or demand in 

general or of some specific sort will not need justifying" (SPS 13). However, he gives us 

no indication in what this justification would consist, at least not using this example. 

What we get from him instead is this: "I maintain that the only way such a second-

personal standing can be justified is from within a second-personal standpoint, that is, 

within the circle of four interrelated ideas of claim, accountability, second-personal 

reason, and the species of authority related to these" (SPS 13). So, once again, while we 

may grant that the dignity of persons involves an authority that is second-personal "all the 

way down," what Darwall has not yet shown is what gets us inside the circle of second-

personal concepts; that is, we still do not know whether we actually have second-personal 

authority that "reciprocally recognizing persons assume to exist between them" or 

whether we, as Darwall says, simply assume we have it (SPS 60). 

Darwall's second paradigmatic example - a descendent of Hume's gouty toe 

example - improves on this situation since it removes the asymmetrical, hierarchical 

elements of the sergeant-private relationship. If you are standing on my foot, I might 

demand that you move it simply as a moral agent who has the stature to command such 

respect. Clearly, this example lends itself more readily to a second-personal 

interpretation of morality as equal accountability. But this example presents us with its 

own complications. 

As Wallace helpfully points out, the important difference between the sergeant 

and the gouty toe example is that in the moral case, "your reason to refrain from stepping 

on someone's gouty toes is not in the same way brought into existence by the complaint 

that the victim issues once you have caused him to suffer. The victim's protest, it seems, 



calls attention to a reason that was already in place before the protest was addressed to 

you."133 This is a difference Darwall readily accepts, as he notes in agreement with 

Wallace that "someone who steps on your foot has violated your rights and his moral 

obligations even before you complain about it." This complicates the picture Darwall 

has developed, since it requires that he acknowledge two kinds of authority to address 

second-personal reasons: "you might do this as the person whose foot he is stepping on, 

or as a member of the moral community, whose members understand themselves as 

demanding that people not step on one another's feet, or as both" (SPS 7). While it may 

be obvious that reasons that depend on demands or requests like claim-rights -

represented in the example by the party with the injured foot - it is less obvious that 

moral obligations depend on second-personal reasons of this sort as well, precisely 

because of the problem Wallace mentions above: moral demands must be binding on us 

prior to and independent of any person actually making or acknowledging them. Darwall 

attempts to account for this feature of moral obligations by invoking Strawson: the moral 

community makes such a 'demand' in a collective sense through their proneness to 

certain reactive attitudes, attitudes which seek to hold individuals accountable for their 

actions (SPS 290, n.22, 66-70). Thus, Darwall argues: "we have to see [moral 

obligations] as involving demands that are 'in force' from the moral point of view, that is, 

from the (first-person plural) perspective of the moral community" (SPS 9). 

Once again, however, the problem of authority is left open in this example, on 

both the approach through claims and moral obligations. The problem is this: Darwall 

argues that "someone can sensibly accept this reason for moving his foot, one embodied 

133 Wallace, "Reasons, Relations, and Commands," p. 26. 
134 Stephen Darwall, "Reply to Korsgaard, Wallace, and Watson," Ethics 118 (October 2007), 61. 
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in your claim or demand, only if he also accepts your authority to demand this of him 

(second-personally)," and for him, to accept your authority in this way just is "to accept 

something as a valid claim or demand" (SPS 8). Here, though, we have no account of 

what makes your authority worthy of acceptance, either on the claims or the moral 

obligation approach. It is not clear, in other words, what grounds the validity claim: is it 

the demand being addressed in the appropriate way by the appropriate person, or is it 

simply my acceptance of any second-personal demand that makes it valid? If we 

consider moral obligations, is it the authority of the moral community - somehow valid 

in itself - that makes the demand legitimate, or is the demand valid because all members 

of the moral community would accept it? Darwall does not elaborate, at least not here. 

Rather, he merely claims that "a second-personal reason is one whose validity depends on 

presupposed authority and accountability relations between persons and, therefore, on the 

possibility of the reason's being addressed person-to-person" (SPS 8). Again, the 

ambiguity between a presupposed authority and a legitimate one is brought into play 

here, and we cannot be certain whether Darwall means any second-personal address that 

a possible moral agent (or moral community) is willing to accept is valid or whether any 

address issued from the second-person standpoint (including those of the moral 

community) is valid as such. 

What we do know is that, for Darwall, the gouty toe example is meant to 

demonstrate that no matter which kind of authority is used - that of the individual or the 

moral community - the reason addressed will be second-personal and agent-relative 

rather than third-personal and agent-neutral. We also know second-personal reasons 

would not obtain without the presuppositions of the second-person stance, specifically 



shared second-personal authority and competence, and we know that the authority we 

presuppose in this perspective is supposed to be "second-personal all the way down" 

(SPS 59). But we still do not know how this authority is set up. In the case of 

obligations, the individual's authority to issue moral demands will be tied with the moral 

community's authority to make such demands. Thus, like the sergeant example, the 

question of authority has been pushed back to another level, in this case to the level of the 

moral community. What we have in the gouty toe example is another purported instance 

of authority (the individual's standing to have his foot free of injury) whose legitimacy is 

yet to be established. If we have an interest in pursuing the normativity of moral 

obligations, then we must now query what grounds the authority of the moral community 

and what legitimates its exercise. I will take up Darwall's strategy for grounding the 

normativity of morality in the next section. 

3.4 Darwall's Account of Normativity 

What we have seen in the previous section is that there is a normative gap 

concealed in Darwall's second-personal interpretation of moral obligations. The most 

natural way to account for the normativity of morality second-personally, as we have 

seen Darwall describe at various points above, is to argue that one's commitment to the 

norms of morality is vouchsafed by one's adopting the second-person stance, since the 

normative felicity conditions for issuing a second-personal reason just are the features of 

morality as equal accountability. One is thus committed to respect others as equals 

because one cannot help but acknowledge their dignity as persons (second-personal 

authority) in any successful second-personal address; thus, morality is the condition for 

the possibility of making claims and demands of one another. But this argument will not 
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work - at least not without a further account of second-personal authority - for all the 

reasons I have tried to elaborate above, most importantly, that such an attempt to ground 

moral obligations must equivocate on the ambiguous notion of authority involved in a 

second-personal address in order to go through. For as I have just argued, to presuppose 

that one has the authority to make demands - i.e. to take up the second-person standpoint 

- is not the same as actually having that authority. That you or I, in taking up the second-

person stance, presuppose that we have the authority to make moral demands and the 

competence to be claimed by others does not mean that we actually have such a standing 

or that such claims are legitimately pressed against us. So far we have only assumed that 

you and I are "self originating sources of valid claims," to quote Darwall quoting Rawls 

(SPS 21). We have not shown that we actually are such sources. If these two ideas are to 

remain distinct - presupposed authority and legitimate authority - as Darwall claims from 

the beginning, then we will need some further explanation of our authority to make 

demands and the justification of that authority besides the examples Darwall has already 

given. 

Does Darwall have the resources to meet this challenge? He may, since we have 

not yet reviewed his argument for the normativity of morality in full. That is the 

objective of this section. 

Darwall's argument for the normativity of morality has three parts: first, the 

demolition of the first-personal Kantian approach; second, the attempt to demonstrate the 

reality of the dignity of persons (second-personal authority) second-personally; and third, 

the attempt to refute skepticism about second-personal reasons by linking them with the 

exercise of practical reason itself. In a sense, Darwall, like Korsgaard, contends that 



autonomy is the source of moral obligations, but unlike Korsgaard, he argues that this 

autonomy is only realized in a second-personal context that has the dignity of persons at 

its focal point. Darwall's story goes like this: second-personal authority exists only if 

second-person competence also exists, and competence exists only if we are autonomous 

and have some form of moral reasoning process; that is, we can be held accountable only 

because we can accept certain norms and determine our actions in light of them. Thus, 

what makes "demand-warranting" norms valid is that they can be reached through a 

reasoning process we can (in principle) enact and that we have the ability to hold 

ourselves accountable to these demands once grasped (SPS 242). Since second-personal 

authority sits at the top of this chain of conditions, it is this authority that must be 

vindicated in order for morality as equal accountability to be accepted. And in order to 

show that the dignity of persons is not illusory, Darwall must demonstrate that the 

second-personal competence that grounds this dignity obtains. This is the aim of Chapter 

10 in The Second-Person Standpoint. 

Because Darwall's argument is already familiar to us in its form if not in its detail, 

we do not need to review it all here. The basic idea, once again, is that to address a 

second-personal reason is to commit oneself to second-personal authority of others, and 

so to commit oneself to being accountable to the demands of the moral community, 

which just is the perspective we all share qua persons who have the authority to make 

warranted demands of one another. Recall that for Darwall to address a second-personal 

reason is to give the addressee a reason for acting that is grounded in the normative 

relations that the addressor presupposes the addressee can be expected to accept (SPS 

20). It is Darwall's elaboration of this last qualification - the notion of what "the 
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addressee can be expected to accept" - that calls for our attention here. My objection to 

Darwall elaborated above turned on the apparent normative deficit left behind in his 

formulation of the basic terms and examples. In particular, what seemed to be left out of 

Darwall's preliminary remarks was the way in which the presumptive authority that holds 

of any second-personal address was to be translated into the legitimate authority 

necessary to account for the normativity of moral obligations. As I tried to show, 

Darwall's second-personal interpretation of morality threatens to obscure this essential 

normative moment altogether. 

However, the idea of rational acceptance, a component of second-personal 

competence, appears to address precisely this normative lacuna we found in Darwall's 

account, and thereby to provide us with the fuller account of second-personal authority 

we have requested. It does so because rational acceptance tells us what gives the 

addresser of second-personal reason the normative standing to demand compliance from 

her addressee: she has this standing because the addressee can be reasonably expected to 

accept the normative relationship offered in the second-personal address; that is, the 

addressee can be reasonably expected to accept the authority the addresser presupposes in 

making her demand. It is this reasonable expectation for acceptance or reciprocation that 

makes the authority presupposed in a second-personal moral reason legitimate. 

Darwall first raised this issue of 'acceptance' in his initial formation of morality 

as accountability in Chapter 5. Through what he called Pufendorf's Point, Darwall 

contends in holding people responsible we are committed to the idea that they can also 

hold themselves responsible, i.e. that they can accept and freely determine themselves by 

a claim or demand as second-personally competent agents (SPS 112, 114). The crucial 
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idea in Pufendorf's Point is that this competence to hold oneself accountable requires that 

the addressee accept a shared standpoint with the addresser. In other words, it requires 

that the addressee accept the claim addressed to him and that he make this claim his own, 

or alternatively, that he allow himself to be determined by the authority the addresser 

presupposes in issuing the command because he acknowledges its validity. This shared 

standpoint is the second-personal standpoint, or more specifically, the standpoint of free 

and rational members of the moral community. But as Darwall acknowledges, at most 

Pufendorf s Point establishes that because moral agents are capable of "internal blame" 

or rational acceptance of a moral demand, they are capable of taking part "in second-

personal moral community"; however, this is not yet to account for the kinds of authority 

such agents are willing to accept. So, "what claims can one free and rational will make 

on another and reasonably expect reciprocation?" (SPS 114-115). Darwall postpones the 

answer to this question until Chapter 10, when he can roll out his full understanding of 

morality as equal accountability and the second-personal dignity grounded by second-

personal competence. 

So, turning back to Chapter 10, what does Darwall say these claims are, i.e. those 

for which we can reasonable expect acceptance and reciprocation as members of the 

moral community? As it turns out, it is just those claims that are issued from a 

perspective that both the addresser and the addressee can share, more specifically, the 

claims that we believe anyone would think it reasonable to impose on oneself and anyone 

else, as seen from the impartial perspective we can all share simply as free and rational 

beings. The lynch pin of the argument - which represents Darwall's complete 

interpretation of morality as equal accountability - is the notion of rational acceptance; it 
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is this acceptance that accounts for the normativity of the authority relations in a second-

personal address, and thus for the legitimacy or illegitimacy of a second-personal demand 

as well. Let us, then, examine the notion of rational acceptance in more detail. 

The requirement of rational acceptance is presented, like the other features of 

morality as equal accountability, as a presupposition of a second-personal address as 

such. As we have seen, Darwall claims that second-personal reasons presuppose that 

addressees can rationally accept them, which means that the addressees must accept the 

authority relations that ground those reasons. But now he adds new material that 

indicates how this acceptance is supposed to work: "although second-personal reasons 

are frequently addressed to someone standing in some more specific normative relation, 

the addressee is more properly conceived of as a-person-who-happens-to-stand-in-that-

normative-relation" (SPS 269). The ultimate ground for rational acceptance, then, is 

simply being a person as such, and so second-personal justification is "always ultimately 

justification to another as free and rational" (SPS 269). In order to elaborate this second 

point - that what an addressee can be expected to accept are things any free and rational 

person would accept - Darwall returns to the sergeant example with this additional piece 

of second-personal machinery in hand. His interpretation now begins to fill in the 

question of authority that was part of our objection to his early formulation of this case. 

Indeed, what Darwall begins to sketch here is an account of the legitimate authority of the 

moral community to make demands, which is precisely what we found lacking in the 

earlier version of the sergeant example and the gouty toe case. What Darwall now tries 

to solve is the problem we highlighted above, namely, that the sergeant's authority to 
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command the private seems to bottom out in the non-second-personal features of her 

rank. 

If a sergeant orders a private to do ten pushups, Darwall asks us to imagine, she 

gives him a reason that presupposes her authority to give the order and his obligation to 

obey - and yet the only authority in play here is her unequal authority as a military 

superior (SPS 259). However, Darwall argues, an order of this kind "doesn't simply 

point to a reason holding in normative space," rather it addresses a second-personal 

reason that presupposes that the private can freely determine himself by accepting the 

reason addressed to him, that is, by accepting the authority relations on which the reason 

depends by holding himself accountable to comply with it (SPS 259-260). This means 

that the private must recognize and accept the authority the sergeant has presupposed. In 

Darwall's language, this implies that "any second-personal address whatsoever calls for 

reciprocal recognition of the authority it presupposes," and because this address attempts 

to direct the addressee's will in light of this authority, it means that the reason grounded 

in this authority relation will have to be one that the addressee can accept as free and 

rational (SPS 260). An important finding follows from this. As Darwall has it, in 

presupposing that the private can accept her authority, the sergeant cannot also assume 

that the private will accept her authority simply as a private. He writes: 

Nothing about actually occupying the role can be relevant to whether to accept the 
norms and authority relations that define it. Rather the sergeant must presuppose 
that the private can accept the authority she claims as a person, that is, from the 
(second-person) standpoint they both share as free and rational, and that, as a 
person, he can accept the specific normative requirements she attempts to place 
on him for the hypothetical case of occupying the role of private (SPS 260). 

Therefore, nothing in the hierarchical military relations is supposed to feature in either 

the sergeant's expectation to have her authority respected or in the private's acceptance 
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of her authority to command. He is said to either accept or reject the authority she 

presupposes not in light of her position as sergeant, but simply in view of the common 

second-personal standpoint that they share, in this case that he embrace the so far 

hypothetical role - the role as a private - proposed to him in the sergeant's command. To 

accept this role would be to endorse both her authority to hold him accountable and his 

own authority to hold himself accountable to her command, and in this way to legitimate 

their joint authority to hold each other accountable as second-personally competent 

agents, i.e. members of the moral community. 

In his formal articulation of the same requirement, Darwall makes the connection 

between the rational acceptability presupposition and the normativity of moral 

obligations explicit. Although second-personal reasons involve more specific normative 

relations - like the roles of sergeant and private - the second-personal reason in these 

cases is properly conceived of as "addressed to a-person-who-happens-to-stand-in-that-

putatively-normative-relation" (SPS 270). This means, as we have just seen, that the 

sergeant cannot simply presuppose that the private accepts her authority, rather he must 

freely determine himself in light of the reason she purports to give him by rationally 

accepting her demand; and as Darwall puts it: 

that he is himself a private, or that he actually accepts the sergeant's authority 
over him, is irrelevant to whether he can accept this role rationally. That depends, 
rather, on whether, as a rational person, he should accept this normative relation 
in general and, as a consequence, accept the sergeant's authority should he 
occupy, as he does, the position of private (SPS 270). 

So, once we have set aside the issue of military rank, the only question that remains is 

whether a rational person would accept the normative relationship proposed in the 

sergeant's command. Even though second-personal reasons often involve complicating 



normative relations, they are always most fundamentally addressed to "a-person-who-

happens-to-stand-in-that-putatively-normative-relation" (SPS 271). In this respect, 

Darwall argues, there is "no relevant difference" between moral address and second-

personal address in general, since the authority of both addresses depends on what the 

addressee can rationally accept. Thus, Darwall concludes, whether a specific relation 

"actually is normative for an addressee" - whether he is actually accountable for acting in 

light of it - "depends on whether he can accept it as a rational person, that is, from a 

perspective that he and his [addresser] share as free and rational" (SPS 271). By 

extension, the same will be true of moral obligations: those demands that the addresser 

and addressee will be accountable for just are those that anyone would endorse from the 

impartial perspective of a person with second-personal competence. 

In this way, the requirement of rational acceptability specifies the distinction 

between legitimate and illegitimate ways of demanding something of someone. 

Legitimate demands (and authority relations) are those that any second-personally 

competent person would have an interest in accepting just as a free and rational person; 

illegitimate demands are those that cannot be justified in this way, i.e. those demands that 

violate the addressee's standing as a free and rational person (SPS 271-2, 274). In the 

illegitimate case, the relevant authority is never endorsed by the addressee, but instead 

supplanted by threat of sanction or some other interference that the addressee would not 

accept as free and rational; this then is simply an instance of coercion (SPS 261, 262, 

272). This explanation of the legitimacy of second-personal authority is what Darwall 

lacked before, and in providing it, he has apparently closed the normative gap that 

appeared at the outset of his position. In sum, for Darwall the normativity of moral 
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obligations depends on the fact that the addressees of moral demands have available a 

process of reasoning through which they can determine the validity of the proposed 

second-personal reasons (the requirement of rational acceptance) and can be motivated to 

act on their behalf (SPS 275). They can, in other words, take up and impose on 

themselves the moral demands we would require of them as free and rational persons 

because they too can adopt the "impartial second-person perspective and [see] the sense 

of imposing them on anyone" (SPS 276). 

So much for the first phase of Darwall's account of normativity. He does not stop 

here, however, since he believes that he has only demonstrated that second-personal 

competence and second-personal authority are "transcendental conditions for the very 

possibility of second-personal reasons" (SPS 277). That is, he has only shown that moral 

obligations are normative for those already inside the circle of second-personal concepts, 

and this leaves open the possibility that the second-personal stance (and therefore 

morality) is avoidable. The task of Chapter 11 is thus to demonstrate the reality of 

second-personal reasons, and so to demonstrate that the presuppositions of the second-

person stance do in fact "generate valid normative reason for acting" (SPS 300). I do not 

think we need to follow Darwall that far, however, to raise questions for his second-

personal solution to the normative question. 

3.5 The Reemergence of the Normative Question 

Earlier I argued that when Darwall introduced his sergeant-private example, he 

allowed an ambiguity connected to authority to cloud the distinction between a 

presumptive instance of authority and a legitimate one. My concern was that Darwall 

used what looked like a legitimated instance of authority - the sergeant's authority to 



command because of her rank - to inform an extension of this kind of reason giving to 

the moral case of the gouty toe, which apparently lacks the same normative relations that 

are already set up by military hierarchy in the sergeant example. We can now see, 

however, that Darwall wants to tell a different kind of story: the sergeant's authority to 

command does not depend on her rank at all, but rather on her authority as a free and 

rational person. And this kind of authority is transferable to the moral case directly, since 

we make moral demands from the perspective of the moral community just as free and 

rational persons; this is an authority that is equally shared among members. Thus, it 

seems my earlier objection - that the sergeant example utilizes a normative authority 

relation that is non-second-personal - is misplaced because third-personal considerations 

like rank are ruled out when deliberating about second-personal reasons. As Darwall 

argues, what does the normative work is not the rank, as I suggested, but the rational 

acceptance of the relevant second-personal authority to hold accountable both the 

sergeant and the private. But has Darwall really shown this? 

In what follows I will raise a different version of my earlier objection that what 

does the normative work in Darwall's paradigmatic example is something non-second-

personal. On my view, his second-personal account of the normativity of morality is 

ultimately parasitic on the first-person stance. The reason for this is that requirement of 

rational acceptance described by Darwall is not really a second-personal phenomenon; on 

the most plausible interpretation of Darwall's example, it is rather an instance of first-

personal endorsement, much like the kind of reflective endorsement Korsgaard defends. 

And if this is true, then Darwall's attempt to ground moral obligations in the second-

person stance alone must fall short. Even if this argument fails, however, I shall also 
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contend that an alternative Darwallian strategy for defending the normativity of morality 

as "ineliminably second-personal" through an invocation of the moral community must 

be question begging. 

To see how this works, we need to recall that Darwall suggests from the 

beginning that moral demands are "in force" from the moral point view, that is, "from the 

(first person plural) perspective of the moral community." It is because of the moral 

community's "proneness" to hold agents accountable in Strawsonian reactive attitudes 

that these moral norms can be said to hold independent of any one act of claiming (SPS 9, 

244). According to Darwall, the fact that moral demands are issued from the first-person 

plural perspective does not "diminish their second-personal character, since that concerns 

their "demand addressing" quality (SPS 9). He adds that the second-person stance just is 

"the perspective one assumes in addressing practical thought or speech to, or 

acknowledging address from another (whether as an "I" or as part of a "we") and, in so 

doing, making or acknowledging a claim or demand on the will" (SPS 9). So, on 

Darwall's reading, the moral point of view - the "standpoint from which we address 

demands of each of us" - is supposed to contain a first-personal moment, since the "I" is 

a necessary component of the I-you-we structure that is presupposed in second-personal 

address (SPS 114, n. 44). Yet the impartial perspective that we share as members of the 

moral community is "no less second personal" for including this first-person plural 

perspective, since qua members of the moral community we continue to be involved with 

address, and therefore, remain within the purview of second-person stance (SPS 276, n. 

39). This is a crucial point for Darwall: he needs the perspective of the moral community 



to remain second-personal because he wants to argue that the authority we presuppose in 

making moral claims is "second-personal all the way down" (59). 

Setting aside for a moment the effectiveness of Darwall's rationalizations about 

the first-person plural not affecting the second-personal integrity of moral demands, we 

might ask what makes the first-person perspective necessary in Darwall's nexus of 

second-personal concepts. Why is first-person perspective there at all if moral 

obligations are irreducibly second-personal? The answer is that Darwall's notion of 

accountability, or second-personal competence, would be rendered senseless without 

some idea of the first-person stance in operation. The ability to take up the first-person 

stance is essential to the development of any second-personal address. Darwall cites 

Kant's claim to this effect - that "I can recognize that I am under obligation to others 

only insofar as I at the same time put myself under obligation" - twice in The Second-

Person Standpoint, underscoring the centrality of the first-personal moment to his thesis 

(SPS 23, n. 47, 248, n. 9).135 This is simply a Kantian version of Pufendorf s Point, 

which is the ability to hold oneself accountable and regulate one's actions in light of a 

demand, as we saw above. Thus, the first-personal moment is crucial for Darwall's 

argument because without the idea that I can obligate myself in light of your demand, we 

can never get to a shared standpoint where you and I mutually recognize our authority to 

hold one another to moral obligations at all, i.e. the standpoint of the moral community. 

With the centrality of the first-person in mind, we can now see that Darwall's 

thesis about the irreducibly second-personal nature of moral obligations is in deeper 

trouble than he lets on in his disclaimer above. Although Darwall insists that this 'first-

personal moment' is still fundamentally a second-personal phenomena since it involves 

135 See also Korsgaard, "Autonomy and the Second Person Within," 11. 
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the consideration of a second-personal reason, this is self-serving. After all, Darwall 

acknowledges that Korsgaard's rival first-personal view has more or less the same 

features just described: according to Darwall, Korsgaard is someone who thinks that all 

moral reasons for acting are second-personal and yet moral obligations are grounded in 

first-personal deliberation (SPS ll).136 But there is nothing structurally different between 

Korsgaard's position and what happens in Darwall's version. As we have seen, what 

does the normative work in his account of moral obligations is the ability of those 

addressed by moral demands to hold themselves accountable to them, i.e. their rational 

acceptance of the authority relation proposed to them in a claim. The second-personal 

authority presupposed in the moral demand becomes legitimate only after this 

endorsement takes place. But this moment of rational acceptance that underlies 

Darwall's second-personal competence and accountability is in fact an instance of first-

personal deliberation that remains within the second-personal standpoint only by force of 

terminology. Consider this piece of argumentation by Darwall: "an addresser can 

intelligibly hold an addressee accountable for acting as a second-personal address directs 

only if she can presuppose that her addressee can rationally accept the reason and 

determine himself by it in his own deliberation" (SPS 270-1). What can "in his own 

deliberation" mean here except that the agent is reflecting on what to do from the first-

person standpoint? If this is true, then "rational acceptance" is a first-personal moment, a 

matter of reflective endorsement. And because rational acceptance accounts for the 

normativity that a moral demand presupposes, it seems that Darwall's account - like 

Korsgaard's - traces the ground of moral obligations back to the first-person stance while 

also holding that the reasons involved in moral obligations are second-personal. 

136 Ibid., 10. 
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Although Darwall hopes to pull rational acceptance into the second-person standpoint, he 

cannot do so without lassoing Korsgaard's position as well. What this means is that 

Korsgaard's position is at least as "second-personal" as Darwall's, or vice versa. But this 

result is anathema to Darwall's position, since his argument for the normativity of 

morality depends first of all on dismantling Korsgaard's first-personal approach. 

What so far looks like a terminological dispute becomes, I believe, a substantive 

problem for Darwall if we return for a final time to Darwall's discussion of the sergeant 

example in the pivotal Chapter 10. We have already seen that the requirement of rational 

acceptance central to Darwall's account must be construed first-personally. However, 

when we examine the sergeant's case again, we find that Darwall's second-personal 

interpretation of this example belies the more fundamental role of first-personal 

deliberation in accounting for the normativity of the rational acceptance requirement. 

For Darwall, when die private is deliberating about what to do in light of the 

sergeant's demand, nothing is supposed to guide the private's deliberations - neither his 

actual rank nor his actual acceptance of the sergeant's authority - except the question of 

whether he can accept the role rationally. His rational acceptance, in turn, is said to 

depend on whether he should accept the normative relation in general, and consequently 

the sergeant's authority over him should he occupy the position of private, simply as a 

rational person. To accept something as a rational person, Darwall adds, is to accept it 

from a perspective that he and his addressee share as free and rational (SPS 270). The 

same second-personal interpretation can be run from the sergeant's perspective: again, 

the sergeant is not entitled to expect that her authority will be accepted simply because of 

her superior rank. "Nothing about actually occupying the role can be relevant to whether 



to accept the normative and authority relations that define it" (SPS 260). The only 

question is whether the private can as a free and rational person accept the normative 

requirements the sergeant places on him if he were - hypothetically speaking - to occupy 

the position of a private. 

Yet Darwall makes this second-personal interpretation of the sergeant example 

too easy for himself. He says that what is at issue in determining the rational 

acceptability of the sergeant's command is only the private's rationality, not his rank or 

the sergeant's rank. But this cannot be true. The reason is that the private's rationality in 

either accepting or rejecting the sergeant's purported authority can only be evaluated in 

light of the facts, that is, in light of the facts about the authority she actually has or does 

not have because of her rank. Or to put it in more Korsgaardian terms, when faced with 

this demand the private is not reflecting on its reasonableness just as a free and rational 

person - whatever that would mean - rather he is reflecting on whether or not he is the 

private addressed in the demand. He must be someone for whom 'following orders' is 

something that matters, for whom the sergeant's reasons carry weight. But these 

considerations can only be grounded in his reflective endorsement of his role qua private, 

if he understands himself as 'someone-who-is-in-a-position-to-take-orders'. It is only 

because he sees himself in this light that it would be rational for him to accept the 

normative relationship offered in the sergeant's command. Without this self-

understanding - i.e. without this first-personal reflective endorsement - there is no 

criterion by which he can base his decision to accept or decline the sergeant's orders, no 

standard by which the choice could be called "rational" in the relevant sense. 
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To put it differently, the rationality of the private's decision to accept the 

normative relationship offered to him in the sergeant's demand depends on its 

correspondence to who he is. Just as it would be irrational for an ordinary citizen to obey 

the sergeant's command to do ten pushups precisely because the citizen is not part of the 

military, so too can the private's choice to accept the sergeant's demands be called 

'rational' only in light of who he thinks he is. 'Being a private' has to be one of the 

addressee's practical identities before the sergeant's demand can begin to make contact 

with his interests and motivations. It is only because he already understands himself in a 

certain way that he chooses to regulate himself according to the sergeant's commands, or 

opts not to do so, perhaps because he no longer wants to be a private in the military. In 

deliberating about whether to accept the sergeants authority, what the private will want to 

consider is what reasons there axe for him to accept her claim, not the sergeant's notion of 

what reasons there are, which is all that is conveyed in her demand. Thus, in order to 

determine whether her authority is one he ought to rationally accept, he will need to 

consider the relevant state of affairs before electing to endorse her claims. And the only 

way to evaluate his 'rationality' in this case is to see how well he negotiates the terrain of 

competing facts about who he is that already make a claim on him. 

Even if all of this is wrong, it remains undeniable that what does the normative 

work in this example is not the second-person stance, but the first-personal endorsement 

of a particular authority relation. As Darwall writes, "whether that specific relation 

actually is normative for the addressee, whether it is one whose specifications he is 

genuinely responsible for complying with, depends on whether he can accept it as a 

rational person" (SPS 271). So whatever this acceptance as a rational person amounts to, 



if not the above, it is unassailable that the normative grounding of moral demands takes 

place first-personally, even if this first-personal deliberation takes the form of trying to 

work out the various reasons you have given me as a fellow free and rational person. 

Thus, I take it to be shown that contra Darwall the normativity of morality is not second-

personal all the way down. 

Darwall, however, could object to this conclusion because my way of putting 

things focuses on the level of actual demands. For him, when we take up the moral point 

of view as free and rational persons we are no longer considering actual demands, but 

hypothetical ones: we must understand that the moral community has been addressing 

these demands before anyone has opened their mouths (SPS 290). This opens up a 

second possible strategy for Darwall to defend the unique second-personality of the moral 

obligations. As I just argued, in the concrete case the only interpretation of the 

'rationality' that Darwall claims is being put to the test in 'rational acceptance' is a first-

personal one that takes stock of the relevant authority relations before endorsing them 

(and even if I am wrong about this, I think it is undeniable that the normative 

endorsement of the relevant moral demand depends on a first-personal avowal). The 

hypothetical strategy tries to circumvent this finding by insisting that the actual 

acceptance of the authority relations is neither necessary nor sufficient for the existence 

of the relevant second-personal reason; instead, as Darwall argues, it is necessary only 

that the private "could reasonably be expected to accept this authority, that he would be 

unreasonable if he did not. It is the reasonable acceptability of norms to which one can 

sensibly be held, and hold oneself responsible that pushes in the direction of morality as 



168 

equal accountability." The question, then, as it was for the actual case, is how this 

criterion of "reasonable acceptability" is set up if not through actual endorsement of 

individuals. 

The solution to this problem, for Darwall, is made available when we remember 

that, as he writes, "the moral community as I understand it is not any actual community 

composed of actual human beings. It is like Kant's idea of a "realm of ends," a 

regulative ideal that we employ to make sense of our ethical thought and practice." As 

a kind of regulative ideal, then, we can generate a specification of "reasonable 

acceptability" if we: 

understand the moral community as being prone to reactive attitudes in a 
contractualist way, for example, taking it that moral demands are "in force" if no 
one could reasonably reject principles that would warrant them, or if these 
principles would be chosen by representatives from a point of view that expressed 
the idea of respect for all persons as having equal second-personal authority.139 

Thus, what justifies the authority of the moral community to issue demands (and so 

establishes the normativity of morality) is that it produces moral obligations that 

everyone can be reasonably expected to accept. Thus, we have reason to accept the 

second-personal authority of someone who makes a moral demand of us - not as 

sergeants or privates but as members of the moral community - because we have a notion 

of what can be "reasonably" required of us. This criterion of reasonability can be 

hypothetically specified by the moral community along the contractualist lines of either 

Scanlon or Rawls. 

I think, however, that this strategy assumes what it is meant to prove. What we 

are trying to establish is the normativity of moral obligations as they are expressed in 

137 Darwall, "Reply to Korsgaard, Wallace, and Watson," 59. 
138 Ibid., 64. 
139 Ibid., 65. 
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second-personal reasons. The procedure for establishing this is to derive a criterion of 

what can be reasonably required of us from a hypothetical contractualist picture of what 

moral demands we all, as members of the moral community, can be expected to accept. 

However, this strategy begs the question - in particular, the normative question - since 

the vindication of the criterion of reasonableness is established through the second-person 

stance when it is precisely the normativity of second-person reasons that is in question 

(SPS 315-320). The argument for the normativity of moral obligations would have to 

assume that the contractualist procedure grounded by the second-personal approach is 

validly grounded in the shared second-person standpoint of rational persons) in order to 

then prove that the moral obligations (grounded by the second-personal authority of the 

moral community) are also valid. Thus, the authority of the moral community must be 

assumed on the one hand (for the contractualist procedure to work) so that it can be 

grounded in the other (for the reasonability criterion to tell which moral demands can be 

legitimately demanded of us), and hence ground the authority of the moral community to 

make demands. This strategy must beg the question, since it asks us to accept the 

authority of second-personal reasons in the contractualist framework in order to ground 

the authority of second-personal reasons in moral demands. The second-person stance is 

meant to provide a foundation for contractualism, and so contracualism cannot also 

supply the foundation for the second-person.140 

3.6 Darwall's Contribution 

If the above is correct, then Darwall's account of the normativity of moral 

obligations either is parasitic on first-person stance or begs the question with regard to the 

140 See Chapter 12 of The Second-Person Standpoint. 
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normativity of morality. On either interpretation, Darwall fails to establish the 

normativity of our moral obligations through the second-personal stance alone. So 

despite Darwall's claims to the contrary, the normativity of morality is not second-

personal all the way down, at least not on his account. So where does this leave us with 

regard to a final assessment of Darwall? 

While I think Darwall's attempt to account for the normativity of moral 

obligations through second-person standpoint does not succeed, he is right that morality 

involves equal accountability in some form. As I see it, Darwall's contribution to this 

project is two-fold: first, he offers an array of arguments that reinforce Korsgaard's 

critique of realism and the third-personal approach to morality. As Darwall puts it, 

following Strawson, such answers to the normative question are "reasons of the wrong 

kind" to legitimate moral demands. Second, and more significantly, he shows the 

advance that the second-person standpoint makes over the first-personal approach in 

accounting for the problem of intersubjectivity. Darwall writes: 

Morality as equal accountability understands the moral point of view to be 
fundamentally intersubjective. It holds the moral perspective to be an impartially 
disciplined version of the second-person standpoint, in which, as anyone (or, as an 
equal participant in the first-person plural ["we"] of the moral community), one 
addresses someone (oneself or someone else) also as anyone (as another equal 
member) (SPS 102). 

What Darwall is right about is that the moral community - however it is constituted -

must adopt an intersubjective point of departure. So whatever account ultimately 

grounds the normativity of moral obligations, it will have to do so by also accounting for 

the moral community as a phenomenon of the first-person plural. Although this first-

personal feature of the moral point of view sunk Darwall's second-personal account (at 

least on my reading) his notion of morality as equal accountability offers us an ideal of 
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what that moral community ought to look like, however difficult it may be to specify the 

criteria for membership and the legitimacy of the community's authority to make 

demands. 

If it is true that Darwall cannot account for the normativity of morality second-

personally, then we might wonder how this normative gap - the gap between what can be 

presupposed in a second-personal demand and what can be legitimately demanded in 

such a request - might be filled in from the second-person perspective. The 

phenomenological tradition may have some resources to help us with this question. 

Emmanuel Levinas' concern in Totality and Infinity and related essays is to show that 

ethics, not metaphysics or ontology, is in fact "first philosophy". And most promising for 

us, he begins with a phenomenological account of the other that reveals, first and 

foremost, the other's ineliminable standing to command ethical respect. It is to his work 

that we turn next. 



CHAPTER 4 

Emmanuel Levinas 

Emmanuel Levinas opens the preface to Totality and Infinity, his magnum opus, 

with a question that is also our own: "Everyone will readily agree that it is of the highest 

importance to know whether we are not duped by morality" (TI21). Here we have an 

echo of a similar concern that resonated throughout Korsgaard's Sources of Normativity: 

what morality demands will inevitably be hard, and in each of us there is a moral skeptic 

who chafes under the burden of moral obligations when they run contrary to our other 

interests. So we ask: are they real? Are they binding? Likewise, though for different 

reasons, Levinas wonders whether the permanent possibility of war - which for him is 

the essence of politics - renders all morality "derisory." Is morality simply a naivete to 

be supplanted by a clear-eyed pragmatism about the necessity of violence? His reply: 

"The moral consciousness can sustain the mocking gaze of the political man only if the 

certitude of peace dominates the evidence of war" (TI 22). The whole of Totality and 

Infinity can be read as an attempt to articulate this possibility of the "certitude of peace" 

despite the evidence of war, where the meaning of 'peace' is not the "peace of empires" 

which itself depends on war, but a "primordial and original relation to being" that would 

"restore to the alienated beings their lost identity" (TI 22). Peace represents for Levinas 

the possibility of a genuine ethics - what is variously called by his interpreters an "ethics 

of alterity" or an "ethical metaphysics" - which stands for an ethical relation between 

human beings that does not depend on some other form of violence for its existence.141 

141 For an example of the former, see Laurence Paul Hemming, "A Transcendental Hangover: Levinas, 
Heidegger, and the Ethics of Alterity," Studies in Christian Ethics, 18:2 (2005), 48. For the latter 
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So in his own way, when Levinas wonders about the "certitude of peace" that would 

sustain "moral consciousness," he opens the question of the normativity of morality: he 

seeks the ground and necessity of a genuine ethics. 

This chapter will explore Levinas' phenomenological approach to ethics in light 

of the live end we are pursuing out of our discussion of Darwall. Darwall's essential 

contribution has been to shift the focus from first-personal reflection towards the second-

personal demand as the potential locus for the normativity of morality. As we have seen, 

Darwall reformulates Korsgaard's normative question in second-personal terms: 

Korsgaard's [N2], "What justifies the particular moral constraint under which I currently 

find myself?" is readdressed from the impartial perspective of Darwall's second-person 

standpoint, "Would a free and rational person accept the purported normative relationship 

proposed in this demand?" According to Darwall, legitimate demands are those that offer 

authority relations any person would accept just as a free and rational person; illegitimate 

demands are those that supplant the addressee's endorsement of the authority relations 

offered in the demand with coercion, and so violate the addressee's standing as a free and 

rational person. The ultimate ground of morality, then, is rational acceptance within the 

second-person stance, or what can be justified to another free and rational person as such. 

The question I raised in the previous chapter was whether Darwall's notion of 

second-personal authority that is so central to his theory of moral obligation is really 

second-personal after all. If what justifies a moral demand is second-personal authority, 

and this authority comes down the endorsement of the authority relations offered in a 

demand by one free and rational person to another, isn't this "second-personal authority" 

formulation see John Llewelyn, Appositions of Jacques Derrida and Emmanuel Levinas, (Bloomington: 
University of Indiana Press, 2002): 1-6, and Edith Wyschogrod, Emmanuel Levinas: the Problem of Ethical 
Metaphysics, (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1974). 



really a matter of first-personal deliberation once again? Does not your demand have to 

seem rationally acceptable to me if I am to accept your claim and so legitimate your 

authority to command me? If so, then what does the normative work in Darwall's 

scheme is not the second-person stance, but the first-personal endorsement of purported 

normative relations a la Korsgaard. What I can freely and rationally accept "as a person" 

is underdetermined on Darwall's theory. The meaning of "rational acceptability" seems 

to hinge crucially on how I understand myself and who I think I am, and these aspects of 

being a self or my "practical identity" addressed so well by Korsgaard are left out in 

Darwall's proposal. 

However, the second-personal approach to the normativity of moral obligations is 

not exhausted by Darwall's position. Darwall sought to vindicate morality via a 

conceptual presupposition - that is, by attempting to demonstrate that second-personal 

authority is built-in and legitimated by the operations of second-person stance itself. But 

one might adopt a different strategy. Darwall assumes that second-personal authority 

follows from the recognition of someone else as free and rational, i.e. insofar as this 

recognition is presupposed by any second-personal address. But the question that he does 

not consider is why we come to speak about the authority to make claims at all: what is 

the source of your authority to demand something of me qua free and rational person? 

Levinas' central concern in Totality and Infinity is to formulate a reply to this question. 

His answer is "the face of the Other," an ethical claim that is inseparable from the 

experience of another human being. 

The structure of this chapter is intentionally repetitive. The first section (4.1) will 

introduce Levinas' basic philosophical terms. The second section, elaborated in three 
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parts (4.2), will revisit these basic ideas, this time in an argumentative register. The 

reason for this repetition is two-fold. First, Levinas' writings are notoriously opaque, and 

for the reader unfamiliar with his work an initial exposition of Levinas' central concepts 

will help to make the argumentative points perspicuous. Second, Levinas' style is itself 

repetitive: in an oft cited passage, Derrida writes of Totality and Infinity that "it proceeds 

with the infinite insistence of waves on a beach: return and repetition, always, of the 

same wave against the same shore, in which, however, as each return recapitulates itself, 

it also infinitely renews and enriches itself."142 Similarly, our reading of Levinas will be 

enriched each time we return to his main themes, allowing us to grasp with greater insight 

both the depth and radicality of his claim that "ethics is first philosophy." This extended 

"re-reading" of Levinas in the second section will not only to situate him in opposition to 

the first-personal phenomenologists, Husserl and Heidegger (4.2.1), but also to 

distinguish him from Darwall's second-personal theory of moral obligations. My thesis 

is that while Darwall can only treat the dignity of persons - second-personal authority -

as a presupposition of the second-person stance, Levinas can show us the source of this 

authority phenomenologically (4.2.2). However, though Levinas ultimately improves on 

Darwall's presumptive account of authority, I believe that he - like Darwall - is unable to 

show how the purported authority of particular moral obligations might be legitimated or 

justified, at least not from within the second-person stance alone (4.2.3). Thus, after 

reviewing some of the most well-known criticisms of Levinas in the third section (4.3), I 

will argue that Levinas - because of his ambivalent relation to the phenomenological 

method - leaves us with a "legitimacy question" about the authority of the second-

142 Jacques Derrida, "Violence and Metaphysics," in Writing and Difference, trans. Alan Bass, (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1978), 312. 



personal demand for ethical responsibility (section 4.4). And because I believe this 

"legitimacy question" - both for grounding of particular moral obligations and for 

morality in general - remains a problem for the second-personal approach, I argue that 

we must make a qualified return to the first-person perspective (section 4.5). 

4.1 Introduction to Levinas 

The unifying theme of Levinas' work is intersubjectivity, or more precisely, the 

experience of "autrui," other human beings. His purpose is to return philosophy to an 

essentially ethical ground, a ground which he believes was slowly lost in the history of 

philosophy and finally obscured in pre-World War II philosophy, especially in 

Heidegger. For Levinas, in fundamental divergence from Kant and post-Kantian 

philosophy (yet similar to Darwall), the ground of ethics is not my freedom or autonomy, 

but a primordial demand made on the self by the other. Ethics is enacted 

intersubjectively - it is the ego's response to a prior claim made by the other. Levinas' 

primary objective in his first major work, Totality and Infinity, and the subject to which 

he continuously returns, is to articulate the self's infinite responsibility to the other 

person, or as he puts it, "the establishing of the primacy of the ethical, that is, of the 

relationship of man to man" (TI79). My task in this section is to make clear two features 

distinctive of Levinas' position: first, his intersubjective point of departure, and second, 

his argument for 'the primacy of the ethical' based on the relationship of one person to 

another. To this end, I will focus on explicating the conceptual dyads that are at the core 

of Levinas' thinking: same-other, ontology-metaphysics, totality-infinity, interiority-

exteriority. 
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Same-Other. Paul Ricoeur has written that Levinas' work represents "the 

articulation of the phenomenology and the ontology of great kinds."143 Those great kinds 

are the Same {le Meme; to auton) and the Other (I 'Autre; to heteron), terms which 

Levinas borrows from Plato's Sophist. For Levinas, the Same stands for the self-

conscious ego and its world, the solipsistic view of the knowing subject. Levinas writes, 

"the I of knowledge is at once the Same par excellence, the very event of identification 

and the melting pot where every Other is transmuted into the Same."144 For Levinas, the 

knowing ego represents the Same par excellence because it assimilates all otherness; it 

presupposes "the contours of being fit into the human scale and the measures of 

thought."145 Thus, the sphere of the Same not only includes the ego (the res cogitans) but 

also its objects of knowledge (the cogitata). Under the ego's gaze, everything that is 

initially distinct from the self (the Other) is made intelligible in the act of knowing - the 

Other takes on an index relative to the ego, it becomes something known, identified, 

classifiable, manipulable. In the ego's quest for knowledge and truth, the Other is 

brought under the ego's control because it comes under the sway of its concepts: 

whatever its idiosyncrasies, the Other - be it a person or object - is encountered on the 

ego's terms. In being comprehended, the Other is digested, made familiar, incorporated 

into the very 'same' world that I inhabit, that is, my world. My knowing ego simply 

grasps what is there to be known, and although I continue to relate to the Other, it no 

longer opposes me in its alterity and strangeness - these oppositions between the ego and 

143 Paul Ricoeur, Oneself as Another, trans. Kathleen Blarney, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1992), 335. 
144 Emmanuel Levinas, Basic Philosophical Writings, ed. Adrian Perpzak, Simon Critchley and Robert 
Bernasconi, (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1996), 13. 
145 i 

146 , 

145 Ibid. 
' See Simon Critchley, The Ethics of Deconstruction, (West Lafayette: Purdue University Press, 1999), 4. 
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its object instead fade away (TI126). For Levinas, what is occluded in this knowing 

relationship is the fact that the Other originally exceeded my conceptual scheme, that it is 

not merely a feature of my self, i.e. some aspect my world. 

Ontology-Metaphysics. To reduce the Other to the Same, for Levinas, represents 

the distinctive philosophical impulse of ontology. According to him, philosophy as 

ontology is that "alchemy" whereby otherness is converted into sameness by means of 

the "philosopher's stone" - the knowing ego.147 Reading the history of philosophy 

through Heidegger's eyes - revealing both Levinas' indebtedness to Heidegger and his 

deep desire to break with the latter - Levinas writes: "Western philosophy has most often 

been an ontology: a reduction of the other to the same by interposition of a middle and 

neutral term that ensures the comprehension of being" (TI 43). Philosophy as ontology, 

from Plato's appeal to the universal forms (eidos) to Hegel's invocation of World-spirit 

(Geist), has been guilty of this appropriation of otherness, guilty of understanding the 

1 AQ 

discrete and particular only in light of some universal term, some larger system. 

Because ontology always reduces the alterity of otherness through the imposition of some 

third term - a stand-in for Heidegger's notion of Being - ontology does violence to the 

Other in order to make it comprehensible in the ontological system. 

In opposition to ontology, what Levinas attempts to articulate in his philosophy is 

a new metaphysics - an ethical metaphysics. Levinas understands 'metaphysics' in a 

unique manner: "metaphysics," he writes, "is enacted in ethical relations." That is, he 

claims, "our relation with the Metaphysical is an ethical behavior and not theology, not a 

147 Levinas, Basic Philosophical Writings, 13. See also Simon Critchley's discussion, "Introduction" in 
The Cambridge Companion to Levinas, ed. Simon Critchley and Robert Bemasconi, (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2002), 16-17. 



thematization, be it a knowledge by analogy, of the attributes of God" (TI78). Levinas' 

metaphysics is not a return to scholastic, speculative metaphysics, but a return to 

particularity, the experience of a face-to-face relation in which you - a uniquely separate 

human being, someone "infinitely" or inconceivably other than me - appeal to me; it is a 

concrete relationship in which you "solicit" me to "justice". To be clear, Levinas 

understands the ethical relation between two distinct selves as "metaphysical" because 

this relationship repudiates the violence and reduction of otherness characteristic of 

ontology. Whereas ontology reduces the other to the same, metaphysics is the 

"welcoming of the other by the same, of the Other by me" (TI 43). Levinas insists on 

calling this relationship "metaphysical" not because he wishes to return to a metaphysica 

specialis, but because he wishes to underscore the way in which the other is not brought 

under the ego's control in this relation of self-to-other. Metaphysics is not to be 

understood as yet another epistemological (ontological) project, but instead is "concretely 

produced by the calling into question of the same by the other (TI 43).149 

Through the lens of 'metaphysics', we have a means of accessing Levinas' 

similarly idiosyncratic notion of 'ethics'. Ethics for Levinas is not a system of maxims 

and proscriptions for right behavior in social and political affairs, nor is it the 

development of such a system - rather it just is "the calling into question of the same by 

the other" that characterizes Levinas' understanding of the metaphysical. Ethics stands 

for the primordial experience in which the self is called to responsibility by the other (i.e. 

metaphysics). Indeed, the first mention of the 'ethics' after the preface of Totality and 

149 This ethical injunction has its source in our experience of 'infinity' in the 'face' of the other - which for 
Levinas, as we well see, has a particular structure - and gets expressed in 'discourse', where discourse and 
language are construed in the broadest sense possible. Elaborating the relationship between the ethics, the 
face, and language is the task of section 4.2.3. 



Infinity is to define it as the "calling into question of my spontaneity by the presence of 

the Other" (TI43). Thus, for Levinas, ethics is a mode of critique: the calling into 

question of my freedom, calling the ego's spontaneity and its cognitive endeavors to 

accountability. It is because metaphysics has this ethical significance that Levinas can 

claim, famously, that "ethics is first philosophy," and so justify his prioritization of 

metaphysics over ontology. To recall the theme at the start of this chapter, his purpose is 

to find an ethical moment - the possibility of peace - over and against the philosophical 

violence that ontology and the quest for truth represent. In a Kantian tone, Levinas 

writes: "as critique precedes dogmatism, metaphysics precedes ontology" (TI 43). So to 

complete the quotation interrupted at the end of the previous paragraph, for Levinas 

metaphysics is concretely produced "as the ethics that accomplishes the critical essence 

of knowledge," that is, as the ethics that calls knowledge and ontology into question, that 

calls the ego to ethical responsibility (TI 43). Unlike Kant, Levinas' critique of reason 

and philosophy is not epistemological, it is ethical. As we will see below (section 4.2.1), 

Levinas extends this 'critique of knowledge' even to phenomenology, since it places the 

investigation of being (Heidegger) or the analysis of intentionality (Husserl) before the 

concrete human relation - the face-to-face. 

Totality-Infinity. For Levinas, as we have seen, ontology represents the 

philosophy's tendency to account for every relation of self and other by appeal to a 

totalizing system - a totality - perhaps best exemplified by Hegel. Under the grip of a 

philosophical totality, as in a totalitarian state, "individuals are reduced to being bearers 

of forces that command them unbeknown to themselves. The meaning of individuals 

(invisible outside of this totality) is derived from the totality" (TI 21-22). As the 
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preeminent philosophical desideratum, totality aims to systemize all that is individual, to 

locate every particular in a larger whole. The essence of Levinas' objection to ontology 

is that it is oriented by the ideal of a totality. Under the rubric of ontology, the entire 

philosophical tradition has endeavored to totalize, to "subordinate the relation with 

someone, who is an existent, (the ethical relation) to a relation with the Being of 

existents" (TI45). Though Levinas has Heidegger specifically in mind here, he means to 

indict the whole of Western thought as well. 

In order to avoid the excesses of ontology, Levinas must find a new anti-totalizing 

ideal to be the touchstone for his ethical metaphysics. His articulation of the same-other 

relation cannot orient itself by the values of ontological description if it means to place 

itself before ontology and so to critique it. But how can the Same and the Other be 

related without the one totalizing the other, and thus collapsing back into ontology? 

Levinas finds the key in Descartes description of the infinite in Meditations on First-

Philosophy; "our analyses," Levinas writes, "are guided by a formal structure: the idea of 

Infinity in us" (TI 79). What fascinates Levinas about this notion is that "in thinking 

infinity the I from the first thinks more than it thinks."150 That is, he continues, "infinity 

does not enter into the idea of infinity, is not grasped; this idea is not a concept."151 The 

notion of infinity is by its very nature incomprehensible because it overflows every 

conception we might have of it. Formally speaking, then, this idea - which breaks 

through the knowing ego's sphere of the same since it exceeds all its concepts - is 

precisely the notion that Levinas needs to break with the totalizing impulse of ontology. 

Infinity becomes the epistemological key through which Levinas can describe the same-

150 Emmanuel Levinas, Collected Papers, trans. Alphonso Lingis, (The Hague: Martinus Nijohoff, 1987), 
54. 



other relation without the ego totalizing the manifestation of the other. In fact, Levinas 

contends, the characteristics of the idea of infinity in Descartes are precisely those found 

in the "face" of other, Levinas' word for the phenomenon of obligation that we 

experience when we encounter another person. The experience of the "face" - the 

experience of the "infinity" of the other - is the perspective from which the authority of 

the other is discovered for Levinas. 

Inferiority-Exteriority. For Levinas, the relationship between human beings is not 

one of knowledge, but ethics - a call to ethical responsibility - and the "face" represents 

the medium or the "original relation" through which the other person is experienced as 

such. In an interview, Levinas explains that the face is "not at all a representation, it is 

not a given of knowledge, rtor is it a thing which comes to hand. It is an irreducible 

means of access, and it is in ethical terms that it can be spoken of."152 We might ask: an 

irreducible means of access to what? In his short philosophical autobiography 

"Signature," Levinas provides an answer: "Moral consciousness is not an experience of 

values, but an access to exterior being: exterior being par excellence is the Other." 

The "face" is a mode of access to an exterior being - the other. Exteriority, then, just is 

this sphere of radical alterity for Levinas, that which remains irreducible to the same just 

as God, in Descartes, remains irreducible to the cogito even after being revealed in the 

idea of infinity. The sphere of inferiority, in contrast, is that sphere of the same in which 

the cogito is king, where the ego assimilates all otherness under its concepts. The crucial 

idea for Levinas is that the "face" is a means through which exteriority (the Other) 

152 T. Wright, P. Hughes, A. Ainley, 'The Paradox of Morality: an Interview with Emmanuel Levinas," 
trans. A. Benjamin and T. Wright, in The Provocation of Levinas, ed. R. Bernasconi and D. Wood, 
(London: Routledge, 1988), 169; hereafter cited parenthetically as PL. 
153 Emmanuel Levinas, "Signature," ed. A. Peperzak, Research in Phenomenology, 1, (1978), 183. 
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emerges in interiority (the Same, the ego) without the other coming under control of the 

ego, i.e. without an exterior being becoming completely interior, completely my own. 

We will conclude this brief introduction to Levinas' philosophy with a few remarks about 

Levinas' all important notion of the "face." 

Like the idea of infinity, the "face" for Levinas is an experience or signification 

that cannot be captured in the knowing ego's referential system of meaning. That the 

face-to-face relation has this formal structure, Levinas argues, is confirmed in the 

experience of another human being - an experience, phenomenologically speaking, 

which ought to be repeatable for all of us. As he writes: 

The way in which the other presents himself, exceeding the idea of the other in 
me, we here name face. This mode does not consist in figuring as a theme under 
my gaze, in spreading itself forth as a set of qualities forming an image. The face 
of the Other at each moment destroys and overflows the plastic image it leaves 
me, the idea existing to my own measure and to the measure of its ideatum - the 
adequate idea (TI 51). 

Here Levinas confirms the insight Husserl had into the experience of otherness: to 

experience the other just is to experience the inaccessibility of the other's subjective life 

to me, and yet at the very same time to experience another subject concretely before me. 

Although I clearly recognize the other as someone, as a person with a unique conscious 

life, that person's flow of experience is not available to me, even though I am aware of its 

presence. However, in contrast to Husserl for whom the experience of the other was 

purely negative - e.g. I experience your otherness in the fact that I cannot access your 

mental contents first-personally - Levinas wants to provide phenomenological grounds 

for a positive conception of the "inaccessibility" of otherness. For Levinas, the positive 

contribution of this ineffability of the other is that it founds an ethical command in us, an 

ethical command that remains forever out of our reach. The other's "infinite" separation 



from me - the "infinity of otherness" - represents the birth of the ethical: this enigmatic 

inaccessibility lays a claim to me that I can never evade or excuse out of existence. The 

idea of infinity captured in "face" entails that the other person always overflows what I 

can know of her: her interior life is infinitely separated from mine, forever exterior, 

outside my experiences. Exactly how this "inaccessibility" of the other makes a claim on 

me is something that will be worked out below (section 4.2.3). 

4.2 The Phenomenology of the Second Person 

With the basics of Levinas' position now clear, we can begin to situate him 

among the thinkers we have already discussed. Like Darwall, Levinas wants to shift the 

discussion of ethics away from the first-person perspective and towards the second-

person stance. Ethics begins not in the self s deliberative reflection, but in the ego being 

enjoined by the other, which in Levinas' case, is an interlocutor the ego can neither 

master nor ignore. The ground of ethics is exterior, not interior, to reflection: ethics is 

initiated in the accusative mode. Before examining the way in which Levinas might 

respond to the normative question, it will be helpful to examine Levinas' critique of the 

first-personal phenomenologists, Husserl and Heidegger, and then to postulate a 

Levinasian critique of Darwall. These critical evaluations will put us in a better potion to 

grasp the originality of Levinas' ethical metaphysics - and its limitations. Since Levinas 

never takes up the issue of normativity directly, his critique of the first-person (4.2.1) -

and our extension of Levinas as a critique of Darwall (4.2.2) - will allow us to see the 

way in which we might give a Levinasian reply to the normative question (4.2.3). 
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4.2.1 Levinas' Critique of the First-Person 

It is important to note that for Levinas, not only Heidegger (who is most often the 

target of his criticism) but also Husserl is implicated in Levinas' critique of ontology. 

His rejection of Heidegger is well documented: in Existence and Existents, Levinas 

speaks of a "profound need to leave the climate" of Heidegger's philosophy after the 

war;154 in Totality and Infinity, he states unequivocally that his position is "radically 

opposed to Heidegger who subordinates the relation with the Other to ontology" (TI 89). 

The "middle term" that is the subject of Levinas' critique of Heidegger is of course being. 

Insofar as Dasein's understanding of being is the mode of access to every particular 

understanding of things and people, Heideggerian ontology "subordinates the relationship 

with the Other to the relation with Being in general," and this, Levinas claims, "leads 

inevitably to another power, to imperialist domination, to tyranny" (TI 46-47). 

Similarly, for Levinas, Husserl's thesis that consciousness is defined by 

intentionality, i.e. that consciousness is always consciousness of something, implies that 

everything the ego is related to can be analyzed in terms of an act of consciousness 

{noesis) and a correlated object of that act (noema). The other person, then, appears 

merely as such an object for the ego, something to be "thematized" in intentional 

analyses. But, Levinas contends, this is simply "the neutralization of the other who 

becomes a theme or an object" (TI 43). That is, the unique otherness of the other is 

relativized to the ego's intentional grasp of it, since for Husserl, "an existent is 

comprehended in the measure that thought transcends it, measuring it against the horizon 

whereupon it is profiled" (TI 43). The problem is that Husserl's phenomenological 

154 Emmanuel Levinas, Existence and Existents, trans. A. Lingis, (The Hague: Nijhoff, 1978), 19. 



analysis of intentionahty sets up an ideal of adequation - an ideal of objective knowledge 

- that the knowing ego then unfairly applies to the other and so deprives it of its alterity. 

Because Husserlian intentionality is for Levinas a form of conceptualization, like 

Heidegger's Mitseinit disingenuously presents as 'adequate' that which can never be 

made adequate: the other. It too, therefore, is another kind of ontology. Beneath 

Heidegger's being and Husserl's intentionality is another experience - that of the face, 

the experience of infinity, which as Levinas notes, is the preeminent experience of non-

adequation. It is this call to ethical responsibility which undergirds all ontology, not the 

other way around. The experience of the "face" is that in which the other "manifest 

himself out of himself, and not on the basis of concepts."155 Thus, for Levinas, what 

phenomenology has so far failed to realize is that it cannot be oriented by the first-

personal ideal of adequation, since "an adequation with the object, does not define 

consciousness at its fundamental level" (TI27). According to Levinas, it is only by 

modifying the phenomenological approach - by reorienting it toward the second-person -

that the most fundamental determination of consciousness is revealed: it is accomplished 

injustice, i.e. the ethical relationship, in which the ego responds to the other's call to 

responsibility. 

For the moment, we will let the trenchancy of Levinas' critique of Husserl and 

Heidegger go by the wayside, though we will have occasion to return to this issue later 

when we discuss Levinas as phenomenologist (section 4.4). What is important for us at 

this point is to see the way in which Levinas attempts to distance himself from those 

phenomenologists committed to the first-person stance. For Levinas, whether 

phenomenology takes the form of Husserl's "intellectualism" or Heidegger's "obedience 

155 Levinas, Collected Papers, 41. 



to the anonymous relation with being," it represents the brand of philosophy Levinas 

terms "egology" (TI44). In both the Heideggerian and Husserlian versions, 

phenomenology attempts to mediate the primordial social relation of self to other by 

some "third term," and so comes to embody the most recent and most visible form of the 

"ontological imperialism" typical of Western thought since its inception (TI 46,44). The 

danger of the egoism of ontology is no academic matter for Levinas: at best, ontology as 

first philosophy is a "philosophy of power," at worst it is a first philosophy which "does 

not call into question the same, a philosophy of injustice" (TI 46). 

4.2.2 A Levinasian Critique of Darwall 

What of Levinas' relation to Darwall, a second-personal philosopher like himself? 

Clearly, Darwall and Levinas have much common ground between them. Both see the 

second-person stance - the accusative - as fundamental to the phenomenon of 

intersubjectivity rather than the first-person perspective of the knowing ego. Both 

contend that the ground of morality is heteronomy, not autonomy.156 Both also hold that 

moral respect is not a matter of conferring a certain status on someone based on whatever 

third-personal properties that she happens to embody, but rather something that can be 

demanded of us by someone else. But what more can we say? Levinas, I contend, 

deepens and expands in a phenomenological register Darwall's attempt to reverse the 

priority of the first-person by appeal to "second-personal authority" - i.e. the authority to 

Levinas writes: "the presence of the other, a privileged heteronomy, does not clash with freedom but 
invests it" (TI 88). Thus, it is the call to ethical responsibility that truly sets me free. See Darwall, The 
Second-Person Standpoint, 213-18. 



command another person just as fellow human being. Levinas does so in two ways: 

first, he gives a superior description of the reality of second-personal authority by 

demonstrating that it is rooted in our lived experience of other people; second, Levinas 

provides a better account of the way in which the demand for ethical responsibility is in 

force even if some particular person has not explicitly made it. This second point, I 

believe, forms the basis of Levinas' reply (or non-reply, as it so happens) to the 

normative question and consequently is the topic of the next section (4.2.3). In this 

section, we will focus first on Levinas' demonstration of the reality of second-personal 

authority. 

The unanswered question from our discussion of Darwall in Chapter 3 is how the 

other comes to have the authority to make demands just as a free and rational person. 

Since the authority of a command is not reducible to the making of the command itself, 

but hangs on the rational acceptability of the purported normative relationship offered in 

the demand to addressee, what Darwall's theory lacks is a story that tells us how the 

addresser can have the authority to oblige another free and rational persons as such. It is 

hard to see how this authority can be "second-personal all the way down," as Darwall 

claims, when the necessary normative moment is apparently carried out in first-personal 

reflection. It is here that Levinas' analysis goes beyond Darwall, precisely because he 

can give us an account of the way in which this second-personal authority arises in 

intersubjective relationships. Indeed, for Levinas, the entire constitution of 

intersubjectivity is grounded not in Mitsein (Heidegger) or an objective cognition of an 

alter ego (Husserl), but by the other's call for ethical responsibility. 

157 Any encounter between Darwall and Levinas must be an imaginative one, since Levinas passed away 
some ten years before Darwall's most recent book appeared, and as I mentioned in Chapter 3, Darwall only 
makes a passing reference to Levinas once in a footnote in The Second-Person Standpoint. 



Contra Darwall, for Levinas morality is not at first a matter of equal 

accountability. Whereas Darwall argues that "any second-personal address seeks 

reciprocal recognition by its very nature," Levinas believes the second-personal authority 

I C Q 

of the other is absolute, asymmetrical, and infinitely exacting. Morality, he argues, 

"comes to birth not in equality, but in the fact that infinite exigencies, that of serving the 

poor, the stranger, the widow, and the orphan, converge at one point of the universe" (TI 

245). Levinas, as Roland Paul Blum has put it, has a "theory of unlimited obligation" -

his ethics is one of infinite responsibility, and so the scope of his ethical metaphysics 

radically transgresses the limited role of second-person standpoint that Darwall imagines 

(TI244).159 The success of Levinas' account, however, lies not in its articulation of 

obligation at the extreme, but that he can justify the radicality of his asymmetrical theory 

of obligation. 

To see this, we must recall Levinas' original and idiosyncratic definition of ethics. 

For Levinas, ethics is first of all a mode of critique, the "calling into question of the ego's 

spontaneity" by the other. Although our exposition has not emphasized this point, the 

bulk of Totality and Infinity is taken up with Levinas' "genetic" narrative of the 

development of the self from the sphere of the same. ° According to Levinas' 

phenomenological reconstruction of the stages of the ego's development, the self begins 

not in sociality with the other, but by separating itself through work and labor from the 

other anonymous forms of being, the // ya. As I distance myself from the elements -

earth, water, air, etc. - 1 become a self, for Levinas. In so doing, I possess everything as 

158 Darwall, The Second-Person Standpoint, 265. 
159 Roland Paul Blum, "Emmanuel Levinas' Theory of Commitment," Philosophy and Phenomenological 
Research, 44/2 (1983), 147. 
160 This genetic narrative is the subject of Ricoeur's critique of Levinas, treated below (section 4.4). 
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my own: I develop a dwelling, an economy, a history, and so on. My world, though, is a 

world closed in on itself, defined solely by me and what subjectively pleases me alone. It 

is only after encountering the other that I recognize that my values, my claims, are not 

absolute. 

"The presence of the Other," Levinas writes, "is equivalent to calling into 

question of my joyous possession of the world" (TI75-6). In encountering the other, I 

recognize that my freedom is unjustified, that my ends have no weight other than that 

which I confer on them. What the ego discovers in experiencing the presence of the other 

is that "by itself it is only freedom, that is, arbitrary and unjustified, and in this sense 

detestable; it is I, egoism" (TI 88). Being in the presence of another human - a being who 

exceeds my powers - shakes me to the core: it makes all the ends of I chosen for myself 

and for my world questionable. "The welcoming of the Other is ipso facto the 

consciousness of my own injustice - the shame that freedom feels for itself' (TI 86). The 

ego is ashamed before itself because it discovers that, unbeknownst to itself, the exercise 

of its freedom has been "murderous."161 That is, insofar as the ego naturally puts its own 

existence first in the course of pursuing its own enjoyment, it has taken the world from 

the other, it has usurped the other's "place in the sun" and consumed the other's goods. 

The face of the other interrupts this process: the first word of the face is obligation - it 

says "you shall not commit murder" (TI 201, 216). The face, Levinas explains, emerges 

as a limit on the conatus essendi, Spinoza's notion of the "right to existence" or "the 

effort to exist"; the other challenges the solipsistic ego's belief in its natural right to 

161 Emmanuel Levinas and Richard Kearny, "Dialogue with Emmanuel Levinas," Face to Face with 
Levinas, ed. R. Cohen, (Albany: SUNY Press, 1986), 24; hereafter cited parenthetically as FF. 
162 This is one of Levinas' epigraphs to Otherwise than Being from Pascal: '"That is may place in the sun.' 
That is how the usurpation of the whole world began." 
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survival (FF 24, PL 175). In light of the face, "freedom must justify itself and what it 

discovers is that "freedom is not justified by freedom" (TI 303). 

The experience of the other brings about these results because the other, unlike 

the things I encounter, always remains outside my sphere of influence. The face, as 

Levinas puts it, is the breaking point of my powers: "it does not defy the feebleness of my 

powers, but my ability for power" (TI 198). The face is a command and as such cannot 

be brought under any common ontological concept I already possess: the other as 

revealed in the face is the "absolutely other," an exterior being, and so "he escapes my 

grasp by an essential dimension, even if I have him at my disposal. He is not wholly in 

my site" (TI 39). We can make sense of this somewhat mysterious language if we 

remember Levinas' unique understanding of the face as a metaphysical (as opposed to an 

ontological or epistemological) relation. In his words: 

The relationship with the Other does not move (as does cognition) into enjoyment 
and possession, into freedom; the Other imposes himself as an exigency that 
dominates this freedom, and hence as more primordial than everything that takes 
place in me. The Other, whose exceptional presence is inscribed in the ethical 
impossibility of killing him in which I stand, marks the end of powers. If I can no 
longer have power over him it is because he overflows absolutely every idea I can 
have of him (TI 87). 

The face is not an object that can be integrated into the sphere of the same: the I cannot 

make the other "its theme" and so cannot make the other "its property, its booty, its prey 

or its victim."163 The reason for this is that the other's alterity, the other's subjective flow 

of life - as Husserl recognized - is never accessible to the ego: it can never be made 

interior to the ego without losing its otherness, without becoming my own subjective 

experience. The face, therefore, is "the absolute resistance" by which the "exteriority of 

Levinas, Collected Papers, 55. 
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the infinite being [i.e. the other] is manifested" - it is a "no" cast to the ego's powers.164 

The other manifests precisely as a limit on accessibility - even as I grasp and thematize 

the other's features, like the "chaste bit of skin with brow, nose, eyes, and mouth" I sense 

that the other "is a being that is situated beyond every attribute" that would "qualify him, 

that is, reduce him to what he has in common with other beings."165 The face reveals to 

the ego that it is exposed to more than it can cognitively thematize: the ego finds its 

concepts inadequate to the experience. 

But why is the face necessarily an ethical resistance - a resistance that calls me 

into question - rather than simply an experience I cannot understand or something I 

cannot master? The clue to the other's ethical superiority is supplied by its connection to 

the Cartesian notion of the infinite. For Descartes, the idea of infinity not only overflows 

our conception of it, but also places us in relation to God. It is this aspect of the relation 

that Levinas has in mind by invoking infinity in connection with the "face." In Totality 

and Infinity, Levinas cites Descartes at length (in the original Latin) in two crucial 

passages. In the first passage, Descartes writes that "there is manifestly more reality in 

the infinite substance than in the finite substance, and my awareness of the infinite must 

therefore be in some way prior to my awareness of the finite, that is to say, my awareness 

of God must be prior to that of myself (TI, 211, n. 3). Glossing the passage, Levinas 

writes, "The non-constitution of infinity in Descartes leaves a door open; the reference of 

the finite cogito to the infinity of God does not consist in a simply thematization of 

God... The idea of infinity is not for me an object" (TI 211). For Levinas, in short, what 

Descartes has discovered is quite simply that "God is the other"; what Descartes 

Ibid., 55. 
Ibid., 41. 
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discovered was how "a relation with a total alterity irreducible to interiority" is possible, 

that is, how the Same can relate to the Other without totalizing it (TI211). The idea of 

infinity, then, demonstrates the way in which otherness can be manifested without 

becoming totalized by the ego. This is the first step into the sphere of the ethical, since 

the ego no longer dominates the other, but heeds the other's call - or lets the other be in 

its alterity. 

The full ethical significance of this relation to the infinite is realized when the ego 

- no longer striving to consume that other - discovers that the other occupies the position 

held by God in Descartes. In the Cartesian story, God is represented by the idea of 

infinite perfection. Thus, what the cogito learns in discovering this idea of infinity within 

itself is, to cite Descartes, that "something is lacking to me and that I am not wholly 

perfect, save by having in me the idea of a being more perfect than myself, by 

comparison with which I may recognize my deficiencies" (TI 211). Here at last the 

positive implications of the ego's relation to infinity emerge: because the idea of God is 

the idea of infinite perfection, what the ego experiences in its relation to the infinite is not 

a mere mathematical overflowing, but its own imperfection, its own finitude and failure 

to measure up. In Descartes' story, the cogito is initially certain of all that it grasps with 

clarity and distinctness, but this certitude itself is put in question by the presence of 

infinity, and through its encounter with the infinite, the finite cogito is brought to 

understand its own fallibility (TI 210). For Levinas, the ego undergoes a similar 

"transformation" when it encounters the infinite exteriority of the other manifested in the 

face: it discovers its imperfection and inadequacy that was prefigured in the ethical 

relation (TI 211). The infinite - the face - not only paralyzes the ego's cognitive power, 
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but also addresses me on the order of responsibility: it is an expression, an appeal - not of 

a greater force - but of a being incapable of being affected by or of exerting force, and so 

it arouses my goodness precisely because of its perfect transcendence from all relations 

of power (TI200,199).166 Just as Descartes writes, "it seems to me right to linger for a 

while on the contemplation of this all-perfect God," so too does Levinas contend that the 

experience of the infinite in the others reveals to us the "Majesty approached as a face" 

(TI 212). The perfection of God, then, is what the self finds in the experience of the 

other, and it is this notion of perfection (and the self's imperfection) that lays the basis for 

the other's authority over the self. The other can claim or make demands of me because 

in the other, I experience perfection in the other's infinite otherness. This puts us on the 

ethical plane, since perfection has an ethical valance - that of being the highest form of 

good; it is, in Descartes words, a glimpse of the "supreme felicity of the life to come" (TI 

212). Thus, qua infinitely other, the experience of another person not only calls me into 

question but reveals me to myself in all my inadequacies, as imperfect in the face of this 

perfect transcendence. 

For Levinas, it is precisely because the experience of the face represents the 

unattainable and the unsurpassable that it becomes both the object of my desire and my 

murderous rage. And yet neither the act of desire nor the act of murder allows the other 

come into my possession; rather, as Levinas says, "to kill is not to dominate but to 

annihilate; it is to renounce comprehension absolutely. Murder exercises a power over 

what escapes power" (TI 198). Because the other is infinitely separated from me, 

because it exceeds my powers, the other is the sole being I can wish to kill, Levinas 

claims. Even my killing of the other testifies to the basic asymmetry between us, to the 

166 The paradox of morality, for Levinas, is that the face is an authority and not a force (PL 169, 175). 



other's fundamental superiority, that I cannot get him under my control as I control 

myself. "The other is not transcendent because he would be free as I am; on the contrary 

his freedom is a superiority that comes from his very transcendence." (TI 89) This 

'height' or 'transcendence' of the other beyond my sphere of influence is, for Levinas, 

the experience of the other's authority, qua other, to make demands of me; the other's 

superiority lies in my inability to measure up to infinity that I experience in the other. 

On closer analysis, the Cartesian notion of the infinite, is indeed the key to 

Levinas' ethical metaphysics. The infinity of the other "immunizes" it against all 

appropriation by ego: since I can never get the infinity of the other into my grasp, it 

always exceeds me, my ideas, and this is the source of its authority. As Levinas writes, 

"The exteriority of the infinite being [the other] is manifested in the absolute resistance 

which by its apparition, its epiphany, it opposes to all my powers."167 The other, as other, 

retains the authority to make demands of the self because with the other we experience 

the unjustifiablity of our freedom - a lack - a fundamental asymmetry. Consequently, 

the other is always experienced in the mode of superiority: "To recognize the Other is to 

give. But it is to give to the master, to the lord, to him whom one approaches as "You" in 

a dimension of height" (TI 75). The idea of "owing" something is not simply a function 

of the terms Levinas uses, e.g. "lord," "master," and so on, but comes from the fact that 

to experience the other is to experience one's own limitations, to find oneself falling 

short, to find one's projects questionable in light of the "infinity" that defines the other's 

radical alterity. 

Returning from this exegesis to the main line of argument, we now have good 

reason to believe that Levinas succeeds in demonstrating the reality of second-personal 

167 Levinas, Collected Papers, 55. 



authority in a more satisfactory and complete way than Darwall. Levinas, in contrast to 

Darwall, provides us with a rich and powerful description of the authority of persons as 

such to make moral demands. The authority of persons qua persons is not merely a 

conceptual presupposition - or a normative felicity condition - of any second-personal 

address: it is an essential and ineliminable feature of the experience of the other as such. 

This is already enough to distinguish Levinas from Darwall's second-personal account of 

moral obligation. However, the real success of Levinas' phenomenological account of 

the other - and his definitive move beyond Darwall - lies in his argument that we cannot 

escape the authoritative call of the other to ethical responsibility. For Levinas, we have 

always already responded to this call, we have always already assented to the other's 

demand that we justify ourselves, even as we attempt to crush or eradicate this demand. 

It will require an explication of the connection between the face and language in order to 

explicate this point, which is the purpose of the following section. 

4.2.3 Levinas' Reply to the Normative Question? 

While the previous two sections have re-examined Levinas' notion of "ontology" 

and "infinity," this section will give us cause to look in greater detail at Levinas' 

understanding of "the face." The face, as it turns out, is the point of intersection for two 

different threads in our investigation. 

First thread. The face completes the Levinasian critique of Darwall because it 

reveals the way in which the demand for ethical responsibility is in force even if some 

particular person has not explicitly made it. A problem with Darwall's theory of moral 

obligations, as pointed out by R.J. Wallace, is that Darwall appears to make "moral 
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obligation hostage to the actual responses of the individual implicated in interactions with 

each," more specifically: 

your reason not to step on the gouty toe of your neighbor seems to obtain 
independently of whether the victim of the condition orders you not to tread on 
him, but it seems equally independent of whether the victim, or anyone else, is in 
fact disposed to respond to your treading on his toes with resentment, indignation, 
and similar accountability reactions. 

On Darwall's story, the (moral) reason not to step on your neighbor's gouty toe is 

brought into existence by the proneness of the moral community to hold people 

accountable through their reactive attitudes like blame. Thus, according to Darwall, 

moral obligations involve "implicit demands" that do not have to be "addressed" in the 

usual sense in order to be binding on individuals: they are in force before the complaining 

party has opened his or her mouth (SPS 9, 244, 290). But this means that the existence of 

the moral obligation not to "visit gratuitous suffering on the person afflicted with gout," 

as Wallace notes, is contingent on dispositions of the moral community.169 

We might wonder, however, whether this contingency is acceptable. Even if it is 

true that the moral community is appropriately disposed to capture all such instances of 

obligation like the gouty toe, in what sense is membership in this community - i.e. the 

community of free and rational person as such - necessary? For Darwall, the obligation 

will only come to be in force for those who occupy the second-person standpoint. So in 

what sense is the second-person stance unavoidable? 70 Darwall's response is that: 

whether someone actually takes up a second-person perspective or not is 
irrelevant to whether second-personal reasons for him to act actually exist. Even 
if it is adopting the second-person standpoint that commits us to accepting the 
existence of second-personal reasons, that does not mean that second-personal 

168 Wallace, "Reasons, Relations, and Commands," 27. 
169 Ibid., 27. 
170 This is one of Korsgaard's concerns in "Autonomy and the Second Person Within," 22. 
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reasons themselves depend upon our actually taking up a second-person point of 

view.171 

But to say that a person is only "committed" to accepting the existence of second-

personal reasons when she adopts the second-person perspective seems to be the same as 

admitting that those reasons exist, but are not normative or binding on that agent until she 

occupies the second-person point of view, since there is no point of contact through 

which the agent could access those reasons. So it seems that, for Darwall, at least the 

normativity of morality depends on the non-optional character of the second-person 

stance. However, Darwall's reply to apparent counter-examples to his position - those 

who would issue demands but not acknowledge the equal dignity of the person addressed, 

like the slave-holder (SPS 263-8) or Stalin (SPS 138-40) - is that such amoral agents 

"rarely reject the second-person standpoint outright. To the contrary, they generally 

manipulate it for their own purposes" (SPS 266). This reply, though, simply admits that 

second-person standpoint is in principle avoidable (albeit under specialized conditions) 

and therefore, that morality has no unconditional normative source. So whatever the 

success of Darwall's theory, he himself is forced to acknowledge that his vindication of 

morality will be a contingent one. As we will see, Levinas' phenomenology of the face 

makes no such concession, and as a result moves substantially beyond Darwall's position. 

Second thread. The face supplies us with Levinas' ultimate answer to the 

normative question, or better said, represents his refusal to answer the question. The 

face-to-face relation as articulated by Levinas is a descriptive/normative event, one which 

blends the traditional distinction between 'is' and 'ought'.172 On the one hand, the face is 

171 Darwall, "Reply to Korsgaard, Wallace, and Watson," 60. 
172 Levinas' blending of the descriptive and normative is brought out by Patrica H. Werhane, "Levinas' 
Ethics: A Normative Perspective without Metaethical Constraints," in Ethics as First-Philosophy, ed. A. 
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a description of the primordial social relation, and it reveals the way in which language, 

self, and community emerge from this original face-to-face experience. Thus, the face 

and the ethical demand it represents are an inescapable fact about the experience of 

human intersubjectivity, even if - importantly - it is a phenomenological fact and so not 

exhausted by any one description of its structure, including Levinas' articulation. On the 

other hand, the face is a normative event, insofar as it reveals the character and extent of 

ethical responsibility: in Totality and Infinity, moral obligation is defined as an infinite 

responsibility to the other (TI244-5); in Otherwise than Being, it is characterized as 

"substitution," the way in which the self is responsible for the other prior to any consent 

or avowal by the subject.173 "Substitution" is the way in which the subject is "taken 

hostage" or "obsessed" by the other because the very structure of subjectivity is such that 

one is "responsible to the Other prior to preoccupation with oneself."174 The face, then, is 

a phenomenological description of a normative demand for ethical responsibility; it is a 

demand that we live up to an ideal Levinas elsewhere calls "saintliness": to see in the 

approach of another human being "that there is something more important than my life, 

and that is the life of the other," and so to desire to become "the person who in his being 

is more attached to the being of the other than his own" (PL 172-3, 177). 

However, the face represents a refusal to answer the normative question because, 

even as the authority of the other is revealed in the face, what justifies the use of this 

authority - that is, the right of the other to demand our infinite allegiance, our infinite 

Peperzak, (New York: Routledge, 1995): 59-67. Werhane, however, does not emphasize the way in which 
Levinas' work is a phenomenological description, and not merely a "descriptive analysis" of the self in the 
world and community, and so misses the crucial sense in which Levinas' account of the face is justified by 
the phenomenological method. 
173 Emmanuel Levinas, Otherwise than Being, trans. Alphonso Lingis, (The Hague: Martinus Nijohoff, 
1981), 13, 113-8. 
174 Critchley, The Ethics of Deconstruction, 113. 
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servitude - is nowhere elucidated by Levinas. Nor would he risk such a description: it 

would require a return to the ontological plane in which the other is accountable to the 

self, suspending the fundamental asymmetry of the ethical relation in which "I demand of 

myself that which I cannot demand of the other" (PL 176). So Levinas essentially 

suspends the normative question - he will not say what legitimates the other's authority 

to call to ethical responsibility, he will only describe the nature and structure of this 

claim. 

The remainder of this section will attempt to draw these two threads together -

that is, to show that Levinas' description of the face not only demonstrates how he, in the 

final analysis surpasses Darwall's position, but also the way in which he prepares for, but 

does not answer, the normative question. Pace Levinas' anti-ontological sensibilities, I 

submit that he does have something quite significant to say about the issue of 

normativity: Levinas' phenomenology of the face makes a kind of transcendental claim, 

namely, that the face in the first case is not an object of knowledge but an expression, a 

first "signification" that subsequently becomes the foundation of language itself. So, 

while Levinas is not going to show why the demand for ethical responsibility is justified, 

he shows us how it might be justified: insofar as we have entered into a linguistic 

community, insofar as we share a world with the other, we have always already 

responded to the moral demand; we have already consented to the demand to respect 

others - i.e. we have submitted to the authority of the face - by speaking with the other, 

which establishes the ground for all intersubjective relationships and communities. In 

order to make this argument, however, one has to move beyond the letter of the 

Levinasian doctrine, since it requires one to interpret the face in ontological terms, which 
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is exactly what Levinas refuses to do. Despite Levinas' reservations, this is the 

argumentative move I will make below (section 4.5). 

The face. Despite its visual connotations, the face is not something we see for 

Levinas: it is "an irreducible means of access" - "it is a demand" - a "fundamental event" 

and "not at all a representation"; he adds: "The face is a hand in search of recompense, an 

open hand. That is, it needs something. It is going to ask you for something" (PL 168-9). 

Levinas' descriptive imagery is carefully chosen to underscore that fact that the face-to-

face relation is not one of cognitive subsumption or objectifying thought. Rather, my 

relationship with the other is one in which I focus on the particularity and alterity of the 

individual in front of me, in which the presents the request or injunction of a unique 

individual. This non-subsumptive relationship occurs in speech: as Levinas writes, "I do 

not only think that he is, I speak to him. He is my partner.. .1 have spoken to him, that is 

to say, I have neglected the universal being that he incarnates in order to remain with the 

particular being he is." For Levinas, a human being is the only being that we are 

unable to encounter without expressing this very encounter, that is, without being drawn 

into discourse; the other is first of all someone with whom I converse. The reason for this 

is that we are unable to avoid the ethical claim that is intrinsic to any experience of the 

other, as Levinas describes it, "the eyes break through the mask - the language of the 

eyes, impossible to dissemble. The eye does not shine; it speaks" (TI66). I necessarily 

have to respond in some way to the ethical injunction of the other's address - for Levinas 

the first word of the face is "you shall not commit murder" (TI 199) - because this 

primordial discourse, "whose first word is obligation," founds language, reason, selfhood, 

and the objective world. Thus, the face is "the discourse that obliges the entering into 

175 Levinas, Basic Philosophical Writings, 7. 
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discourse... a 'force' that convinces even 'the people who do not wish to listen'"(TI 201) 

because those who would seek to avoid the "epiphany" of the face are already committed 

to these things: they are selves with interior lives who communicate with others about the 

objective world through language. They cannot avoid the face because they themselves 

have already responded to it. To reconstruct the face's founding relationship to each of 

these other notions is too large a task for the present section, so let me instead briefly 

recapitulate the connection of the face to language, and the resulting connection of 

language to world and objectivity. 

For Levinas, the face - which is the other's first word to the self - represents the 

primordial speaking or the "primordial signification," whose being consists in "putting 

into question in an ethical relation constitutive freedom itself (TI 206). However, this 

"signification" is not manifested by means of language or signs; rather, it founds 

language itself. In Levinas words: "it is not the mediation of the sign that forms 

signification, but signification (whose primordial event is the face to face) that makes the 

sign function possible. The primordial essence of language is to be sought... in the 

presentation of meaning" (TI 206). So what is this "meaning" that is the essence of 

language? He writes: 

Meaning is the face of the Other, and all recourse to words takes place already 
within the primordial face to face of language. Every recourse to words 
presupposes the comprehension of the primary signification, but this 
comprehension, before being interpreted as "consciousness of," is society and 
obligation. Signification is the Infinite, but infinity does not present itself to a 
transcendental thought, nor even to meaningful activity, but presents itself in the 
Other; the Other faces me and puts me in question and obliges me by his essence 
qua infinity. That "something" we call signification arises in being with language 
because the essence of language is the relation with the Other (TI 206-7). 
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The origin of language, then, lies in being with Other, the other presenting herself and 

obliging me to respond. Language, as the system of signs founded on this primordial 

signification, begins when the other speaks to me, when the other "signifies" for the first 

time. In Levinas' words, "signification arises from the other stating or understanding the 

world, which precisely is thematized in his language or in his understanding. 

Signification starts with the speech in which the world is at the same time thematized and 

interpreted" (TI97). The other initiates a conversation and the process of developing a 

language by first speaking of the world, as Levinas puts it, "The Other, the signifier, 

manifests himself in speech by speaking of the world and not of himself; he manifest 

himself by proposing the world, by thematizing it" (TI 96). This first speaking, in turn, 

permits "the putting into question" of the ego's possession of the world, and through the 

resulting development of language, objectivity itself. 

Speech represents the original relation to the other for Levinas because, in 

responding to the other's words, I cease trying to "incorporate" the other into my world; 

instead, I attempt to offer my world to the other, i.e. to develop common terms through 

which I can share my "interior" life with an "exterior" other. A meaningful and objective 

world begins to emerge when the ego responds to the other's call to conversation and 

allows its "world of enjoyment" to become a theme, to take on a signification for the 

other. As Levinas writes, "in designating a thing I designate it to the Other," and in so 

doing, "the act of designation modifies my relation of enjoyment and possession with 

things, places the things in the perspective of the Other" (TI 209). This mediation of 

things by a sign that represents them - i.e. through language - permits the ego to "render 

176 "Objectivity," Levinas writes, "is posited in a discourse, in a conversation which proposes the world" 
(TI96). 
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the things offerable, detach them from my own usage, alienate them, render them 

exterior" (TI209). To designate a thing as such and such, then, is to make a gift to the 

other through the symbol: "to thematize is to offer the world to the Other in speech" (TI 

209). And it is through this gift that the objective world emerges - in the very work of 

language, in the subject detaching itself from its exclusive possession of things. Because 

we develop words that belong to neither of us exclusively, we are able to constitute a 

sense of objectivity: an objective world that is ours, to which we have both contributed 

by mastering shared concepts. "In speaking I do not transmit to the Other what is 

objective for me: the objective becomes objective only through communication" (TI 

210). 

It is for this reason that Levinas calls the original relationship between the self and 

other teaching. As he claims, "the condition of theoretical truth and error is the word of 

the other, his expression" and similarly, that "to receive from the Other beyond the 

capacity of the I" means not only "to have the idea of infinity" but also "to be taught" (TI 

51). It is through language that the other teaches me the "commonplaces" - the 

definitions - of the other's world; through these common terms the individuality of the 

world as constituted by me becomes a world held in common. Speech is a teaching for 

Levinas because "it consists in explaining oneself with respect to speech," that is, in 

"founding a community by giving, by presenting the phenomenon as given" (TI 98). The 

other, moreover, in initiating this conversation "can come to the assistance of his 

discourse" and is "an inexhaustible surplus of attention arising in the ever recommenced 

effort of language to clarify its own manifestation" (TI 96, 97). The other commences 

the unfolding of meaning between interiority and exteriority - language - that is not an 
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end or a collection of signs, but an origin of all signification, a continual clarification of 

what one means to and for the other. 

Finally, then, we have Levinas' argument for the irrecusability of the face - that 

is, why the moral demand is always already in force independent of the dispositions of 

the moral community. The face is an expression prior to any other manifestation, 

irreducible to manifestation, and so it has no logical contradictory: to refuse the face 

would be already to have acknowledged the claim, to have responded to the expression 

and to have offered a response of one's own in the grammar of manifestation. To deny 

the face is to have offered a meaningful gesture in reply to the other's injunction, to 

manifest oneself in response to the original claim. One cannot evade the face because 

one always responds in a meaningful way to its expression, i.e. in a way that presupposes 

language. Yet for Levinas, language itself presupposes the face: it is "the ethical 

condition or essence of language, the function of language prior to all disclosure of 

being" (TI200). Thus, the demand present in the face is inescapable and ineliminable 

because - if I am in society with others, if I transact with them in any of the ways detailed 

in phenomenological ontology - 1 have always already responded to the call to ethical 

responsibility: I already share the world with the other. In Levinas' words: "to utter T . . . 

means to possess a privileged place with regard to responsibilities for which no one can 

replace me and from which no one can release me. To be unable to shirk: this is the I" 

(TI 245). To be a self - to be an interiority at all - is for Levinas to have already 

responded to the call of the other: "The surpassing of phenomenal or inward existence 

does not consist in receiving the recognition of the Other, but in offering him one's being. 

To be in oneself is to express oneself, that is, already to serve the Other" (TI 183). In this 
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way, we cannot refuse the call of the face because we have already assented to it - any 

refusal would only testify to our prior acknowledgment of the demand for ethical 

responsibility. 

Thus, while Levinas does not tell us what justifies the other's authority to make 

this ethical demand, he illuminates a path by which such an argument might be made: the 

other's authority to oblige us can be legitimated if we assent to it, in this case, if Levinas' 

transcendental claim about the priority of the face to language can be redeemed. I believe 

it can, but only if one admits it is a phenomenological insight, or more pointedly, that it is 

true by the lights of phenomenological investigation. This will require us to take a stand 

on the veridicality of Levinas' investigations qua phenomenology. Derrida and Ricoeur 

set the stage for this re-interpretation of Levinas as phenomenologist and an ontological 

thinker. 

4.3 The Limits of Levinas 

Although Levinas' work represents a major breakthrough concerning the primacy 

of the ethical relation, his account has its own limitations. On my reading, two eminent 

criticisms of Levinas - one offered by Ricoeur and the other by Derrida - reveal the need 

to return to phenomenological ontology from Levinas' ethical metaphysics in order to 

authenticate his findings. 

According to Paul Ricoeur, the question raised by Levinas' phenomenology of 

"great kinds" is not on the level of phenomenological description, nor is it even an 

"alternative phenomenology," despite Levinas' wish to do phenomenology while 

forsaking Husserl's theory of intentionality.177 Rather, for Ricoeur, Levinas' would-be 

177 Ricoeur, "Oneself as Another," 336; cited parenthetically as OaA for the remainder of the chapter. 
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"alternative phenomenology" is joined with a constructive, extra-phenomenological 

"reworking" of the great kinds of the Same and the Other (OaA 336). On Ricoeur's 

reading, in order to break with the philosophy of representation and enter into the domain 

of ethics, Levinas inserts his own break-point: the Same-Other relation, in which the 

Same is a totalizing separation, and the Other is an exteriority inexpressible in the 

language of the Same. The question that must be taken up, then, is how are we to think 

of the relationship of the same to the other, in which "the Other absolves itself from 

relation, in the same movement by which the Infinite draws free from Totality"? (OaA 

336). The problem, he argues, is that "this thought of absolute otherness stems from the 

use of hyperbole" - and by this notion of hyperbole, he adds - "it must be strongly 

underscored, we are not to understand a figure of style, a literary trope, but the systematic 

practice of excess in philosophical argumentation" (OaA 337). For Ricoeur, Levinas is 

strategically excessive in his account of exteriority in order to establish the absolute break 

of the other from the same. This strategy, however, ultimately leaves Levinas in an 

aporia: the radical definition of his terms, which Levinas needs in order for his 

'metaphysical' argument to go through, at the same time undercuts his ability to see that 

argument through to the end. 

In Totality and Infinity, the hyperbole of separation is used by Levinas to establish 

the diametrical opposition of the Same and the Other. On the one side, Ricouer argues, 

Levinas must make the "remarkable" claim that the ego begins "possessed by the desire 

to form a circle with itself, to identify," a desire that prior to the breaking in of the Other 

keeps the ego "stubbornly closed, locked up" (OaA 337). It is only based on this 

hyperbolic starting point, Ricoeur contends, that Levinas could claim, "In separation... 
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the I is ignorant of the Other (TI62, OaA 337). On the other side, Levinas' notion of the 

Other is also aided by the hyperbole of separation. Only because Levinas assumes for the 

other an absolute exteriority and elevation can he claim that the other is "not some 

interlocutor" - someone at our 'level' - but "a paradigmatic figure of the type of a master 

of justice" (OaA 337). Levinas trades on this same hyperbolic assumption of separation 

when he claims that the speech of this master "is a teaching," a teaching contrary to 

maieutics that renders "sterile" all the insights garnered from within the Same (OaA 337). 

There is no reason to think, based on our own experiences of other people, that we first 

are unaware of others in our egoistic absorption, nearly to the point of autism, or second, 

that the other "teaches" us another ethics different than what we already know from our 

own experiences, or more precisely, that the other is even interested in ethics and justice 

from the start. These claims are not phenomenologically justified, but follow from the 

hyperbolic assumption of separation that Levinas makes to get his critique of ontology 

off the ground. 

The problem with this hyperbolic strategy is that, for Ricoeur, it ultimately 

renders senseless the very phenomena it ought to have clarified, namely, the concepts of 

"self and I, and the formation of a concept of selfhood defined by its openness and its 

capacity for discovery" (OaA 339). Moreover, in order for any of Levinas' descriptions 

of the self-other relation to function, he must presuppose the same kind of reciprocity and 

mediation that is antithetical to his hyperbolic starting points. Exteriority cannot have 

Levinas' desired effect, "namely awakening a responsible response to the other's call," 

Ricoeur argues, "except by presupposing a capacity of reception, of discrimination, and 

of recognition" on the part of interiority. This responsiveness, Ricoeur argues, would 
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require "another philosophy of the Same than that to which the philosophy of the Other 

replies" (OaA 339). For after all, "if interiority were indeed determined solely by the 

desire for retreat and closure, how could it ever hear a word addressed to it, which would 

seem so foreign to it that this word would be as nothing for an isolated existence?" (OaA 

339).178 Without some kind of philosophical account of how the self is receptive to the 

other's call, along with some account of how the self can discern, recognize, and take into 

account the otherness of the other - a kind of receptivity Levinas' hyperbole seems to 

render unthinkable - Levinas' ethical metaphysics, Ricoeur writes, "appears to me to 

lead... to an impasse" (OaA 339). In sum, for Ricoeur, Levinas' concept of radical 

otherness cannot reach its desired ends precisely because of its hyperbolic appeal to 

separation. 

At the same time, as we saw above, if Levinas did not rely on this radical 

separation of the same and the other, he would be unable to carry out his attack on the 

totalizing impulse of ontology. If this is true, then Levinas would have created just 

another ontology of violence, rather than a metaphysics of justice. This, in a nutshell, is 

the basic thrust of Derrida's critique of Levinas: despite Levinas' intentions, his critique 

of phenomenology and ontology nevertheless presupposes the language of ontology, and 

therefore, Levinas' ethical insights will simply be recouped in a new philosophical 

ontology. The core of Derrida's critique, found deep within his difficult study of 

Levinas, is semi-Hegelian. The very concepts themselves, 'same' and 'other', would be 

unintelligible without their opposites. What can the 'same' be unless it is contrasted with 

178 Levinas may have some answer to this question, since the threat of death and the presence of the il ya 
(the level of non-sentient, non-personal, anonymous being, e.g. being swallowed up by the ocean), makes 
the ego anxious about the possibility of its disintegration, and therefore, anticipates the call of the Other 
within the sphere of the Same. 
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the other; what is 'other' unless it is contrasted with the same? Putting it in terms of 

purely conceptual analysis, Derrida argues, "the infinitely other cannot be what it is -

infinitely other - except by being absolutely not the same. That is, in particular, by being 

other than itself (non ego). Being other than itself, it is not what it is. Therefore, it is not 

I*7Q 

infinitely other, etc." Thus, to grasp one concept - either sameness or otherness - is to 

grasp both of them. Likewise, to employ one is to implicitly draw on that concept's 

distinction from its opposite. 

For Derrida, like Ricoeur (who was undoubtedly inspired by Derrida's critique), 

this necessary conceptual relation calls into question Levinas' doctrine of total separation 

between the Same and the Other, between the self and the face. Levinas' argument for 

the infinity of the other depends first on articulating the sphere of the same, in describing 

the ego's world and its self-satisfaction as totally self-enclosed before the other breaks in 

on it. But this is impossible if the ego's enclosure of the Same, or the face's infinite 

alterity, is to make no reference to its opposite, as Levinas requires it must. As Derrida 

puts it: 
The expression "infinitely other" or "absolutely other" cannot be stated and 
thought simultaneously.. .the other cannot be absolutely exterior to the same 
without ceasing to be other.. .consequently, the same is not a totality closed in 
upon itself, an identity playing with itself, having only the appearance of alterity, 
in what Levinas calls economy, work, and history. How could there be a "play of 
the same" if alterity itself was not already in the same, with a meaning of 
inclusion doubtless betrayed by the word inl (VM 127) 

How, Derrida asks, can all of the activities of the ego that Levinas mentions - economy, 

work, history, which he calls the 'play of the same' - be carried out without a recognition 

and understanding of otherness already operating within the realm of the Same? In order 

to make any distinctions, between work and play, for example, a notion of sameness and 

179 Derrida, "Violence and Metaphysics," 126; cited parenthetically as VM for the remainder of the chapter. 
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otherness must already be employed, which would imply that some level of alterity is 

already present in the Same, that the self in it egoistic mode is not wholly isolated from 

otherness. Working in reverse, this implies in turn, that the Other, when it breaks in on 

the Same in the experience of the face is not purely absolved from the relation with the 

Same, but must be accessible to it in some way, and therefore not purely other. 

Derrida's essential insight is that some conceptual scheme must be presupposed 

by Levinas in order for him to employ the concepts he does in a meaningful way. Thus, 

every relationship of asymmetry and separation implicitly makes use of some conceptual 

measure which the two 'separated' entities or opposing terms presuppose. Derrida 

writes: 

That it is necessary to state infinity's excess over totality in the language of 
totality; that it is necessary to state the other in the language of the Same; that it is 
necessary to think true exteriority as non-exteriority, that is, still by means of the 
Inside-Outside structure and by spatial metaphor; and that it is necessary still to 
inhabit the metaphor in ruins, to dress oneself in tradition's shreds and the devil's 
patches - all this means, perhaps, that there is not philosophical logos which must 
not first let itself be expatriated into the structure Inside-Outside. (VM 112) 

For Derrida, the problem of having to voice one's criticisms of the tradition from within 

the language of that tradition is not unique to Levinas, but a matter of running up against 

the boundary of philosophical language itself. The best one can do, he goes on, is "use 

up tradition's words, rub them like a rusty and devalued coin" or to "write by crossing 

out" and "by crossing out what already has been crossed," for even that first crossing out 

of what has been said still makes use of space, of the whole Inside-Outside scheme from 

which no philosopher can truly escape (VM 113). Levinas' arguments are caught up in 

this structure, and therefore, his absolute designations of 'same' and 'other' employed as 
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a critique of ontology are in fact parasitic on an underlying ontological scheme. 

Levinas himself conceded this point later on, and in his second major work, Otherwise 

than Being, took what has been called the 'deconstructive turn' in attempt to deal with the 

problem. The success of that strategy goes beyond the scope of this presentation, 

however, and the decisive problems with Levinas' position have already been uncovered. 

4.4 Distillation: Levinas' Contribution and the Problem of Method 

Given these well-known criticisms of Levinas, the question for us is how to move 

forward from his ethical metaphysics given that Levinas' polemic against ontology 

cannot be seen through to the end. While I want to follow Ricouer's accusation that 

Levinas is "hyperbolic" in his argument, I believe the most interesting hyperbole lies not 

in the play of the Same/Other in Levinas' description of ipseity, but in Levinas' allergy to 

ontology and his ambivalence to the phenomenological method. I want to push Ricoeur 

in the direction of Derrida, not because I mean to take up the desconstructive critique of 

Levinas, but because the deconstructive critique both reveals the limits of Levinas and 

uncovers the possibility of making a return to phenomenological ontology. More 

specifically, I want to move toward Dominique Janicaud's reflections on method in 

Levinas. Janicaud objects that phenomenology is "doubly short-circuited" in Levinas' 

hands, first in "its transcendental grasp of intentionality" and second in the "neutrality of 

its descriptions." On the one hand, Janicaud argues that Levinas' attempt outstrip 

Husserlian intentionality by means of the idea of infinity depends on a critique of a 

180 Roland Paul Blum, "Deconstruction and Creation," Philosophy and Phenomenological Research, 46/ 2 
(Dec, 1985), 295. 
181 See Critchley, The Ethics of Deconstruction, for an extended treatment of Levinas' move towards 
deconstruction in order to address the questions raised by Derrida. 
182 Dominique Janicaud, "The Theological Turn of French Phenomenology," in Phenomenology and the 
'Theological Turn', trans. Bernard G. Prusak, (New York: Fordham University Press, 2000), 47. 
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"sham intentionality," and on the other, the methodological demand that 

phenomenologists "presuppose nothing" in their openness to the "thing themselves" is 

eclipsed by Levinas' "alliance with an other order," a "dogmatism" that could only be 

"religious." While we cannot review in detail Janicaud's critique of Levinas, we can 

pose, as Janicaud does, the question of method to Levinas in order to discern the extent of 

his contribution. Our concern, as Janicaud writes, is to: 

ask if the two-timing of phenomenology does not compromise Levinas's profound 
intention by enclosing it in an abstract schema. He wanted to avoid the pitfalls of 
the eidetic, but did he truly: has he not produced an eidetic discourse in reverse, 
whose extreme term is the exteriority of the Other [Autre] and which is more 
empiricist than empirical (which Derrida wanted, without a doubt, to point 
out)?185 

To render this question in the terms of our investigation: has Levinas' potential 

contribution to the discussion of the normativity of morality been compromised by his 

excessive concern with the 'totalizing' aspect of the phenomenological method, so much 

so that he has produced something un-philosophical (i.e. un-phenomenological, merely 

speculative or edifying) in the name of avoiding the reduction of the other to the same? 

That Levinas himself has eschewed discussion of method in his philosophy has 

made this line of questioning problematic. Even as he says in interviews, "Indeed, from 

the point of view of philosophical method and discipline, I remain to this day a 

phenomenologist" (FF 14), he says elsewhere: 

I do not believe that a transparency in method is possible, nor that philosophy is 
possible as transparency. Those who have spent their lives on methodology have 
written many books in place of the more interesting books they could have 
written. What a pity for the walk beneath the noon-day sun that philosophy is 
said to be.186 

183 Ibid., 38. 
184 Ibid., 45. 
185 Ibid. 
186 Emmanuel Levinas, "Questions et reponses," Le Nouveau Commerce, 36-37 (Spring 1977), 75. 
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This disavowal of discussion of method leads to trivial remarks in the secondary 

literature like the following: "the question of method is simply the wrong entrance into 

Levinas' thought" because "a methodological analysis necessarily misses the gestures 

and inflections that comprise the original philosophical style Levinas has developed" and 

"can never discover why Levinas induces trembling in those who read him"; or 

similarly that "we must regard the argument of Totality and Infinity primarily as a gesture 

rather than as a description of an object or state of affairs" and the "paradoxical 

antiphenomenology and anti-ontology of Totality and Infinity are to be taken, hot as 

phenomenological and ontological theses, but as pointers from phenomenology and 

ontology to that which they fail to express, the transcendence of the moral life." To 

such claims we might ask: If Totality and Infinity is a "gesture," what is this gesture 

about? If in fact it is concerned with "the moral life," then to say that these claims are not 

"phenomenological or ontological theses" is already to admit - as Janicaud fears - that 

they cannot constitute anything philosophically substantive, but merely make up an 

"original and inspiring oeuvre" whose purpose is to induce fear and trembling in its 

readers (TT 45). Indeed, such claims go so far as to make Levinas' philosophy a-

phenomenological, much farther than even Janicaud desires - he simply wants to 

question the "legitimacy" of Levinas' "too easy" dismissal of "the majority of 

phenomenology's methodological constraints" while retaining the title of 

'phenomenology'for his work.189 

187 C. W. Reed, "Levinas' Question," in Face to Face with Levinas, ed. R. Cohen, (Albany: SUNY Press, 
1986), 74. 
188 S. G. Smith, "Reason as One for Another: Moral and Theoretical Argument in the Philosophy of 
Levinas," in Face to Face with Levinas, ed. R. Cohen, (Albany: SUNY Press, 1986), 56. 
189 Janicaud, "The Theological Turn of French Phenomenology," 39. 



Simon Cntchley is one commentator who has not dismissed the problem of 

method in Levinas - he claims for example, that "the methodological problem" of how to 

describe the self s exposure to the other without utterly betraying the alterity of the other 

"haunts every page of Otherwise than Being," which he believes is Levinas' 

masterwork.190 It is his reading of "Violence of Metaphysics" that can point the way 

forward for us. As Critchley puts it, what Derrida points out is that Levinas' "dream of a 

non-totalizing ethical relation to the Other that is linguistic but which exceeds the 

totalizing language of the tradition remains just that, a dream."m The reason for this 

failure is that Levinas' language remains in various ways parasitic on the 

phenomenological ontology he means to overcome. Derrida puts this in a variety of 

ways: 

Levinas' metaphysics in a sense presupposes - at least we have attempted 
to show this - the transcendental phenomenology that it seeks to put into 
question (VM 133). 

By making the origin of language, meaning, and difference the relation to 
the infinitely other, Levinas is resigned to betraying his own intentions in 
his philosophical discourse (VM 151). 

One must reflect upon the necessity in which this experience finds itself, 
the injunction by which it is ordered to occur as logos...the necessity to 
borrow the ways of the unique philosophical logos, which can only invert 
the 'curvature of space' for the benefit of the same (VM 152). 

Derrida's point is that Levinas remains within the domain of ontology even as he tries to 

surpass it. The reason for this failure, on Critchley's reading of Derrida, is that Levinas 

has inadequately thought through the problems regarding the limit of philosophy, that 

one is obliged to speak philosophically about the very same things that one insists cannot 

be spoken of philosophically. Derrida sums up the paradoxical problem in this way: "If 

190 Criticely, The Ethics of Deconstruction, 164. 
191 Ibid., 259. 



one has to philosophize, one has to philosophize; if one does not have to philosophize, 

one still has to philosophize (to say and think it). One always has to philosophize," and 

adds that this is a problem that Levinas knows full well, for in Levinas' own words (cited 

by Derrida): "one could not possibly... arrest philosophical discourse without 

philosophizing" (VM 152). This means, then, that Levinas' attempt to "arrest" 

ontological discourse without delving into ontology cannot succeed either. 

This reading allows us to see a different sense in which Levinas' critical approach 

to transcendental phenomenology is a kind of hyperbolic method, a "phenomenology of 

the overflow," which he attempts to set in juxtaposition to transcendental 

phenomenology. To give some examples of Levinas' re-interpretation of the 

Husserlian notion of intentionality as "overflow": 

Consciousness then does not consist in equaling being with representation, 
in tending to the full light in which this adequation is to be sought, but 
rather in overflowing this play of lights - this phenomenology (TI27-8). 

What does it matter if in the Husserlian phenomenology taken literally 
these unsuspected horizons are in their turn interpreted as thoughts aiming 
at objects! What counts is the idea of the overflowing of objectifying 
thought by a forgotten experience from which it lives (TI 28). 

The sense of our whole effort is to contest the ineradicable conviction of 
every philosophy that objective knowledge is the ultimate relation of 
transcendence, that the Other (though he be different from the things) must 
be known objectively, even if his freedom should deceive this nostalgia 
for knowledge. The sense of our whole effort lies in affirming not that the 
Other forever escapes knowing, but that there is no meaning in speaking 
here of knowledge or ignorance, for justice [ethics], the preeminent 
transcendence and the condition for knowing, is nowise, as one would 
like, a noesis correlative of a noema (TI 89-90). 

192 In contrast, Critchley argues that "Violence and Metaphysics" succeeds as a "clotural reading" - i.e. a 
deconstructive reading, running up against the edge of discursive thought - because it is suspended 
between these two origins, the Greek (the philosophical logos) and the Jewish (the infinity of the Other), 
and postpones the decision of choosing between them; it is a double-reading of Levinas' text that refuses to 
choose between the two moments opened in its exposition: the Hellenic and the Hebraic. 
193 On Levinas "phenomenological inspiration," see Janicaud, "The Theological Turn of French 
Phenomenology," 36-9. 
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Even as these passages constitute the essence of Levinas' positive contribution to the 

study of ethics - i.e. the claim that the "ethical relation" is the founding relation 

constitutive of the experience of the other person, rather than a founded relation as it is in 

Husserl194 - it also is the expression of Levinas' aplomb: the philosophical attitude, 

described by Janicaud, through which the philosopher moves from the order of 

phenomenological evidence to affirm that which can only be grounded speculation.195 

Levinas' aplomb is that he takes seriously that which can only be meant in hyperbolic 

terms - that is, he takes the findings of his method, the "phenomenology of the 

overflow," as justified in the same way as those of transcendental phenomenology. 

The hyperbole of Levinas methodological point of departure is to be found in 

claims of this kind: that he is "not at all sure that the face is a phenomenon," since "the 

phenomenon is what appears" and "appearance is not the mode of being of the face" (PL 

171). But this must be hyperbole, since to say the face has a "mode of being" is already 

to admit that it appears in some fashion, otherwise it would not be experienced at all; in 

fact, as Levinas goes on to say, the face appears precisely as a demand, and despite 

Levinas' predilections, it can be thematized just as such an intentional relation of being 

commanded.196 Thus, to cite Levinas contra Levinas, the face is a "phenomenon" or an 

"appearing" that can be described, just as he does: "The presence of the Other, or 

expression, source of all signification, is not contemplated as an intelligible essence, but 

is heard as language, and thereby is effectuated exteriorly" (TI297). In this way, we can 

194 Here I concur with S0ren Overgaard's insightful suggestion, "On Levinas' Critique of Husserl," in 
Metaphysics, Facticity, Interpretation, ed. Dan Zahavi, Sara Heinamaa, Hans Ruin, (Dordrecht: Kluwer, 
2003), 131. 
195 Janicaud, "The Theological Turn of French Phenomenology," 25. 
196 It is hard to see how Levinas himself can be read otherwise: "The face is, from the start, the demand... it 
is the frailty of the one who needs you, who is counting on you" (PL 171). As Ricoeur points out, even if 
the face does not appear as a spectacle, it nevertheless appears as a voice that commands me (OaA 336). 



conclude that Levinas thesis about the priority of the face to all signs is likewise 

hyperbolic: "The signifier, he who gives a sign, is not signified. It is necessary to have 

already been in the society of signifiers for the sign to be able to appear as a sign. Hence 

the signifier must present himself before every sign, by himself - present a face" (TI 

182). 

The aplomb of Levinas' position occurs when he moves from this hyperbolic 

starting point to affirm that which cannot be given to experience: "Ethics is not derived 

from an ontology of nature; it is its opposite, a meontology, which affirms a meaning 

beyond being, a primary mode of non-being (me-on)" (FF 25). But what can "affirming" 

mean here? 'To affirm' is precisely to avow an appearance of something as something, 

e.g. that it is a "meaning beyond being." In order for something to be affirmed in any 

legitimate way, it must appear to someone as such - as a "meaning beyond being" - or 

else it is merely affirmed speculatively and without insight. But since Levinas has 

already hyperbolically rejected transcendental phenomenology, he is led to the 

speculative conclusion that the ethical relation is a me-ontology, a phenomenology of 

non-being, which can only be stated as a self-contradiction. To say that ethics is a me

ontology is to say something about that which, by definition, cannot appear since it is 

"beyond being," and so can never be a phenomenon. There can be no phenomenology of 

non-being, and therefore, it is pure aplomb to suggest that "ethics is a me-ontology." 

With even greater aplomb, Levinas designates the ethical relation - that which 

cannot appear - as a relation to God. Here we must recall the exposition from section 

4.2.3, where Levinas explicates the experience of infinity in the face in terms of the 

relation to God as the absolute other. Elsewhere, he claims: 
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It is in this ethical perspective that God must be thought, and not in the 
ontological perspective of our being-there or of some supreme being and creator 
correlative to the world, as traditional metaphysics often held. God, as the God of 
alterity and transcendence, can only be understood in terms of that interhuman 
dimension which, to be sure, emerges in the phenomenological-ontological 
perspective of the intelligible world, but which cuts through and perforates the 
totality of presence and points towards the absolutely other (FF 20-1). 

While this may be the textual basis for those readings of Levinas that would dismiss 

methodological considerations, one must nevertheless admit that the characterization of 

the ethical relation as a relation to God can only be affirmed if one already has a 

metaphysical notion of God and subsequently 'discovers' this 'gesture' towards the 

divine in the ethical relation. But nowhere in that experience, understood as a 

transcendental claim about the structure of intersubjectivity, do we find grounds for this 

insertion of God. As has been shown elsewhere, the notion of God can be eidetically 

varied out of the experience of the face, but the notion of the ethical claim cannot, at least 

not without changing the nature of the transcendental claim as such.I97 The assertion that 

the other reveals the face of God, then, cannot be verified by transcendental 

phenomenology; it can only be proposed by Levinas' "phenomenology of the overflow" 

and confirmed by sheer speculation about the nature of the divine. Read in this way, it is 

at just the point where the hyperbolic veerings of Levinas' "phenomenology of the 

overflow" are affirmed without regard to Evidenz, in the Husserlian sense, that Levinas 

moves beyond the method of transcendental phenomenology and into a phenomenology 

of construction or speculation. Such claims, therefore, cannot be legitimated, at least not 

without speaking with aplomb of that which cannot be seen, of what lies "beyond being". 

Again, one can see Janicaud, or Steven Crowell, "Authentic Thinking and Phenomenological Method,' 
New Yearbook for Phenomenology and Phenomenological Philosophy, Vol. II (2002), 32-37. 



Now we must re-ask the question with which we began this section: does the 

hyperbole of Levinas' alternative phenomenology, whose findings are affirmed with 

(speculative) aplomb, change the character of what would be Levinas' essential 

contribution: the claim that ethics is first philosophy? 

Certainly, we must confess that we are deaf to all hyperbolic claims of this sort -

e.g. that "the signifier is not signified" or that "the face must present itself before every 

sign" - just as Derrida claims he is deaf to all claims in Levinas about the pluralism of 

being (i.e. that the essence of being is found in both interiority and exteriority) (VM 127). 

The signifer, the face, must at least be simultaneous with the sign that presents it in order 

for it to be present at all. To signify without the sign is not to be seen. At the same time, 

it must be acknowledged that Levinas - despite the hyperbole, aplomb, and the 

suggestions of his commentators - is indeed engaged in phenomenological description. 

In his own words: "The description of the face to face which we have attempted here is 

told to the other, to the reader who appears anew behind my discourse and my wisdom" 

(TI295; emphasis added). The face, then, must be understood as a phenomenological 

finding, and held to the standards of transcendental phenomenological evidence: 

givenness to first-personal experience. 

To this, however, it will be objected that we have corrupted the whole of Levinas' 

enterprise, and have once again made ontology first philosophy. In a sense this is true. 

But our doing so does not necessarily entail, as Levinas believes, the reduction of other to 

the same in any absolute sense. It is true that any phenomenological thematization 

renders the other as an appearance to a subjectivity; it is a reduction of the Saying to the 

Said, in the language of Otherwise than Being. But this does not mean it has renounced 
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all recourse to a critical evaluation of its findings. Indeed, in Husserl, phenomenology is 

an infinite task precisely because the description is never totally adequate to the 

experience and to all that we undergo in experiencing the things themselves. Heidegger, 

likewise, understands that every "disclosure" of being entails a concomitant "covering 

up," so the phenomenological task of "discovery" is never complete. Surely in this sense, 

then, phenomenology can recoup the demand for ethical responsibility - a version of 

ethics as first philosophy - in the Husserlian demand for "authentic thinking," i.e. the 

obligation of every phenomenologist to pursue "the things themselves" without the 

interposition of an artificial third-term or by means of undisclosed presuppositions. 

But Levinas, of course, means more than this by "ethics as first philosophy," since 

the ethical relation is also the source of a primordial normative demand: thou shall not 

kill. The face is a demand that the spontaneity of the self account for itself. It is the 

original source of language and intersubjectivity, prior to ontology. Can the radicality of 

this demand be captured by phenomenology? Or are we forced to abandon the 

phenomenological project and take up the deconstructive stance in order to respond to the 

call of ethical responsibility? 

Critchley, for one, finds in Levinas and Derrida an occasion to move to 

deconstruction as the dominant mode of philosophizing. If Derrida is right, what Levinas 

has done in Totality and Infinity is demonstrate the necessity of speaking ontologically. 

In his attempt to overcome ontology, Levinas only managed to reinscribe the language of 

ontology. Even Levinas later speaks of this necessity: "We can never completely escape 

from the language of ontology and politics. Even when we deconstruct ontology we are 

obliged to use its language" (FF 22). If that is so, then any attempt - including the of 
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phenomenological - to speak about the ethical relation will necessarily be inadequate to 

our exposure to the other in a fundamental sense; therefore, our exposure to the other will 

require us to "unsay the said" - as mentioned in the Preface to Totality and Infinity - in 

order to thematize again the ethical relation to alterity (TI 30). Thus, for Critchley, we 

must accept the truth that we live in the "liminal situation of late modernity" in which 

philosophy has exhausted its own (metaphysical) tradition, and consequently, it must 

I Q O 

search for a "breakthrough out of that tradition." Qua deconstruction, philosophy must 

enact the "double refusal of both remaining within the limits of the tradition and of the 

possibility of transgressing that limit."19 It does so through a close reading of the 

tradition's texts in search of "the figures of undecidability (e.g. Geist, pharmakon, 

supplement) in the limitless context of what we can call (sous rature) 'experience'" as a 

means of responding to the Levinasian demand for ethical responsibility.200 Ethics is thus 

"a certain practice of language... an enactment of writing at the limit of conceptual 

intelligibility, writing under the law of a necessity that risks incoherence in the name of 

thinking, a practice attentive to the aporias of closure, where ethics signifies 

enigmatically or undecidably."201 

In contrast, I find in Levinas and Derrida an occasion to return to the tradition, to 

return to transcendental phenomenology as the dominant mode of philosophizing. The 

reason for this return is not - as it is for the deconstructive stance - that we have no 

choice but to work within the tradition. I see no reason to embrace their skepticism about 

the very possibility of ontology, because at least in the case of Levinas and Totality and 

198 Critchley, The Ethics of Deconstruction, 259. 
'"Ibid. 
200 Ibid., 261. 
201 Ibid. 
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Infinity, such an assertion rests on a distorted understanding of phenomenology. Once 

the hyperbole of Levinas' analysis has been removed, we can also see that the move to 

deconstructive philosophy is not necessitated by anything in Levinas argument. If 

Levinas is despite his intentions simply "doing phenomenology," then it is true that we 

can give the other her due from within phenomenology and inside the tradition of 

ontology. Indeed, no one is more astute at demonstrating Levinas' debt to the tradition, 

and phenomenology in particular, than Derrida. Moreover, nothing in Levinas' 

critique of Husserl and Heidegger has given us reason to believe that phenomenology is 

inadequate to the task of ethically responding to the injunction of the face, perhaps in a 

manner that is more adequate than deconstruction. 

Thus, I mean to use the deconstructive critique of Levinas without embracing the 

deconstructive stance myself. Levinas' commitment to "unsay the said" need not entail a 

simultaneous pledge to the deconstructive project; rather, we have a phenomenological 

means of interpreting the claim: insofar as authentic thinking demands that the results of 

phenomenological investigation are confirmed by and repeatable in lived experience, 

phenomenology is already critical. In this respect, the other is not unlike any other 

phenomenal object, the only difference being that - for instance - perceptual objects are 

typically thought to be only in principle open to infinite investigation (insofar as we 

usually do not give them this much attention), but the other is given precisely as infinite, 

as infinitely inaccessible, and so demands this attention from us. The phenomenological 

202 For example, Derrida writes of Levinas' critique of Husserl: "It is difficult to see how Levinas has got 
beyond Husserl" (VM 121). On Levinas' critique of Heidegger, Derrida comments: "By refusing, in 
Totality and Infinity, to accord any dignity to the ontico-ontological difference, by seeing in it only a ruse 
of war, and by calling the intra-ontic movement of ethical transcendence (the movement respectful of one 
existent toward another) metaphysics, Levinas confirms Heidegger in his discourse" (VM 142). Levinas 
"confirms" Heidegger's critique of metaphysics because he does not think about the difference between 
"Being and the existent" but "thinks Being in an implicit fashion, as is inevitable in every language" (VM 
142). 
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method itself, then, requires that we strive to better articulate the alterity of the other as 

such, that we are beholden to the other and seek to improve our description and our 

understanding of that founding face-to-face relationship. What can this be if not a 

response to the demand for ethical responsibility? Insofar as phenomenology is already 

self-critical, we can justifiably claim that the essence of Levinas' thesis - "ethics is first 

philosophy" - is retained by phenomenology. What Levinas has provided is a focal point 

for this critical project: to do justice, in the ethical sense of that term, to the experience of 

the other. And so we might say without significant loss that phenomenology responds to 

an ethical demand - the face of the other - an experience that is not exhausted in its first 

articulation by Levinas, and it will not be exhausted by some 'final' or 'absolute' 

description in the future. "Ethics" in the Levinasian sense is not first philosophy, nor can 

it be, since it presupposes phenomenology as its mode of expression, but this does not 

prevent us from claiming, as Critchley does of deconstruction, that phenomenology 

"happens" ethically, that ontology has an ethical horizon to which it is beholden. 

Yet even if Levinas' supplies us with a fundamental phenomenological insight -

that intersubjectivity is itself constituted by a response to the Other's ethical injunction, 

by the call to ethical responsibility present in the face - Levinas' "ontology" is riddled 

with hyperbole. As Derrida writes, "that I am also essentially the other's other, and that I 

know I am, is the evidence of a strange symmetry whose trace appears nowhere in 

Levinas' descriptions" (VM 128). Properly speaking, then, we have no understanding of 

how the ethical relationship takes place ontologically: the relation of the same and the 

other is, on Levinas' insistence, described metaphysically. So Levinas leaves us in the 

dark about the way in which a symmetrical ontology might be constructed out of the 

203 Critchley, The Ethics of Deconstruction, 2,41. 



assymetrical and hyperbolic terms of Levinas' "phenomenology of the overflow." What 

we need is a new ontology of the self that can accommodate Levinas! phenomenological 

insight; we need a phenomenology of the self that reveals its fundamental exposure to the 

other, an ontology that is ethical. 

Such an ontology can only be accomplished through careful phenomenological 

description, through an articulation of the self that reveals the ethical injunction as its 

transcendental condition. It is only in this way that we can vindicate apparently 

hyperbolic Levinasian claims like the following: that the ego is summoned to "infinite 

responsibility" by the other, that it has "a responsibility increasing in the measure that it 

is assumed," and that "the better I accomplish my duty the fewer rights I have; the more I 

am just the more guilty I am" (TI244). This is Levinas' philosophical formulation of a 

favorite claim taken from Dostoyevsky, which he states in various ways: that "we are all 

responsible for everyone else - but I am more responsible than all the others" (FF 31) or 

that "Everyone is guilty in front of everyone else and me more than all the others" (PL 

179). But this notion of deep intersubjective responsibility is merely speculative if it 

cannot be grounded in phenomenological evidence. This, then, completes the argument 

begun in section 4.3. Levinas can show us how to establish the normativity of morality, 

but he cannot execute this grounding himself because his claims lack the proper 

phenomenological credentials. Without them, the possible grounding of morality by an 

ethical demand that is the transcendental condition for selfhood and intersubjectivity is 

set adrift in philosophical (and theological) speculation, rather than held fast by a 

phenomenological ontology. 
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4.5 A Final Word on the Second-Person Stance 

At this point, our investigation of the second-personal approach to the normative 

question has run its course. The second-personal approach - even if it can solve the 

intersubjective problems that troubled the first-personal theories - lacks a necessary 

grounding in selfhood, if this notion can be understood in a broad sense. Darwall's 

theory dissimulates a crucial moment of first-personal avowal in order to account for the 

normativity of particular moral obligations; Levinas' theory lacks an ontology (i.e. a 

complete first-personal phenomenological description of alterity, selfhood, and 

intersubjectivity) that would redeem the second-personal authority of the face. Although 

the issue of second-person authority is advanced by Levinas, the problem we raised in the 

previous chapter remains unsolved at this point: what legitimates the other's authority 

qua free and rational person over me? After all, even if the other does have a kind of 

infinite authority over me, if this authority is not legitimated, then the demand present in 

the face is just so much violence done to the self in the name of the other. There must be 

some distinction between the authority of coercive power and the authority of a moral 

demand. But how is this distinction to be made? In Levinas, as we have seen, this issue 

is lost in his hyperbolic description of the "infinity of the other" and its separation from 

the self: essentially, we are told that the other takes the place of God in the ethical 

relation, and like God, the other's authority over the self is unassailable. But insofar as 

this assertion is a function of aplomb and not phenomenological evidence, we can still 

object: simply to have authority over the self is not yet to justify or legitimate its use. 
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This is Levinas' first failure to answer the normative question, the failure to legitimate 

second-personal authority in terms of the second-personal stance alone.204 

But we can also note a second way in which Levinas fails to answer the normative 

question, since he also fails to answer it in Korsgaard's sense. If we take seriously 

Levinas' distinction between 'morality' and 'ethics' (which Levinas is by no means 

systematic in maintaining), then we can see that, unlike Darwall, Levinas has never been 

interested in accounting for the normativity of particular moral obligations. His concern, 

as he puts it, is only to articulate the "sense" of ethics, the sense of that primordial 

relation to the other. He writes: 

By morality I mean a series of rules relating to social behavior and civic duty. 
But while morality thus operates in the socio-political order of organizing and 
improving our human survival, it is ultimately founded on an ethical 
responsibility towards the other. As prima philosophia, ethics cannot itself 
legislate for society or produce rules of conduct whereby society might be 
revolutionized or transformed. ... [it is] a form of vigilant passivity to the call of 
the other, which precedes our interest in being, our inter-est, as being in the world 
attache to property and appropriating what is other than itself to itself (PL 29). 

Clearly, then, Levinas' investigation of the ethical relation is not going to provide us with 

any moral proscriptions, nor is it going to justify such rules of conduct. This represents 

Levinas' refusal to answer the normative question from the first-person point of view, 

just as he refused to answer it - although under different circumstances - from the 

second-person stance. Yet this passage has a deeper import. In it, Levinas unearths an 

idea that will be a guiding clue as we move forward: that first-personal moral behavior is 

grounded by - "founded" - by the second-personal ethical demand. Morality, for 

The reason for this failure, to reiterate, is that Levinas will not say why second-personal authority is 
justified; at best he simply shows us that this authority is already acknowledged in the constitution of 
language, self, and the intersubjective world. But this is a transcendental phenomenological claim that can 
only be redeemed in a phenomenological ontology that Levinas refuses to provide. Second-personal 
authority might be justified if we are indeed selves constituted as a response to the demand for ethical 
responsibility. 
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Levinas, governs the world of politics and the social exchanges of citizens in a society; 

ethics, in turn, is "the extreme exposure and sensitivity of one subjectivity to another," 

the fundamental passivity and receptivity of the self to the other. Levinas, however, has 

more to say about the relation between these two domains: "Ethics becomes morality and 

hardens its skin as soon as we move into the political world of the impersonal 'third' -

the world of government, institutions, tribunals, prisons, schools, committees, and so on. 

But the norm that must continue to inspire and direct the moral order is the ethical norm 

of the interhuman" (FF 29-30). Thus, the "moral-political order" has an "ethical 

foundation," and importantly, the moral-political order "may have to be challenged in the 

name of our ethical responsibility to the other" (FF 30). It is for this reason that Levinas 

believes ethics must remain first philosophy - it has a critical relation to the moral-

political order. 

This, I think, is the final insight that we can draw from Levinas. The "norm" to 

which the moral order is beholden - that is, the norm to which our particular moral 

obligations must be responsive - is articulated in the second-personal demand for ethical 

responsibility expressed in the face. Of course, Levinas leaves us with no mechanism for 

determining what moral obligations we ought to have, or how their normativity is tied up 

with the ethical demand found in our experience of interhuman relationships. So as we 

take something new from Levinas, we bring with it another legitmational question to be 

answered: even if moral obligations are grounded by an "ethical" norm, how does this 

norm contribute to their justification or legitimacy? 
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What we can say definitively as we leave Levinas is that we are not - at least so 

far - fully duped by morality: an ethical claim exists in the face of the other. What is still 

in question is the legitimacy and inescapability of this demand, and such a demonstration 

requires a phenomenological ontology that Levinas does not provide. What Levinas 

offers us is a glimpse of a "holy moment" - a gripping description of being claimed by 

the other, of being called to ethical responsibility. But this claim itself is in need of 

phenomenological justification. What we need is to find a place for the "holy moment" 

in the mostly mundane moral behaviors that we undertake in the name of ethics. We 

need, in other words, a way of moving from Levinas' extreme articulation of the 

encounter with another human being to one that can accommodate Levinas' insights from 

within the perspective of ontology, rather than attempting to go beyond ontology as he 

did. 

To preview my position in the coming chapters, I think that in order to answer the 

twin legitimational questions posed here - one second-personal, one first-personal - we 

must appeal once again to the first-person, specifically, to Heidegger's account of being a 

self in Division II of Being and Time. This is not an unqualified return to the first-person, 

but one that seeks to mediate the demands of first- and second-person stance. My aim 

will be to unite Levinas' prioritizing of the ethical injunction and his remarks about 

"justice" with Heidegger's apparently "demoralized" account of death, conscience, and 

resoluteness in order to provide a more satisfying account of moral obligation and its 

grounding. What we have in Levinas is an account of absolute obligation without an 

account of mediation, an account of claim without an account of taking responsibility, an 

account of the call to justice without, as Ricoeur put it, an account of discernment and 
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responsiveness to otherness. It is these gaps that I believe Heidegger can fill in, and I 

believe this can be done phenomenologically, without moving into the sphere of 

metaphysics as Levinas contends. 
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CHAPTERS 

Martin Heidegger 

At first glance, Heidegger's thought seems particularly ill-suited for developing a 

theory of moral obligation. In Being and Time, Heidegger is loath to speak of ethics: he 

understands it as an "ontic" science that lacks an "ontological" foundation, and like other 

ontic disciplines, ethics is groundless without a more "primordial" interpretation of the 

human being - the existential analytic of Dasein - which is meant to supply ontic 

investigations like ethics with their "existential justification" (BT 37/16). For Heidegger, 

fundamental ontology lays out "the existential condition for the possibility of the 

'morally' good and for that of the 'morally' evil - that is, for morality in general" (BT 

332/286). So articulated, Heidegger's project apparently dismisses ethics in favor of 

ontology, or at the least, places the emphasis on ontology over and above ethics. 

For Heidegger's critics, Heidegger's prioritizing of ontology cuts against any 

ethics: his discussion of authenticity and the resolute individual in Division II of Being 

and Time is thought to embody at best an egoism or historical relativism, and at worst, an 

arbitrary decisionism and moral nihilism. Levinas, as we have seen, famously cited "the 

profound need to leave the climate of that philosophy" in order to speak in the vocabulary 

of ethics (EE 19). Most damning is Heidegger's own political engagement - he became 

the first Nazi rector of the University of Freiburg in 1933 - and in his "Rectoral 

Address," Heidegger situates his support for the National Socialist movement in the 



language of authentic selfhood and resoluteness developed in Being and Time. While 

his participation in the Nazi party was brief, and there was no evidence that Heidegger 

ever adopted Hitler's racial ideology,206 the fact that Heidegger never clearly explained 

his political affiliations makes his lack of an ethical theory all the more troubling. 

While none would defend Heidegger's political involvements, sympathetic 

commentators are fond of pointing to the later Heidegger's positive remarks about ethics 

as a way of justifying their attempts to rehabilitate his position. For example, in the 

Zollikon Seminars, Heidegger says that "to stand under the claim of presence is the 

greatest claim made upon the human being. It is "ethics" [in the original sense]." In 

the "Letter on Humanism" Heidegger replies to Jean Beaufret's question concerning the 

relationship between ontology and ethics with the claim that fundamental thinking is "in 

itself the original ethics."208 

Yet both these claims seem to repeat the subordination of ethics to ontology found 

in Being and Time. If "ethics" is to be understood as Heidegger suggests - as ethos 

(f|9o<;) or "the abode of man" - then ethics is identical with ontology: insofar as 

fundamental ontology attempts to "think the truth of Being as the primordial element of 

man," ethics is ontology and ontology is ethics (LH 258).209 But this seems to be just 

205 Martin Heidegger, "The Self-Assertion of the German University: Address Delivered on the Solemn 
Assumption of the Rectorate of the University of Freiburg," trans. Karsten Harries, Review of Metaphysics 
38 (1985), 474-5. 
206 Sonia Sikka, "Kantian Ethics in Being and Time" unpublished manuscript. 
207 Martin Heidegger, Zollikon Seminars, ed. Medard Boss, trans. F. Mayr and R. Askay, (Evanston: 
Northwestern University Press, 2001), 217. 
208 Martin Heidegger, "Letter on Humanism," in Basic Writings, ed. David F. Krell, (New York: Harper 
Collins, 1993), 258; hereafter cited parenthetically as LH. 
209 Bernard J. Boelen is quite concerned about the implications of this identification, and endeavors to 
discover an "adequate and phenomenological justifiable" interpretation of the relation between fundamental 
ontology and a possible ethics, arguing that the human being can come to "authentic ex-istence" either 
through fundamental thinking (i.e. by responding to "the logos as dialectical self-manifestation or as the 
essenc-ing of Being") or through ethical ex-istence (i.e. by responding to "the logos as the dialectical self-
actualization or as the presenc-ing of Being"), which are "two different and irreducible modes of 
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another way of eliminating ethical considerations, since the term "ethics" no longer 

retains its usual meaning as "the science of right action" or "the discipline concerned with 

rules and principles of human conduct." One might alternatively dispense with talk about 

ethics and ontology altogether - since this might lead one to erroneously conclude that 

they are separate disciplines - which is precisely what Heidegger does: "I have learned 

to see that these very terms were bound to lead immediately and inevitably into error," 

adding that "the thinking that inquires into the truth of Being and so defines man's 

essential abode from Being and toward Being is neither ethics nor ontology. Thus the 

question about the relation of each to the other no longer has any basis in this sphere" 

(LH 259). Is this not tantamount to a refusal to produce an ethics? One might be led to 

this conclusion, considering Heidegger's claim that fundamental thinking takes place 

prior to the distinction between theory and practice, that it "has no result" and "no 

effect," and so any attempt to think through the practical implications of fundamental 

ontology, or to draw conclusions and consequences from it, necessarily misconstrues the 

meaning of fundamental thinking from the start (LH 259).210 

Given these prima facie unfavorable conditions - that Heidegger first champions 

ontology above ethics and later simply absorbs ethics into 'fundamental thinking' - it 

hardly comes as a surprise that Heidegger's philosophy is typically thought to be amoral 

or anti-ethical. Couple this with Heidegger's ambivalent relationship to National 

Socialism and the situation looks bleak. An acerbic critic of Heidegger, like Herman 

establishing one and the same relationship between man [sic] and Being" as articulated by Heidegger, "The 
Question of Ethics in the Thought of Martin Heidegger," in Heidegger and the Quest for Truth, ed. M. 
Frings, (Chicago: Quadrangle Books, 1968), 94. I fail to see how this interpretation will avoid the 
problems I raise in this paragraph, that is, how it will return to us "ethics" in a recognizable sense. 

10 One might look to Heidegger's critique of value-theory, the usual terrain of moral philosophy, for 
further evidence of his alleged disregard for ethics: "thinking in values is the greatest blasphemy 
imaginable against Being" (LH 251). 
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Phillipse, is quite satisfied to take individualistic decisionism and authoritarian 

collectivism as the final word on Heidegger: 

We may conclude that in each phase of his philosophical career, Heidegger 
endorsed an authoritarian view of ethics: only decisions carry authority and 
ethical discussion is held in disrepute. With regard to moral theory the phases are 
differentiated merely by what is invested with ultimate ethical authority: authentic 
individuals or the Volk in 1927, Hitler in 1933, and transcendent Being in 
Beitrage zur Philosophic (1936-1938) and after the Second World War.21' 

But is this the best Heidegger can offer us? Does Heidegger's thought have any positive 

ethical ramifications? 

The way in this direction has in part been carved out by a series of recent works 

on Heidegger and ethics.21 In particular, both Frederick Olafson and Lawrence Vogel 

have sought a ground for ethics in Heidegger's account of Mitsein, or being-with-others. 

Both have attempted to amplify Heidegger's sparse remarks about this ontological 

category by means of his account of authenticity in order to generate ethical constraints 

on action. In doing so, both Olafson and Vogel respectively acknowledge that they are 

doing precisely what Heidegger said could not be done - that is, deriving a moral content 

from those ontological structures of the self whose significance would be "perverted," 

Heidegger claims, if understood in moralizing terms (BT 327/281). Olafson notes "a 

certain tension" in trying to independently develop the "ethical potentialities of the 

concept of Mitsein" while Heidegger himself, though perhaps aware of its ethical 

significance, "never developed it beyond the brief formulation offered to us in Being and 

21' Herman Phillipse, "Heidegger and Ethics," Inquiry 42 (2000), 440. 
212 See for instance Lawrence J. Hatab, Ethics and Finitude: Heideggerian Contributions to Moral 
Philosophy, (New York: Roman & Littlefield, 2000), Joanna Hodge, Heidegger and Ethics, (New York: 
Routledge, 1995), Frederick Olafson, Heidegger and the Ground of Ethics, (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1998), Charles E. Scott, The Question of Ethics: Nietzsche, Foucault, Heidegger, 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1990), Lawrence Vogel, The Fragile 'We': Ethical Implications of 
Heidegger's Being and Time, (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1994), Werner Marx, Is There a 
Measure on Earth? Foundations for a Nonmetaphysical Ethics, trans. Thomas J. Nenon and Reginald Lilly, 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987), Sonja Sikka, "Kantian Ethics in Being and Time." 
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Time."213 Vogel similarly writes that his attempt to draw out "the latent universalistic 

implications of Heidegger's account of authentic Being-with-Others" in response to the 

charge of moral nihilism "demands that certain underplayed strains in Being and Time be 

accented and turned against the more dominant voices of the text: that, so to speak, 

Heidegger be read against Heidegger." Taking my cue from these interpreters, I will 

also attempt to read Heidegger "against himself in order to arrive at what I consider a 

convincing account of the ground of moral obligations. 

More specifically, the aim of the final two chapters of this dissertation is to 

approach Heidegger's fundamental ontology with an eye towards ' Levinas ian moments', 

or ways in which Levinas' description of the face-to-face encounter can be integrated 

within Heidegger's ontology of the human being. My view is that while Levinas offers 

us the account of the source or origin of moral obligation, it is only with Heidegger that 

we have a story about how to take responsibility for this fundamental obligation to others. 

This chapter will introduce Heidegger's account of being a self, with special attention 

being paid to his account of self-responsibility. While the primary aim of Chapter 5 is 

exegetical - it is intended to make available the crucial pieces of Heidegger's argument -

the chapter will include some critical remarks on the scholarship surrounding 

Heidegger's account of authentic selfhood and his notion of 'authentic historicality'. 

Chapter 6, the final chapter of the dissertation, will attempt to take Heidegger's position 

beyond the limits he imposed on it, offering a Heidegger-inspired account of moral 

obligation that answers the key questions we raised in reviewing Korsgaard, Husserl, 

Olafson, Heidegger and the Ground of Ethics, 6; hereafter cited parenthetically as HGE. 
Vogel, The Fragile "We," 105; hereafter cited parenthetically as FW. 
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Darwall and Levinas. We must begin with a preliminary exposition of Heidegger's 

project and his unique understanding of what it means to be a self. 

5.1 Heidegger's Account of Selfhood and Responsibility 

In Being and Time, Heidegger's overarching aim is to reawaken the question of 

the meaning of being, a question, he contends, which has been forgotten in the 

metaphysical tradition of philosophy (BT 21/2). Propaedeutic to formulating this 

question, Heidegger argues, is the interpretation of the human being - Dasein - which 

alone among all entities has a "pre-ontological understanding of being"; that is, Dasein is 

distinctive in that "in its very Being that Being is an issue for it" (BT 32/2). As humans, 

we always face the issue of what to be: who I am is not already decided for me, rather, 

who I am emerges from the activities I engage in, from the identities I adopt in existing, 

in tending to my worldly affairs. It is because Dasein faces this question, because "the 

essence of this entity lies in its 'to be'" (BT 67/42), that Heidegger begins with an 

analytic of Dasein, or fundamental ontology. This ontology is 'fundamental' since 

Dasein already has a relation to being - that is, a relation to meaning - and therefore, the 

ontological analysis of Dasein is the condition for the possibility of any other ontology -

that is, to any study of being. The aim of this analysis is to articulate the basic a priori 

structures of Dasein. These basic structures, according to Heidegger, are "disposition" 

(Befindlichkeit), "understanding" (Verstehen), and "discourse" (Rede). Together they 

T I C 

make up the three equiprimordial moments of "care." Care, as opposed to 'rationality' 

or 'reflective self-consciousness' is the defining characteristic of the self for Heidegger; 
215 "Falling" is sometimes identified by Heidegger as a fourth category of the self. It stands for Dasein's 
tendency to understand itself in terms of the way things are publicly interpreted, that is, to become 
engrossed with its worldly projects at the expense of understanding itself in terms of its own ontological 
structure; it represents Dasein's propensity to be inauthentic rather than authentic (BT 219/175ff). 
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the Heideggerian self, in contrast to the Cartesian subject-object model of selfhood, is 

understood as primarily interconnected with its world, or as Heidegger puts it, as "being-

in-the-world". 

Division I of Being and Time begins by elaborating these structures of the self as 

being-in-the-world in terms of its "average everydayness." In our everyday way of 

being, Heidegger argues, Dasein usually exists in the mode of "inauthenticity." As 

inauthentic, Dasein has "lost" itself; its being is still an issue for it but "only in the mode 

of fleeing in the face of it and forgetfulness thereof (BT 69/44). That is, as inauthentic, 

Dasein appears not as itself but in the mode of das Man, variously translated as the 

"they" (Macquarrie-Robinson), the "one" (Dreyfus), or the "anyone" (Guignon). 

Heidegger's point is that in our everyday mode, we do just what 'one does', we 

understand ourselves and our projects according to their public definition; as a teacher or 

a carpenter or an aesthete, we adhere to the standards that define these social roles, much 

like Korsgaard's notion of practical identity. In acting as 'one does', we are essentially 

indistinguishable from one another in our averageness. As Heidegger puts it, "in utilizing 

the public means of transport and in making use of information services such as the 

newspaper, every Other is like the next" (BT 164/126). 

However, unlike Korsgaard's practical identity, Heidegger describes the mode of 

inauthenticity almost exclusively in negative terms: Dasein is dominated by 'the one', he 

writes, and inauthenticity is experienced as "tempting," "tranquilizing," "alienating," a 

216 It is a delicate interpretative matter whether or not "everydayness" is necessarily inauthentic. Taylor 
Carman, for instance, argues that Dasein in its 'average everydayness' is "neither authentic nor inauthentic, 
but modally undifferentiated" (Carman, "Must We Be Inauthentic?", in Heidegger, Authenticity, and 
Modernity: Essays in Honor of Hubert L Dreyfus, Vol. 1, ed. M. Wrathall and J. Malpas, (Cambridge: MIT 
Press, 2000), 24. This is seems to be the way Heidegger initially presents everydayness as "averageness" 
(BT 69/42-44). However, the issue is complicated with the introduction of das Man, and later on 
Heidegger seems to say that the basic kind of being that belongs to everydayness is falling, or inauthentic 
absorption in the world and the publicness of das Man (BT 220/175-6). 
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"getting entangled," a "downward plunge," a "turbulence" in which Dasein "lives away 

from itself (BT 224-5/178-9). As inauthentic, Dasein is engrossed in "idle talk" and 

gossip, allows itself to indulge in "curiosity," seeking out the spectacle for its own sake, 

leaping from novelty to novelty, and prefers to deal only in "ambiguity," committing 

itself only to the latest superficialities before throwing them away in favor of the new 

'word of the day'. As a consequence, in the mode of the 'one-self Dasein is 

"disburdened" of all responsibility. "Because the 'they' presents every judgment and 

decision as its own, it deprives the particular Dasein of its answerability" (BT 165/127). 

While Heidegger claims that his analyses of inauthenticity are "far removed from any 

moralizing critique" of Dasein in its everydayness (BT 211/167), it is difficult to resist 

the thought that Heidegger is denigrating inauthenticity - Dasein's "being lost in the 

publicness of the 'they'" - in order to valorize authenticity. 

Authenticity, as Heidegger describes it, is the possibility (meaning the ability) that 

each Dasein has to "'choose' itself and win itself (BT 68/42). And it is this capacity for 

authenticity that is definitive of Dasein, as he writes, "only in so far as it is essentially 

something which can be authentic - that is, something of its own - can it have lost itself 

and not yet own itself (BT 68/43). The meaning of 'authenticity' for Heidegger, 

however, does not coincide with our current parlance. Authenticity does not mean 'being 

original' or 'being unique' or 'being yourself instead of conforming to ideas of the 

'masses'. As Heidegger writes, "authentic existence is not something which floats above 

falling everydayness; existentially, it is only a modified way in which such everydayness 

is seized upon" (BT 224/179). Since das Man controls all the norms - that is, since public 

standards govern all intelligible behavior - there is no way to communicate or 
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meaningfully be with others without engaging the possibilities of the world as disclosed 

in inauthenticity, i.e. without giving oneself over to and obeying the social norms that are 

operative in all our interactions. Even the sense 'being authentic' today, understood as 

'being a non-conformist,' has certain standards for success and failure - listening to some 

suitably obscure music group, for example. Being concerned solely with these standards, 

being lost or absorbed in them, is the meaning of inauthenticity for Heidegger. 

Authenticity, in contrast, is a concern for the possibilities that stem from Dasein's 

ontological constitution, which Heidegger calls Dasein's "ownmost possibility of 

existence" or "its potentiality for being a whole," that is, Dasein's ability to be a unified 

rather than a dispersed self. Insofar as being authentic means 'seizing' on the 

possibilities of everydayness - a taking up or appropriation of the same everyday factical 

situation that Dasein deals with in inauthenticity - the emphasis of authenticity lies in 

rising out of the 'lostness' of das Man even as one adheres to those social standards and 

norms. 

Heidegger begins Division II of Being and Time with a description of precisely 

this phenomenon: authentic selfhood, or the way in which Dasein emerges from the 

anonymity of the 'one' in order to make itself answerable, to take responsibility for itself. 

Heidegger starts his account of Dasein's ability to become self-responsible with an 

analysis of the existential meaning of death. Death, Heidegger argues, is not an event, 

not a certain 'demise' that waits for us at the end of our lives as it is typically understood, 

but a way of being-in-the-world in which the world ceases to make a claim on us. The 

experience of death, which "is possible at any moment" (BT 302/258), is the possibility 

of the total breakdown of the practices and norms that Dasein utilizes as the 'they-self to 



understand itself and its world. It represents the finitude of this disclosure, the 

recognition that the way Dasein interprets itself and worldly things is not absolute or 

unending. When things change, as they inevitably do - consider, for example, a 

professional athlete who is injured and forced retire - the world and who I am stops 

making sense to me. Ontologically speaking, death represents the possibility of the 

impossibility of Dasein to be in the world any longer (BT 294/250). Heidegger calls this 

ability to die Dasein's "ownmost possibility-to-be"; it is "non-relational" in the sense that 

it radically individuates Dasein (only I can experience my own death), and "not to be 

outstripped" in that it is inescapable (as finite, who I am always has an end). At this 

point, Heidegger can make the difference between authenticity and inauthenticity 

ontologically concrete: inauthenticity, as he claimed earlier, is "what proximally misses 

itself and covers itself up" (BT 168/130); what it covers up and flees from is the ever-

present possibility of death which belongs to it - inauthenticity is an "evasion in the face 

of death" (BT 303/259). Authenticity is a "choosing" or "winning" oneself, as Heidegger 

puts it, because qua authentic Dasein anticipates death, it becomes "transparent" about 

this possibility and owns up to it - "one becomes free for one's own death," Heidegger 

9 IT 

writes (BT 308/264). However, from the point of view of inauthentic Dasein, this 

authentic being-towards-death looks like a "fantastical exaction" (BT 311/267). 

Consequently, the next step is for Heidegger to show that the possibility of being 

authentic - so far only formally described - is in fact a concrete possibility for Dasein. 

For Heidegger, the possibility of becoming a self in the authentic sense is initially 

attested to by Dasein itself in the phenomenon of conscience. As we have seen, in the 

217 John Haugeland and Hubert Dreyfus, for example, translate 'Eigentlichkeif (authenticity) as 
"ownedness," keeping to the literally meaning of the root word 'eigen', meaning "one's own." 
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mode of inauthenticity, 'who' Dasein is not "I myself," as Heidegger puts it, but the 

"they-self or 'the one'; in authenticity, however, Heidegger writes, "the question of the 

'who' of Dasein has been answered with the expression 'self," which is not some entity 

with a defined essence or being, but "a way of existing" (BT 312/267).218 Whereas 

before, "the 'they'" hid Dasein from its finite nature and "relieved Dasein of the burden 

of explicitly choosing" its possibilities, in authenticity Dasein "brings itself back from the 

'they'" by "choosing to make this choice," that is, by deciding to take up a possible 'way 

to be' and doing so by "making this decision from one's own Self (BT 312-13/268). 

The possibility of making this recovery of oneself, of becoming a 'self is testified to by 

the "call of conscience." What happens in the experience of conscience, Heidegger 

claims, is that Dasein calls itself. That is, "one's own Self calls to the 'they-self, and 

"because only the Self of the they-self gets appealed to and brought to hear, the 'they' 

collapses." As a result, the call of conscience robs the Self of its "hiding-place" in the 

'they' - it "gets brought to itself by the call" (BT 317/273). The call of conscience, in 

other words, appeals to Dasein to reverse its direction of 'falling'; it summons Dasein to 

come to grips with its being as care, as a being whose 'way to be' is an issue for it, not a 

settled fact. 

What the voice of conscience speaks of, Heidegger claims next, is guilt. Here 

Heidegger cautions us that this guilt is not to be interpreted in the everyday sense, i.e. as 

owing something to someone, as moral guilt, or as being worthy of punishment. Rather, 

218 The Dreyfus-Olafson debate over the nature of das Man takes up this issue of the 'who' of Dasein and 
how Dasein can be both authentic and inauthentic without contradiction. The original debate between 
Olafson and Carman (arguing on behalf of Dreyfus) in Inquiry 37 (1994) has spawned a series of 
responses, including: Dreyfus' own reply, "Interpreting Heidegger on Das Man," Inquiry 38 (1995), 423-
30, P. Keller and D. Weberman, "Heidegger and the Source(s) Of Intelligibility," Continental Philosophy 
Review 31 (1998), 369-86, H. Phillipse, "Heidegger and Ethics," especially pp. 447-461, and E. Boedecker, 
Jr.'s comprehensive review of the issue, "Individual and Community in Early Heidegger: Situating das 
Man, the Man-self, and Self-Ownership in Dasein's Ontological Structure," Inquiry 44 (2001), 64-100. 



in its existential valence, being 'guilty' means that Dasein is the basis of a lack, a 

something left unfulfilled, and is responsible for this lacking or something that is 

missing. What this means is that Dasein, as care, constantly has to be something (which 

Heidegger calls 'thrownness') but is 'there,' or is existing, "not of its own accord" (BT 

329/284). To be more concrete: we all find ourselves living our lives in particular 

situations and particular places without ever really choosing these circumstances, without 

really knowing why we are here rather than somewhere else, how we got here, or what 

we ought to do next. All of the choices we have made were in part due to the 

circumstances of our birth and the time into which we were born; since that moment, we 

have been delivered over to the task of existing as 'someone', as a self in the here and 

now. In this way, 'guilt' signifies that Dasein "has to lay the basis for itself but "can 

never get that basis into its power"; as existing, Dasein must take over being-a-basis, 

which means, Heidegger writes, "never to have power over one's ownmost Being from 

the ground up" (BT 330/285). 

For Heidegger, since Dasein never has power over itself from the beginning, 

Dasein's being, he claims, is "permeated with nullity through and through" (BT 331/285). 

That is to say, for Heidegger, there is nothing Dasein has to be, yet as existing, it must be 

something; it must choose some possibilities while ruling others out. This nullity, then, 

represents Dasein's freedom to be what it chooses, which at the same time implies that 

Dasein, as the source of that nullity, is always guilty, is solely responsible for having 

chosen to be whatever it is.219 It is this 'being guilty' to which conscience calls Dasein: 

the call brings Dasein "face to face with its undisguised nullity" (BT 333/287). In 

219 "Freedom, however, is only in the choice of one possibility - that is, in tolerating one's not having 
chosen the others and one's not being able to choose them" (BT 331/286). 
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understanding this appeal, Dasein reveals itself as "wanting to have a conscience" (BT 

334/288). That is, even though at first "the call comes from me and yet from beyond me 

and over me," in understanding its appeal, Heidegger argues, I call myself out of the 

'they' and I attest to my ownmost possibility of existence. Because I understand the call 

of conscience as my own call, I choose myself (i.e. I make myself free for death; I own 

up to my finitude). This possibility of choosing myself, of taking responsibility for my 

freedom and facing up to my radical finitude is precisely what the inauthentic 'they-self 

tries to conceal from itself and keeps closed off. 

The final step in becoming an authentic self, for Heidegger, is resoluteness. It is 

here that Heidegger's notion of Dasein choosing itself, formally articulated earlier, as 

"choosing to make this choice" and "making this decision from one's own self," takes 

hold concretely. As Heidegger writes, resoluteness is a "reticent self-projection upon 

one's ownmost Being-guilty, in which one is ready for anxiety" (BT 343/297). When 

Dasein not only hears the call of conscience, the call to authenticity, but accepts it as its 

own call to responsibility it becomes resolute. That is, resoluteness represents the 

concrete possibility of being authentic, of Dasein being ready for anxiety, anticipating 

death, and wanting to have a conscience. Thus, for Heidegger, resoluteness is "always 

the resoluteness of some factical Dasein at a particular time" (BT 345/298); it is an 

ability-to-be structured as a response to call of conscience and in view of Dasein's being-

guilty. 

What this means becomes clearer if we consider the difference between 

deliberation and resoluteness for Heidegger. In a crucial passage, he writes: 

One would completely misunderstand the phenomenon of resoluteness if one 
should want to suppose that this consists simply in taking up possibilities which 



244 

have been proposed and recommended, and seizing hold of them. The resolution 
is precisely the disclosive projection and determination of what is factically 
possible at the time. To resoluteness, the indefiniteness characteristic of every 
potentiality-for-Being into which Dasein has been factically thrown, is something 
that necessarily belongs. Only in a resolution is resoluteness sure of itself (BT 
345/298). 

Deliberation, for Heidegger, is the first phenomenon: it consists in "taking up 

possibilities" that are proposed or recommended and acting on them. Deliberation, in 

other words, takes place within the world: it is a weighing of one's options according to 

the dictates of a practical identity, or more fundamentally, the task of selecting such an 

identity, of "getting one's priorities straight" when confronting a life-decision. In 

contrast, resoluteness is a self-projection on Dasein's being-guilty, its ownmost ability to 

be: it is to choose oneself, to understand that one is guilty in the existential sense and to 

take over the project of being a ground for oneself. Resoluteness, then, does not take 

place within the world, but rather represents Dasein's return to the world: it is a kind of 

'birth', as Heidegger puts it in a later section, a "coming back from the possibility of 

death" through which Dasein establishes a 'steadiness' or 'constancy' for its life (BT 

443/391). 

Whereas deliberation takes for granted that certain features of my factical 

situation are salient for me, resoluteness is a response to the experience of death, where 

those previously salient features of the world now present themselves to me as bare facts 

that make no claim on me. In resoluteness, in which Dasein responds to the call of 

conscience, Dasein lets "one's ownmost Self take action in itself of its own accord in its 

Being-guilty" (BT 342/295) - that is, Dasein makes a commitment to itself. The 

commitment is to let the factic state of affairs count for something once again: Dasein 

chooses to enter into the world and social practices, to understand those bare facts as 
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reasons for action, in short, to enter into the deliberative space. However in 

resoluteness, Dasein makes this commitment in full view of its being-guilty: Dasein 

understands its responsibility for this situation itself, for the very salience of that 

situation. Heidegger makes the point this way: "On what basis does Dasein disclose 

itself in resoluteness?" he asks, "on what is it to resolve?" His response: "Only the 

resolution itself can give the answer" (BT 345/298). That is, unlike deliberation which 

discloses a basis for action that is already given for Dasein, in resoluteness, there is no 

basis without the resolution: that basis is simply Dasein's resolve itself. Therefore, 

insofar as Dasein commits itself to the task of practical deliberation once again, Dasein 

not only lays the basis for itself, but simultaneously understands that it can never get this 

basis into its own power: it understands that the practices which are constitutive of this 

concrete situation are the function of a history, society, and culture over which Dasein 

exerts little to no control. Thus, as resolute, Dasein takes responsibility for the norms that 

define its practical identity within the world; it makes itself answerable for those norms, 

and therefore, for the grounds on which deliberation take place. It does so because 

anxiety discloses Dasein as a mere "Being-possible" (BT 232/188), a being-possible 

which includes the ability to no longer being in the world (death). Resoluteness is 

Dasein's choice to be in the world despite death; it is the commitment to make oneself 

answerable for one's possibilities, including the very possibility of being in a meaningful 

world as such. 

To be resolute, then, is not to enter into a higher state of consciousness, to trade 

this world for an invisible, hypothetical world which I stoically choose based on my 

220 That the phenomenon of conscience has a connection to reasons has been argued by Steven Crowell, 
"Conscience and Reason: Heidegger and the Grounds of Intentionality," in Transcendental Heidegger, ed. 
S. Crowell and J. Malpas, (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2007): 43-62. 
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perception of higher principles. Rather, Dasein takes up its everyday world authentically. 

To be resolute is to act as I am capable of acting, to take up my projects in such away that 

I remain indistinguishable from one who, for example, is irresolute. The difference is 

that to act resolutely is to do 'as one does' and yet simultaneously to acknowledge that 

these reasons are my own. Qua resolute, I am ready for anxiety and I anticipate death: I 

understand the limits of my action, that any choice is not wholly definitive of me, that the 

possibilities I uncover while acting in a role, in a particular situation, are not exhaustive 

of the entities or the people with whom I share it. As opposed to the inauthentic 'they-

self, what Dasein recognizes in resoluteness is that only its commitment to the norms of 

its world grounds those standards as such. Without Dasein's commitment, without its 

resolve, those standards dissolve in the nothingness of death and breakdown. Being 

called to recognize its basis as a nullity, Dasein understands that those standards stem 

from its own enacting of them. In this way, what Dasein discloses to itself in 

resoluteness is that it must be responsible for its 'having a world' (BT 344/298). As 

Heidegger writes later, Dasein both "gives itself the current factical Situation and brings 

itself into that Situation" (355/307). 

In resolutely appropriating its everyday world, Dasein realizes the concrete 

possibility of being an authentic, whole, and transparent self that was announced in the 

call of conscience. Prior to this, Heidegger admits, the possibility of authentic selfhood 

looked like "a fantastical exaction" from the point of view of inauthentic Dasein (BT 

311/267). Now, however, it should be clear that the ability to be a whole - that is, of 

authentically being-towards-death - is not a mere possibility for Dasein.221 Rather, when 

221 Heidegger's discussion here, in particular his understanding of "attestation" (BT 311/267), has a 
methodological significance which I will pass over for the time being. 



the call of conscience is appropriately understood, Dasein "relentlessly" demands this 

possibility of itself: the call "passes over in its appeal all Dasein's 'worldly' prestige and 

potentialities... it individualizes Dasein down to its potentiality-for-Being-guilty, and 

exacts of it that it should be this potentiality authentically" (BT 354/307). This 

primordial being-guilty has always been the basis of Dasein's constitution, and has only 

now been revealed as such, i.e. as that "possibility which is simply not to be outstripped'' 

(BT 355/307). Thus, Heidegger claims, it is with the phenomenon of resoluteness that 

we are brought "before the primordial truth of existence" (BT 355/307). That is, 

resoluteness reveals to Dasein the very essence of what it means to be, namely: that its 

being is a becoming, that its identity is nothing more than one among many ways to be, 

and therefore, what is required of it in order to be a self, is transparent self-responsibility, 

the very possibility that the "they" closes off and covers up in its everyday understanding 

of itself and the world. This, in turn, bring us before the most important feature of 

resoluteness and authentic selfhood. 

For Heidegger, resoluteness, is simply the corresponding "Be/rag-certain" that 

accompanies the disclosure of the primordial truth of existence. But what, Heidegger 

asks, "does the certainty which belongs to such resoluteness signify?" (BT 355/307). On 

the one hand, this certainty is a "holding-for-true," or a commitment to the normative 

situation which Dasein discloses; on the other, it is an openness towards "the possibility 

of taking it back" (BT 355/307). Because resoluteness is a disclosure, the situation it 

reveals is not equivalent to a state of affairs, the latter of which can be "calculated in 

advance or presented like something present-at-hand which is waiting for someone to 

grasp it" (BT 355/307). In contrast, the situation "merely gets disclosed in a free 
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resolving which has not been determined beforehand but is open to the possibility of such 

determination" (BT 355/307). Put differently, the situation is there only because of 

Dasein's resolution, because Dasein has disclosed it in such-and-such a way and has 

understood it to have certain salient features. Therefore, Dasein "simply cannot become 

rigid as regards the Situation, but must understand that the resolution, in accordance with 

its own meaning as disclosure, must be held open and free for the current factical 

possibility" (BT 355/308). In this way, the certainty that is the essence of resoluteness is 

a kind of double move: Dasein makes a commitment to its concrete factical situation, and 

yet at the same time, takes responsibility for the finitude of this world-disclosure by 

constantly holding open the possibility of taking it back, of facing up to death. So 

understood, resoluteness entails a continual re-commitment to one's situation, a 

commitment "which resolves to keep repeating itself," a perseverance despite the 

omnipresence of breakdown and death (BT 355/307). Because resoluteness is 

"constantly certain of death - in other words, since it anticipates it," Heidegger writes, 

"resoluteness thus attains a certainty which is authentic and whole" (BT 356/308). It is 

this unique kind of certainty, this steadiness or constancy of self-responsibility, which 

ultimately defines authentic selfhood: only as anticipatory resoluteness, for Heidegger, is 

Dasein "authentically and wholly what it can be" (BT 356/309). 

5.2 Classic Problems: Decisionism and Nihilism 

Almost from the start, some of Heidegger's most insightful critics like Lowith, 

Jaspers, and Tugendhat, accused Heidegger's account of authenticity and self-choice of 

being 'decisionistic' and overly-individualistic. One can see why this is so: Heidegger's 

account of becoming a self reads like the story of a solitary hero who resolutely pulls 
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himself from the throngs of the social order and alone faces up to death, thereby 

instantiating the 'true' values of the world with unblinking courage. This refrain is 

perhaps better known to us in Sartre's version in Being and Nothingness: drawing heavily 

on Heidegger, Sartre argues that the self is nothing but the pure 'for-itself - a groundless 

freedom which projects all value onto the inert 'in-itself matter that it finds in the world. 

As a result, the authority of all values and moral claims stems from one's commitment to 

them, and yet these values are transient and utterly subjective, since the self, as a pure 

freedom, already transcends all her commitments once she makes them. Sartre's notion 

of 'bad faith', like Heidegger's account of inauthenticity, is the description of the efforts 

we make to conceal this groundlessness from ourselves: we try to flee the responsibility 

of either having chosen the events of our past or the necessity of choosing our future. 

Heidegger, though he repudiated the label 'existentialist' in the "Letter on Humanism," 

seems easily lumped in with this camp of 'radical choosers' who independently create 

their values ex nihilo after the death of God. After all, resoluteness is described as a 

'choosing to choose' oneself, and authentically facing up to death means confronting the 

'nullity' that one is. In addition, all of Heidegger's talk of death as 'non-relational' and 

as radically 'individuating' reinforces the notion that the self takes up its values 

individually and solipsistically. 

The charge of moral nihilism follows quickly on the heels of this decisionism 

critique. The problem is, first, that Heidegger claims that authenticity is an ontological, 

rather than a moral characteristic of the self. In fact, Heidegger relegates morality and 

moral conscience to the inauthentic sphere of das Man: he claims that the call of 

conscience - which calls Dasein to its 'being guilty' - is misunderstood by our 



commonsense notion of moral conscience. In fact, Heidegger claims, trying 'to be good', 

or trying to have a 'good conscience' is "not a conscience-phenomenon at all" (BT 

338/292). Because Dasein is normally concerned solely with 'being good' or 'being 

evil', it misses the deeper meaning of the experience of conscience: "The everyday 

interpretation keeps within the dimension of concernfully reckoning up 'guilt' and 

'innocence' and balancing them off (BT 338/292). In its everyday mode, Dasein treats 

itself like an accountant, concerned with managing its 'debts' incurred to others by its 

insensitivity or missteps, "'Life' is a 'business'," Heidegger writes, and Dasein is only 

concerned to see "whether or not it covers its costs." (BT 336/289). This inauthentic 

interpretation of conscience, however, misunderstands the meaning of 'being guilty', 

which as we have seen, "cannot be defined by morality, since morality already 

presupposes it for itself (BT 332/286). That is, because the "common sense of the 

'they'" hones in on the "the satisfying of manipulable rules and public norms and the 

failure to satisfy them," it sees 'being guilty' only as a matter of "infractions" and 

"mistakes" that must be 'reckoned up' and 'balanced off rather than a call to 

fundamental self-responsibility (BT 334/288). Inauthentic Dasein fails to see that being-

guilty - its ability to take over being a basis for itself - means that it can take 

responsibility for itself as a whole. Be that as it may, what we find here is clear evidence 

that Heidegger has subordinated ethics to ontology, as Levinas objected: moral 

conscience is seen by Heidegger as merely derivative of a more fundamental ontological 

possibility of Dasein. 

Closely connected to this objection is a second problem that contributes to the 

sense of moral nihilism in Heidegger's account of authenticity. The problem, as Ricoeur 
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points out, is that once Heidegger has marginalized ethics as inauthentic discourse, there 

is no way to get back from this ontology to an ethics. The reason for this is that 

Heidegger has 'demoralized conscience': the call of conscience for him has no content, 

but instead it speaks to Dasein in the mode of reticence. Conscience "discourses solely 

and constantly in the mode of keeping silent" (BT 318/273) Heidegger writes, and it is 

reticent because it speaks of a possibility that does not belong to das Man - Dasein's 

ownmost possibility for death and self-responsibility. Conscience is silent because it is 

not an urging to 'do' something; rather, it is Dasein summoning itself out of the 'they', 

from its engrossment in particular possibilities. Thus, because "in conscience Dasein 

calls itself - that is, because Dasein calls itself to its own most possibility, to itself as a 

'nullity' or lack - the appeal of the call "remains indefinite and empty in its 'what'" (BT 

320/275, 319/274). Resoluteness, Ricoeur argues - which 'wants to have a conscience' 

and is ready to take responsibility for Dasein as a whole, including its possibility for 

death - is therefore apparently "cut off from the demands of others and from any properly 

moral determination" (OaA 350). It is cut off, Ricoeur contends, because resoluteness 

responds to an essentially indeterminate call - a call devoid of the ethical injunction of 

the other - and therefore, it "remains just as indeterminate as the call to which it seems to 

reply" (OaA 350). As we saw above, Heidegger's wish is that fundamental ontology 

offer no prescriptions or pronouncements about the field of action: since resoluteness is 

self-grounding, only the resolution itself - the choosing to choose - provides a basis for 

Dasein. Any concern for 'taking action' factically, e.g. saying what one ought to do in a 

given situation, always means concerning oneself with merely 'ontic' or das Man affairs 

for Heidegger. Thus, it seems Heidegger leaves no room for the ethical injunction in his 
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ontology. As Ricoeur puts it, what emerges instead is a "moral situationism" in which 

the "the rightful place of the notion of debt" has been "too hastily ontologized by 

Heidegger at the expense of the ethical dimension of indebtedness" (OaA 351). If this is 

the case, if there is no room for "being-enjoined by the Other" in authenticity, then how 

do we ever account for ethical indebtedness again? Are we forever amoral or beyond 

morals on Heidegger's account, resolutely making decisions without recourse to any 

standards? If so, isn't this choosing for decision's sake purely arbitrary and irrational - a 

999 

choosing that, moreover, need not have any moral content? Is moral nihilism an 

inevitable consequence of fundamental ontology? 

I think the reply to this last question is no, but I will hold my full answer to the 

problem of moral nihilism - which is essentially the basic question of this dissertation -

until Chapter 6. What I can say at this point is that the decisionism critique of Heidegger 

is only partially correct. On my reading, Heidegger's account of authentic selfhood is 

decisionistic, but necessarily so, for Heidegger is not offering us an account of moral 

deliberation, but of self-responsibility, and this account demands an emphasis on the 

individual's first-person decision to 'take over being a ground' for itself. All of Dasein's 

other decisions - choices about what to do in particular instances - are made in light of 

and grounded by this original self-choosing and do not have the same reflexive quality of 

this decision. So interpreted, resoluteness in fact stands for a successful understanding of 

self and represents the source of normativity for Dasein's world. How this position does 

This view - that Heidegger has no recourse to standards in authentic being-towards-death and that 
resolute choice amounts to an arbitrary and irrational decision - is espoused most prominently be Ernst 
Tugendhat, Self-Consiciousness and Self-Determination, trans. Paul Stern, (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1986), 
217, and Jiirgen Habermans, The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity, trans. F. Lawrence, (Cambridge: 
MIT Press, 1987), 141. 



not fall into moral nihilism is indeed the main challenge, since it seems that, qua 

authentic, Dasein can blissfully choose to do anything, even the immoral. 

What needs to be considered next, however, is an alternative way in which 

Heidegger might be defended from the of charge moral nihilism by appealing to Dasein's 

"historicality." 

5.3 Authentic Historicality 

Some commentators, for example Vogel and Guignon, have sought a potential 

counterweight to the threat of moral nihilism in Heidegger's account of authentic 

selfhood in Heidegger's description of "authentic historicality," an analysis which 

974. 

appears near the end of Being and Time. This appeal to historicality is, I think, a 

dangerous move and to be avoided. 

In §74, Heidegger claims that although "we cannot, in principle, discuss what 

Dasein factically resolves in any particular case" - for as we have seen, emerging into 

any normative situation can only be done by a resolute Dasein "taking over" its factical 

possibilities - we "must ask whence, in general, Dasein can draw those possibilities upon 

which it factically projects itself (BT 434/383). This 'whence' is Dasein's history, the 

social norms and standards that Dasein inherits from the culture in which it lives. Having 

this "historical character" as part of its constitution is what Heidegger terms Dasein's 

"historicality." Like being-towards-death, Dasein's historicality is an aspect of its self 
223 Phillipse, for example, finds the reading of Heidegger inescapable: since moral norms are within the 
purview of das Man, "it follows that our real or authentic Selves are not bound by common morality" 
(Phillipse, "Heidegger and Ethics," 453). But this sort of claim reveals that Phillipse misunderstands the 
relationship between the they-self and the authentic self: there are not two distinct 'subjects' or 'selves' 
here, but a single Dasein that either takes hold of or fails to take hold of its ability to be responsible. 
224 Vogel, The Fragile 'We', 49-68, and Guignon's "Heidegger's 'Authenticity' Revisited," "On Saving 
Heidegger From Rorty," Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 46 (March 1986), 401-417, "History 
and Commitment in the Early Heidegger," in Heidegger: A Critical Reader, ed. H. Drefyus and H. Hall, 
(Cambridge: Blackwell, 1992): 130-142. 
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about which Dasein can be authentic. The possibility of 'authentic historically' 

Heidegger calls fate. Fate means that in resoluteness, Dasein can first disclose its factical 

possibilities "in terms of the heritage which that resoluteness, as thrown, takes over" and 

second, disclose these possibilities as "a handing down to oneself." That is, the 

possibilities Dasein takes over in authentic historicality can be "inherited and yet chosen" 

(BT 435/384). Heidegger's point is that the free choices by which we determine our 

identities are never without a context, but come to us within a tradition. Ours is the 

tradition of Western thought, distilled in various ways by the communities in which we 

were born and raised. Although we have the power to choose, which Heidegger calls 

Dasein's "superior power," in exercising this choice authentically we run up against the 

"powerlessness" that also defines our situation; that is, since the possibilities we take over 

are not our own from the start, but rather are those possibilities we were thrown into, in 

choosing authentically we come to grips with the way we are 'abandoned' to our culture, 

and in that sense, are 'fateful'. 

This process by which Dasein, in resoluteness, authentically appropriates its 

history Heidegger famously calls Dasein's ability to "choose its hero" (BT 437/385). 

What gets added to Heidegger's earlier account of resoluteness here is that now, 

according to Heidegger, in coming back to itself from the 'they,' Dasein "becomes the 

repetition of a possibility of existence that has come down to us" (BT 437/385). This 

notion of repetition, which Heidegger surely borrows from Kierkegaard's concept of the 

same name, "does not bring again something that is 'past', nor does is bind the 'Present' 

back to that which has already been 'outstripped'" (BT 437/386). Rather, "the repetition 

makes a reciprocative rejoinder to the possibility of that existence which has been there" 
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(BT 438/386). This reciprocative rejoinder is accomplished in what Heidegger calls "a 

moment of vision" (Augenblick). In the moment of vision, Dasein sees not only its 

existential constitution, but also what must done in the cultural-historical time in which it 

finds itself; that is, Dasein "thinks through" for itself the possibilities of its heritage in "a 

visionary way" - it does not merely accept the norms of the cultural status quo, but 

submits them to critical appraisal through its choice of hero, whose life as a whole forms 

an ideal Dasein attempts to emulate. 

For Heidegger, the individual's possibility of having a 'fate' and resolutely 

appropriating that possibility in the 'choice of one's hero' has its parallel, at the level of 

the community, in his notion of destiny. This is a final way in which the individual's 

authentic choice is not absolutely free, but constrained by the community in which it 

lives. Heidegger writes that destiny "is not something that puts itself together out of 

individual fates" but instead is the "historizing of the community, of a people [ Volk]" (BT 

436/384). This "co-historizing" that Dasein carries out in being-with others constitutes 

the historical narrative of that community: destiny means that "our fates have already 

been guided in advance, in our Being with one another in the same world and in our 

resoluteness for definite possibilities" (BT 436/384). That is, for Heidegger, Dasein has 

the ability to form a community of authentic individuals united by a common history 

towards a common goal, and "only in communicating and in struggling does the power of 

destiny become free" (BT 436/384). It is not clear what Heidegger means by this 'power' 

of destiny, but he does claim that "Dasein's fateful destiny in and with its 'generation' 

goes to make up the full authentic historizing of Dasein" (BT 436/384-5). The idea, it 

seems, is that as part of a community, a Volk, authentic Dasein can in a moment of vision 

225 Vogel, The Fragile 'We', 53. 
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see what is required of its generation by its current historical situation. Presumably, 

through a reciprocative rejoinder of the myths and legends that make up its inherited 

social past, the community can authentically appropriate the ideals of its heritage in its 

present and future. The community too, in other words, can choose its hero. And 

moreover, since Dasein's own fate is 'determined in advance' by the destiny of the 

community, Dasein's identity as an authentic individual hangs on the community's 

choice of hero. 

In my view, the notion of authentic historicality is fraught with difficulties and the 

notion of destiny is one Heidegger would have done well to part with. Those 

commentators seeking a way out of the problem of moral nihilism find little solace here, 

especially since this analysis seems to endorse the notion of authoritarian rule rather than 

reveal the possibility of a neutral morality.226 Vogel, for example, is ultimately critical of 

Heidegger's notion of "authentic historicality" because it "falls prey" to the same sort of 

arbitrary decisionism that threatened the authentic individual's being-towards-death. The 

problem is, although the notion of 'heritage' gives authentic Dasein's choices a content 

that constrains it, Heidegger's notion of 'historicality' does not break out of its own 

culturally relative perspective: if all values are intrinsic to a particular cultural horizon, 

then there is no standard by which the values of a community itself can be evaluated, and 

therefore, one is powerless to condemn a culture, e.g. Nazi Germany, that has stopped 

recognizing the moral worth of all its citizens.227 

Guignon, however, is more sanguine about the possibilities of authentic 

historicality. On his reading, "authentic historicality lifts Dasein out of the dispersal and 

Hodge, Heidegger and Ethics, 192. 
Vogel, The Fragile 'We', 60-1. 



drifting of being a they-self, and provides it with guidelines for taking a coherent stance 

on the future." Thus, for him, authentic historicality "expands" the concept of 

authentic agency by first "showing how we draw guidance from the past" and second by 

"providing an account of action as the transmission and realization of a tradition" (ibid., 

p. 136). But such a reading is only possible because Guignon understands authentic 

selfhood both as a "style" or "my "ownmost" possibility of articulating the social roles I 

take over into a configuration of meaning for my life as a whole" and as a realization of 

one's indebtedness to one's cultural context or heritage.229 This view, then, understands 

history as "the source of all lasting values and ideals" and interprets Heidegger's project 

as a "foundational historicism," whereby the goal of Being and Time is to uncover the 

"enduring, franshistorical values and meanings underlying Western history which 

provide the ultimate guidelines for all interpretation and understanding."230 Yet this is 

precisely the role history cannot play in authentic selfhood. While it is true that Dasein 

draws its possibilities from das Man, and therefore can have a "heritage" and a "fate," 

Dasein's appropriation of itself in resoluteness is not one of das Man's ways to be - it 

takes place against the horizon of death and anxiety, where these possibilities remain as 

such but no longer speak to me, no longer claim me (BT 231/187). In resoluteness, then, 

Dasein breaks with its history: it recognizes that it is thrown (historical) and factic 

(already existing as something), but also sees that it cannot get these features of itself 

under its own control - instead, it must take over being a basis for itself, it must ground 

itself. Thus, the authentic self does not "style" itself "as a meaningful whole" against the 

228 Guignon, "History and Commitment in the Early Heidegger," 136. 
229 Guignon, "Heidegger's Authenticity Revisited," 334. 
230 Guignon, "On Saving Heidegger from Rorty," 405; Guignon refers the reader here to his "The Twofold 
Task: Heidegger's Foundational Historicism in Being and Time," Tulane Studies in Philosophy, ed. M. 
Zimmerman, 32 (1984), 53-59. 



258 

background of "essential historical truths" revealed in a clear-sighted relation to one's 

age, as Guignon would have it; rather, authentic Dasein realizes that such self-

understandings are inauthentic, since in them - by taking "some guidance in making 

choices" from its heritage and the "co-happening of a community" - Dasein hides the fact 

that its choice are its own. Guignon's reading of authentic selfhood conceals Dasein's 

capacity for responsibility in historicism: it occludes Dasein's ability to take even 

historical commitments back because it realizes that they are neither wholly definitive of 

itself nor unshakeable truths about its identity. Authentic selfhood is not a matter of 

constructing a purpose for one's life from beginning to end out of the "truths" of one's 

cultural milieu, but taking responsibility for the kind of being that one is, of measuring 

one's practical identity against the commitment that grounds it, of owning up to the fact 

that I alone am answerable for who I am. 

The real danger of Guignon's reading, however, is not that he misconstrues the 

nature of authentic selfhood, but that he takes over Heidegger's notion of destiny 

(Geshick) and the possibility of authentic Dasein "co-historizing" with its community 

without question. If this is to mean what Heidegger claims - that the world-historical 

situation "guides in advance" the possibilities of one's "generation" (BT 436/384-5) -

then one must also be prepared to accept not only Heidegger's confession to Lowith that 

"the concept of historicity was the basis for his political engagement," but also the 

conclusion that Heidegger's ontology is fundamental amenable to this kind of choice, 

that nothing in fundamental ontology rules out participating with the Nazi movement in 

231 Guignon, "History and Commitment in the Early Heidegger," 141. 
232 Reported by Karl Lowith in "My Last Meeting with Heidegger in Rome, 1936," New German Critique, 
Fall 1988, 115-6, excerpted from Karl Lowith, Mein Leben in Deutschland vor und nach 1933, (Stuttgart: J. 
B. Metzsler, 1986), 57. 
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the thirties.233 While Guignon wants to resist the conclusion that Being and Time is 

"inherently fascist or proto-Nazi," he can only do so by suggesting that Heidegger's 

account of authentic historicality "can be made to accommodate almost any political 

position."234 Thus, the best Guignon can do is offer an explanation of Heidegger's 

actions: on his reading, Heidegger's account of authentic historicality "demanded he take 

a stand on the situation in Germany," which at that time amounted to "a decision between 

Bolshevism and Nazism," and so Heidegger's decision must be seen as an expression of 

his own "deeply held conservative beliefs." Yet even if it is true that what explains 

Heidegger's choice "seems to be only a mix of opportunism and personal preference" and 

"not anything built into his fundamental ontology," Guignon tacitly admits that 

Heidegger's notion of authentic historicality is consistent in principle with the adoption 

of such a political view. 

Guignon would be better served if he simply jettisoned the notion of destiny 

altogether. Such an interpretation, I contend, is not only welcome but defensible. After 

all, how is the destiny of a Volk constituted when it is likely that authentic members will 

have different 'visions' for what the 'generation' should act on? If these perspectives are 

not self-validating, then the question of how to judge which vision is truer or better itself 

becomes a problem. Moreover - and this is the more important objection - if 

Heidegger's previous analysis of authenticity has shown anything, it is that the possibility 

of authentic selfhood is radically first-personal; as such, how can a 'people' constitute an 

233 That Heidegger's ontology as a whole can be placed in doubt because of Heidegger's political choices is 
advocated by Richard Wolin, The Politics of Being, (New York: Columbia University Press, 1990). 
234 Guignon, "History and Commitment in the Early Heidegger," 141. 
235 Ibid., 141-2. 
236 Vogel, for example, argues that this line of questioning runs us directly into Tugendhat's critique of 
Heidegger, since it is precisely a standard or measure for non-arbitrary judgment that Tugendhat contends 
is made unintelligible by Heidegger's description of authentic choice. See The Fragile 'We', 59-60. 



identity for itself when by its very nature it cannot take up the first-person stance? How 

is it possible for a community to own up to death and anxiety for example, since a 

community by definition cannot be a Dasein "which is in each case mine"? I think it is 

fair to say that Heidegger did not think the whole notion of 'historicality' through to its 

end, and that it is a notion best left out. 

5.4 Conclusion 

The major aim of this chapter has been to lay out the basic elements of 

Heidegger's position in preparation of my 'Heideggerian' theory of moral obligation. In 

doing so, what we have seen is that Heidegger's account of being a unified self is faced 

with at least two crucial problems: first, Heidegger's account of authenticity seems to 

devolve into moral nihilism because it has both relegated ethics to the inauthentic sphere 

and immunized itself against the possibility of encountering otherness, i.e. of being 

subject to a genuine ethical injunction made by another person. Second, Heidegger 

apparently has no functional account of how we can be with one another authentically, 

which might correct the first problem. His notion of Volk and authentic historicality is 

perilously authoritarian and not clearly worked out. 

In the next chapter, I shall attempt to ground a theory of moral obligation in 

Heidegger's account of fundamental ontology. I will do so by turning to a reading of 

authenticity and resoluteness that emphasizes Heidegger's notion of being-with others as 

a fundamental feature of Dasein's constitution as being-in-the-world, a feature which, as 

noted at the start of this chapter, Heidegger failed to fully develop himself. 
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CHAPTER 6 

The Normativity of Moral Obligations 

This chapter will attempt to bring together the many strands of argument we have 

pursued in this project into a single view of the normativity of moral obligations and so 

bring the dialectic of this dissertation to its final resolution. To begin, let us consider the 

dialectical moves we have made and the reasons that motivated our decision to go from 

one thinker to the next. 

In Chapters 1 and 2,1 argued that Korsgaard and Husserl each face a form of 

solipsism: for Korsgaard, the solipsism is moral - though "oncological" may be better 

choice of word - and for Husserl, it is epistemological. The problem is that neither can 

adequately account for the other as an equal in moral authority, that is, as a source of 

valid moral claims. The reason for this, on Korsgaard's theory, is that she has no story 

about why the other must matter to us - that is, why the other must become a moral issue 

for us. The publicity of reasons is of no help, since what makes reasons normative for me 

is my endorsement of them: nothing in this picture says that I must also make your 

reasons as normative for me, at least not without first making them my own. On 

Korsgaard's view, I seem to need another reason to value your humanity as I do my own: 

you do not appear, in and of yourself, as a source of binding moral claims. So Korsgaard 

fails to rule out ethical egoism or moral skepticism. 

Similarly, while Drummond's Husserlian theory solves Korsgaard's ontological 

problem because moral obligations are said to stem from respect for persons - i.e. from 

the recognition of persons as such - Husserl's own theory of intersubjectivity cannot 
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escape the epistemological limits of the first-person stance. For Husserl, the experience 

of a genuine alter ego - an other - is constructed out of my own experiences of myself 

and my body. The other that appears, then, can in no way surprise or change the ego 

because that other is constituted by the ego's own experiences. This simply repeats the 

solipsism of Korsgaard's position at a deeper level: the other can only appear as the 

referent of moral respect if it has been grasped as a genuine alter ego, yet nothing forces 

me to value you as a genuine other if you present yourself in a way I have not myself 

already experienced. On the Husserlian view, there is no reason you can give me that 

would earn my moral respect if you do not fit the patterns of my own experience. So 

Husserl via Drummond also fails to rule out ethical egoism or moral skepticism, since in 

cases where I do not agree the other has a moral standing to claim me, there is no way to 

account for my failure to respect the other: I cannot be wrong about the epistemological 

limits of my experience, and so I cannot be wrong about who counts as other for me. 

The apparent failure of these first-personal approaches motivated our turn to the 

second-person stance. In Chapters 3 and 4,1 argued that Darwall and Levinas did not 

face problems concerning the intersubjective scope of morality because they begin with 

the idea that others are self-originating sources of moral claims; however, they could not 

adequately account for the normativity of those obligations from the second-person 

stance alone. The reason for this, on Darwall's theory, is that he does not explain why 

the authority presupposed by the addresser of second-personal demands must be accepted 

by the addressee. What makes such demands legitimate or rationally acceptable? The 

moral community is of no help here, since the legitimacy of their demands is precisely 

what is in question. Only the addressee can make this determination, so unless Darwall's 
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view is to be question-begging, it turns out that the normativity of moral obligations 

depends on the first-person once again. Darwall, then, like Korsgaard, has an ontological 

problem: how is the "we" of the moral community to be constituted so as to preserve both 

the normativity of moral claims and the status of others as equals in moral authority? 

In contrast, Levinas' theory of intersubjectivity includes an account of the other's 

authority to make demands of the ego, and therefore, Levinas' phenomenological account 

of the "face" of the other solves one of Darwall's ontological problems. Yet Levinas is no 

more successful when it comes to the normativity of moral obligations. Rather than say 

by what right the other has the moral authority to command the self, Levinas obscures 

this legitimational question with his hyperbolic style and aversion to phenomenological 

ontology. This occlusion engenders a second one: since the second-personal ethical 

demand of the "face" is to be the foundation for morality as a system of rules for 

behavior, Levinas likewise gives no account of the normativity of those discrete or 

particular obligations beyond social convention, and admits this was not his primary aim. 

So Levinas leaves us with twin legimational concerns, neither of which have been 

answered from within the second-person stance: first, how the other's use of moral 

authority is to be justified, and second, how the normativity of particular moral 

obligations is to be guaranteed. 

The first four chapters, then, amounted to a tacking move across the first-person 

stance towards the second-person stance. Chapter 5 set the stage for an attempted 

mediation between these respective approaches through Heidegger's ontology of the self. 

In doing so, it laid bare the central objections to any attempt to formulate a Heideggerian 

ethics: first, Heidegger's own apparent subordination of ethics to ontology, and second, 



the individualistic decisionism of his account of responsible selfhood, which implies 

either an ethical egoism or moral nihilism. While these problems have been addressed in 

part, they await a final response, 

Chapter 6 will enact the mediation of the first and second-personal approaches so 

far promised but not delivered. What we need is an ontology of the self and a 

corresponding account of intersubjectivity that can, on the one hand, account for the 

normativity of moral obligations, and on the other, account for the intersubjective scope 

of morality, or recognize others as sources of binding moral claims in and of themselves. 

In this final chapter, I argue that Heidegger's fundamental ontology can be supplemented 

in such way so as to meet both demands, and so lay the basis for a complete theory of 

moral obligation. The resources needed for augmenting Heidegger's position, I believe, 

are already available to us in the analyses we have undertaken; they need only be 

integrated into a synthetic whole. The unifying framework for this whole will be 

Heidegger's account of Dasein as being-in-the-world, which - as I shall argue - includes 

a first-personal normative moment in resoluteness and a second-personal recognitional 

moment in being-with (Mitseiri). 

6.1 Heidegger on Being-with Others 

In order to rebut the charge of moral nihilism that seems to follow from 

Heidegger's account of authentic selfhood, what needs to be shown is that Heidegger's 

fundamental ontology has an untapped moral potential. I say untapped, because on 

Heidegger's own interpretation, morality is an ontic concern and not an ontological one, 

so fundamental ontology cannot be "moral" in the usual sense of term. At the same time, 

one can argue that Being and Time is concerned with "morality" as system of social rules 
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and norms for behavior in the same manner that Kant's Groundwork for the Metaphysics 

of Morals is concerned with it: whereas Kant seeks to lay the a priori foundation for all 

moral judgments, Heidegger wants to find the ontological ground for all ontic 

undertakings, including morality. As we saw at the start of the previous chapter, for 

Heidegger fundamental ontology is intended to establish "the existential condition for the 

possibility of the 'morally' good and for that of the 'morally' evil - that is, for morality in 

general" (BT 332/286). So, to recall Levinas' distinction between ethics - or the 

fundamental norm of the moral order - and morality - or the moral-political order 

founded on the experience of the "face" - we might say that Heidegger is concerned with 

"ethics" insofar as he is concerned with unearthing the ontological foundation of 

morality.237 

Yet even if this is true, as we saw in Chapter 5, since resoluteness requires only 

that Dasein choose itself and not that it choose to endorse moral norms of everydayness, 

Heidegger's description of fundamental ontology apparently resists any attempt to build 

moral constraints into the notion of authentic selfhood. In addition, the attempt to 

provide "content" for the choices of resolute Dasein through appeal to Dasein's 

"historicality" met with unsatisfactory results. However, even if we do not take the 

historical turn Heidegger described at the end of Being and Time, we are still faced with 

the "existentialist" conundrum implied by his account of authentic selfhood: how do we, 

on the one hand, affirm the self s radical freedom - that the self is nothing but a 

"groundless ground" - and yet, on the other hand, endorse the claims of morality, which 

237 The ethics/morality distinction is introduced at the end of Chapter 4 in section 4.5. As I discuss below 
in section 6.5, although Levinas means something metaphysical by the word "ethics" - i.e. the experience 
of the "face" - if the "face" can be understood as an ontological insight, as I believe it can, then Heidegger 
and Levinas are actually operating on the same plane: the field of phenomenological ontology. 
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necessarily impose and ground some constraints on freedom? The Sartre of Being and 

Nothingness appears to have freedom without a morality. Is the same true of the 

Heidegger of Being and Time! 

I believe there is a way to show that Heidegger's fundamental ontology can 

account for both a free and a moral self. Because the charge of moral nihilism follows on 

the heels of the apparent decisionism and individualistic solipsism of Heidegger's 

account of authentic selfhood, what is needed an account of Dasein's ability to 

authentically be in community with other human beings. My claim is that Heidegger's 

notion of being-with others {Mitseindasein) - in particular, being-with (Mitsein) in the 

authentic mode - presents us with an alternative to both the historical and the 

individualistic interpretation of authentic selfhood, and so points away out of the problem 

of moral nihilism. To show that Heidegger can provide such an account is my aim in this 

section. 

6.1.1 From Authenticity to Community 

For those swayed by the individualistic interpretation of Heidegger's notion of 

authentic selfhood, the textual support for this position is thought to be Heidegger's talk 

of death as "individuating" and as "non-relational". A key passage of this nature (one of 

just a few places where Heidegger uses boldface type in Being and Time) is Heidegger's 

description of Dasein's freedom, which emerges in the authentic anticipation of death: 

Anticipation reveals to Dasein its lostness in the they-self, and brings it face to 
face with the possibility of being itself, primarily unsupported by concernful 
solicitude, but of being itself, rather, in an impassioned freedom towards death -
a freedom which has been released from the Illusions of the 'they', and which is 
factical, certain of itself, and anxious (BT 311/267). 
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The important line for the individualistic interpretation is that Heidegger describes this 

freedom as "primarily unsupported by concernful solicitude," which implies that Dasein, 

in coming to grips with its freedom, is essentially alone. Solicitude (Fiirsorge) is 

Heidegger's term for encountering other human beings. Unlike the implements and tools 

of our world, which Heidegger claims we experience as ready-to-hand (as ready for use 

in our daily tasks), we experience others as a potential objects of concern, that is, as 

people we can "care for" (where "care" is meant in its existential sense). When I 

encounter someone else, I experience them as a human being - a Dasein - like me, i.e. as 

one having the same care-structured self that I have. The other is always "encountered in 

his Dasein-with in the world," regardless of what he might be doing when we come 

across him (BT 232/187). So, to claim as Heidegger does, that in freedom towards death 

Dasein is "unsupported by solicitude" seems to indicate that authentic Dasein is isolated 

from others, totally withdrawn from the social context. 

However, I think the opposite is true. Becoming authentic does not isolate the 

self from its usual being-with others, but reveals to the self the depth Of its constitution as 

a social being. To wit, in anxiety - the disposition which accompanies Dasein's 

experience of death - Heidegger writes that "the 'world' can offer nothing more, and 

neither can the Dasein-with of Others," and as a result, "anxiety individualizes Dasein 

and thus discloses it as 'solus ipse'" (BT 232/187, 233/188). But this "existential 

'solipsism,'" Heidegger adds, is not a matter of individualism; rather it is "far from the 

displacement of putting an isolated subject-Thing into the innocuous emptiness of a 

worldless occurring" (BT 233/188). Instead, what anxiety accomplishes is to "bring 

Dasein face to face with its world as world, and thus bring it face to face with itself as 
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Being-in-the-world" in "an extreme sense" (BT 233/188). Understood in this light, 

anxiety is individuating, but authenticity as an anxious anticipation of death need not 

imply individualism. Rather, anxiety individuates Dasein only to bring it before itself as 

a task: anxiety reveals Dasein's freedom for "choosing itself and taking hold of itself; it 

brings Dasein "face to face with its Being-free for the authenticity of its Being, and for 

this authenticity as a possibility which it always is" (BT 232/188). Thus, what anxiety 

reveals is Dasein's ability to be authentic, an ability which Dasein always has; it discloses 

to Dasein its being-in-the-world as such. 

Authenticity, then, is not a mode of individualistic solipsism on my reading 

because the "existential solipsism" described anxiety is simply a necessary first step in 

the process of taking responsibility for oneself. After all, in order to choose myself, I 

must come to terms with who I am. To do that, I must have an understanding of myself 

that is not simply one of the social roles I occupy, but who I am independent of those 

worldly concerns. This is what anxiety discloses: at the extreme, stripped of its practical 

identity, Dasein is nothing but a "being-possible" (BT 232/188). In authenticity Dasein 

is transparent about this aspect of itself, it is brought 'face to face with its being-in-

world,' and this entails that Dasein also face up its being-with others as well. Since 

being-with others is a constitutive part of its being-in-the-world, in choosing itself 

resolutely Dasein is not isolated from others, but actually understands its being-with 

others in a new light. It is in this way that the Heideggerian account of authentic selfhood 

resists the individualistic Sartrean account of selfhood as "radical choice" with which it is 

often confused. 
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As I shall argue, Heidegger's description of resoluteness as Dasein's "authentic 

disclosure" of its being-with others is precisely that feature which makes resoluteness the 

ground of Dasein's moral obligations. Properly understood, the possibility of authentic 

selfhood not only turns aside the individualistic reading of Heidegger, but also provides a 

basis for rebutting the moral nihilism charge. As a way of preparing for this argument, 

recall that for Heidegger resoluteness is the authentic disclosedness of Dasein as being-

in-the-world. This authentic disclosure, he writes in a long but critical passage: 

modifies with equal primordiality both they way in which the 'world' is 
discovered...and the way in which the Dasein-with of Others is disclosed. The 
'world' which is ready-to-hand to does not become another one 'in its content', 
nor does the circle of Others get exchanged for a new one; but both one's Being 
towards the ready-to-hand understanding^ and concernfully, and one's solicitous 
Being with Others, are now given a definite character in terms of their ownmost 
potentiality-for-Being-their-Selves. 

Resoluteness, as authentic Being-one's-Self, does not detach Dasein from 
its world, nor does it isolate it so that it becomes a free-floating "I". And how 
should it, when resoluteness as authentic disclosedness, is authentically nothing 
else than Being-in-the-worlcH Resoluteness brings the Self right into its current 
concernful Being-alongside what is ready-to-hand, and pushes it into solicitous 
being with Others. 

Dasein's resoluteness towards itself is what first makes it possible to let 
the Others who are with it 'be' in their own most potentiality-for-Being, and to 
co-disclose this potential in the solicitude which leaps forth and liberates. When 
Dasein is resolute, it can become the 'conscience' of Others. Only by 
authentically Being-their-Selves in resoluteness can people authentically be with 
one another - not by ambiguous and jealous stipulations and talkative fraternizing 
in the 'they' and in what 'they' want to undertake (BT 344-5/298). 

What we find here, contrary to the individualistic interpretation of authentic selfhood, is 

the adumbration of the possibility of an authentic community. What is clear in this 

passage is that in resoluteness, the support of concernful solicitude that had been stripped 

away by anxiety is restored. As resolute, Dasein is re-engaged in its world, only not just 

as before. What it sees in its world now, it sees through the eyes of authenticity. Thus, 

the other people with whom Dasein shares the world are not simply grasped by their 



anonymous social identities, but in terms of their care-structure selfhood. This makes 

possible, Heidegger argues, the mode of solicitude which "leaps forth and liberates," that 

is, the possibility of "leaping ahead." This liberating solicitude means that Dasein can 

become the "conscience" for others, that Dasein can call others to their own possibility 

for authentic selfhood, just as the call of conscience originally called the resolute Dasein 

which now discloses the world authentically. Presumably, other humans can act as the 

"conscience" for this Dasein as well. Here Heidegger acknowledges, though he does not 

describe it in detail, the possibility of being-with one another authentically: it is a matter 

of being attuned not to the concerns of the "they," but in resolutely owning up to the care-

structure that defines one's own self and in calling others do to do the same for 

themselves. Thus, far from cutting Dasein off from others, it seems that in resoluteness 

Dasein has the possibility of genuinely coming into community with human beings for 

the first time. 

238 In §26 of Being and Time, Heidegger describes two extreme possibilities that Dasein's being-with 
others, or solicitude, can take: "leaping in" and "leaping ahead". First, "leaping in" is kind of paternalism. 
Dasein can, Heidegger writes, "take away 'care' from the Other and put itself in his position in concern." 
What happens in this kind of solicitude is that I take over your worldly concerns as my own, and as a result: 
"the Other is thus thrown out of his own position; he steps back so that afterwards, when the matter has 
been attended to, he can either take it over as something finished and at his disposal, or disburden himself 
of it completely." In this mode of solicitude, Heidegger points out, the other "can become one who is 
dominated and dependent, even if this domination is a tacit one and remains hidden from him." (BT 
158/122) 

In contrast, "leaping ahead" does not take the Other's "care" away, in either the worldly or 
existential sense. That is, Dasein "leaps ahead" not to remedy some matter of worldly concern, but rather 
to "give [the other's care] back to him authentically as such for the first time." This kind of solicitude, 
Heidegger writes, is a kind of "authentic care" for the other, that is, a care that is directed "to the existence 
of the Other, not to a 'what' with which he is concerned". "Leaping ahead" means, then, helping the other 
"to become transparent to himself in his care and to become free for it." (BT 159/122) In its everyday 
mode, Dasein maintains itself somewhere between these two poles - between dominating and liberating the 
other - with many mixed modes of solicitude possible. 



271 

6.2 Towards the Second-Person 

In the literature, much has been made of this description of "liberating solicitude" 

offered to us so briefly in Being and Time. However, what it does not quite offer us - or 

at least not explicitly - is answer to the problem of moral nihilism. The fact that Dasein 

can authentically be with others, or can act as their conscience, does not yet establish any 

moral obligations to those others. How are we to make Heidegger's ontological 

descriptions moral once again? 

Because Heidegger makes no explicit connection between (1) being responsible 

for oneself, (2) trying to help others recognize their care-structured selfhood, and (3) 

being morally responsible to them, the description of "liberating solicitude" may raise 

more questions than it answers. In particular, as Olafson points out, there is a question 

"whether it would be possible for one human being to 'have a conscience' and thus be 

responsible in the special sense Heidegger gives this notion without taking into 

consideration anything except his own preferences in the choices he makes." The 

question, in other words, is whether a consistent moral skepticism is possible. Olafson, in 

his attempt to "amplify" Heidegger's account of Mitsein, ultimately argues that such an 

exclusion of the other's interests violates the very condition of being-with that the moral 

skeptic must presuppose in order to (resolutely) justify himself to others. That is, the 

moral skeptic engages in performative self-contradiction in doing evil because he violates 

the basic trust-relationship that always exists between humans, a relationship that resolute 

Dasein must take responsibility for since being-with others - which implies a mutual 

recognition and dependence - comes part and parcel with being-in-the-world.2 ° 

239 Olafson, Heidegger and the Ground of Ethics, 52 
240 Ibid., 60-1, 79. 
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Vogel, for his part, notes just the same difficulty, writing that, "Heidegger never 

explicitly states that the possibility of liberating solicitude entails that the authentic 

individual has a moral obligation to honor the integrity and free development of 

others."241 In his own "critical elaboration" of Heidegger's position, Vogel suggests that 

"the other's potentiality for authenticity, though not exhaustive of concern for his well-

being, is essential to respect for the other as a person," or as he puts it later, of the other 

0A.0 

as a "moral presence." Vogel's argument is that Heidegger in the end misconstrued 

the role of moral conscience by relegating it to the inauthentic sphere; the way to recover 

it is to read Heidegger's ontology as an insight into the "moral dimension". Vogel goes 

on: 
The suggestion here is that the recognition that another is one whom I could 
encounter in the mode of liberating solicitude implies not that I am obligated to be 
the conscience of the other and leap ahead of him, but that I am obligated to act 
toward him in ways consistent with the possibility of being his conscience. And 
this means according him the respect owed to an individual who is free and an 
end-in-himself.243 

Vogel's point is that although one cannot actually be the conscience for every other 

Dasein one encounters, one always "stands in a conscientious relationship to every other 

insofar as their existence imposes a limiting claim on one's freedom."244 This possibility 

of "liberating solicitude" also identifies, for Vogel, the possibility of entering into a 

relationship of solidarity with others in a Schopenhauerian sense, in that we recognize in 

others those suffering from the same plight of human finitude. 

It is at this point of the Heideggerian discourse that I would like to insert the 

dialectic developed in this project. What Heidegger's ontology of the self lacks, even if it 

241 Vogel, The Fragile " We," 87. 
242 Ibid., 88. 
243 Ibid., 90-1. 
244 Ibid., 92. 
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can be shown to break out of individualism and into a communal sphere, is some 

indication that the authentic individual must be beholden to moral norms. That is, 

nothing in Heidegger's account of authentic selfhood indicates that being moral in some 

sense is necessary for the authentic individual. Although this was not Heidegger's 

concern in elaborating the possibility of authenticity, it has become the concern of his 

interpreters. Both Olafson and Vogel attempt to show that possibility of experiencing 

others as delineated by Mitsein involves the recognition of a moral demand as inseparable 

from recognizing the presence of the other. For Olfason, that obligation is expressed in 

the notion of trust: since taking responsibility for myself entails that "I am always 

responsible for something and to someone," and since "that someone will be in the 

position of relying on me to do whatever it is that I am responsible for," my relationship 

towards this other party is always one of trust, from which all obligations arise.245 For 

Vogel, this moral obligation comes simply from the fact that "the revelation of others' 

Being as 'fellow existences' is not just an ontological disclosure but a moral demand," 

that is, the experience of the other as such "makes a demand that constitutes one's 

'freedom for one's own possibilities' as always already morally responsible freedom, and 

so not only as self-responsibility but also as responsibility to others."246 

What I would like to point out here is that, while both Olafson and Vogel gesture 

to the way in which recognizing the other's presence entails the recognition of a moral 

demand, neither gives an account of how the making of this moral demand comes about. 

While I think Vogel, in particular, is correct to claim that "freedom is the condition, but 

not the source, of moral obligation," he does not offer a description of what the source of 

Olafson, Heidegger and the Ground of Ethics, 60 
Vogel, The Fragile "We," 92. 
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this moral demand - if not freedom - actually is. Instead, he turns to a brilliant 

passage by Paul Ricoeur, which has a great deal of affinity to the work we have already 

done. Ricoeur writes: 

The recognition of another freedom, the position of the other as having as much 
value as I have, are primitive acts which can be derived from nothing else. Why 
should we not kill if it were useful, reinforcing? Here is the fundamental limit of 
any technology of behavior, since it cannot take into account the notion of person 
as "an end in itself which is constitutive of the concept of dignity. To have a 
value and not a price, that is to have dignity, according to Kant. But the position 
of the ethical problem on the basis of the second person is a denial of the illusion 
of lawless freedom. Ethical freedom is not a claim which proceeds from me and 
is opposed to any control; it is rather a demand which is addressed to me and 
proceeds from the other: allow me to exist in front of you as your equal! Dignity 
is the demand of freedom at the second-person level. There would be no question 
of treating the person in myself as an end in itself, if I did not meet this 
requirement with reference to the other. In that sense, I am my own neighbor, 
because I am the neighbor of my neighbors. Therefore, freedom is no longer an 
extension of my attempt to escape control or avoid constraint. It is an extension 
of my recognition of the equal right of the other to exist.248 

Here I think that Ricoeur, too, is on the right track. And it seems that Vogel's position is 

simply to accept Ricoeur's point that the other's presence as a source of freedom 

represents an ethical demand as such, a "primitive act" as Ricoeur puts it. But surely 

more can be said about this primitive act - this second-personal demand for moral respect 

- for example, what makes it primitive? Moreover, as we have seen in our encounter 

with Darwall and Levinas, to simply reverse the terms of the argument is not enough. It 

is not enough to say, for example as Darwall (and Ricoeur also) does, that moral respect 

is not a characteristic endowed on the other by the self, but that it is in fact demanded by 

other in her second-personal authority over the self. Where does the other come by the 

247 Ibid., 91. 
248 Paul Ricoeur, "A Critique of B.F. Skinner's Beyond Freedom and Dignity," in Social and Political 
Essays, trans. David Pellauer (Athens: Ohio University Press, 1974), 63-64. 



authority to makes this demand in first place? How do we come to speak of authority at 

all? 

While progress is made in Heidegger scholarship by suggesting that Dasein's 

freedom towards death, revealed in authenticity, is always already a moral freedom 

invested by the second-person injunction, to say only this is not to go far enough. To 

gesture to the second-person alone is insufficient, because as we saw with Darwall, the 

second-personal demand for moral respect presupposes both an account of the other's 

authority and begs the question of what legitimates the other's authority to make moral 

demands. In my view, acknowledging that the ultimate ground of moral obligations is 

heteronomous, rather than autonomous, is the first step towards the full account of the 

normativity of morality. However, the move towards the second-person is a necessary, 

rather than sufficient condition for that complete account. 

6.3 Taking the Levinasian Turn 

We have now entered into the terrain of familiar questions. Indeed, we now face 

those very same questions whose answers are the desiderata of this dissertation. Most 

importantly, however, what we have located at this juncture is an opportunity to bring 

Levinas into the Heideggerian frame. Earlier, we saw that the crucial advance that 

Levinas offered us was an account of the other's authority over the self. While we agreed 

in Chapter 4 that Levinas had gotten the phenomenology of the face-to-face encounter 

right, his insights were ontologically homeless, since he tried - albeit unsuccessfully - to 

break with the language of ontology in favor of a new ethical metaphysics. At this point, 

we have the chance to recoup Levinas' description of the other in an ontology of the self, 

and in so doing, to make use of the most compelling pieces of his argument. 



On Levinas' account, recall, the other takes up the place previously occupied by 

God in the history of metaphysics. Of particular importance for Levinas is Descartes' 

notion of the idea of infinity. When the idea of infinity is discovered by Descartes, he 

believes it to be a trace of the divine in his cogito and therefore the first step in his proof 

of the existence of God. For Levinas, the Cartesian notion of infinity reveals not God but 

the "face" of the other. More precisely, the idea of infinity serves a dual purpose for 

Levinas. Let us review that dual purpose briefly in preparation for a re-appropriation of 

Levinas to phenomenological ontology. 

First, the idea of the infinite allows Levinas to reverse the terms of Husserl's 

purely negative characterization of the other (where the experience of the other just is the 

experience of her inaccessibility to me). Levinas turns this liminal experience of 

otherness back on itself, arguing that, positively, the other is experienced precisely in her 

exteriority. That is, the other is experienced as one who relates to me and yet withdraws 

from this relationship, as an absolute otherness that is not rendered relative in relating to 

me. Formally, this relationship to the other is exactly that described in the Cartesian 

notion of the infinite, which "designates a relation with a being that maintains its total 

exteriority with respect to him who thinks it" and which "'absolves' itself from the 

relation in which it presents itself (TI50). Thus, for Levinas, just like the idea of 

infinity which overflows the thought that thinks it, the "face" of the other exceeds "the 

idea of the other in me" and "destroys and overflows" the idea I of have of it. The "face" 

presents itself to me in its exteriority: it is something, like God, to which I relate to but 

cannot possess, something which remains forever outside the finite totality that is my 

world. 



Secondly, in addition to representing the other's exteriority, the idea of infinity 

also attests to the other's authority over the self. For Descartes, the idea of the infinite is 

the trace of God, a perfect idea the existence of which points to a perfect God as its 

creator. For Levinas, the "face" of the other also reveals the other as perfect in her 

exteriority, and in fact, the experience of the other is the only one that can provide these 

concepts - "God," "infinite" - with a phenomenological content. As he writes: 

• The dimension of the divine opens forth from the human face (TI78). 
• The Other is not the incarnation of God, but precisely by his face, in which he is 

disincarnate, is the manifestation of the height in which God is revealed (TI 79). 
• It is our relations with [others]... that give to theological concepts the sole 

signification they admit of (TI 79). 

It is because the other has the perfection characteristic of God, because the other 

approaches me from a height as God does, and because I can have no knowledge of God 

other than what I learn in the human face, that the other can command me. The other has 

this authority to make demands because she presents herself as infinitely other, as the 

embodiment of the idea of infinity, and therefore, as perfect. Just as for Descartes "it is 

necessary to have the idea of infinity, the idea of the perfect" so that one can "know one's 

own imperfection," Levinas writes, in the same way, for him, the experience of the "face" 

- which infinitely overflows every idea I can have of the other - testifies to the other's 

perfection (TI 84). 

The other's authority over me emerges from my own imperfection in comparison 

with the idea of the perfect - from the infinity that I find in the experience of the other's 

"face". But unlike Descartes, for Levinas this is not merely a theoretical matter. In 

measuring up to the idea of infinite, I not only find that "a theoretical idea of another 

myself is not adequate to the infinite, to the other as other," but rather discover a more 
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basic affective truth in this experience (TI 84). Levinas writes: "this way of measuring 

oneself against the perfection of infinity is not a theoretical consideration"; rather, it is 

accomplished as desire (TI 84). For Levinas, desire is to be distinguished from needs: 

needs are lacks that can be satisfied; desire is a positive attraction to something that is 

neither needed nor possessed.249 Thus, for him, "the idea of the perfect is not an idea but 

desire; it is the welcoming of the other, the commencement of moral consciousness, 

which calls into question my freedom" (TI 84). Although desire is a positive 

phenomenon, and so represents my welcoming of the other, what is revealed to me in this 

case - in the experience of infinity and my attempt to measure up to it - is my shame. 

Welcoming the other is the commencement of moral consciousness for Levinas, because 

in my desire for the other, I discover not only that the other is one "over whom I cannot 

have power, whom I cannot kill," but also that "qua I, I am not innocent spontaneity but 

usurper and murder" (TI 84). 

The other, then, is not initially encountered by me as a "fact" or an "obstacle" and 

"does not threaten me with death"; rather, the other is "desired in my shame" - that is, the 

other brings me face to face with the discovery that my freedom is "murderous in its very 

exercise," that I have claimed for myself a 'place in the sun' that might equally belong to 

the other (TI 84). Levinas' point is simple: every satisfaction, every fulfillment of need, 

every pleasure that the solipsistic ego enjoys necessarily deprives the other of that good. 

But nothing in my mere wanting of these things justifies my possession of them. Thus, I 

am ashamed before the other because I discover that my freedom is unjustified and 

cannot justify itself. This experience, finally, testifies to the other's authority over me: 

"his justified existence is the primary fact, the synonym of his very perfection," and it is 

249 See John Wild, "Introduction" in Totality and Infinity for a definition of these terms (TI 19). 
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precisely because of this perfection that "he provokes my shame and presents himself as 

dominating me" (TI 84). For Levinas, to discover the authority of the other over the self, 

one must not think about what justifies freedom from one's own perspective, but the way 

in which one is fundamentally called to justify one's freedom in the experience of the 

other. As he puts it, "To discover the unjustified facticity of power and freedom one 

must not consider it as an object, nor consider the Other as an object; one must measure 

oneself against infinity" (TI 84). 

For Levinas, however, my shame has a positive effect. It not only testifies to the 

other's authority, but also to my desire for the other, to my attraction and welcoming of 

the other as interlocutor. Therefore, to attempt this measuring is already "to welcome the 

other" and to put oneself on the path to moral consciousness. In this way, for Levinas, 

moral conscience begins in the shame I feel in finding my freedom unjustified, in 

considering the other as infinitely other and failing to measure up to the perfection the 

other represents. It is here that morality is grounded - in the original experience of 

conscience, which just is the "welcoming of other" as that being who is perfect in her 

infinite otherness. The ground of a moral conscience, then, is "the revelation of a 

resistance to my powers that does not counter them as a greater force, but calls in 

question the naive right of my powers, my glorious spontaneity as a living being. 

Morality begins when freedom, instead of being justified by itself, feels itself to be 

arbitrary and violent" (TI 84). 

We need to take a moment's pause at this point because I have invoked those very 

same Levinasian claims about the other (e.g. infinity, exteriority, perfection, etc.) that 

have drawn criticism for their hyperbole, as we saw in Chapter 4. There are those, 



Drummond for example, who contend that Levinas' description of the other is not 

phenomenologically evident as such. It is crucial to show, then, that a less hyperbolic 

explanation of these notions can be given. I will briefly attempt to do that now using 

Drummond as foil. 

In a piece entitled "Moral Encounters," Drummond reviews two examples of 

moral encounters with others, one of which is the story Magda Trocme, a French 

Huguenot living in Le Chambon who took in Jewish refugees escaping Nazi Germany. 

According to the narration, one night Trocme found the first of these refugees at her back 

door: 

There before her, only the front of her body protected from the cold, stood a 
woman shawled in pure snow. Under her shawl her clothes, though once thick, 
had been whipped thin by the wind and the snow of that terrible winter. But her 
face had been whipped even thinner by events; she was visibly frightened, and 
was half-ready to step back, trembling with fright and cold. The first thing that 
Magda Trocme recalls seeing was the hunger in that face and those dark eyes.251 

Trocme herself, interviewed years later, described the event this way: 

A German woman knocked at my door. It was in the evening, and she said she 
was a German Jew coming form northern France, that she was in danger, and that 
she had heard that in Le Chambon somebody could help here. Could she come 
into my house? I said, 'Naturally, come in, and come in'.. .252 

For Drummond, this example illustrates the way in which Trocme "saw the refugee's 

hunger and fear immediately" and yet "her experience was that of a concrete human 

individual requesting food and shelter and help." Thus, Trocme "encountered persons 

simply in experiencing their hunger," phenomenological evidence that supports 

John Drummond, "Moral Encounters," Recherches Husserliennes 16 (2001): 1-18. Drummond cites a 
Phillip P. Hallie's book Lest Innocent Blood Be Shed: The Story of the Village ofLe Chambon and How 
Goodness Happened There (New York: HaperPerennial, 1994), 120-4, as the source for this story. 
251 Ibid., 5; Hallie, Lest Innocent Blood Be Shed, 120. 
252 Ibid., 5; Hallie, Lest Innocent Blood Be Shed, 124. 
253 Ibid., 17. 



Drummond's Husserlian theory of moral obligation. For Drummond, the presence of 

the moral obligation in Trocme's story involves not just the "communicative dimension 

of human experience," since Trocme recognized "the hunger and fear in the refugee's 

face and eyes independently of the spoken request for help," but also in the bodily, 

cognitive, emotive and moments that motivated Trocme to provide a basic human good -

food and shelter - for the woman at her door. Trocme's story demonstrates, in short, 

the way in which moral obligations stem from encounter others as persons first, and 

desiring what is appropriate for them based on this multi-faceted cognitive-emotional 

experience. 

Can Levinas also render the most salient elements of this moral encounter 

intelligible? Or is it true that his phenomenological articulation of the experience of 

otherness and obligation is too far-fetched? I think we have some evidence that Levinas 

is not so far from removed from concrete encounters in his phenomenological 

description, for what primarily breaks through in Trocme's story is the other's face: it is 

the hunger in the woman's face and eyes that Trocme is said to recollect first. In this 

sense, Levinas' prioritizing of the "face" of the other is consistent with the narrative of 

Trocme's experience, where the "face" is not primarily the woman's visage, but, to cite 

Levinas, the way which she presents herself as "an exigency" that is "more primordial 

than everything that takes place in me" (TI 87). The phenomenon of the "face," as we 

know, is primarily a linguistic one for Levinas: the first word of the "face" is obligation. 

It seems that Drummond has the upper-hand on this point, since as he illustrates, the 

moral claim in Trocme's story is present independent of the spoken request. According 

Ibid., 9. 



to Drummond, it would be "too easy and too quick" to locate our moral obligations in the 

communicative dimension, as Levinas does. But I think Levinas is not so easily 

marginalized. For him, language has a broader sense than the spoken word - recall, he 

claims that "the eyes do not shine, they speak". Insofar as the moral claim in Trocme's 

encounter comes not in the literal communication, but in the "language of the eyes," then 

Levinas need not be set aside for proceeding too quickly or too easily. He too can 

account for the existence of the moral obligation independent of its verbal articulation: it 

lies in the language of the eyes that speak of the woman's hunger. 

What about the notions of infinity and perfection? Can they be located in this 

story? I believe they can, since for Levinas, the infinity of the other is experienced not as 

an idea, but in desire, in the "welcoming of the other". Here again evidence can be 

found: Trocme's first act is to say "Naturally, come in" - that is, she welcomes the other 

to her home, she desires to provide that which is needed for this person who asks 

something of her. While this welcoming alone does not invoke the other Levinasian 

tropes like shame and murder described above - those notions perhaps are better suited 

for other kinds of encounters - we do at least find in Trocme's story one way in which 

Levinas contends the infinity of the other is respected: the welcome. Clearly, more work 

would need to be done in order for a full Levinasian description of this moral encounter 

to emerge, especially - for example - the way in which the other's perfection is 

experienced in my inability to measure up to her. 

Perhaps some inroads toward this notion could be made by imagining the 

experience ourselves: we see in the face of the other the way in which the refugee's pain 

and hunger can never be experienced by me, but are nevertheless testified to in her eyes 

256 Ibid., 6. 
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and face "whipped thin by events"; in perceiving this claim, I experience my inability to 

know what it is really like to be her, I find myself unable to conjure up in myself any 

feelings that could measure up to the chill she now feels or the hunger deadens her limbs; 

in these ways, I find her experience absolutely irreducible to my own, infinitely other, 

and I find simultaneously, the arbitrariness at which I am in here, warm and full, while 

she is out there, freezing and empty; I find my condition without justification, I find my 

freedom called into question, and in the presence of this claim - the eyes that speak - 1 

must decide what to do, for anything I do after recognizing this claim will be to have 

responded to it. To welcome the other is to welcome the infinitely other being at my 

door, to accept the moral claim she makes on me, to desire the relationship offered by her 

presence; to shun the other is to wish this infinite obligation erased, to murder the "face" 

or kill the claim that is made on me. What to do about the moral claim made by the 

refugee's presence is left up to me, the recognition of this claim itself, however, is not. 

Indeed, I cannot experience her without at the same time experiencing the call to ethical 

responsibility made by her simply being there, by the perfection and infinity of her 

exigency: infinite, because her suffering remains an experience I can understand but 

never undergo myself, a pathos which I can grasp but cannot relieve, and perfect because 

of this infinite separation, because there is nothing in myself that can measure up to the 

experience she feels. 

This kind of reconstruction is an indication of the way in which Levinas' analysis 

might be made less esoteric and more concrete. My point in highlighting these elements 

here is simply that Levinas' apparently hyperbolic terms can be applied to the mundane 

encounters of our moral lives more readily than his presentation of them might indicate. 
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The hyperbolic nature of his account is, I think, a deficiency of Levinas' philosophical 

execution rather than his phenomenological acuity. Despite the reservations of critics, I 

contend that what we have in Levinas is a compelling story of how the other comes to 

have authority over me. The source of the other's authority is not rooted in a cognitive 

argument, but in a phenomenological experience. In encountering the other's "face," 

what I experience is the other's transcendence, the height of the other as infinitely and 

perfectly other than me, an ineffable difference that limits my power and calls my 

freedom into question. To experience the "face" is to experience the other's authority to 

claim of me, to call me into question, and this original moral claim is inseparable from 

the "face" of the other. 

With this in mind, let us jump back to Heidegger. Among the things missing in 

Heidegger's account of being a self is that he gives us no reason, no motivation for being 

authentic. In Dreyfus and Rubin's analysis of Division II, for example, they argue that 

Heidegger offers no reason to us for preferring an authentic existence to an inauthentic 

one other than a single passing remark about "joy". Heidegger writes, "along with the 

sober anxiety which brings us face to face with our individualized potentiality-for-Being, 

there goes an unshakable joy in this possibility" (BT 358/310). Certainly, this joy is not 

the only reason Heidegger is so interested in authenticity. One consideration that Dreyfus 

and Rubin overlook is that Heidegger has methodological reasons for articulating the 

possibility of authenticity: like Husserl before him, Heidegger recognized that the 

Hubert Dreyfus and Jane Rubin, "Appendix," in Being-in-the-World, (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1991), 
333. 



practice of phenomenology itself demanded ultimate self-responsibility. But is there 

something more to the story? 

I believe there is. The "something more" is an ethical claim that underlies 

Heidegger's account of authentic selfhood: it is this claim, which is revealed in 

authenticity, that motivates us to be authentic, that gives us a reason to take responsibility 

for our own lives. I submit that what is disclosed in authentic being-with is not just the 

possibility of leaping in, a "liberating solicitude," but the experience of the "face" of the 

other that Levinas describes. That is, I argue that being authentic means becoming 

transparent about the Dasein-with of others; it means becoming attuned to the being of 

others qua care. This attunement reveals that the other, as infinitely other, presents 

herself as a primordial moral claim on Dasein, and it is only in authenticity that this 

omnipresent, underlying claim to respect the other is exhibited as such. There is no 

further argument to be made for this claim because its grounding is phenomenological. 

In backing Levinas' account of the face-to-face encounter, what I mean is that those 

See §63 of Being and Time. The methodological role of authenticity has been pointed out by Guignon, 
"Heidegger's Authenticity Revisited," 334 and Steven Crowell, Husserl, Heidegger and the Space of 
Meaning, (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 2001). 
259 Francois Raffoul has attempted to establish a relationship between Levinas and Heidegger around the 
notions of authenticity and mineness (Heidegger and the Subject, trans. D. Pettigrew and G. Recco, New 
York: Humanity Books, 1998). Raffoul's reading of conscience, being-guilty, and resoluteness, however, 
approaches Heidegger through his later work, in particular the "Letter on Humanism". But this seems to 
me the wrong way to respond to the alleged subjectivism or individualism of Being and Time. Raffoul's 
approach demands that one accept the idea that "from its very inception, the thinking of Being in the form 
of an existential analytic was determined as a thinking of a non-egological self-appropriation," and 
therefore, that "it is not / who am the subject of this appropriation: on the contrary I am thrown into it, by 
Being, in Being, and for Being as it is my own" (ibid., 256). It is not clear what this invocation of "Being" 
as an impersonal force that both "throws me" and is "my own" accomplishes in this "self-appropriation". 
If I am not the subject of this appropriation, who is? Moreover, how can I be an T at all without adopting 
an egological starting point or at least tacitly presupposing it? To give just one other example of the 
problems this interpretative strategy presents: to suggest that thrownness has a connection to responsibility 
for Heidegger is helpful; to argue, as Raffoul does, that "this peculiar structure of facticity, the fact that 
Dasein is always "late" with respect to Being, reveals a certain withdrawal of Being: Being withdraws in 
the very "throw" that brings Dasein into existence," fails to clarify the relationship at hand (ibid., 232). 
The use of Being as a (personified?) entity that "throws" Dasein into its being-guilty only seems to 
complicate what is at issue: namely, the task of self-responsibility in light of the call of conscience. Nor, I 
would argue, is the imposition of such a notion justified by the text of Being and Time alone. 
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features of the experience of the other reviewed above are essentially repeatable for all of 

us, qua authentic about our being-with others. This Levinasian evidential moment - the 

presence of the primordial moral claim in authenticity, or being attuned to the being of 

others qua care - is simply part of the phenomenon of intersubjectivity 

Taking Levinas' account in hand, we can now begin to turn aside the charge of 

moral nihilism put to Heidegger's account of authentic selfhood. The resolute choice of 

authentic Dasein is not a morally empty choice, but one made already in the moral arena. 

How so? Because, following Levinas, our freedom - which in its naive exercise is 

"arbitrary and unjustified" - finds its purpose in being called into question by the other, 

in the invitation to "justice". That is, as Levinas writes, "the presence of the Other, a 

privileged heteronomy, does not clash with freedom but invests it" (TI 88). In this way, 

resoluteness can be read as a choice to be self-responsible made in light of the call to 

moral responsibility that issues from the other - a call which is made manifest to us in 

authenticity. Thus, in order to rebut moral nihilism, we do no need to get back from the 

ontological to the ethical because the ontological possibility of authenticity is already 

ethical: it is the disclosure of the other's "face," which is inseparable from the original 

moral claim. Since the invitation to morality is given by the other presenting herself as a 

"face," the ethical status of the other, then, is not established by argument. It is neither a 

matter of inference - i.e. because I value my own care-structured selfhood I am bound on 

pain of consistency to value your care-structured being - nor is it a performative self-

contradiction - i.e. in failing to take into account the other's interests, I ignore the value 

of that on which I myself depend.260 Rather, these are claims that can be made only on 

260 The notion of performative self-contradiction is useful, however, when we attempt to endorse particular 
moral obligations. I try to spell out exactly what I am violating when I treat the other immorally below in 
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the back of a more basic experience: that at the very limit, the other's "face" reveals itself 

to me as a moral plea: once again, "the eye of the other does not shine; it speaks," and its 

first word is obligation (TI66). 

Ultimately, what authentic being-with others discloses to me is that while I may 

be free either to ignore or act on this fundamental claim the experience of the "face" 

makes on me, my being free is always already answerable to others. It is this 

answerability that I take over as my own self-responsibility in resoluteness. Heidegger's 

account of self-responsibility, as we seen, is necessarily decisionistic since it is an 

account of self-choice; however, read in light of Levinas, it need not be morally nihilistic, 

since this self-choice - a choosing to choose, to take over my being-guilty, to make 

myself answerable - must be understood as an attempt to live up to the call I find 

revealed in the "face." In resoluteness, I choose to make myself responsible for this call 

that I find inescapable in the authentic disclosure of being-with others. Thus, it is in the 

possibility of authenticity that we find an ontological place for Levinas' description of the 

face-to-face encounter. By bringing Levinas back into the ontological fold, we have a 

new way of interpreting Korsgaard's notion of a "moral identity," or the moral claim that 

underlies our practical identities. Ontologically speaking, we have moral identity not 

because of our decision to value our own humanity, but because we are obligated by the 

"face" of the other and have responded to this claim before we have adopted our practical 

roles and self-understandings. We have a deep reason to be moral because we have 

always already acknowledged the "face," and must acknowledge it, in order to be in 

community with others - or so I shall argue below (section 6.5). 

my discussion of Korsgaard (section 6.6) using Levinas' analysis of the connection between the face and 
language, one the one hand, and Heidegger's notion of responsibility and authentic being-with, on the 
other. 
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6.4 Recovering the First-Person 

We are now in a position to make a qualified return to the first-person 

perspective. The role of the first-person is not the one given to it by Korsgaard, where 

first-personal reflective endorsement is the sole arbiter of the moral sphere; rather, the 

first-person takes on the role partly suggested by Darwall: for us, the authority of the 

first-person stance is limited by an understanding of the second-person grounding of 

morality. In fact, resoluteness, as the first-personal moment of Heidegger's ontology of 

the self, allows us to fill in the twin lacunae of Levinas' account, as I shall show in this 

section and the next next. 

Levinas is sometimes accused of an "idolatry" of otherness. Since the other 

presents herself in the experience of the "face" as a God-like infinity, she can demand 

apparently unlimited respect and obligation to her. But should another person have this 

kind of absolute power over another? Isn't this just an example of the violence and 

oppression Levinas was so keen to avoid? What justifies the other's moral authority over 

the self? While we have pressed this question against Levinas' position on its own, 

drawing on the resources of Heidegger's ontology, we can defend Levinas' description of 

the "face" from this apparent idolatry by employing Heidegger's distinction between the 

authentic and inauthentic. This distinction allows us, in turn, to address the question of 

the normativity of morality as a whole and the question of the normativity of particular 

moral obligations separately. The problem of idolatry, or the problem of justifying the 

other's moral authority, begins to dissolve once we see that the experience of the "face" -

and thus the experience of infinite responsibility - applies only to the grounding of 

Blum, "Emmanuel Levinas' Theory of Commitment," 167. 
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morality itself, not to the normativity of particular moral obligations, which is established 

first-personally. 

In Heideggerian terms, the other is not experienced in her height and 

transcendence at every moment - rather, this disclosure of the other as infinitely other is 

made only in authenticity. Everyday and most of the time, the other approaches me 

under the guise of her das Man role: shopkeeper, bus-rider, colleague, and so on. It is 

only in authenticity that I experience the infinite claim on me, the call to moral 

responsibility; inauthentically, I simply respond to the other's particular moral claims as I 

normally would - ignoring certain claims as a thief, acknowledging others as a "good 

Samaritan." The Levinasian point, read through Heidegger, is that the ground of all of 

these particular obligations is the experience of the face-to-face, the infinity and 

perfection of the other as revealed in authenticity. This fundamental claim must be 

infinitely demanding, otherwise it would let us off the "moral hook".262 The possibility 

of authenticity, however, lets us see through any particular moral obligation that we 

experience in our everyday mode to the more fundamental experience of being claimed 

by the other that grounds it. The latter, but not the former, always carries the weight of 

infinite responsibility. Thus, acknowledging the infinite respect due to the other is not an 

illicit blending of God and other, but a description of the founding moment of ethics. 

This moment, the fundamental demand of the "face," constitutes the ground of every 

particular moral obligation, but not every particular claim made on me by the other has 

carries this weight of infinite or unlimited responsibility. That is to say, although the 

other is always infinitely transcendent, not every claim or whim issued by the other is 

worthy of this same respect. 

262 Critchley, "Introduction," 28. 



The key to this simultaneous endorsement of infinite responsibility in certain 

circumstances and the mitigation of responsibility in others is resoluteness. It is in 

resoluteness - which is a form of first-person endorsement or avowal - that I, first, 

recognize the other's authority over me (which is given in the experience of the "face"), 

and second, that I adjudicate between rival claims made on me. As we saw in Chapter 4, 

Levinas could not account for (1) the legitimacy of the other's moral authority, and (2) 

the normativity of discrete moral obligations. The first step to answering these 

legitimational concerns is demonstrating that resoluteness is the normative ground for 

particular moral obligations. 

On my account, the grounding of particular moral obligations in resoluteness has 

two moments. To begin, as we know, Dasein qua authentic discloses itself as a mere 

being-possible, a "groundless ground". However, in light of the Levinasian turn we have 

made, authenticity also entails a disclosure of others who claim me, who ask me to justify 

myself despite my groundlessness. Resoluteness is self-responsibly choosing to take up 

this call of the "face," to respond to it, to make myself answerable to it. Since in 

authenticity all of Dasein's ways to be are revealed as contingent and transient, so too do 

the particular moral obligations under which Dasein normally operates show up as 

groundless. And yet, in authentically being-with others, Dasein experiences the call to 

moral responsibility in the face-to-face encounter. Once we have gotten clear of the 

hyperbole of Levinas' position by adopting Heidegger's ontological framework, we can 

see that the authority of the other is no longer in need of legitimation: it is simply a 

phenomenological insight into the nature of intersubjective relationships. As resolute, I 

heed this invitation to moral conscience given by the other; I choose to act (in the 
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broadest sense of that term) on one of the particular possibilities presented to me in my 

factical situation. That is, as resolute, I endorse certain moral obligations as binding on 

me, and in so doing, I acknowledge the other's moral authority to demand responsibility 

from me. This is the first moment of resolute choice. The experience of another person 

in the mode of authenticity alerts me to her absolute authority over me, and this authority 

calls me to take responsibility for the fundamental claim that the "face" makes on me. In 

responding resolutely in light of this authentic disclosure, I make myself responsible for 

my world disclosure; I acknowledge that it is my commitment to the norms and standards 

of the world that sustains them. And I do so precisely because I recognize the other's 

legitimate moral authority to demand responsibility from me. Thus, it is the other's claim 

on me that invests my own authority over myself: it is only insofar as I am claimed by the 

other that I hold myself to self-responsibility; I demand of myself that I live up to the 

primordial obligation that is the ground of morality. So, in choosing resolutely, I 

acknowledge the other's authority to make this original claim of me: I testify to her right 

to claim me and try to do justice to the infinite claim that the "face" represents. 

But how exactly do I live up to this original demand? Which moral obligation 

shall I endorse? Here is the second moment of resoluteness, in which we find an echo of 

Heidegger's rhetorical question and reply: "On what does [Dasein] resolve? Only the 

resolution itself can give the answer" (BT 345/298). That is, in trying resolutely to live 

up to the original moral demand of the "face," I can only start with the particular 

obligations of the concrete situation in which I currently am. Because the possibilities of 

this situation are limited to my finite understanding of them, i.e. to my own capabilities, 

263 This preliminary sketch will be supplemented in section 6.5, but it should already be clear how 
resoluteness involves both the recognition the other's moral authority over the self and accounts for the 
normativity of particular obligations. 



and are historically contingent and relative to the world-disclosure which I occupy, I am 

never certain whether I am "getting it right" - whether I am in fact behaving as I should, 

if I am doing justice the fundamental ethical claim of the other. On this level, there no 

"right" answers in the transhistorical, universal sense "right" or "true" - there are only 

those answers for which I take responsibility. This is not to say there are no 

transhistorical moral truths simpliciter. The status of the other's primordial moral claim 

on me, for example - which is disclosed at the ontological level - is a claim that not 

historically contingent and the truth of this primordial moral obligation is a matter of 

phenomenological description or "eidetic seeing". The content of this primordial claim, 

however, must be specified in order to be "moral" - i.e. it must tell us what we ought to 

do - and this, I believe, is an interpretive matter: for Levinas, that content is "thou shalt 

not kill," while I understand it (following Drummond and Darwall) as a general demand 

for moral or recognitional respect - "you shall respect me." Be that as it may, the 

relevant point is simply that the primordial ethical claim, experienced in the mode of 

authenticity (and articulated by phenomenology in the same manner) will be the standard 

by which our ontic or particular moral obligations are judged. It may be that we take up 

obligations incommensurate with our primordial moral indebtedness, e.g. obligations that 

err or fail to live up to this fundamental norm that undergirds the moral order, and 

resoluteness as self-responsibility is the mechanism through which these matters will be 

corrected and sorted out. This is a kind of moral decisionism, but not a mere 

decisionism: as morally resolute, I am committed to the course of action I have taken and 

yet continually hold open "the possibility of taking it back," that is, of acknowledging 

that I have taken the wrong course, that I adopted the wrong standards. Resoluteness in 
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this sense means continual openness to the other: I am always open to the other's 

injunctions, always attentive to the other, and respond as best I can to the ways in which I 

succeed or fail to live up to my fundamental moral obligation. 

This second moment of resoluteness - the double of movement of commitment 

and the willingness to take it back - allows Dasein to adjudicate different moral claims. 

In resoluteness, Dasein decides which standards to endorse, which commitments to 

honor. Since not every concern of the other need be my moral concern, some claims may 

not be seen through to the end or may be rejected outright. Alternatively, Dasein may 

discover that the moral standards of the day do not give the other her due respect; there 

may be a disconnect between what the other is owed and the standards of the status quo. 

Resolute Dasein, as self-responsible, dedicates itself to working out these inconsistencies, 

to scrutinizing and revising its resolution - or its standards and practices - as 

necessary.264 This task itself is infinite, for the measure of Dasein's success is the 

experience of the other in authenticity - the perfection of infinity - and yet all of Dasein's 

worldly possibilities are finite and contingent. Thus, there will always be omissions, 

ways in which the fundamental ethical demand is distorted or covered over in Dasein's 

interpretation of that claim, i.e. in Dasein taking action on behalf of the other and out of 

respect for her. Since there can be no direct translation of the infinite to the finite, 

Dasein's efforts will always be imperfect. The experience of death (in the existential 

sense) remains an ever-present possibility. It may turn out, for example, that despite our 

best intentions, an egregious moral error was committed in the name of morality. 

Resolute Dasein, as authentic, must remain ever cognizant of this possibility of total 

264 My interpretation of resoluteness is indebted to John Haugeland and his beholdenness theory of truth in 
Heidegger. See "Truth and Rule-Following" and "Truth and Finitude" in Heidegger, Authenticity, and 
Modernity, 43-77. 



breakdown, of the failure of its best efforts. Nonetheless, it is in this way that a particular 

moral obligation is grounded: Dasein takes it up in resoluteness and makes itself 

responsible for its success and failure. 

This reinterpretation of Heidegger's "existential" concepts in light of Levinas' 

description of our fundamental moral obligation to the other also allows us to solve two 

other persistent Levinasian problems. First, Levinas' ontology of "great kinds" is 

criticized because, in his reconstruction of the stages of consciousness, he requires the 

pre-moral self to be absolutely ignorant of otherness, to reside in a purely solipsistic 

subject-world that the Other will later shatter in the epiphany of the "face". Ricoeur 

argued this separation of the Same/Other was hyperbolic; Derrida found it conceptually 

untenable. We however can make some sense of Levinas' separation thesis, 

phenomenologically speaking, once again by appealing to Heidegger's description of 

Dasein's inauthentic and authentic modes. For it is precisely in inauthenticity that the 

world is undifferentiated and solipsistic - it is a solipsism of das Man and the "they-self." 

In doing "what one does," the other is not experienced in her otherness by me at all; 

rather she fits neatly into the categories of my experience, into the social roles which 

make her life intelligible as such. This is of course precisely why Levinas is critical of 

Heidegger - "we therefore are radically opposed to Heidegger who subordinates the 

relation with the Other to ontology," he writes (TI 89). But Heidegger reinterpreted in 

the way suggested here makes room, in the possibility of authenticity, for the other to 

emerge as other, to present herself as a separate freedom beyond all possible control by 

me. The experience of authenticity understood in this manner - as a way of disclosing 

the other as other in authentic being-with - allows us to confirm in our own experience 
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the phenomenological account of the "face," and therefore, to make sense of Levinas' 

separation thesis. For, inauthentically speaking, I may never experience the other as such 

and may never need to in order to act in accord with the moral norms provided by das 

Man. It is only in critical questioning, in seeking the ground of those obligations, that 

authenticity becomes a necessity. 

Finally, our reinterpretation of Heidegger on Levinasian lines shows how we can 

get from the face-to-face encounter - described in such otherwordly and provocative 

terms by Levinas - back to the moral encounters we more readily recognize. Levinas is 

often criticized because, for example, we don't encounter the "epiphany of the face" in 

our day-to-day lives. There seems no easy way to move from primordial ethical 

demand back into the sphere of mundane moral obligations in Levinas' theory. And yet 

Levinas claims in an interview that were the "face" not "presupposed in all human 

relationships," then we "would not even say, before an open door, 'after you, sir!' It is an 

original 'After you, sir!' that I have tried to describe" (EE 89). With Heidegger's 

ontology, we have found a way to bring the primordial and the mundane together in the 

dual possibilities of Dasein's everyday and authentic capacities. Since for Heidegger 

every worldly encounter is a possibility of Dasein, this "way to be" in the world can also 

be disclosed authentically. Therefore, every mundane dealing with another person can, in 

principle, open onto the plane in which my infinite responsibility to the other is disclosed 

in authenticity. Moreover, as we have seen, the "face" does not tell us anything ontic or 

factical in being authentically disclosed: it conveys only an ontological claim - that 

Dasein is fundamentally indebted and answerable to the other. It is up to Dasein, in 

265 This is, for example, John Drummond's criticism, which is only in part revealed by his critique of 
Kantianism in Chapter 2. 



choosing itself, to act on this authentic disclosure. And as Dasein takes up its world 

resolutely, it also resolutely takes up the task of interpreting this primordial claim of the 

"face," that is, of endorsing those particular moral obligations implicit in its factical 

situation and taking responsibility for them.266 It is resoluteness that mediates the 

primordial and the mundane, and Dasein's structure as being-in-the-world that allows for 

both possibilities to coexist. 

6.5 A Theory of Moral Obligation 

The goal of this dissertation has been to produce an account of the normativity of 

moral obligations, and in the pursuit of this aim, we have arrived at a theory of moral 

obligation in general. The preceding sections have sketched the profile of such a theory 

by reinterpreting Heidegger's existential analytic of Dasein in light of the primordial call 

to moral conscience that issues from the "face" of the other described by Levinas. My 

aim has been to unite Levinas' theory of unlimited obligation with Heidegger's ontology 

of the self, and as I have argued, it is qua authentic that I acknowledge the other's 

fundamental plea for ethical recognition, and it is qua resolute that I adjudicate rival 

claims made on me in the name of justice. In my view, the normativity of particular 

moral obligations to others is established from the first-person perspective, but the scope 

of moral obligations, or better said, the fundamental claim that grounds morality as a 

whole is established second-personally. This Heideggerian theory of moral obligation 

I do not think that Dasein will have to explicitly list and endorse all of its moral obligations (though this 
is in principle possible), but only those that show up as questionable. Resolute Dasein, because it takes 
responsibility for its obligations, will have to work the inconsistencies that arise from its commitments to 
them, e.g. does one's opposition to the death penalty entail that one must also be opposed to abortion? 
There are two moral obligations here that imply commitments to certain values; determining the 
consistency of those evaluations requires resolutely working through the moral issues surrounding Dasein's 
commitment to those values, and thus, those obligations. 



retrieves and for the first time legitimately employs two important Levinasian insights 

within the scope of a phenomenological ontology of the self. 

First, it recaptures and solidifies Levinas' occasional distinction between morality 

and ethics. For Levinas, ethics - or the domain of the "face," our passivity to the other's 

demand for ethical responsibility - "hardens its skin" and becomes morality when it 

moves into the "political world," that is, when it moves into the realm of das Man, of 

social norms and practices in a particular socio-historical situation. Yet for Levinas, the 

moral-political order - the everyday rules and guidelines for action - needs to be 

responsive to the more original demand for ethical responsibility, or to what he calls the 

"ethical norm of the interhuman" (FF 29-30). We have given this claim an ontological 

foundation here: the ground of particular moral obligations is Dasein's first-personal 

avowal of das Man norms in resoluteness, yet as resolute, Dasein constantly holds open 

the possibility of changing and revising these guidelines in light of the more primordial 

second-personal demand for ethical responsibility experienced in authentic being-with 

others. With this distinction, then, we can affirm both Korsgaard's and Heidegger's 

claim that the ground of moral obligations is freedom - the freedom of the first-person in 

practical deliberation, the freedom of Dasein as being-towards-death - and yet 

simultaneously recover Darwall's and Levinas' insight that freedom is the condition, but 

not the source, of morality in general (ethics in the Levinasian sense) because the ground 

of ethics is not first-personal autonomy, but rather second-personal heteronomy, more 

specifically, the second-personal demand for ethical responsibility. Henceforth, then, we 

can employ this distinction as our own, where ethics stands for the primordial second-
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personal demand for moral respect, i.e. the other's moral authority, and morality stands 

for the particular moral obligations grounded in first-personal endorsement. 

Second, the phenomenological theory of moral obligation suggested here retrieves 

and grounds Levinas' argument that the "face" founds language. To see this, however, 

we must first recall the problem with Levinas' original account of moral authority, then 

his argument for the "irrecusability" of the "face," and finally, we must situate this 

argument in an ontological framework - Heidegger's theory of language - through which 

its initial promise can be redeemed. 

For us - in opposition to Levinas' "phenomenology of the overflow" - the other's 

moral authority over the self is something I experience in authenticity: it is a claim that 

can only be phenomenologically, that is, experientially verified. It is up to each of us to 

confirm this experience for ourselves, a matter of first-person responsibility once again. 

This may look like hand-waving at the very core of my position, where some might think 

that argument is required. The essence of my position, though, is that this is where 

argument goes no further, and rather than offer yet another conceptual argument, I make 

& phenomenological version of Ricoeur's claim cited above: the experiences of the 

other's authority over me "are primitive acts which can be derived from nothing else." 

What I can say, however, is that our treatment of others attests to the phenomenological 

account of the "face." There is a reason, for example, we cover a prisoner's face before 

we execute him, a reason why revenge is sweeter when exacted while looking your rival 

in the eye. We want either to hide or see the expression on the other's face because that 

expression speaks to their constitution as a "face" in Levinas' sense: that we seek out or 

hide from their physical expression points to our fundamental understanding of them as 

267 See section 6.2. 
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an interlocutor, as one who breaks in on us, as one capable of expressing something to us, 

that is, as one who claims us. It is this primordial claim that we try to exterminate in 

murder or try to honor in welcoming the stranger and the widow, as Levinas describes. 

But to say this is to avoid the very question we pressed against Levinas and showed he 

was unable to answer: why must we accept infinite responsibility to the other? 

To reply, we must avail ourselves of Levinas' argument for "irrecusability" of the 

"face" - that is, why the demand for ethical responsibility is always already in force. For 

Levinas, language itself presupposes the "face": it is "the ethical condition or essence of 

language, the function of language prior to all disclosure of being" (TI200). Thus, the 

demand present in the "face" is inescapable and ineliminable because - if I am in society 

with others, if I transact with them in my everyday manner - 1 have always already 

responded to the call to ethical responsibility because I already share the world with the 

other. Because we are no longer committed to Levinas' "ethical metaphysics," we can 

understand Levinas' assertion about the ethical priority of language as an ontological 

claim that has a place within the existential analytic of Dasein. To vindicate this 

assertion, then, we must situate it within Heidegger's ontology - in particular within 

Heidegger's own theory of language - and thus demonstrate its veracity as a 

transcendental phenomenological claim. 

Very briefly, for Heidegger, "discourse" is the third moment of Dasein's 

disclosedness, which in turn is constitutive of Dasein's being as "care". Discourse is the 

intelligibility of something, the "meaning" of something that is already there for us before 

we have either interpreted it or asserted it in some concrete appropriation (BT 203-

4/161). According to Heidegger, "discourse gets expressed in language" (BT 204/161), 



and therefore, language is not merely a tool or vehicle for transmitting ideas from one 

enclosed subject to another, but a medium of our shared understanding of the world. As 

Heidegger puts it, "communication is never anything like a conveying of experiences, 

such as opinions or wishes, from the interior of one subject to the interior of another" (BT 

205/162). Rather, he contends: "in discourse Being-with (Mitsein) becomes 'explicitly' 

shared; that is to say, it is already, but it is unshared as something that has not been taken 

hold of an appropriated" (BT 205/162). Thus, in communication - that is, through our 

use of language - we testify to the fact that Dasein "in itself is essentially Being-with" 

and that we are constituted in such a way that we are never truly alone, as Heidegger 

contends: "the Other can be missing only in and for a Being-with. Being-alone is a 

deficient mode of Being-with; its very possibility is the proof of this" (BT 156/120, 

157/120). Thus, for Heidegger, our use of language speaks to the fact that we are 

primordially with others as long as we are in the world. 

If this is true, then we are indeed entitled to the argument Levinas opened for us 

but could not make himself: the other's authority that we experience in the "face" is 

legitimate, its use to command us is justified, because we have as language-speakers, as 

beings constituted by being-with, always already acknowledged and accepted this claim 

as valid.268 Even if we have not "taken hold" of this concession "explicitly" in the mode 

Robert Bernasconi raises a similar possibility but does not pursue it in '"The Double Concept of 
Philosophy' and The Place of Ethics" in Heidegger in Question, (Atlantic Highlands: Humanities Press 
International, 1993). He writes: "Could not the same also be true for ethics, in spite of Heidegger's attempt 
to reduce the ontical connotations from ontological language? If all languages were already shaped by 
ethical meanings, would Heidegger still be able to eradicate the ethical character of language by simple 
edict? Would this not mean that there was at least in some sense an ethics already in place in Being and 
Time, for example, in the discussion of authenticity?" (ibid., 33). Bernasconi believes this notion of an 
"ethical language" can only be acknowledged by letting ethical egoism slip back into the picture, since it 
blurs the line between the ontic and the ontological on which Heidegger's refutation of this charge depends. 
Rather than refute the accusation of ethical egoism, Bernasconi's solution is to embrace it: as long is ethics 
is not understood in the manner of rules and prescriptions, ethical egoism is permissible at the existentiell 
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of authentic being-with others, our acceptance of the other's demand for ethical 

responsibility is implicit in our being in community with them. We take the priority of 

the "face" for granted whenever we engage one another, speak to one another about the 

world in the language we share, or even in languages we don't, since what language 

expresses is that things already have meaning and intelligibility for us - which speaks to 

the inescapable fact that others are already there for us as well, and given the ethical 

valence of being-with revealed in authenticity, that they deserve to be objects of moral 

concern. Thus, we cannot refuse the call of the "face" because we have already 

acknowledged it, and so any refusal to accept this demand in language would only testify 

to our prior acknowledgment of the demand for ethical responsibility. 

This analysis makes good on our promise in the previous section to demonstrate 

how the twin legitimational concerns we inherited from Levinas can be answered: we 

now have an account of the normativity of particular moral obligations and a story that 

describes why the other's use of moral authority - the other's demand for respect - is 

justified. The other's demand for moral respect - and the authority the other adopts in 

making such a claim - is justified in the experience of the "face" itself. Thus, that 

legimational question vanishes because the other's moral authority is already a legitimate 

moral authority. In addition, that we are, as selves, language-users testifies to our pre-

level because the (self-focused, egoistic) authentic Dasein "leaps ahead" of others and frees them for their 
"care" (ibid., 38). This account, however, gives up on the notion of ethics as a system of rules for correct 
behavior. For Bernasconi, this is an acceptable cost: morality understood in the ordinary way is 
inconsequential, and his endorsement of ethical egoism on the existentiell level merely prepares the way for 
a repetition of Heidegger's subordination of ethics to ontology in the "Letter on Humanism" in 
Bernasconi's later essay, "Deconstruction and the Possibility of Ethics: Reiterating the Letter on 
Humanism" (ibid., 21 If). In my view, the way to reject the charge of ethical egoism is not to turn to 
metontology, as Bernasconi suggests (ibid., 33-38), but to supplement Heidegger's ontology through 
Levinas, as I will argue in the next section (6.6). The virtue of my reading is that it retains a sense of 
"original ethics" - though not in Heidegger's sense in the "Letter on Humanism" - without trivializing the 
moral problems of everyday life where we make use of moral guidelines and rules. 



reflective acknowledgment of this claim made by the "face" and the irrecusability of the 

demand for ethical responsibility. We cannot escape the demand of the "face" because 

we have always already acknowledged the validity of the other's moral standing in order 

to be the self that we are. This, then, is the meaning of the claim that the "face" founds 

language: that we have always already acknowledged the other's moral authority as 

legitimately authoritative for us. We must accept our infinite responsibility to the other 

now because we have already done so - this is what is revealed to us in the experience of 

authentically being-with others. 

With this adumbration of a theory moral obligation complete, we must begin to 

fulfill our other forestalled promises by demonstrating that the theory sketched here can 

answer the questions we raised in the introduction to this chapter. How does this 

phenomenological theory of moral obligation trivial fill in the gaps we found in 

Korsgaard, Husserl, Darwall, and Heidegger himself? 

6.6 Resolution 

Heidegger. Let us begin by providing a fuller response to the problem of moral 

skepticism - the problem that dogged Korsgaard in The Sources of Normativity, that 

remerged in the opening line of Totality and Infinity, and most recently appeared in the 

possibility of ethical egoism and moral nihilism in Heidegger's account of selfhood. 

While the whole of this chapter has been designed to push against this problem, we have 

not given it a final response. So, then, how does our Levinasian reinterpretation of 

Heidegger avoid the alleged ethical egoism and amoralism - or as we put it, moral 

nihilism - implicit in Heidegger's account of first-personal resolve? 
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To see this, we must bear in mind what have already set aside as possible 

counterweights to the individualistic decisionism of Being and Time. Utilizing Gabriel 

Marcel's critique of Sartre as an exemplar, Guignon touches on just this issue in 

Heidegger: 

To make a commitment is not just to leap one way or the other for the sake of 
leaping; rather becoming committed to something is most often experienced as 
answering a call or responding to something outside ourselves, something that 
makes a demand on us. It would seem, then, that any picture of resoluteness that 
ignores this dimension of being called will fail to capture what is most 
fundamental about our actual experience of being committed. For this purpose 
some account needs to be given of what calls us.2 9 

Guignon's proposal for account of "what calls us" in authentic selfhood, as we saw in 

Chapter 5, is the "destiny of a historical people": Dasein is answerable to its historical 

embededness and the choices one's generation makes about the meaning of its works and 

institutions.270 For Guignon, the decisionism of resoluteness "requires a move beyond 

the descriptions of Dasein's own projections and disclosedness to an account of 

something that can exert a pull on us from outside ourselves."271 But this is precisely 

what we cannot do, this "moving beyond Dasein". What authenticity reveals is that we 

cannot escape ourselves: existential death, as our ownmost possibility, reveals that we 

cannot escape responsibility, that we alone are answerable for choices we make about 

who we are and what we do. The "destiny of a historical people" can only serve as an 

excuse or a cover for our self-responsibility, for the fact that we can only decide what to 

do on the basis of how things show up as mattering to us. So Guignon betrays the very 

meaning of the moment of authenticity in suggesting we "move beyond the descriptions 

Guignon, "Philosophy and Authenticity: Heidegger's Search for a Ground for Philosophizing," in 
Heidegger, Authenticity and Modernity, ed. Mark Wrathall and Jeffrey Malpas (Cambridge: The M.I.T. 
Press, 2000), 92. 
270 Ibid., 97-101. 
271 Ibid., 92. 



of Dasein's projections and disclosedness," since this is exactly what we can never move 

beyond - Dasein just is its projection and disclosure - and this is what we realize in 

authenticity. The best we can do, then, is take responsibility for the choices we do make. 

This does not at the same time mean that we cannot feel within Dasein's disclosedness a 

"pull on us from outside ourselves" - indeed, it is just this claim that we experience in 

authentically being-with others: we find ourselves claimed by their very presence, we 

find that they command moral respect from us in and of themselves. 

On my account, pace Guignon, we are pulled by something "outside" ourselves 

because we become attuned to something "inside" ourselves - namely, that I am an 

intersubjectively constituted being, a being-in-the-world for whom being-with others is 

an essential part.272 What we discover in authenticity is that we are exposed to the other 

and subject to their ethical claim before becoming a self. And this is true because there 

are two kinds of calls operating in my account of moral obligation: (1) Levinas' 

description of the "face," the call to ethical responsibility, which is the primordial ethical 

claim, or the claim revealed in experiencing others authentically, and (2) Heidegger's call 

of conscience, which is Dasein's call to itself, its call to authenticity or to take 

responsibility for itself. It is only by responding to the second call (becoming authentic) 

that we can take responsibility for the first call (the call to be ethical); it is this first call, 

the call to ethics found in the experience of the "face," that gives us an unavoidable 

reason to be moral; it is by responding to the call of conscience (the second call) that we 

can begin to live up to this prior claim. While we may behave in accord with moral 

norms without appealing to the "face," this call to ethical responsibility is present in all 

272 The inside-outside language is slightly misleading here, since in the Heideggerian framework the self 
only exists as being-in-the-world, which means that Dasein finds identity not in self-reflection, but in the 
way things matter to it, in they way they either serve or interrupt its projects and affairs. 
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our everyday dealings, and it can be experienced again in the mode of authenticity if we 

listen and respond to the call conscience. We are, as selves, constituted as a response to 

the demand for ethical responsibility. 

This, I believe, is the correct reply to the charge of decision and moral nihilism in 

Heidegger. In the self-choice of resoluteness, I make myself answerable to the call to 

ethical responsibility: I make myself answerable not only to the moral obligations I 

endorse from the first-person perspective, but also take responsibility for das Man - i.e. 

for the constitutive practices that define social roles and norms - as the horizon on which 

other persons are encountered. This means that I measure those das Man norms against 

the demand for moral respect I find in the "face" and ask myself whether those practices 

and rules are adequate to that primordial claim. In light of this infinitely exacting 

demand - since the "face" is the experience of the infinite and perfection - 1 strive to "get 

it right" morally by endorsing obligations that respect the other as an equal in moral 

authority. Of course, it is quite possible that I will get it wrong - and yet, because I 

already understand the other through the "face" - 1 can also grasp her as a potential 

source of valid moral claims. Thus, I have a reason to listen to the other's reasons, to 

adjust my standards according to the way the other responds to the act or obligation in 

question. I need not produce all my obligations as variations of my own self-

understanding (Husserl) or according to what I believe follows from the "value of 

humanity" as it is grasped from the first-person stance of practical deliberation 

(Korsgaard). For Heidegger, we exist in a world already constituted by norms and rules, 

a world which includes morality as one of our practices. So the question we ask 

ourselves in resoluteness is whether these moral norms accord with the moral authority of 
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the other as revealed in the "face". Indeed, we can be compelled to confront these 

questions by the injunction of others, since they are moral equals and self-originating 

sources valid moral claims. Resoluteness, then, is a kind of self-choice, it is a kind of 

decisionism, but it is a decisionism that represents a commitment to responsibility, a 

decision to own up to what we owe to the other, and so is neither an ethical egoism nor 

amoralism. Authentic being-with breaks through the anonymity of our practical identities 

to reveal that the other has already broken through and claimed us, and resoluteness 

makes this moment of transparency the "ethical norm of the interhuman": it makes 

Dasein beholden to the dignity of the other revealed in the face-to-face encounter. 

Darwall. With the word 'dignity' we evoke Darwall's second-personal approach 

to the phenomenon of moral obligation, and we now have the means to fill in the notion 

of a "moral community" that functioned as a regulative ideal on his account. The moral 

community, on our theory, functions on two levels: the moral community of das Man and 

the ethical community of the face-to-face encounter (and here we employ Levinas' 

moral-ethical distinction). Heidegger's notion of das Man, which is no actual person yet 

prescribes the ways in which we should behave, fits neatly with Darwall's notion of the 

moral community as a regulative ideal, which is likewise not composed of actual human 

beings, but makes sense of our moral practices by appealing to our proneness to certain 

reactive attitudes. The problem with Darwall's approach, as we detailed in Chapter 4, is 

that one becomes a member of the hypothetical moral community simply by taking up the 

second-person stance. But if the second-person standpoint is in principle avoidable, as 

Darwall concedes (SPS 138-40, 263-8), then there is no unconditional demand to be 

moral: we are only obligated to be moral insofar as we address claims to others with the 

273 See sections 4.2.2-3. 



expectation that they respond to them as reasons for action, since the normative felicity 

conditions of such an address (second-personal authority and second-personal 

competence) commit us to morality as equal accountability. 

While we worked to show that Darwall's theory does not give us an account of 

normativity that is second-personal all the way down (Chapter 3) and that Levinas 

surpasses Darwall by showing that demand for ethical responsibility is unconditional 

(Chapter 4), the shared source of these difficulties is that he never makes the constitution 

of the moral community an ontological problem. We can now show how the ontological 

gap in Darwall's position can be filled: our theory has an account of intersubjectivity -

that is, an account of the constitution of the first-person plural, the I-you-we structure of 

the moral community - that preserves both the normativity of moral claims and the status 

of others as equals in moral authority. In a sense, our theory "adds" another normative 

felicity condition to Darwall's account, but the condition we have added is a 

transcendental condition for the phenomenon of intersubjectivity itself: namely, that the 

experience of the other is inseparable from the demand for ethical responsibility. As we 

have seen, to be a self - to be an "I" - means to have already responded to this claim, 

which is why, on Levinas' theory of intersubjectivity, we are not first a self because 

someone recognizes us, but become a self because we speak to and recognize the other, 

because we "offer our being" or our world to the other. As Levinas puts it, "To be in 

oneself is to express oneself, that is, already to serve the Other" (TI183). It is this 

fundamental ethical community established in the face-to-face relationship that brings us 

into the intersubjective world in the first place, that brings us into discourse and language. 

So in order to participate in the claims and demands of the moral community understood 



308 

as das Man, I must have already assented to the demands placed on me as member of the 

ethical community. Here, then, we recover in the ontological framework of Heideggerian 

discourse and being-with the force of Levinas' claim that "to utter T " means that one is 

subject to responsibilities "for which no one can replace me and from which no one can 

release me" (TI245). The reason I cannot shirk from your fundamental demand for 

ethical responsibility, is that I cannot be me- or be a self in the context of others, in a we-

world - without having already affirmed the "face". It is this I-you-we structure that 

makes ethical responsibility inescapable. Thus, we are able to round out Darwall's 

notion of the moral community with the resources of a phenomenological account of 

intersubjectivity. 

Husserl. It is this same account of intersubjectivity that permits us to answer the 

Husserlian problem of solipsism we elaborated in Chapter 2. On the one hand, 

Heidegger's account of being-with as an ontological characteristic of Dasein cuts across 

Husserl's theory of intersubjectivity, since Husserl's focus in the Cartesian Mediations 

was on the concrete, factic encounter with other. So has the problem of solipsism been 

solved by Heidegger? Levinas' critique of Heidegger, recall, was that the other never 

appeared as other but was always mediated by a third term - being - and was so 

subordinated to the interests of the ego and its ontology.274 While we cannot delve into 

the complexities of the problem here, Theunissen, for one, finds the Husserlian 

"transcendental" mistake repeated by Heidegger: "in the theory of intersubjectivity and in 

the analysis of the immediacy of encounter with the Other is discounted in a similar 

manner because the medium of the "world" is interposed between "me" and Others." 

See section 4.2.1. 
Theunissen, The Other, 182 
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Moreover, Theunissen believes that the "letting be" of others from the standpoint of 

authentic being-with can only be "the dissolution of all direct connection between Others 

and me": I am not brought into direct community with others in authentic solicitude, 

rather "others can only be freed for themselves inasmuch as they are freed from me." 

So, if the other only appears as mediated by the world, if the authentic solicitude 

dissolves rather than establishes an immediate relation to the other, then perhaps we have 

not solved the problem of solipsism after all. 

But have we not? By understanding authentic being-with others as an openness to 

the "face," have we not shown that the self, the ego, the I, is fundamentally exposed to 

the other, and in fact exposed to the other's claims even prior to becoming a self in the 

fullest sense? The "face," after all, stands for a form of vigilant passivity to the call of the 

other; it is the freedom of the self being put into question by a demand. As an address, 

this relation is not mediated: it is a form of direct communication that unavoidably draws 

me into dialogue with the other. The other appears here as infinitely other, as beyond my 

control in a fundamental sense - indeed, this is the source of her moral authority to 

command me. So while it is certainly true that the production of obligations to the other 

will be mediated by the world, by the practices and norms of das Man, the primordial 

experience of the other that is made possible in authentic being-with is not mediated in 

the same way. Because we have integrated this second-personal moment into the 

Heideggarian ontological account of intersubjectivity, we can see how the Husserlian 

problem of solipsism has been circumvented. This does not solve the epistemological 

question of other minds, it merely shows that a transcendental condition for the 

intersubjective constitution of the world is the self's responsiveness to the ethical claim 

276 Ibid., 191. 
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extended by the other. Whether the persons I encounter within the world are in fact 

persons remains a question that it is possible for me to ask. However, it is impossible for 

me to assert that I have not been claimed by the other. Irrespective of my 

epistemological conundrums, even my refusal to acknowledge the other must be 

expressed intelligibly to someone and must be intended as meaningful to some other -

and therefore it testifies, against my wish, to the other's moral standing as one who shares 

the world with me. 

Korsgaard. The idea that refusing to acknowledge the other's moral standing 

involves some kind of contradiction brings us back into Korsgaard's first-personal 

Kantian approach. For her, I could not help but value my own humanity if was to value 

anything at all, and you are able to obligate me because you are able to give me reasons, 

and so I am compelled via the publicity of reasons to value your humanity as I do my 

own. Yet, as we saw in Chapter 1, this appeal to my humanity as a moral identity belies 

the fact that your notion of what reasons exist will always be mediated by my own sense 

of what reasons exist, since the normative source of those reasons - even the reasons you 

give me - is my first-personal reflective endorsement of them. Therefore, the other never 

truly appears to the self as an independent source of valid moral claims - the other is 

merely an occasion for me to endorse or disavow potential reasons for action in my own 

practical deliberation. On our account, we have a new way of asserting that our 

particular obligations depend on how we understand ourselves, but unlike Korsgaard, we 

can do so without compromising the other's status as a moral equal. According to the 

theory of moral obligation defended here, we do engage in a kind of performative self-

contradiction when we treat others immorally. We do so because we choose a maxim for 
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our will that contradicts who we are in a deep sense - we are not just intersubjectively 

constituted beings, but are beings that have assented to the moral dignity of the others 

with whom I share the world. To avow 'maxims' for my will that contradict my prior 

acknowledgment of the other's moral standing is incongruous with my "moral identity" 

in this sense - understood as my ethical community with the other established in the face-

to-face. While I might will such things, I cannot do so responsibly. Although I may get 

it wrong about what the other deserves, as admitted above, I cannot responsibly avow the 

continuation of my mistake nor can I consciously choose to do wrong without slipping 

into irresoluteness. Thus, if I have "gotten it wrong" about my moral responsibilities, I 

was either mistaken or irresponsible. If I am to live up to my commitments, I must live 

up to who I am - and who I am is someone called to ethical responsibility by the other, a 

fact I cannot deny if I am to maintain even a modicum of self-responsibility. 

We are now also in a position to make one of Korsgaard's most provocative 

claims less mysterious, and it is with this thought that we can draw the dissertation to a 

close. Whereas Darwall believes that we are committed to seeing others as equals in 

moral authority only if we make claims or demands on them with the expectation that 

they will respond, Korsgaard wants to cast a wider net: 

I am tempted to say [that we are committed to seeing others as moral equals] if we 
talk to them at all, not as we might chatter to a pet, but with an expectation that 
they will understand. For given the normativity of meaning, talk is a kind of 
command - a command to think certain thoughts, although not necessarily to 
credit them.277 

Or as she puts it in The Sources of Normativity: 

Korsgaaard, "Autonomy and the Second Person Within," 9 n. 1. 
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We do not seem to need a reason to take the reason of others into account. We 
seem to need a reason not to. Certainly we do things because others want us to, 
ask us to, tell us to, all the time. We give each other the time and directions, open 
doors and step aside, warn each other of imminent perils large and small. We 
respond with the alacrity of obedient soldiers to telephones and doorbell and cries 
for help. You could say that it is because we want to be cooperative, but that is 
like saying that you understand my words because you want to be cooperative. It 
ignores the same essential point, which is that it is so hard not to (SN 140-1). 

We now have at our disposal an ontological account of the self that Korsgaard lacked, 

and so we can flesh out these bits of phenomenology that Korsgaard could only invoke 

but not justify. In this way we can answer Cohen's criticism that Korsgaard has only 

investigated "the experience or phenomenology of obligation, not its ground or 

authenticating source" (SN 183). 

Korsgaard's claim that moral obligations have something to do with meaning 

itself can be redeemed if we understand the that the demand for ethical responsibility is 

not only a transcendental condition for the establishment of an intersubjective world, but 

also for the intelligibility of the that world. To cite Levinas a final time, "the eyes do not 

shine; they speak," and having a "face," he has told us, means expressing. As beings 

with an understanding of being, capable of "meaning" things ourselves, we experience 

the other's original expression as carrying a meaning, and therefore, as making a claim on 

us. But this meaningfulness is the fundamental ethical claim; it constitutes and is the 

condition of all other meaningful claims as such. Thus, it is because we have a relation to 

meaning that we can be claimed. And those who bring us into this normative space are 

the other people with whom we share the world. As people capable of relating to norms 

as such, they make an appeal that is impossible to ignore or reject because it is meaning-

laden; the only possibility of failure is that we are not able to understand it, but even then, 

we experience it as a meaning we cannot understand. But once we recognize this 
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orientation towards meaning, we are claimed by it, and brought into the space of ethics. 

Insofar as the experience of meaning is undeniable, because meaning is always grasped 

as meaningful (if not understood), the other who addresses us meaningfully therefore 

makes a claim on us we cannot help but acknowledge. 

This being claimed by the other's expression just is the primordial ethical claim; it 

is the ground of ethics because this meaningful comportment, this claim, draws us into 

the space of values and norms. It reveals our constitution as "being beholden" to norms. 

How we respond to this claim is what resoluteness is all about - we take responsibility 

for it, and try to do the best we can to live up to it. The expression of the "face" is 

primordial, however, because it is the first expression of meaning, the first word. What 

comes before it is prior to meaning - and nothing meaningful can be said about it. Being 

claimed by meaning, to understand it, is to recognize something holy. It is holy because 

there is no explanation for meaning, no way to explain why we grasp and possess a 

meaningful world -just as there is no answer to the question why there is something 

rather than nothing, despite Heidegger's attempts to answer this Leibnizian question in 

the 1930's. Nature is a place of unmeaning. Animals likely share a meaningful world 

but have no cognizance of norms themselves. Humans alone can create meaning, that is, 

relate to norms as norms - and this ability is just what Heidegger meant by Dasein's 

understanding of being. It is because we see that meaning is itself miraculous, 

inexplicable, and yet undeniable that we find ourselves in awe of other human beings. 

Philosophy cannot explain why a meaningful world exists, it can only say something 

about the meaning o/that world and the beings that are in it. Philosophy, then, gives way 
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to the holy at the point at which we are bound by one who also has an understanding of 

being. Or rather, it is only because of this claim that philosophy begins. 
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