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Abstract 
 

Amedeo Giorgi inspired his students to insist that their students reflect on the approach, 
as well as on the method and content of psychology. This has been my every class-opening 
for over 40 years. As a challenge to the reductionism and objectivism of mainstream 
psychology, Giorgi presented a mediation of the phenomenology of Edmund Husserl and 
that of Maurice Merleau-Ponty for the advancement of psychology. Such a psychology 
demands a special epoché, a resistance from one’s own efforts to the deep and destructive 
prejudices of modern science. Teaching this revolutionary psychology as infused with the 
dialogal phenomenology of Emmanuel Levinas, a student of Husserl, it is proposed that 
Levinas’ major distinctions between totality and infinity, need and desire, self-initiated/self-
directed and invested freedom, and between the "there is" and the "face", offer us further 
clarity to understand: a) the "enshrined characteristics" of science; b) the "problems of its 
method" for human study; and c) the needed "ethical adjustments" to make our science of the 
psyche even more scientific than that of the mainstream. This proposal resonates to Giorgi’s 
claim in private conversation that Levinas was a “philosopher of action” and not a 
challenge to Husserl, the “philosopher of experience”. Specifically, the importance of 
Levinas for phenomenological psychology lies in his assertion that the Other calls me out of 
myself to be empirical, to search for intentional meanings rather than “causes”, and to go 
beyond value neutrality to act for the good of the Other. The goodness and neediness of the 
Other call me to a responsible epoché to attend to her/him who is always more than my 
phenomena, to shame my egocentrism, and to serve with simplicity, humility, and patience. 

 
 

We will do, and we will be obedient. 

– Exodus 24: 7: 
 
 

What’s with the epoché? Why? Whence the mandate or inspiration? What’s to be bracketed 
and about what are we to more lucidly attend? We’ve responded to these questions of why and 
what with the answer something like, “to get a closer and clearer understanding of the 
phenomenon, the "meaning that shows itself" existing behind the blinders of prejudice and 
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embedded in horizons of contextual meanings to be held back enough to disclose its essence”. 
Amedeo Giorgi taught us the power of the epoché to better guarantee the validity of our 
psychological understanding for empirical research and therapy. Not a one-time clean-up; we 
must be repeatedly challenged to purify our intentions to explicate the psychological.  So, who 
makes this demand and about whom are we charged to respect? Is the epoché the independent 
initiative and sincere effort of the observer to understand the observed; or is it in response to the 
command by the Other to be understood in her/his world? Is the psychologist a self-legitimated 
voyeur? Seeking understanding peeking through the blinds with neither invitation nor 
permission? Or do they command understanding with respect by our standing under them with 
responsibility? Emmanuel Levinas helps us with his descriptions of the ethical command to 
respect the Other before the self (1961/1969; 1974/1981) and to escape from the burden of ego-
centrism in order to serve the other (1982/2003).  

In the sixties, seventies, and early eighties at Duquesne University, Giorgi taught Edmund 
Husserl’s phenomenological philosophy, sharpened by the thought of Maurice Merleau-Ponty, as 
the foundational method for psychology as a human science. Fortunate to have been his student 
and research assistant from 1967 to 1971. I have been teaching psychology as a human science at 
Seattle University ever since. In conversations with Giorgi intermittently over the years and by 
reading his articles, I have sharpened my classroom discussions of psychology. He has remained 
the teacher of my students’ teacher, even with our slight difference about Husserl and Levinas for 
psychology.   

In the 1980’s I deepened my understanding of the phenomenological epoché as I read the 
philosophy of Levinas. In 2007, Giorgi sent me a 1970 article by Levinas appearing in English in 
1994, with his attached note about how he saw the difference between Husserl and Levinas. This 
article and Giorgi’s note further deepened my understanding of the epoché, and sorted out our 
differences. Giorgi pointed out that Husserl’s is a phenomenology of consciousness, while 
Levinas’ is a phenomenology of action. With this distinction, I think Levinas has much to offer 
psychology with a way out of philosophy, especially for our work as therapists, researchers, and 
educators.   

It is widely known that when only 23, Levinas studied under Husserl and Heidegger. It is not 
widely known that seven years later he, with Gabrielle Peiffer, translated into French The 
Cartesian Meditations (1936). Sartre credits Levinas with bringing phenomenology from 
Germany to France where it thrived as a philosophical movement. After WWII, he broke from 
Heidegger’s thinking, whose Being and Time he had greatly admired. He rejected Heidegger’s 
ontology as well as his politics; he found Heidegger’s philosophical Dasein too like his political 
Überman. Besides the translation of The Cartesian Meditations, he wrote The Theory of Intuition 
in Husserl’s Phenomenology (1963), gave lectures stretching from 1929 to 1977, collected by 
Cohen and Smith in 1998 under Discovering Existence with Husserl, and offered many other 
descriptions of Husserl’s phenomenology which I find as clear as any. For example, he wrote, 
“The Phenomenological method permits consciousness to understand its own preoccupations, to 
reflect upon itself and thus discover all the hidden or neglected horizons of its intentionality”, 
(1986, p. 14). He added, however, “Husserl’s approach was always more abstract and ponderous 
– one really had to have one’s ears cocked if one wished to understand his lectures!” (ibid, p. 15). 
He moved beyond Husserl while remaining loyal to Husserlian phenomenology. The title of his 
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second major book expresses his difference from both Heidegger and Husserl, Otherwise than 
being; or beyond essence (1974/1981). 

I begin my courses discussing Dr. Giorgi’s claim in Psychology as a Human Science (1970) 
that every science has three parts: approach, method, and content. With these we review the 
mostly unchallenged presuppositions of mainstream psychology, then challenge them from a 
phenomenological approach, and offer a clear alternative.  Our discussions returns to the six 
perennial questions first raised by the Greeks.  Giorgi introduced me to MacLeod’s book, The 
Perennial Questions for Psychology, (1975). Before discussing method and content we review 
this challenging but essential prerequisite work about approach. We take up these centuries old 
philosophical questions to see how they survive and change, especially when used to support the 
science of psychology. Overcoming initial resistance to reflection, students come to like arguing 
these perennial issues. They like Levinas’ inspiration for a radical alternative to psychology: a 
psychology for the Other. 

 
A First Look at Approach 
 

With a Husserlian-Giorgian phenomenology and Levinas’ further radicalizing, we look for 
problems in psychology with: 

 
The first question: what is the ontological nature of the human? Mind or body? Unique or 
common? Able to transcend or immanently trapped in nature? 

 
Second, the epistemological question: what about knowing? Sense or reason? Self-knowable 
or self-deceived? The psyche empirically visible or invisible? 
 
Third, the ethical question: responsible or caused by nature? Morals from society or self? 
The good for self-interest or for others? 
 
Fourth, the aesthetic question: What about beauty? Relative to each universal standards? 
More valuable, useless art or useful tools? 
 
Fifth, the political question: whence authority and citizenship? Distribution of power and 
weakness? More fundamental, equality or inequality? 
 
Finally, the religious question: bonded by independent choice or passive creation? 
 
Bracketing beliefs in dependency we ask how we are bonded to others, family, ancestors, 

descendents, neighbors, everyone, even a Deity. Hint: the etymological root of re-ligion is from 
the Latin religare meaning to re- (again and again) + legare (to firmly bind). The enigma of 
religion: we bind ourselves to whom we are already bound. 

Husserl challenged psychology by defining the psyche not as an object but as consciousness 
intentionality directed outside itself. Levinas challenges psychology by placing the self not at the 
center of the self, but in the Other. Classical phenomenology describes consciousness directing 
itself toward the world. Levinas agrees consciousness is directed, but aroused by the neediness 
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and otherness of the Other. For both, “consciousness is consciousness of something other than 
consciousness itself”. It can be seduced toward goods to fill self needs, or called to give for the 
needs of others. Husserl recognized the radical inter-subjectivity of subjectivity, that we associate 
and communicate with other conscious subjects. But he did not recognize that inter-subjective 
relationships are founded on responsibility to and for others; nor that objects become objective 
(transcendent) only when detached from the self to give to Others. Levinas radicalizes Husserl’s 
radicality.  His radicalizing of relationships provides necessary insights for psychology.   

Fulfilling self-interest brings satisfaction, but inadequately – the morrow returns needs 
(1961/1969, pp. 143-144), and their fulfillment keeps the self trapped in itself leaving “nothing 
other than our powerlessness to take leave of our own presence” (1982/2003, p. 68). He writes 
“[…] indifference to all responsibility (for others) turns into monotony, anonymity, 
insignificance […]” (1974/1981, p. 163). The self can only escape its own malaise when 
centering itself in the Other (1974/1981). The very identity of the self is passively given. “The 
ipseity, in the passivity without arche characteristic of identity, is a hostage. The word I means 
here I am, answering for everything and for everyone” (1974/1981, p. 114). Down a paragraph he 
eases our anxiety from this extravagant language. “What can it be but a substitution of me for the 
others? It is, however not an alienation, because the other in the same is my substitution for the 
other through responsibility, for which I am summoned as someone irreplaceable. I exist through 
the other and for the other, but without this being alienation. I am inspired. This inspiration is the 
psyche.” (p. 114)  

Levinas describes what we all experience about the meaninglessness of consciousness 
attending only to the world of things for ourselves. In his early little book, De l’évasion (1935), 
translated On escape (2003), he offers the profound description of enchainment appearing in the 
form of suffering and hauntingly motivating the isolated subjectivity to escape –  “[…] escape is 
the need to get out of oneself, that is to break that most radical and unalterably binding of 
chains, the fact that the I (moi) is oneself (soi-même)” (p. 55, his italics). Despite the 
inescapability from one’s skin especially by an attempt to escape through pleasure or knowledge 
that turns out to be “an escape that fails” (p. 62) through disappointment and deceit, hope is not 
lost for the subject.   

The self is offered escape from itself by the face of the Other jolting it out of self-
centeredness. Levinas calls this jolting “traumatic” (1974/1981). The Other shows herself to be 
the most real of all reality, her call to be inescapable, fulfilling her needs to be the self’s 
responsibility, her traumatic de-centering of the self, not by brute force but by an ethical 
imperative, and opened to be re-centered in the Other. Can I avoid the call? No! Can I turn away? 
Yes. Can I sabotage my own escape? This is the paradox. The Other gives me my identity by 
attracting my perceptual gaze, awakening consciousness, shaking up thinking, stimulating 
motives and emotions, investing freedom, and commanding service – which I can disobey. For 
Levinas conscience precedes consciousness. I am responsible before I am aware of my 
responsibility. The other person provokes conscience to arouse intentionality of consciousness: to 
perceive, to reason, to imagine, to remember, to feel. This provocation does not diminish but 
offers hope for goodness. Goodness reveals itself as coming from the Other.   

 
 
 



George Kunz 195 
 
 

Les Collectifs du Cirp 
Volume 1 (édition spéciale), pp. 191-207. 
© 2010 – Cirp (Cercle interdisciplinaire de recherches phénoménologiques) 
ISBN 978-0-9866654-1-7 

 

A Return to Approach 
 

Inspired by this de-centering of self and re-centering in the Other, we take a deeper look at 
the six perennial questions. Although Levinas places ethics as first philosophy, let’s take them in 
the traditional order. Ontology asks about mind/body, unique/common, transcendent/immanent.  
For Levinas, ontological existence of the human is embodied responsibility. Humans are 
incarnate with eyes, ears, nose, mouth, skin to touch, arms to hold, voice to speak, lips to kiss, 
hands to feed, all to attend to the other (1974/1981, p. 67). “The trope of the body animated by 
the soul, psyche in the form of a hand that gives even the bread taken from its own mouth. Here 
the psyche is the maternal body” (p. 67). The psyche is the body offering goods from its 
comfortable sufficiency to give to the Other. The mother’s womb and breast are the clearest 
example. Giving is the response to the command to give of oneself. It is not giving token left-
overs or commodities exchanged for re-payment. The unique identity of each is not primarily 
because of self-consciousness and self-freedom, but because each is identified as irreplaceably 
the one at this place and in this time “backed up in its own skin” (1974/1981), designated as the 
one to be conscious of the Other’s needs and invested with the freedom to be responsible for the 
Other. The self cannot escape itself by itself, but can be liberated.   

The human is responsible before it is free. The neediness of others challenges complacent 
independence and establishes identity as the one called to transcend one’s own bodily needs to 
offer its body to serve. On its own the self enjoys living from its hungers and happily filling 
them, but it is not fully human until it escapes, not by its own choice but by the pull from self-
centeredness to the center of the others.   

Natural Science Psychology has no center at all; well, maybe the organism. Obsessed with 
methodology, it has abandoned the psyche and subjectivity altogether in its reduction of behavior 
and experience to objectivity. Humanistic Psychology in its marvelous correction tends to be ego-
centered. Existential-Phenomenological Psychology tries to liberate us from both but cannot offer 
psychology a way out of philosophy. Philosophy is reductionist and violent. Bernet points out 
that Levinas concludes both Husserl and Heidegger never got out of an ego-centered philosophy.  
“[…] Levinas essentially shares neither the epistemological preoccupation of Husserl nor the 
ontological preoccupation of Heidegger” (2002, p. 86). Psychology for the Other where the 
psyche is "ontologically" responsible can legitimate a radical psychology for therapy, research, 
and education. 

Levinas’ de-centered epistemology shows that we know by sense and reason: sensibility is 
the foundation of reason, not simply as the supplier of data, but as the provoker of reason, the 
origin of responsibility. Dermis and retina, eardrum and tongue and nostrils, all are the skin of the 
psyche knowing and being known. We can know and we can be deceive. An independent 
(objective) reality originates not from an independent intentional consciousness (subject) relating 
to the world in its horizons. Its subjectivity is sensibly shaken and commanded by the “proximity 
of the Other” (1974/1981, pp. 81-94) to figure out (reason) how to act responsibly.   

Objects (food, blanket, kind word) to relieve needs can only be objects if they are detached 
from the self constituting of subjectivity. Objects for the self are constituted inside the 
subjectivity of the self; they are subjectized objects. To attain pure objectivity objects must be 
gratuitously given as gifts to those in need. Good old Dasein, “the being that in its being is 
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concerned about its being” misses the point. He attaches objects to himself by his care; they are 
objects perceived as hand-able, as always already transformed by his subjective freedom.   

But the threads of intentionality are thin when purely self-interested. They can break and lash 
back against the self. When these threads are thickened and toughened, the self refuses to give up 
its objects to others. Pathology is intentionality imprisoned in the chains of its thick and tough 
isolation. Health is when the Other’s otherness and neediness loosen and soften the threads of 
intentionality to detach objects from the self’s subjectivity and reattaches them to the Other 
making objects objective and the subject subjected. The transcendence of the object is fully 
achieved only as gift. The given objective world is a gift from others, to be given back to others. 
In the presence of the neediness of Others, the stuff of the world is not mine; its hers. Food from 
my table belongs to the needy other. Levinas goes so far to say, as we have already quoted, “[…] 
to take the food from my mouth for the Other” (1974/1981, p. 67). His image of the maternal 
psyche where the Other feeds off the self in the womb and suckles from the breast is a powerful 
metaphor articulated by Richard Cohen in his article, “The Maternal Psyche”, in Psychology for 
the Other (2002). 

This Other, whose neediness deposes me from the throne of my realm and claims my stuff, is 
ambiguously visible and invisible, invisible in her visibility. She is more real than any perceived 
object, more transcendent than any transcendental object, but I can’t really see her. She 
commands my attention, but in her commanding reality, she is always beyond my perception.  
Levinas writes, “I do not know if one can speak of a "phenomenology" of the face, since 
phenomenology describes what appears. [But] access to the face is straightaway ethical. When 
one observes the color of the eyes one is not in social relationship with the Other. […] what is 
specifically the face is what cannot be reduced to that (the perceived)” (1982/1985, pp. 85-86).  
This foundation of the ethical immanence and transcendence of the Other for the self is both 
problematic for psychology and offers an alternative, a psychology for the Other. 

It should be clear by now that Levinas puts ethics prior to both ontology and epistemology.  
The ordinary proto-ethical question of ethics is to ask if we are free or determined by nature.  
Then it asks if morals come from society or the self. Then if all motives are based on self-interest 
or can they be for the good for others? Recognizing the priority of the Other, Levinas gives us a 
proto-ethics where responsibility originates neither from freedom nor from determining causes in 
nature, but from the Other’s command to be responsible. The Other says, without having to open 
her mouth, “do not do violence to me. Help my needs”.  

Levinas challenges "classical" phenomenology of Husserl and Heidegger founded on 
intentionality and freedom. He writes, “[My] book (Time and the Other) shows first some 
structures in the relationship with the Other which do not reduce to intentionality. It puts in doubt 
the Husserlian idea that intentionality represents the very spirituality of spirit” (Levinas, 1985, p. 
61). He continues this challenge by radicalizing their notion of temporality. “[…] the past, 
Husserl claims, is retained by the present, and the future is pre-contained in, or pro-tended by, the 
present. Time past and time future are modifications of the present” (1986, p. 26). In Ethics and 
Infinity he offers a phenomenological description of the experience of temporality, “Time [is] the 
relationship to unattainable alterity and thus, interruption of rhythm and its returns” (p. 61).  
Bernet, in his article, Levinas’s critique of Husserl (2002), unpacks their difference when he 
writes that for Levinas: 
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[…] the irreducible and irrecoverable alterity of the past should pave the way for a 
recognition of the other as the one who necessarily co-determines the meaning of my 
past. […] (Levinas) attempts to establish that the past itself, in its most originary 
sense, is not my past but the other’s past. The famous analyses of the "trace" and the 
immemorial do nothing else than establish the idea of past which, to use another 
famous formulation, "has never been present". The past, in this way testifies to the 
other’s precedence over self-presence. (p. 89) 

 
Therapeutic psychology can understand how the wounded past and the feared future can be 

made tolerable, meaningful, and even embraced in the present. The immemorial and 
irrecoverable past and the unanticipated and unpredictable future can be returned to the self by 
the other. How? By forgiveness of the past, hope for the future, novelty of the present, all 
gratuitous gifts from others.  

Traditionally aesthetics asks if good taste is relative or conforming to absolute standards of 
beauty. It also weighs useless art against useful tools. With the priority of the Other, Levinas 
places aesthetics within responsibility. Beauty is enjoyed and sustains the self. Paraphrasing him, 
“we live from good art”. The Other, however, can call us out of our aesthetic enjoyment to be for 
the Other. It is not a question simply of individuality or collectivity, but of the primacy of 
obligation. As far as I know, Levinas did not develop a specific aesthetics. He defined beauty as 
unselfconscious splendor, “perhaps the definition of beauty is the radiation as a splendor that 
spreads unbeknown to the radiating being” (1961/1969, p. 200). The flower is beautiful without 
consciousness of its splendor. The child shows her beauty as innocence. The other is always 
splendorously beautiful as the source of its own unselfconscious dignity and worth. The cliché, 
"everyone is beautiful" arises from this truth of unselfconscious splendor.  Another cliché, 
“beauty is in the eye of the beholder”, may hold some truth when applied to art. But it is seriously 
flawed when attending to the beauty of others. Everyone is splendorous when unselfconscious 
about their radiation. Ugliness comes when we sabotage our own splendor by self-initiated and 
self-directed attention for the deliberate exhibition of shape and form. The inherent beauty of the 
human person lies in their essential goodness. When irresponsible behavior contradicts this 
essential goodness it deceives those assuming this goodness, and lies about the radiating splendor 
of the person.   

The political question asks about inequality and/or equality and the distribution of power and 
weakness. Levinas’ priority of the Other over the self demands a politics of equality and justice 
already founded on inequality: the Other has rights over me (1981/1985, p 88). If there were only 
me and the Other, I would be ethically obligated to serve her without the right to demand a 
reciprocal consideration from her. Levinas writes, “I am responsible without waiting for 
reciprocity” (1982/1985, p. 98). Ethical relationships are not economic exchanges. When acts of 
goodness are initiated for the purpose of receiving a return, they are not ethical.   

But what about the relationship between lovers? Certainly there is reciprocity there. Levinas 
has a section in Totality and Infinity (1961/1969) entitled, “Beyond the Face”, devoted to the 
distinctive relationship between lovers. Its subsections, “The Ambiguity of Love”, “The 
Phenomenology of Eros”, and “Subjectivity of Eros”, describe this relationship as both for-the-
self and for-the-Other, or for-the-self by being for-the-other as ethical beyond ethical, the 
reciprocity here is beyond reciprocity. No love survives 50–50. “Love is not reducible to a 
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knowledge (calculated sharing) mixed with affective elements which would open to it an 
unforeseen plane of being. It grasps nothing, issues in no concept, does not issue, has neither the 
subject-object structure nor the I-thou structure. […] Its movement consists in going beyond the 
possible” (1961/1969, p. 261). The Other is beyond the other; she/he is the beloved.  

Of course, I never find myself in a situation alone with the Other. My beloved and I hide in 
the “[…] night of the erotic, […] the clandestine, the mysterious land of the virgin, 
simultaneously uncovered by Eros and refusing Eros” (1961/1969, p. 259). We try to exclude the 
third party, to remain intimate, dual solitude, closed society, the supremely non-public, but my 
beloved’s others are implicitly present as are my own other others, her and my family, friends, 
associates. This is the beginning of the political. Levinas writes, “Everything that takes place here 
"between us" concerns everyone, the face that looks at me places itself in the full light of the 
public order” (1961, p. 212). “The third party looks at me in the eyes of the Other – language is 
justice” (ibid). Given the ever present “third” I have an obligation to those other Others as well as 
the immediate Other.  

I do not have the freedom to be, or not be, responsible. This absence of freedom does not 
reduce me to impotence. I am called without choice, but must choose the manner to fulfill my 
responsibility. I can turn my back or give my life for another. I am not politically or socially 
obligated to give up my life or money to another when other Others, my family, my neighbors, 
any Others would suffer more. Equality is not the first principle for a democratic system; it is my 
inequality. The rights and justice I expect are derived from my inequality as obligated to Others.  
Justice founded on equality without unequal obligation of the self ends in conflict with everyone 
defending equal rights against the equal rights of others. Everyone would be an enemy. 

The religious question asks how we are bonded to a creator and to "her" creation. The proto-
religious question would ask if a supreme Creator knows and cares for each person. It asks if 
there is a bond established by choice or simply by being a creature of a Creator? Are we bonded 
to others or independently bound within ourselves responsible and answerable only to "number 
one"? Does the bond of absolute dependency enclose us in a unity with only the illusion of 
independence? For Levinas the religious experience is not primarily an allegiance and worship of 
God. He writes, “We propose to call "religion" the bond that is established between the same 
(self) and the other without constituting a totality” (1961/1969, p. 40). This description offers an 
unaccustomed way to consider religion. I ask students to bracket their beliefs about 
denominations, rituals, and dogmas and to reflect on the ambiguous but clear experience that the 
Other is both infinitely close in an inescapable bond and infinitely far away, beyond totalizing 
and being totalized. This raw religious experience of being simultaneously close and far from 
God is disturbing. The raw experience of being close by and far away from others disturbs even 
more.  Our neighbor is more proximate. “[…] God reveals himself as absence rather than 
presence” (1986, p. 32). We are bonded to God not through a vertical conduit, but horizontally 
through love of neighbor. “Going towards God is meaningless unless seen in terms of my  
primary going towards the other person. I can only go towards God by being ethically concerned 
by and for the other person” (1986, p. 23). Religion, posed as belief in the mysterious close and 
far, rather than as an either/or bond to God is significant for psychology: we are both alone and 
with others. Are we singled out as responsible for others? This bond of responsibility defines us 
as a creature. This enigmatic "religious" experience that the good of the other is always our 
responsibility and yet always beyond reach, that the other is immanently here and transcendently 
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beyond, that she is "in my face" and simultaneously impossible to "understand", is the haunting 
mystery that confounds psychology.   

Ethical responsibility bonds us to those to whom we are already bonded. This bond is 
religious only if we can choose to re-bind, if we are not forced into a totality. We are bonded to 
others and to God without being swallowed up into a whole. Levinas says, “It is certainly a glory 
for the creator to have set up a being capable of atheism, a being which without having been 
causa sui, has an independent view and word and is at home with itself” (1961/1969, pp. 58-59).  
Ties to my family, tribe, ancestors, descendents, contemporaries near and far, even to God cannot 
be broken, yet I must choose to re-bind these unbreakable bonds. This is the mystery of religion.  
This is a psychological mystery: how to live lives paradoxically dependent and independent. 

  
Levinas Distinctions 
 

Before we return to review the characteristics of science Giorgi so carefully described with 
his phenomenological challenge, and before we begin rethinking these characteristics influenced 
by Levinas’ description of the origin of the epoché, let us review seven of his distinctions: 1) 
totality and infinity; 2) need and desire; 3) activity and passivity; 4) self-freedom and invested 
freedom; 5) equality and inequality; 6) the said and saying; and 7) the there is and the face.   

First, Levinas distinguishes infinity from totality (1961/1969). We totalize objects by 
cognitively grasping and manually using them. The hammer is nothing more than a tool to drive 
nails. We may try to totalize another person for our sake, reducing her to nothing more than a 
student, bus driver, beggar, or tycoon. But the other resists totalizing; she presents herself as 
always more than any label. And she is also always less than the characteristics of her public 
identity: the tycoon puts her pants on just like the beggar. From my perspective I totalize her, but 
from hers she is never reducible to my totalizing label. She introduces the experience of infinity: 
she is always more than whatever I know of her and try to reduce to a category and a use object. 
Given her infinite otherness, I cannot really reduce her. I may try, but she escapes my attempt to 
label her as “nothing more than…” I, in effect, reduce myself. She remains infinitely other. Her 
ontological existence is never simply another like an object is other than me. She is radically 
Other, infinitely Other. The origin of her otherness comes from her, not from my limitation. She 
is uniquely good, and I am uniquely responsible to respect her otherness, her uniqueness, her 
goodness. My freedom to categorize her is called into question; I am called to respect and serve 
the freedom of the Other. It is possible to exert my freedom from my center, and to “assign” her 
as nothing more than someone for me. But my freedom is fundamentally commanded by her 
infinite dignity to not reduce her, to not do violence, but to serve her needs. 

Second, Levinas distinguishes desire from need (1961/1969). A need is a lack in the self. A 
need can be satiated when filled. Fulfilling a need for: 1) understanding (comprehension and 
certainty); 2) action (control); and 3) affectivity (consumption) are exercises of power. Desire, on 
the other hand, is the experience of the self "transcending" above itself toward the Other for the 
sake of the Other. While a need is satiable, desire is insatiable, not because it is too great a lack to 
be satisfied, but because “[…] desire desires beyond everything that can simply complete it. It is 
like goodness – the Desired does not fulfill it, but deepens it” (1961/1969, p. 24). It is insatiable 
on account of the character of its depth, not the extent of its depth, but the infinity of its depth. 
Desire is the response to the otherness and neediness of the Other; the origin of desire is from the 
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Other. Not only is desire inspired by the desired but it has priority over need. The Other has 
priority over the self. Levinas sometimes uses the word "love" to signify desire. We experience 
love as placing the other before the self. However, he says, “I don’t much like the word love 
which is worn out and debased” (In Robbins, 2001, p. 165). He reserves love for the specific 
relation between lovers (1961/1969, pp. 254 ff).   

Third distinction: radical passivity has priority over activity (1974/1981). We actively initiate 
thoughts, actions, and feelings. But, we are passive to what is other than self, to the resistance and 
force of materiality, to the limits of our own body, to the rules and regulations of society, to the 
incessant flow of time, and especially to the interruptions of others. For those of us who consider 
ourselves in charge of our own lives, it is difficult to understand and accept our radical passivity 
to the revelation of the Other as infinitely Other, and our responsibility for her or him to be 
infinitely deep. We are more passive to the call to be responsible to the Other than any other 
passivity. We do not initiate responsibility.  It is given before any choices. Although we can 
decide how to respond, and then act; obligation is given before choices and action.  
Responsibility is not a product of the self; responsibility is given by the command to obey the 
needs of others.   

Levinas’ fourth distinction is between self-initiated/self-directed freedom and invested 
freedom (1961/1969). Freedom is normally understood as "doing whatever one wants". But 
Levinas points out how this self-initiated and self-directed freedom is founded on a more radical 
freedom that is invested in the self by others. Freedom is not primarily capricious. It is 
responsible. While freedom is still freedom, it is to be used for good. It is invested in us by the 
other for the good of the Other. Freedom is lent to use as we want, but not against the good of the 
other. Using freedom invested in us by the other to violate the other is clearly unethical. We are 
allowed to use freedom for ourselves "by permission" from those for whom we are called to 
serve.  We can neither squander this freedom nor use it to hurt the other. Self-initiated and self-
directed freedom to enjoy life is wonderful. Mainstream psychology has tended to understand 
enjoyment only as reinforcement of behavior. Levinas has the richest description of the 
enjoyment of the nourishment from the things we live from (1961/1969, pp. 110-115).  
“Nourishment, as a means of invigoration, is the transmutation of the other into the same, which 
is the essence of enjoyment” (p. 111). He clearly and deeply reflects on enjoyment. He proclaims, 
“Life is the love of life” (1961/1969, p. 112). We live from good soup, good music, good 
conversation. However, when freedom enjoying itself violates others, it is unjustified. Our self-
initiated freedom is called into question in the time and place the Other invests us with the 
freedom to be responsible.  

Fifth, he distinguishes social equality and ethical inequality (1974/1981). Democratic 
equality is too often and easily considered our highest value. The violence of inequality when one 
person or group puts itself above others is condemned by all reasonable people. However, our 
own precious equality presupposes an ethical inequality where “the Other has rights over me” 
(1982/1985. p. 98). Unless we recognize this unequal, non-reciprocal responsibility for the Other, 
we cannot justifiably involve ourselves in the social, political and economic structures to fulfill 
our equal rights.   

His sixth distinction is between the said and the saying (1974/1981). The said is information 
passed on. However, before this exchange of signification, the presence of the other saying “Here 
I am” is the first word. We are addressed before we address (Westphal, 2008). The Other’s face 
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with its independent dignity says this "first word" declaring its unavoidable presence before the 
self. This “here I am” is her declaration of independent existence and worthiness. It establishes 
the ground for whatever is said. This saying of the other is fundamental to any said. In return my 
saying is witnessing the truth of her revelation of presence. Responsibly facing the Other’s 
facing, I say, “here I am. I am the one before you witnessing your saying here I am”. The Other’s 
saying is the revelation of her infinite otherness, her infinite dignity, her call for my 
responsibility. My facing her saying “here I am”, affirms that I have "heard" her saying.  Saying 
is the breaking through of the Face, the revelation of the Other. Levinas says, “The face speaks” 
(1961/1969, p. 66). This distinction is indispensible for "talking therapy". 

His seventh distinction is between the there is and the face (1974/1981). The there is […] is 
experienced as oppressive existence without any existent. It is the impersonal given like the threat 
of things in the dark without light to disclose. While existence is undeniable, no-thing shows 
itself in the there is. The easy but illusory escape from the horror of the there is […] is through 
the world that provides light, sound, nourishment and enjoyment. But this haunting, rustling 
existence without any human existent, cannot bring escape. Isolation without any meaning from 
another brings horror. Stuff brings temporary respite but no escape from the there is… His best 
examples are when: “[I]n insomnia one can and one cannot say that there is an "I" which cannot 
manage to fall asleep. The impossibility of escaping wakefulness is something "objective", 
independent of my initiative. This impersonality absorbs my consciousness. I do not stay awake: 
"it" stays awake” (1982/1985, p. 49), and, “The indifference of neutrality turns into monotony, 
anonymity, insignificance, into an incessant buzzing that nothing can stop and which absorbs all 
signification” (1974/1981, p. 163). The schizophrenic receives impersonal voices and visions 
coming at him without sound and reflection of light, for which he must make sense. At one time 
or another all of us experience fear of "existence without existents". It is horror and panic, 
isolation, boredom, depression, the paranoia of being left alone. While Levinas describes it as 
neither nothingness nor being, he writes that it is “the phenomenon of being: it” (1982/1985, p. 
48). There is an emptiness that is not nothingness, a terror without a terrible, an obsession 
without something obsessed, an awfulness without an existent awed.   

The face, on the other hand, is the presence of another whose needs open the door for the ego 
haunted by the lonely rumbling of the there is to escape. The face of the other frees the self from 
oppressive existence by calling it out of the there is to responsibly respond. The uprightness of 
the face, its exposure, without defense calls the self out of its self-imposed night without the light 
of signification. The face signifies herself without context. While she always has a situation, a 
title, a location and status that the self knows as meaningful, she provides beyond and prior to 
these her own context. She is meaning all by itself. She is who she is without needing a context to 
designate her as "a someone". The face’s meaning consists first in saying: “Here I am. Thou shalt 
not kill”. This prohibition is a commandment whose authority comes from her independent and 
infinite worthiness yet vulnerability, her dignity in her destitution.   

Each of these seven distinctions challenge those philosophical and psychological approaches 
founded on characteristics rooted in nature, as independent of others, and as only self-interested 
and self-affirming. The subject of natural science psychology is basically ego-centric. The subject 
of a Levinas inspired psychology is altero-centric. “[…] responsibility is the essential, primary 
and fundamental structure of (human) subjectivity. […] responsibility is responsibility for the 
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Other, thus as responsibility for what is not my deed, or for what does not even matter to me; or 
which precisely does matter to me, is met by me as face (1982/1985, p. 95). 

 
Back to the Epoché 
 

We can return to the topic of the origin of the epoché. Giorgi (1970) articulated the 
characteristics of the methods of science: “In essence, the approach of psychology conceived as a 
natural sciences is characterized as being empirical, positivist, reductionist, genetic, 
deterministic, predictive, and posits the idea of the independent observer” (pp. 61-62). He then 
identified the problems of each of these characteristics borrowed from natural science when 
adopted in a science of the human. He has offered a phenomenological adjustment of these 
characteristics for the epoché in psychology as a human science.  

Levinas deepens the epoché for human science by recognizing an ethical imperative for 
goodness not just for truth. With this demand Levinas inspires us to make further adjustments to 
the characteristics of science by giving them an ethical foundation. Let’s look at the five 
characteristics of science, phenomenologically challenge each, and describe Levinas’ deepening 
contribution.   

First, natural science is empirical defining itself as “relying on or derived from observation, 
experimentation, or measurement” (Tavris and Wade, 2001, p. 552). Experimentation under 
controlled conditions is generally considered the most reliable empirical method. Phenomenology 
warns us that the very act of controlling variables in a laboratory or observing events in the field 
does not allow the meaning of the phenomenon to be expressed independently of the observer’s 
heavy handed control. Positing a hypothesis (predicting what will happen), controlling variables 
(disallowing the influence of meaningful conditions) and manipulating variables (applying an 
independent "cause" to change a dependent behavior rather than allowing meanings to be 
experienced), translating qualitative meanings into quantitative assessments (moving further 
away from the meanings naturally described by ordinary language) – all these characteristics of 
what has been required empirical guards are loaded with theoretical land-mines about the nature 
of the human that can sabotage the possibility of the psychological showing itself.   

Levinas adds a dimension to the phenomenological understanding of empirical. Human 
Science defines empirical as allowing the phenomenon to show itself and describing it in 
language closest to the meaning without translation into theory or numbers. Levinas’ insistence 
that the Other is the source of her own revelation of otherness and worthiness without the 
prejudgments of the observer reduces the traditional notion of empirical by showing how the 
other shows herself. The restraint on the observer to hold back prejudgments originates not from 
the human scientist’s choice but from the ethical command of the observed to the observer to not 
do violence, to not impose significations, to not describe the other’s phenomena with language 
other than that of the psychological participant.   

The phenomenological observer observes and describes from her point of view, but that 
point of view is commanded to ethically accept the Other beyond the realm of the observer’s 
perceptual observation. This is troublesome. How can one observe what is unobservable?  
Awakened from the dream of the self to attend, not to the essence of the other, but to 
responsibility; this is the origin of the epoché. This is the gift from the Other. This is the place 
where the command from the Other tells us to know by not knowing. This radical placing the 



George Kunz 203 
 
 

Les Collectifs du Cirp 
Volume 1 (édition spéciale), pp. 191-207. 
© 2010 – Cirp (Cercle interdisciplinaire de recherches phénoménologiques) 
ISBN 978-0-9866654-1-7 

 

relationship with the Other into the ethical realm and not from the ordinarily designated 
epistemological realm establishes the strongest form of the epoché. The epoché from which all 
other "epochés" are modeled is from the trauma by the entrance of the Other onto the stage of my 
existence calling forth a radical self-skepticism. The epoché is the self-skepticism commanded by 
the Other. Here is another existent revealing meaning beyond mine. I am called into question. I 
am epochéd, if you will. Levinas’ description of the infinite otherness of the Other beyond the 
knowing of the self strengthens the phenomenological argument against the narrow empiricism of 
mainstream research. To allow the "phenomena" of the Other to show themselves primarily by 
responsibility rather than knowledge recognizes her reality to be revealed by her before it is 
disclosed by the observer’s cognitive efforts.   

Natural Science does re-search: it searches again to verify what it has already hypothesized. 
Human Science discloses essences with its epoché: it illumines with its philosophy of the 
intentionality of consciousness. Psychology for the Other inspired by Levinas allows the Other to 
reveal herself by calling into question, by traumatizing, epoché-ing, the observer. 

Second, natural science defines objective, the claim of positivism, as reality existing 
independently of subjectivity. Positivism assumes reality exists already within classes and 
subclasses and with properties distinguishing members from those of other classes. Science sets 
up controls and claims to observes what is there. It is basically taxonomy. Scientists observe 
specific members in their naturally given objective classes and describe their objective properties. 
Giorgi points out well that “[…] "objective" methods do not remove the presence of the 
researcher, they simply make him present in another way” (1970, p. 166). Phenomenology tells 
us that subject and object are not split. “The presence of the world cannot be independent of the 
knowing subject. The subject cannot know without a world to be known” (Husserl, Ideas, 1931, 
p. 35). Levinas adds to this subject/object relationship by showing that reality is only fully 
objective when it is detached from the subjectivity of the observer by the ethical command to 
responsibly release ownership of it in order to give it to the Other. All reality, all creation, is a gift 
from a Creator, but we experience it as given through Others to be given back to others to fill the 
needs of Others. Objectivity (disinterestedness) is not gotten by an epistemological mental 
strategy but by an interest detached from self-interest which is commanded by the Other’s needs. 

Third, natural science defines reduction as breaking the phenomenon down to its smallest 
parts and using the simplest explanation rather than one more complex. The law of parsimony 
demands an economy of assumptions in logical formulations. If the laws of cause and effect seem 
simpler than intentional meanings, if a biological explanation is simpler than a psychologically 
meaningful one, if an explanation of "why" is simpler than a description of "what", then 
parsimony tells us to disregard meaning, the psyche, and description of what shows itself.  
Natural Science reduction is nihilistic in the sense that it annihilates what it claims to value.   

The phenomenological understanding of the reduction is a method to bracket any 
explanation to get to the essence of the phenomena. It tries to annihilate what gets in the way of 
the phenomenon revealing itself. It’s like reducing carrots in a pan on low heat: boil off the 
moisture and impurities to get to the essence of carrot. Boil off the theories, the manipulative 
methods, and the false self-imposed disinterestedness to get to the essence of the phenomenon.  
Levinas goes further by describing how the observer cannot initiate any adequate reduction, but is 
reduced by the face of the Other. Not only are theories and explanations reduced, but the ethical 
place of the observer is unequal to the Other. The Other is radically allowed to reveal herself 
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because she is above the observer. Levinas writes about “warped space”, where the Other is 
experienced as higher than the self (1961/1969).   

Fourth, natural science defines determinism as the theory based on facts of forces. All 
changes are a result of outside energy. Natural science psychology claims events of the self are 
determined by powers independent of the self. Human science, on the other hand, defines human 
determination as the intentional meanings of the self. Human events as human are based on 
"becauses" rather than on causes. Causes are found in nature; intentional meanings (becauses) are 
found supporting human behavior. Motives are not causes. They are the experienced meanings 
that provide the ground for choice while choices choose their meanings (Ricoeur, 1964). Hunger 
does not cause eating. It provides the basis (motive) to choose to eat. This choice chooses hunger 
over other competing meanings. There is not a lineal relation with the motive causing the 
behavior. It is a dialectical relation with the choice of behavior basing itself on the motive for its 
action, while the choice establishes this "because" the status of a real motive, the basis upon 
which it justifies itself. Motives provide the meaning to motate but do not cause. Only the 
meaning chosen is a motive (a mover). Other meanings may be wishes or urges; but until chosen, 
these meanings are not motives. Ricoeur makes no claim of any full awareness of these choices.  
But they are not mechanical causes. There is a dialectical relation between freedom and nature, 
the voluntary and involuntary, between choice and motives, between acceptance and facticity 
(Ricoeur, 1964). There is not a linear relation where one term is the cause and the other the effect.    

For Levinas the "force" of responsibility can be stronger than either the causes of nature and 
the personal intentions of a subject. Psychological affairs are always interpersonal. The ethical 
imperative can weigh more heavily than natural laws. Of course humans can choose not to 
respond to the ethical call, and they act as if the self were the center of the self. The call or 
command for responsibility is not a physical force but a moral imperative. 

Fifth, natural science claims it remains neutral with respect to values by constructing 
rigorous structures to detach the observer from the observed. We have already seen how the 
empirical methods of natural science are contaminated with the disvalues of "objectivism", 
"determining causes", and "reductionist" explanations. Human science defines neutrality by 
demanding the observer reflect on and bracket his/her personal and social values. The scientific 
method does not guarantee neutrality, does not demand or even ask the observer to become aware 
of the values influencing observation and to hold them in neutral. Levinas would locate the value 
of neutrality originating from the fundamental goodness of the observed. The other has her 
otherness and worth by being human, not by the judgment of the observer. The dignity and value 
of the other belongs to her. The infinite closeness and distance of the Other commands neutrality, 
the only remaining value is the inherent worth of the Other.   

 
Finally 
 

What a turn of events: an article by Levinas on Kant, sent to me by Giorgi, bridges a small 
difference between Giorgi and me over the contribution of Husserl and Levinas. The article 
points out how Kant insists pure reason must bow to practical reason. Pure reason is commanded 
by the practicality of action to act beyond reason. Levinas insists reason must bow to the 
command of the other to be responsible. The translator, Blake Billings (1994), of the short article 
Giorgi sent me summarizes the resonances between these two philosophers with the possibilities 
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they can open up for psychology: “a morality beyond theory, a moral desire distinct from satiable 
need, the dignity or majesty of another person, an ethical giving without concern for repayment, 
religion as essentially moral” (1971/1994). From this article Giorgi sees Husserl’s philosophy as 
a phenomenology of consciousness, and Levinas’ as a phenomenology of action. We could never 
question Husserl’s methodology; certainly Levinas did not. Husserl’s wide and deep foundation 
for a psychology to release itself from scientism is one of the greatest philosophical contributions 
of the Twentieth Century. However, with this distinction, I think Levinas has as much to offer 
psychology by providing a way out of philosophy, especially for our work as therapists, 
researchers, and educators.  
How So? 
 

In research, the detachment required to produce faithful descriptions of revealed meanings 
must be founded on the ethical imperative to be responsible toward the participants before other 
scholars, readers, publishers. The other (participant) is infinitely close, closer to me than I am to 
myself, commanding my infinite responsibility to act for her good, and to suffer her because she 
suffers. Simultaneously the Other is infinitely distanced: her otherness is always beyond what I 
can know, her needs are always beyond what I can give, his suffering is always beyond what I 
can suffer. 

In therapy the boundaries and detachment required by the therapist should not be for 
effective counseling technique designed to protect and take care of the therapist. The distance and 
closeness with the client should be founded on the ethical imperative for the therapist to be 
responsible. The therapist can never fully "understand" but can "stand under" her client.    

For both research and therapy simplicity: knowing by not knowing is required. With my 
knowledge called into question by the infinite otherness and goodness of the Other, I can 
radically open myself to the revelation of the Other by not trying to interpret or disclose with my 
pre-knowledge.   

Humility: to act by not acting is required. I must radically commit to the good of the Other 
with disinterested interest such that I do not act to achieve whatever good I think needed.   

Patience: to suffer her suffering without trying to suffer her suffering is required. The 
Other’s suffering is unique to her. I cannot reduce her suffering to what I claim I feel. I suffer 
because the Other, who does not deserve to suffer, suffers. I suffer my impotence to remove her 
suffering and take to myself.  

Levinas’ phenomenology of action gives priority to responsibility over knowledge. He 
writes, “Ethical testimony is a revelation which is not a knowledge” (1982/1985, p. 108).  
Certainly the call to do commands to know: but this command demands openness to the other 
before knowing. In the face of the other, “I must act before I know”. This challenges the Greek 
tradition, “I must know before I act” and “know thyself”. The Jewish tradition says I must be 
present to the Other, which is an act before action, before I know myself capable of responding, 
and before I know what will be asked what to do. I must say, “Here I am. I am testifying before I 
know about what I am testifying. Here I am, I am responsible before the other reveals her need. I 
am responsible for the Other’s responsibility before I know what my responsibility will be and if 
my action will be appropriate to the need. Here I am, ready to obey before I know toward whom 
and for what I am here”. The word, obey comes from the Latin oboedire "to listen to": ob to + 
audire to hear. This is the non-intentional "listening" that precedes what is said by the other.  
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Exodus 24: 7: “We will do, and we will be obedient”. Levinas refers to the tradition of the 
Talmudic scholars on this passage (1982/1994, p. 146). 

  
All that the Lord has spoken we will do, and we will be obedient (we will listen to 
it)". The term evoking obedience here ("we will do") is anterior to that which 
expresses understanding ("we will listen")... This obedience cannot be reduced to a 
categorical imperative in which a universality is suddenly able to direct a will. It is an 
obedience, rather, which can be traced back to the love of one's neighbor: a love 
without eros, without self-complacency and, in this sense, a love that is obeyed, the 
responsibility for one’s neighbor, the taking upon oneself of the other’s destiny, or 
fraternity. The relation with the other person is placed at the beginning! 
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