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Introduction

On the Way to an Ethics of Material Others

The need to let suffering speak is a condition of all truth. For
suffering is objectivity that weighs upon the subject.

—Theodor Adorno, Negative Dialectics

Has the material meaning of philosophical reflection been lost? And
if there is no consideration of the materiality of human existence—
no consideration of the negativity of starvation as a starting point
(as Ernst Bloch makes it)—then it seems that the critical sense of
historical reality (which was indeed this “material negativity” for
the first school) has faded away. The “second generation,” upon
losing this material sense and thereby losing negative critique (not
in relation to a discursive community, but rather a community of
living humans), effectively fell into a moralistic formalism.

—Enrique Dussel, “From Critical Theory
to the Philosophy of Liberation”

Opening Reflections
Ethical Imperfection and the Priority of the Material Other
A common prejudice concerning ethics is that only the morally perfect
should speak about it. The present work will trace possibilities of an ethics

of “imperfection” in which ethical moments arise in the encounters and
relations of bodily material others exposed through embodied desires and
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wants to need, suffering, injury, and death. This is an ethics that concerns
what Theodor W. Adorno (1903-1969) diagnosed as damaged life in
Minima Moralia and what Emmanuel Levinas (1906-1995) described in
his 1935 work On Escape as the “insufficiency of the human condition”
and later thought as incompletion, which cannot be understood as a
limitation or negation of the “sufficiency of being.”! Ethical incompletion
and imperfection are heuristic expressions and inform critical diagnostic
models deployed within and against existing material and social conditions,
as in an ideology-critique of ethics, to contest disciplinary ideologies of
the virtuous and morally privileged elites, and their judgments of who
ranks as good, as well as the theories of moral perfectionism that domi-
nate Western philosophical and practical discourses and that are integral
to the social-historical perpetuation of damaged life against which that
life resists and revolts: in its wounds lies hope.?

This volume consists of interwoven essays on critical natural
history, mimesis and responsiveness, and the environmental crisis (part
1); religion, prophecy, and the good (part 2); and equality, liberty, and
solidarity (part 3). These essays present in outline a critical model of
an ethics of the material other addressing experiences, encounters, and
discourses of the alterities, nonidentities, and the good that constitute,
interrupt, and reorient ethical and social-political forms of life. The
ethics of material others as “first philosophy” has a number of signifi-
cant implications: (1) the self is constituted through material, mimetic,
and communicative relations to others, as outside of and exterior to
the subject, in “other-constitution” rather than individual or collective
self-constitution; (2) encounters with the prophetic “other-power” or
transcendence of the good in others, in the ordinary mundaneness and
sufferings of immanent material life, disturb and place into question
the economies of the individual ego relishing its own happiness and
collective identities that codify themselves through the subjugation and
refusal of nonhuman and human others; and (3) the infinite ethical and
social-political demand of others calls for unrestricted solidarities that
can reorient and transform ethical and social-political sensibilities and
possibilities. Ethical and social demands are mediated by and contest
existing material conditions and communicative processes of a given
form of social reality such as the contemporary global capitalist order.

Given the persistent entanglements and mediations of the prophetic
emancipatory potential of the present moment, with hegemonic power
relations and ideological discourses that justify them, the imperfectionist
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ethics (in which the ordinary self, who can never be sufficiently ethical,
is addressed by and responds to the material other) articulated in the
current book must also be a politics and political economy of material
others that would begin to transition beyond the confines of previous
discourses.

The present inquiry into the material other is a heterodox response
to the thought of the German philosopher, sociologist, and social theorist
Adorno and the Lithuanian-born Jewish French philosopher Levinas,
drawing on, interconnecting, and critically transforming their interpretive
strategies with regard to the contemporary environmental and social-
political situation. Their philosophies will be comparatively reconstructed
in the chapters of this volume; some elements will be intensified and
interrelated (such as nonidentity and alterity) while others are criticized
(such as the Eurocentric hypostatization of modernity as an exclusively
Western rather than an intercultural formation).?

The strategy of this project is to articulate a hermeneutics of
alterity and nonidentity in regard to the relations of ethical life, or
the lifeworld, and social totality (systems) as determined by the global
exchange, circulation, and consumption of goods and labor. It deploys
while critically revising examples, models, and strategies from Adorno,
Levinas, and their interlocutors to address a series of interconnected eth-
ical and social-political issues related to the relations between nature and
nonhuman and human animals (part 1), religion’s functions as ideology
and as prophecy (part 2), and interhuman justice (part 3).

The Ethics of Alterity and the Negative Dialectics of Nonidentity

The logic of identity is, according to Adorno, a logic of exchange and
equivalence. It requires universal fungibility, interchangeability, and a
totality of relations that appropriates and commands the sacrifice of all
things. In response to the hegemony of identity in the theoretical atti-
tude and in practical life in which life has become the consumption of
life, Adorno proposed a nonidentity that is not only conceptual but also
material and indicates that which exceeds and interrupts identification and
equivalence. While Levinas rejects dialectic as signifying mediation and
closure (totality), dialectic in Adorno breaks totality by radicalizing the
moments of the concept and of mediation that inevitably point beyond
themselves. Both resist the totalizing movement of dialectic, but Adorno’s
negative dialectics is an aporetic and para-doxical (deconstructive of
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doxa) logic unfixing reified conceptualities and contesting practices of
identification and identity formation.

Adorno heightened the negativity in the dialectic against the
thinking of identity and totality that defined classical forms of dialectic
logic. This intensification of negativity appears alien to while intersecting
with Levinas’s suspicions regarding negativity and dialectic altogether for
an alterity and otherness that would be other than identity and totality.
The strategies of Adorno and Levinas against negativity as derivative of
positivity are distant and contradictory inasmuch as Adorno heightens
the negativity that Levinas deconstructs. Their respective discourses are
aligned in that they each develop a discourse of that which exceeds
and disturbs forms of identity and totality that they both associate with
the dominant paradigm of Western philosophy and social-political life.

The two paragraphs above used Adorno’s language to clarify each
discourse. It is already evident that the present work operates between
the tensions and affinities of these respective philosophers, as well as
others from Immanuel Kant and Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel to
Jacques Derrida and Enrique Dussel, thereby inevitably presenting its
own third model that lacks the authority of these names and texts.
Throughout this work, there will be transitions between these distinctive
forms of communication as well as the emergence of creolized, mixed,
or “hybrid” languages.

Whereas Adorno presents us with critical heuristic models of non-
identity and a radical negativity irreducible to logical negation, which
need to be reconfigured in relation to the present situation, Levinas reveals
the priority of “the other,” who is primarily interpreted with respect to
embodied human and nonhuman material others in the present work.
This asymmetrical priority of the other is not reciprocal in the sense of
a direct or indirect expectation of exchange: it is the “an-archic” (as
intractable to an arche [apyxn] as origin or an ordering power), infinite
(as irreducible to totality or an integrating system), and impossibly
demanding (as unfeasible to perform and yet called for) condition of
ethics as first philosophy: the responsiveness and substitution of one for
the other without calculative exchange or an underlying principle of
identity. Ethics transpires in its impossibility and tension with existing
realities in which the encounter with the other is an indication of the
good, and of its priority and sovereignty. All of ethics is in essence an
ethics of the other, even as standard moral theories neglect the asym-
metrical relations and responsibilities that the ethical encounter and
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situation entails. According to Levinas, “the Other” both is and is not
the others who are materially and socially situated and address us in
interpolation, need, and suffering. The interpretation articulated in the
following chapters will stress the ethical demands of a multiplicity of
human and nonhuman embodied material others without eliminating
the prophetic and emancipatory dimensions (articulated in more directly
political ways in Benjamin, Bloch, or Dussel) of Levinas’s emphasis on
transcendence, other-power, and the good.

A Materialist Interpretation of Nonidentity and the Other

What does “nonidentity” signify? To introduce a preliminary heuristic
definition, which will be developed and modified in its elucidation,
this expression refers to identity while endeavoring to say something
other than and incommensurable with identification and the positing
of identity. Nonidentity is an expression that does not make sense from
the perspective of identity. In Adorno’s strategy of negative dialectics, it
is not merely a derivative negation or relative modification of identity
(which would place it under Levinas’s repudiation of negativity). It is
something inevitably “more than” and excessive to experiential, affec-
tive, and cognitive-conceptual modalities of identification. Nonidentity
is intimated in the object itself insofar as it evades and resists sublation
in and reconciliation with the individual or collective subject and its
theoretical and practical activities.

The very idea of nonidentity raises a number of problems. First,
analogous to the Madhyamika Buddhist discourse of emptiness (Stinyata)
in Nagarjuna, the concept of nonidentity faces its own reification that
would turn it into another expression of identity thinking. A completely
unconditional nonidentity is difficult to communicate in ordinary refer-
ential language given the identity-maintaining functions of language and
concept formation. Given this problem, there appears to be no direct way
to identify an absolutely nonidentical or a wholly other without reifying
it in identification and reproducing the very identity it would evade.

Second, the intensification of Adorno’s negativity and Levinas’s
alterity risks absolutizing nonidentity against any identity and the other
as transcendent, infinite, “Wholly Other” (Tout Autre) against the mul-
tiplicity of concrete material nonidentities and others.* This potentially
leads to moral perfectionist and mystical visions of nothingness, the
supersensible, God, and the good while disregarding exploited and suffering
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existence. Levinas contests the idolization of God and the reification of
the good, noting how—for instance—“God,” as a distance indicating my
own responsibility and as “transcendent to the point of absence,” is a
word arising in the ethical intrigue and divine comedy of responsibility.”

A reply to both of these problems is found in a pluralistic and
materialist modification to nonidentity and alterity as interlinked with—to
adopt the language of the early Marx’s Economic-Philosophical Manuscripts
and the Theses on Feuerbach—concrete bodily existence and sensuous
material praxis.® “Sensuous” refers in this context to the mediation of life
through the senses. In my reading, this modification is already at work in
preliminary ways in Adorno and Levinas in their attention to sensuous
temporal material life. The emphasis on embodied material alterities
runs against interpretations of Levinas that wish to focus on religion and
transcendence as exceeding materiality that is not sufficiently passive.
But Levinas as well as Adorno recognized the ethical and social-political
dimensions of the embodiment and sensory life of others in earthly joy
and suffering. It is this regard for vulnerable life that this work proposes
intensifying in a prophetic and ethical materialist direction. Drawing on
Adorno and Levinas, this does not signify a materialism of naturalistic
abstraction, individual contemplation, or the practical activity of a subject
but rather the priority of ethical alterity, nonidentity, and responsiveness
within the conditions of sensuous material life.”

Other-Constitution and Aporetic Thinking

Philosophies of radical alterity and nonidentity, of “other-constitution”
through otherness and the nonidentical, appear nonsensical from the
dominant perspective of identity thinking and the self-constitutive
subject. Adorno’s negative dialectics (negative in hesitating before the
affirmative moment of synthesis and reconciliation, and in recollecting
the violence done in the dialectic movement) and Levinas’s ethics of the
other who is beyond the self’s grasping (that is, alterity in the sense of
an otherness that cannot be subsumed or incorporated into the same or
the one) share affinities with forms of skepticism in placing ideas of the
system, totality, and ontology into question. Philosophers in Greco-Roman
skepticism and South Asian Madhyamika Buddhism, postmodernism and
deconstruction, have questioned strategies of relying on identification
that reproduce the predominance of identity, revealing the nonidentical
at the heart of identity and the absence of unitary self-sameness at the
core of the subject. Insofar as it contests identity thinking, skepticism
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relies on the empirical contingent nature of things as well as the aporetic
conditions of language, thinking, and being.

A philosophy of nonidentity is an aporetic philosophy that risks
perplexity in exposure to irresolvable aporia. The modern usage of
aporia, as paradox and contradiction, stems from the classical Greek
word dnopog signifying an impasse without exit or passage. As early as
Socrates, as presented in the early dialogues of Plato, the aporetic lack
of resolution itself operates as a means of dialogue and inquiry, and a
way to begin inquiry anew in which the dialogue twists and turns in
novel directions while keeping in mind its earlier attempts. The aporia
revealed in dialogue has a double meaning of an impasse that cannot be
crossed and a generative opening that cannot be closed. This enigmatic
closure/opening conditions the structures of thinking and, dialectically
speaking, the structure of what is to be thought. It is in this sense that
modalities of aporetic ethics are considered in relation to the ethics of
the material other.

What does “ethics” mean in this context? Ethical questioning and
reflection should be distinguished from moralizing posturing, which Levi-
nas as much as Adorno resisted, and moral theorizing. It is also not the
listing of principles and rules. Ethics, according to Levinas, is a first phi-
losophy that cannot be grounded in epistemology, ontology, philosophical
anthropology, or other discourses of knowing, being, and the subject. It
signifies the disorienting exteriority of the alterity and nonidentity (the
affinities and differences of these two concepts are queried later) that
places the self in its self-imprisonment and self-concern into question, a
self who is shaped and threatened by natural and social forces.

Who is the self in this ethics? The question of how to articulate an
ethics of nonidentity in the midst of relentless forces of identity, which
require adopting and modifying interpretive strategies from Adorno,
Levinas, and other authors, is bound together with the problem of
the self. The self is simultaneously a subject (1) who is materially and
socially conditioned, determined, and mediated by conditions and forces;
(2) whose “selthood” is defined by the impossible ethical demand of
the other to be infinitely responsive and responsible; and (3) who is
an embodied and temporally existing self who is called to nourish the
material life of nonhuman and human others in asymmetrical yet unre-
stricted solidarity that would allow each to take its turn.®

The book before you is a consequence of an endeavor to pursue an
inquiry into the good intimated in material life through the asymmetrical
ethics of alterity and nonidentity with respect to nature, religion, and
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justice for the sake of articulating an ethics without a founding origin
and governing power and as directed toward bodily material others in
their height and priority. The asymmetrical difference between me and
the other signifies in Levinas a kinship not based on being or nature, an
ethical inequality that contests oppression and existing inequalities.” It
offers an analysis of conceptions of the differences that aporetically unsettle
fixations of identity. It pursues questions of whether radical difference
can be constitutive of ethics and the ethical subject. The constitution
at stake here is not transcendental self-constitution but what is better
described as “other-constitution” in which the self is constituted “outside
itself” in exteriority and otherness.

An Overview of the Work and Its Motivating Questions
Nature, Religion, and Justice

I consider in the following chapters the extent to which the “noniden-
tity thinking” of Adorno and the “ethics of the other” of Levinas point
toward alternative ways of critically engaging three areas of concern: (1)
the ethical status of “inhuman subjects” such as natural worlds, envi-
ronments, and animals; (2) the bonds and tensions between ethics and
religion and the formation of the self through the dynamic of violence
and liberation expressed in religious and metaphysical discourses; and
(3) the regressive uses as well as conceptual and practical limitations of
classic, modern, and contemporary liberal and republican discourses of
equality, liberty, tolerance, and their reified conceptions of the autono-
mous individual self and subject.!

Why do the three parts of this work address nature, religion, and
justice? It could be objected that each concept has its own experts and
theorists who do not need to converse with one another, and, more
significantly, that each reality named has its own dynamics of oppression
and emancipation. The argument traced in the following book indicates
that what these three basic words name is deeply entangled and inter-
connected. Questions concerning a critical rather than reductive “natural
history” (a concept rejected by Levinas in this sense) of the domination
of nature and a brutal struggle for existence, religion as hope in suffering
and the prophetic accusation against injustice, and interhuman justice and
solidarity are interwoven in a form of life and its material conditions.!
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Addressing these questions discloses different perspectives and examples
for the ethics of material alterity that is at stake throughout this work.
There are, as will be traced in the course of the following chapters, three
overlapping concerns that orient this inquiry: nature (as entangled and
crisis-ridden ecological-material life), religion (as the weak prophetic and
messianic demand for a love and justice yet to come, and the good),
and justice (as equality, liberty, and solidarity).

The five chapters of part 1 articulate a challenge and alternative
to the anthropocentrism and intersubjective idealism of contemporary
critical social theory maintained by philosophers such as Jiirgen Habermas
and Axel Honneth by pursuing questions of the materiality of human
existence, nonhuman animals, ecosystems, and environments. These
issues are of vital concern given the environmental and material crisis
tendencies of contemporary—neoliberal and neomercantilist—capitalist
societies. The stakes and strategies of part 1 are unfolded through rein-
terpretations of materiality and natural history in Adorno, and earthly
embodied existence and the animal other in Levinas.

The five chapters of part 2 engage the multiple functions of religion
as and contrary to political theology.”? They address problems concerning
the systematic complicity of religion with violence and subjugation while
elucidating the an-archic and prophetic appeal to the good that is more
than intimated in religious discourses and practices. Religion justifies and
excuses systematic hierarchies and injustices. Yet the truth of religion
and spirituality is, Levinas notes, prophecy that is a hearing without
striving to hear.” As the “heart of a heartless world,” it prophetically
places exploitation and violence into question, intimating profounder
forms of love and solidarity with the abject, exploited, and oppressed as
well as between suffering vulnerable bodily beings.

Finally, part 3 turns toward topics such as equality, freedom, toler-
ance, cosmopolitanism, hospitality, and solidarity in order to interrogate
their hegemonic theoretical and ideological forms. Its four chapters and
the epilogue contest conventional liberal ethical and social-political phi-
losophy—adopting and transforming (through the deployment of alterity,
asymmetry, and nonidentity) radical republican (Rousseau through Levi-
nas) and heterodox Marxist (Marx through Adorno to Dussel) political
thought—for the sake of a radically nonidentitarian and unrestricted
hospitality, solidarity, and welcoming. “Unrestricted” will be deployed
in the double sense of decentering and undoing the fixed and fixating
subject, of breaking down and relaxing the violence of essence, through
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the ethical priority of the other in Levinas’s sense and formalization,
experimentation, and responsiveness in freedom toward and felt contact
with the object in Adorno’s works. Ethical moments of the nonrestriction
and nonindifference of the good occur in the midst of imperfect everyday
life (in all of its affliction, damage, folly, ignorance, incompletion, and
perplexity) in response to the earthly, embodied, and material other.
In the following chapters, I pursue a philosophical problematic and
project through a historical study of philosophers associated with the
critical social theory of the Frankfurt school (from precursors such as
Kant, Hegel, and Marx to heirs such as Habermas, Honneth, and more
recently Rahel Jaeggi) and the ethics of difference (from predecessors
such as Nietzsche and Kierkegaard to Derrida and Dussel). However,
the accent is placed on the writings of two twentieth-century European
philosophers, Adorno and Levinas, since their works are to different
degrees germane to articulating an asymmetrical and imperfectionist ethics
from moments of otherness and transcendence within traumatized life.

Perfection and Imperfection

Ethical imperfection is a consequence of the concepts of damaged life
and minima moralia in Adorno, and diachrony and incompletion (time as
disquiet and unrest instead of continuity, flow, or a whole) in Levinas.!*
One objection to an imperfectionist elucidation of ethics is the claim
that insofar as Adorno and Levinas have an ethics, it is either negative
or morally perfectionist.”” Levinas’s reconstructions in God, Death, and
Time of Plato’s form of the good beyond being, Descartes’s argument in
the Meditations concerning the infinity of God, and Kant’s articulation of
hope and the supreme good can be interpreted as arguments for perfec-
tionism insofar as the good places the imperfect into question, and ideas
of infinity and perfection allow one to recognize one’s own insufficiency
and imperfection.'® Such accounts (discussed in chapter 10) miss a key
point: the good, the infinite, and the perfect are perfections beyond the
dynamic of human perfection and imperfection that is at stake in the
moral perfectionist perspective. Levinas persistently describes how the good
and the infinite are other than and beyond the activity and capacity as
well as even the receptivity and passivity of the subject. The infinitely
affected and afflicted finite self can never respond to the infinity of the
good, stirring inside its immanence, revealed in the other’s demand. The
anarchy of th