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Summary of Thesis:

This thesis tries to elucidate the innovation of humanism in Emmanuel Levinas. Levinas is
often regarded as one of the defenders of traditional humanism. He is even suspected of being a
proponent of monotheism. However, in contrast to these general assessments, his argument can be
interpreted as an attempt to renew the way of thinking humanism with the intention of
overcoming the anti-humanistic trends of his time. In order to discuss his idea of a “humanism of
the other man” in detail, this thesis has two parts which reflect the following objectives
respectively: to examine the methods he used to reform humanism and to clarify the relationship
his thought had with some religions.

In the first part, we pursue the analysis of Levinasian humanism. The first chapter
discusses the way Levinas, with his unique semantics, overcame “ontology” and “structuralism”
which he regarded as two forms of anti-humanism. Through the consideration of the structure of
his semantics, we confirm that Levinas put into question the universal framework of traditional
humanism by finding the unicity of being human in the asymmetric relation to the other person.
The second chapter deals with the concept of “temporality” as far as being created by “the Other”
is concerned — a concept which enabled him to both deconstruct the traditional notion of
subjectivity and reconstruct it as a relational notion. We show how Levinas confronted
“naturalism” which viewed nature and essence as the origin of human beings. These discussions
highlight methodological innovations regarding humanism by Levinas.

In the second part, we shed light on the connection between Levinasian humanism and
the tradition of monotheistic religions by analyzing his use of religious terms. The first chapter
reconstructs the line of argument Levinas employed to introduce the notion of “substitution”,
taking into account the influences of Kierkegaard’s Christian thought. The second chapter
examines a Talmudic interpretation of the “image of God” as a possible source of inspiration for
his ideas such as “liberty based on responsibility” and “possibility of attesting the absolute”.
Through these discussions, we prove that Levinas completely recast the traditional concepts in
monotheism from his own point of view. The third chapter investigates the idea of “affectivity”,
i.e. the possibility of suffering rooted in one’s body, which he considered as the foundation for
ethical actions. By noting that he defined being human as “psychism”, connecting factors of body
and soul, of self and others, we reveal a crucial difference between Levinasian humanism and the

theories which situate humanity in rationality separated from sensibility.




Keio University

Thesis Abstract No. 2

The main point of this thesis consists in interpreting Levinas neither just as a
phenomenologist nor as a Jewish theologian, but as a thinker in Ethics who made use of both
philosophical and religious thoughts for inventing a new form of humanism. With its
interpretation of Levinas as an innovator of humanism, this paper hopes to contribute to further

investigations into the ethical meaning of being human.
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