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The deformalization of time in Levinas’s philosophy

Thesis Summary

This thesis elucidates the thinking on time found in the works of Emmanuel Levinas (1906-1995).
It suggests that the deformalization of time forms the substance of Levinas’s theory of time. It is
true that the idea of a deformalization of time appears only in the later texts of Levinas; however,
as this paper shows, this concept was a constant concern throughout Levinas’s life and can be found
in developed form in many of his writings.

Part I of the thesis traces the development of and transitions in Levinas’s thinking about
time from the 1930s to the postwar period. The first chapter investigates Levinas’s early texts and
summarizes his reception of Husserl’s and Heidegger’s phenomenology: in particular, his focus on
the temporality of historicity and its relation to his criticism of Husserl and receptivity to
Heidegger. In Chapter 2, this paper treats Existence and Existents (1947), which is Levinas’s most
representative work in the 1940s, as its main text, showing that Levinas in this early period
describes the enchainment to the definitiveness and its liberation to the non-definitiveness as
redemption from the perspective of time.

Part II is reads Levinas’s first major work, 7btality and Infinity (1961), through the
perspective of time. Chapters 3-5 of this part generally correspond to Parts II-IV of Totality and
Infinity, respectively. Chapter 3 assesses Levinas’s account of subjectivity from enjoyment to
economy in terms of time and rereads Part II of Totality and Infinity as arguing that the structure
of subjectivity makes possible a time in which the past and future can be accessed for the subject’s
purpose and interest, centering on the present, while maintaining momentary enjoyment. Chapter
4 focuses on orders of precedence in ethical relationships with the other and examines how
temporal stipulations make the characteristics required for Levinas’s ethics possible. Chapter 5
deals with Eros and fecundity in Part IV of Totality and Infinity. The thesis reaches the point where
Eros, like death, indicates a future temporality of “not yet.” In addition, this chapter interprets
fecundity in two contexts: criticism of history and pardoning. Ultimately, this paper proposes the
view that both of these subjects can be understood to show how the definitive becomes the
non-definitive.

Part III interprets temporality as discussed in Levinas’s later writings, in particular, his
second major work, Otherwise than Being or Beyond Essence (1974). Chapter 6 analyzes the article
“Intentionality and Sensation” (1965) and indicates how the temporal structure of diachrony, which

plays an important role in Levinas’s late work, came from a confrontation with Husser!’s theory of




A% 6
(3) Keio University

Thesis Abstract No. 2

time. Chapter 7 reveals how Levinas subsequently reassumed the problem of excluding the past
and history from his argument, dealt with in Chapter 5 of this thesis, and began to sought a
positive and ethical relationship with the past and history around the subject of the testimony and
book.

In the final chapter, this thesis examines the characteristics of the deformalization of time,
and then confirms that the entire argument of this paper can be reinterpreted under the concept of

deformalization of time.
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