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INTRODUCTION

The Origins of Responsibility

The Problem of Responsibility

The ambition of the present work is to reengage the question of responsibil-
ity as it is elaborated in post-Nietzschean continental thought, and to ex-
plore its post-metaphysical, phenomenological and ontological senses,
away from its traditional metaphysical interpretation as the accountability
of a free autonomous subject. Returning through a historical genealogy to
“the origins of responsibility,” following the “long history of the origins of
responsibility” of which Nietzsche speaks in the second essay of his Gene-
alogy of Morals,' I will attempt to reveal the emergence of post-metaphys-
ical senses of responsibility in the works of such continental thinkers as
Nietzsche, Sartre, Levinas, Heidegger, and Derrida. The guiding hypoth-
esis of this work is two-fold: First, I will suggest that ethics has not only
been a constant concern of recent continental thought but has in fact been
problematized anew; ethics is approached less as a normative body of
moral rules and even less as an applied discipline, and more in terms of a
philosophical reflection on the meaning of ethics as such, on the ethicality
of ethics. Second, I will suggest that responsibility itself has been rethought
in such a context in a novel and original way, that is, away from an ideology
of subjectivity, free will, and power.

This project might seem paradoxical in several respects. Nietzsche’s
critique of morality, despite his own clarifications, has often been described
as a nihilistic enterprise of destruction of values leading to the impossibil-
ity of ethics. It is as if questioning ethics amounted to an attack against it,
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an assumption mocked by Merleau-Ponty when he wrote, “From the sim-
ple fact that I make of morality a problem, you conclude that I deny it.”
Consequently, continental philosophies of ethics, which are in their very
basis post-Nietzschean, have also been accused of moral relativism and
nihilism. It is often alleged that post-Nietzschean continental thought has
little to offer in terms of an ethical theory, or worse, that it actually develops
the an-ethical posture that is supposedly exemplified in the works of Hei-
degger, the deconstructive work of Jacques Derrida, or more generally in
post-structuralist and deconstructive thought. More precisely, such au-
thors are often reproached for not offering the basis for a responsible en-
gagement in the world, and their work is said to border on or lead to nihil-
istic irresponsibility. I will argue instead that the notion of responsibility
is central to their work, but that it is entirely reconceptualized from the
tradition of the history of philosophy.

A clarification may be helpful at the outset of this work, concerning
so-called continental philosophy’s relation to ethics: Ethical concerns
and problematics are never simply absent from philosophical works,
however implicit or unthematized they may be. For instance, Derrida
has stressed that ethical questions have always been present in his writ-
ings, even when they were not explicitly raised. There is an ethics of
deconstruction as such, before anything is said explicitly with regard to
ethics. Derrida did admit that, in his early works, these ethical problem-
atics were not thematized and were only addressed in an “oblique” way.
He also recognized—this is the key point—that his more explicit works
on ethics (whether on justice, law and right, responsibility, moral deci-
sion, forgiveness, the gift, the secret, hospitality, etc.) do not constitute
a system of moral norms, a normative ethics in the established sense of
the term. In fact, one may ask whether it is the role of philosophy to
prescribe norms of ethics, to establish a “morality,” to posit norms or
values. Jean-Luc Nancy, for instance, considers that “no philosophy ei-
ther provides or is by itself a ‘morality’ in this sense. Philosophy is not
charged with prescribing norms or values.” Rather, the task of philoso-
phy is to question the ethicality of ethics, to engage a philosophical re-
flection on the meaning of ethics, on what puts us “in the position of
having to choose norms or values” (Nancy, in HPP, 66). Philosophy does
not indicate a choice, but articulates the situation of being “in the posi-
tion of making a choice.”
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A philosophical inquiry would then not so much propose a moral
system as inquire into the meaning of ethics, the ethicality of ethics. In
an interview given a few months before his death to the daily communist
newspaper Humanité, Derrida readily conceded that “if by ethics one
understands a system of rules, of moral norms, then no, I do not propose
an ethics.” Atissue, rather, is problematizing the ethicality of ethics. For
instance, with Sartre, the ethical is not a body of norms but instead a
characteristic of existence. Ethics arises out of his phenomenological
ontology because, even though ontology is unable to formulate ethical
imperatives, it nonetheless allows us to glimpse into the existential situ-
ation of ethics. Existence for Sartre is identified with responsibility itself,
from the outset a responsibility for existence. To that extent, there is an
intrinsic ethicality of existence in Sartre’s phenomenological ontology.
This strongly suggests that if ontology cannot provide a morality or an
ethics per se, it nevertheless articulates what one may call here the ethi-
cality of ethics, the very possibility of ethics. When Heidegger was asked
in his “Letter on Humanism” why he did not write an ethics to supple-
ment his fundamental ontology, he replied famously that the thinking
of being was an originary ethics. The first gesture by Heidegger is thus
to no longer separate ethics from ontology, as if they constituted sepa-
rate, independent spheres. Thought from the question of the meaning of
being, ethics cannot be approached except in terms of the event of being.
In a sense, for Heidegger, ethics is ontology itself. There is no need to
“add” an ethics as an applied discipline to an ontology which would then
have been presupposed as unethical. I will pursue this problematizing
of the ethical in the works of Sartre, Heidegger, Levinas, and Derrida,
and note that responsibility constitutes the cornerstone of such ethics.

As I suggested, the motif of responsibility is central to these think-
ers’ rethinking of ethics and the ethical, but it is reconceptualized from
the ground up in the wake of Nietzsche’s genealogical deconstruction of
morality and accountability. Deconstruction, one should note at the out-
set, needs to be taken in its positive sense, following Derrida who defined
deconstruction as an affirmative gesture, an originary yes and saying
yes—as an opening of new possibilities, as the very reopening of the
open.” One can already ascertain that Nietzsche’s genealogy is not the
simple dismissal of ethics as such, but is rather an attack on a certain
way of understanding ethics. Nietzsche targeted what he termed “life-
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denying” philosophies, which he saw in Christianity and of course in
Platonism, both of which posit a world beyond this world in a projection
of ideals which are contrary to life. In The Will to Power, in the section
titled “Critique of Morality” (§254), Nietzsche explains that “The inquiry
into the origin of our evaluations and tables of the good is absolutely no
way identical with a critique of them, as is often believed.” Further, he
clarifies that such inquiry is not a critique but seeks instead to evaluate
the value of morality for life. “What are our evaluations and moral tables
worth? What is the outcome of their rule? For whom? In relation to
what?—Answer: for life.” By a critique of morality, it is a matter for
Nietzsche of reengaging our tradition and its concepts, an attempt at
reevaluating its values, that is, evaluating the value of its values. By “cri-
tique,” then, Nietzsche means not a negative enterprise, not an attack on
morality as such, but rather an inquiry into the history of the origins of
morality. It is thus imperative to distinguish here between a positive
examination of the origin of morality (Nietzsche’s genealogy) and an
attack on morality. What is thus at issue is the positing of the ethical
values of ‘good’ and ‘evil’ as transcendent values which lie beyond this
world, a movement that indicates an implicit rejection and hatred for
this life in this world (as betrayed by the presence of guilt and shame as
cornerstones of such moralities). Hence the sense of Nietzsche’s geneal-
ogy of morals as a return to its actual basis in life itself, so as to reveal
the material, historical, human, all-too-human’ origins of ethics and
values, as opposed to some ideal provenance. Through his dismantling
of the tradition of responsibility (as we will see, essentially a critique of
the identification of responsibility with accountability), Nietzsche actu-
ally calls for a reevaluation of our ways of evaluating, namely for a life-
affirming ethics which is signaled in his philosophy by the ‘overman’ and
‘joyful wisdom.” His deconstructive genealogy of responsibility and its
fundamental concepts (causality, agency, will, subjectivity) opens the
way for a re-elaboration of the senses of responsibility, and will allow for
its phenomenological origins to be revealed.

Nietzsche’s critique of morality opens the way for a new engagement
with the concept of responsibility, henceforth freed from its association
with a metaphysics of will and subjectivity. Thus, for example, Sartre posits
human existence as absolute responsibility based on the withdrawal of
essence, and situates the origin of ethics and responsibility in the disap-
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pearance of a theological foundation for values. Human existence is identi-
fied with an absolute responsibility for itself based on the surge and self-
invention of a groundless freedom. Heidegger rethinks being-responsible
in terms of our answering the call of being, and rethinks the ethical by way
of a critique of the metaphysical tradition of ethics and a meditation on
human beings’ sojourn on the earth as ethos. He understands Dasein as an
ethical notion and our relation to being as one of responsible engagement.
Levinas defines the self as a responsibility for the other human, and breaks
with Kantian universalism by situating ethics in the encounter with the
singular other. Levinas further defines the self as a responsibility for the
other human, devotion to the other in his or her vulnerability or mortality.
Derrida understands deconstruction as responsiveness that engages—
aporetically—in a responsible decision. Responsibility itself is defined as
an experience of the impossible. We see the notion of responsibility articu-
lated in terms of phenomenological responsiveness, rather than in terms
of the autonomy of the subject. It is clear that in such a context, responsibil-
ity itself will be entirely rethought in a novel and original way, away from
an ideology of subjectivity, will, and power. Whether explicitly or implic-
itly, these continental thinkers allow for a rethinking of ethical responsibil-
ity as they take issue with traditional models of it, that is, with the model
of accountability.

Indeed, the concept of responsibility has traditionally been associ-
ated, if not identified, with accountability, under the authority of a phi-
losophy of free will and causality which itself rests upon a subject-based
metaphysics. Responsibility is conceived in terms of causality as ground
of the act or of the event. For instance, Hegel writes that

An event, or a situation which has arisen, is a concrete external actuality
which accordingly has an indeterminable number of attendant circum-
stances. Every individual moment which is shown to have a condition,
ground or cause of some such circumstance and has thereby contributed
its share to it, may be regarded as being wholly, or at least partly, respon-
sible for it

Accordingly, one is accountable as a subject who is the cause of his or her
actions through the freedom of the will.* Accountability, as a concept, thus
assumes the position of a subject-cause, an agent or an author who can be
displayed as a subjectum for its actions. Such, for instance, is Kant’s defini-
tion of accountability or imputability (Imputabilitit) in the Third Antin-
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omy of the Critique of Pure Reason,” which he situates in the “transcenden-
tal freedom” of the subject, who is capable of absolutely and spontaneously
beginning a new series of causes. Identified with the concept of account-
ability, responsibility thus designates the capacity of an agent to be the
cause and ground of its acts. The unceasing calls for responsibility in con-
temporary culture are always calls to such agency, to the position of a
subject-cause. And this insistence as such deserves scrutiny. One might ask
at the outset: What concept of responsibility does it seek to reinforce? What
lack does it aim at supplementing? What shortcoming is it trying to com-
pensate? What irresponsibility is it trying to suppress, exclude or negate?
From what danger does it aim at protecting it? These questions already take
us to the heart of the matter. And thus the concept of a ‘subject-cause’
(along with its unavoidable accompaniment, a system of control and pun-
ishment), this ‘ready-made,’ guiding metaphysical interpretation of the
concept of responsibility—namely, accountability as indication of the
power of a masterful and willful subject—is left to rule exhaustively over
the hermeneutic domain of responsibility.

Ironically, this predominant ‘ideology of responsibility” is often ac-
companied by a singular neglect of genuine reflection on the senses of re-
sponsibility, on what it means to be responsible. Responsibility is simply
assumed to mean the accountability of the free agent. An ironic situation
to be sure, if it is quite irresponsible not to know what responsibility means
while one is calling for it! In Derrida’s words, “not knowing, having neither
a sufficient knowledge or consciousness of what being responsible means,
is of itself a lack of responsibility. In order to be responsible it is necessary
to respond to or answer to what being responsible means.” The issue, as
Derrida makes clear, is to reengage a philosophical questioning on ethics,
that is, to problematize the ethicality of ethics itself, its very possibility,
without presupposing its senses, for instance, through the scheme of ap-
plication. To understand ethics as an applied discipline forecloses the pos-
sibility of raising the indispensable prior question of the ethicality of eth-
ics. The notion of application indeed assumes a ground for ethical precepts.
But it may be the case that ethical judgment—as Heidegger, Sartre, Levinas
or Derrida would show—takes place in an ungrounded way, indeed, be-
comes only possible from such groundlessness: For Heidegger, being hap-
pens without a ground and the call of conscience has no author and no
foundation; for Sartre, responsibility arises out of the groundlessness of
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existence, and ethics has no ‘a priori Good’ to rely upon; for Levinas, ethics
arises out of a concern for an infinite other, and not from a rational basis;
and for Derrida, responsible decision takes place as a leap and absolute risk
beyond knowledge, in an abyssal experience of the undecidable." Applied
ethics is thus the name of an ethics whose meaning is not reflected upon
and which is inappropriately understood in terms of the theory-praxis,
model-application schemas. At stake is a philosophical reflection on the
meaning of responsibility, so often covered-over by a problematic of
accountability.

In Beyond Good and Evil, Nietzsche already took issue with a so-
called “science of morals” in which there is always something lacking—
“strange as it may sound: the problem of morality itself; what was lacking
was any suspicion that there was something problematic there.”? In §345
of The Gay Science (book 5), under the title “Morality as a Problem,”
Nietzsche also suggests quite plainly that it is a matter of problematizing
morality and its value, that is, of questioning it, as opposed to taking it
for granted and leaving it unquestioned. For even

if a morality has grown out of an error, the realization of this fact would
not as much as touch the problem of its value. Thus nobody up to now has
examined the value of that most famous of all medicines which is called
morality; and the first step would be—for once to question it. Well then,
precisely this is our task.”

This task can be taken as the urgency of a questioning on ethicality as such.
Insisting on the necessity and urgency of raising anew the question of the
ethical, of making it problematic, indeed aporetic, Derrida thus writes:

All this, therefore, still remains open, suspended, undecided, question-
able even beyond the question, indeed, to make use of another figure,
absolutely aporetic. What is the ethicality of ethics? The morality of mo-
rality? What is responsibility? What is the “‘What is?’ in this case? Etc.
These questions are always urgent.”

The first question needs to bear on the identification of responsibility
with accountability in the traditional philosophical interpretation of
responsibility.

Is the concept, indeed the experience of responsibility—this ques-
tion will be the guiding one of this work—exhausted by the sense of
accountability? Should responsibility be conceived exclusively in terms
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of the causality of the will? On the basis of the voluntary, or conscious
intention? As the subjectivity or ground of the act? Should responsibility
be identified with the position of a power, of a sovereign agency? Can
responsibility be enframed exclusively within a philosophy of account-
ability, in the context of a metaphysics of subjectivity and free will? In
fact, it may well be the case that in such an enframing, the phenomeno-
logical and ontological sources of what is called “responsibility” have
remained obscure and been neglected. It will thus be a matter of disso-
ciating the concept of responsibility from its metaphysical interpreta-
tion, and to free it from the dominance of the motifs of subjectivity and
power so as to retrieve its phenomenological provenance.

Four motifs govern the traditional interpretation of responsibility,
what we could call the four “fundamental concepts” of the traditional
account of responsibility:

1. The belief that the human being is an agent or a subject, i.e., the reli-
ance on subjectivity (with subjectum in its logical or grammatical sense
of foundation) as ground of imputation. A critique of such a subject,
whether Nietzschean in inspiration, phenomenological or deconstruc-
tive, will radically transform our understanding of what it means to be
responsible. For instance, the phenomenological destruction of subjec-
tivity leads us to re-conceive responsibility as no longer based on an I-
subject, but arising out of a new definition of the self: Heidegger’s sense
of self is one of having to respond, authentically, to the call of conscience,
later rethought as the call of Ereignis. Responsibility, as the authentic
response of the self to that call, then becomes for Heidegger the most
originary sense of being human. How far we find ourselves from the
subject of metaphysics and its free will! A reconsideration of responsibil-
ity away from the dominance of the motif of the subject will nonetheless
never go without a reconsideration of what it means to be human.

2. The notion that the subject is a voluntary agent—i.e., the reliance on
the voluntary and so-called ‘free will'—following either Aristotle, for
whom responsibility is identified with voluntariness, or Kant, for whom
transcendental freedom is a capacity to begin absolutely. A phenomeno-
logical challenge to the notion of free will—whether Nietzschean (free will
is a fiction), Heideggerian (‘free will’ does not capture the essence of free-
dom, of what it means to be free), or Levinasian in inspiration (responsibil-
ity takes place before the freedom of the self, pre-assigned passively to the
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other)—would radically transform our understanding of responsibility. It
would in any case reveal responsibility, not as the position of the power of
the subject, but as a relation to and assumption of a certain passivity—that
of our finitude as mortal beings, and of our exposure to the inappropriable
alterity that calls us.

3. The reliance on causality, with responsibility being defined as the
cause of the act. To be the “cause of” and to be “responsible for” are con-
flated, as they are etymologically connected: The Greek word for cause is
aitia or aition, and the responsible agent is designated as the aitios. How-
ever, this in itself is problematic: Does the category of “cause” apply to the
human being’s relation to itself and others? Does it apply to the eventful-
ness of the event? Is an event, as event, “caused”? Is it caused by a “will”?
Does the very eventfulness of the event not precisely point to a certain
excess with respect to the enframing of causality? Can an event worthy of
its name even be conditioned by a causality? Or should one not assume,
as Jean-Luc Marion invites us to do, the excess of the event with respect
to causality? Marion speaks of “the character and the dignity of an event—
that is, an event or a phenomenon that is unforeseeable (on the basis of the
past), not exhaustively comprehensible (on the basis of the present), not
reproducible (on the basis of the future), in short, absolute, unique, hap-
pening. We will therefore call it a pure event.” Finally, does causality
capture the original sense of responsibility as responsiveness?

4. The assumption that the responsible being is a rational subject, that
the basis for ethical responsibility is rational agency and subjectivity. As
Nietzsche stated, traditional moral philosophers “wanted to supply a ra-
tional foundation for morality. . . . Morality itself, however, was accepted
as ‘given.” ... What was lacking was any suspicion that there was some-
thing problematic here” (BGE, 98). What would happen to the concept
of responsibility if it were dissociated from the predominance of reason,
of giving reasons (principle of sufficient reason) or providing an account
of oneself (a dissociation which is undertaken by Levinas, but also by
Heidegger and Derrida)? Should responsibility be placed under the au-
thority of the principle of sufficient reason? Under the request or demand
for a ground or justification (accountability), which is characteristic of
metaphysical thought? Derrida understands responsibility as response
to the event of the other, an event that is always unpredictable, incalcu-
lable, and thereby always breaks the demand for sufficient reason, always
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exceeds the enframing of the principle of sufficient reason. “The coming
of the other, the arriving of the arriving one (I'arrivée de larrivant), is
(what) who arrives as an unpredictable event,” he explains, an event that
can only challenge the demand for reasons, the principle of sufficient
reason “insofar as it is limited to a ‘rendering of reasons’ (‘reddere ratio-
nem,’ ‘logon didonai’).” Responsibility is not to comply with the demands
of such reason-rendering, but instead “not to deny or ignore this incal-
culable and unpredictable coming of the other.”

These four categories have framed the philosophy of responsibility
in our tradition. It will be Nietzsche’s contribution to expose them as
“fictions”—constructions or interpretations, not realities—fictions of the
substantial I, of the freedom of the will, of the permanence of the self, of
the causal nature of my will, etc. All of these beliefs eventually appear
as beliefs, thereby opening the void of their lack of ground and calling
for thought to invest such spaces.

Once a certain subjectivist bias or assumption has been abandoned,
a conceptual work on the very sense of being responsible, on what it
means to be responsible, becomes both possible and necessary. A geneal-
ogy of the concept of responsibility will uncover its phenomenological
and ontological origins. It will also reveal a rich polysemy of the term,
making clear that the prevailing sense of responsibility as the account-
ability of the subject, within a metaphysics of will and subjectivity, is but
one sense of the term—and perhaps not even the most primordial one.
In fact, a simple, schematic, and preliminary survey of various linguistic
expressions points to the plural scope of responsibility, opening onto
various problematics, questions, and domains, some of which it is the
ambition of this work to explore.

1. One speaks of “being responsible for one’s actions,” an expression
which mobilizes the sense of accountability as authorship over one’s
actions and over oneself (“being responsible for oneself”). One then
speaks of a responsibility for oneself, as we will see with Kant, indicating
a subjectivist or egological enclosure of responsibility, within a horizon
of selthood that can culminate in the goal of an absolute responsibility
for oneself, in which one should be able to account for oneself integrally
and without remainder. Here the expression speaks of the autonomy of
the subject—of self-legislation and self-ownership. It also designates re-
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sponsibility as an act of appropriation, as taking over a domain, or es-
tablishing control over one’s actions, a model one finds in Aristotle. It
thus belongs to a semantics of power and appropriation, as it is about
owning one’s actions and owning oneself, about establishing an area of
mastery and control. To be responsible in this context means being in a
position of power. As one says in French, les responsables (literally, “the
responsible ones”) designate the ones who are “in charge,” those who
have the power to decide—“the deciders.” Responsibility in this sense
has to do with the way in which a self is able to appropriate itself entirely
in an ideal of sovereign self-responsibility and transparency.

2. One also speaks of “being responsible for the consequences of one’s
actions,” an important addition, for in the first instance (in being re-
sponsible for one’s actions), the stress is essentially on the dimension of
the past, as one is asked to answer for his or her past deeds, whereas to
say that one is responsible for the consequences of one’s actions implies
that one is looking toward the future of the act, and that there can be a
responsibility to the future and not only toward the past. In this sense,
responsibility is being accountable for the future, for what has not yet
happened! This is the very emphasis placed by Hans Jonas in his famed
work, The Imperative of Responsibility: In Search of an Ethics for the Tech-
nological Age,” where the author argues that responsibility ought to be
directed toward the future—what he calls a “future-oriented ethics” (IR,
12-17) or an “ethics of the future” (IR, 25-31)—in the sense of preserving
future generations in the face of human destructiveness. The Kantian
formulations of ethics are said to need to include a future humanity
(indeed, the very future of humanity!), as well as nature itself. It would
be a matter in this future-oriented ethics to “seek not only the human
good but also the good of things extrahuman, that is, to extend the rec-
ognition of ‘ends in themselves’ beyond the sphere of man and make the
human good include the care of them” (IR, 8). The categorical imperative
should be recast so as to include future humanity. As parents are respon-
sible for their children (and for Jonas, the relation parent-child is the
archetype of responsibility),”® human beings would be responsible for
nature and for the future of humanity.

Yet there are different ways of conceiving of a responsibility toward
the future, for it could be taken either as a way to calculate the eftects of
one’s actions in the future and thus within the horizon of calculability
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and control,” or it could be taken on the contrary as a responsible open-
ing toward what remains incalculable in what is yet to come. Derrida
will speak of a responsibility to the future, to the arriving of the arrivant,
“a future that cannot be anticipated; anticipated but unpredictable; ap-
prehended, but, and this is why there is a future, apprehended precisely
as unforeseeable, unpredictable; approached as unapproachable” (GD,
54). There would thus be a responsibility toward what has not yet hap-
pened, or to what is still coming. In Jonas’s work, this implies a relation
of caring toward the vulnerable ones. Such responsibility for the future
is, for Jonas, based on a fear for the vulnerability of the earth. Jonas
clarifies that he is not speaking of a “duty arising from procreation” but
of a “duty fo such procreation” (IR, 40). That duty for future mankind—
which “charges us, in the first place, with ensuring that there be a future
mankind” (IR, 40)—is based on the fragility of life. Human existence,
Jonas writes, “has the precarious, vulnerable, and revocable character,
the peculiar mode of transience, of all life, which makes it alone a proper
object of ‘caring” (IR, 98). Another sense of responsibility is here intro-
duced, based on care, and no longer authorship: When Jonas speaks of
an attitude of protection toward nature, a responsible concern for its
vulnerability or frailty, responsibility is taken in terms of respect, care.
We are responsible for what is in our care, not first as imputable subjects,
but as care-takers. Care or concern, or respect, belong to semantic sets
that are distinct, if not foreign, to accountability and its problematics of
subjectivity and authorship. We will also see how in Levinas, “not doing
violence to the other” will constitute the very meaning of ethics and
responsibility. Vulnerability now appears as the new ground of respon-
sibility, in the call not to do harm to the vulnerable ones.

3. Thislast sense leads us to give thought to a certain excess with respect
to the subjective enclosure of the concept of responsibility. For, in contrast
with responsibility for one’s own actions and its consequences, and thus by
extension for oneself, another expression does not speak of a responsibility
for self, but instead of a “responsibility for the other.” In such a context, it is
clear that one can no longer maintain that the accountability of the subject
constitutes the main sense of responsibility, for one is longer speaking about
one’s own actions and one’s relationship to them. Responsibility is no longer
about what I have done, but about another for whom I care and am con-
cerned with, another toward whom I have obligations. As Levinas puts it,
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“Usually, one is responsible for what one does oneself. I say, in Otherwise
than Being or Beyond Essence, that responsibility is initially a for the other.”*
This is ultimately what Levinas will call “persecution™ I have done nothing
and yet I am responsible for the other, excessively and obsessively. Levinas
also severs the traditional relation between responsibility and the self, and
overcomes the egological enclosure of responsibility, in that it is no longer
assigned to the interests of the ego. I am now responsible for what is foreign
to me, for “what does not even matter to me” (EI, 95). What can be the
ground of such an obligation? Certainly not my own self as subject and
author: Its measure is no longer the self-ownership of a subject, the return
onto itself of the self, but a pre-originary openness to an other, and the
claim made upon me by this other. The emphasis is displaced from the self
toward the other, and the subject is overturned as subjected to the other.
Thus, the ground of this obligation, if it is not the self, will have to be located
in the other itself, and in a certain vulnerability to which I will return. This
is of course the great divide that Levinas retraced and radicalized, between
aresponsibility for self and a responsibility for the other, leading to an eth-
ics of otherness apart from all egology or egological thinking.

4. This raises the question of the scope or the measure of responsibil-
ity, as visible in the questions: To whom or to what are we responsible?
For which other am I responsible? For whom or for what? Indeed, to
answer, like Levinas, that the other is the one I am responsible for is only
the beginning of the question. We know the Levinasian quandary dis-
cussed in its aporetic structure by Derrida in The Gift of Death: Tout
autre est tout autre, “every other is wholly other.” I am therefore obligated
to all others insofar as I am obligated to each and every other. How to
discriminate between others if I am each time obligated to a singular
other and thus bound in this singular responsibility to sacrifice all other
others? For this expression, tout autre est tout autre, is a way of “linking
alterity to singularity” and “signifies that every other is singular, that
everyone is a singularity” (GD, 87). Are these others only human, as
Levinas claimed by reading the other in the face, which, as visage, is
exclusively human? And how can one speak of determinable measure
when a certain aporia, or sacrifice, seems to impossibilize the ethical
experience? As I respond to one singular other, I sacrifice all the other
others, and I can only respond ethically by sacrificing or betraying eth-
ics: “I can respond only to the one (or to the One), that is, to the other,
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by sacrificing the other to that one . . . and I cannot justify this sacrifice”
(GD, 70). This sacrificial space implies that as a consequence “the con-
cepts of responsibility, of decision, or of duty, are condemned a priori to
paradox, scandal, and aporia” (GD, 68). The question of responsibility is
thus opened from this aporia onto its own undecidability.

This question is addressed frontally by Sartre, leading to a hyper-
bolic inflation of responsibility in his thought of existence: My respon-
sibility, Sartre claims, is boundless, extends to “all men” and everything
concerns me. However, this hyperbolic inflation of responsibility proves
to be nothing but the hyperbolic inflation of subjectivity since for Sartre
everything that happens happens to me, and what happens fo me hap-
pens through me. I am responsible for everything and for all as I project
an image to be embraced by all. I am responsible for “all men” in the
sense that “I carry the weight of the world” (je porte le poids du monde),
that is, I embrace the whole world in my will. To that extent, Sartre does
not perturb the traditional definition of responsibility as authorship but
reinforces and extends it hyperbolically. He writes: “We are taking the
word ‘responsibility” in its ordinary sense as ‘consciousness (of) being
the incontestable author of an event or of an object.””* For Levinas as
well, I am responsible for everyone, but in the opposite sense of Sartre,
because for Levinas I am responsible as expropriated and hostage of the
other’s infinite demand. However, as I will argue, like Sartre, and despite
his radical reversal of egological responsibility, Levinas does not perturb
the traditional demarcations, which he simply reverses.

One can take this question “To whom or to what are we responsi-
ble?” in a different direction, questioning the very division between
human and non-human that has structured the history of responsibility,
or questioning its egological enclosure: For whom or for what one is
responsible? Human beings, animals, things, nature, the world, the cos-
mos or universe—everything? In the words of Jean-Luc Nancy, “For
what are we responsible? . . . responsible for being, for God, for the law,
for death, for birth, for existence, ours and that of all beings”?*> What is
the scope or the range, the limits and measures of responsibility? Isn’t it
always taken in an excessive movement that leads to an exceeding of the
very anthropocentric enclosure of the concept of responsibility, thus
disturbing the demarcation between what would be a human and a non-
human sphere? This disruption would open onto what Nancy calls the
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singular plurality of being, in which the relation to an other is no longer
governed by the human signified, or the human as transcendental signi-
fied. Nancy explains in Being Singular Plural that in being-with it is the
matter of a communication between singularities, where no privilege to
human Dasein can be granted. “We would not be ‘humans’ if there not
‘dogs’ and ‘stones,” Nancy writes (BSP, 18), indicating that existence is
not the property of Dasein. Responsibility exceeds the anthropocentric

3

closure, and is to be situated in the between of singularities:

If one can put it like this, there is no other meaning than the meaning of
circulation. But this circulation goes in all directions at once, in all the
directions of all the space-times opened by presence to presence: all
things, all beings, all entities, everything past and future, alive, dead,
inanimate, stones, plants, nails, gods—and “human,” that is, those who
expose sharing and circulation as such by saying “we.”?

The human being does not constitute the center of creation, Nancy in-
sists. Instead, creation (that is, the way the world emerges and exists, ex
nihilo, for Nancy) “transgresses [traverse] humanity,” so that “in human-
ity, or rather right at [a méme] humanity, existence is exposed and expos-
ing” (BSP, 17). To that extent, there is no human sphere with its accom-
panying anthropocentric self-responsibility. As Nancy formulates it, the
thought of the singular plurality of being would lead us to state the fol-
lowing with respect to the world: It is not a human world, but a world of
the co-exposure of the human and the non-human. I would not be
“human,” he explains, if I did not “have this exteriority ‘in me, in the
form of the quasi-minerality of bone” (BSP, 18). Humanity is neither the
origin, nor the center, nor the end of the world:

It is not so much the world of humanity as it is the world of the non-hu-
man to which humanity is exposed and which humanity, in turn, exposes.
One could try to formulate it in the following way: humanity is the expos-
ing of the world; it is neither the end nor the ground of the world; the world
is the exposure of humanity; it is neither the environment nor the represen-
tation of humanity. (BSP, 18)

As one can see, the expression “responsibility for the other” can explode
the self-centered sense of responsibility in many directions, each putting
into question our basic beliefs in the structure of being and its composi-
tion as well as in our conception of what it means to be human.
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5. One speaks of responsibility in the sense of “carrying a weight,”
of “shouldering” a burden. Ordinary language does speak of the connec-
tion between responsibility and weight, of responsibility as the carrying
of a weight, and one also notes the etymological connection with the
German Schuld, schuldig, as guilt. However, what exactly weighs in the
weight? Heidegger speaks of the human being as a being who is burdened
or heavy with a weight, in a situation of care and concern, in contrast to
the lightness or carelessness of irresponsible or inauthentic being. (For
Heidegger inauthenticity is defined by the avoidance of responsibility,
i.e., the refusal to carry a certain weight.) Heidegger evokes the funda-
mentally “burdensome character of Dasein, even while it alleviates the
burden.”® So-called “moods of elation,” which do alleviate the burden,
are said to be possible only on the basis of this burdensome character of
Dasein’s being. The being of the “there,” Heidegger writes, “become]s]
manifest as a burden [Last]” (SZ, 134). Heidegger defines Dasein as “care,”
as concern: Being is at issue for Dasein, it is a task of being, and is a
weight I have to carry and be “responsible for.” Responsibility as the
carrying of the weight of existence is the originary phenomenon, and
irresponsibility—making things easy—is derivative. Ultimately, the
weight designates the facticity of existence, a facticity to which we are
assigned and have to carry as our very finitude.

In Levinas’s thought, the motif of weight marks the ethical situation of
the finite subject as assigned (hostage!) to the other, the assigning of a finite
subject to the infinite demand of the other: What weighs in this case is the
dissymmetry or incommensurability between the finite I and the infinite
Other. The other’s demand is greater than my capacities to respond, as a
finite I—and yet this is how I must respond. This appears in the motif of
hospitality as welcome of the other: The welcome of the other is the finite
welcome of an infinite. The subject welcomes or receives the other beyond
its own finite capacities of welcoming. The call of the other is thus “too much”
to bear and weighs on the finite subject, an excess which cannot be an argu-
ment against ethical responsibility: That I cannot materially do justice to
the other does not imply that I am not obligated to him or her; there is no
relationship between my capacities as a finite subject and the ethical re-
sponsibility that is mine. In fact, as Levinas says, dissymmetry is the law of
responsibility, as it represents a responsibility for an other that necessarily
exceeds my finite capabilities. Such an excess for the subject is the origin of
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responsibility, and its weight. Furthermore, Levinas stresses that ethical
responsibility is not chosen, is not the result of my decision or initiative, but
is assigned to me “before freedom,” by the other facing me, putting meina
situation of being obligated. The weight of responsibility is thus threefold:
It is the weight of a dissymmetry between the infinite other and the finite
subject; it is the weight of the passivity of an ethical obligation before free-
dom and choice; and finally, it is the weight of otherness itself. The otherness
of the other weighs on me precisely insofar as the other remains other, never
appropriable by me—exterior to me, yet calling me to responsibility.

This weightiness, which seems to exceed all limits or measure (and it
is in fact this very boundlessness that weighs), can nonetheless take at least
two forms. It can take the form, as in Levinas, of the finite self becoming
hostage to the infinite other. In this case, as we have seen, the weight is the
weight of otherness. But it can also take the Sartrean form, in which I carry
the weight of the world on my shoulders because I embrace the whole world
within my will. I am responsible for everything and for all men, says Sartre.
And Levinas also writes that I am responsible, and more than all the oth-
ers—but for opposite reasons. For Sartre, it signifies the absolutizing of the
willful subject taking over the whole world and being responsible “for all
men” insofar as I am the “author” of the meaning of the world. For Levinas,
it means the subjection of the finite subject to an infinite other. Because the
subject is ex-posed to an alterity, the very possibility of appropriation is put
into question. Weight would thus be the “resistance” of what remains inap-
propriable for the subject. In either absolutizing the subject (Sartre) or radi-
cally emptying and subjecting the subject (Levinas), in both cases responsi-
bility is infinite and overwhelming, and the subject carries the whole weight
of the world on its shoulders. The “weight” of responsibility can thus have
the following senses: It can designate the absolute authorship of the free
subject (Sartre), the dissymmetry of an infinite obligation of the other for a
finite subject (Levinas), or the weight of finitude for Dasein (Heidegger).

7. Such resituating of responsibility opens the thematics of answer-
ability and responsiveness, responsibility as “responding to” or answering
a call. Derrida considers that any sense of responsibility must be rooted in
the experience of responding, and belong to the domain of responsive-
ness.” Responsibility is first and foremost a response, as its etymological
origins, which are traceable to the Latin respondere, betray. Derrida dis-
tinguishes three types of responsiveness: There is “to answer for” (répondre
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de), “to respond to” (répondre d), and “to answer before” (répondre devant).
Derrida gives a priority to the “responding to,” as it mobilizes the inscrip-
tion of an other to whom or to which I respond. One reads in The Politics

of Friendship:

One answers for, for self or for something (for someone, for an action, a
thought, a discourse), before, before an other (a community of others, an
institution, a court, a law). And always one answers for (for self or for its
intention, its action or discourse), before, by first responding to: this last
modality thus appears to be more originary, more fundamental and hence
unconditional.*®

The phenomenological senses of responsibility might be closer to a prob-
lematic of answerability than one of accountability, which is too depen-
dent on a metaphysics of subjectivity.”” Responsibility first needs to be
taken as a kind of response, as being assigned to a call. One thinks here,
for instance, of Heidegger’s call of conscience in Being and Time, and
later of the call or address of being to which one has to correspond, Hei-
degger going so far in The Zollikon Seminars as to claim: “To be answer-
able to the claim of presencing is the greatest claim of humanity: ethics
is this claim.”*® The motif of the call is also central to Levinas’s definition
of responsibility—the call of the other person, the other human, out of
his or her vulnerability and mortality. One can also evoke here Jean-Luc
Marion’s problematic of the saturated phenomenon, and the call that
this excess places on the called one that I am (I’interloqué). For Marion,
in fact, the senses of responsibility as accountability of the subject, as
well as the Levinasian sense of responding to the other’s face, presuppose
the original sense of responsibility as response to the call as such. “Re-
sponsibility can now be redefined,” Marion writes, in Being Given.

Nobody will deny that responsibility, understood as the property of a
juridical “subject” having to respond for his acts and an ethical “subject”
having to respond to what the face of the Other demands (to envisage him
[de I'envisager] as such), can be deduced from the most general figure of
the response to a call by a gifted [un adonné].

And the result of this is that the call “always arises from a paradox (satu-
rated phenomenon).”*

Responsibility is thus a response and is not, as Kant claimed, based on
a spontaneous initiating. The subject is the recipient of the call, and not a
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transcendental subject; we are respondents, not absolute initiators. For
Kant, to be responsible means to be able to begin something absolutely.
However, as called, the subject can never begin anything but can only re-
spond. The I always comes after, always comes “late,” and its responsibility
is that very delay in the form of the registering of and responding to the
call. This is where one notes the crucial importance of the conception of
the human being which is at the basis of a conception of responsibility:
Kant thinks the human being as rational subject, origin (“transcendental
freedom”), and foundation. His concept of responsibility will bear these
features. Heidegger thinks the human, no longer as a subject, but as Da-
sein, that is, as a “thrown” existence (to be taken on responsibly). Similarly,
with Levinas the subject is understood as assigned to a call, as passivity:
The subject is hostage to the other. Responsibility in this sense is not a mat-
ter of choice or inclination, but arises out of a demand placed on the “sub-
ject,” a demand that takes the form of a duty, of an ethical obligation, a call
I cannot not answer. That demand needs to be answered: Having to re-
spond, to answer (duty, obligation), implies that one cannot not answer. In
fact, not responding is already a kind of response. And this is exactly how
Heidegger would define inauthenticity—it is a not-responding (to the call
of conscience) that nonetheless is a kind of response; “responding in the
form of not-responding” means, being inauthentic. I will later investigate
the various interpretations of such calling, and the different philosophical
problematics opened through them.

This survey of the polysemic range of the term ‘responsibility’ reveals
that the accountability of the subject is but one sense of the term, and per-
haps not even the most primordial: Having to respond to a call, exposure
to the vulnerability of the other (or to the other as vulnerability), openness
to the event of being as my own “to be,” having to take upon oneself the
weight of responsibility (whether that weight is finitude, otherness, or an
essenceless existence)—all of these senses point to the experience of and
exposure to an inappropriable. The prevalent metaphysical interpretation
of responsibility as the accountability of the subject indeed proves to be too
narrow, ultimately resting upon an un-phenomenological account of what
it means to be human, and is thus subject to a phenomenological genealogy
and deconstruction. Here as elsewhere, deconstruction will be synony-
mous with the opening of new possibilities. I will attempt to reconstruct a
history of the decisive moments in the development of the concept of re-
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sponsibility so as to retrieve its phenomenological origins, thus profoundly
transforming the concept of responsibility.

The History of Responsibility

No concept is a-temporal or a-historical. Nietzsche challenges this charac-
teristic of philosophers to approach philosophical problems in an a-histor-
ical or de-historicized way, and in particular those so-called historians of
morality who lack “historical spirit.” Nietzsche claims that “the thinking
of all of them is by nature unhistorical” (GM, 25). Such would be the “com-
mon failing” of philosophers—they do not take account of the historicity
of their object, and think of man as an “aeterna veritas.” Nietzsche ac-
counts for this a-historicity in reference to what he calls the fetishism of
language, i.e., our belief in grammar, and in $11 of book 1 of Human, All
Too Human, he explains that “man has for long ages believed in the con-
cept and names of things as in aeternae veritates,” and that “he really
thought that in language he possessed knowledge of the world.” Lack of
historical sense is therefore “the family failing of all philosophers” (HH,
13); this is what is “idiosyncratic” about them: “their lack of a sense of his-
tory, their hatred for the very notion of becoming” (T1, 18). They produce
nothing but “conceptual mummies.” Challenging the same a-historical
approach to the question of responsibility, Derrida states that it “is often
thought, on the basis of an analysis of the very concepts of responsibility,
freedom, or decision, that to be responsible, free, or capable of deciding
cannot be something that is acquired, something conditioned or condi-
tional” (GD, 5). However, as Nietzsche writes, “everything has become:
there are no eternal facts, just as there are no absolute truths. Consequently,
what is needed from now on is historical philosophizing, and with it the
virtue of modesty” (HH, 13).” Responsibility would need to be resituated
in its proper historicity. An authentic philosophizing on responsibility
would engage the history of the concept of responsibility, would seek to ask
with Derrida: “What would responsibility be if it were motivated, condi-
tioned, made possible by a history?” (GD, 5).

The first task of this enterprise will consist in undertaking a decon-
structive genealogy of the concept of responsibility and, in such an inves-
tigation into the history of the concept of responsibility, to show how
responsibility has been constructed in such a way as to be progressively
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identified with accountability under the authority of a philosophy of will
and subjectivity. Exposing this construction is already undertaking its de-
construction. In fact, responsibility, the concept of accountability, might
already be, in and of itself, in a state of self-deconstruction, according to
the “general law of construction” identified by Jean-Luc Nancy, who writes
that a conceptual construction, “like any construction, according to the
general law of constructions, exposes itself, constitutively and in itself, to
its deconstruction.” This self-deconstruction of responsibility allows us
to understand how the position of an accountable subject never goes with-
out an unavoidable double-bind: Such a subject will be both in a position
of mastery and as the possible seat of accusation and punishment. The
more it will establish its position of power as subject, i.e., the more it will
posit its agency, then the more it will propose itself as the potential recipi-
ent of an accusation or a persecution and thus undermine itself. In short,
the more it will assert its power then the more the “responsible subject” will
also undermine itself and deepen the abyss beneath it. The position of the
power of the subject of imputation undermines itself in the very moment
of its position, which also helps understand how Levinas is able to reverse
the subject from the nominative of the tradition to the accusative of the
hostage of the other, how the “subject” becomes “the subjected.”* In a
sense, the responsible subject is always undermining itself, always decon-
structing itself. Responsibility deconstructs itself. This is also why, no doubt,
one is never responsible enough: Responsibility actually engenders irre-
sponsibility from within itself, it produces irresponsibility, all the while
reengaging in efforts to suppress it. As we will see with Aristotle, respon-
sibility is a domain that must be purified of irresponsibility and secured in
its position of dominance, an effort which is doomed to fail, as irresponsi-
bility will always be an integral and irreducible part of a fuller concept of
responsibility.

One may instead imagine a reflection on irresponsibility in which such
a neat difference between responsibility and irresponsibility (between the
voluntary and the involuntary, to use Aristotle’s terms) would not hold,
thereby putting into question the identification of responsibility with vol-
untariness. In fact, one may discern the irreducible presence of a certain
irresponsibility at the heart of responsible engagement: Each time, though
in different ways in Nietzsche, Heidegger, Sartre, Levinas or Derrida, one
notes that responsibility seems to be rooted in an originary experience of
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irresponsibility, with responsibility arising out of it. Nietzsche speaks of the
radical unaccountability of all things, negating responsibility and pro-
claiming the radical innocence of life and becoming. There is no intention,
no design, no author, no cause, no responsibility, no agent: Life eventuates
in a tragic and innocent play, without a goal, not directed by a divine will.
It is thus irresponsibility (as the unaccountability of all things) that is af-
firmed by Nietzsche! And yet, it is out of this very innocence and unac-
countability of all things that a certain responsibility arises, as the affirma-
tion of that very groundlessness and the recognition of a self-overcoming
and self-creating humanity. One becomes responsible for a Godless exis-
tence, engaged in the creation of an existence that unfolds out of an absence
of essence. In Heidegger’s work, being happens without reason (the rose
has no why;, it grows because it grows, states The Principle of Reason), and
there is no author of being. In Being and Time, Heidegger writes that the
call of conscience has no author. Yet one has to respond to this authorless
call and be responsible for one’s thrown existence. The “irresponsibility”
of thrownness is taken over by a responsibility for existence. For Sartre,
even though he claims that we are responsible for everything and for all
men, it is also the case that we have not chosen to be responsible, that we
are not free to be free. We are “condemned to be free,” and in such condem-
nation, one should hear both the irresponsibility of our facticity and the
unavoidability of our responsibility. One should almost speak here of the
irresponsibility of responsibility. There is an irreducible irresponsibility at
the origin of responsibility, so that we could be said to be irresponsibly
responsible. Levinas speaks of an infinite and hyperbolic responsibility to
the other. But his ethics of responsibility takes place “before freedom,” is
not chosen, is beyond reason, excessive, and located onto an infinite Other.
Responsibility for the other takes place against the background of a radical
passivity, a passivity that the tradition, in its emphasis on the active, re-
sponsible subject, has equated to an absence of responsibility. (We will see
how Aristotle defines the involuntary through the notion of force, where
the subject, or patient, is passive and thus irresponsible.) Derrida, for his
part, reveals the aporetic and the impossible at the heart of any ethical
decision, responsibility being traced back to such irresponsible or a-re-
sponsible foundations. Derrida seeks to return to the an-ethical origins of
ethics. Hence, Aristotle’s separation of the voluntary (responsibility) from
the involuntary (irresponsibility) will have to be questioned further. Irre-
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sponsibility may not be the opposite or negation of responsibility, may not
be external to it, but is perhaps an integral part of the phenomenon of re-
sponsibility. Otherwise, why would Aristotle take such pains in trying to
distinguish and separate them—and with such difficulties, which border
on the aporetic (the so-called examples of “mixed actions”)? Does this very
effort not betray and reveal an undecidable co-belonging between respon-
sibility and irresponsibility?

The twofold aspect mentioned above of the prevailing metaphysical
sense of responsibility—establishment of a power and accusation of a
subject, supposition of a subject and undermining of the subject—in
other words, the intimate connection between power and persecution,
will appear clearly, not only in Levinas’s work (where responsibility is
actually defined as persecution), but also in any genealogy of the concept
of responsibility. As Nietzsche has shown decisively, at the root of re-
sponsibility as accountability we find the need to posit an agent-cause,
that is, someone who can be held accountable and punished. A post-
metaphysical sense of responsibility will certainly have to be distin-
guished from a problematics of punishment, just as it will also have to
be differentiated from accountability. Whatever the origins of such an
obsessional need for accountability—its relation to pain, hurt, ressenti-
ment, and sadism (in short, its pathological nature)—we can already
state that undertaking such a genealogy of responsibility would allow
other possible significations to emerge, which are not dependent on the
logic of power, subjection, accountability, and punishment. Existence as
essenceless—having to take responsibility from such an absence of
ground and invent ethics itself (Sartre), having to respond to a call in an
openness to the event of being as my own (Heidegger), exposure to the
vulnerability of the other as vulnerability (Levinas), undergoing in deci-
sion the aporia of the undecidable (Derrida), or having to take upon
oneself responsibility as a weight, whether this is the weight of finitude
or the weight of inappropriable alterity—all of these senses of responsi-
bility are concealed in the tradition of subjectivity and will, and remain
to be explored. Responsibility becomes less about the establishment of a
sphere of control and power, less about the establishment of a sovereign
subject, and more about exposure to an event that does not come from
us and yet calls us. The purpose of this book is to explore these senses so
as to rethink the concept of responsibility from the ground up.
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To this extent, the present inquiry will therefore resolutely situate itself
outside of the classical problematics of the opposition between free will and
determinism. This opposition, which has enframed traditional accounts
of responsibility and continues to structure a large number of discussions
on responsibility, will prove inadequate to an exploration of the phenom-
enological senses of responsibility. An ontological interpretation of re-
sponsibility (a questioning of the being of responsibility) will necessarily
undercut this classic free will/determinism debate, for several essential
reasons: Responsibility in its most original sense may not take place within
the modern Cartesian opposition between nature (determinism) and free-
dom (free will), but more originally—whether in the very givenness of
existence, in being-in-the-world, or in the Levinasian face-to-face; respon-
sibility may not be tantamount to accountability; causality may not apply
to the human being’s relation to the world, itself, and others; free will may
not exhaust the meaning of freedom; intention may not convey our relation
to events; subjectivity may be only one aspect of what it means to be human,
and not the most primordial one. Ultimately, the free will/determinism
opposition remains an ontical distinction, which can only be an obstacle
for an ontological analysis of responsibility. All of these dogmas need to be
questioned on the way toward a renewed concept of responsibility: Any
philosophical reflection worthy of the name needs to question the assump-
tions of its discourse, and therefore needs to question the identification of
responsibility with imputation or accountability. For instance, any juridi-
cal, legal or penal definition of responsibility rests upon and presupposes
imputability. But imputability, or accountability, itself rests upon and pre-
supposes a certain conception of the human being, a subject-based phi-
losophy of responsibility. A philosophical enterprise would thus need to
distinguish responsibility—whose etymological roots, as we have seen,
from the Latin respondere, mobilize the domain of answerability or re-
sponsiveness—from the accountability of a subject, that is, from a meta-
physics of the free autonomous subject. What does to be responsible mean,
ifitis no longer referred to the subject? This question still requires a histori-
cal genealogy: One of the key tasks of the present work will be to dissociate
the senses of responsibility from its enframing in a metaphysics of subjec-
tivity, power, and will.

I will attempt to reconstruct a—by no means exhaustive—history of
the decisive moments in the development of the concept of responsibility
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so as to retrieve what I have called, following an expression of Nietzsche’s
in the Genealogy of Morals, the “origins of responsibility.” I begin by ad-
dressing how the concept of responsibility has traditionally been con-
structed in terms of accountability—that is, in terms of will, causality,
freedom or free will, authorship, and subjectivity—focusing primarily on
two decisive moments in that history, namely Aristotle’s discussion of the
voluntary and responsible decision in book III of the Nicomachean Ethics,
and Kant’s theory of transcendental freedom as ground of imputability in
the Critique of Pure Reason, as well as his writings on autonomy. I then
consider other ways to think responsibility, once the above-mentioned cat-
egories are put into question or challenged with and after Nietzsche’s ge-
nealogy of responsibility. What would responsibility mean if it is not
thought as the consequence of free will? If responsibility no longer desig-
nates the capacity of a subject to “own” its thoughts and acts? If the category
of causality is no longer operative, or is at least problematized?

In the first two chapters, I reconstitute the construction of account-
ability and agency in Aristotle and Kant. In chapter 1, I explore Aristotle’s
definition of responsibility in terms of the voluntary and rational decision
as developed in book III of the Nicomachean Ethics, and how he attempts
to circumscribe responsibility in terms of what is “within our power” or
“up to us.” One finds in Aristotle’s account of responsibility (under the
authority of the “voluntary”) the basic construction of this notion of ratio-
nal agency as the bedrock of what will become the dominant sense of re-
sponsibility in the Western tradition. More than an account, it is in fact a
performative constitution of the sense of responsibility as power of the
rational agent over its actions. Responsibility is identified with voluntari-
ness, which is itself deployed as a rational decision where it is a matter of
delineating what is within our power. Aristotle structures his reflection on
responsibility through a reliance on the concepts of the voluntary (hekon,
hekousion) and the involuntary (akon, akousion). These concepts are fur-
ther determined in terms of decision (prohairesis) and deliberation (boule-
usis). One fundamental assumption indeed governs these analyses, namely
that responsibility pertains to the voluntary: Aristotle assumes the identi-
fication of responsibility with the voluntary. The whole thrust of the argu-
ment consists in isolating the space of what is up to us, that is, in distin-
guishing (separating) the voluntary from the involuntary. Aristotle seeks
to identify and differentiate the voluntary from the non- or in-voluntary,
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in order to prevent any confusion or overlap between the two, securing a
sphere that will then be said to be pure of any contamination from its other.
As we have stressed, in this book of the Nicomachean Ethics, the analyses
are not merely descriptive; rather, they clearly have a performative charac-
ter as they seek to construct, establish, and secure the space of the volun-
tary and of responsibility, that is, of agency. What matters to Aristotle is to
secure what he repeatedly refers to as what is “within our power” or “up to
us” (eph’ hémin), or what is “in us” (en hémin). Such a guiding principle is
of course the construction of the notion of willful agency, what is up to us,
as Aristotle stresses by stating that the human being “is a principle, beget-
ting actions as he begets children” (1113b 18-20), recalling what was stated
in 1112b 33-34, namely that “a human being would seem to be a principle
of action.” The agent is then characterized by Aristotle as principle (arkhe)
of the act, then metaphorically as begetter, and then further by way of a
political sense of mastery and control, as in the passage where Aristotle
writes that “we are in control (kurioi) of actions from the beginning to the
end” (1114b 31) or that the responsible agent is “master” (kurios) of his ef-
fects. Aristotle also describes the domain of what is up to us as being the
proprietor of one’s domain. Responsibility becomes understood in terms
of both voluntariness and reason (through the notions of decision and
deliberation), and as the indication of our power over our actions.

In chapter 2, I follow Kant’s discussion of freedom and causality in
the Third Antinomy of the first Critique, in order to show how Kant
identifies responsibility with imputability and bases the latter on tran-
scendental freedom. Imputability is possible on the basis of transcen-
dental freedom, which, as causa sui, has the power of beginning abso-
lutely a new series of causes in the world. Kant situates responsibility
within the sphere of the subjectivity of the subject, determines it as im-
putation and further determines such responsibility as self-responsibility,
which for him is the essence of personhood as such. Responsibility is
indeed the differentiating feature between persons and things, the defin-
ing characteristic of personhood. In contrast to things, Kant asserts, a
person is a subject that is capable of imputation. In his Doctrine of Right,
Kant explains that a person is “a subject whose actions can be imputed
to him,” whereas a “thing is that to which nothing can be imputed.”*
This capacity to be a subject as ground of imputation is owed to the
faculty of freedom, taken as “transcendental freedom,” which also de-
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termines the possibility of moral responsibility. Freedom makes possible
such responsibility and Kant’s philosophical reflection on responsibility
takes place within the horizon of the freedom of the subject, further
specifying what Aristotle had metaphorically designated as the “pater-
nity” of the act. Responsibility is understood in terms of the foundation
provided by the free subject as acting. Increasingly, responsibility is de-
fined in terms of the establishment of a ground, or a subjectum. It is
indeed the subject as subjectum, the spontaneous I, which is the causal
foundation and absolute beginning (transcendental freedom), and which
Kant would designate as the locus and basis of responsibility (under the
name of imputation). Responsibility is understood in terms of the sub-
jectum that lies at the basis of the act. It also involves the empowerment
of the subject, as the notion of self-determination or autonomy implies.
This sense of freedom as the ground of imputability further opens the
space of personhood and autonomy. I follow more positive accounts of
freedom and responsibility as autonomy in several texts by Kant on prac-
tical philosophy, including his definition of enlightenment as self-re-
sponsibility in his essay “What is Enlightenment?” I attempt to show that
Kant defines “enlightenment” as the freeing from tutelage, immaturity
or irresponsibility (Unmiindigkeit, both immaturity and dependence,
not being of age), which he defines as “man’s inability to make use of his
understanding without direction from another.”*® The ideal of responsi-
bility as self-responsibility thus implies a break with heteronomy, the
projecting of a horizon of self-appropriation which is constitutive of the
traditional account of responsibility.

In chapter 3, I question such a tradition by following Nietzsche’s
genealogy of responsibility and deconstruction of accountability. With
respect to Aristotle and Kant, we have noted the “performative” charac-
ter of their “accounts” of responsibility. In particular, in Aristotle’s case,
we will have seen how he performatively constituted responsibility as a
sphere of control over events, by emphasizing the voluntary in one’s ac-
tions, and how he attempted to secure such a sphere through a careful
and strict demarcation of the voluntary from the involuntary. With re-
spect to Kant, we analyze how a problematic notion of “transcendental”
freedom—one which is literally not of this world!—was made the foun-
dation of responsibility understood as imputation of a subject, and fur-
ther characterized as autonomous self-responsibility, that is, within the
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egological horizon that is reductive of alterity (designated as “heteron-
omy”). Nietzsche exposes the groundlessness of these representations by
stressing how the traditional concept of responsibility rests on the con-
structs—indeed, the fictions—of agency, causality, free will, intentional-
ity, and subjectivity, and how these constructs indeed are not of this
world! I begin by situating this critique of the traditional accounts of
responsibility in terms of what Nietzsche calls the fictitious nature of
concepts. For his critique of responsibility is before all else a critique of
the conceptuality of responsibility—of responsibility as a concept—and
even a critique of conceptuality as such. Nietzsche exposes the entirely
conventional nature of language and conceptuality; our concepts are
metaphors, arbitrary designations, and there is therefore no natural con-
nection whatsoever with sense: There will not be, there cannot be, a
“natural” concept of responsibility. Responsibility has been constructed,
in a history. This leads to the necessity of what Nietzsche calls a historical
philosophizing with respect to the concept of responsibility. Nietzsche’s
genealogy deconstructs the four fundamental concepts at the basis of
the traditional account of responsibility—subjectivity, will, causality,
and intentional agency. It is important to note here the scope of Nietz-
sche’s deconstruction of these four “idols” of the metaphysics of respon-
sibility: It is not a matter of stating that these concepts are false, but
rather of exposing their fictitious nature. Nietzsche reveals that causality,
subjectivity, will, and agency are constructs, the motives for which need
to be brought out. Nietzsche’s destructive genealogy of metaphysical
idols means as much for him the exposure of their fictive nature as an
attack on the values they subtend and carry. In the end, responsibility is
traced back by Nietzsche to a “making-responsible,” a making-guilty
that is motivated in a certain perspective with respect to life. I follow
each of these critiques by showing how they open up, not only new pos-
sibilities for life in its self-interpretation, but new possibilities for
rethinking responsibility. In particular, I suggest that Nietzsche’s geneal-
ogy opens the way for a rethinking of the ontological and phenomeno-
logical origins of responsibility, once its metaphysical enclosure has been
deconstructed. For instance, when Nietzsche proclaims the “unaccount-
ability of all things” or the “innocence of becoming,” away from the
metaphysical drive to posit a foundation and a subject-cause, one is led
to a groundlessness that will become the phenomenological site where
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responsibility—in an entirely new sense—will paradoxically arise. This
is the focus of the following chapters.

In chapter 4, I investigate how a new sense of responsibility emerges
from Nietzsche’s proclamation of the death of God, from the groundless-
ness opened by the withdrawal of theological principles. One sees in the
existentialism of Jean-Paul Sartre the exposure of ontological and phe-
nomenological origins of responsibility, once existence has been freed
from its metaphysical enframing in essence. I attempt to highlight these
phenomenological and ontological origins of responsibility as Sartre the-
matizes them—existence prior to, indeed, without essence; original free-
dom and original choice as opposed to “free will”; responsibility as identi-
fied with existence itself; the role of the nothing in his concept of
responsibility; the invention of the law and of ethics in decision; the absolu-
tizing of responsibility and the overcoming of facticity; the problematics
of authenticity and bad faith—in short, original or ontological responsibil-
ity—while also marking its hermeneutic limits, due to Sartre’s continued
dependency on the Cartesian tradition and the tradition of responsibility
as authorship. We will note what I have called a “paradoxical paroxysm”
of such authorship, brought to a hyperbolic extreme but already pointing
to its self-deconstruction. As Sartre states, existentialism explicitly places
itself within the horizon of Nietzsche’s genealogy, and particularly under-
stands itself as a consequence of what Nietzsche called the death of God.
He thus explains in “The Humanism of Existentialism” that by existential-
ism, “we mean only that God does not exist and that we have to face all the
consequences of this.””” The death of God has an immediate ethical impact:
Itis out of the groundlessness of existence that one is thrown into a respon-
sibility that is infinitized to the extent of this absence of ground. This is why
freedom is boundless and absolute for Sartre—as ungrounded, it is bound-
less. Paradoxically, the withdrawal of essence in Nietzsche, taken up by
Sartre in the expression “existence precedes essence,” becomes the new site
of responsibility. Responsibility constitutes the core of existentialist ethics,
as the very possibility of ethics—the absolute responsibility of an essence-
less existence for itself—is the consequence of the death of God. To that
extent, responsibility for Sartre is an originary praxis that is justified by
itself alone. There is a performativity of ethical valuation wherein ethics,
far from any sense of applying a rule, becomes the matter of a making or
an invention (the rule itself needs to be invented). The death of God implies
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the disappearance of an a priori table of values, such that ethics and re-
sponsibility are a matter of invention for Sartre, and never of the applica-
tion of rules. This accounts for the crucial analogy Sartre draws between
responsibility, ethics, and the work of art. Ethics itself, that is, the ethical
as such, arises out of this lack of an a priori morality. It is from this lack of
a priori norms that ethical responsibility is engaged and emerges in the
first place.

I note what in Sartre’s existentialism could be called a hyperbolic
inflation of responsibility, which is characterized as “universal,” “over-
whelming,” “boundless” or “infinite,” indeed “absolute.” Responsibility
is universalized by Sartre as including “all humans.” I “carry the weight
of the world on my shoulders,” as each of my projects becomes an ex-
ample for all to follow. It is excessive and overwhelming in this first
sense. Responsibility is also infinite because there are no longer any
bounds to restrict it. Responsibility as it were expresses the groundless-
ness of existence. Because there is no essence, I am placed in the position
of being responsible for existence, that is, for this lack of essence. To be
responsible hence means to be responsible out of and for the lack that
subtends responsibility. Responsibility is also absolutized in Sartre’s ex-
istentialism, following his conception of freedom as absolute, that is,
absolutely freed from any deterministic principle. I show how this refer-
ence to the absolute is also a thinly veiled reference to Descartes’s phi-
losophy, and attests to a certain undeconstructed Cartesianism in Sar-
tre’s philosophy of responsibility. Responsibility becomes absolutized in
areduction of facticity, Sartre going so far as to claim that facticity—that
is, the very order of the not-chosen, such as birth—is a matter for my
responsibility, and is also in a sense chosen. I interpret this hyperbolic
inflation of responsibility, which encounters no limits in its movement
of appropriation, as paradoxically based on “nothing”™ Responsibility
becomes absolute insofar as it expresses the nothing of existence.

Further, I consider Sartre’s peculiar and ambiguous position in the
history we are following: While engaging a post-metaphysical thought of
responsibility—responsibility as essenceless and groundless existence,
thrownness into freedom, originary praxis as invention of the law and
ethics—one also notes the maintaining, indeed the paroxysmal culmina-
tion, of modern subjectivist metaphysics, the predominance of subjectivity
and will. Sartre occupies a peculiar—indeed paradoxical—position in this
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history of responsibility we are following, a sort of turning-point where he
brings the modern tradition of willful subjectivity to a paroxysm while at
the same time opening new possibilities, both prefigured and announced,
if not fully exploited. Sartre thus develops an ontological analysis of re-
sponsibility, based on original freedom and a post-theological analysis of
existence, and yet still retains a very classical definition of responsibility,
centered on the notion of will and authorship. Sartre, although developing
this phenomenology of responsibility from a thought of existence as es-
senceless, falls back on a subjectivist, and ultimately Cartesian, philosophy.
To that extent, Sartre continues the tradition of agency, subjectivity, and
will that has enclosed the concept of responsibility in our tradition. It be-
comes necessary, in order to develop such a post-metaphysical philosophy
of responsibility, to overcome the very horizon of egology (it will take a
veritable overturning of subjectivity to reopen responsibility as an experi-
ence of otherness), an overcoming which is the focus of the next chapter.

In chapter 5, I investigate and follow such an overcoming of egology
in the retrieval of the origins of responsibility in Levinas’s great reversal
of the tradition of responsibility—from intentionality to passivity, from
the ego to the other, from freedom to subjection, from the spontaneous
will to the accusation and persecution of the self. Ultimately for Levinas,
the decisive movement is the reversal of the concept of responsibility
from a responsibility-for-self to a responsibility-for-the-other, as Jacques
Derrida recognized in The Gift of Death:

Levinas wants to remind us that responsibility is not at first responsibility
of myself for myself, that the sameness of myself is derived from the other,
as if it were second to the other, coming to itself as responsible and mortal
from the position of my responsibility before the other, for the other’s
death and in the face of it. (GD, 46)

Therein lies the revolution in the thought of responsibility: Far from
assigning responsibility to the actions of an agent, on the basis of the
freedom of the subject, following the entire tradition, Levinas breaks
with such a horizon—indeed, breaks with the very concept of horizon—
and reconceptualizes responsibility as a being “for-the-other.” This “for-
the-other” would constitute the primary sense of responsibility, and I
argue that this new thinking of responsibility is accompanied by, indeed
strictly follows, an overturning (or expropriation) of the agent, from its
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masterful position as subject toward its assignation to the call of the
other, the other for whom it is now responsible. Responsibility is no
longer situated within the sphere of the ego, but arises out of the alterity
of the other. This extraordinary revolution in thought follows a move-
ment of overturning of the egological tradition, and in that sense, Levi-
nas’s thought could be described as taking the exact opposite position
as Sartre’s philosophy of responsibility. The expropriation of the subject
is the basis for this overturning of the concept of responsibility, an ex-
propriation that I first trace in Levinas’s definition of the subject as “pre-
originary openness” to the other.

With Levinas, responsibility is situated in the relationship to the
other human, face to face, and not in relation to some abstract category,
be it reason or universality. As I mentioned above, Levinas defines the
self as a responsibility for the other human, and breaks with Kantian
universalism by situating ethics in the encounter with the singular other,
defining the self as a responsibility for the other human, devotion to the
other in his or her vulnerability or mortality. As he explains, “To respect
is to bow down not before the law, but before a being who commands a
work from me.”*® Levinas describes the ethical experience of primordial
responsibility as the face to face with the other, in which I am faced with
the destitute and vulnerable nature of the other. The origin of ethical
responsibility (but also of violence, as Levinas concedes, revealing an
irreducible paradox at the heart of ethics) thus lies in the vulnerability
of the other. The face is before anything else how the human faces injury
and death. Faced with such vulnerability (ultimately the mortality or
irremediable exposure to death of the other), I am called to care for the
other and to attend to the other as other. The mortality of the other thus
calls me to responsibility. Ethics understood in this way represents what
is truly human in human beings, a new humanism (which Levinas calls
“humanism of the other human”) that breaks with ego-centered phi-
losophies and opens onto the infinite character of the alterity of the other
to whom I am responsible.

Levinas’s account of responsibility breaks decisively with the con-
cept of accountability of the subject. Responsibility is for the other, that
is, not a responsibility ensuing from my deed, not even for what matters
to me, but for the other, precisely in mattering to me as other, in the
experience of the face. This responsibility for the other is non-reciprocal,
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dissymmetrical (all concerns for reciprocity, contracts, and agreements
with others, are seen by Levinas examples of egoistic thinking), infinite,
and non-chosen; it is the experience of a being-“hostage” to the other.
This represents for Levinas a responsibility in the accusative—a guilt
without faults, an indebtedness without loans, a responsibility as “per-
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secution,” “obsession,” and “substitution.”

I interpret Levinas’s thought as an attempt to overcome and reverse
the tradition of will and intentionality, while remaining prisoner of it by
virtue of simply reversing it. Indeed, reversing a tradition is not the same
as freeing oneself from it, and Levinas’s revolution owes perhaps more that
it would like to admit to the egological tradition that it seeks to reverse,
precisely insofar as it determines itself as its reversal. Paul Ricoeur in this
regard argues that the very vocabulary of Levinas’s philosophy—in its hy-
perbole and excess, in its very desire for rupture, in its exasperation as it
were—still attests to the egological tradition secretly determining its itin-
erary. Levinas targets in particular the modern Cartesian tradition in phi-
losophy, from Descartes to Husserl, that is, the primacy of egology and the
predominance of the will. Levinas exceeds the egological enclosure of the
concept of responsibility, exceeds the free subject responsible for its ac-
tions. Egological responsibility finds itself inverted in Levinas’s emphasis
on the primacy of the other over the ego. The I is inverted from a nomina-
tive position to the passivity of the accusative (already the accusation or
persecution of the subject as hostage). Thus “de-posed,” the subject is over-
turned into the subjected. It appears quite clearly, in fact Levinas admits it
often, that the definitions of the subject as a “welcome of the other,” as
“host,” then as “hostage” have been forged through a peculiar reversal of
the intentional, willful subjectivity of the modern tradition in philosophy.
Responsibility for the other, Levinas often writes, goes “against the grain”
(a rebours) of intentionality and the will. Among the numerous instances
of such a reversal, we can mention the following: The subject is not a for-
itself, but a for-the-other; the subject is not a freedom, but a passivity; the
subject does not posit or constitute the meaning of the other, but is “af-
fected” by the other; the subject does not structure intentionally the mean-
ing of its world, but is exceeded by the other who affects it; the I is not a
nominative, but an accusative; the subject does not initiate, but can only
respond; the subject does not thematize, but is exposed to the transcen-
dence of the infinite; the host does not receive, but is received in his or her
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own home, which then becomes a land of asylum, a place of transit; and
finally, the subject is precisely not an active subject, a spontaneity, but is
subjected, as a hostage, to the other. As one can see, all the “features” of the
Levinasian concept of the subject represent the symmetrical reversal of its
traditional sense.

Ultimately this situation—which accounts for the radicality as well
as the limits of Levinas’s thinking—reveals, paradoxically, the Carte-
sian-Husserlian heritage of Levinas’s thought of responsibility. Begin-
ning with the I, he then proceeds to attempt to exceed it toward its out-
side, toward the exteriority of the other. However, we should note, the
other can be considered to be an exteriority only in relation to the inte-
riority of the subject. Rather than begin from the ego, in order to then
attempt to leave it by appealing to the only concept that remains—
namely, that of exteriority—it should be a question of beginning from a
site that is outside of consciousness, outside of Cartesianism! It might be
necessary, in order to access the phenomenological origins of responsi-
bility, to begin outside of egology or its reversal. This will be the task of
the following two chapters, which are devoted to Heidegger and an on-
tological interpretation of responsibility.

Chapters 6 and 7 explore an ontological understanding of responsibil-
ity by focusing on Heidegger’s work. First, I situate Heidegger’s relation to
ethics, by delineating how ethics is approached in terms of being and its
event. Second, I attempt to flesh out what “to be responsible” means, in
such a renewed context—answerability to the call of conscience, respond-
ing and corresponding to the event of being, facticity of responsibility,
assumption of finitude, assignation to an irreducible otherness, exposure
to an inappropriable, correspondence and belonging to the call of Ereignis.
Heidegger’s thought of ethics needs to be approached, from the outset, in
terms of what he himself called in the “Letter on Humanism,” an “origi-
nary ethics” (urspriingliche Ethik).” The first significant aspect of such an
expression is that it seeks to capture our relationship to being itself, for it is
the thinking of being that is defined as an originary ethics. This already
indicates that Heidegger’s understanding of ethics and responsibility will
develop in terms of being itself, and thus no longer in the tradition of sub-
jectivity, will, and agency. The adjective “originary” is also indicative that
it will not be an issue of ethics as an applied discipline, nor even of a norma-
tive ethics that could then be applied, but of an originary phenomenon. I
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reconstitute this originary dimension by stressing how Dasein needs to be
understood as an archi-ethical notion; by engaging the ethical outside of
a problematic of application or use, and instead as a relation to the “use-
less™; by situating the ethical outside of subjectivity and freedom outside of
the will; finally by approaching ethics in terms of an ethicality of being
itself. Ultimately for Heidegger, as he himself states in the “Letter on Hu-
manism,” the thinking of being is an “originary ethics” because being is
not some substantial ground but an event that calls for a responsible en-
gagement and praxis.

I then engage Heidegger’s retrieval of the ontological origins of re-
sponsibility. It has not been sufficiently recognized that Heidegger’s think-
ing of being entails an important thought of responsibility, and this mis-
recognition is probably due to some assumptions regarding his relation to
ethics, and to a prevalent misunderstanding of his deconstruction of that
tradition. I argue that Heidegger’s thought provides key features which
allow for a rethinking of what being-responsible as such could mean, an
ontological sense that is overlooked in the thought of accountability. Hei-
degger situates the question of responsibility outside of a problematic of
the ego (including its mere reversal, as in Levinas), as arising out of the very
openness of being where the human being dwells as Dasein. As we know,
the notion of Dasein breaks decisively with the tradition of subjectivity.
Ethical responsibility will thus have to find another origin than that of the
free autonomous subject. For responsibility does not disappear in the de-
construction of the subjectum, since Heidegger consistently insists that
Dasein is to be thought in terms of responsibility: (1) The very concept of
Dasein means, to be a responsibility of being. This “archi-ethical” dimen-
sion of the concept of Dasein appears early in Being and Time, when Hei-
degger states that Dasein is distinctive in the sense that it does not simply
occur among beings, but is concerned about its own being. Dasein desig-
nates that entity for whom being is at issue. Being is given in such a way
that I have to take it over and be responsible for it. This determination of
Dasein from the outset determines it as an originary responsibility. (2)
Responsibility is thus not conceived as imputability of the free subject, but
is instead approached in terms of a response to an event that is also a call;
this call is thematized in Being and Time as the call of conscience, and in
later writings as the call of being and Ereignis. Responsibility is not based
on subjectness but constitutes the self as the called one. Each time, Dasein
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is called to itself. This is why the call is also that which I have to answer.
Therein lies the hidden source and resource of responsibility: To be respon-
sible means, before anything else, to respond (respondere). Having to be
oneself, such is the originary responsibility of Dasein. I follow this original
obligation in the call of conscience by emphasizing that it reveals a negativ-
ity or “being-guilty” that points to the finitude and facticity of responsibil-
ity, and ultimately is an exposure to an inappropriable. (3) After Being and
Time, Dasein will be referred to by Heidegger more and more as the “called
one” (der Gerufene), one having to answer for the very openness and given-
ness of being and be its “guardian.” To be responsible here means to have
been struck, always already, by this event. Responsibility refers to that
event by which being “enowns” humans. It represents human beings’ very
belonging to being as well as their essence as humans.

However, that belongingness to being, to Ereignis, happens from a
certain expropriative motion, which Heidegger calls Enteignis. One
notes the presence of such expropriation in all the characterizations of
Heidegger’s responsibility, of our being-responsible: In the “ruinance”
of factical life in the early writings and lecture courses; in the Uneigent-
lichkeit of existence in Being and Time and the being-guilty of con-
science; in the thrownness felt in moods and the weight of a responsibil-
ity assigned to an inappropriable; in withdrawal as origin of the call
(what calls to responsibility is a withdrawal), and in the Enteignis within
Ereignis of the later writings—each time and throughout, one finds that
responsibility in Heidegger is described as the exposure to and experi-
ence of an inappropriable. And furthermore, this inappropriable is not
opposed to appropriation, but “plays” in it and lets it be, in a motion
named by Derrida, in one word, “ex-appropriation.” The “impossible” of
expropriation (inappropriable) becomes the possibility of appropriation
(responsibility); and it thus becomes necessary to frontally engage such
aporias of the origins of responsibility.

In chapter 8, I engage these aporetic origins of responsibility, focusing
on Derrida’s thought of responsibility as an experience of the impossible.
I explore his claim that responsibility can only be the experience and un-
dergoing of an aporia—an experience of the impossible. Derrida prob-
lematizes the question of the site and possibility of ethical responsibility in
terms of what he calls “aporetic ethics.” When speaking of ethics, Derrida
does not mean a system of rules, of moral norms, and to that extent he
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readily concedes that he does not propose an ethics. What interests him in
ethics is instead “the aporias of ethics, its limits™ Not to point to the simple
impossibility of ethics, but on the contrary to reveal aporia as the possibil-
ity of ethics—what he calls the an-ethical origins of ethics. Derrida indeed
sees the locus of the ethical in a certain experience of the aporia, of the
impossible, to the extent that for him the impossible is not the mere stop-
ping at a sheer end leading to a sterile incapacity, but constitutes a limit
through which something is made possible.

I reconstitute the main features of such aporetic ethics—the aporia of
the law, the undecidable, decision without or beyond knowledge, respon-
sibility as an unconditional (and thus impossible) hospitality. (1) The first
aporia marks the excess of ethics in relation to any norm or rule, indeed in
relation to duty. It is in fact characteristic of the law, according to Derrida,
that it is radically without ground, in the last analysis without foundation
or justification. The law itself is without law; there is no law of the law. Ethi-
cal responsibility thus cannot consist in applying a rule. Thus it must be a
question of moving beyond the very language of duty, precisely out of faith-
fulness to the ethical command, a command that paradoxically always oc-
curs beyond the rule. Ethics would here be a duty beyond duty. (2) The
aporia of the rule leads the ethical decision to the undecidable. For Derrida,
there is no decision and no responsibility without the confrontation with
the aporia of undecidability. That is to say, with the impossible. A decision
must decide without rules to follow, to apply, to conform to, and this is why
it is each time (the singularity of an each time) a decision as an event, an
event that Derrida calls “impossible” because taking place outside of any
possibilizing program. Just as with Sartre, ethical responsibility is thus a
matter of invention, and not the application of a rule. The undecidable is the
horizon of ethical responsibility: A decision made does not suppress the
undecidable, because the aporia is the condition of decision. (3) A not-
knowing is thus a condition of ethical decision, marking another appear-
ance of the impossible. For there to be a decision, I must not know what to
do. The moment of responsible decision, the ethical moment, is indepen-
dent from knowledge. A leap in the incalculable is necessary and it is a
matter of deciding without knowing, as it were without seeing (voir) or
foreseeing (prévoir), and thus from a certain invisible or unforeseeable,
without being able to calculate all the consequences of the decision. Ethical
decision becomes possible by entering, as Derrida says, into “the night of
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the unintelligible.” (4) Finally, ethics for Derrida is an ethics of the other,
assigned to the heteronomy of the other (and not the autonomy of the sub-
ject). Derrida stresses the heteronomy of decision. I can never say: I made a
decision. Derrida speaks rather of a decision “of the other,” of a passive deci-
sion. Following Levinas, who precisely “always puts freedom after respon-
sibility,”*® Derrida seeks to imagine an alterity of decision, a decision that
would be of the other, and will go so far as to speaks of a decision “of the
otherin me, an other greater and older than I am.”* Ultimately for Derrida,
the thought of the im-possible, of the aporetic, is inseparable from a think-
ing of the event, of what happens and arrives. In what was to be his last
appearance on French television, in June 2004, answering the interviewer’s
question, “What is deconstruction?” Derrida replied: “Deconstruction, for
me, means what happens; that is to say, the impossible.” Responsibility, as
an experience of the impossible of such arrival, is here approached in terms
of the welcome of this event—of the event in its futural arrival.



ONE

Aristotle: Responsibility as Voluntariness

Situating the Voluntary

The prevailing and traditional concept of responsibility designates the
capacity of a subject to be the author and the cause of its actions. An
action is said to depend on the agent in the position of subjectum, of
“subject-cause.” Now the notions of authorship, of agency, indeed of sub-
jectivity, are anything but natural; rather, they are the result of a certain
construction (what Nietzsche would call a “fiction” or a “lie”), which can
be traced historically in a specific genealogy. One finds in Aristotle’s
account of responsibility, under the authority of the “voluntary,” the
basic construction of this notion of rational agency as the bedrock of
what will become the dominant sense of responsibility in the Western
tradition. It has often been emphasized that Aristotle does not propose
a unified concept of “the will” in his ethics, such as one finds in modern
philosophy, for example in Descartes or in Kant. However, as we will see,
he does structure his reflection on responsibility through a reliance on
the concepts of the voluntary (hekon, hekousion) and the involuntary
(akon, akousion). These concepts are further determined in terms of
decision (prohairesis) and deliberation (bouleusis) that will establish ra-
tional agency as the basis for responsibility. What matters to Aristotle is
to secure what he repeatedly refers to as what is “within our power” or
“up to us” (eph’ hémin),' on the basis of agency as that which is the prin-
ciple (arkhé) of the act, designated by Aristotle as that which is “in us”
(en hemin). Aristotle’s account of responsibility thus lies in the establish-
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ment of agency as causal efficiency.* His task in book III of the Nico-
machean Ethics’ is to establish such a power, something like an area of
mastery, of what would be up to us or dependent upon us. One should
thus stress from the outset that his analyses are not merely descriptive,
but clearly have a performative scope* as they seek to construct, establish,
and secure the space of the voluntary and of responsibility. Voluntari-
ness and agency, causality, rationality, and understanding will all be
mobilized in this definition.

One fundamental assumption indeed governs these analyses, namely
that responsibility pertains to the voluntary. Aristotle assumes the identi-
fication of responsibility with the voluntary. One is considered responsible
if one is acting voluntarily (as well as rationally) and one is considered ir-
responsible if it can be established that the person was not the voluntary
cause of their act, or did not understand the particulars of that act. A sig-
nificant aspect is the method followed: The whole thrust of the argument
consists in isolating the space of what is up to us, that is, in distinguishing
and separating the voluntary from the involuntary. Aristotle seeks to iden-
tify and differentiate the voluntary from the non- or in-voluntary, thus
preventing any confusion or overlap between the two. A sphere will be
constituted (the voluntary) by distinguishing it from its opposite (the in-
voluntary), and this sphere will then be said to be pure of any contamina-
tion from its other (under the decisive assumption that one finds remark-
ably stated in the Eudemian Ethics: “it is impossible for the same man to
do the same thing voluntarily and involuntarily at the same time in respect
of the same” aspect of the situation).” This is why Aristotle insists that it is
amatter for him of completing the task of distinguishing the voluntary and
the involuntary, thereby allowing for a definition of responsibility, or
rather, of imputability.® The paradox of such an enterprise is that access to
the voluntary, to a definition of the voluntary, occurs through an analysis
of what constitutes an involuntary act, and that in this process one often
gets stuck, as it were, in undecidable or mixed cases between the voluntary
and involuntary. Aristotle will then have to decide, in order for there to be
any responsibility, that in each instance a mixed act is in the final analysis
not mixed, but is in fact voluntary. Another key example of such decisions
is his distinction between acting by ignorance (di agnoian) and acting in
ignorance (agnoon). This distinction will also allow Aristotle to reduce an
apparently involuntary act into a voluntary act, and at the very least to
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make a distinction within mixed acts between voluntary and involuntary
elements.

Responsibility (hence identified with the voluntary) is thus distin-
guished from irresponsibility (henceforth identified with the involun-
tary), and clearly given priority in the Nicomachean Ethics, as Aristotle
seeks to establish responsibility as a sphere of control. However, as I
indicated above, one may question such delimitations, and question the
identification of responsibility with voluntariness as well as the strict
separation between voluntariness and involuntariness, between respon-
sibility and irresponsibility. Being-responsible could be traced back to
irresponsible or a-responsible foundations, and a certain undecidability
between responsibility and irresponsibility may be discerned. Other-
wise, why would Aristotle take such pains in trying to distinguish and
separate them? Doesn’t this very effort betray and reveal an undecid-
ability between responsibility and irresponsibility?

In addition to his work of separation, isolation, or purification, Ar-
istotle thus grants a privilege to the voluntary, confirming the performa-
tive character of his analysis that we noted above. In several key mo-
ments in the analysis, instances of the involuntary are reduced to the
voluntary: The drunk may be irresponsible during his actions, but he
chose to drink. One may act in ignorance (as he was drunk), but not by
or through ignorance (as he chose to drink). Some actions seem to be
mixed, almost undecidably voluntary and involuntary, as for instance
in the case of “actions done because of fear of greater evils” (1110a 5), since
in this case I do something both voluntarily and involuntarily. Yet Aris-
totle still concludes that, although these sorts of actions may be mixed,
nonetheless, in the final analysis, because they are “choiceworthy”
(hairetos), “they are more like voluntary actions” (1110a 13-14). Whenever
Aristotle raises the possibility—for him, the threat—of the involuntary,
his analysis always leans on the side of the voluntary. The bar is always
raised higher for an act to finally qualify as involuntary. Such an act
would have to have a cause completely external to the agent (hence the
patient) and to which “the agent contributes nothing” (1110b 2-3; my
emphasis). The goal is clearly to delineate the contours, apart from both
necessity and fortune, of an area that would be under one’s control, of
what would be up to us. It is in that context that responsibility is defined
and its senses determined. It is also not insignificant that Aristotle be-



42 - THE ORIGINS OF RESPONSIBILITY

gins his treatise on responsibility with the general problematic of blame-
assigning and punishment. From the very inception of the history of the
concept of responsibility, the association between responsibility and
punishment has been established, a fact which did not escape Nietzsche
in his genealogical deconstruction of responsibility.

Two key motifs govern Aristotle’s analysis of responsibility in book III
of the Nicomachean Ethics, namely the principle of agency, which Aristotle
determines as that principle which lies
vided by rationality, that is to say, the intelligibility of the act. The human

being is defined as a rational agent, acting voluntarily, and thereby as being

within us,” and the ground pro-

responsible as the cause of his or her act.” The Aristotelian account of re-
sponsibility delineates a space of mastery over the event. This is Aristotle’s
question: What can be within our power? What is up to us? Returning to
Aristotle’s analysis of responsibility and voluntary action in book III of the
Nicomachean Ethics, one can distinguish two main parts in the text: There
is first a discussion of the voluntary and involuntary, leading to a definition
of these terms (1109b-1111b); and what follows is a definition of responsible
decision (1111b-1114b). As we observed, Aristotle circumscribes his analysis
of responsibility under the aegis of the voluntary. Aristotle states that we are
responsible when we do what we do in a voluntary way, and that we are ir-
responsible when we do what we do in an involuntary way. Thus everything
in this discussion of responsibility hinges on a definition of the voluntary.
Itis thus important to dwell on it at the outset of our work. This will require
the concept of agency: There is no possibility of voluntariness if I do not will
my actions—an agent is required. Responsibility is what is up to us.
Aristotle begins by indicating that virtues pertain to the voluntary—
in book I of the Nicomachean Ethics, he posited that eudaimonia is not
aresult of fortune but is instead up to us (1099b 25-28)—and that a study
of ethics must engage in a discussion of the voluntary and involuntary.
Further, the voluntary is important to define in terms of the blame or
praise that a person can receive. The voluntary indeed circumscribes the
sphere of the agent insofar as it can be liable to an accusation in the broad
sense of the term, i.e., receiving blame or praise. A discussion of the
voluntary would thus also matter to the legislator, for the sake of assign-
ing punishments or rewards, as well as for the educator, for the sake of
the application of “corrective treatments.” The discussion of responsibil-
ity is thus, from the outset, situated within a problematic of punishment
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which is itself made possible by the ascribing of an act to an accountable
agent—namely, when the act “lies in the agent’s power to perform” (1135a
23). This is why, when Aristotle situates responsibility within a discussion
of punishment (1113b 15-1114a 31), the question followed is: Under what
conditions can punishment be applied? The answer is—a determination
that will prove determinative for our entire tradition—when the agent
has acted voluntarily, and with knowledge of the particulars. Aristotle
then proceeds, beginning by an analysis of what constitutes an involun-
tary act, as it were preparing a definition of the voluntary through a prior
analysis of the involuntary. Assuredly this is done in order to contrast
the two, as if to approach responsibility from what it is not; it remains
significant that the access to the problematic of responsibility takes place
by way of a passage through the involuntary, that is, through a form of
irresponsibility. Aristotle provides two criteria for an involuntary act:
Such acts happen either by force, or through ignorance.

FORCE

What does it mean for something to occur “by force” (biai)? Aristotle
defines it as such: “What is forced has an external principle, the sort of
principle in which the agent, or [rather] the victim [ho paschon, the one
affected], contributes nothing” (1110a 2-3; my emphasis). Thus “by force”
means that which occurs outside one’s agency, when “for instance, a
wind or people who have him in their control were to carry him off”
(1110a 3—4).® The involuntary would then imply the eclipse of agency
(“external principle”) along with its will or intention (“contributes noth-
ing”), already indicating that responsibility will be understood both in
terms of agency and voluntariness. Agency (as willful and cognizant)
will be the principle of responsibility.

With respect to being forced, Aristotle raises the following question:
What of those acts which I am “forced” to do for fear of a worse outcome,
for instance, when I am threatened or blackmailed, as by a tyrant who
would hold my family hostage? Am I not acting, then, involuntarily,
since I am being forced? Aristotle seems to hesitate here: “These cases
raise a dispute about whether they are voluntary or involuntary” (1110a
7-8). He then provides another example, when for instance someone
throws cargo overboard a ship during a storm. No one would voluntarily
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throw away precious property—and hence this act is involuntary in that
respect, “for no one willingly throws cargo overboard, without qualifica-
tion” (1110a 10-11)—but in order to save one’s life, one would be insane
not to. Thus the act is voluntary when it was done, as “anyone with any
sense throws it overboard to save himself and the others” (1110a 11-12).
In this case as well, the act could appear as mixed. However, Aristotle’s
answer is clear: Although these acts can be called “mixed” (acting under
duress), they are ultimately voluntary, because they involve a choice. Even
though in normal conditions such acts would not be willed, “at the time
they are done they are choiceworthy (hairetos)” (1110a 13). They may be
involuntary “in their own right” (1110a 12), but they have been chosen
and, most importantly, “their principle is in the agent” (1110a 17). There-
fore these “are more like voluntary actions” (1110b 13-14).

Thus, to act voluntarily means that the principle of the action is within
the agent: “in such actions he has within him (en autd) the principle of
moving the limbs that are the instruments [of the action]; but if the prin-
ciple of the actions is in him, it is also up to him to do them or not to do
them” (1110a 17-18). The agent is determined as the principle (arkheé) of the
action, and the action depends upon the agent as resting within that agent
itself (auto). The opposition thus passes between what is internal to the
agent and what is radically and completely outside or external to that agent.
“What sorts of things, then, should we say are forced? Perhaps we should
say that something is forced without qualification whenever its cause is
external and the agent contributes nothing” (1110b).

One notes here Aristotle’s “all or nothing” position, its maximalist
strategy: An act is done either through an outside force (an external cause
in which the agent, or rather the victim, contributes nothing) or it is done
voluntarily. When some actions appear as mixed they ultimately are not,
but are in fact voluntary. For an act to qualify as involuntary, it would have
to come about entirely by external force, where the force implies a radical
absence of the willful agent. The force is when the agent contributes noth-
ing, when the event comes from without, entirely from the outside. Aris-
totle thus dismisses the idea that one would be forced by the pleasure that
one would feel in an action, as if “pleasant things and fine things force us,
on the ground that they are outside us and compel us” (1110b 10-11). This is
an absurd proposition, for it would imply that everything must be forced,
“since everyone in every action aims at something fine or pleasant” (1110b
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11-13). It is absurd to “ascribe responsibility to external causes” (1110b 14-15),
and not to oneself as “easily snared by such things” (1110b 15). The voluntary
comes entirely from within the agent. Agency is here practically identified
with the voluntary, in the sense that the seat of the voluntary is agency as
principle of the act. Either the cause lies within (voluntary), or it lies with-
out (and the act is involuntary). What belongs to force—and thereby quali-
fies as involuntary or irresponsible—is that action where the principle or
cause of which lies outside the agent. “What is forced, then, would seem to
be what has its principle outside the person forced, who contributes noth-
ing” (1110b 1-3). Understood in contrast to agency, force would draw the
contours of what will qualify as a responsible act, as that which lies within
the agent: The agent, as an inner principle of action (efficient cause), comes
to the fore as the principle of responsibility, the notion of force ensuring
the strict distinction between the inside and the outside, between agency
and lack thereof, between the voluntary and the involuntary.

IGNORANCE

Aristotle adds to this first condition, when the principle of the act is within
the agent, another one: An act is considered to be involuntary if it is done
in ignorance (agnoon). Or rather, by ignorance (di‘agnoian), as Aristotle
makes a key distinction between acting in ignorance and acting by igno-
rance, which will have the result of reinforcing the voluntary, and increas-
ing our agency. The distinction allows Aristotle to increase the sphere of
the voluntary and relativize instances of involuntariness insofar as they
can be traced to an earlier voluntary act, as in the example of inebriation,
for instance: A drunk may act in ignorance since his judgment is severely
impaired. Yet for Aristotle, he chose to drink, and thus he may be acting
in ignorance but he is not acting by ignorance. The cause of the action is
not ignorance, but drunkenness or anger. The fact that his judgment is
impaired and that he is mistaken in his thinking and actions does not
render his action involuntary. The agent is acting in ignorance (he is drunk)
while acting by virtue of his character. Thus, “action caused by ignorance
would seem to be different from action done in ignorance” (1110b 25-26).
A state of irresponsibility, here, refers back to a prior and more determina-
tive state of responsibility: The relinquishing of responsibility is somehow
performed—and thus annulled—by the agent. It is as if one decided to no
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longer decide, decided to give up the power of decision. Is one still respon-
sible when one decides to give up one’s responsibility? Aristotle seems to
think so, and will insist that the voluntary prevails through such an act.
One can see here how Aristotle seeks to establish an area of responsi-
bility for human beings, which he understands as an area under our con-
trol and as distinct from chance or fortune, and from a strict determinism
of nature, which would lead to fatalism. Hence the emphasis on practical
knowledge or phronésis—on knowing the particular circumstances of the
act—amounts to an attempt to circumscribe the situation and the context
of the act. Aristotle states that an agent is irresponsible if he is ignorant of
“the particulars which the action consists in and is concerned with” (11112
1-2), that an agent “acts involuntarily if he is ignorant of one these particu-
lars” (11112 2-3). These particulars are “who is doing it, what he is doing,
about what or to what he is doing it; sometimes also what he is doing it
with—with that instrument, for example; for what result, for example,
safety; in what way, for example, gently or hard” (1111a 4—7). Thus, igno-
rance of these constitutes involuntariness: “Since an agent may be ignorant
of any of these particular constituents of his action, someone who was ig-
norant of one of these seems to have acted unwillingly” (1111a 17-19). The
four causes are mobilized here (formal, efficient, final, and material), while
Aristotle singles out the efficient cause: “Now certainly someone could not
be ignorant of all of these unless he were mad. Nor clearly, could he be ig-
norant of who is doing it, since he could hardly be ignorant of himself”
(11112 8-10). A few lines below, he takes up the formal and final causes (in-
voluntariness as ignorance of what one is doing, and the result of what one
is doing): “Since an agent may be ignorant of any of these particular con-
stituents of his action, someone who was ignorant of one of these seems to
have acted unwillingly, especially if he was ignorant of the most important;
these seem to be what is doing, and the result for which he does it” (1111a
17-18). These particulars, as it were, structure the act and its context, its
situation. Knowing, understanding these particulars provides a control
over that situation, therein structured causally. The voluntary—the under-
standing of the particulars and the principle of the act located in the
agent—contributes to the constitution of responsibility as willful rational
decision: “Since involuntary action is either forced or caused by ignorance,
voluntary action seems to be what has its principle (arkhé) in the agent
himself, knowing the particulars that constitute the action” (1111a 22-24).
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At the same time, this horizon of intelligibility cannot saturate the
field of action, for otherwise there would no longer be a possibility of
choice. For there to be a choice, one must decide within a certain inde-
terminacy and ultimately it is the practical virtue of phroneésis that will
be determinative.’ This is why the discussion continues by focusing on
the theme of decision. “Now that we have defined the voluntary and the
involuntary, the next task is to discuss decision” (1111b).

Decision, the Possible, and the Impossible

However, the voluntary has been defined mostly in negative terms, as act-
ing without being forced, and the principle of action as being within us
remains insufficiently determined. Furthermore, for Aristotle, the volun-
tary cannot suffice in and of itself to define responsibility, since he observes
that both children and animals also “share in voluntary action” (1111b 8-9).
Some rational agency—some sense, some rational deliberation—must also
be present in responsible action. As Aristotle states in book VI of the Nico-
machean Ethics, “good deliberation requires reason” (1142b 15), and he also
claimed in the Eudemian Ethics that “the voluntary consists in action ac-
companied by thought of some kind” (1224a). Rational agency must there-
fore be included in the analysis of responsibility, and voluntary action must
involve a rational decision (prohairesis, literally “a choosing before”), which
isitself prepared by a deliberation (bouleusis, a calculation of the necessary
means to reach a desired end). Aristotle writes that “perhaps what is de-
cided is what has been previously deliberated” (1112a 16-17). The voluntary
is not necessarily rational and deliberative, whereas “decision involves rea-
son and thought” (1112a 17). This is why Aristotle clarifies that “now that we
have defined the voluntary and the involuntary, the next task is to discuss
decision; for decision seems to be most proper to virtue” (1111b 5-6).1° Ar-
istotle then proceeds to distinguish decision from appetite and spirit, and
the criterion used is that of rationality, “For decision is not shared with
nonrational animals” (1111b 13-14). Decision is not tantamount to appetite,
nor is it a momentary impulse; decision is also not a wish (boulésis).

For Aristotle, a wish is about ends, and these do not need to be attain-
able; I can wish for the unattainable, for the impossible—such as immor-
tality, for instance. I can also wish for possible things, whether these de-
pend on agency or not. Decision, in contrast, is not about ends but about



48 - THE ORIGINS OF RESPONSIBILITY

means—not about the impossible, but about what is possible. Aristotle
insists that, “we do not decide on impossible things—anyone claiming to
decide on them would seem a fool; but we do wish for impossible things”
(1111b 21-22)." Aristotle thus distinguishes decision from wish in terms of
the distinction between the possible and the impossible. Why? Because it
increases our agency. If we pursue things we can attain, our agency is pos-
sibilized, whereas that agency in turn would be diminished it if we pursued
impossible ends. The possible as a domain of efficiency increases our
agency, while the impossible cancels it. Further on (1112b 25), returning to
the question of the possible and the impossible, Aristotle thus emphasizes
that when we encounter an “impossible step,” such as when we need money
but are unable to raise some, “we desist.” This is why Aristotle continues
by claiming that what we decide on has nothing in common with wishing
for some results, and that “what we decide on is never anything of that sort,
but what we think would come about through our own agency” (1111b 25-27;
my emphasis). Decision thus concerns an area of efficiency, an area where
we can “make a difference”; in a word, it concerns an area that is within our
power and up to us, Aristotle adding significantly that “in general the
things we decide on would seem to be things that are up to us” (1111b 30-31).
Distinguishing wish from decision, the possible from the impossible, will
serve to secure such an area of power and control. The impossible is thus
excluded from the area of decision and its possibility. Decision pertains to
the possible only: “if the action appears possible, we undertake it.” How
does Aristotle define the possible? In terms of the power of our agency:
“What is possible is what we could achieve through our agency” (1112b
27-28). Furthermore, “through our agency” means—from a principle of
action that is within us, i.e., the voluntary. This is almost tautological or
circular:

a) We deliberate about the possible
b) The possible is what we can do.
¢) We deliberate about what we can do.

The power of the voluntary agent is simply posited as the possibility of
its efficiency, a pure, performative self-positing of the “I can.”

Aristotle further distinguishes decision from opinion or belief. Beliefs
are indifferent, since “belief seems to be about everything, no less about
things that are eternal and things that are impossible [for us] than about
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things that are up to us” (1112a 32-34), whereas decision is about what mat-
ters to us, and in decision what matters is what I decide on. Whereas beliefs
are about things that can be either true or false, here it is a matter of practi-
cal ethics, where the issue is not about truth and error, but about right and
wrong, good and bad. This gap between the theoretical and the practical
explains why “Decision is praised more for deciding on what is right,
whereas belief is praised for believing rightly” (1112a 6—7). It also accounts
for the fact that those who make the best decisions do not always seem to
be the same as those with the best beliefs. Decision is thus neither simply
the voluntary (although it includes it), nor wish, belief, spirit, or appetite.
“Then what, or what sort of thing, is decision, since it is none of the things
mentioned?” (1112a 4-5). Since decision involves reason, it might require
some type of prior deliberation as opposed to some spur of the moment
impulse or appetite (see 1111b 9-10). Aristotle then pursues his analysis on
the theme of deliberation (bouleusis), which will concern the scope of re-
sponsible decision per se.

The Scope of Responsibility

Aristotle begins this analysis of the scope of deliberation by asking, what
do we deliberate about? “Do we deliberate about everything, and is every-
thing open to deliberation? Or is there no deliberation about some things?”
(1112a 19—20). Beginning—indeed centering—his discussion with such a
question betrays that his underlying concern in the question of decision is
the following: What is within our power, what is the sphere of our agency?
The fundamental question, here as elsewhere, remains: What is up to us?
What is the proper sphere of human agency? Further, it is clear that Aris-
totle is not content with simply describing a phenomenon, but is actually
establishing such a sphere, securing it by distinguishing it from those do-
mains wherein precisely we have no agency—nature, necessity, and for-
tune. After recalling from the outset that deliberation involves reason and
sense, and thus belongs to a rational agent—“By ‘open to deliberation,
presumably, we should mean that someone with some sense, not some fool
or madman, might deliberate about it” (1112a 20-22)—Aristotle under-
takes to delineate the proper scope or sphere of deliberation, typically be-
ginning with what one does not deliberate about, before proceeding to
more positive determinations.
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First, we do not deliberate about the “eternal,” the permanent, or
mathematical truths. One does not deliberate about the eternal order of
things, or the “incommensurability of the sides and the diagonal” (1112a
22-23). Nor do we deliberate about change, or more precisely that kind
of change that follows an order of necessity—things which, although in
movement, “always come about the same way” (1112a 24-25). One does
not deliberate about natural determinism (things that move “by nature”),
or about the laws of nature (causal necessity) as “it is impossible to de-
liberate about what exists by necessity” (1139a 36). Whether they follow
from necessity or by nature, the motion of stars and planets is not up to
us: They are outside our reach, outside human affairs."

Other natural events which happen, not through the causal necessity
(invariability) of nature, but “in different ways at different times” (1112a
26-27), are also not up to us: Aristotle gives the example of droughts and
rains. Similarly, things that happen from fortune—the finding of a trea-
sure, for instance—are not up to us, and we therefore do not deliberate
about such things. Why? The answer could not be clearer: “For none of
these results could be achieved through our agency” (1112a 30). Nature does
not depend on our agency, and fortune is foreign to our will. We thus de-
liberate neither about things that follow natural determinism nor about
things that happen by chance, because they do not involve our agency.

What then does belong to us, to our agency? Aristotle’s answer is:
“We deliberate about what is up to us, that is to say, about the actions we
can do” (1112a 31-32). One notes again the tautological aspect of this
formulation. This can be recognized as the sheer self-positing of a power,
tautological because it only refers to itself, a sort of self-affection or self-
position of one’s power and capacity: We can do what we can do, we can
because we can! One also notes how the sphere of deliberation is identi-
fied with the sphere of our control, of our power. Responsibility, the
sphere of our responsibility, is identical to the sphere of our power. We
recall how Aristotle had distinguished the possible from the impossible,
and made the possible the area of our agency and power. Aristotle states
that this area of human capacity to act is the only area left besides nature
and fortune. Besides the order of the universe, besides nature and neces-
sity, besides fortune, there is also human agency, another kind of causal-
ity “left [besides the previous cases]. For causes seem to include nature,
necessity, and fortune, but besides them mind and everything [operat-
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ing] through human agency” (1112a 32-34). Human agency is a causal
principle, an efficient causality; prohairesis is understood by Aristotle as
the efficient, and not the final cause of action (1139a 31-33). Things can
thus happen in three ways—through nature, through fortune, and
through us. Only this last realm will be the province of responsibility.
Aristotle nevertheless clarifies that human beings do not deliberate
about all human affairs, but only about “the actions that they themselves
can do” (1112a 33-34). Every group has its own province of action. The
focus is efficiency of action, what we can affect: “No Spartan,” he argues,
“deliberates about how the Scythians might have the best political sys-
tem” (1112a 28-30)." What is strictly up to us is the measure of the discus-
sion of responsibility. However, even though we cannot intervene in the
affairs of all human beings, Aristotle specifies that it is always possible,
“when we distrust our own ability to discern [the right answer],” to “en-
list partners in deliberation on large issues” (1112b 10-12), thereby allow-
ing for an extension of our responsibility to a broader context.
Furthermore, one does not deliberate about exact sciences, or a body
of knowledge or rules, such as the rules of language (grammar or syntax),
but only about how to apply rules and laws to particulars. This occurs in
the case of medicine for instance, where it is a matter, not only of a knowl-
edge of rules and laws, but also of a judgment regarding which case falls (or
does not fall) under which rule. Here, two aspects are in play. First that “we
deliberate about what results through our agency” (1112b 3-4), but also that
a certain indeterminacy in the area of decision is present, as Aristotle
clearly states that “what is deliberated about is not yet determined” (1142b
14). Indeed, Aristotle specifies that what results through our agency hap-
pens “in different ways on different occasions” (1112b 4). It is as if the less
exact the field of application, the more relevant and appropriate delibera-
tion becomes. This is why we deliberate about navigation more than about
gymnastics: “to the extent that it is less exactly worked out” (1112b 6—7).
Indeterminacy appears here as the condition for responsible deliberation
and decision. Aristotle thus also claims that we deliberate more about be-
liefs than about sciences—though he has just asserted that decision is not
about belief (1112a 6—7)!—because “we are more in doubt about them” (1112b
7-8). Decision is always situational, attuned to the particulars, and located
in the sphere of the inexact and the undetermined. We intervene through
our agency, and on a particular situation and its kairos. At the beginning
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of book II of the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle stressed that virtuous ac-
tions “should accord with the subject matter; and questions about actions
and expediency, like questions about health, have no fixed answers” (1104a
2-4). Instead, “the agents themselves must consider in each case what the
opportune action is, as doctors and navigators do” (1104a 9-10). The space
and condition of deliberation is thus inexactitude, and in a sense, the less
exact or more doubtful, the more room there is for judging: “We deliberate
about navigation more than about gymnastics, to the extent that it is less
exactly worked out, and similarly with other [crafts]” (1112b; my emphasis).
Another condition of decision lies in the fact that the end or result of the
act is not given a priori and remains unclear, as “deliberation concerns
what is usually [one way rather than another], where the outcome is un-
clear and the right way to act is undefined” (1112b 9-11).

What is up to us is thus not only defined by the voluntary, by the
circumscription of the area of the possible; what is up to us is also, and
paradoxically, what pertains to an area that is marked by uncertainty
and indefiniteness, an area that escapes theoretical knowledge in order
to present itself to a practical judgment. In decision, the right way to act
is not given, not known, undefined. Responsible decision takes place in-
dependently from knowledge, in an act of freedom." This is why, as we
just saw, for Aristotle, the human domain is that of indeterminacy, open
to a phroneésis. Interestingly, Aristotle grounds collective deliberation on
this very indeterminacy: It is out of this lack of a given right course of
action that others are needed, since “we enlist partners in deliberation
on large issues when we distrust our own ability to discern [the right
answer]” (1112b 11-12). Neither natural necessity (no need to deliberate
there), nor chance or fortune (no room for a voluntary action there as a
causal action), but indeterminacy or unpredictability insofar as it allows
for a willful intervention in our part calls for deliberation with others.

The paradox reads as follows: It is to the extent that the outcome is not
yet given and is unpredictable, and thus is in a sense not up to us, that it
becomes up to us to decide. It is to the extent of its very unpredictability or
incalculability that I can attempt a mastery of what I decide on. The situa-
tion is clearly aporetic: How can I master the unpredictable? It is impos-
sible, and yet this is what decision must decide on, what Aristotle considers
to be “up to us.” This very indeterminacy is what makes action and decision
possible. This is why Aristotle concludes this line of analysis by recalling
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that one does not deliberate about ends (objects of wish), as we recall, but
rather about the means to attain such ends or how to decide without rules
that one could mechanically follow. If it “appears that any of several [pos-
sible] means will reach it, we examine which of them will reach it most
easily and most finely” (1112b 17-18). This examination is a kind of inquiry,
but not the same as a theoretical inquiry, such as that which is found in
mathematics: (“apparently, all deliberation is inquiry, though not all in-
quiry—in mathematics for instance—is deliberation” (1112b 22-24). It is
instead a deliberation led by the practical judgment of a phronésis. Respon-
sibility here names the determination of the how of the act, based on the
voluntary principle of an agent and situated in an area of indeterminacy
and incalculability.

One can identify all the elements constitutive of a responsible decision:
First, the act must be voluntary, according to Aristotle’s account of it. Sec-
ond, the principle of action is the agent, the human being: “As we have said,
then, a human being would seem to be a principle of action” (1112b 33-34),
for “each of us stops inquiring how to act as soon as he traces the principle
to himself, and within himself to the guiding part; for this is the part that
decides” (1112b 6-8). Third, deliberation is about the possible and the de-
termination of the possible: “Deliberation is about the actions we can do.”
Fourth, deliberation is about the means to attain ends, and not about the
ends themselves; (“we deliberate about things that promote an end, not
about the end” (11132 1-2). It is to that extent that deliberation limits itself
to the possible—by focusing on the means to attain some end. Fifth, delib-
eration is in a sense decision itself, or the preparation of decision, for “what
we deliberate about is the same as what we decide to do, except that by the
time we decide to do it, it is definite; for what we decide to do is what we
have judged [to be right] as a result of deliberation” (1113a 3-5). In the end,
what we decide upon is the actions (“among those [which are] up to us”)
that we are capable of deliberating about. Ultimately, responsibility will be
identified with power, as we decide upon actions that are up fo us, insofar
as we are the principles of such acts.

Responsibility as Power

At this stage, Aristotle is able to present a fuller account of responsible
action, of responsibility. Let us try to identify and reconstruct its con-
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ceptual apparatus and its guiding principle. Such a guiding principle is
of course the notion of voluntary agency, what is up to us, as Aristotle
stresses once more, by stating that the human being “is a principle, be-
getting actions as he begets children” (1113b 18-20), recalling what was
posited earlier (1112b 33-34), namely that “a human being would seem to
be a principle of action.” Begetting actions as we beget children—a meta-
phor of parenthood which, as we have seen, was taken up explicitly by
Hans Jonas in his account of responsibility in The Imperative of Respon-
sibility. As we saw in the introduction, for Jonas we are responsible for
the future, that is, for the future world of our children. The parent-child
relation is the archetype of all responsibility of humans toward other
humans, toward the world, and toward the future of the earth. However,
a major contrast appears here, since the responsibility for the future in
Jonas is based on a fear for the vulnerability of the earth, whereas Aris-
totle evokes paternity in terms of origination and power. Jonas clarifies
that he is not speaking of a “duty arising from procreation” (account-
ability based on authorship) but of a “duty to such procreation” (IR, 40).
That duty for future mankind, which “charges us, in the first place, with
ensuring that there be a future mankind” (IR, 40), is based on the fragil-
ity of life. Human existence, Jonas writes, “has the precarious, vulner-
able, and revocable character, the peculiar mode of transience, of all life,
(IR, 98). Responsibility
is based on a fear for the vulnerable, and not on the power of an author,

which makes it alone a proper object of ‘caring

which is the horizon of Aristotle’s account.

Aristotle attempts to extend the scope of responsibility as power: We
are not only responsible for our actions, we are also responsible for our
character and for our states, which are also up to us. It can be said that
one is essentially responsible for being a good or a bad person (and not
only for one’s actions), and Aristotle stresses that “if doing, and likewise
not doing, fine or shameful actions is up to us, and if, as we saw, [doing
or not doing them] is [what it is] to be a good or bad person, being decent
or base is up to us” (1113b 11-14). Further, and most importantly, it can
be said that one is responsible for oneself, as a person, and for the end he
or she chooses. Each person, Aristotle states, “is in some way responsible
(aitios) for his own state [of character], he is also himself in some way
responsible for how [the end] appears” (1114b 2-3). In this sense, respon-
sibility is not only about “fathering” one’s actions, but also about father-
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ing oneself, and therefore a self-responsibility. This self-responsibility
becomes the basis for responsible acting and the standard for responsi-
bility itself. This sense announces what will become in the modern tradi-
tion an ideal of self-governance and self-ownership, which we will ex-
amine more closely with Kant.

This concept of responsibility—the act has its cause and principle in
us, and is up to us and voluntary—becomes the ground for the idea of
imputability, ascription of an act to an agent, who can then be subject to
punishment or reward, and thus held accountable. The act can be im-
puted back to the agent only if the agent has acted in a voluntary way,
that is, neither forced nor by ignorance. Legislators, Aristotle writes,
“impose corrective treatments and penalties on anyone who does vicious
actions, unless his action is forced or is caused by ignorance that he is
not responsible for; and they will honor anyone who does fine actions”
(1113b 24-26). Punishment and reward are said to make little sense except
in order to “encourage” or “restrain,” and only willful agents can be
encouraged or restrained: “No one encourages us to do anything that is
not up to us and voluntary” (1113b 28), writes Aristotle, consecrating the
primacy he grants to the voluntary.

Being Responsible for Irresponsibility

Aristotle seems to attempt to further increase the province of our re-
sponsibility, as he then advances the notion that one is in a sense respon-
sible for one’s irresponsibility, which would be a deficient mode (but a
mode nonetheless) of responsibility. This can be seen in his distinction
between acting in ignorance and acting by or though ignorance. He
begins by noting that legislators do punish persons who act in ignorance,
that “they impose corrective treatments for the ignorance itself” (1113b
30-31). Is that in any way a departure from his own account of respon-
sibility as voluntary, neither forced nor done by ignorance? This is not
the case, and for two reasons. First, we recall that he made a distinction
between acting in ignorance and acting by ignorance. Second, and pre-
cisely relying on that very distinction, he claims that the agent seems to
be in fact “responsible for the ignorance” (1113b 31). One is thus respon-
sible for one’s irresponsibility. Why? Because, he argues, it is up to us not
to be ignorant: “they impose [corrective treatments] in other cases like-
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wise for any other ignorance that seems to be caused by the agent’s inat-
tention; they assume it is up to him not to be ignorant” (1114a 1-3).

One may be in ignorance of some law—however, “he is required to
know,” and this knowledge is not difficult to obtain. Furthermore the
drunk, Aristotle continues, is punished twice, for he is doubly guilty: First,
because, as “the principle is in him, he chose to drink; and second, for the
harm done while he was drunk.” In any case, his being drunk “causes his
ignorance” (1113b 32-34), and his inebriation is caused by his decision to
drink. Thus, not only is the drunk not irresponsible, he is in fact doubly
responsible. One is responsible for being irresponsible; one has chosen to
put oneselfin a state in which one is no longer able to choose. However, not
being able to choose refers to an earlier and more primordial capacity to
choose—namely, the voluntary. Aristotle thus reduces irresponsibility to
responsibility.

Still, with respect to the inattention of the agent, one might argue for
an irresponsibility that could not be derived from a more primordial re-
sponsibility. There again, Aristotle takes sides, as it were, favoring the vol-
untary and relativizing the involuntary: “But presumably he is the sort of
person who is inattentive. Still, he is himself responsible for becoming this
sort of person, because he has lived carelessly” (1114a 3-4). One notes here
again the reference to character, which as we just saw is up to us for Aris-
totle. One is responsible for irresponsible acts because one is responsible
for the kind of person one is, and has let oneself become someone of bad
character. Ultimately, irresponsible acts all seem to point to an earlier vol-
untary decision. “Similarly, an individual is responsible for being unjust,
because he has cheated, and for being intemperate, because he has passed
his time in drinking and the like: for each type of activity produces the
corresponding sort of person” (1114a 5-8).

Drawing on an interesting distinction between actions and states—
potentially an objection—Aristotle states that actions and states are not
voluntary in the same way. We are in control of our actions, he maintains,
“from the beginning to the end” (1114b 31); whereas in the case of our states,
we are indeed in control of its beginnings but not of its end, for we cannot
predict what the “cumulative effect of particular actions will be” (11152 2-3).
Thus for the case of the state of our body, our health: Surely one does not
get sick by will, nor does one actually recover one’s health willfully. None-
theless, insists Aristotle, the sick person “is sick willingly, by living incon-
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tinently and disobeying the doctors . .. At that time, then, he was free not
to get sick” (1114a 16-17). Once he does get sick, after years of smoking for
instance, he cannot make himself “unsick,” just “as it was up to someone
to throw a stone, since the principle was up to him, though he can no longer
take it back once he has thrown it” (1114a 18-19). The state of our health and
our “bodily vices” are up to us in that sense, and our body is thus also in
some sense “up to us,” subject to our will.

In the end, in Aristotle’s construction of the concept of responsibility,
it has been a matter of securing the domain of what is up to us and volun-
tary, which is “in us.” This domain would constitute the sphere of respon-
sibility as the accountability of the agent, a sense that will prove dominant
in the history of philosophy. However, the reference to what is “up to us,”
as that which is “in us,” remains obscure: What does the “in us” actually
refer to? It is the unsupported cornerstone that supports everything else,
and yet its phenomenological content remains dubious. Was it sufficiently
determined? It will be a matter of establishing it more securely and fully.
One sees in Kant the attempt to elaborate on the notion of agency as the
seat of the voluntary. He will describe it in terms of the capacity to begin
absolutely out of transcendental freedom, i.e., in terms of an absolute spon-
taneity. This will lead to an account of responsibility based upon the sup-
position of the subject, the position of a subjectum. Responsibility will then
be conceived as imputability or accountability of such subject.



TWO

Kant: Responsibility as
Spontaneity of the Subject

Personhood and Responsibility

Kant situates responsibility within the sphere of rational agency, within
the horizon of subjectivity. A certain conception of freedom (as causa sui,
self-determination, and autonomy) makes possible such responsibility, and
Kant’s philosophical reflection on responsibility takes place within the
horizon of the freedom of the subject, further specifying what Aristotle
had metaphorically designated as the “paternity” of the act. Here agency,
the principle of the act, is further determined in terms of freedom and
spontaneity, freedom being defined as “absolute spontaneity,” a capacity
by the subject to begin absolutely a new series of causes. For it is indeed the
subject—the subjectum, the spontaneous I—that is the causal foundation
and absolute beginning (transcendental freedom) here, and which Kant
designates in the Critique of Pure Reason as the locus and basis of respon-
sibility as imputability (Imputabilitit). Responsibility is understood in
terms of the subjectum that lies at the basis of the act.

Kant determines responsibility as imputation, based on the freedom
of the subject, and claims further that responsibility as self-responsibility
defines personhood as such. Ultimately, Kant privileges the notion of per-
sonhood within his interpretation of subjectivity, personhood actually
being defined by responsibility and self-responsibility. The Kantian deter-
mination of the essence of subjectivity is indeed threefold, corresponding
to the three determinations of the I that he retains: There is the I in the
sense of the determining I (the “I think” or transcendental apperception);
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the Iin the sense of the determinable I (the empirical I, the I as object); and
the I in the sense of the moral person (the end in itself). But this threefold
determination of subjectivity in Kant can in turn be divided into two fun-
damental senses: On the one hand, there is the broad formal concept of the
ego in general, in the sense of self-consciousness, whether as transcendental
consciousness (the I-think) or as empirical consciousness (the I-object),
that is, personality taken in the sense of rationality; on the other hand,
there is the strict and proper concept of personality, namely, that of the
moral person who is defined by responsibility.

Kant follows the traditional definition of man as rational animal.
However, the union of animality and rationality does not suffice to fully
define the essence of personality or personhood, through which man is not
only considered as a particular entity among others, but as capable of free-
dom and self-responsibility. Strictly speaking, personality applies to the
subject only as it is recognized as capable of responsibility or imputation,
that s, responsible for itself. The essence of the person is self-responsibility.
The practical subject enjoys a certain preeminence over the theoretical
subject, because unlike the theoretical determination of the I, deemed “im-
possible” by Kant in the Paralogisms, the practical determination of the
subject alone is capable of establishing a positive account of personhood,
as end in itself and self-responsibility. For instance, the person’s being an
“end in itself” (Selbstzweckhaftigkeit), such as it is displayed in the Kantian
theory of the moral person, could be posited as one of the most fundamen-
tal determinations of the human being, as Kant situates the ultimate ends
of man in morality. In fact, the characterization of the subject as moral,
with its distinction between persons and things, is determinative for the
notion of responsibility, or more precisely, of imputation: As person, the
human being is understood as a being who is capable of imputation, as a
being who is responsible for itself.

The Foundation of Responsibility in Transcendental Freedom

Responsibility indeed constitutes for Kant the differentiating feature
between persons and things, the defining characteristic of personhood.
In contrast to things, Kant asserts, a person is a subject that is capable
of imputation. In his Doctrine of Right, Kant explains that a person is “a
subject whose actions can be imputed to him,” whereas a “thing is that
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to which nothing can be imputed.” This capacity to be a subject as
ground of imputation is owed to the faculty of freedom, taken as “tran-
scendental freedom,” which determines the possibility of responsibility
and moral responsibility. In the Critique of Practical Reason, Kant insists
that freedom is the ground for all subsequent responsibility, writing that
“the question of freedom . . . lies at the foundation of all moral laws and
accountability to them,” which means that “without transcendental free-
dom in its proper meaning, which is alone a priori practical, no moral
law and no accountability to it are possible.” Responsibility rests upon
the subjectivity of the free subject. Kant states that an

action is called a deed insofar as it comes under obligatory laws and hence
insofar as the subject, in doing it, is considered in terms of the freedom
of his choice. By such an action the agent is regarded as the author (Urhe-
ber) of its effect (Wirkung), and this, together with the action itself, can
be imputed to him, if one is previously acquainted with the laws by virtue
of which an obligation rests on these.?

As we will see, transcendental freedom is the foundation of responsibility.
One finds in Kant a crucial development on transcendental freedom,
and on the imputation of the acting subject, in the Critique of Pure Reason,
in the Third Antinomy in the Transcendental Dialectic (“Third Conflict of
the Transcendental Ideas”), also known as the “cosmological” antinomy.
The imputability of the subject is indeed both a moral/juridical notion and
a cosmological/metaphysical one, and both aspects involve a fundamental
philosophical interpretation of subjectivity, which is approached here as
transcendental freedom. One cannot stress enough the importance of the
role of transcendental freedom in this account of responsibility, as well as
for the entire critical system, as Kant wrote famously that “The concept of
freedom, in so far as its reality is proved by an apodictic law of practical
reason, is the keystone of the whole architecture of the system of pure
reason and even of speculative reason.”* The discussion of freedom as a
cosmological concept in the Third Antinomy is determinative for Kant’s
thinking on the imputation of the act and on responsibility. As Henry Al-
lison notes, the third antinomy “is not only the locus of the major discus-
sion of the problem of freedom in the Critique of Pure Reason, it is also the
basis for Kant’s subsequent treatments of the topic in his writings on moral
philosophy.™ It is therefore necessary to focus on this passage for an un-
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derstanding of Kant’s philosophy of responsibility and freedom. More
precisely, it provides an account of imputability, which is grounded on the
faculty of freedom. The basis for imputability is the spontaneity of the
agent as subject, that is, a power “which could start to act from itself, with-
out needing to be preceded by any other cause that in turn determines it
to action according to the law of connection.”

Responsibility, taken here as imputation of the subject, is discussed
within the context of an antinomy between freedom and natural deter-
minism. Freedom, in turn, is discussed within a general discussion of
causality” Kant presents this aporetic structure through an opposition
between a thesis and an antithesis. This is the thesis, which provides the
basis for an imputability of the act: “Causality in accordance with laws
of nature is not the only one from which all the appearances of the world
can be derived. It is also necessary to assume another causality through
freedom in order to explain them” (CPR, 484, A 444/B 472). Counter to
this is the antithesis: “There is no freedom, but everything in the world
happens solely in accordance with laws of nature” (CPR, 485, A 445/B
473). The burden of proof is on the possibility of admitting a free causal-
ity, as natural causality is assumed by Kant as a given and not in dispute.
As Henry Allison rightly stresses in Kant’s Theory of Freedom,

Both parties to the Third Antinomy assume the validity within experi-
ence of “causality in accordance with laws of nature,” that is, the mode of
causality affirmed in the Second Analogy. In dispute is whether it is also
necessary, or even permissible, to appeal to another conception of causal-
ity, transcendental freedom, defined as “the power [Vermaogen] of begin-
ning a state spontaneously [von selbst]” (A 533/B 561) in order to account
adequately for any given appearance. (Op. cit., 14)

The question of freedom, of the responsibility that it grounds, is discussed
in the Third Antinomy in the context of a cosmological discussion. It is as
a notion both cosmological and ethical, as I alluded to above, that Kant
approaches the question of imputability. “Cosmological,” because the re-
flection takes place within the context of a discussion on causality in na-
ture; and “ethical,” because of the appearance in this causal network of a
freedom of the human being—another causality, as Kant states—which
will constitute the subject as subject of imputation. Another causality than
that of nature would determine the free subject as a person, as personhood,
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as self-responsibility; a dignity is given to us in the cosmos by virtue of this
free causality, or “causality by freedom.”

There are thus two causalities for Kant, and only two—natural causal-
ity, and causality by freedom—because there are for him two fundamental
categories of beings. On the one hand, there are things, which obey the
universal determinism of nature; and on the other hand, there are persons,
which follow a different kind of causality, a causality through freedom, or
free causality. Kant explains in the Critique of Pure Reason, in “Resolution
of the cosmological idea of the totality of the derivation of occurrences in
the world from their causes™ “In regard of what happens, one can think of
causality in only two ways: either according to nature or from freedom”
(CPR, 532, A 532/B 560). “In only two ways” (we recall that for Aristotle,
things could happen in three ways: through necessity, through fortune or
chance, and through our voluntary action) and only through two causali-
ties: mechanistic causality (in Kant’s sense of a mechanism of nature), and
freedom. For Kant, there are thus only two ways for things to happen: ei-
ther by necessity (they could not have happened any other way), following
the universal laws of nature by which each thing is as it were “pushed” or
determined by a preceding cause; or else from freedom, a kind of sponta-
neity or free surge that does not follow the universal laws of nature (at least,
as we will see, not in causality, although it does follow it in time, following
a distinction Kant makes which I will return to shortly) and is therefore
not “pushed” by some preceding cause that would determine it. Kant pres-
ents it as a sort of originary capacity to begin, absolutely, “from itself,” i.e.,
spontaneously: “By freedom in the cosmological sense, on the contrary [to
the causality of nature], I understand the faculty of beginning a state from
itself (von selbst), the causality of which does not in turn stand under an-
other cause determining it in time in accordance with the law of nature”
(CPR, 533, A 533/B 561). Let us clarify from the outset—both causalities are
operative in the world, in a singular intertwining. Yet they are nonetheless
said to be radically distinct as causalities, in a classic Kantian dualism.®

Our focus will bear mostly on so-called causality by or through free-
dom, as it is the one which is instrumental in Kant’s definition of respon-
sibility. Kant first and provisionally characterizes freedom negatively as a
sort of “lawlessness” (CPR, 485, A 447/B 475), a rebelliousness to universal
determinism, a leaping out of natural causality. Indeed, in one sense (the
negative sense), freedom is independence from the laws of nature, a “libera-
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tion from coercion” or “from the guidance of all rules.” Freedom in this
context is identified with lawlessness. Kant for instance speaks of the “law-
less faculty of freedom” (CPR, 489, A 451/B 479), and he goes so far as to
claim that “transcendental freedom is contrary to the causal law” (CPR,
485, A 445/B 473). Freedom seems to be inimical to rules and laws as nature
is structured according to them, to such an extent that Kant adds pleas-
antly, “if freedom were determined according to laws, it would not be free-
dom, but nothing other than nature” (CPR, 485, A 447/B 475). With tran-
scendental freedom we are, as it were, leaping out of causality, that is to say,
out of nature,’ if not out of the world. Such a faculty of freedom is indeed
“out of this world,” since it cannot appear in the field of appearances as a
spatio-temporal given and is for that very reason termed “transcendental.”
Kant explains that freedom taken in the cosmological sense—that is, as the
faculty of beginning a state from itself—“is a pure transcendental idea,
which, first, contains nothing borrowed from experience, and second, the
object of which cannot be given determinately in any experience” (CPR,
533, A 533/B 561). Such a faculty is noumenal, since it cannot appear in a
spatio-temporal causal network. In the Critique of Practical Reason, Kant
returns to the question of freedom in its relation to natural causality, and
makes a clarification. As established with the phenomenal/noumenal dis-
tinction, and in order to solve the apparent contradiction between freedom
and the mechanism of nature as intertwined in one action, Kant stresses
that the “concept of causality as natural necessity, unlike the concept of
causality as freedom, concerns only the existence of things as far as it is
determinable in time, and consequently as appearances in contrast to their
causality as things-in-themselves” (CPrR, 97-98). However, with respect
to the free agent, we enter another realm than the mechanical causality of
nature, a realm in which the same subject considers his existence not as
subject to time-conditions, but as determinable by laws which he gives
himself through reason. In such an existence, nothing precedes the deter-
mination of his will.

Kant begins by developing the aporias involved in the antithesis, which
claims that there is no freedom and that everything in the world happens
only in accordance with the laws of nature. If we assume that there is only
the causality of nature, then the consequence is that “everything that hap-
pens presupposes a previous state, upon which it follows without exception
according to arule” (CPR, 484, A 444/B 472). Now the same necessity ap-
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plies to that previous state as well, which has also arisen from a previous
state that caused it (“But now the previous state itself must be something
that has happened . . .”). The notion of a universal causality of nature pre-
supposes this temporal antecedence, as “the causality of the cause through
which something happens is always something that has happened, which
according to the law of nature (nach dem Gesetz der Natur) presupposes
once again a previous state and its causality, and this in the same way a still
earlier state, and so on” (CPR, 484, A 444/B 472)."° The aporia of natural
causality as the sole causality begins to appear: There is no way to interrupt
or escape the ineluctability of this infinite regress, so that one could never
reach the beginning of the series, the “first” beginning and cause." Kant
explains: “If, therefore, everything happens according to mere laws of na-
ture, then at every time there is only a subordinate but never a first begin-
ning” (CPR, 484, A 444/B 472). Now, without such a beginning one could
never have arrived at this present state, which of course is an impossibil-
ity—hence, a first aporia. But most importantly, the impossibility of find-
ing a first cause would signify that no completeness of causes can be
reached, which would contradict the principle of sufficient reason, which
precisely demands such a completeness: “But now the law of nature con-
sists just in this, that nothing happens without a cause sufficiently deter-
mined a priori” (CPR, 484, A 446/B 474), and therefore an absolutely first
beginning provided by a first cause. This is why Kant insists that by follow-
ing the mere causality of nature one could never attain a “completeness of
the series on the side of the causes descending one from another” (CPR,
484, A 446/B 474). This aporia signifies the impossibility of the antithesis
(“There is no freedom”), which precisely claimed that there was only one
causality, the causality of nature. Such causality cannot provide the first
beginning that would ensure the completeness of causes and thus satisfy
its own requirement. Kant then concludes that “the proposition that all
causality is possible only in accordance with laws of nature (nach Gesetzen
der Natur), when taken in its unlimited universality, contradicts itself, and
therefore this causality cannot be assumed to be the only one” (CPR, 484, A
446/B 474; my emphasis).

As a consequence, another causality must be admitted, one in which
“something happens without its cause being further determined by an-
other previous cause” (CPR, 484, A 446/B 474). That implicit reference
to the motif of a first cause, and thus of the causa sui, is presented by
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Kant in terms of spontaneity, i.e., that which begins from itself, an “ab-
solute causal spontaneity beginning from itself” that Kant also names
“transcendental freedom,” transcendental insofar as it transcends the
course of nature, even though it alone provides the possibility of a com-
pleteness of the series of appearances on the side of the causes."” An intel-
ligible freedom must be assumed, although “no insight into it is achieved”
(CPR, 486, A 450/B 478) since it is not a part of the phenomenal world."”
It can thus only be assumed, as an outside of the world, and yet this
outside makes the world possible by securing the completeness of causes.
The completeness of the world, and thus its possibility, rests upon this
noumenal, outer-worldly freedom. Such is the enigma presented by
Kant: The completeness of the world lies outside the world, and yet this
outside constitutes the world; it is literally the outside of the world.

Transcendental freedom, Kant explains, is the capacity of a cause to
produce a state spontaneously, or “from itself” (von Selbst) (CPR, 533, A
533/B 561). A transcendentally free cause would be a “first cause,” that is,
without a prior cause. The whole determination of responsibility as im-
putation will revolve around the possibility of such a causa sui. Kant
justifies this claim by appealing to a requirement of reason, going back
to the ancient tradition of the prime mover:

The confirmation of the need of reason to appeal to a first beginning from
freedom in the series of natural causes is clearly and visibly evident from
the fact that (with the exception of the Epicurean school) all the philoso-
phers of Antiquity saw themselves as obliged to assume a first mover for
the explanation of motions in the world, i.e., a freely acting cause, which
began this series of states first and from itself. (CPR, 488, A 450/B 478)

The first instance of a free-acting cause is thus the first mover, which
allows one to conceive of an origin of the world. The origin of the world
cannot be in the world. Yet, as we saw, the world as a totality is only pos-
sible on such a basis. In fact, nature and freedom are for Kant thoroughly
intertwined. Absolute spontaneity is said to begin, “from itself,” “a series
of appearances that runs according to natural laws” (CPR, 484, A 446/B
474), this already indicating that free causality, although independent
from natural causality, is intertwined with it. Just as natural necessity
rests on transcendental freedom, freedom in turn produces effects in the
world. We will return to this intertwining shortly. At this stage, it suffices
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to posit that natural causality does not give us a first cause; the causality
of freedom does, thus satisfying the principle of sufficient reason.

Kant recognizes that so far he has only established the necessity of a
first beginning of a series of appearances from freedom “only to the extent
that this is required to make comprehensible an origin of the world” (CPR,
486, A 448/B 476), which clearly for Kant does not apply to us. However,
he insists, because “the faculty of beginning a series in time entirely on its
own is thereby proved” (while he immediately recognizes, as we alluded to
above, that this proof gives us no insight into it, since such a faculty is
transcendental and never to be observed within a field of appearances),
then “we are permitted,” he continues, “also to allow that in the course of
the world different series may begin on their own .. . and to ascribe to the
substances in those series the faculty of acting from freedom” (CPR, 486,
A 450/B 478). Kant thus allows for an analogy between the transcendent
creator of the world and rational agents operating in the world by virtue of
this capacity to begin absolutely—i.e., to be a spontaneous free cause, cause
of itself or causa sui. Through this analogy with the prime mover, in the
context of a discussion on the aporia of natural causality, Kant proves the
possibility of freedom, which can thus be admitted as operating in the
world. Further, Kant warns us not to be “stopped here by a misunderstand-
ing, namely, that since a successive series in the world can have only a
comparatively first beginning, because a state of the world must always
precede it, perhaps no absolutely first beginning of the series is possible
during the course of the world” (CPR, 488, A 451/B 479). This is only a
misunderstanding, “for here we are talking of an absolute beginning not,
as far as time is concerned, but as far as causality is concerned” (CPR, 488,
A 451/B 479). There is the origin of the world, and there is also an origin in
the world. It will be possible to speak of an absolute beginning in the world,
thanks to this distinction introduced by Kant between beginning in time
and beginning in causality.

Indeed, Kant posits the freedom of the will in terms of the spontaneity
of the act, which itself rests on the notion of causa sui. Now this concept
traditionally only applies to God, and Kant makes explicit reference to the
tradition of the prime mover. However, such a first cause only pertained to
the origin of the world. The issue here is determining how can there be also
an origin in the world—and how can one reconcile such a free spontaneity
with universal determinism, or the causality of nature? How does one
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begin absolutely when every event must presuppose a prior event that
causes it? How can there be an origin within the causal network of nature?
Kant himself recognized the difficulty in admitting a free cause that would
operate within the world, that is, within a chain of causes, for all that has
been established so far is the necessity of a first beginning of a series of
appearances from freedom as it pertained to the origin of the world, while
“one can take all the subsequent states to be a result of mere natural laws”
(CPR, 486, A 448/B 476). This is the antinomy of pure reason, this idea of
a free cause or unconditioned causality constituting for Kant “the real
stumbling block for philosophy” (CPR, 486, A 448/B 476). Kant attempts
to resolve this problem by distinguishing a beginning in time from a begin-
ning in causality, the latter applying to free agency operating in the world.
As (transcendentally) free agents, we can never begin in time, but we can
begin in causality, hence providing a basis for responsibility. Only in the
case of divine creation are beginning in time and beginning in causality
merged. For our own free actions, the beginning is only in causality (as we
are not origins of the world but origins in the world). In the causality of
freedom (the beginning in causality), no antecedent cause determines my
actions, which can in no way “be regarded as simple causal consequences
of the antecedent state of the agent.” In the midst of the world, and within
the world and in the course of time itself, certain events somehow happen as
absolute beginnings, that is, from “a faculty of absolutely beginning a state”
(CPR, 485, A 445/B 473). To the potential objection that no absolute begin-
ning can happen in the world, Kant replies that there can be a compara-
tively first beginning, and thus that there can be an absolute beginning (in
causality) occurring in medias res. Kant is explicit on this point, namely,
that there is an origin of the world, but there are also origins in the world,
writing that “we are permitted also to allow that in the course of the world
different series may begin on their own as far as their causality is con-
cerned” (CPR, 486, A 450/B 478). Even though freedom can only take place
within the causal network of the world, it remains nonetheless absolute
and uncaused; Kant insists that an absolute first beginning of a series is
possible during the course of the world.

Thus, on the one hand, the capacity to begin a new series of causes
from oneself is absolute (though it is an absolute beginning in causality,
not in time), and on the other hand this capacity is still inscribed within
the fabric of the world and its causal laws. We introduce something new
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in the world, out of our own spontaneity,* but what we introduce is
something new in the world, which then gets taken up in natural causal-
ity. Whatever I decide to do out of this spontaneous, transcendental
freedom, still has to take place in the world. The new that I introduce is
absolute (otherwise it would not be “new”), but that absolute happens in
the conditioned world (this is why Kant spoke of a “comparatively first
beginning”). AllI can do is begin a new series of causes, which are them-
selves inscribed in nature. This is why Kant establishes that one must
assume a first uncaused beginning, but along with it, “its natural conse-
quences to infinity,” consequences of the free act which follow purely
natural laws (CPR, 488, A 450/B 478). In a sense, the act is both free or
uncaused and part of natural determinism, according to Kant’s distinc-
tion between a beginning in time (natural determinism) and a beginning
in causality (freedom). To take Kant’s example:

If (for example), I am now entirely free, and get up from my chair without
the necessarily determining influence of natural causes, then in this occur-
rence, along with its natural consequences to infinity, there begins an ab-
solutely new series, even though as far as time is concerned this occurrence
is only the continuation of a previous series. (CPR, 488, A 450/B 478)

With respect to free decision and action, natural causes exercise no de-
termining influence whatsoever. A free action does indeed “follow upon
them” but it “does not follow from” them (die zwar auf jene folgt, aber
daraus nicht erfolgt).

Now, what is significant in such “absolute spontaneity of an action” or
transcendental freedom—which lies in the “intention” or “resolution” (Ent-
schliessung) and the act, Kant specifies—is that it will be determined as
ground for imputability, that is, for the very possibility of responsibility as
accountability of the subject. This power or performativity of transcenden-
tal freedom—as we recall, it was defined by Kant as the power (Vermagen)
of beginning a state spontaneously, or from oneself (von Selbst)—provides
a ground, as a decision to act which is outside of natural causality. In the
“Remark on the Third Antinomy,” Kant clarifies that the originary capac-
ity of initiating a causal series gives itself as the “ground” of what he terms
Imputabilitit, or imputability. It appears here that responsibility as imput-
ability rests upon a ground (a basis, a subjectum), and in fact requires it.
Kant’s account of responsibility, i.e., the imputation of the act, as articu-
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lated in the Third Antinomy, thus relies on an ontology of the subjectum,
for it is because there is a subjectum at the foundation of the act that the
latter can be imputed or ascribed to an agent. A certain conception of the
human agency is here proposed, which consists in understanding it as
subject and subjectum.” The infinite chain of causes stops in a first cause,
allowing for the ultimate ground of the act to appear (as the colloquial
expression has it, “the buck stops here”). The infinite chain of antecedent
impersonal causes gives way to an author-subject who is the first cause of
the act and the ground of imputation. The search for reasons can proceed
infinitely, but the search for the author of the act is finite, and stops when
the “who” of the act is identified, as ground of the act. Responsibility thus
means here the imputation of a free subject. Kant writes:

The transcendental idea of freedom is far from constituting the whole
content of the psychological concept of that name, which is for the most
part empirical, but constitutes only that of the absolute spontaneity of an
action, as the real ground of its imputability (Imputabilitit); but this idea
is nevertheless the real stumbling block for philosophy, which finds insu-
perable difficulties in admitting this kind of unconditioned causality.
(CPR, 486, A 448/B 476)

This absolute freedom, understood as the power to make a first begin-
ning in causality, is then the ground of responsibility, that is, of an agent
as free cause of its actions. Responsibility now means: An act can be
grounded absolutely, and a foundation of the act can be displayed—this
is the freedom of the subject. The spontaneity of freedom constitutes the
intervention of the agent in the world, its introducing new events in the
world, and causing changes within it, changes that can be traced back
to the agent as free cause. Hence, “the absolute spontaneity of an action”
constitutes “the real ground of its imputability.”

Responsibility as Autonomy

This sense of freedom as ground of imputability opens the space of per-
sonhood and autonomy. As we saw, apart from a negative understanding
of freedom as foreign to law and contrary to causality, another, more
positive sense appeared in the notion of self-causation (causa sui). As
Kant stresses, the notion of a freedom that is foreign to causality and
“lawless” is only the negative account of it, one that merely emphasizes
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that freedom is independent from “foreign causes” (FMM, 285). Kant
explains in the beginning of the third section of The Foundations of the
Metaphysics of Morals that the “preceding definition of freedom [as in-
dependence from causes] is negative and therefore affords no insight into
its essence. But a positive concept of freedom flows from it which is so
much the richer and more fruitful” (FMM, 28s5). Understood positively,
freedom is not foreign to law but is indeed another kind of causality. For,
as Kant explains, “freedom is by no means lawless even though it is not
a property of the will according to the laws of nature” (FMM, 285). On
the contrary, it must be thought of as a different kind of causality, a
causality according to immutable laws, if it is the case that the concept
of causality “entails that of laws according to which something (i.e., the
effect) must be established through something else which we call cause”
(FMM, 285). Freedom will be taken as a causality (“Otherwise a free will
would be an absurdity”), and thus it is “by no means lawless,” but it will
be a causality of a peculiar kind (FMM, 28s5). While natural causality
presents a heteronomy of efficient causes, freedom presents an autonomy,
that is, the power of the will to be a law for itself."® In fact, Kant clarified
that as a kind of causality of living beings so far as they are rational,
“freedom would be that property of this causality by which it can be
effective independent of foreign causes determining it” (FMM, 28s).
What is at issue here is the notion of a heteronomy of causes (“foreign
causes”), and not causality as such. Whereas natural necessity is defined
by Kant as “a heteronomy of efficient causes” (FMM, 285), the freedom
of the will is identified with autonomy: “What else, then, can the free-
dom of the will be but autonomy (i.e., the property of the will to be a law
to itself)?” (FMM, 286). The positive sense of freedom will thus be de-
termined as a causality of autonomy. Kant understands this sense as the
act of giving oneself the law that is to be followed, a kind of causality
which is defined by an “ought” and not by the necessity (a “must”) of
nature. Freedom as freedom from causality supposes a freedom as self-
causation and autonomy: As free from all laws of nature, the person is
“obedient only to those laws which he himself gives” (FMM, 278).

If freedom means acting independently from external causes (“heter-
onomy of efficient causes”), my actions cannot be said to be regulated by
some heteronomical principle. Rather, I act freely when I follow my own
principles, as freedom is the “faculty of determining oneself from oneself”
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(CPR, 533, A 534/B 562). Despite the common view that freedom is not
subject to the law, and despite Kant’s own formulations in the Third An-
tinomy according to which freedom seems “contrary to causal law,” in fact
freedom is the act of giving oneself the law that is to be followed. The will
cannot be thought of except as some kind of causality producing effects.
Whereas everything in nature works according to laws, a rational being
has the power to act according to its conception of the law, that is, accord-
ing to principles: “this conception is the will” (FMM, 263). Rational agents
posit an end, more precisely posit themselves as an end, and to that extent
are called persons. Consequently, the agent is free and responsible as an
autonomous being. Kant defines personality as autonomy: It rests upon the
freedom of the will as autonomous, and therefore a person is only subject
to the laws he posits himself. This determines the moral person in terms of
autonomy, autonomy being the cornerstone of such an ethics of freedom.
This ethics is revealed in the feeling of respect.
Kant writes in Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals:

Beings whose existence does not depend on our will but on nature, if they
are not rational beings, have only relative worth as means, and are there-
fore called “things”; rational beings, on the other hand, are designated
“persons” because their nature indicates that they are ends in themselves
(i.e., things which may not be used merely as means). Such a being is thus
an object of respect. (FMM, 273)

Respect thus reveals the dignity of the person, through which man gives
himself to himself. Self-worth grounds a morality of autonomy, and au-
tonomy becomes the ground for the dignity of the person. “A thing has no
worth other than that determined for it by the law. The lawgiving which
determines all worth must therefore have a dignity,” that is, an uncondi-
tional worth. For such a being, “only the word ‘respect’ is suitable” (FMM,
278). This dignity lies in the fact that man never exists merely as a means,
butalso asan end (that is, as an absolute value), precisely to the extent that,
in the feeling of respect, he gives himself to himself and belongs to himself
as responsibility for himself. The moral person exists as its own end; it is
itselfan end. Respect reveals that the person exists for the sake of itself, that
it is an end for itself, and that the self exists for the sake of itself.” What is
categorically imperative is no longer a divine command, for that would still
be heteronomical; rather, autonomy is the basis for dignity and respect, and
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moral worth. Self-worth is the fundamental content of morality. This is
why Kant stresses that autonomy is the “basis of the dignity of both human
nature and every rational nature” (FMM, 278).

The famous fundamental principle of morality states: “Act so that
you use humanity in your own person as well as in the person of every-
one else never merely as a means but always at the same time as an end.”
As a result, Kant places the principle of morality in the autonomy of the
subject, stressing that in pure morality man is not bound to external
laws, but is subject only to his own. “The moral principle I will call the
principle of autonomy of the will in contrast to all other principles which
I accordingly count under heteronomy” (FMM, 276). As he articulated
in the Critique of Pure Reason, the rational being has two points of view
from which it can regard itself: First, as belonging to the world of sense,
and thus being subject to laws of nature (heteronomy); and second, as
belonging to the intelligible world, under laws which are independent
from nature and are based in reason alone. As belonging to the intelli-
gible world, man can never conceive the causality of his own will except
as free and as independent from the causes of the sensible world. Thus
the concept of freedom is indistinguishable from that of autonomy.

A law that proceeds from a self-legislating rational will—and not from
aheteronomical principle—obligates us only through respect. Since it is the
rational will that is the author of this law, it is, in a deeper sense, the rational
will that is the object of respect. Rational nature can be seen not only to be
an end in itself (i.e., to have fundamental objective worth), but to have dig-
nity (i.e., to have absolute or incomparable worth). Respect here is respect
for the moral law. Kant describes this law as first being negative in its effect,
for it tears one away from one’s inclinations, tendencies, and “sensible feel-
ings.” It “humiliates” our self-conceit, “repulses” feelings, and thus has a
negative effect on them. However, just as in Spinoza, an emotion can only
be overcome by another emotion, and the repulsed sensible feelings will give
way to a positive feeling, that of respect. The feeling of respect, arising against
the background of the humiliation of the sensible, is therefore not itself
sensible; it is a priori, intellectual. Kant writes: “And as striking down, i.e.,
humiliating, self-conceit, [the law] is an object of the greatest respect and
thus the ground of a positive feeling which is not of empirical origin.”®

Respect for the law should also reveal the self which feels respect for
itself in its Being, and in an essential way. In the feeling of respect, the self
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is immediately revealed to itself, not in an empirical mode, but in a non-
sensible, a priori way. Reason freely gives itself over to the moral law; it
produces, as it were, the feeling of respect for the law: Respect for the law
is the active ego’s respect for itself as the self which is responsible. To the
extent that it is both a priori and self-produced, the feeling of respect is a
self-affection, and respect, as submission before the law, is a self~submis-
sion. By submitting to the law, I in fact submit to myself, and thereby am
revealed to myself as freedom, self-determination, and self-responsibility.
In subjecting myself to the law, I subject myself to myself as pure reason,
that is, in this subjection to myself I raise myself to myself as a free, self-
determining being. Respect reveals the self as responsibility, to itself and
for itself. Respect thus manifests an essential characteristic of the person:
In responsibility for itself, the person is appropriated to itself in its own
proper self; respect engages the responsibility of a self that in each case I
have to be. In respect, I raise myself “up” to myself, I “own up” to myself, I
answer for myself by taking the responsibility myself. This concept of self-
responsibility will become the very meaning of enlightenment for Kant, as
he proclaimed in the essay “What is Enlightenment?”

The Ideal of Self-Responsibility

One knows that famous passage from Foundations of the Metaphysics of
Morals in which Kant writes:

Here we see philosophy brought to what is, in fact, a precarious position,
which should be made fast even though it is supported by nothing in ei-
ther heaven or earth. Here philosophy must show its purity, as the abso-
lute sustainer of its laws, and not the herald of those which an implanted
sense or who knows what tutelary nature whispers to it.

This passage is (as it were) echoed by Nietzsche, who writes in Twilight of
the Idols: “For what is freedom? Having the will to be responsible to one-
self.””” Responsibility becomes identified with an ideal of self-responsibility
as autonomy. For Kant, the principle of autonomy requires that reason
“must regard itself as the author of its principles, independent of alien in-
fluences” (FMM, 287). Autonomous self-responsibility is thus opposed to
heteronomous determinations. To that extent, and in contrast to the “cau-
sality of all irrational beings” that are determined by the influence of for-
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eign causes, we are defined in terms of responsibility, that is, autonomous
self-responsibility. In his 1784 essay “What is Enlightenment?”? (the full
title reads, “Beantwortung der Frage: Was ist Aufklarung?”), answering
the question posed by the Reverend Johann Friedrich Zéllner (an official
in the Prussian government) and published in the Berlinische Monatss-
chrift (Berlin Monthly), Kant famously defines enlightenment as a way out
of immaturity and dependency—that is, out of a state of irresponsibility—
and as a call to (self-)responsibility. As Michel Foucault has noted, the way
Kant poses the question of Aufklirung is entirely different from other ac-
counts of an historical era, in that it is first characterized negatively:
Aufklirung “is neither a world era to which one belongs, nor an event
whose signs are perceived, nor the dawning of an accomplishment. Kant
defines Aufkldrung in an almost entirely negative way, as an Ausgang, an
‘exit,’ a ‘way out.”? That exit is from irresponsibility, and enlightenment is
thus the process that releases us from such irresponsibility. Indeed, in the
openinglines, Kant declares that “Enlightenment is man’s release from his
self-incurred tutelage (Unmiindigkeit).” Here Unmiindigkeit designates im-
maturity and dependence, and “not being of age.” What tutelage? What
immaturity? What irresponsibility? Kant defines it as “man’s inability to
make use of his understanding without direction from another” (E, 462; my
emphasis). Irresponsibility is thus the state of being determined in one’s
judgment by another, that is, heteronomy. Significantly, Kant claims that
this dependence on others, this being ruled by others, is self-imposed (as
Kant speaks of a “self-incurred” tutelage), as if humans were ultimately
responsible for their own irresponsibility and immaturity.” This indicates
that responsibility represents for Kant the essential nature and vocation of
man, and that such a responsibility will be conceived outside of and against
the intervention of the other. There lies the subjectivist enclosure of the
concept of responsibility, and the privileging of a self-responsibility which
is conquered against the presence of otherness in selthood. Responsibility
would then be the autonomous practice of one’s reason without the direc-
tion of others, that is, the very overcoming of heteronomy.

Further, Kant stresses that in this situation of irresponsibility, the
issue is not a lack of understanding but of courage, namely, the courage
to use one’s judgment on one’s own. As Foucault makes clear, “Enlight-
enment is defined by a modification of the preexisting relation linking
will, authority, and the use of reason.”* To that extent, responsibility as
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the autonomous practice of one’s own reason is not a matter of knowl-
edge but of the courage to use it autonomously. Responsibility as autono-
mous practice thus proves to be a matter of power, as Nietzsche would
recognize when he wrote, “Independence is for the very few; it is a privi-
lege of the strong” (BGE, 41). Responsibility is the power to act autono-
mously and affirm one’s independence. “Self-incurred is this tutelage
when its cause lies not in lack of reason but in lack of resolution and
courage to use it without direction from another. Sapere Aude! ‘Have
courage to use your own reason!’—that is the motto of enlightenment”
(E, 462). One notes here how responsibility is associated with the themat-
ics of power and self-legislation, and how such power arises out of a
rupture with any heteronomical principle, that is, a rupture with the reli-
ance on the other. Responsibility represents the position of the power of
the autonomous self, the auto-positioning of a sovereign subjectivity. For
its part, irresponsibility (immaturity) is thereby defined as a (self-in-
curred) fleeing in the face of this self-determination. By calling human
beings back to their responsibility, i.e., the courage to think and act on
their own, Kant also articulates a call to autonomy, responsibility now
being defined strictly as autonomy. In turn, the human being in its proper
personality is approached in terms of freedom and self-responsibility.
The whole argument, in a sort of self-fulfilling or self-positing circle
(recalling the self-position of power that we noted in Aristotle’s account of
responsible decision), develops on the assumption of a primacy of respon-
sibility as self-positing of the self, with irresponsibility described as a deriva-
tive mode of it. As we just saw, the state of immaturity is for Kant a self-
induced situation, for, as he notes, humans beings remain in such an
irresponsible state “after nature has long since discharged them from ex-
ternal direction (naturaliter maiorennes)” (E, 462). They do so, we are told,
out of “laziness and cowardice”—out of a weak will, we might add. They
remain “under lifelong tutelage,” thus inviting guardians to step in and take
over their subjectivity; this abdication is what explains “why it is so easy for
others to set themselves up as their guardians” (E, 462). Not being respon-
sible is easy (“It is so easy not to be of age”), while being responsible is hard
(“the step to competence” is “arduous”).** One is thus not simply immature
and irresponsible, one yields to the easy way, one wants to be irresponsible,
one makes oneselfirresponsible. The paradox of this situation is patent: One
is responsible for not being responsible. The only account for the very pos-
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sibility of this paradox is that there is no radical, irreducible irresponsibility,
but only instead a responsibility that attempts (and by definition fails) to
escape itself. Irresponsibility arises out of a certain yielding of responsibil-
ity, which Kant designates by the terms “laziness” and “cowardice™ “Lazi-
ness and cowardice are the reasons why so great a portion of man-
kind. .. nevertheless remains under lifelong tutelage” (E, 462).

The weight that one must carry (responsibility) and that is so tempting
to avoid and flee from is thus the weight of oneself (hence the task of au-
tonomy and self-responsibility). That weight must be borne by oneself
without having another relieving us of it. I must not rely on the other, I
must rely solely on myself. Kant hereby takes issue with the following of
heteronomical principles, the reliance on external authorities—be that the
authority of knowledge, of religion, or of technical and scientific expertise.
“If T have a book which understands for me, a pastor who has a conscience
for me, a physician who decides my diet, and so forth, I need not trouble
myself. I need not think, if I can only pay—others will readily undertake
the irksome work for me” (E, 462). One can associate this passage with the
very thrust of Kant’s critical project, and it is clear that the project of a
critique of pure reason supposes a seizing by reason itself of its own powers,
and thus supposes the space of autonomy. These three examples, according
to Michel Foucault, mirror Kant’s three critiques:

Kant gives three examples: we are in a state of ‘immaturity’ when a book
takes the place of our understanding, when a spiritual director takes the
place of our conscience, when a doctor decides for us what our diet is to
be. (Let us note in passing that the register of these three critiques is easy
to recognize, even though the text does not make it explicit).”

The move to self-responsibility is not only difficult, it is also inherently
subversive: It is not by accident that those rulers who seek power over oth-
ers always seek before anything else to infantilize those they rule. “That the
step to competence is held to be very dangerous by the far greater portion
of humanity ... —quite apart from its being arduous—is seen by those
guardians who have so kindly assumed superintendence over them” (E,
462). The ruled are made to feel infantile, to believe themselves to be in
need of protection. Fear is used in order to discourage people to become
responsible, and the guardians “show them the danger which threatens if
they try to go alone” (one can think here of how certain political adminis-
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trations have used and manipulated public trauma and fear in order to
establish control). People are made to feel incapable of being on their own.
However, as Kant stresses, “this danger is not so great, for by falling a few
times they would finally learn to walk alone” (E, 462).

One’s irresponsibility and immaturity is thus chosen, although, as
Kant notes, it then becomes second nature: “For any single individual
man to work himself out of the life under tutelage which has become
almost his nature is very difficult.” In fact, one could say that one chooses
such a nature. Irresponsibility is the choice, through freedom, to become
irresponsible (or rather, remain immature) by nature; this is an impos-
sible wish, but that is the content of irresponsibility for Kant. One wants
to stay in this immature state, as one “has come to be fond of this state”
(E, 462). It is a matter, in re-seizing one’s responsibility, of reengaging
the risk of a free existence by abandoning the false security of nature, of
rules and formulas—“mechanical tools of the rational employment, or
rather misemployment,” to which Kant opposes “the dignity of men”
who are “now more than machines” (E, 467). This re-appropriation of
one’s freedom can take place, Kant clarifies, “slowly,” as a matter of edu-
cation and experience, and he warns against a revolutionary spirit that
may overthrow autocratic despotism but could never amount to “a true
reform in ways of thinking. Rather, new prejudices will serve as old ones
to harness the great unthinking mass” (E, 463).

The most powerful element, the most revolutionary and emancipa-
tory, is in the end nothing but freedom itself. As Kant states: “For this en-
lightenment, however, nothing is required but freedom” (E, 463). What
freedom? The freedom to use one’s mind, and to do so publicly; the free-
dom “to make public use of one’s reason at every point” (E, 463). There are
of course many examples of restrictions on such freedom and Kant gives
alist: “But T hear on all sides, ‘Do not argue!’ The officer says, ‘Do not argue,
but drill” The tax-collector: ‘Do not argue, but pay!” The cleric: ‘Do not
argue, but believe!”” A more pernicious way of negating freedom is to allow
for speaking one’s mind, to allow for so-called “freedom of conscience” as
long as it is not followed by any effect, as long as it can be ignored (“Argue
as much as you will and about what you will, but obey!”). After the events
of September 11, 2001, when there were expressions of disagreement with
policies of the Bush administration, oftentimes one would hear the presi-
dent say: “Those people have a right to speak, this is democracy—they can
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say what they want.” Yet in fact, what was said was: “Speak all you want,
your opinions will be allowed but ignored—allowed as ignored!” This is
why what matters is that this using of one’s reason be truly performative,
i.e,, be practical. It must, in other words, be not only a private matter, buta
public expression involving others, the whole community: “Everywhere
there is restriction on freedom. But what sort of restriction is an obstacle
to enlightenment, and what sort is not an obstacle but a promoter of it? I
answer: The public use of one’s reason must always be free, and it alone can
bring about enlightenment among men.”

It is at this juncture that Kant introduces the crucial distinction be-
tween the private and public uses of reason. “By the public use of one’s
reason I understand the use which a person makes of it as a scholar before
the reading public. Private use I call that which one may make of it in a
particular civic post or office which entrusted to him” (E, 463). Reason
must be free in its public use (as a member of the whole community or the
society of world-citizens), and can tolerate restrictions in its private use,
i.e., within a role in society in a professional setting. Kant privileges the
public use of reason, speaking out “before the public for judgment” (E,
464): One uses one’s reason without subjecting oneself to any authority.
Such is the sense of autonomy. Clearly, in some technical capacities one
must not argue, but obey. In the private use of reason, one must obey be-
cause one is playing a specific role in society. Yet, as a member of the rea-
sonable community, as a citizen, as “a scholar,” as Kant puts it, one can
indeed argue. “While it would be ruinous for an officer in service to quibble
about the suitability of a command given to him by his superior, he must
obey; but the right to make remarks on errors in the military service and
to lay them before the public for judgment cannot equitably be refused him
as a scholar” (E, 464). One must pay one’s taxes, but as a scholar one can
publicly express one’s doubts regarding the justice of these taxes. A preach-
er’s use of reason for the sake of his congregation “is merely private,” for
Kant, “because this congregation is only a domestic one.” As a priest one
is not free, but as a scholar the same cleric “has complete freedom” and
“enjoys unlimited freedom to use his own reason and to speak in his own
person” (E, 464).

Any attempt to preclude the future enlightenment of the human race
through submission to religious authority is condemned by Kant as impos-
sible. That would be, he adds, a “crime against human nature,” as freedom,
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autonomy, and thus responsibility are humanity’s essential vocation and
destiny. Humanity’s vocation is to be responsible for itself, a self-responsi-
bility that lies in autonomy. This is why Kant adds that the “touchstone of
everything that can be concluded as a law for a people lies in the question
whether the people could have imposed such a law on itself” (E, 465). The
monarch cannot impose his law on the people in a despotic way, for “his
lawgiving authority rests on his uniting the general public will in his own.”
Such a vocation is in progress for Kant, which explains why he clarifies that
we do notlive in an enlightened age, but rather in an age of enlightenment.
“If we are asked, ‘Do we now live in an enlightened age?’ the answer is, ‘No,
but we do live in an age of enlightenment” (E, 465). Man’s self-responsibility
is the task and regulative idea of our age. “As things now stand, much is
lacking which prevents men from being, or easily becoming, capable of
using their own reason in religious matters correctly, with assurance and
free from outside direction” (E, 465-466), yet the way is opened for men to
remove the obstacles to enlightenment. The spirit of freedom must expand,
so that self-responsibility as self-determination and self-legislation be-
comes the future of humanity.

The Kantian philosophy of responsibility thus rests on a philosophy of
freedom as transcendental faculty of the subject, on the notion of the au-
tonomy of the person, and on the self-responsibility of man. I am respon-
sible for what I have done myself, as a rational free agent, and I am respon-
sible as autonomous being. Furthermore, the call to responsibility as
self-responsibility engages the human to take over its own destiny; it is a
self-empowering act. Kant thus also reveals the historicity of responsibility,
by making of self-responsibility a task of humanity. However, precisely as
self-grounding, autonomy will prove itself ungrounded, and the more it
seeks to posit itself on its own, the deeper the abyss will open beneath it.
Autonomy, as self-grounding, deconstructs itself and opens onto its own
groundlessness. Such groundlessness will be exposed—indeed, explored—
in Nietzsche’s historical genealogy of accountability, with radical conse-
quences for the concept of responsibility.



THREE

Nietzsche’s Deconstruction of
Accountability

One has thereby attained to the knowledge that the history of moral
sensations is the history of an error, the error of accountability, which
rests on the error of freedom of will.

HUMAN, ALL TOO HUMAN

The Fiction of Responsibility
RESPONSIBILITY AS HISTORY

One of the most decisive features of Nietzsche’s critique of the Western
tradition is his claim that its inherited concepts are essentially constructs
(“fictions” or “lies”), as opposed to accurate grasps of an objective essence.
There will thus not be a “natural” or “objective” concept of responsibility.
We already noted, in particular with respect to Aristotle, the performative
character of the traditional account of responsibility, and how the pre-
dominant sense of responsibility was constituted as a sphere of control over
events. Aristotle secured such a sphere through his careful and strict dis-
tinguishing of the voluntary from the involuntary and by emphasizing the
voluntary in one’s actions. With respect to Kant, we saw how a problematic
notion of transcendental freedom—a freedom that is not of this world—
was made the foundation of responsibility understood as the imputability
of a subject, and further characterized as autonomous self-responsibility,
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that is, within the egological horizon that is reductive of alterity (under the
rubric of “heteronomy”).

Nietzsche exposes such features further by stressing how the tradi-
tional concept of responsibility rests on the constructs—indeed the fic-
tions—of agency, causality, free will, intentionality, and subjectivity.
Hence Nietzsche’s destructive genealogy of those concepts, of those
idols, which for him means as much the exposure of their fictive nature
as an attack on the values they subtend and carry. This is indeed the goal
of Nietzsche’s genealogy of responsibility, namely, to return to the origins
of its (pathological) formations in order to determine how its concept
has been constructed, for what purpose and with what motives. In such
a genealogical—literally de-constructive—return to the history of re-
sponsibility, another path is opened, another fate and another future of
our being-responsible. The Nietzschean genealogical destruction of the
concept of responsibility, far from leading to a nihilism of values, in fact
opens new possibilities, which come to be explored in various ways in
contemporary continental thought.

It is important to stress at the outset that Nietzsche’s genealogy of the
tradition is not, as is at times claimed, a nihilistic attack on morality. This
claim is based on the flawed notion that is similar to what Merleau-Ponty
remarked, “From the simple fact that I make of morality a problem, you
conclude that I deny it.” Interestingly, Nietzsche had already objected to
such areading,”and clarified that it was a matter for him of reengaging our
tradition and its concepts, an attempt at reevaluating its values, that is,
reevaluate the value of its values: It is a matter of questioning the value of
moral values. It is thus crucial to distinguish here between a positive ex-
amination of the value and origins of morality (Nietzsche’s genealogy) and
a unilateral attack on morality. Nietzsche himself stressed the positive di-
mension of his enterprise, for instance in §345 of The Gay Science (book 5).
The title of the section reads, “Morality as a problem,” which already sug-
gests quite plainly that it is a matter of problematizing morality and its
value, that s, of questioning it, as opposed to taking it for granted and leav-
ing it unquestioned. Nietzsche explains:

Even if a morality has grown out of an error, the realization of this fact
would not as much as touch the problem of its value. Thus nobody up to
now has examined the value of that most famous of all medicines which
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is called morality; and the first step would be—for once to question it.
Well then, precisely this is our task.’

This task is all the more necessary given that, as Nietzsche notes, such a
questioning approach—asking about the meaning and values of moral-
ity—is cruelly lacking. In Beyond Good and Evil, he takes issue with the
so-called “science of morals” in which there is always something lacking,
“strange as it may sound: the problem of morality itself; what was lacking
was any suspicion that there was something problematic there” (BGE,
98). As he insists in The Gay Science, “It is evident that up to now moral-
ity was no problem at all,” or “I see nobody who ventured a critique of
moral valuations” (GS, 284).

What does Nietzsche mean by making morality into a problem?
What does he mean by “critique”? Not a negative enterprise, as critique
for Nietzsche is not an attack against morality but rather an inquiry into
the history of the origins of morality; it is a matter of attempting to ex-
plore “the history of the origins of these [moral] feelings and valuations,”
which is neither a merely historical account nor a merely negative cri-
tique. In a parentheses, Nietzsche clarifies that this ‘history of origins’
is “something quite different from a critique,” as well as being different
from a simple history of ethical systems. In The Will to Power, in a sec-
tion titled “Critique of Morality,” we read: “The inquiry into the origin
of our evaluations and tables of the good is absolutely no way identical
with a critique of them, as is often believed.” Further, Nietzsche clarifies
that such an inquiry seeks instead to evaluate the value of morality, that
is to say, for life. “What are our evaluations and moral tables worth?
What is the outcome of their rule? For whom? In relation to what?—
Answer: for life.”* A “for life” that quickly becomes a “from life,” from
the perspective of life. One should stress here that when Nietzsche speaks
of values, as he puts it, we speak “under inspiration,” under the perspec-
tive of life, which compels us to posit values. In such a return to the ori-
gins of morality in life, Nietzsche seeks to reconstitute what in the second
essay of the Genealogy of Morals he calls the “history of the origins of
responsibility” (Geschichte der Herkunft der Verantworlichkeit),” in an
expression we have chosen as the guiding thread for this work. Here as
elsewhere, de-constructive genealogy will be synonymous with the
opening of new possibilities—of a future.
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THE CRITIQUE OF CONCEPTUALITY

Taken negatively, Nietzsche’s genealogy represents a radical challenge to
the values of the tradition of responsible agency, and in particular its
supporting concepts (free will, causality, intention, agency, autonomy,
and subjectivity). Before we engage in such deconstruction, it is crucial
to recall Nietzsche’s understanding of what a concept is, for his critique
of responsibility is before anything else a critique of the conceptuality of
responsibility—of responsibility as a concept—and even a critique of
conceptuality as such.

As we alluded to above, a concept for Nietzsche is never the objective
grasp of some essence, of some transcendent given or fact, but rather an
all-too-human invention, a creation of our mind that is then accepted
by convention. A concept has, by definition, no objective validity, no
“truth-claim.” In a sense, a concept is from the outset, as a concept,
something “false”—what Nietzsche would call a “lie.” Concepts are ar-
bitrary conventions or inventions, and not objectively true forms. As
David Allison explains, “Words, terms, meanings, propositions, and
concepts, for Nietzsche, are generalized constructs of human inven-
tion—they merely serve as momentarily agreed-upon fabrications, as the
conventional fictions of a given culture and its language.” This recogni-
tion cannot but cast a doubt on our traditional beliefs in our concepts
(in their objectivity) and consequently the concept of responsibility, as
a concept, also falls under suspicion. The reliance upon the traditional
concept of responsibility and its senses, the reliance on its objectivity
and truth, finds itself shaken: The concept of responsibility, heretofore
taken as fact, is beginning to appear as a belief, as a construct. There is
no objectivity of concepts, but we believe that concepts are objective, i.e.,
representations of reality. For Nietzsche, this is the whole matter: There
is no objectivity of concepts, but a belief in the objectivity of concepts,
the belief in reason and its categories, the belief that a concept uncondi-
tionally would designate the essence of things. In book 1, $11 of Human,
All Too Human, Nietzsche thus explains that “man has for long ages
believed in the concept and names of things as in aeternae veritates,”
and man “really thought that in language he possessed knowledge of the
world.”” Of course, as he adds, only much later did it dawn on humans
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that “in their belief in language they have propagated a tremendous
error,” and that we do not possess categories that would give access to a
world in itself. This passage indicates the intimate relation between the
formations of concepts and the constitutive role of language in such
formation. It is thus important to dwell on the question of language as
it affects the constitution of the concept of responsibility.

In the 1873 essay, “On Truth and Lie in an Extramoral Sense,” Nietzsche
engages the question of knowledge and, in particular, that of conceptuality.
Nietzsche begins the essay by re-inscribing knowledge in its factical, even
accidental, situation and concrete history, as opposed to giving it a tran-
scendent origin. “Once upon a time,” he writes, “in some out of the way
corner of that universe which is dispersed into numberless twinkling solar
systems, there was a star upon which clever beasts invented knowing.”
What Nietzsche seeks to stress in this passage is the accidental nature of the
phenomenon of knowledge (human invention), its completely unnecessary
(contingent) character, since one “might invent such a fable, and yet he still
would not have adequately illustrated how miserable, how shadowy and
transient, how aimless and arbitrary the human intellect looks within na-
ture” (TL, 79). In these beginning paragraphs, Nietzsche emphasizes how
knowledge is an invention, a construction. “As a genius of construction man
raises himself far above the bee in the following way: whereas the bee builds
with wax that he gathers from nature, man builds with the far more delicate
conceptual material which he first has to manufacture from himself” (TL,
85). Man, the “genius of construction,” the inventor, creates a form that is
ultimately a form of himself. Knowledge is thus an anthropomorphic con-
struction deprived of any objectivity, an anthropomorphization of the real.
This is why Nietzsche continues by stressing that such a creation “is a thor-
oughly anthropomorphic truth which contains not a single point which
would be ‘true initself’ or really and universally valid apart from man” (TL,
85). Knowledge is not the conceptual grasp of reality, but an anthropomor-
phizing of reality, for the sake of power and appropriation of the real by
man: “At bottom, what the investigator of such truths is seeking is only the
metamorphosis of the world into man. He strives to understand the world
as something analogous to man, and at best he achieves by his struggles the
feeling of assimilation” (TL, 85-86). This notion of knowledge as assimila-
tion or “making something familiar,” making the world something more
familiar fo us, is also developed in §355 of The Gay Science, where knowledge
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is removed from a problematics of objectivity and truth, and brought closer
to appropriation (power) and subjectivity or anthropomorphism (GS, 300);
and in $112 of the same work, Nietzsche qualifies science as an “attempt to
humanize things” (Anmenschlichung der Dinge) (GS, 172-173). The phe-
nomenon of knowledge, far from giving access to an objective transcendent
world, is entirely dependent on human hermeneutical constructions and is
radically contingent, given the temporary and fleeting character of human
existence. Knowledge is but a product of that existence and cannot outlast
it;’ as immanent to human life and creativity, knowledge did not exist be-
fore it and will not survive it. “There were eternities during which it did not
exist. And when it is all over with the human intellect, nothing will have
happened. For this intellect has no additional mission which would lead it
beyond human life” (TL, 79). Knowledge is thus a phenomenon entirely
immanent to life. In turn, life is for Nietzsche the ultimate phenomenon, a
radically subjective experience that is not anchored in some problematic
“objective” realm. This is why the intellect is not concerned with an objec-
tive realm, but fulfills a need that arises out of life itself. It can also be used
as a tool of deception for the sake of the preservation of the individual or,
out of boredom and from the need to exist socially (“herd-fashion”), used
as a kind of peace-treaty with others in the guise of a drive to truth. The
name “truth” is the designation of such conventional agreement deposited
in language. “That which shall count as ‘truth’ from now on is established.
That is to say, a uniformly valid and binding designation is invented for
things, and the legislation of language likewise established the first laws of
truth” (TL, 81).

THE LINGUISTIC BASIS OF THOUGHT

Knowledge, concepts, truth itself, are here referred back to language, con-
ceived of as a sort of symbolic activity performed for the sake of life’s needs.
What matters in truth is precisely not disinterested knowledge, but what it
can provide for life. “Itis in a similarly restricted sense that man now wants
nothing but truth: he desires the pleasant, life-preserving consequences of
truth. He is indifferent toward pure knowledge which has no consequences”
(TL, 81). We are twice removed from objectivity: First as life, which as lived
is radically subjective; and second as language, which Nietzsche under-
stands as the material basis of thought, and as far from any referentiality
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to some objective external reality. The link between language and a cor-
responding objective reality finds itself severed, as it immediately appears
in Nietzsche’s questions: “And besides, what about these linguistic conven-
tions themselves? Are they perhaps products of knowledge, that is, of the
sense of truth? Are designations congruent with things? Is language the
adequate expression of all realities?” (TL, 81). Clearly, for Nietzsche, the
answers to such questions must be negative. Conceptuality will prove to
be a linguistic phenomenon, and language a material, physiological pro-
duction, as Nietzsche clearly states: “What is a word? It is the copy in sound
of a nerve stimulus” (TL, 81). Language is resolutely rooted in physiology,
and this materiality of the word, of sense, simply cannot be referred to an
outside reality that would function as its metaphysical substrate. Nietzsche
makes clear that “the further inference from the nerve stimulus to a cause
outside us is already the result of a false and unjustifiable application of the
principle of sufficient reason” (TL, 81). The origin of language is thus not
an ideal sphere of intelligibility, but a material production, a radically sub-
jective phenomenon. “Truth” and “objectivity” can no longer serve as prin-
ciples regulating our linguistic productions, our production of sense: “If
truth alone had been the deciding factor in the genesis of language, and if
the standpoint of certainty had been decisive for designations, then how
could we still dare to say ‘the stone is hard,” as if ‘hard” were something
otherwise familiar to us, and not merely a totally subjective stimulation!”
(TL, 81-82).

Indeed, for Nietzsche, a word is the copy or image in sound of a
nerve stimulus. In this one statement he has affirmed both the material
basis of language (nerve stimulus) and the metaphoricity of sense (copy
or image). This metaphoricity of sense is as it were unhinged, for sense
is no longer anchored in any proper, literal, ideal meaning. The refer-
entiality or transference inherent in metaphor (this word for another)
is not one connecting a word with a reality, but one binding heteroge-
neous and always subjective realms. “To begin with, a nerve stimulus
is transferred into an image: first metaphor. The image, in turn, is imi-
tated in a sound: second metaphor. And each time there is a complete
overleaping of one sphere, right into the middle of an entirely new and
different one” (TL, 82). Between these spheres, there is no relation of
causality, nor even one of expression; it is rather a relation of artistic
invention and metaphorical production:
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For between two absolutely different spheres, as between subject and ob-
ject, there is no causality, no correctness, and no expression; there is, at
most, an aesthetic relation: I mean, a suggestive transference, a stammer-
ing translation into a completely foreign tongue—for which there is re-
quired, in any case, a freely inventive intermediate sphere and mediating
force. (TL, 86)

What is also important to note here is the radical absence of any neces-
sity (whether natural or otherwise) in this transference. Nietzsche is very
clear on this point, and goes as far as to state that “even the relationship
of a nerve stimulus to the generated image is not a necessary one” (TL,
87). Echoing Hume on this issue, Nietzsche understands any idea of
necessity to be the result of repetition and habit:

But when the same image has been generated millions of times and has
been handed down for many generations and finally appears on the same
occasion every time for all mankind, then it acquires at last the same
meaning for men it would have if it were the sole necessary image and if
the relationship of the original nerve stimulus to the generated image
were a strictly causal one. (TL, 87)

Both the material basis of language as well as the metaphoricity of sense
collapse the possibility of an ideal objective sense for, on the one hand,
language only refers here to physiology, and on the other hand, its process
of signification takes place in an arbitrary (metaphorical) transference
from a nerve stimulus to a word. This is why Nietzsche is able to state that
to infer from the nerve stimulus a cause outside of us is a prejudice of rea-
son, of the principle of sufficient reason: Only such a prejudice would de-
mand such aleap. Staying faithful to the genesis of language reveals instead
the absence of objective sense as correlate of language. Hence the entirely
conventional nature of language and conceptuality: No natural connection
whatsoever with sense is here allowed. This will account for the fact that
there cannot be a “natural” concept of responsibility.

Nietzsche emphasizes further this radical arbitrariness of language.
For instance, relying on the gendered nature of the German language, he
notes: “We separate things according to gender, designating the tree as
masculine and the plant as feminine. What arbitrary assignments!” (TL,
82). Any cognitive distinction rests on such arbitrary decisions. The very
plurality of languages is an argument for the non-naturalness of language,
its independence from any reality or some “thing in itself™ “The various
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languages placed side by side show that with words it is never a question of
truth, never a question of adequate expression; otherwise, there would not
be so many languages” (TL, 82). Arbitrary designations are mistakenly
taken to be the exact descriptions of the things themselves. However, when
one returns to the material genesis of language and sense, one can no lon-
ger invoke such thing in itself. “The ‘thing in itself” (which is precisely what
the pure truth, apart from any of its consequences, would be) is likewise
something quite incomprehensible to the creator of language and some-
thing not in the least worth striving for,” concludes Nietzsche (TL, 82).

Language, then, is a metaphorical activity, a copy of a copy, without
proper meaning—and so is thinking The way we think is a metaphorical
activity. The very process of thought, indeed conceptual thinking, is
structured metaphorically. If one thinks of the mechanisms involved in
the formation of a concept (gathering resemblances, cutting differences,
collecting similarities, comparing and contrasting markedly different
cases, etc.), one can see how it displays a metaphorical activity as a bring-
ing together of scattered elements, as a transference overleaping do-
mains. In David Allison’s words, this is “a shifting process of displace-
ment and transference,” so that “metaphor is an instrument for thinking
and not an end-point or terminus of thought” (op. cit., 77). We may be-
lieve that through our linguistic designations, through our concepts, we
know things as they truly are, as if we could know “something about the
things themselves when we speak of trees, colors, snow, and flowers”; in
fact, “we possess nothing but metaphors for things—metaphors which
correspond in no way to the original entities” (TL, 83). The X of the thing
in itself first appears as the nerve stimulus, then as an image and as a
sound, an X each time crossing out objective sense in the crossing to
another realm. There is no faithful representation from the X to the word
or the concept, as language “is not derived from the essence of things.”
In fact, the affirmation of the metaphoricity of sense, as it forbids any
positing of a proper meaning, leads to a radical change in the conception
of the Real. For Nietzsche, the Real is no longer what tradition formerly
held it to be, and which it never was. Nietzsche, writes Allison,

no longer conceives reality according to the model of a stable, essentially
static, or even law-governed, order. Nor does he claim that the real is itself
rational or logical, much less that the natural order is reasonable or pur-
posive. For Nietzsche, there is no enduring, fixed, absolutely stable form
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of reality either outside ourselves, in the world, outside our own thought,
or even within the confines of our thought. (Op. cit., 77)

In other words, there is no reality as an objective order to conform to or
correspond to. Rather, “reality” becomes the constructed result of our
metaphorical activity.

CONCEPTS AND METAPHORS

It is in this context that Nietzsche reengages the question of conceptual-
ity. What is a concept for Nietzsche and how does he understand what
he calls the “formation of concepts™? A concept, he tells us, is the result,
the trace or residue of a metaphor, and the formation of concepts is an
artistic creation.

Anyone who has felt this cool breath [of logic] will hardly believe that
even the concept—which is as bony, foursquare, and transposable as a
die—is nevertheless merely the residue of a metaphor, and that the illusion
which is involved in the artistic transference of a nerve stimulus into im-
ages is, if not the mother, then the grandmother of every single concept.
(TL, 85)

In what sense? A concept is a dead metaphor, and in that sense its obliv-
ion and negation. By definition, a concept must erase the individual
experience from which it was formed. As a general representation, it
necessarily negates “the unique and entirely individual original experi-
ence to which it owes its origin” so that “we obtain the concept, as we do
the form, by overlooking what is individual and actual” (TL, 85). This
implies that in the process of rationalization, the image is schematized
into a concept. The rational person “universalizes all these impressions
into less colorful, cooler concepts, so that he can entrust the guidance
of his life and conduct to them. Everything which distinguishes man
from the animals depends upon this ability to volatilize perceptual met-
aphors in a schema, and thus to dissolve an image into a concept” (TL,
84). A concept kills and mummifies metaphorical life, and it has been
the philosophers’ “idiosyncrasy” to essentialize, de-historicize, and eter-
nalize metaphorical life. In Twilight of the Idols, Nietzsche thus claims
that all that “philosophers have handled, for thousands of years now, has
been conceptual mummies,” and that they have been the worshippers of
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conceptual idols (T, 18). This negation of life through concepts takes
place precisely as the concept also embraces and includes within it
“countless more or less similar cases—which means, purely and simply,
cases which are never equal and thus altogether unequal” (TL, 83). This
inclusion is a negation (and a sort of de-realization, as what is singularly
real in experience is being abstracted from), for each concept “arises
from the equation of unequal things” (TL, 83), abstracting from the dif-
ferential uniqueness of experience. In fact, as Nietzsche emphasizes, “one
leafis never totally the same as another,” which is another way of saying
that the concept “leaf,” as any concept, does not exist and thus only has
an imaginary existence. The greatest paradox, of course, is that such a
non-existent notion is then taken to be what is most real! Nietzsche
points to this paradox when he notes that

the concept “leaf” is formed by arbitrarily discarding these individual
differences and by forgetting the distinguishing aspects. This awakens the
idea that, in addition to the leaves, there exists in nature the “leaf” the
original model according to which all the leaves were perhaps woven,
sketched, measured, colored, curled, and painted—but by incompetent
hands, so that no specimen turned out to be a correct, trustworthy, and
faithful likeness of the original model. (TL, 83)"

>«

David Allison narrates the story of Goethe’s “pathetic” attempt one day to
retrieve in a public garden the “ideal plant,” the so-called “primal plant,”
the “archetypal ‘essence’ of all plants” (op. cit., 266 n. 14). Of course, in such
a quest, Goethe had to go to a specific garden (the Public Gardens of Pa-
lermo) where, while looking for the unique plant, he found himself sur-
rounded by a wild and anarchic diversity of countless, different, and very
real plants! Ultimately, a concept is such an imaginary entity. In The Gay
Science, Nietzsche makes the claim that over “immense periods of time,”
the intellect “produced nothing but errors” (GS, 169), and that such a con-
cept as that of causality, that is, the duality of cause and effect, “probably
does not exist” (GS, 172; translation modified).

One can thus see how, ironically, it is the activity of the mind that
invented such fictions as “objectivity,
on the basis of this forgotten metaphorical activity of the mind. In other

» <«

» <« » .
essences,” and “causes” precisely

words, a metaphor is taken to be a non-metaphor, and this oblivion re-
sults in what is called a concept! Man “forgets that the original percep-
tual metaphors are metaphors and takes them to be the things them-
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selves” (TL, 86). One recalls Nietzsche’s celebrated passage on truth,
where truth is declared nothing but a fluid complex of metaphors:

What then is truth? A movable host of metaphors, metonymies, and an-
thropomorphisms: in short, a sum of human relations which have been
poetically and rhetorically intensified, transferred, and embellished, and
which, after long usage, seem to a people to be fixed, canonical, and bind-
ing. Truths are illusions which we have forgotten are illusions; they are
metaphors that have become worn out and have been drained of sensuous
force, coins which have lost their embossing and are now considered as
metal and no longer as coins. (TL, 84)

What all this amounts to is that there are no essences of things, and that
concepts are not the grasp of such essences. An abstract concept does
not and cannot have a corresponding referent in the world." There is not
even a basis for the very notion of a correctness of perception. It is a dif-
ficult thing for man, according to Nietzsche,

to admit to himself that the insect or the bird perceives an entirely differ-
ent world from the one that man does, and that the question of which of
these perceptions of the world is the more correct one is quite meaning-
less, for this would have to have been decided previously in accordance
with the criterion of the correct perception, which means, in accordance
with a criterion which is not available. But in any case it seems to me that
the correct perception—which would mean “the adequate expression of
an object in the subject”—is a contradictory impossibility. (TL, 86)

In the very arbitrary nature of these customary metaphors called
“truth,” there is a sort of obligation to conform, to believe, that is, to
forget that these are lies. “From the sense that one is obliged to designate
one thing as ‘red, another as ‘cold, and a third as ‘mute,” there arises a
moral impulse in regard to truth” (TL, 84), and one places one’s behav-
ior, as it were, under the control of abstractions. These abstractions—
concepts—are ways for humans to secure a stable “conventional” con-
struct of reality on the basis of a forgetting of the primal unstable and
creative metaphoricity of life:

Only by forgetting this primitive world of metaphor can one live with any
repose, security, and consistency: only by means of the petrification and
coagulation of a mass of images which originally streamed from the pri-
mal faculty of human imagination like a fiery liquid, only in the invincible
faith that this sun, this window, this table is a truth in itself, in short, only
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by forgetting that he himself is an artistically creating subject, does man
live with any repose, security, and consistency. (TL, 86)

The Error of Responsibility
GENEALOGY AS SYMPTOMATOLOGY

This apparent digression on Nietzsche’s genealogy of conceptuality has in
fact taken us to the heart of the matter. For responsibility, the concept of
responsibility, as it has been constructed in the tradition, is not “accurate”
and cannot be so. Like all concepts, it is a construct, an invention, a fiction,
what Nietzsche calls an “error.” By “error,” of course, Nietzsche does not
mean a falsehood or untruth that could be corrected. Rather, this descrip-
tion points to the fictitious nature of any concept whatsoever, and thus a
genealogy of morality consists in revealing and exposing such fictitious-
ness. Ultimately, Nietzsche would stress the fictitious nature of life itself,
which unfolds through and through as a creation of fictions. Nietzsche’s
critique thus does not consist in denouncing the falsity of a concept or a
judgment; rather, it is to expose the lie as a lie. In Ecce Homo, he writes: “I
was the first to discover the truth by being the first to experience lies as
lies—smelling them out.” Not necessarily in order to reject them but to
evaluate their purpose and utility for life and its health, since errors can be
conditions of life. In Beyond Good and Evil, Nietzsche makes that point
clearly while recognizing the utter novelty of his approach and how it could
be misunderstood by the reader:

The falseness of a judgment is not necessarily an objection to a judgment;
in this respect our new language may sound strangest . . . The question is
to what extent it is life-promoting, life-preserving, species-preserving,
perhaps even species-cultivating . . . To recognize untruth as a condition
oflife .. . and a philosophy that risks this would by that token alone place
itself beyond good and evil. (BGE, 11-12)

One is thus asked to put into question the belief in the objectivity of
morality, including the traditional insistence on establishing a rational
foundation for morality, a task which Nietzsche derides (BGE, 97). In such
atask, morality is taken for granted, and in fact these attempts are nothing
but a manifestation of a faith in the prevalent established morality. How-
ever, when Nietzsche calls for a philosophizing beyond good and evil, he
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first of all demands that the philosopher abandons the belief in the fiction
of moral judgment. This follows from Nietzsche’s insight that there are “no
moral phenomena at all” (BGE, 85), that morality is merely an interpreta-
tion of phenomena, and more precisely, a “misinterpretation” (T1, 38)."* Mo-
rality itself is nothing but a fiction. This is why moral judgments are never
to be taken literally; they should instead be seen as symptoms of a certain
state of life, and perhaps as a reaction against life, an opposition to life, if it
is the case that the “true world” “has been constructed by contradicting the
actual world (this ‘true world’ is in fact an apparent world, insofar as it is
justa moral-opticalillusion)” (T1, 21). In §258 of The Will to Power, Nietzsche
speaks of his “attempt to understand moral judgments as symptoms and
sign languages,” themselves rooted in life itself, as these symptoms reveal
the “processes of physiological prosperity or failures” (WP, 149). Moral val-
ues rest on physiological processes: Pity and love of mankind are said to rest
on the “development of the sexual drive,” justice on the development of “the
drive to revenge,” virtue on “pleasure in resistance,” and honor on the “rec-
ognition of the similar and equal-in-power” (WP, 148). If applied to “the
specific Christian-European morality: Our moral judgments are signs of
decline, of disbeliefin life, a preparation for pessimism” (WP, 149). Morality
only has a semiological value, and should be approached in terms of a
symptomatology that calls for interpretation: “Morality is just a sign lan-
guage, just a symptomatology” (T1, 38), and Nietzsche goes so far as to speak
of morality in Beyond Good and Evil as “a sign-language of the affects”
(BGE, 100). With respect to the Kantian motif of respect, for example, re-
spect is analyzed as “what deserves respect in me is that I can obey,” and
you “ought not to be different from me” (BGE, 100)!"*

This genealogy as symptomatology requires an investigation into the
origins of our concepts, through what Nietzsche calls in the beginning of
Human, All Too Human, a historical philosophizing.” Engaging a geneal-
ogy of the formation of the concept of responsibility will reveal how such
a concept has been constructed on the basis of the categories of causality,
subjectivity, intention, autonomy, agency, and free will—the “superstition”
of free will, as Nietzsche terms it in The Gay Science (GS, 285), or also the
“fable of intelligible freedom” (HH, 34) and the “fantastic concept of so-
called intelligible freedom” (HH, 35). These fundamental concepts are in
the end nothing but fictions, inventions, fabrications, without any corre-
spondence to anything that exists. Conceptuality, along with the “fictions
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of logic,” rest for Nietzsche on assumptions “with which nothing in the real
world corresponds” (HH, 16), as, for instance, the assumption of the equal-
ity of things, the identity of the thing, causality or the I-cause, free will,
agency, intention, and accountability—notions that have been the bedrock
of the traditional concept of responsibility. These categories, which have
become idols of worship and belief in the Western tradition—along with
the other prejudices of reason that force us “to posit unity, identity, dura-
tion, substance, cause, thinghood, being,” thus making us “entangled in
error, forced into error” (T1, 20)—will be exposed as fictions by way of a
deconstructing genealogy. The idealistic, metaphysical edifice built upon
them will be dismantled, that is to say, exposed as a lie. In the Twilight of
the Idols, Nietzsche states that Heraclitus will always be in the right “for
saying that being is an empty fiction. The ‘apparent’ world is the only world:
the ‘true world’ is just added to it by a lie” (T1, 19). Thus, the destructive or
deconstructive genealogy of responsibility will consist in dismantling ide-
alistic fictions in order to uncover® the processes at play within them, al-
lowing for reevaluation of their values. Let us follow this deconstruction
step by step.

THE “FABLE OF INTELLIGIBLE FREEDOM
AND THE CAUSA SUI

We recall how for Kant responsibility was wed to the position of a sub-
jectum as absolute beginning and transcendental freedom as a capacity
which, although it operated in the world, was not connected to the phe-
nomenal laws of nature and was called “intelligible” for that very reason.
(Whereas Nietzsche, in the second essay of The Genealogy of Morals,
argues that responsibility arises out of a very concrete history—i.e., a
contract between a creditor and a debtor!) We also recall how this faculty
of spontaneity was understood as unfolding without a prior determining
cause, as escaping the natural network of causes, not because it was sim-
ply “lawless,” but because it was ultimately self-caused, a causa sui. A
spontaneous act is not caused by another prior cause because it causes
itself, spontaneously, of itself. Now, it is on this alleged capacity that
Nietzsche focuses his critiques. Nietzsche is particularly severe, to say
the least, with regard to the notion of causa sui, a bedrock of the concept
of accountability. In §21 of Beyond Good and Evil, Nietzsche presents the



NIETZSCHE’S DECONSTRUCTION OF ACCOUNTABILITY . 95

concept of causa sui in the following way: “The causa sui is the best self-
contradiction that has been conceived so far, it is a sort of rape and
perversion of logic” (BGE, 28). Now we know that the very concepts of
freedom and responsibility as accountability—indeed, the very concept
of moral ascription—rest for Kant upon the possibility of a free, absolute
beginning as self-caused, i.e., as causa sui. For Nietzsche, the belief in
causa sui and freedom is first a matter of pride and arrogance, “the ex-
travagant pride of man” that “has managed to entangle itself profoundly
and frightfully with just this nonsense” (BGE, 28)—namely, the “non-
sense” of a faculty of free will that is conceived of (so Spinoza described
it) as an empire within an empire. The proud belief in free will is dupli-
cated in the belief in our responsibility for our actions, as if we were their
authors, as if we owned them. The history of the concept of responsibility
has been, for Nietzsche, the history of such a metaphysical desire and
arrogance (to be the author of one’s actions, to originate oneself) and it
is all encapsulated in the motif of causa sui: “The desire for ‘freedom of
the will” in the superlative metaphysical sense, which still holds sway,
unfortunately, in the minds of the half-educated; the desire to bear the
entire and ultimate responsibility for one’s actions oneself, and to absolve
God, the world, ancestors, chance, and society involves nothing less than
to be precisely this causa sui” (BGE, 28). As if, through this motif of the
causa sui, one could “pull oneself up into existence by the hair, out of the
swamps of nothingness” (BGE, 28) in an act of self-origination, the
prejudice being that “origination from something else counts as an ob-
jection that casts doubt on the value of what has thus originated” (T1,
20), and that all things of value must not have become. One also sees here
how responsibility is understood within the context of this metaphysical
dream, raising the human being to the level of a God (we recall how for
Kant causa sui was shared by both God and us, as rational agents).
Nietzsche pursues his critique of such a metaphysics of noumenal
freedom by emphasizing that the causa sui is the name for a de-histori-
cized reality, which is then idealized insofar it supposedly has not grown
from something else. Indeed, a prejudice which is typical of metaphysi-
cal thought structures the concept of causa sui; this is the inversion of
values in terms of what is most important and valuable, an “idiosyn-
crasy” of the philosophers, which “consists in confusing what is first with
what is last” (T1, 19). The most abstract abstractions are made to be the
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first and highest levels of reality. Philosophers put first “what comes at
the end—unfortunately! For it should never come at alll'—the ‘highest
concepts, that is, the most universal, the emptiest concepts, the final
wisp of evaporating reality—these they posit at the beginning as the
beginning” (T1, 19). The end-result of an abstraction is confused with the
beginning. In this inversion, there is the accompanying valorization of
a reality that would not have become, which would not have roots in
anything considered lower. To have evolved is considered to be a lack
and a fault. “The higher is not permitted to grow out of the lower, is not
permitted to have grown atall . . . Moral: everything of the first rank has
to be causa sui,” and Nietzsche adds, “That’s where they get their stu-
pendous concept ‘God™ (TI, 19-20). According to Nietzsche, the belief
in causa sui rests upon the belief that we must have “‘been at home in a
higher world at one time’—(instead of in a far lower one, which would
have been the truth!)—‘we must have been divine, since we have reason!””
(TT, 21). In fact, not only have we never dwelt there, but we now have
strictly no access to some noumenal realm. Reason is nothing but a
metaphysics of language, a “crude fetishism” with respect to language.
“In its origin, language belongs to the time of the most rudimentary type
of psychology: We encounter a crude set of fetishes when we become
conscious of the basic presuppositions of the metaphysics of language—
or, to put it plainly, reason” (TI, 20). The Kantian reliance on the causa
sui betrays both this metaphysics of language and its theological orienta-
tion. “‘Reason’ (die Vernunft) in language: oh, what a tricky old woman
she is! I'm afraid we’re not rid of God because we still believe in gram-
mar” (TI, 20). Intelligible, self-causing, transcendental, this concept of
freedom is an error. “What can be our doctrine alone?—That nobody
gives human beings their qualities, neither God, nor society, nor their
parents and ancestors, nor they themselves (the nonsense of this last no-
tion we are rejecting was taught by Kant as ‘intelligible freedom’, and
maybe was already taught by Plato as well)” (T1, 36). For Nietzsche, the
notions of causa sui, free will, and transcendental freedom are nothing
but errors, and his genealogy of these terms will lead to the deconstruc-
tion of the concept of responsibility understood as the accountability of
the subject. At the beginning, there is no spontaneity of the will. Indeed,
there is no such thing as a “first beginning.” At the beginning, “there
stands the great and fatal error of thinking that the will is something
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effective—that will is an ability . . . Today we know that it is just a word”
(T1, 20). The foundation of the causa sui finds itself deconstructed.

In terms of action, this foundation took the name of (willful) inten-
tion, as Nietzsche clarifies that “the origin of an action was interpreted in
the most precise terms as itself originating in an intention” (BGE, 44). For
Nietzsche, intention—the “morality of intention” (BGE, 44)—is a preju-
dice, “something on the order of astrology and alchemy,” and “in any case
something to be overcome” (BGE, 45). The myth of intention as origin of
the act (a “calamitous new superstition”) was introduced by traditional
morality, moral judgments being possible on the basis of such intentions:
“The intention as the whole origin and prehistory of an action—almost to
the present day this prejudice dominated moral praise, blame, judgment,
and philosophy on earth” (BGE, 44). However, is this reliance on intention,
our beliefin it, sufficient to quiet what Nietzsche describes as a “suspicion”
with respect to intention, namely, how do we know for certain that inten-
tion exhausts the act? Is consciousness the totality of the field of experi-
ence? Is an action caused by a willful intention? In fact, “Today at least we
immoralists have the suspicion that the decisive value of an action lies
precisely in what is unintentional in it” (BGE, 44)."” By raising a doubt on
the belief in consciousness and intention, by reintegrating the uninten-
tional (the involuntary!) into the fabric of the act, Nietzsche suggests that
so-called willful intention is nothing but a “symptom” of something else,
comparing it to the skin of an unknown body, which betrays something
but conceals “even more.” The deconstructive genealogy of responsibility
takes here the form of a reversal of a skin, of a surface.

Further, this critique of free will and intention as the ground of ac-
tion, of what Nietzsche calls “intention-morality,” leads him to approach
intention thus: “In short, we believe that the intention is merely a sign
and symptom that still requires interpretation” (BGE, 44). Its apparent
simplicity conceals many struggling, contradictory forces, whose mo-
mentary issue is called an “event” or “action.” It would be overly simplis-
tic to believe in some linear causal source located in a sovereign willful
agent. The seemingly simple concept of free will conceals a plurality of
conflicting forces as well: Free will is “something complicated,” “a plural-
ity of sensations” (BGE, 25). In the belief in the concept of conscious
intention, there has been a shift, a sort of confusion between cause and
effect through which one takes the effect (the accompanying effect called
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“consciousness”) for the cause of the act. This raises the question of cau-
sality, which is operative in the concept of intention—and hence of
responsibility.

THE ERROR OF CAUSALITY

For Nietzsche, causality does not represent an objective order of things,
does not structure some objective order. One should not reify cause and
effect. In fact, cause and effect, as well as the concept of causa sui, are not
in the least properties of things. They are not to be used, says Nietzsche,
but not for explanation: “one should use ‘cause’ and ‘effect’ only as pure
concepts, that is to say, as conventional fictions (conventioneller Fiktionen)
for the purpose of designation and communication—not for explanation”
(BGE, 29). This is why Nietzsche’s critique of free will does not take him to
some deterministic position; he is just as opposed to the naive simplistic
belief in unfree will. As is the case with free will, “‘unfree will” is mythol-
ogy” (BGE, 29), for as he explains further, “in real life” there are only strong
or weak wills. The concept “unfree will” amounts to a misuse of cause and
effect, as it maintains the belief in the objectivity of causality, thus sharing
the same common prejudice with the proponents of free will, at the very
moment it thinks it rejects it. There is thus no free will and there is no
causality as some objective order or lawfulness. It is not that they do not
exist; rather, they do not exist in this way, as they are fictions we have in-
vented. “Tt is we alone who have devised cause, sequence, for-each-other,
relativity, constraint, number, law, freedom, motive, and purpose; and
when we project and mix this symbol world into things as if it existed ‘in
itself, we act once more as we have always acted—mythologically” (BGE,
29). Free will is a mythology, as is unfree will. These concepts are not to be
believed, but to be taken as symptoms we must interpret.

In §$112 of The Gay Science, Nietzsche emphasizes the artificial charac-
ter of cause and effect “explanation,” stressing how one separates in the flux
oflife “two separate things,” cause and effect, whereas there is but “a mani-
fold one-after-another.” Nietzsche sees the flux of becoming whereas meta-
physical rationalist thought invented a causal order, that is, the abstraction
of a cause distinguished from the effect. However, causality does not exist:
“Cause and effect: such a duality probably never exists; in truth we are
confronted by a continuum out of which we isolate a couple of pieces, just
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as we perceive motion only as isolated points and then infer it without ever
actually seeing it” (GS, 173). Ultimately for Nietzsche, the cause and effect
structure is a construct concealing the manifold continuum of life, an ar-
tificial construct that we impose on the flux of life:

The suddenness with which many effects stand out misleads us; actually,
it is sudden only for us. In this moment of suddenness there is an infinite
number of processes that elude us. An intellect that could see cause and
effect as a continuum and a flux and not, as we do, in terms of an arbitrary
division and dismemberment—would repudiate the concept of cause and
effect and deny all conditionality. (GS, 173)

Causality, in fact, explains nothing, because with such concepts, we are
dealing with nothing but imaginary beings. “But how could we possibly
explain anything! We operate only with things that do not exist: lines,
planes, bodies, atoms, divisible time spans, divisible spaces” (GS, 172).
Knowledge is not explanation but an imposition of forms—our human,
all-too-human form—onto the flux of life: “how should explanations be
at all possible when we first turn everything into an image, our image!”
(GS, 172). Science is an attempt at humanizing things. The causal order
thus constructed reflects our anthropomorphizing of life as we impose
our form on the flux of becoming. We have therefore constructed an
imaginary world to live in, by inventing the concepts (lies) of bodies,
lines, planes, causes and effects. Morality and religion are nothing but
an imaginary construct of causes and effects, i.e., the construct of an
imaginary world: “In Christianity neither morality nor religion come
into contact with reality at any point. Nothing but imaginary causes
(‘God, ‘soul,’ ‘ego,’ ‘spirit,” ‘free will’—or ‘unfree will’): nothing but
imaginary effects (‘sin,” ‘redemption, ‘grace, ‘punishment, ‘“forgiveness
of sins’)” (AC, 137). Nietzsche thus reveals the connection between imagi-
nary beings, an imaginary natural science, an imaginary psychology,
and an imaginary teleology—all leading to an imaginary world, a “purely
fictitious world” invented out of hatred for the actual one.

One of the constitutive errors of the metaphysical tradition of respon-
sibility is the reliance on causality, the imposition of causes on every exis-
tence, on every event, as their substratum: Causality is the alleged substrate
of the event. The very notion of imputability rests upon the belief in causal-
ity as substratum. “Being is thought into things everywhere as a cause, is
imputed to things” (T1, 20). We have created a world of causes, a world of



100 - THE ORIGINS OF RESPONSIBILITY

wills, and a world of spirits. All happening is considered a doing, all doing
is supposed to be the effect of a will; the world is understood as a multiplicity
of doers; a doer or subject “was imputed to everything that happened” (T1,
32). Yet Nietzsche insists that one cannot attach a doer to deeds: “there is no
‘being’ behind doing, effecting, becoming,” and the doer “is merely a fiction
added to the deed” (GM, 45). This position of a cause-ground is what allows
for a system of accountability—and therefore of punishment—to be set up.
For Nietzsche, such a position is an error in several senses. First, there is the
confusion or inversion of cause and effect. In the opening lines of “The Four
Great Errors” in Twilight of the Idols, Nietzsche insists that, “There is no
error more dangerous than confusing the effect with the cause” (TI, 30), an
inversion which of course is the symptom of a more fateful inversion of
values with respect to life, an inversion that condemns life and “affirms” the
negation of life. This confusion of cause and effect, which Nietzsche calls
“the genuine corruption of reason” and one of “humanity’s oldest and most
contemporary customs,” historically bears the names of religion and mo-
rality. Religion and morality rest upon such an inversion: “Every statement
formulated by religion and morality contains it” (T1, 30). The example that
Nietzsche gives, that of Cornaro’s diet, betrays that it was not free will that
caused Cornaro’s healthy life, but a healthy life that was the basis for his
“skimpy diet.”® The argument presented in this example is that an artificial
construct is mistakenly taken to be the basis and cause for living, when the
so-called cause was in fact the effect of a life-disposition. Once again, the
mistake is the denial of the material basis of life and the idealization of an
abstract principle which is constructed after the fact and mistakenly (ret-
roactively) posited as cause and origin. The inversion of cause and effect
reflects the inversion of material existence into an ideality—an inversion
that Nietzsche, in turn, seeks to invert! Based on such inversion and ab-
straction, causality is made to play the role of the foundation of events, al-
lowing for the corresponding concept of responsibility as accountability of
the subject to be established. How does this happen? Through the imagi-
nary hypostatizing of a cause beneath the event, through the retroactive
imputing of such cause to the event. Judith Butler stresses this retroactive
assigning of a cause in the constitution of responsibility: “For Nietzsche, the
self as ‘cause’ of an injurious action is always retroactively attributed—the
doer is only belatedly attached to the deed. In fact, the doer becomes the
causal agent of the deed only through a retroactive attribution that seeks to
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comply with a moral ontology stipulated by a legal system.” Of course, and
I'will return to this question shortly, one needs to bear in mind that the doer
as such is also a fiction, and that in fact the very opposition between a doer
and a deed is a lie. This error itself rests upon what appear here as a retroac-
tive attribution, that is, an inversion of temporality.

THE INVERSION OF TEMPORALITY

The second error of causality pertains to that phenomenon of the retroac-
tive assigning of the cause to the event, to what Nietzsche describes as an
“inversion of temporality,” an Umkehrung der Zeit. The focus of Nietz-
sche’s analysis bears on the peculiar temporality of cause-assigning, and
the reversal of temporality that takes place in the process of an a posteriori
imputation of a cause. Nietzsche calls this phenomenon the error of “false
causality,” once again pointing to the invention of an imaginary causality
to give an account of the event. Causality, and in particular the inner cau-
sality of the will, is a pure invention: “In every age we have believed that we
know what a cause is: but where did we get our knowledge, or more pre-
cisely, our belief that we have knowledge about this? From the realm of the
famous ‘internal facts,’ none of which has up to now proved to be factual”
(TT, 31). This delusion lies in the retroactive assigning of a cause, presenting
the paradoxical temporality of an after-the-fact (re)construction that is
then posited as having existed before the event! “TI'll begin with dreams: a
particular sensation, for instance, a sensation due to a distant cannon shot,
has a cause imputed to it (untergeschoben) afterwards (nachtréglich)” (T1,
32-33). Once the cause has been introduced after the event, it is then said
to exist prior to the event, an event that has now been transformed into
necessity and meaning—a meaning that we have introduced: “In the
meantime, the sensation persists in a kind of resonance: it waits, as it were,
until the drive to find causes allows it to come into the foreground—not as
"7 (TL, 33). As Nietzsche explains, the
sensation then becomes part of “a whole little novel in which precisely the
dreamer is the protagonist.” The event has been reconstructed and is now
said to be happening according to causality (one recalls here Kant’s “Analo-

an accident anymore, but as ‘meaning

gies of Experience,” in which it is “deduced transcendentally” that events
occur according to the law of causality). Of course, the cause was produced
afterwards, and then re-injected as that from which the event occurred.
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The cannon shot shows up in a causal way, and time seems to flow back-
ward. What comes later, the motivation, is experienced first, often with a
hundred details that flash by like lightning; the shot follows . .. What has
happened? The representations generated by a certain state of affairs were
misunderstood as the cause of this state of affairs. (TT, 33)

This inversion of temporality satisfies a certain drive (the “drive to find
causes”), arising out of a need. Far from being the objective order of
things, causality rests on a subjective need.

CAUSALITY AS NEED

Indeed, Nietzsche claims that causality arises out of a need. The drive to
produce a cause is first a need to assign a cause, and this need immediately
betrays, one should note, that there is a perception of a lack that needs to
be supplemented. In other words, the drive to find causes supplements.. . . a
lack of cause! The cause itself is lacking. An event, in its eventfulness and
givenness, is indeed a happening devoid of a cause: It happens first, from
and as itself. Phenomenologically, the event happens in a non-causal way,
in an anarchic irruption which disrupts any order (we recall here how Kant
described freedom as rebellious to causality, as lawless), with a meaning
that is either missing, partial or delayed, still to come, en souffrance. The
response to this “suffering” is the drive to find causes, or rather, as we will
see, causal interpretations (but not causation). Nietzsche sees a lack at the
root of all our cause-seeking:

Most of our general feelings—every kind of inhibition, pressure, tension,
and explosion in the play and counterplay of the organs, and in particular
the state of the nervus sympaticus [sympathetic nervous system]—arouse
our drive to find causes: we want to have a reason for feeling that we’re in
such and such a state—a bad state or a good state. (T1, 33)

It is not enough, he concludes, to simply stay with the fact that has oc-
curred. Some groundlessness is being felt, and it is then felt as a lack.
What is lacking is a reason, a ground, a cause, for our existence and our
feelings. What is felt is then nothing else than the groundlessness of
existence itself, and a cause would provide a ground that could provi-
sionally suture the lack. In fact, the event manifests the lack of cause in
such a way that we are driven to seek it at all costs. The pure “that” (i.e.,
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facticity) of the event is the locus of anxiety: “It’s never enough for us
just to determine the mere fact that we find ourselves in such and such
a state: we admit this fact—become conscious of it only if we’ve given it
some kind of motivation” (T1, 33). A cause then becomes the place-holder
of the lack of cause, the place-holder of . . . a nothing.

However, as I alluded to, we never “find” actual causes (there are no
such things), but rather invent causal (mis)interpretations which are ul-
timately nothing but memories and mental associations of other past
events. Causality becomes a remembering. “Memory, which comes into
play in such cases without our knowing it, calls up earlier states of the
same kind, and the causal interpretations that are rooted in them—but
not their causation” (TI, 33). The faith in these representations, in causal-
ity, is reinforced and secured out of habit and custom. However, the real
cement of the recourse to and faith in causality lies in our need for it,
which is itself based on a fear. If causality is rooted in the drive to find
causes, this in turn drive responds to a fear, and finding a cause calms
our fears. A distress is felt before the lack of cause, so that any explana-
tion is better than none. Finding a cause allows us to supplement the
lack, to provide a basis and security to the uncanniness of existence. This
is why Nietzsche insists that knowledge seeks to make the unfamiliar
familiar, reducing the uncanny of the pure event and thereby increasing
our sense of control. The drive to causality is the drive to transform
something unfamiliar into something familiar, a motivation that lends
itself to a psychological analysis and genealogy by Nietzsche:

A psychological explanation of this error.—Tracing something unfamiliar
back to something familiar alleviates us, calms us, pacifies us, and in ad-
dition provides a feeling of power. The unfamiliar brings with it danger,
unrest, and care—our first instinct is to do away with these painful condi-
tions. First principle: some explanation is better than none. (T, 33)

What is considered to be “true” is most often what makes us feel good,
and the first representation that explains the unknown as familiar feels
so good that one considers it true. “Proof of pleasure (‘strength’) as cri-
terion of truth” (T1, 33). In The Gay Science, Nietzsche further character-
izes this making-familiar of knowledge as an increase in the feeling of
power. In §355, for instance, titled “The origin of our concept of ‘knowl-
edge,” Nietzsche asks: “What is it that the common people take for
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knowledge? What do they want when they want ‘knowledge’? Nothing
more than this: something strange is to be reduced to something famil-
iar” (GS, 300). Even in the philosophical tradition, Nietzsche insists,
knowledge is a factor of appropriation of the unknown, i.e., the unfamil-
iar. “And we philosophers—have we really meant more than this when
we have spoken of knowledge? What is familiar means what we are used
to so that we no longer marvel at it, our everyday, some rule in which we
are stuck, anything at all in which we feel at home” (GS, 300). What
could drive such a quest? Clearly no longer in this context some dis-
interested concern for knowledge as objective truth about things in
themselves! Rather, a fear before the unknown and a desire for the secu-
rity of the familiar, what Nietzsche calls the “instinct of fear™

Look, isn’t our need for knowledge precisely this need for the familiar, the
will to uncover under everything strange, unusual, and questionable
something that no longer disturbs us? Is it not the instinct of fear that bids
us to know? And is the jubilation of those who attain knowledge not the
jubilation over the restoration of a sense of security? (GS, 300-301)

Causality is then a lie created out of fear: “the drive to find causes is con-
ditioned and aroused by the feeling of fear” (T1, 34). The question ‘why?’
is an expression of that fear, and a cause is sought to alleviate that fear.

A proof of this is that the cause given is always something familiar,
something we already know, so that “the new, the unexperienced, the alien,
is excluded as a cause” (T1, 34). And the “fact that something already fa-
miliar, something we have experienced, something inscribed in memory
is posited as the cause, is the first consequence of this need” (TT, 34; transla-
tion modified). As Nietzsche pleasantly explains, the banker thinks right
away about “business,” the Christian about “sin,” the girl about “love.”
What matters is to suppress the feeling of the strange and new; in other
words, with the position of causality, what matters is the suppression of the
eventfulness of the event as ungrounded. Causality suppresses the uncanni-
ness of being. Finding a cause suppresses the anxiety of the uncanny, estab-
lishes a sphere of security in an “at-home.” Echoing Descartes’s title for the
Second Meditation, where he famously asserts that the mind is better
known than the body, Nietzsche claims that this privileging of the known
over the unknown establishes the belief in so-called “internal facts,” such
as free will, a kind of inner causality as the main site of truth.
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When they [men of knowledge] find something in things—under them,
or behind them—that is unfortunately quite familiar to us, such as our
multiplication tables or our logic, or our willing and desiring—how happy
they are right away! For “what is familiar is known”: on this they are
agreed. Even the most cautious among them suppose that what is familiar
is atleast more easily knowable than what is strange; and that, for example,
sound method demands that we start from the “inner world,” from the
“facts of consciousness,” because this world is more familiar to us! Error
of errors! (GS, 301)

Exposing this Cartesian prejudice, that the mind is better known than
the body, Nietzsche also exposes the ensuing myths of the “I,” of “inner
facts,” of the internal causality of the will in the subject, all of which
myths are constitutive of the belief in agency as ground for the sense of
responsibility as accountability of the subject.

THE SUPPOSITION OF THE SUBJECT

Responsibility rests on a threefold belief, namely, that motives are the
antecedents of an act, that thoughts are caused, and that the I is such a
cause. In $§17 of Beyond Good and Evil, Nietzsche analyzes the supposi-
tion of a subject under its thinking and denounces it as a fiction. First,
in a quasi-phenomenological observation, describing a “small terse fact,”
Nietzsche notes that a thought does not come from some I-substrate but
instead originates from itself, and that it comes when it comes. “With
regard to the superstitions of logicians, I shall never tire of emphasizing
a small terse fact, which these superstitious minds hate to concede—
namely, that a thought comes when ‘it’ wishes, and not when T wish”
(BGE, 24). It is false, even unphenomenological, to state that the I is the
condition of thinking, or that the I is in a position of subject. The notion
of the “I think” as principle and foundation, as it has been established
in modern philosophy since Descartes, is said by Nietzsche to be con-
trary to the facts: “it is a falsification of the facts of the case to say that
the subject T is the condition of the predicate ‘think™ (BGE, 24). Even
the “it” (in the expression, “a thought comes when ‘it’ wishes”) is mis-
leading, for it might suggest that there is some entity, that is, some sub-
strate at the basis of thinking. “It thinks: but that this ‘it’ is precisely the
famous old ‘ego’ is, to put it mildly, only a supposition, an assertion, and
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assuredly not an ‘immediate certainty’” (BGE, 24). The notion of an
underlying subjectivity is thus contrary to the facts, an unphenomeno-
logical construction.

The alleged “simplicity” of the “I think” is likewise deceiving, a se-
duction of words. Nietzsche challenges the reliance on the notion of an
immediate certainty (the immediacy and evidence of the ‘I think’). In
Beyond Good and Evil, Nietzsche speaks of the belief of those “harmless
self-observers” in the superstition of the “I will” or the “I think,” “as
though knowledge here got hold of its object purely and nakedly as ‘the
thing in it self, without any falsification on the part of either the subject
or the object” (BGE, 23). However, the very expressions “immediate cer-
absolute knowledge,” and “thing in itself” all involve a contra-
diction in terms (contradictio in adjecto) since all certainty is constructed,

» «

tainty,

all knowledge is for us and therefore not absolute, and the thing in itself
cannot be “in itself” since that would mean absolutely independent from
us, to the point where we would not even notice it! When one analyzes
the process that is expressed in this sentence, ‘I think,” one would find
many claims therein that are impossible to establish, much less prove,

for example, that it is I who think, that there must necessarily be some-
thing that thinks, that thinking is an activity and operation on the part
of a being who is thought of as a cause, that there is an “ego,” and, finally,
that it is already determined what is to be designated by thinking—that
I know what thinking is. (BGE, 23)

Unlike what Descartes asserted, the T think’ is anything but “simple.”
In fact, these “simple truths” are more like decisions:

for if T had not already decided within myself what it is, by what standard
could I determine whether that which is just happening is not perhaps
“willing” or “feeling”? In short, the assertion “I think” assumes that I
compare my state at the present moment with other states of myself which
I know, in order to determine what it is; on account of this retrospective
connection with further “knowledge,” it has, at any rate, no immediate
certainty for me. (BGE, 23)

Instead of immediate certainties, we have the following questions: “From
where do I get the concept of thinking? Why do I believe in cause and
effect? What gives me the right to speak of an ego, and even of an ego as
cause, and finally of an ego as the cause of thought?” (BGE, 24). All these
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are constructs for Nietzsche, which he understands in terms of the con-
stitutive role of language in thinking. The subject will appear as a lin-
guistic construct.

An underlying substantial ego is not a phenomenological fact but a
metaphysical idol, and ultimately for Nietzsche a linguistic prejudice: The
substantialist egology of modern Cartesian philosophy is a reliance on the
implicit metaphysics of grammar! “One infers here according to the gram-
matical habit: ‘thinking is an activity; every activity requires an agent;
consequently—.” (BGE, 24), so that Nietzsche can state, “formerly, one
believed in the soul as one believed in grammar and the grammatical sub-
ject” (BGE, 67). This is why, as Lawrence Hatab explains, Nietzsche’s cri-
tique of free agency rests upon a linguistic analysis of the “seduction of
language.” He writes that Nietzsche “notes ‘the seduction of language’ that
tempts us to distinguish an agent from its deed by way of the grammatical
difference between nouns and verbs . . . Nietzsche believes that the very
notion of agency is a fiction born from such linguistic constructions.”
Nietzsche clarifies this dependency of a metaphysics of subjectivity on lan-
guage in The Will to Power. Starting with a critique of the positivists’ view
that “there are only facts,” Nietzsche recalls that precisely all there is are
not “facts,” but interpretations. The very statement that claims that every-
thing is subjective is also an interpretation (this is why, we should note in
passing, the statement “there are only interpretations” does not mean “ev-
erything is subjective,” and that Nietzsche’s perspectivism is not a subjec-
tivism or a relativism).” By claiming that all there is, is interpretation, and
that even the subjective is an interpretation, Nietzsche is also casting doubt
on the belief in the subject. This is why he continues by stating that an in-
terpretation does not require an interpreter. “Finally, is it necessary to posit
an interpreter behind the interpretation? Even this is invention, hypothe-
sis” (WP, 267). The subject is indeed “not something given,” i.e., not a fact.
What is the subject in this case? It is, we are told, “something added and
invented and projected behind what there is” (WP, 267).

In the following paragraphs, Nietzsche writes on the subject as both
the Cartesian metaphysical cause of thought and as a word, i.e., the lin-
guistic “I,” by stressing their fictitious nature. He states that, “However
habitual and indispensable this fiction [of the subject] may have become
by now—that in itself proves nothing against its imaginary origin” (WP,
268). However, ultimately, the metaphysical notion of subjectivity as sub-
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strate rests upon the linguistic motif of the subject, and not the other
way around: “The concept of substance is a consequence of the concept
of the subject: not the reverse!” This means that the metaphysicians’ no-
tion of substance is a linguistic construct, since the subject is a linguistic
construct. Nietzsche had previously established that the “I” is a word
that we set up “at the point at which our ignorance begins,” a horizon of
our knowledge and not a truth. This is why, after recalling the meta-
physical Cartesian motif of (and belief in) substantiality—“‘There is
thinking: therefore there is something that thinks’ this is the upshot of
all Descartes’s argumentation. But that means positing as ‘true a priori’
our belief in the concept of substance”—he adds that such a belief “is
simply a formulation of our grammatical custom that adds a doer to
every deed” (WP, 268). A subject as cause of its effects, an agent as cause
of its actions, a doer as cause of its deed, these would be grammatical-
metaphysical fictions; we are prejudiced by what Nietzsche characterizes
in The Genealogy of Morals as a “seduction of language,” along with the
“fundamental errors of reason that are petrified in it” (GM, 45). Just as
the “popular mind” distinguishes the lightning from its flash, just as it
reifies the “it” in the “it rains,” just as it conceives of the event as an ac-
tion requiring a subject (as if behind the manifestation of strength, there
was an indifferent substratum that would have the freedom to be mani-
fest strength or not), just as it “doubles the deed” (“it posits the same
event first as cause and then a second time as its effect”), the metaphysi-
cian distinguishes a subject from its effects. In fact, Nietzsche proclaims
forcefully: “there is no such substratum; there is no ‘being’ behind doing,
effecting, becoming; the doer is merely a fiction added to the deed—the
deed is everything” (GM, 45). “The deed is everything,” this expression
would require and call for another conception of the event, in which
such an event (i.e., a “deed”) would no longer be anchored in a cause-
substrate and no longer ascribed as an action to an imputable agent, but
would be recognized as happening from itself and yet happening to
someone. It would require, thus, another conception of responsibility,
no longer as the accountability of the subject, but rather in terms of a
responsiveness to the event. We will return to this.

Indeed, the traditional concept of responsibility requires the (sup)po-
sition of a subject, and participates in an ontology of substantiality and
causation. For Nietzsche, as one would say ‘I, one would immediately posit
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asubject, and ‘thinking’ would become the predicate of such subject-cause.
The subject and the substantial T are only habits, and Nietzsche writes that
“perhaps some day we shall accustom ourselves, including the logicians, to
getalong without thelittle ‘it’ (which is all that is left of the honest little old
ego)” (BGE, 24). The ‘I, the ‘it, are interpretations added to the event. In
Twilight of the Idols, Nietzsche stresses the fictitious nature of the ego,
which is only a word: “And as for the T'! That has become a fable, a fiction,
a play on words: it has completely and utterly ceased to think, to feel, and
to willl” (TT, 32). Nietzsche recalls that these concepts are products of our
invention: “There are simply no mental causes at all! . . . We have invented
aworld of causes, a world of will . . . we have constituted the ego as a cause”
(T1, 32). Events are constructed as actions; actions, constructed as deed, are
distinguished from doers. A doer is then constructed as subject; an agent
which is distinct from the act is invented. All happening “was a doing, all
doing the effect of a willing; for it, the world became a multitude of doers,
adoer (a ‘subject’) was imputed to everything that happened” (TL, 32). This
belongs to the prejudices of reason, which “sees actors and actions every-
where” (T, 20), which “believes in the will as an absolute cause,” which
believes in the ‘I, etc. Ultimately, an ontology of causation is enforced ev-
erywhere, by which “Being is thought into things everywhere as a cause, is
imputed to things” (T, 20). Imputation is here a concept that is determina-
tive of the metaphysical sense of responsibility, and it is here shown to be-
long to an ontology of substance, to be mere product of a habitual (mis)use
of language. Its deconstruction will go through a critique of the concept of
free will, long thought to have a causal efficacy.

THE ERROR OF FREE WILL

In “The Four Great Errors” of Twilight of the Idols, Nietzsche shows that
belief in the fictions of consciousness or the ego as “internal fact” rests
upon the belief in the will as an efficient cause. Of all these myths regard-
ing such internal facts, Nietzsche singles out the belief in the will as
cause, “Of these three ‘internal facts’ which seemed to vouch for causal-
ity, the first and most convincing is the ‘fact’ of will as cause” (T1, 32),
the so-called internal causality. Ultimately, the issue for Nietzsche is
“whether we really recognize the will as efficient, whether we believe in
the causality of the will” (BGE, 48). But Nietzsche states that “Today we
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don’t believe any word of all that anymore” (T1, 32); the so-called internal
world is a world of illusions and mirages, and “the will is one of them.”
The will is now just a word, a word that no longer has any power to con-
vince or to move—an epiphenomenon, a mere superficial accompani-
ment. “The ‘internal world’ is full of optical illusions and mirages: the
will is one of them. The will no longer moves anything, so it no longer
explains anything either—it just accompanies events, and it can even be
absent” (T1, 32). The will thus also loses its role as motive to become a
surface-phenomenon, an accompanying thought: “The so-called ‘mo-
tive’: another error. Just a surface phenomenon of consciousness, an ac-
cessory to the act, which conceals the antecedentia of an act rather than
representing them” (T1, 32). A similar inversion as that of the belief in
causality is at play in our belief in the will as cause. Nietzsche explains
that we believe ourselves to be “causal in the act of willing; there, at least,
we thought that we were catching causality in the act” (T1, 31).

Philosophers, Nietzsche tells us in reference to Schopenhauer, “are
accustomed to speak of the will as if it were the best-known thing in the
world.” Whereas Schopenhauer claimed that we know the will abso-
lutely, he in fact only borrowed a “popular prejudice and exaggerated it”
(BGE, 25). The will is in fact very complicated (“Willing seems to me to
be above all something complicated”), something that has unity in name
only, “and it is precisely in this one word that the popular prejudice
lurks” (BGE, 25). Beneath the name of “will,” there is for Nietzsche a
plurality of sensations, the will being described in these pages of Beyond
Good and Evil in extraordinarily physical terms:

In all willing there is, first, a plurality of sensations, namely, the sensation
of the state “away from which” and the sensation of the state “towards
which,” the sensation of this “from” and “towards” themselves, and then
also an accompanying muscular sensation, which, even without our put-
ting into motion “arms and legs,” begins its action by force of habit as
soon as we “will” anything. (BGE, 25)

Sensations make up the actual “ingredients” of the will, along with what
Nietzsche calls the phenomenon of a “ruling thought” (“in every act of the
will there is a ruling thought”) so that one can no longer abstract a pure
will from thought. In addition to a complex of sensations and thoughts,
the will is an affect, and more precisely, the affect of command or superior-
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ity. Nietzsche points to a physiology of power within the will. “That which
is termed ‘freedom of the will’ is essentially the affect of superiority in rela-
tion to him who must obey: T am free, “he” must obey’—this conscious-
ness is inherent in every will” (BGE, 25). Also present is the focus of atten-
tion, the aiming at a goal, “the unconditional evaluation that ‘this and
nothing else is necessary now, the belief that obedience will be
achieved... A man who wills—, commands something within himself
that renders obedience, or that he believes renders obedience” (BGE, 26).

The peculiar aspect of such a command—indeed, “what is strangest
about the will,” concedes Nietzsche—is that we “are at the same time the
commanding and the obeying parties” (BGE, 26). However, we are used
to deceiving ourselves by ignoring this duality, and we construct the
myth of a simple subject through the synthetic concept of the ‘I, and
draw erroneous conclusions from it, “to such a degree that he who wills
believes sincerely that willing suffices for action.” The one who wills be-
lieves that will and actions are one, and he ascribes “the success, the
carrying out of the willing, to the will itself.” In the end, the affirmation
of the will is the increase in the sensation of power. “Freedom of the
will’—that is the expression for the complex state of delight of the person
exercising volition, who commands and at the same time identifies him-
self with the executor of the order—who, as such, enjoys also the triumph
over obstacles, but thinks within himself that it was really his will itself
that overcame them” (BGE, 26). In all willing there is essentially a ques-
tion of commanding and obeying, that is, an experience of power. The
notion of “free will” thus needs to be approached in terms of power. In
this passage from Beyond Good and Evil, Nietzsche describes it in highly
personal, psychological terms, giving a psychological account of free-
dom. There is no free will, but there are weak or strong wills. The weak-
willed invest notions such as necessity, causal connections, out of a com-
pulsion to obey. Discussions on the “unfreedom of the will” can be seen
from two perspectives. On the one hand, “some will not give up their
‘responsibility, their belief in themselves, the personal right to their mer-
its at any price (the vain races belong to this class).” However, “others,
on the contrary, do not wish to be answerable for anything, or blamed
for anything, and owing to an inward self-contempt, seek to shift the
blame for themselves somewhere else.” These are the weak-willed, who
indulge in pity and the religions of human suffering.
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FREE WILL AS A “MAKING-RESPONSIBLE”

Ultimately it appears that agency, causality, free will, and an underlying
ego, far from being the conditions of responsibility, were in fact con-
structed in order to constitute responsibility. They were invented in order
to posit an agent as responsible and accountable, since this agent is then
declared to be cause and origin of its actions. The belief in the will gives
us the certainty that we are the cause of our actions, thus giving rise to
our belief in responsibility—that we are responsible for our actions. In
other words, responsibility is not the consequence of free will; rather,
free will as a concept was invented to make responsibility possible: “Like-
wise, we never doubted that all the antecedentia of an action, its causes,
were to be sought in consciousness and could be discovered there if we
looked for them—discovered as ‘motives™ otherwise, the actor would not
have been free for the action, responsible for it” (TI, 31-32). Far from
being some objective fact, free will is here a construct built with the
certain purpose of making humans responsible.

Under the heading “The Error of Free Will,” in Twilight of the Idols,
after having declared that we today have no “sympathy” anymore for the
concept of free will, Nietzsche calls this will “the most disreputable of
all theologians’ tricks, designed to make humanity ‘responsible’ in the
theologians’ sense, that is, to make them dependent on them” (TI, 35).
Free will was invented in order to constitute humanity as responsible,
and responsibility is here traced back to a making-responsible for the
sake of a power. After having shown how the alleged unity of ‘the will’
was nothing but a complex of sensations structured through a problem-
atics of power, Nietzsche prolongs his critique of free will in terms of the
motives behind its institution. Of what complexes is free will (and causa
sui) the symptom? Positing accountability, demanding accountability,
making-responsible, all require the belief in free will, in order to punish.
This is what Nietzsche calls the “psychology” of all making-responsi-
ble—i.e., making others guilty and thus dependent. “Here I am simply
offering the psychology of all making-responsible.—Wherever respon-
sibilities are sought, what tends to be doing the seeking is the instinct of
wanting to punish and rule” (T1, 35). In the process, one deprives becom-
ing of any innocence, instead tracing linkages to so-called agents, inten-
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tions, wills, and purposes. The institution of responsibility expresses the
desire to find guilty parties by identifying agent-causes to whom one can
impute guilt. In short, the doctrine of the will would have been “essen-
tially invented for purposes of punishment, that is, for purposes of want-
ing to find people guilty” (T1, 35). The whole of traditional psychology, for
Nietzsche, lies in priests’ desire to create for themselves the right to pun-
ish. Human being are said to be free “so that they could be ruled, so that
they could be punished—so that they could become guilty: consequently,
every action had to be thought of as willed, the origin of every action
had to be thought to lie in the consciousness” (T1, 35). One can see here
how free will is not the basis of responsibility, but was invented after the
fact in order to constitute responsibility, as a making-responsible. Nietz-
sche’s “epistemological” critique of free will and causality is here ex-
panded into a symptomatological genealogy.

Nietzsche’s genealogical critique of the will thus emphasizes the con-
nection between the philosophies of free will and the problematic of pun-
ishment. In $23 of The Wanderer and His Shadow, titled “Have the adher-
ents of the theory of free-will the right to punish?” Nietzsche explicitly
approaches free will in terms of the needs of prosecutors to constitute
someone who can be punished. Those who judge and punish as a profes-
sion need first and foremost to establish “whether an ill-doer is at all ac-
countable for his deed” (HH, 312). So-called “scientific,” “objective” studies
in contemporary psychology on the accountability of youngsters or “men-
tally challenged” individuals are not as neutral as they claim, for their
conclusions on the accountability of the subject have an immediate impact
on a system of punishment. If the “subjects” of such clinical research are
said to be accountable, i.e., legally responsible, they can be punished. The
more accountability, the more punishment can be applied. Those scientific
studies in fact serve a purpose that is already established, namely, the in-
crease of the possibility of punishment; they simply provide the a posteriori
rationalization for such punishment. How does one establish accountabil-
ity and thus the possibility of punishment? By the position of free will. Was
the “evil-doer” acting deliberately? Was he able to use his intelligence, act-
ing for reasons and not under compulsion? Does he display will and ratio-
nal choice? “Ifhe is punished, he is punished for having preferred the worse
reasons to the better: which he must therefore have known. Where this
knowledge is lacking a man is, according to the prevailing view, unfree and
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not responsible” (HH, 312). But more than intelligence (Aristotle’s rational
deliberation), it is free will that comes to the fore as the genuine cause for
the act. “The intelligence is not the cause, because it could not decide against
the better reasons? And here one calls ‘free will” to one’s aid: it is pure will-
fulness which is supposed to decide, as impulse is supposed to enter within
which motive plays no part, in which the deed, arising out of nothing, oc-
curs as a miracle,” and it is therefore such willfulness which is punished.
“Thus the offender is punished because he employs “free-will”” (HH, 313).
Nietzsche proceeds to demonstrate how this theory self-deconstructs, or
at the veryleast betrays its own arbitrariness, since such will decides “with-
out motive, without origin, something purposeless and non-rational,” so
that the adherents of the theory of free will in fact “have no right to punish”
as their own principles deny them that right. Still, it remains that what is
called for in order to punish is the accountability of the agent provided by
its free will. Free will is the instrument and condition of punishment, con-
structed and secured for the sake of punishment. The more accountability,
the more punishment and control are possible.

For Nietzsche, the origin of responsibility lies in the drive to punish,
through guilt-assigning if not guilt-producing, for guilt is produced. As
Nietzsche writes in The Gay Science, “Although the shrewdest judges of
the witches and even the witches themselves were convinced of the guilt
of witchery, this guilt nevertheless did not exist. This applies to all guilt”
(GS, 216; my emphasis). Ultimately, it is the spirit of ressentiment and a
quest for revenge which produce the concepts of guilt and responsibility,
which concepts themselves make necessary the further invention of con-
cepts such as free agency, intention, causality, etc. One is called “free” in
order to be found responsible, held guilty. The origins of guilt, in the
sphere of obligations, are “soaked in blood” (GM, 65); the categorical
imperative “smells of cruelty” (GM, 65); and as for Christian ethics, it is
the “metaphysics of the hangman” (TT, 36)! As we know, Nietzsche at-
tempts to counter this ressentiment, “to get the concepts of guilt and
punishment back out of the world, and to purge psychology, history,
nature, social institutions and sanctions of these concepts,” so as to get
rid of the moralist world-order which infects the innocence of becoming
by means of punishment and guilt. This requires the destruction of the
very concept of accountability, which will lead Nietzsche to proclaim the
unaccountability of all things.
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THE UNACCOUNTABILITY OF ALL THINGS

In book 2 of Human, All Too Human, in a section titled “The Fable of Intel-
ligible Freedom,” Nietzsche returns to what he names the “error of ac-
countability” (des Irrthums von der Verantwortlichkeit), which itself rests
on the error of free will (HH, 34). Nietzsche reconstitutes the history of this
error within a history of the moral sensations (“The principal stages in the
history of the sensations by virtue of which we make anyone accountable
for his actions, that is to say, of the moral sensations . . .”). First, one calls
individual actions good or bad quite irrespective of their motives but in
terms of their useful or harmful consequences; oftentimes, Nietzsche ob-
serves, one calls actions “evil” when in fact they “are only stupid” (HH, 58).
Nietzsche makes the claim that so-called good actions are “sublimated evil
ones” and that evil actions are “brutalized good ones” (HH, 58), and that
between good and evil actions there is only a difference of degree, not of
nature. One then forgets the origin of these designations and believes that
good and evil are inherent in the actions themselves, abstracting a concept
of good and evil, and thus repeating the same mistake that is singled out
in “Truth and Lie in an Extramoral Sense”—forgetting the metaphoricity
oflanguage and believing that the stone is itself hard, the tree is itself green,
“thatistosay. .. taking for cause that which is effect” (HH, 34). Still in line
with this inversion of cause and effect, one then attributes the good or evil
to the motives. One goes further yet and attributes good and evil, not only
to the motives of the act, but to the whole nature of man. That way, one has
invented the concept of accountability, and in that way “successively makes
men accountable for the effects they produce, then for their actions, then
for their motives, and finally for their nature” (HH, 34). However, just as
he did in The Wanderer and His Shadow, Nietzsche is quick to show that
this position of accountability leads to its own self-deconstruction, for the
nature of man proves unaccountable, being the product of so many past
and present influences. The cause (human nature) proves itself unaccount-
able. Nietzsche concludes that one finally discovers that “man can be made
accountable for nothing . . . that is to say . . . not for his nature, nor for his
motives, nor for his actions, nor for the effects he produces” (HH, 34). “Ac-
countable for nothing,” as a statement, can of course be taken in two ways:
Either as the affirmation of the unaccountability of humans, or as the claim
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that one is accountable for (the) nothing as such, as Sartre will argue. We
will see how for Sartre, one is responsible out of the nothing and for the
sake of the nothing in the guise of an ungrounded freedom. Nietzsche here
simply points to the groundlessness of accountability, the unaccountability
on which it rests, and the error that it therefore represents. “One has thereby
attained to the knowledge that the history of the moral sensations if the
history of an error, the error of accountability, which rests on the error of
freedom of will” (HH, 34).

Further in book 2 of Human, All Too Human, in a section titled “Un-
accountability and Innocence” (Unverantwortlichkeit und Unschuld),
Nietzsche speaks of the “complete unaccountability of man for his ac-
tions and his nature” (Die villige Unverantwortlichkeit des Menschen fiir
sein Handeln und sein Wesen), a fact that is “the bitterest draught the
man of knowledge has to swallow” (HH, 57), accustomed as he is to think
of himself in terms of accountability. We recall how responsibility and
self-responsibility represented for Kant the very essence of the person.
However, for Nietzsche, the belief in the accountability of man “rested
upon an error” for “it is absurd to praise and censure nature and neces-
sity” (HH, 57). Nietzsche invites us to think away from accountability
and guilty, and rather in terms of necessity and innocence. He writes,
“Everything is necessity: this is the new knowledge, and this knowledge
itself is necessity. Everything is innocence: and knowledge is the way to
insight into this innocence” (HH, 57). Even the actions of man are taken
as escaping the false ideology of accountability. So that just as “he loves
a fine work of art but does not praise it since it can do nothing for itself,
as he stands before the plants, so must he stand before the actions of men
and before his own” (HH, 57). One can admire their strength, their
beauty, but not find any “merit” in them. Indeed, so-called free will is a
conflict of forces within oneself: “the chemical process and the strife of
the elements, the torment of the sick man who yearns for an end to his
sickness, are as little merits as are those states of distress and psychic
convulsions which arise when we are torn back and forth by conflicting
until we finally choose the most powerful of them” (HH, 58). Or rather,
Nietzsche adds in a remarkable way, “until the most powerful motive
chooses us” (HH, 58; my emphasis)! The “free agent” of the tradition is
more acted than acting, more inhabited by forces than deciding the
course of an act. At the basis of the act, there is no causal agent with
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motives and intentions. Guilt is thereby indeed driven out of this world,
and Nietzsche proclaims the innocence of becoming: “Everything is in-
nocence (Unschuld).”

Nietzsche clarifies these claims of the unaccountability of all things
and the innocence of becoming in Twilight of the Idols. In the last para-
graph of “The Four Great Errors,” after his deconstruction of imaginary
causes (intentions, subjects, etc.), Nietzsche is able to question the very
notion of authorship, whether divine or human, and declares that there is
no author of who we are. Existence simply displays a radical absence of
agency. “What can be our doctrine alone?” he asks, and immediately an-
swers, “That nobody gives human beings their qualities, neither God, nor
society, nor their parents and ancestors, nor they themselves (the nonsense
of the last notion we are rejecting was taught by Kant as ‘intelligible free-
dom,” and maybe was already taught by Plato as well)” (T1, 36). It is thus
not simply divine authorship that is denied, but also the authorship that
could be claimed by humans themselves, under the guise of autonomy and
causa sui. There is simply no author, whether divine or human. “Nobody is
responsible for being here in the first place, for being constituted in such
and such a way, for being in these circumstances, in this environment” (T1,
36). Nietzsche also rejects the old myths of intention and an allegedly di-
vine purpose or essential vocation of man: “We are not the consequence of
a special intention, a will, a goal; we are not being used in an attempt to
reach an ‘ideal of humanity, or an ‘ideal of happiness,’ or an ‘ideal of mo-
rality’—it is absurd to want to divert our essence towards some goal” (T1,
36). There are no transcendent goals or purposes, except the ones we in-
vent. In fact, we are the ones who have invented the very concepts of ends,
purposes, and agents: “We have invented the concept ‘goal in reality, goals
are absent” (T1, 36). Nietzsche thus denies the possibility of a transcenden-
tal freedom positing from out of the world an intention, and he insists that
one “belongs to the whole,” that “one is in the whole,” which implies that
“there is nothing outside the whole!” (T1, 36).

Nietzsche sees this critique as “the great liberation” (einer grossen
Loslosung) from the Christian theology of guilt-assigning, and opening
onto the tragic “innocence of becoming” and life (T1, 36). It is the libera-
tion from the metaphysical concept of accountability, if it is the case that
“wherever responsibilities are sought, it is usually the instinct of wanting
to judge and punish which is at work. Becoming has been deprived of its
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innocence when any being-such-and-such is traced back to will” (T1I,
36). However, “nobody is made responsible anymore™

no way of being may be traced back to a causa prima [first cause] . . . —only
this is the great liberation—in this way only, the innocence of becoming is
restored . .. The concept “God” was up to now the greatest objection
against existence . . . We deny God, and in denying God we deny respon-
sibility: only thus do we redeem the world. (TL, 36-37)

“We deny God,” that is, the notion of an author-subject of the world, and
in that sense “we deny responsibility,” that is, the metaphysical interpreta-
tion of responsibility as accountability of the agent-subject. It indeed seems
that the very basis of responsibility—as accountability—finds itself denied,
due to this radical lack of agency and authorship. That critique of agency
and subjectivity, of authorship, indeed goes against the grain of the prevail-
ing philosophical and common understanding of responsibility. However,
it only denies accountability, which is but the subjectivist and moral inter-
pretation of responsibility. Nietzsche only takes issue with the model of
accountability resting on causes, intentions, and agents, and it is not cer-
tain that this closes off the possibility of another sense of responsibility
(which is distinct from accountability) to emerge. Nonetheless, it is clear
that the critique bears on negative and pathological constructs: It is a mat-
ter of restoring the innocence of becoming, of redeeming the world, of
freeing human existence from guilt-assigning philosophies of account-
ability. In that freeing, another sense of responsibility would emerge, not
based on subjectivity, but on the task of affirming life and carrying the
weight of a Godless, abyssal existence, a task of overcoming nihilism and
a future that Nietzsche assigns to the “overman.”

As we have seen, Nietzsche destroys the metaphysical concept of re-
sponsibility, exposing it as a “fiction” that was invented for the purpose of
guilt-assigning out of a self-hatred of life. However, the innocence of be-
coming that he proclaims could be said to open a new sense of responsibil-
ity, far from its traditional sense of accountability, as the taking on of the
tragic innocence of a life that one must affirm. One sense of responsibility,
as it were (and which remains to be explored), replaces another. This is why
the charge that Nietzsche’s genealogical critique of morality would lead to
irresponsibility is actually the opposite of what occurs. Nietzsche does take
leave of accountability, but not with all sense of responsibility. His critique
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of the nihilistic traditional concept of responsibility leads to a new origin
of responsibility, which is no longer based on guilt but on the givenness of
an a-theological existence coming into its own. To be more precise, this
new sense of responsibility actually emerges out of the destruction of ac-
countability: There is on the one hand the proclamation of the complete
unaccountability of all things, since there is no author, agent, or cause; but
paradoxically, it is this very agentless and authorless existence that respon-
sibilizes us, putting us in the position of having to take over such ground-
lessness in an extra-moral sense. The idols of metaphysics are dismantled
in order to deliver us to our groundless freedom—to our groundless re-
sponsibility. This deconstruction places us in the position of having to
(obligation) carry this weight (responsibility). Nietzsche’s destruction of
idols in this sense is therefore a call to responsibility, a responsibility that
becomes infinitized by the very groundlessness of existence, the absence
of authorship and agency. It is not by chance, as we will see, that Sartre,
placing himself explicitly in the wake of Nietzsche’s philosophy of the
death of God, developed a philosophy of absolute freedom and responsibil-
ity on the basis of the nothing.

In this transition between accountability and responsibility, and out
of the groundlessness of existence, we are placed in the position of taking
on this groundlessness and become the creators of the (meaning of) the
world, the creator of values: “Revaluation of all values: that is my formula
for an act of supreme coming to-to-oneself on the part of mankind” (Ecce
Homo, in GM, 326; translation modified). The task of overcoming nihilism
demands that we “create values™; “Genuine philosophers . . . are commanders
and legislators: they say ‘thus it shall be
propriation and destruction of Kantian autonomy within a problematics

3%

(BGE, 136). Consecrating the ap-

of power—“Independence is for the very few; it is a privilege of the strong”
(BGE, 41)—Nietzsche calls for the “free spirits” to come, for a figure of the
new philosopher as the bearer of the greatest responsibility, who would be
capable of “enduring” the “weight of such responsibility” (BGE, 117) and
who is described as “the man of the most comprehensive responsibility,”
“always destructive as well as creative and form-giving” (BGE, 72). Such
free spirits “say, ‘thus it shall be!” They first determine the Whither and For
What of man ... With a creative hand they reach for the future, and all that
is and has been becomes for them, an instrument, a hammer. Their ‘know-
ing’ is creating, their creating is a legislation, their will to truth is—will to
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power” (BGE, 136).” However, this commanding is not provided by the
control of the voluntary and the decision of rational agency, but paradoxi-
cally by the absence of such fictions, by the withdrawal of essence and
theological foundation. Therein lies the paradoxical character of Nietz-
sche’s thought of responsibility: The boundless power of responsibility is
here given by the lack of foundation in existence. This is also the paradoxi-
cal situation of Nietzsche’s thought in this history of responsibility we are
trying to reconstitute. On the one hand, he accomplishes a destruction of
that tradition, yet on the other hand, one cannot help but note how certain
features of that tradition, such as the very motif of power, of legislation and
self-legislation, are brought to a paroxysm. We will follow this paroxysm
more closely with Sartre. It must suffice to state here that Nietzsche’s gene-
alogy, which is often portrayed as simply critical of responsibility, should
be viewed instead as opening the way for a transformation of the senses of
responsibility, as well as enhancing its scope and reach. Nietzsche’s decon-
struction of accountability leads to a paradoxical absolutizing of responsi-
bility—the explicit task of Sartre’s existentialism, in the wake of the death
of God. That is the “great liberation” (grossen Loslosung) of which Nietzsche
speaks in the preface to Human, All Too Human,** a freedom and a respon-
sibility which will constitute the heart of Sartre’s thought, and which calls
for an enhanced sense of responsibility as creation and self-creation.



FOUR

Sartre: Hyperbolic Responsibility

The Phenomenological Origins of Responsibility
EXISTENTIAL RESPONSIBILITY

Sartre’s philosophy of responsibility is marked by a constitutive paradox,
as it develops a post-metaphysical sense of responsibility while leading the
metaphysical tradition to a paroxysm. Indeed, Sartre’s thought reflects the
peculiar merging of a phenomenological and post-theological account of
responsibility with the Cartesian paradigm of subjectivity and will.' T will
attempt in the following pages to highlight the phenomenological and on-
tological origins of responsibility as Sartre thematizes them—existence as
prior to, and indeed without essence; original freedom and original choice
as opposed to free will; responsibility as identified with existence itself; the
determinative role of the nothing in Sartre’s concept of responsibility; the
invention of law in ethical decision, i.e., in a decision that takes place with-
out norms; the absolutizing of responsibility and the overcoming of factic-
ity; the problematics of authenticity and bad faith—in short, an original or
ontological responsibility. But it will also be necessary to mark the herme-
neutical limits of this account of responsibility, due to Sartre’s dependence
on the Cartesian tradition. Responsibility in Sartre derives from the unique
hermeneutical situation of his philosophy, and thus relies on existential
phenomenology (in the wake of the Nietzschean thought of the death of
God) no less than on a Cartesian stress on subjectivity and the primacy of
the ego and its will. Sartre thus marks a sort of turning point in the history
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of responsibility we are following, in which the modern tradition of willful
subjectivity—and the motif of authorship, in Sartre’s thinking of respon-
sibility—is brought to a paroxysm, while at the same time new possibilities
come into the open. That is, Sartre both prefigured and announced, if he
did not fully exploit, a situation clearly described by Derrida in this way:

To take up the question of responsibility again, even if one does not agree
with the Sartrean metaphysics of freedom, there is nonetheless, in his
analysis of decision, of a responsibility left to the other without criterion,
without norm, without prescription, in the undecidable alone (cf.
Lexistentialisme est un humanisme), there is something there that can be
separated from a Cartesian metaphysics of freedom, of free will.?

These new possibilities, explored and developed in his phenomeno-
logical ontology, remain limited by Sartre’s heavy dependency on Carte-
sianism and his insufficient distance from this inheritance. Nowhere does
this tension appear more clearly than in his thinking of responsibility. On
the one hand, Sartre takes a phenomenological approach to philosophical
questions, that is, emphasizes a new attentiveness to the givenness of phe-
nomena, by turning away from the metaphysical and theological con-
structs dismantled by Nietzsche. Attending to the structures of an essence-
less existence, Sartre renews our understanding of responsibility by giving
us access to its phenomenological origins. On the other hand, he relies on
the traditional motifs of authorship, subjectivity, and will. Sartre thus un-
dertakes to develop an ontological analysis of responsibility, based on
original freedom and a post-theological analysis of existence, and yet he
still retains a very classical definition of responsibility based on willful
subjectivity and authorship. As one can read at the beginning of the chap-
ter on freedom and responsibility in Being and Nothingness, Sartre is still
relying on that traditional sense when he provides his definition of respon-
sibility, the only definition he ever gave: “We are taking the word ‘respon-
sibility’ in its ordinary sense as ‘consciousness (of) being the incontestable
author of an event or of an object.”™

Certainly, as we will see, that sense of authorship differs from the
traditional accountability for one’s actions (and is even paradoxical as it
includes not only what I have not done but also perhaps what exceeds
my capacities), since we are dealing here with an authorship with respect
to my being, and to the whole world as a way of being. But in a sense this
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is precisely the problem, as the classical definition of responsibility is
thus brought to a paroxysm, becoming a hyperbolic responsibility.
Nonetheless, a paroxysm is always paradoxical, exceeding itself, and this
hyperbolic inflation of responsibility as accountability will in fact lead
to the exceeding of that tradition, opening onto other senses, if one un-
derstands that Sartre extends the scope of authorship so far that he ends
up deconstructing it.* For instance, Sartre’s philosophy retrieves exis-
tential origins of responsibility that are distinct from the mere author-
ship of an agent-subject. Responsibility arises out of that event named
‘the death of God, and Sartre attempts to draw the most radical conse-
quences of this event, explaining that by existentialism, “we mean only
that God does not exist and that we have to face all the consequences of
this.” This is why Sartre states that the existentialist “thinks it very dis-
tressing that God does not exist, because all possibility of finding values
in a heaven of ideas disappears along with Him” (HE, 40). By stating that
God is dead, one is no longer able to justify one’s actions by appealing
to an a priori table of values, or even to a human nature; no transcendent
values or commands could legitimize one’s decisions and responsibili-
ties. Will this situation imply some impossibility of ethics as such, and
of responsibility, since there is no longer a way to rely on a priori values
in our decisions? Not so for Sartre, for he does not claim that there are
no values (that indeed would be nihilism), but rather that there are no
transcendent, given, a priori, objective values. For Sartre, values are not
transcendent, because they are immanent to existence itself and express
its very freedom. They are not given a priori because they are created,
invented, and chosen (and once chosen, they are not established once
and for all but are to be chosen again and again). They are not objective,
because they express subjective life, Sartre insisting that existence is sub-
jective through and through. Subjectivity is the impassable horizon of
existence according to Sartre. Doesn’t he claim that “it is impossible for
man to transcend human subjectivity” (HE, 37)?° It is in fact ironic that
some critics of Sartre reproach him for not relying on objective a priori
values to guide one’s moral choices,” thereby assuming that values are
what would grant an objectivity to morality, and thus ignoring the fact
that the very concept of “value,” as Heidegger has shown, already dis-
plays a subjective component: It is a subjectivist bias that focuses on
values, on how being is evaluated from the perspective of a subject grant-
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ing value to objects. In other words, a value already supposes an evalu-
ation, and that evaluation supposes a subject making that determination,
which for Sartre rests on a free choice. Values are therefore never objec-
tive! For Sartre, one’s ethical values are not given in a transcendent and
objective sphere, but must be invented in the motion proper to existence.
Ethics thus becomes the praxis of one’s very freedom, and its justification
ultimately lies in such a praxis. For Sartre, freedom consists in having
to make choices, and not being able to avoid making such choices. One
chooses values, and one also chooses how one chooses values.

The core of existentialist ethics is responsibility because existential-
ism recognizes that human beings invent who they are and the values
they live by, a responsibility that will be defined by Sartre as universal,
hyperbolic, and even absolute. Ethics is the heart of human existence;
“to be” means to be responsible because to be is to be free. As he states
in Being and Nothingness, “there is no difference between the being of
man and his being-free” (BN, 25). Responsibility is thus radicalized, from
a responsibility for one’s actions to a responsibility identified with being
itself. Sartre develops the concept of a responsibility for being and the
meaning of being, and not simply for one’s actions—an ontological re-
sponsibility—thus radicalizing the subject-based philosophy of account-
ability. Far more radical than stating that one is responsible for one’s
actions is the claim that one is responsible for one’s own being; far more
radical than stating that the agent has free will, is the claim that to be
means to be responsible; far more radical than claiming that the rational
subject has control over its domain, is the claim that we are free from
the depths of our being. For Sartre, it is not a matter of free will but of a
freedom that is, as he writes, “more profound” than the will (BN, 583).
Freedom is originary to our very being. Finally, more radical than stating
that our responsibility ensues from free will, is the claim that we are
responsible insofar as we are the authors of our very being, in the sense
of inventing each time our being in an act of freedom. Sartre argues that
the possibility of ethics—the absolute responsibility of an essenceless
existence for itself and for all that is—is the consequence of the death of
God. That means, at every moment and without any support, man must
invent man. To that extent, he is absolutely responsible, not only for what
he does but above all for what he is. Consequently, far from being an-
nulled by Sartre’s condemnation of theological thinking, responsibility
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in fact arises out of this withdrawal of theological principles. Ethics is
here situated at the heart of existence as absolute responsibility, and is
based on the absence of any a priori table of values, any “ethical scrip-
ture.” Such a responsibility is for Sartre absolute, overwhelming, exces-
sive or infinite, as well as universal. Let us examine such an ethics of
absolute responsibility step by step.

ESSENCELESS EXISTENCE

It is well known that Sartrean existentialism took as its motto the following
expression, “existence precedes essence.” That proposition, to which we
will return shortly, could also be taken as meaning that existence has no
essence, since one could argue that in such a reversal, essence itself is de-
constructed! It indicates at the very least that existence lacks a basis, that it
can only be accessed as a sheer fact, a bare given. The givenness of exis-
tence, as existence, first requires that its connection with essence be shat-
tered. This is of course brilliantly described in Nausea, which shows the
original givenness of pure presence, of being without meaning (essence),
of presence as a sheer given. As if for the first time, one realized that exis-
tence is not identical to its signification or concept (essence), that a glass of
beer, as Sartre writes, exists first outside the concept of the glass of beer.
Things are first given outside of their concepts, even outside the concept of
“existing things,” outside the very concept of existence. Existence exceeds
its concept. Originally, the pure fact of a “that” is not covered over, deter-
mined, preceded or justified by a “what.” Things exist first, prior to and
without having a meaning.

Precisely because being is what is given first, because it is what first
comes, that fact presents itself without any sense or meaning. At the mo-
ment of the givenness of existence, there is a radical senselessness, which
does not necessarily preclude or foreclose the possibility of meaning but,
rather, allows for a futural opening, a sort of promise to fulfill and enact.
Consequently the meaning of existence (as a subjective genitive), is opened
as a possibility by the factical givenness of existence. It is always a meaning
to-come, always futural, and always a responsibility. One has to provide,
invent, imagine, and construct such a meaning, and all of these are noth-
ing but an original responsibility for meaning. Meaning opens in such
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originary responsibility. This is how Sartre describes the origins of respon-
sibility, as arising out of the essencelessness of existence.

Sartre’s philosophy of existence or, as he labeled it himself, existential-
ism, explicitly places itself within the horizon of Nietzsche’s critique of
traditional philosophy and theology, and understands itself as a conse-
quence of what Nietzsche called the death of God. As I mentioned above,
Sartre explains in “The Humanism of Existentialism” that by existential-
ism, “we mean only that God does not exist and that we have to face all the
consequences of this” (HE, 40). At the end of the essay, Sartre reiterates this
perspective and concludes with these words: “From these few reflections it
is evident that nothing is more unjust than the objections that have been
raised against us. Existentialism is nothing else than an attempt to draw all
the consequences of a coherent atheistic position” (HE, 62; my emphasis).®
We will see how, falling back on a classical undeconstructed humanism,
Sartre concludes from this event of the death of God that our world is only
a human world, which allows him to proclaim the humanism of existen-
tialism. The title of his lecture reads Lexistentialisme est un humanisme,
which could thus be translated “Existentialism is a Humanism,” more liter-
ally than “The Humanism of Existentialism.”

However, it will also appear that existentialism above all needs to be
understood in its ethical scope. For the withdrawal of theological foun-
dations and principles frees existence as a responsibility for itself, indeed
as an absolute, infinite, or boundless responsibility for itself and for the
world. “Absolute responsibility,” Jean-Luc Nancy writes, “has come to us
with the absolute infinity of foundations and ends . . . with the death of
God and the birth of the world. That is to say, with existence delivered
over to our absolute responsibility.™ A few lines further on, Nancy em-
phasizes that “existence is responsibility for existence” (RE, 8), a state-
ment that Sartre would certainly not disavow. Responsibility here is not
simply the consequence of free will but indeed defines the very being of
humans."” Responsibility becomes identified with existence itself as soon
as existence can no longer be measured against some pre-given author-
ity, norm or fate. This frees responsibility from the calculation of a mea-
sure and launches it into the immeasurable of existence itself. Respon-
sibility with Sartre would become boundless, as it arises out of the
groundlessness of existence." In other words, the more ungrounded it
finds itself to be and the more it is delivered to the incalculable, the more
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responsibility would increase. This shows the extent to which Sartre con-
ceives of ethics not in terms of some theoretical principles to apply, but
as the very unfolding of human existence, an existence absolutely freed
from any theological foundation and determinism. This is why respon-
sibility in Sartre’s work tends to be identified with existence itself, that
is, with freedom, and no longer confined to the operations of a subject
of imputation. This claim of an intrinsic ethicality of Sartre’s existential-
ism seems to go against what he himself confessed at the end of Being
and Nothingness, namely that he had not written an ethics and that he
needed to expand his thought from a purely reflexive level to the ethical
plane: “All these questions, which refer to a pure and not an accessory
reflection, can find their reply only on an ethical plane. We shall devote
to them a future work” (BN, 798), we are told. Now, notwithstanding the
fact that such a future work never saw the light of day (with the exception
of the posthumously published Notebooks for an Ethics), one could argue
here that Sartre did not need to add an ethics to his volume of phenom-
enological ontology because the ethical itself was already inscribed in
this ontology. He admitted as much when he wrote that even though
ontology is unable to formulate ethical imperatives, it nonetheless allows
“us to catch a glimpse of what sort of ethics will assume its responsibili-
ties when confronted with a human reality in situation” (BN, 795)."* This
passage strongly suggests that if ontology cannot provide a morality or
an ethics per se, it nevertheless articulates what one may call here the
ethicality of ethics, the very possibility of ethics. When Heidegger was
asked in his “Letter on Humanism” why he did not write an ethics to
supplement his fundamental ontology, he replied famously that the
thinking of being was an originary ethics. Such is clearly also the case
with Sartre, as I will try to make explicit in the following pages. Sartre
develops an understanding of existence that immediately engages ethics
in its very possibility, and is thematized as absolute responsibility.

In his lecture on “The Humanism of Existentialism,” Sartre defines
existentialism as that philosophy which claims that existence precedes es-
sence. The self-confessed goal of that lecture was to answer Sartre’s critics,
who had claimed that existentialism was a philosophy of despair, pessi-
mism, and fatalism that emphasized the negative side of life—in short, a
nihilistic philosophy. Such was, for example, the Marxists” charge, which
maintained that Sartre would end up with a petit-bourgeois contemplative
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philosophy. To these charges, Sartre insists that his conception of existen-
tialism leads to activism and is in a certain sense a philosophy of hope—a
hope, however, which is immanent to existence and to action, and not in
relation to a transcendent realm. For instance, Sartre writes, “The doctrine
I am presenting is the very opposite of quietism, since it declares, “There is
(HE, 47). A few pages below, we read: “When
all is said and done, what we are accused of, at bottom, is not our pessi-
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no reality except in action

mism, but an optimistic toughness” (HE, 49). Optimism, because we in-
vent and choose our being at every moment; but toughness, because this
freedom takes place against the background of the nothing and the ab-
sence of God. In the end, existentialism is a philosophy of action, and to
that extent, of hope. In fact, it is the indulgence of metaphysical dreams that
would ultimately lead us to despair:

Thus, I think we have answered a number of the charges concerning ex-
istentialism. You see that it cannot be taken for a philosophy of quietism,
since it defines man in terms of action; nor for a pessimistic description
of man—there is no doctrine more optimistic, since man’s destiny is
within himself. Nor for an attempt to discourage man from acting, since
it tells him that the only hope is in his acting and that action is the only
thing that enables a man to live. Consequently, we are dealing here with
an ethics of action and involvement. (HE, 50; my emphasis)

The death of God does not lead to despair but opens the space for free-
dom, a freedom opened by the absence of any foundation for existence,
and thus leads to action, engagement, and thereby, to responsibility.
From the Christian perspective, the charge has been that Sartre’s exis-
tentialism leads to the impossibility of morality, under the belief that “if
we reject God’s commandments and the eternal truths, there no longer
remains anything but pure caprice, with everyone permitted to do as he
pleases and incapable, from his own point of view, of condemning the
points of view and acts of others” (HE, 32; translation modified).

As we know, Sartre attempts to answer these charges by emphasizing
the humanism of existentialism, a humanism that will be understood as a
subjectivist atheism. Sartre writes, “In any case, what can be said from the
very beginning is that by existentialism we mean a doctrine which makes
human life possible and, in addition, declares that every truth and every
action implies a human setting and subjectivity” (HE, 32). Here we note
what I alluded to above as the maintaining of a metaphysical humanism,
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and how a novel way of philosophizing does not preclude the persistence
of classical metaphysical motifs within it, which are simply left unques-
tioned. For there is simply no necessity to infer from the death of God the
primacy of the subject, unless of course one replaces, as Sartre does, a
theocentrism with a structurally parallel anthropocentrism. This inference
is a leap, itself made possible by the way in which Sartre has anthropolo-
gized Heidegger’s Dasein, incorrectly translating the term as “human real-
ity” (réalité humaine was Henri Corbin’s translation of Dasein, a transla-
tion borrowed and (mis)used here by Sartre). This passage reveals Sartre’s
misunderstanding clearly: “This being,” namely, the being for whom exis-
tence precedes essence, “is man or, as Heidegger says, human reality” (HE,
35). This is clearly a twofold misunderstanding, for not only is Dasein not
human reality, but Heidegger also never wrote that existence precedes es-
sence, and I will return to this last question. Nonetheless, for Sartre, as he
stated famously (something Heidegger would answer and challenge explic-
itlyin his “Letter on Humanism?”), “the fact is we are on a plane where there
are only men” (HE, 41). Being and Nothingness is much further from Being
and Time than Sartre would have imagined.”

What is existentialism? For Sartre, its meaning can be defined in two
ways. In this 1945 essay he distinguishes between Christian existentialists,
such as Jaspers and Gabriel Marcel (one might add Emmanuel Mounier as
well), and atheistic existentialists, of which he is the main representative (in
which category he also places Heidegger and French existentialists whom
he does not name). According to Sartre, what they have in common “is that
they think that existence precedes essence,” or, he adds in a very significant
way, “if you prefer, that subjectivity must be the starting point” (HE, 34).
One notes once again the subjectivist bias: Sartre, from the outset, equates
the essencelessness of existence (phenomenological ontology) with the pri-
macy of subjectivity (Cartesian motif), thereby merging, as we indicated
above, a phenomenological attention to the phenomena with a Cartesian
philosophy of the primacy of the ego. But it is in no way clear how the fact
that existence precedes essence implies that subjectivity must be the start-
ing point! For instance, when Heidegger writes, “The ‘essence’ of Dasein
lies in its existence” (Das “Wesen” des Daseins liegt in seiner Existenz), he
in no way signifies a return to subjectivity! Sartre’s statement, existence
precedes essence, is therefore not only an inaccurate citation of Heidegger’s
passage, but it also conveys a misinterpretation which is repeated many
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times in Being and Nothingness. And where Sartre writes, for instance, “We
must say of it [freedom] what Heidegger said of the Dasein in general: ‘In
it existence precedes and commands essence” (BN, 565), he attributes to
Heidegger a statement that is not his, and this error will have major and
unfortunate consequences. In fact, the statement “existence precedes es-
sence” first means that there is no God to provide an essential justification
for our existence, depriving it of any model such as a human nature, which
might suggest that the very form of humanism might self-deconstruct in
the withdrawal of theology. Sartre even comes close to recognizing this,
when he writes: “Thus, there is no human nature, since there is no God to
conceive it” (HE, 36). The withdrawal of foundation should have motivated
Sartre to question anthropocentrism as well, the very values of authorship
and subjectivity as ground. However, this is not what occurred.

For Sartre, there may not be a human nature but there is nonetheless
a primacy of human subjectivity. In this lecture, Sartre draws a principal
distinction between beings that are produced and human existence, recall-
ing somewhat Heidegger’s famed distinction in Being and Time between
beings that are Dasein-like and beings that are either present-at-hand or
ready-to-hand. The model of production thus plays, for Sartre, the role of
an ontological divider. For produced beings, essence precedes existence.
Sartre gives the example of a paper-cutter, “an object which has been made
by an artisan whose inspiration came from a concept” (HE, 35). For the
paper-cutter, essence precedes existence. For humans beings, existence
precedes essence, because we are not produced (created) following a prior
plan. Certainly, in an inappropriate ontology, we too can be conceived of
on the model of these objects, as we too might be said to be “produced” by
a God-artisan. Indeed, Sartre insists, when we think of God we think of
God as “the creator,” that is, the producer of all things, including ourselves.
Thus “the concept of man in the mind of God is comparable to the concept
of a paper-cutter in the mind of the manufacturer, and, following certain
techniques and a conception, God produces man, just as the artisan, fol-
lowing a definition and a technique, makes a paper-cutter” (HE, 35). In
such an analogy—the analogy of production—each individual is the actu-
alization of a prior conception, lodged in the mind of God. And even if we
dispense with God, continues Sartre, we can still retain the notion ofan a
priori essence of man in terms of human nature, as was done in the writ-
ings of the eighteenth-century philosophes. The notion of a human nature,
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with its reliance on an a priori universal humanity, is but a secularized
version of the theological account of the human being and therefore still
remains itself a theological notion. “Thus, here too the essence of man pre-
cedes that historical existence that we find in nature” (HE, 35).

Sartre seeks to break with both the traditional Christian model and
the Enlightenment atheism of the eighteenth century, which in the end
are less distant from one another than is usually assumed," as they both
posit the precedence of essence over existence. Sartre proclaims a radi-
cally atheistic existentialism in which existence is immediately identified
as human existence. Here the human being is no longer referred to as a
human nature but is approached as a future of itself, that is, as a self-
invention. To be human now means to invent oneself. Responsibility will
be conceived in terms of such self-invention.

It is indeed in the motifs of an essenceless existence and a free self-
invention that the concept of responsibility will originate. As we have
seen, Sartre seeks to draw all the consequences of the death of God. It
would be pointless to declare that God is dead if one still retained a
theological framework, whether in the guise of a human nature or a
universal code of values. For Sartre, the death of God means the with-
drawal of essence, and this withdrawal constitutes existence: The with-
drawal of essence is the emergence of existence. This is why Sartre
stresses that atheistic existentialism “states that if God does not exist,
there is at least one being whose existence precedes essence” (HE, 35). To
be precise, Sartre does not say that existence has no essence, rather he
claims that it comes before essence. We must account for this nuance,
starting with the proposition at the background of this entire discussion,
that is, Heidegger’s statement in $9 of Being and Time that we alluded to
above: “The ‘essence’ of Dasein lies in its existence” (Das “Wesen” des
Daseins liegt in seiner Existenz) (SZ, 42). This statement was Heidegger’s
way of immanently dissolving essence into existence. The “whatness”
(essentia) of the entity that we are (“insofar as one can speak of it at all,”
Heidegger adds significantly) must necessarily be conceived of as exis-
tence. But this means, then, that Dasein has no essence, and thus does
not exhibit “‘objectively present attributes’ [Eigenschaften] of an objec-
tively present being” (SZ, 42). Dasein’s selthood is a “way of existing”
(Weise zu existieren) and therefore not a being present-at-hand (SZ, 267).
If Dasein is an existence (distinguishing this term, as Heidegger invites
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us to do so, from existentia®), that is, a pure potentiality-for-being, it will
not be able to answer the question “what is it?” but only the question
“who?” “We gain access [Zugang] to this Being only if we ask: Who is it?
[wer ist es] The Dasein is not constituted by whatness but—if we may
coin the expression—by who-ness [Werheit]” (GA 24, 169).

As we just saw, with Heidegger “essence” (which the German thinker
put in quotation marks, indicating clearly that the word is no longer opera-
tive and is used only provisionally, if not rhetorically) is identified with
existence. How does Sartre understand the relation between essence and
existence? For him, essence is placed following existence, in a mere reversal
of the traditional relation between essence and existence. One might then
argue that his gesture is less radical than Heidegger’s since it maintains the
hierarchy between essence and existence, albeit in an inverted way. In Sar-
tre, the traditional senses of existence and essence are maintained, whereas
Heidegger deconstructs the existentia-essentia distinction altogether. Sar-
tre simply reverses their relation. Essence will be said to come after our free
existence, in the guise of the concepts or definitions that we can provide
for ourselves; as for existence, it is retained as a unitary concept (existentia),
although Heidegger distinguished the existence of things (existentia or
Vorhandenheit) from the existence of Dasein (Existenz). Sartre’s failure to
distinguish clearly between these two senses of existence explains why the
concept of facticity can pertain for him both to the givenness of things in
their materiality and to the givenness of our existence. There too, Hei-
degger had distinguished between the facticity (Faktizitit) of Dasein and
the factuality (Tatsdchlichkeit) of intra-worldly entities, which Sartre does
not do explicitly, as he tends to conflate facticity with the concept of con-
tingency (an ontical concept that is foreign to Heidegger’s thought of exis-
tence). For instance, in Being and Nothingness, in the chapter on “The Fac-
ticity of the For-Itself,” Sartre speaks of the facticity of the for-itself in terms
of the fact of a contingency, a term that includes both the for-itself and the
in-itself. He writes that the for-itself “is as pure contingency inasmuch as
for it as for things in the world, as for this wall, this tree, this cup, the origi-
nal question can be posited: “‘Why is this being exactly such and not oth-
erwise?”” (BN, 127). Sartre understands facticity as contingency, that is, in
terms of causality and of a foundation in reason.”® Contingency names a
lack of necessity and justification in one’s existence, and that contingency
applies to both the for-itself and the in-itself. Facticity and factuality are
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thereby conflated. This is why Sartre gives this definition of facticity: “This
contingency of the for-itself, this weight surpassed and preserved in the
very surpassing—this is facticity” (BN, 173). The identification of facticity
with contingency will not permit a sufficient problematization of the senses
of existence.

On the basis of this inversion of the relation between existence and
essence, Sartre characterizes the human being as the “being who exists
before he can be defined by any concept” (HE, 35). The ‘that’ of existence is
prior to its ‘what.” How does Sartre describe this priority, and in what sense
does this priority constitute the origin of responsibility? Sartre writes,
“What is meant here by saying that existence precedes essence? It means
that, first of all, man exists, turns up, appears on the scene, and, only after-
wards, defines himself” (HE, 36). The ‘that’ appears first, it is what gives
itself first, and it gives itself without or before meaning. Itis first a ‘nothing.’
At first, human reality is ‘nothing, and therefore the original fact is (the)
nothing. “If man, as the existentialist conceives him, is indefinable, it is
because at first he is nothing” (HE, 36; my emphasis).”” Let us be clear, this
‘nothing’ is a nothing of potentiality. It is nothing defined, nothing yet,
which will afterwards be something—a ‘what’ that will be chosen. “Only
afterwards will he be something, and he himself will have made what he
will be” (HE, 36)."® That ‘will,” it should be noted, does not designate free
will but is instead the manifestation of an deeper sense of freedom, which
Sartre called in Being and Nothingness “original freedom.” For Sartre, free-
dom “is not a faculty of the human soul to be envisaged and described in
isolation” (BN, 60), like free will, but it is original freedom, i.e., it has to be
considered in terms of man’s being. We are free to the point that one’s very
being has to be chosen. We are what we choose to be. This is why he ex-
plains that, “the will, far from being the unique or at least the privileged
manifestation of freedom, actually—like every event of the for-itself—must
presuppose the foundation of an original ontological freedom in order to
constitute itself as will” (BN, 571). With freedom, it is not a matter of free
will, of establishing the possibility of voluntary acts (as with Aristotle), but
of an existential freedom, a freedom that is “a more profound freedom than
the will” (BN, 583). Freedom could be described as the existence of the will.
Such freedom is originary to our very being (to be is to be free) and at the
foundation of all our comportments. This, indeed, is the main claim of
Being and Nothingness, that freedom, as Sartre put it, “is identical with my
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existence” (BN, 572). Insofar as this original freedom is identified by Sartre
with the nihilating power of a nothing—“freedom can be nothing other
than this nihilation” (BN, 567)*—and humans are defined in terms of such
freedom, Sartre can state that nothing is given for the human being, or that
what is given at the outset is the nothing that humans are. Nothing exists
prior to the projection of freedom. Therein lies our original responsibility,
which finds itself grounded in the nothing of human existence as originary
freedom. One’s own being must be invented, in a kind of originary and
ungrounded praxis. For Sartre, the first principle of existentialism is:
Human beings are nothing but what they make of themselves. One is respon-
sible for one’s own being. As Sartre states: “But if existence really does
precede essence, man is responsible for what he is” (HE, 36). Consequently,
existentialism’s “first move is to make every man aware of what he is and
to make the full responsibility of his existence rest on him” (HE, 36). Let
us consider more closely the existential features of such responsibility.

THE GROUNDLESSNESS OF RESPONSIBILITY

The most salient character of this responsibility is that it arises, as we noted,
out of a lack of foundation, out of a groundlessness. The withdrawal of
ground has an immediate ethical impact, although it precludes the possi-
bility of any a priori morality. However, for Sartre, ethics itself—the ethical
as such—arises out of this lack of an a priori morality. This absence of
ground compels us to rethink what is meant by ethics, to reconsider ethics
from the ground up. For if there is no God to provide transcendent values
to found our ethical comportment, then it is the very meaning of ethics as
traditionally conceived that finds itself subverted. Indeed, Sartre insists
that he does not want to propose a “secularized” version of a theological
account of morality, through which one would seek “to abolish God with
the least possible expense” (HE, 40). One can easily conceive of a philoso-
phy that would proclaim its atheism while retaining within it theological
structures and motifs, that would deny the existence of God while continu-
ing to appeal to an a priori set of values one could draw from. However,
“the existentialist. .. thinks it very distressing that God does not exist,
because all possibility of finding values in a heaven of ideas disappears
along with Him” (HE, 40). For Sartre the death of God means that there is
no longer an a priori Good or other a priori values, whether these lie in an
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a-temporal human nature or in the structure of pure reason. There is no
intelligible heaven, “since there is no infinite and perfect consciousness to
think it” (HE, 41). Opposing any type of secular moralism that would in
fact keep the traditional theological structure in place, Sartre mentions the
attempts that consist in conceding that God does not exist but which main-
tain nonetheless that “in order for there to be an ethics, a society, a civiliza-
tion, it is essential that certain values be taken seriously and that they be
considered as having an a priori existence” (HE, 40). The obligations to be
honest, not to lie, cheat, steal, etc., would require an a priori value. How-
ever, as we saw, Sartre seeks to draw the most radical consequences of the
death of God; hence his statement, “Dostoievsky said ‘If God didn’t exist,
everything would be possible’; that is the very starting point of existential-
ism” (HE, 41)—namely, the impossibility of having recourse to any priori
values. Nowhere, he states, is it “written that the Good exists, that we must
be honest, that we must not lie,” echoing what he already wrote in Being
and Nothingness: “nothing, absolutely nothing, justifies me in adopting this
or that particular value, this or that particular scale of values” (BN, 76).
This is the case because “it is I who sustain values in being” (BN, 77), and
because freedom is the only foundation of values: “My freedom is the only
[Punique] foundation of values” (BN, 76; translation modified). Far from
being grounded on some metaphysical suprasensible realm, the ethical
finds itself resituated at the very level of existence itself, with the ground-
lessness of its freedom and the facticity of its phenomenological givenness.
Ethics, “if it exists,” to use here an expression often employed by Derrida,
and indeed the very notions of good and evil, need to be first situated in
this newly revealed phenomenological context. For Sartre, obligation, re-
sponsibility, ethics itself and its categories, must be situated in existence
itself, and in its contingent character. In the late interviews with Benny
Levy, Sartre stresses how he attempted to distinguish his approach from
Kant’s, from the idea of a well-ordered world and the notion of a free reality
penetrating necessary reality. What Sartre wanted was a “free reality to
appear in a contingent reality. And the commands that it could give would
manifest themselves in flaccid and doughy transcendence” (HN, 49). Sar-
tre thus draws the most radical consequences of Nietzsche’s dismantling
of theological idols by emphasizing the groundlessness of values, or their
grounding in an abysmal freedom, in the “Nothing.” This “Nothing” will
prove constitutive of ethical decision and choice.
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Sartre insists on the situation of choice and decision as happening
without any support, with nothing as a foundation; for instance, “man,
with no support and no aid, is condemned every moment to invent man”
(HE, 41). We should note from the outset that this motif of invention opens
the space of the future as incalculable. One must invent because there is
the incalculable. Citing the poet Francis Ponge, who wrote that “man is the
future of man,” Sartre explains that the future is not laid up in heaven, not
known in advance by God, not already written, as it would then no longer
be a future (HE, 42). Further, Sartre stresses that in inventing our ethics,
we always encounter the “unforeseeable” (HE, 59). A leap is thus inscribed
in the act of ethical decision, a leap into (and within) the incalculable. This
is why voluntary deliberation, Sartre argues, “is always a deception.” Rely-
ing upon so-called rational deliberation for one’s choices would be bad
faith, as the upsurge of freedom occurs “beyond causes, motives, and ends”
(BN, 581), beyond the whole “cause-intention-act-end” structure (BN, 564).
This is where Sartre breaks decisively with the tradition of situating free-
dom in the context of causality, as we saw it in Kant. Here freedom, Sartre
tells us, “has no essence” (BN, 565), and arises out of the nothing that in-
sinuates itself “between motives and act” (BN, 71). In War Diaries: Note-
books from a Phony War, Sartre reiterates that the motives are always sepa-
rated from the possible by “a hiatus of nothingness,” leading him to claim
that, “the origin of responsibility is this primary fact that we realize our-
selves as a discontinuity between the motives and the act.” Indeed, free-
dom is the manifestation of this hiatus, of this nothing. Freedom is a kind
of rupture, for the for-itself a “nihilating rupture with the world and with
himself” (BN, 567). The justification of a choice is also an act of freedom,
ungrounded on some transcendent table of values. As Sartre explains, the
“illusion” that causes and motives guide the act “stems from the fact that
we endeavour to take causes and motives for entirely transcendent things,”
when in fact “causes and motives have only the weight which my project—
i.e., the free production of the end and of the known act to be realized—
confers upon them” (BN, 581). When I deliberate, he concludes, “the chips
are down” (les jeux sont faits), which indicates that the decision has already
been made, freely, or that at the very least the decision was never founded
on some deliberation.

Existence thus has no basis. It is founded on nothing, and yet it has to
project itself—indeed, invent itself—from such an absence of foundation.
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We will return below to this “invention” or inventiveness, but let us stress
from the outset the original situation: The existing self must take on such
groundless existence, and take responsibility for it. To “take” or “seize” one’s
responsibilities already indicates that it is always an ungrounded act, the
act of making oneself the ground of a groundless existence. This is indeed
the meaning of anxiety for Sartre: “My freedom is anguished at being the
foundation of values while itself without foundation” (BN, 76). Making
oneself the foundation without oneself having a foundation, in other words,
taking on one’s groundlessness and projecting it as ground of one’s free-
dom, this is how Sartre describes original responsibility. Indeed, the loss of
essence and foundation, far from de-responsibilizing the subject, in fact
responsibilizes it. As deprived of foundation, our responsibility is not sup-
pressed but originates therein, along with its inventiveness. My very obliga-
tion arises out of this groundlessness: If there is neither a God nor an a
priori table of values, I am unable to justify my actions on any a-temporal
register, nor can I explain away my actions by reference to a given human
nature. Unable to rely on some standard, I am then obliged to supply such
a lacking ground, obligated to and responsibilized for the choices I make.
Such is the meaning of obligation, and thus of ethics, if it is the case that for
Sartre, ethics is defined by “the dimension of obligation” (HN, 69).” It is the
existence of an a priori morality that would de-responsibilize me. The
groundlessness of values, the very absence of an a priori morality, respon-
sibilizes me. Situating human existence in the nothing is not nihilism, but
paradoxically the origin of ethics and the origin of responsibility. Everything
takes place as if responsibility were made possible by the very extent of the
absence of moral norms one could rely upon; as if ethics, as Derrida will
insist, is rebellious to norms;* as if, paradoxically, the obligation of ethical
responsibility arose from a lack of normativity, in a sort of duty beyond duty
(“hyper-duty”) that will be thematized by both Levinas and Derrida.

And this may arguably be the greatest misunderstanding of Sartre
by his critics. It is usually believed—assumed!—that moral norms must
be given a priori, i.e., that their givenness is what constitutes morality,
and that the absence of these norms would constitute the collapse of
morality. It is thus generally assumed that if ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ were
chosen, they would lose their normativity.>® Now, Sartre makes the claim
that values are not given a priori (since there is no God), and that ap-
pealing to such values amounts to appealing to something that does not
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exist. One could also argue that it is from a lack of a priori norms that
ethical responsibility emerges in the first place, and that the very prob-
lem of right and wrong can first arise. ‘Right’ and ‘wrong’ are a matter
of choice and decision, they are not given a priori. The very meaning of
‘right’ and ‘wrong’ is not given a priori, and is thus also a matter for deci-
sion; it is a matter to be problematized, as we saw in Nietzsche. In a word,
‘right” and ‘wrong’ are a matter for our responsible decision. Conforming
to ready-made norms or applying an a priori moral program would in
fact be the height of irresponsibility, as no actual decision would be
made. Here lies what Derrida would call the aporia, that is, the paradoxi-
cal or impossible possibility, of ethical decision: It lacks a norm, a rule,
that would give it a priori the way to decide, and yet this lack is its condi-
tion. Derrida would go so far as to claim that for “there to be a decision,
I must not know what to do . . . The moment of decision, the ethical mo-
ment, if you will, is independent from knowledge. It is when ‘I do not
know the right rule’ that the ethical question arises.”* Sartre makes an
analogous claim, for instance through the example of the student that
will be discussed in a moment. Sartre argues that there is no established
a priori universal ethics that can provide the right way to decide, con-
cluding that, “There is no way of judging” (HE, 58-59; my emphasis). Yet
Sartre maintains, as Derrida will, that this non-way of aporia is in fact
the original situation of ethics, the only way for a possible decision, and
that we have to decide out of this aporia.

THE IMPURITY OF ETHICS

At this point, we recognize that the absence of any given a priori value-
system means the absence of determinism and humans’ radical freedom—
their utterly abandoned or thrown responsibility. This notion of abandon-
ment is crucial. Sartre uses the term déréliction, which is rendered in English
as “forlornness” or “abandonment.” That the term is in fact Sartre’s transla-
tion of Heidegger’s Geworfenheit (“thrownness”), this passage indicates:
“When we speak of forlornness, a term Heidegger was fond of, we mean
only that God does not exist, and that we have to face all the consequences
of this” (HE, 40). Nowhere does this abandonment, that is, the groundless-
ness of existence, appear so vividly than in the moment of choice. Sartre
indicates this: “Forlornness implies that we ourselves choose our being”
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(HE, 45). Original choice reveals thrownness, and our ontological abandon
is an abandonment to responsibility, a responsibility that is groundless
through and through. That groundlessness of ethical responsibility is man-
ifest in the radical absence of determining factors, as well as of any a priori
values and norms. As an example of this abandonment to freedom (and to
responsibility), Sartre tells the story of a student of his, who came to him
with the following problem: His father was at odds with his mother and was
a collaborator; his elder brother had been killed by the Germans, and the
student wanted revenge. His mother was living alone with him, and needed
him. His choice was either to go and fight by joining the Free French Forces
in England (thereby leaving and sacrificing his duty to his mother), or to
stay with his mother (thereby sacrificing his commitment to a broader
problem). On the one hand, the student could take a concrete action di-
rected toward one individual, or on the other hand he could take an action
directed toward a national collectivity. Two kinds of morality are delin-
eated—an ethics of empathy, of personal devotion, and an ethics with a
broader scope. He had to choose one between the two. How? On the basis
of what ethical system? Sartre would show how they all are inadequate.

First, the Christian doctrine commands us to be charitable, to love our
neighbors, to deny ourselves for others. But such commands cannot help
in this decision—for how would we decide between the love for country
and the love for one’s mother? Should one help only one individual, or the
collectivity? Sartre’s answer is eloquent in its aporetic simplicity: “Who can
decide a priori? Nobody. No book of ethics can tell him” (HE, 43). This is
why, second, Kantian ethics will also prove useless. The Kantian ethics
commands us never to treat another as a means, but always as an end. If
the student helps his mother, he would treat her as an end, and the others
as means; if he helps the freedom fighters, he would treat them as ends, but
then would neglect his mother and thus treat her as means.

What both Christian ethics and Kantian ethics have in common, and
what makes both of them inadequate, is their very universality. They “are
always too broad for the concrete and specific case that we are considering”
(HE, 43). A universal ethical doctrine is structurally inadequate for ethical
decision, for the way in which such a decision happens. Let us note that the
situation described by Sartre deconstructs the very possibility of a pure
ethics, of a pure Good, not only because there is no norm to provide a guid-
ance to the judgment, but above all, because by choosing a good one actu-
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ally produces an evil, in a sort of self-betrayal of ethics. The purity of ethics
finds itself impossible: It is not possible to choose a good without at the
same time choosing an evil, as if performing one duty makes one betray
another. Sartre thus reveals the radical impurity of ethics, and thus casts
doubt on the very possibility of what is called “a right action.” Ethics is
impure, not only because of the inadequacy of a universal ethics (its prin-
ciples being always too general, too abstract), but also because of the self-
sacrifice (i.e., the aporia) implied in the ethical decision. There is no pos-
sibility of following duty alone, as Kant would require of us, since there are
several conflicting, antinomical, duties in play. In addition, one does not
know how the act will turn out, the perverse effects that always affect a
decision and its “rightness,” and yet one is responsible for carrying out that
act, without knowing what the right course of action is.

“Trusting one’s instincts” is also inadequate, for there too one would
have to make a decision, and there too it would not be determined or guided
by a priori principles. Furthermore, feelings are formed by the deeds that
one does, and therefore I cannot treat them as guides for action. “And that
is to say that I can neither seek within myself the true condition which will
impel me to act, nor apply to a system of ethics for concepts which will
permit me to act” (HE, 44). The guidance sought by going to one’s teacher
is a guidance sought from someone whom one chose, anticipating—and
approving in advance—what they would say. Thus to choose an adviser is
already to commit oneself by choice. If the adviser is Jean-Paul Sartre, the
answer will be the following: “Therefore, in coming to see me he knew the
answer I was going to give him, and I had only one answer to give: Youre
free, choose, that is, invent” (HE, 44—45). Invent! Because “no general ethics
can show you what is to be done; there are no omens in the world” (HE, 45).
Ethical responsibility is thus a matter of invention, not of application of
some precepts or rules. Even if one were to simply apply a rule, that person
would still have to interpret its meaning and approve it. Accordingly, “The
existentialist does not think that man is going to help himself by finding in
the world some omen by which to orient himself. Because he thinks that
man will interpret the omen to suit himself. Therefore he thinks that man,
with no support and no aid, is condemned at every moment to invent man”
(HE, 41). With respect to interpretation, then, one bears the entire respon-
sibility. That is what responsibility means, namely, that we ourselves choose
our being, and that such a choice happens in an ungrounded way.
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THE INVENTION OF THE LAW

For Sartre, what constitutes the value of a value is never an a priori ideal
meaning, a “transcendental signified,” but the act itself that affirms and
posits such value. The only way to determine the value of a value is to “per-
form an act which confirms and defines it” (HE, 44). There is a performativ-
ity of ethical valuation, wherein ethics becomes the matter of a making, or
of an invention. This accounts for the crucial analogy Sartre draws between
responsibility, ethics, and the work of art. The first element of this analogy
is the motif of invention. To the objectors who allege that existentialism
does not propose a worthy ethics because its values are “merely” chosen,
Sartre replies first that it is not for concrete, actual ethical decision to con-
form to an abstract and dubious construction, but the other way around!
He writes, “You've got to take things as they are” (HE, 60). The fundamental
situation of ethics is that it is to be invented, out of alack of an a priori moral
norm. With respect to the aporetic nature of this situation, Sartre writes:
“My answer to this is that 'm quite vexed that that’s the way it is; but if I
have discarded God the Father, there must be someone to invent values”
(HE, 60). The invention of ethics and values arises out of the disappearance
of God, and with it, the disappearance of any possible reference to a given
in the positing of values. If nothing is given, then everything has to be cre-
ated or invented.” This constitutes the second element of the analogy with
the work of art. Each finds an absence of a priori rules. For “to say that we
invent values means nothing else but this: life has no meaning a priori.
Before you come alive, life is nothing; it’s up to you to give it a meaning, and
value is nothing else but the meaning that you choose” (HE, 60). Ethics is
created, not discovered in some ready-made table of laws. It is in this context
that Sartre draws the analogy with the work of art. One “chooses without
referring to pre-established values, but it is unfair to accuse him of caprice.
Instead, let us say that moral choice is to be compared to the making of a work
of art” (HE, 55; my emphasis). This analogy does not lead to some kind of
aestheticism, but rather aims at revealing the performativity of ethics; and
not aestheticism, since Sartre insists that his claim must be taken only as a
comparison or as an analogy. Just like the person having to make an ethical
choice, the artist, as Sartre explains it, paints a picture without following
rules established a priori. There is no pre-defined picture or painting for the
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artist, prior to the act of creation; rather, “the artist is engaged in the making
of his painting,” and the painting “to be made is precisely the painting he
will have made” (HE, 55). There are no a priori aesthetic values. These ap-
pear afterwards, that is, after the creation of the work of art, in “the coher-
ence of the painting, in the correspondence between what the artist in-
tended and the result” (HE, 55). One cannot judge a painting until it is done,
and Sartre concludes: “The same holds on the ethical plane” (HE, 60). Asis
the case with the work of art, morality lacks a priori rules, and places us in
the same creative position, such that in the end there is no ethical reality
except in making and acting.

What makes the analogy between art and morality possible is that
both are creations, inventions without a priori rules. In both cases, “we
can not decide a priori what there is to be done” (HE, 55-56). This situ-
ation appears very clearly in the example of the student asking for guid-
ance—no ethical doctrine could provide an answer to the ethical prob-
lem or dilemma he was facing. That young man was obliged to invent
the law for himself, because man is “choosing his ethics” (HE, 56). Re-
sponsibility means having the obligation to invent one’s ethics, against
the background of the non-givenness of essence and of a priori rules,
since “man makes himself; he isn’t ready made at the start. In choosing
his ethics, he makes himself, and force of circumstances is such that he
can not abstain from choosing one” (HE, 56). To choose an ethics means
to project a value, and the value of that value is not given prior to the
projecting but needs to be justified in the act of projecting, and in that
sense must be chosen over and over again.

Hyperbolic Responsibility
FROM INDIVIDUAL TO UNIVERSAL RESPONSIBILITY

Responsibility for Sartre is clearly situated at the level of the individual, as
one must begin with the subjective: I am responsible. Responsibility is al-
ways individualized, is each time mine. Each individual must take over his
or her own existence, because no one is categorized on the basis of a pre-
given “nature” or “essence.” Existence is irreducibly singular—existence is
my own to be and to invent. There is thus a radically individuating quality
to essenceless existence. Sartre is very clear on this point, precisely by
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stressing the irreducible subjectivity of existentialism: “Man is nothing else
but what he makes of himself. Such is the first principle of existentialism.
It is also what is called subjectivity, the name we are labelled with when
charges are brought against us” (HE, 36). It is in this sense that man is a
subjective life, “rather than a patch of moss, a piece of garbage, or a cauli-
flower” (HE, 36). Existentialism makes each of us responsible for our own
being. Further, Sartre states that there is no event in the world that does
not in fact concern me, which is not mine to take on. Responsibility is each
time mine as it engages my own existence (as mine alone) and the meaning
of the world that I carry on my shoulders.

Yet, Sartre will immediately refer this mineness of responsibility to
a universality, and my own existence to “all men.” For “when we say that
a man is responsible for himself, we do not only mean that he is respon-
sible for his own individuality, but that he is responsible for all men”
(HE, 36). I am responsible, and I alone, but nevertheless I am responsible
for all men. Individual responsibility would thus have a universal reach,
while remaining mine alone, in the sense of what Sartre would later call
a “singular universality.”* Certainly, in the background of these claims
and of this discussion is Sartre’s thesis that there is such a thing as a
universal human condition. There is no common essence, no human
nature, but there is a shared condition. A condition is not based on an
essence, but on the features of an existence, which as we know has no
essence. In fact, one could define a condition as the situation of not hav-
ing an essence! Contrasting nature and condition, Sartre states that al-
though “it is impossible to find in every man some universal essence
which would be human nature, yet there does exist a universal human
condition” (HE, 52). By “condition,” Sartre understands “the a priori
limits which outline man’s fundamental situation in the universe” (HE,
52). Although historical situations vary, what “does not vary is the neces-
sity for him to exist in the world, to be at work there, to be there in the
midst of other people, and to be mortal there” (HE, 52). Thus, “condition”
for Sartre echoes Heidegger’s notion of “existential,” as distinct from
categories. One indeed recognizes in Sartre’s enumeration the following
existentials of Being and Time: being-in-the-world, the Umwelt of work,
Mitsein, and being-toward-death. As a consequence of such shared a
condition, every individual choice has a universal scope for Sartre, and
individual responsibility has an immediate universal reach. This is why



144 - THE ORIGINS OF RESPONSIBILITY

Sartre realizes that “our responsibility is much greater than we might
have supposed” (HE, 37).

Indeed, individual responsibility does not mean a “private” responsi-
bility, for it exists in the world and has to articulate itself in the element of
a world with others. Individuality is not synonymous with privateness.
Individuality is in the world, always existing with others there. The very
term “existence,” the key concept of Sartre’s philosophy, as its Latin root
ex-istere suggests, means to stand outside, to stand forth in a world. One
exists in the world by acting in the world, and engaging others in one’s
choices. The world, and others, are thus involved in my existence. Sartre
retrieves Heidegger’s insight that Dasein—which is each time mine—is a
being-in-the-world-with-others. “Of course, freedom as the definition of
man does not depend on others, but as soon as there is involvement, [ am
obliged to want others to have freedom at the same time that I want my
own freedom. I can take freedom as my goal only if I take that of others as
a goal as well” (HE, 58). Sartre is very clear on this point: The subjectivity
he conceives of is not a strictly individual subjectivity, for one discovers in
the cogito not only himself, but others as well. Thus subjectivity is essen-
tially intersubjectivity. Contrary to the philosophies of Descartes and
Kant, Sartre understands the “I think” as reaching “ourselves in the pres-
ence of others,” to the point that “the others are just as real to us as our own
self” (HE, 51). Others are even the condition of our own existence, insofar
as I access myself through them. “Thus, the man who becomes aware of
himself through the cogito also perceives all others,” and he “realizes that
he cannot be anything. . . unless others recognize it as such” (HE, 51). In
short, to reach a truth about myself, I must go though the mediation of
others, and “one makes a choice in relationship to others” (HE, 56). Hence,
Sartre concludes forcefully: “Let us at once announce the discovery of a
world which we shall call intersubjectivity” (HE, 52). The world is intersub-
jectivity, although Sartre ultimately retains the privilege of the individual
self in this intersubjective world, as he betrays when he writes: “this is the
world in which man decides what he is and what others are” (HE, 52; my
emphasis). Responsibility thus remains on the side of the ego, a philosophi-
cal position that Levinas would object to by proposing a more radical way
of overturning (destituting, deposing) the subject toward the other in order
to let otherness itself affect and transform the very concept of responsibil-
ity. We will return to this.”
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As we have seen, Sartre rejects a priori, given values—values that
would impose themselves on all humans. He thus rejects an a priori uni-
versality of man. However, he does not advocate some kind of relativism
since, on the contrary, our responsibility extends to all human beings.
Furthermore, freedom is a universal condition of being human that tran-
scends particular states or historical periods for Sartre. He then advocates
auniversality of choice.” This universality is not something given a priori,
but something chosen: “In this sense we may say that there is a universality
of man; but it is not given, it is perpetually being made. I build the universal
in choosing myself; I build it in understanding the configuration of every
other man, whatever age he might have lived in” (HE, 53). In what sense?
Sartre first clarifies the meaning of subjectivity (or subjectivism), which,
we recall, he posited as the first truth of existentialism. Human subjectivity
is the horizon of Sartre’s reflections. Human subjectivity means that my
individuality involves all men. When I choose a value, I choose a form, a
concept or an ideal, a notion that I project as a value to be embraced by all;
I project a universal horizon, or rather a horizon of universality, to also be
chosen by others. In elevating this model for ourselves, we implicitly extend
it as a model for others; thus in Hope Now, Sartre explains that by existing
“we are struggling . . . to arrive at a definition of what is human” (HN, 67).
When we act morally, we act in the name of some value, some principle,
some ideal: There is therefore a universal scope of values for Sartre, not
because they are objective, or given a priori, but because we project with
our values a universal horizon in which we engage others. There is a uni-
versality, but it is neither given nor objective. It is chosen and subjective,
intersubjective: I exist in the dimension of the universal, but this universal
can only exist as chosen. He writes,

When we say that man chooses his own self, we mean that every one of
us does likewise; but we also mean by that that in making this choice he
also chooses all men. In fact, in creating the man that we want to be, there
is not a single one of our acts which does not at the same time create an
image of man as we think he ought to be. (HE, 37; my emphasis)

Sartre gives the example of a worker who chooses a Christian course
rather than a Communist trade union. In that choice, a philosophy is
embraced, values are chosen, and therefore this choice involves all. If I
choose an apparently quite private course, such as getting married, even
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though this decision is strictly mine, I am also embracing the value of
marriage and monogamy. In that sense, I am responsible both for myself
and for all men, since I am creating a certain image of man. In creating
myself, I create man. To choose this or that course is to choose, to affirm
the value of what we choose, and affirming the value of an action places
me in the universal: I choose it because I believe it is good for all men,
as Sartre believes with Socrates that “we can never choose evil. We al-
ways choose the good, and nothing can be good for us without being
good for all” (HE, 37).

In a strikingly Kantian style, responsibility becomes lodged in the
universal, if we understand that this universal is projected from an in-
dividual subjectivity, and chosen or projected as a possible horizon for
co-existence. However, Sartre clarifies his difference from Kant on this
question of universality. He first recognizes his debt to Kant for this
stress on a certain universality in ethics and an ethics of freedom:
“though the content of ethics is variable, a certain form of it is universal.
Kant says that freedom desires both itself and the freedom of others.
Granted” (HE, 58). However, he then breaks with Kant, by stating that
whereas Kant “believes that the formal and the universal are enough to
constitute an ethics,” Sartre “on the contrary” believes that

principles which are too abstract run aground in trying to decide action.
Once again, take the example of the student. In the name of what, in the
name of what great moral maxim do you think he could have decided, in
perfect peace of mind, to abandon his mother or to stay with her? There
is no way of judging. (HE, 58-59)

Sartre thus breaks with Kant on the motif of the abstractness of the
universality of ethics, gesturing toward another conception of the uni-
versal. As we noted above, Sartre reveals the aporia in ethical judgment,
the very same one that Derrida would unveil in the structure and logic
of decision. However, it is not a matter for Sartre of stressing the unde-
cidability of decision, but rather the concreteness, unpredictability, in-
ventivity, and in the end the freedom of ethics: “The content is always
concrete and therefore unforeseeable; there is always the element of in-
vention. The one thing that counts is knowing whether the inventing
that has been done, has been done in the name of freedom” (HE, 58). “In
the name of freedom,” such is the very sense and direction of his ethics.
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Freedom is the ground of ethics, and ethics is for the sake of freedom.
For Sartre, in and through particular circumstances, “we want freedom
for freedom’s sake” (HE, 57). We can thus identify what separates Sartre
from Kant: (1) the difference in their conception of universality (a priori
or chosen, based on the law or on a negation of any norm); (2) the con-
creteness versus abstractness of ethics; (3) the aporia of ethical decision
versus the conformity to law and duty; and (4) the singularity of the
ethical moment, and its unbridgeable gap with universal form, since
principles, as Sartre puts it, “break down.” It remains that Sartre keeps
the horizon of universality in his thinking of ethics and responsibility.
In a sense, every act I perform is an exemplary act. An act for Sartre is
always an example, for all to follow: “For every man, everything happens
as if all mankind had its eyes fixed on him and were guiding itself by
what he does” (HE, 39). In a quasi-Kantian formulation, echoing the
famous universalizing imperative of morality, Sartre states that every
man, every singular individual, when acting, must at the same time ask
him or herself: “Am I really the kind of man who has the right to act in
such a way that humanity must guide itself by my actions?” (HE, 39).

ABSOLUTIZING RESPONSIBILITY

In fact, for Sartre, responsibility is not only universal but indeed absolute.
He often writes of the absolute character of our responsibility. For instance,
he refers to his own conception of responsibility as “absolute responsibil-
ity” (HE, 64), evokes the “absoluteness of choice” (HE, 53), refers to “the
absolute character of free involvement” (HE, 53), and describes each person
as being “an absolute choice of self,” or “an absolute upsurge at an absolute
date” (HE, 66). Responsibility is absolute because of Sartre’s very concep-
tion of existence as absolutely free. One should stress here that this absolute
responsibility strictly flows out of Sartre’s claim regarding the absolute
freedom of the for-itself, and he clearly states that “this absolute responsi-
bility . . . is simply the logical requirement of the consequences of our free-
dom” (BN, 708).”” Responsibility is also said to be absolute because of its
very boundlessness, a responsibility that is rendered infinite or boundless
by the groundlessness of existence. Because there is no essence, my respon-
sibility knows no bounds. Let us note the paradoxical character of this re-
sponsibility. It is absolute to the extent that it is based on nothing. Respon-
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sibility becomes absolute to the extent of such groundlessness; it is as
ungrounded, that existence becomes responsible for itself, absolutely, and
without any support other than itself. This is why to be responsible means
to be responsible for that very responsibility—even if I was thrown into it,
even if T am not responsible for it.  am responsible for my very irresponsi-
bility with respect to my responsibility, I am responsible for the fact that I
am not responsible for my responsibility.

We find in Sartre a kind of hyperbolic inflation, or paroxysm, of
responsibility—an inflation through which responsibility becomes ex-
cessive,” if not overwhelming. My responsibility embraces the whole
world, the meaning of the world as shared by all. Does Sartre not state
that when a man commits himself to anything, he is not only choosing
what he will be, but is “also a lawmaker who is, at the same time, choos-
ing all mankind as well as himself” (HE, 38)? In such a choice, our re-
sponsibility becomes total, radical, and inescapable, and occurs in anxi-
ety. This anxiety manifests the groundlessness of our freedom. “In
anguish freedom is anguished before itself inasmuch as it is instigated
and bound by nothing” (BN, 73). This groundlessness leads to the un-
avoidable nature of our responsibility as well as its overwhelming char-
acter, since I literally have the meaning of the world on my shoulders!*
This hyperbolic inflation of responsibility becoming absolute will lead
Sartre to claim that facticity—that is, the very order of the not chosen,
such as birth, and therefore what could represent a limit to my respon-
sibility—is a matter for my responsibility, and is in a sense chosen too.
My responsibility becomes absolute in this reduction of any determin-
ism and of facticity itself. However, another important aspect of this
discussion on the absoluteness of responsibility should be kept in mind.
Sartre speaks of the absolute character of our responsibility also out of
his own admitted Cartesianism, to which I will return at the end of this
chapter. We will see how he connects the absoluteness of responsibility
with the absoluteness of the Cartesian truth.

This inflation of responsibility implies that responsibility reduces,
overcomes or appropriates the irresponsibility that seems to haunt and
threaten it at every step, starting with the very irresponsibility of a non-
chosen freedom—indeed, a non-chosen responsibility!—and extending to
the power of feelings, emotions, and passions; to the facticity of our envi-
ronment and situations; to accidents and events which happen to me from
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without, events of which Iam not the cause, etc. I will be said to be respon-
sible for all of these.”> With respect to the non-chosen freedom and respon-
sibility, Sartre suggests that such irresponsibility, in the guise of the impos-
sibility of justification and groundlessness of responsibility, is at the origin
of responsible action. “We are condemned to be free,” that is, we are not
responsible for our responsibility, we are not free to be free. Let us analyze
this singular phenomenon. First, Sartre breaks with the notion of a tran-
scendental freedom; our responsibility is irresponsible with respect to it-
self, because it is thrown to its own abandonment. Herein lies the radical
difference between Sartre’s thought of freedom and Kant’s notion of tran-
scendental freedom. Whereas for Kant, freedom was given a quasi-theo-
logical basis—being understood on the model of the divine causa sui—for
Sartre, on the contrary, freedom arises out of the disappearance of God
and divine principles, as a thrown freedom (“we are condemned to be free”).
Sartre explicitly marks his distance with Kant on this motif of the causa
sui, remarking that “the ethical modality implies, at least at that level, that
we stop wanting to have being as a goal, we no longer want to be God, we
no longer want to be ens causa sui [our own cause]. Were looking for
something else” (HN, 59). Freedom is no longer causa sui, no longer a
transcendental freedom but a thrown freedom. This reveals a certain ir-
responsibility or non-responsibility at the origin of responsibility: I am
unfree to be free, irresponsible or unaccountable for my responsibility, in
which I am thrown and that I cannot justify. Iam not free to be free. How-
ever, as Sartre remarks in Being and Nothingness, the for-itself is not free
to be unfree: To be free to decide upon our being-free or not-free would
imply that we are already free! Therefore we are not free to be free or unfree:
We are free, as a fact; such is “the facticity of freedom” (BN, 623), which
implies that the irresponsibility of our responsibility is but the fact of this
responsibility.

As we mentioned above, this absolute responsibility must nonethe-
less attempt to appropriate any instance of irresponsibility that might
threaten it. Sartre focuses on those instances of irresponsibility that are
so many “deterministic excuses,” such as “the power of passion,” and
more generally all that can be classified under the general rubric of “fac-
ticity,” of what is received as a fact because not-chosen. Any appeal to a
determinism is denounced as a lie: “If we have defined man’s situation
as a free choice, with no excuses and no recourse, every man who takes
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refuge behind the excuse of his passions, every man who sets up a deter-
minism, is a dishonest man” (HE, 57). One could rephrase this passage
as follows: Anyone who claims to be irresponsible in some fashion is
lying. Why? Because for Sartre there is no real irresponsibility, because
irresponsibility is impossible. Even the irresponsibility of our very re-
sponsibility, as we saw, was revealed as the irreducible fact of my free-
dom. The irresponsibility alleged by subjects are declared expressions of
bad faith, failed attempts to escape inescapable responsibility. Irrespon-
sibility is thus a lie for Sartre. Irresponsibility becomes nothing but the
attempt at escaping responsibility, as in the case of bad faith, which is
ultimately a failure because I cannot de-responsibilize myself.

Thus, Sartre argues against the so-called power of passion. The ex-
istentialist “will never agree that a sweeping passion is a ravaging torrent
which fatally leads a man is swept to certain acts and is therefore an
excuse” (HE, 41), because man is not capable of being determined, can-
not be made unfree. He writes emphatically that “there is no determin-
ism, man is free, man is freedom” (HE, 41). One is thus responsible for
his or her passion. Another target is of course the appeal to circum-
stances in one’s fate. People may complain that circumstances have been
against them, that they were worthy of something much better, that they
had a “bad break.” Sartre rejects this reasoning as making the individual
irresponsible, and as denying the fact that “reality alone is what counts”
(HE, 48)—that s, the reality of our actions, our praxis. Once again draw-
ing an analogy from the work of art, Sartre insists that the genius of
Proust consists in the totality of the works of Proust; and similarly the
genius of Racine is the series of his tragedies, outside of which there is
nothing. Why should we attribute to Racine the capacity to write yet
another tragedy, when that is precisely what he did not write? The indi-
vidual is nothing but the sum of his undertakings, the ones he chose and
for which he is responsible (HE, 64). Therein lies the futility of com-
plaints, for Sartre: I cannot complain since I am the author of my being,
and it would be “senseless to think of complaining since nothing foreign
has decided what we feel, what we live, or what we are” (HE, 64). The
existentialist, when portraying a coward, shows him as responsible for
his cowardice. He is not a coward through his physiology or psychology;
he has made himself a coward by his choices and actions. Cowardice lies
in the act of giving up or giving way. Humans’ being lies in their actions,
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and hence a coward is defined by the deed that he or she has done. The
coward makes him or herself cowardly, the hero makes him or herself
heroic; one is responsible for one’s temperament and feelings.
Continuing to draw the consequences of this thesis of an absolute
responsibility, and attempting to reduce facticity, Sartre maintains that
there are no accidents in life, and that we are responsible for the event,
for what happens to us. This might seem paradoxical, as one might note
here an antinomy between event and responsibility. Isn’t the event that
which exceeds the subject of responsibility? Hence Jacques Derrida asks
the following question: “are we ever responsible for what happens?” and
clarifies: “Alternative of the same question: isn’t a decision always unjus-
tifiable? Can we or not answer for an event? For a singularity, for its
singularity”? He then describes the aporia of event and responsibility:

can we be responsible for the happening/arrival [I'arrivée] of something
which, as such, as the happening/arrival of some thing (what we call or-
dinarily the event) must be unpredictable, exceed the program and natu-
rally surprise not only the addressee but also surprise the subject to whom
and by whom it is supposed to happen? Can one be responsible without
neutralizing the eventfulness of the event? To be responsible for an event,
isn’t that neutralizing its very surge [irruption] as an event? In other words,
isn’t there something like an aporia between the concept of responsibility
and the concept of event?®

Sartre would in fact negate that aporia, by attempting to reduce the sur-
prise of the event, which is immediately to be taken on by our responsible
engagement. What happens, he explains, happens to me, and what happens
to me, he continues, happens through me. The event is thus immediately
taken on by the subject; the event is the immediate mobilization of my
responsibility. What happens, happens to me because everything concerns
me, and what happens to me happens through me because I am the one by
whom the world takes on a meaning. Here responsibility means, not sim-
ply the accountability of the subject, but the fact that I am concerned by the
meaning of the world. When something happens in the world, I am called
to respond and to answer for it: I am responsible for it. Any event becomes
a call to my responsibility, and is thus not antinomical to it: I am engaged
by the event. Even a war declared by others becomes mine. If war is de-
clared, I can either join it or fight it, I can always desert or even commit
suicide if T do not want to be drafted, but I have to choose and in a sense for
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Sartre “everything takes place as if I bore the entire responsibility for this
war” (BN, 709). Everything which happens is mine, says Sartre, and noth-
ing human is foreign to me: “By this we must understand first of all that I
am always equal to what happens to me qua man, for what happens to a
man through other men and through himself can only be human” (BN,
708). There is no non-human state of things, he continues, reasserting the
humanism of existentialism. I can decide on the non-human, but “this
decision is human, and I shall carry the entire responsibility for it” (BN,
708). Sartre posits here responsibility as the appropriation of all foreignness
for the subject, a movement that Levinas will try to overcome through
responsibility as expropriation by otherness. Let us recall here Aristotle’s
distinction between what is up to us and what is not up to us; for Sartre,
everything is up to me, that is, to the extent that everything is reduced to
the human. Any event is immediately mine and taken over by my freedom,
and there are thus no accidents without my appropriating them and mak-
ing them my own. “Thus there are no accidents in life,” and “anyway you
look at it, it is a matter of a choice” (BN, 708).

OVERCOMING FACTICITY? THE QUESTION OF BIRTH

Finally, it is facticity itself that is reduced, as in the example of birth, the
most extreme example of what has not been chosen. What is significant in
Sartre’s discussion of birth in Being and Nothingness is indeed that it rep-
resents the fact par excellence, the very figure of facticity: Not simply hav-
ing been born as male or female, in this or that condition or situation, in
this country or another, but having been born at all. Birth would seem to
be an unsurpassable limit to the project or dream of a remainderless, ab-
solute responsibility through which I could be the author of my being. Yet
Sartre will argue that I am responsible for my birth. In the chapter titled
“Freedom and Responsibility” in Being and Nothingness, Sartre begins by
stating that as condemned to be free (this is what he calls the facticity of
responsibility, the facticity of freedom), man “carries the weight of the
whole world on his shoulders,” and that “he is responsible for the world and
for himselfas a way of being” (BN, 707). In every respect I bear the respon-
sibility of the choice which, in committing myself, also commits the whole
of humanity. Sartre stresses that as being without excuse, “I carry the
weight of the world by myself alone (je porte le poids du monde a moi tout
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seul) without anything or any person being able to lighten it” (BN, 710). As
we noted above with respect to this last motif, Sartre is very close to Levi-
nas who, citing Dostoevsky, claims that I am more responsible than others.
We will return to this dissymmetry, but let us already note here that in
contrast to Levinas, the excessive and individuating weight of responsibil-
ity for Sartre lies in my carrying the weight of the whole world on my
shoulders, as I am the author of the meaning of the world. (Sartre stresses
that we are responsible for the meaning of being, not for the existence of
the world, recalling Heidegger’s thematization in Being and Time of the
meaning of being as sole access to being.) Indeed, Sartre defines responsi-
bility as authorship. At the beginning of this chapter, we cited Sartre’s defi-
nition of responsibility, perhaps the “only definition of ‘responsibility’ that
Sartre ever ventures.”** This definition reads as follows: “We are taking the
word ‘responsibility’ in its ordinary sense as ‘consciousness (of) being the
incontestable author of an event or of an object”™ (BN, 707). This author-
ship, as Sartre thus admits, is the ordinary or received sense of responsibil-
ity as imputability or accountability, and his borrowing it shows Sartre’s
insufficient deconstruction of that tradition, despite his proclaimed intent
to draw all the consequences of the death of God, which would imply the
deconstruction of authorship as such! As Jean-Luc Nancy observes, the
death of God should also lead to the disappearance of the very notion of
authorship. In Being Singular Plural, within the context of a discussion of
his notion of the “creation of the world” as ex nihilo, Nancy explains that
the “concept of the ‘creation of the world’ represents the origin as origi-
narily shared, spaced between us and between all beings. This, in turn,
contributes to rendering the concept of the ‘author’ of the world untenable.”*
The creation of the world, as Nancy understands that expression—that is,
in a non-theological way—supposes a break with any reliance on the se-
mantics of authorship, divine principle and causa sui. “In fact,” Nancy
adds, “one could show how the motif of creation is one of those that leads
directly to the death of God understood as author, first cause, and supreme
being” (BSP, 15).* Sartre does not undertake a deconstruction of author-
ship, and in fact he brings that tradition to a paroxysm, by claiming that
our responsibility arises out of our original freedom, which is but the radi-
calized existential version of free will.

As we know, Sartre’s early philosophy of responsibility and freedom
operates under an all-or-nothing logic: Either one is free, and one is free
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absolutely, or one is simply not free.”” It is in this context that Sartre
engages the question of facticity as it enters the discussion of responsibil-
ity. Sartre begins by recalling that since the for-itself is the one by whom
there is a world, then “whatever may be the situation in which he finds
himself, the for-itself must wholly assume this situation” (BN, 707). That
signifies that the for-itself must make himself responsible for his own
facticity. And he must “assume the situation with the proud conscious-
ness of being the author of it” (BN, 707). There seems to be a contradic-
tion here, for how could I be the author of a situation in which I find
myself (thrown), of which I am not the author? Sartre replies that my
situation only takes on meaning through my projects, and that “my”
facticity (is it ever mine? for Sartre it is) takes on meaning through my
transcendence and cannot be experienced except in terms of my tran-
scendence, such that I am in a sense the author of my being. We have no
essence, we have to invent our being, and to that extent we are its “au-
thors.” Ultimately, my absolute responsibility means that nothing is for-
eign to me, and that I am the author of the whole world in the sense that
I have to make myself the author of what I have not authored!

In such a logic, in which my facticity must be reduced to my respon-
sibility, birth must also be reduced to my freedom. This is what Sartre
attempts to do, beginning by addressing the objection of an imaginary
interlocutor who would object, “I did not ask to be born.” Sartre imme-
diately counters that this is “a naive way of placing the emphasis (mettre
Paccent) on our facticity” (BN, 710; translation modified). It will be a
matter of putting more weight, more “emphasis,” as it were, on the other
side of the equation, that is, on transcendence. “I am responsible for
everything,” insists Sartre, conceding that the only thing I am not re-
sponsible for is—my responsibility itself. I am responsible for every-
thing, “except for my very responsibility, for I am not the foundation of
my being” (BN, 710). As we saw, this is not a limit for Sartre, because it
simply means that I am not free not to be free, and thus that I am all the
more free! He will thus argue that the facticity of my birth, my very
thrownness, is up to my free choice. How does he proceed?

Sartre first insists that forlornness or abandonment, that is, thrown-
ness, is an abandonment fo freedom. As soon as I exist, I exist as free; at
the same time, I am thrown into that freedom. Thus “everything takes
place as if I were compelled to be responsible” (BN, 710). I am as it were
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abandoned to a responsibility, abandoned to action, and not abandoned
as simply lying there as a dead weight. “I am abandoned (délaissé) in the
world, not in the sense that I might remain abandoned and passive in a
hostile universe like a board floating on the water,” but rather in the
sense that I find myself alone, without help, and yet engaged in that
condition in a world “for which I bear the whole responsibility without
being able, whatever I do, to tear myself away from this responsibility
for an instant” (BN, 710). Sartre then adds, significantly, that I am even
responsible for my very desire to flee or escape my responsibility: There
is no possibility of irresponsibility. Just as irresponsibility would be re-
ducible to responsibility, facticity could be reduced to freedom. If I am
thrown into a responsibility for being, facticity would not necessarily be
a limit for such responsibility.

This can be seen in the phenomenon of birth itself, which Sartre ap-
proaches from various angles. First he addresses the question of suicide,
which is the most radical way of attempting to “undo” birth. Sartre insists
that suicide is one mode among others of being-in-the-world, that is to say,
itis a choice of my free being-in-the-world; he has already stated that “sui-
cide, in fact, is a choice and affirmation” (BN, 616). Suicide is a possibility,
namely the possibility of choosing to end a life that has begun: Suicide isa
free relationship to birth. Second, he maintains that one cannot be passive
inlife; so that I either affirm or deny life. But affirming life means affirming
one’s birth, and negating life, as we saw, signifies comporting oneself to-
ward birth, albeit negatively. So by affirming or negating life, I comport
myself toward birth; I “act” upon it, I “choose” my birth in some way.
Third, birth presents the peculiar characteristic of being “directly inap-
prehensible and even inconceivable,” as “this fact of my birth never appears
asabrute fact” (BN, 710). Indeed, birth seems to radically elude our grasp,
our recollecting; seemingly forever ungraspable, inappropriable, birth thus
constitutes a “hard limit” or impossibility for the reach of any responsible
engagement. As we noted above, Sartre here again identifies or confuses
facticity with factuality, with the “brute fact” of factuality, even if to then
null our access to it by calling it “inaccessible.” In a passage from Being and
Nothingness, Sartre states that, “It is impossible to grasp facticity in its
brute nudity, since all that we find of it is already recovered and freely
constructed” (BN, 132). Sartre denies the possibility of grasping facticity
“in its brute nudity.” This is, to be sure, a paradoxical sense of facticity—a
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fact that never appears as a brute fact, a fact that eludes grasp, a fact that is
forever absent! But this is not just any fact—it is the fact of our very coming
into being, a fact that never appears as a fact! Sartre even goes so far as the
state that facticity is “everywhere, but inapprehensible” (partout, mais
insaisissable). Interestingly, it is this identification of facticity with the
brute fact of a factuality that will allow Sartre to ultimately reduce it to
our responsibility. This evasiveness of facticity indeed implies that “I never
encounter anything except my responsibility” (BN, 710).”® Sartre thus liter-
ally exploits the elusiveness of birth to dissolve it entirely into our respon-
sibility, our current projects: “Yet I find an absolute responsibility for the
fact that my facticity (here the fact of my birth) is directly inapprehensi-
ble ... for this fact of my birth never appears as a brute fact but always
across a projective reconstruction of my for-itself” (BN, 710). My birth is
inapprehensible directly, but it gives itself indirectly through my free re-
construction.” Birth gives itself from my free constructs and projects, a
posteriori or after the fact. That original fact is irremediably gone, and only
appears, “after the fact,” through my freedom; it is never a past, isolated,
absolute fact. I do have access to my birth indirectly, through my own free
projects, and thus I am responsible for it. That access is only mediated
through my present and reconstructed from there. “I am ashamed of being
born or I rejoice over it, or in attempting to get rid of my life I affirm that I
live and I assume thislife as bad.” Sartre concludes: “Thus in a certain sense
I choose being born” (BN, 710).

Facticity has thus been reduced to the transcendence of responsibil-
ity, and Sartre concludes by observing that my abandonment, that is, my
facticity, “finally . . . consists simply in the fact that I am condemned to
be wholly responsible for myself” (BN, 711). The facticity of my birth is
inaccessible, and hence I encounter nothing but my responsibility. Birth
means being thrown to my responsibility. Responsibility arises out of
this abandonment and, in turn, one might suggest that I am responsible
for this very abandonment. The authentic person is the one who—in
anguish—realizes that his or her condition is to be thrown into a respon-
sibility which extends to their very abandonment: I am responsible for
my abandonment, that is, I am responsible for the fact that I am not
responsible for my responsibility. The human being is “no longer any-
thing but a freedom which perfectly reveals itself and whose being re-
sides in this very revelation” (BN, 711), Sartre conceding nonetheless (the
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chapter ends with this thought) that most of the time, we exist as fleeing
from such anguish; we exist in what Sartre would call “bad faith.” As we
will see, that fleeing is doomed to fail (responsibility is inescapable),
especially since, as Sartre claims, “I am responsible for my very desire of
fleeing responsibilities” (BN, 710).

THE PARADOX OF AUTHENTICITY:
THE EXAMPLE OF BAD FAITH

As we have seen, Sartre develops a thinking of an absolute responsibility,
a responsibility that falls on my shoulders alone, even if it has a universal
reach. Even when it involves others, responsibility remains mine alone to
carry: The war I have not chosen is mine, stresses Sartre, “I am this war”
(BN, 707). I choose for all men, but I choose, and I alone choose. I carry the
weight of the whole world on my shoulders, and I also carry the weight of
my infinite responsibility itself. I am responsible for my very responsibility,
responsible for its absence of foundation. The weight of such hyperbolic
responsibility is obviously unbearable for the individual; it is impossible.
Such absolute responsibility cannot but be anxiety-producing, overwhelm-
ing, unbearable or “insupportable” (accablante) (BN, 707). This is why,
according to Sartre, most often people try to escape such angst by taking
refuge in irresponsible behavior and thinking Certainly, Sartre admits,
“there are many people who are not anxious”; however, he insists, “we
claim that they are hiding their anxiety, that they are fleeing from it” (HE,
38). In denying one’s anxiety, one avoids the anxiety of responsibility, and
takes refuge in what Sartre calls “bad faith,” which is nothing but the
doomed attempt to escape one’s (inescapable) responsibility. Bad faith isa
comportment that seeks to suppress anxiety, which is the fundamental
mood of responsibility, and indeed, of the originary human condition.
Since Sartre has defined the situation of man as one of free choice, without
excuse and without help, and anyone who takes refuge in the excuse of
passions, or by inventing some deterministic doctrine, is indulging in self-
deception. Bad faith is a kind of lie or self-deception, but Sartre clarifies
that bad faith is no “cynical lie” or a “knowing preparation for deceitful
concepts,” but more precisely means a fleeing before “what it cannot flee”
(BN, 115). This reveals that our responsibility is inescapable, and that irre-
sponsibility is impossible, or only a negative mode of responsibility.
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The motif of bad faith recasts Heidegger’s famed thematic of authen-
ticity. This authenticity, however, is not without paradox, as it manifests a
radical impropriety within human existence: As for-itself, I am what [ am
not, and I am not what I am, so that an irreducible duplicity is inscribed in
the every structure of my being. To that extent, the goal of authenticity can
only be subverted; to be authentic can no longer mean conforming to a
model of oneself, since the selfis never identical to itself. To be an authentic
self will involve an inescapable duplicity, the very duplicity implied by the
non-coincidence to itself of the for-itself. Presence to self, clarifies Sartre,
“supposes that an impalpable fissure has slipped into being” (BN, 124).
There is no self-identical self but there is a presence to self, which implies a
non-coincidence or non-identity with oneself. Authentic being will prove
paradoxical, never without a relation to an inappropriable, an impossible,
which Sartre calls “transcendence,” or the impossibility to ever coincide
with oneself. This will appear in the notion of play, of playing at being one’s
self, in the analyses of bad faith, as Sartre maintains that “we can be noth-
ing without playing at being” (BN, 131).

Let us unfold this paradox of authentic being. Sartre stresses that to
exist authentically consists in owning up to our condition, which as we
know is one of infinite freedom and responsibility: Authenticity consists
in acting in the name of freedom and for the sake of freedom, and to
recognize oneself as a no-thing. The authentic person is the one who, as
a free being, cannot but will his or her freedom in any circumstances.
To exist inauthentically, on the contrary, consists in existing as if one
were determined, like a thing—seeking to hide from oneself the wholly
voluntary nature of one’s existence and its absolute freedom. To exist
inauthentically, or in bad faith, thus consists in attempting to abdicate
one’s responsibilities, to disburden oneself of the weight of freedom. This
self-deception “is obviously a falsehood because it belies the complete
freedom of involvement” (HE, 57). It is also impossible, for one cannot
make oneself unfree and irresponsible, and because one is ultimately
responsible for this self-deceit. It is as if, in such self-denial, we were
trying to congeal into an in-itself. Clearly this is impossible, and thus we
are not only responsible for our irresponsibility (since we choose this
escapist attitude), but ultimately we are not even able to be irresponsible,
because irresponsibility as such has been reduced to being a derivative
mode of absolute responsibility. Sartre argues that I am responsible for
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relinquishing my irresponsibility, reduced to being a deficient mode,
thus privileging responsibility over irresponsibility. Inauthenticity would
thus seem to be a mode, and a mode only, of authenticity. However, we
will see how authenticity in turn is inhabited by an irreducible inauthen-
ticity, on account of the duplicity of the for-itself.

Bad faith consists in attempting to be what one is, to be identical
with oneself. Hence the café waiter tries to be a café waiter. However, he
can only play at being one, for no one can be any actual identity of any
kind, due to our transcendence, that “divine absence” of which Sartre
speaks, evoking Paul Valéry (BN, 103). I am never any one of my acts,
“perpetually absent to my body, to my acts . . . I cannot say either that I
am here or that I am not here . . . On all sides I escape being” (BN, 103).
Now, therein resides the paradox or aporia of this discussion: On the one
hand, irresponsibility is said to be only an inauthentic fleeing from au-
thentic responsibility, but on the other hand, bad faith reveals the origi-
nal lack of self-identity in the for-itself. It thus reveals the impossibility
of identity, such that authenticity can never be the conformity to an
authentic self. The self is marked by a fundamental duplicity and lack of
self-identity. This explains why, if bad faith is impossible (unsuccesstul),
good faith also proves impossible. Such is the sense of Sartre’s critique
of sincerity, the ideal of sincerity as “an ideal of being-in-itself” (BN, 115).
Sincerity (along with the esprit de sérieux) is impossible, due to the du-
plicity of the for-itself. I cannot be in good faith, since being “escapes me
on all sides and annihilates itself” (BN, 111). I cannot be in good faith
any more than I can be in bad faith, and Sartre concludes that “in the
final analysis the goal of sincerity and the goal of bad faith are not so
different” (BN, 110)! Both good faith and bad faith are comportments of
irresponsibility, for each attempts to deny the freedom and transcen-
dence of the for-itself. Authentic responsibility would thus not be some
adequation to some ideal self, but rather maintaining the gap at the heart
of the subject—being what one is not, not being what one is. By main-
taining the lack of self-coincidence with oneself, responsibility would
affirm the impossibility of coincidence, and be a responsibility to the
impossible. Authentic responsibility is a responsibility toward this im-
propriety of existence. One is responsible on the basis of this impropriety,
and for it. Authenticity will consist in assuming the play of being. Lack-
ing an identity, one can only play at being what one is (like the waiter):
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“The good speaker is the one who plays at speaking because he can not
be speaking” (BN, 103). Bad faith is not simply playing but trying to make
of that play a reality, like the waiter playing at being a waiter and trying
to forget it is a role-playing. The waiter tries to be a waiter, in the mode
of the in-itself. To be authentic thus consists in playing, but without at-
tempting to be what one plays. One plays against the background of the
groundlessness of this absence of being—the play is originary. Due to a
radical absence of self-coincidence of the for-itself, the self is itself in the
mode of not-being it. “I am a waiter in the mode of being what I am not”
(BN, 103). Authenticity can be re-described here as responsibility toward
this non-coincidence, responsibility toward the transcendence of exis-
tence. Play is the mode of such existence, in an irremediable ex-appro-
priation. We will return to this impropriety of responsibility.

SARTRE’S CARTESIANISM

For all of its phenomenological insights, Sartre’s philosophy of responsibil-
ity brings to a paroxysm the tradition of will and subjectivity that has de-
fined modern philosophy since Descartes. While situating his thought in
the wake of phenomenology and Heidegger’s analytic of existence (as wit-
nessed in his massive borrowing of the terminology of Being and Time),
Sartre ultimately remains a Cartesian philosopher and his account of re-
sponsibility as authorship (however expanded and radicalized) remains
indebted to the traditional enclosure of responsibility, i.e., to its egological
enclosure and its foundation on the will. Heidegger himself would note the
Cartesian character of Sartrean philosophy, by identifying the motif of
“project” in Sartre’s existentialism as a sign of subjectivism. Already in
“Letter on Humanism,” but also in his last seminars, Heidegger explains
that Sartre’s notion of “project” makes it “all too possible to understand the
‘project’ as a human performance. Accordingly, project is then only taken
to be a structure of subjectivity—which is how Sartre takes it, by basing
himself upon Descartes.”*® This Cartesianism of Sartre’s thought appears
in his characterization of responsibility as absolute, which we noted above.
What is most significant is that he connects this absoluteness with the
absoluteness of the Cartesian truth. He even claims, following Descartes
in an almost indistinguishable way, that “before there can be any truth
whatsoever, there must be an absolute truth” (HE, 51). The implicit pres-
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ence of Husserl is also unmistakable, as Husserl speaks in Ideas I of tran-
scendental consciousness as absolute." For Sartre, the truth of the Carte-
sian cogito is an absolute, a first undeniable truth. Let us read this eloquent
and solemn declaration: “There can be no other truth to start from than
this, I think, therefore I exist. There we have the absolute truth of conscious-
ness becoming aware of itself” (HE, 50-51). Sartre embraces this Cartesian
tradition, while bending it to his philosophy of existential freedom—exis-
tentializing Descartes, as it were—going as far as to write the following:
“In this sense you may, if you like, say that each of us performs an absolute
act in breathing, eating, sleeping or behaving in any way whatever. There
is no difference between being free . .. and being absolute” (HE, 53). We
saw how for Sartre, the point of departure is the subjectivity of the indi-
vidual, how this is the first truth of existentialism, just as the cogito was the
first certainty with Descartes. Outside of Descartes, outside of the Carte-
sian cogito, Sartre writes, “all objects are no more than probable,” such that
“any doctrine of probabilities which is not attached to a truth will crumble
into nothing.”

Sartre assumes the necessity of an absolute foundation of thought; for
there to be any truth whatever, there must be an absolute truth, and that is
the ego cogito. Sartre understands this certainty as providing a basis for
ethics, as it grants a dignity to the human being; it is, he states, the only
theory that “gives man dignity, the only one which does not reduce him to
an object” (HE, 51). Sartre continues in this vein by assuming an idealism,
rejecting all materialisms as philosophies that treat of man as an object, as
a set of pre-determined reactions. Against such materialist philosophies,
Sartre proclaims, “We definitely wish to establish the human realm as an
ensemble of values distinct from the material realm” (HE, 51). Even tran-
scendence is made to conform to this radical subjectivism. The human is
defined as a self-surpassing, a transcendence, but the horizon thus reached
remains that of the self: “Man is constantly outside of himself. .. and, on
the other hand, it is by pursuing transcendent goals that he is able to exist;
man, being this state of passing-beyond, and seizing upon things only as
they bear upon this passing-beyond, is at the heart, at the center of this
passing-beyond” (HE, 61). For Sartre, subjectivity is the horizon of tran-
scendence, whereas in Heidegger transcendence takes us to the element of
being. For Sartre, transcendence is simply the being of subjectivity. Our
self-surpassing makes us exist in a human universe, as opposed to a world
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of things. This is what he calls the humanism of existentialism: This rela-
tion of transcendence (transcendence as passing beyond, not as the tran-
scendence of God) is constitutive of man and subjectivity, “in the sense that
man is not closed in on himself but is always present in a human universe,
is what we call existentialist humanism” (HE, 61). This is the humanism of
Sartrean responsibility, “because we remind man that there is no lawmaker
other than himself; and that in his forlornness he will decide by himself”
(HE, 61). (For Heidegger, we are on a plane where there is being, whereas
with Sartre we are on a plane where there are only men.) This self-respon-
sibility lies in the fact that we are what we make, that we are literally the
authors of ourselves. To that extent, Sartre continues the tradition of au-
thorship, subjectivity, and will as causality that has circumscribed the con-
cept of responsibility in our tradition. Significant in this regard is the fol-
lowing passage from Being and Nothingness, which we cited above. Sartre
first notes that “nothing, absolutely nothing, justifies me in adopting this
or that particular value, this or that particular scale of values” (BN, 76), and
then immediately adds, “it is  who sustain values in being” (BN, 77). What
is the necessity for passing from the nothing of values to the I as subject
and author of these values? There is none, except a subjectivistic bias. It will
take a veritable overturning of subjectivity to reopen responsibility as an
experience of otherness, a gesture that is performed in Levinas’s great re-
versal of responsibility.



FIVE

Levinas’s Reversal of Responsibility

Responsibility toward the Other

Levinas’s corpus, comprising one of the greatest ethical thoughts of the
twentieth century, presents an extraordinary revolution in the thinking of
responsibility—a peculiar “reversal,” to use his term, of the concept of re-
sponsibility. One finds in Levinas’s thinking of responsibility a sustained
attempt to overcome the very horizon of egology. Indeed, far from assign-
ing responsibility to the actions of an agent on the basis of the freedom of
the subject, following an entire tradition, Levinas breaks with such a hori-
zon—indeed, breaks with the very concept of horizon in philosophy—and
re-conceptualizes responsibility as a being “for-the-other.” As Levinas ex-
plains in Ethics and Infinity: “Usually, one is responsible for what one does
oneself. I say, in Otherwise than Being or Beyond Essence, that responsibil-

»]

ity is initially a for the other,™ a for-the-other that expresses the structure
of subjectivity as “the other in the same” and which is so radical that Levi-
nas would give it the meaning of a being-hostage to the other. No longer a
responsibility for oneself or for one’s actions, but a responsibility for the
other and for the sake of the other; no longer following the freedom of the
subject, but arising out of the other’s demand on me—the other, for Levi-
nas, “is above all the one I am responsible for.”* Responsibility is no longer
the responsibility of a free agent, as Levinas approaches it as a responsibil-
ity “that could not have begun from me,” not begun with freedom, but
before freedom and in a sense before me as well. This is why Levinas writes
that responsibility “is not mine” (AE, 252), anticipating what Derrida
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would write on as a responsibility and a decision “of the other.”* It is in this
revolution of the concept of responsibility, in which the classical “respon-
sibility for oneself and for one’s actions” shifts toward another sense, that
Levinas undertakes his key movement with respect to the concept of re-
sponsibility. As Jacques Derrida explains in The Gift of Death,

Levinas wants to remind us that responsibility is not at first responsibility
of myself for myself, that the sameness of myself is derived from the other,
as if it were second to the other, coming to itself as responsible and mortal
from the position of my responsibility before the other, for the other’s
death and in the face of it.?

We will return to all of these motifs, but let us first stress that this rever-
sal targets in particular the Cartesian tradition in modern philosophy
from Descartes to Husserl, that is, the primacy of egology and the pre-
dominance of the will, both of which Levinas seeks to overturn. Levinas
seeks to exceed the egological enclosure of the concept of responsibility,
exceed and reverse the free subject that is responsible for its actions. The
concept of egological responsibility finds itself inverted in Levinas’s em-
phasis on the primacy of the other over the ego; the I is itself inverted
from a nominative position to the passivity of the accusative (already the
accusation or persecution of the subject). Responsibility no longer des-
ignates the subject’s authorship over its actions within a closed egological
economy, but rather designates the other’s demand on me. The author
becomes the respondent: I am not responsible for my own actions, but
first and foremost I am responsible for the other.

One sees immediately that this new thinking of responsibility is ac-
companied by, indeed strictly follows, an overturning (or expropriation)
of the subject from its masterful position as agent toward its assignation to
the call of the other, the other for whom it is now responsible. Responsibil-
ity is no longer situated within the sphere of the ego, but arises out of the
alterity of the other (what Levinas terms the “astonishing alterity of the
other™) calling me to responsibility. The call comes from the other, de-
posing the ego from its posture or position of mastery into the destitute
place of being the respondent of such a call of the other. This is why Levinas
displaces the I from the nominative position it has occupied to the accusa-
tive “me” which reveals the ego as addressed, as a respondent, addressed
by the other’s call” Leaving its position of power, the now deposed or de-
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posited subject is overturned into the subjected (that is, subject to the ad-
dress of the other). This extraordinary revolution in thought thus enacts a
movement of overturning of the egological tradition, and to that extent
Levinas’s thought could be characterized as the symmetrical opposite of
Sartre’s philosophy of responsibility. For both, the I carries the weight of
the world on its shoulders,® but for exactly opposite reasons! For Sartre, it
is due to the absolute character of the self’s freedom whereas for Levinas,
itis due to the overwhelming character of the alterity of the other. Whereas
Sartre places all the weight on the self and its freedom, Levinas empties
such a free subject and expropriates it in favor of the other itself.

At the same time, however, we will see that reversing a tradition is not
necessarily the same as freeing oneself from it, and that Levinas’s revolu-
tion owes perhaps more than it would like to admit to the egological tradi-
tion that it seeks to reverse, precisely insofar as it determines itself as its
reversal. It might prove to be necessary, in order to retrieve the phenome-
nological origins of responsibility, to decisively break with the egological
enclosure, that is, to break also with its mere reversal, and begin altogether
outside of egology. Paul Ricoeur argues in this regard that the very vocabu-
lary of Levinas’s philosophy, in its very desire for rupture, in its exaspera-
tion as it were, still attests to the egological tradition that secretly deter-
mines its itinerary. An anti-egological thought, such as Levinas develops,
would thus still be tributary to egology, and another beginning might be
necessary if one seeks to think responsibility outside of the egological en-
closure of modern Cartesian thought. Before returning to these limits of
Levinas’s thought, it is important to follow how his thought of responsibil-
ity has attempted to escape (a crucial term in Levinas’s work, as we will see)
such an egological tradition.

Access to the Ethical: On Escape
THE ESCAPE FROM ONTOLOGY

As Levinas recounted in several late autobiographical texts or interviews,’
he was first a student of Husserl’s phenomenology and Heidegger’s funda-
mental ontology, and began his philosophical career as a commentator on
their works; indeed, Levinas introduced Husserl and Heidegger in France.”
However, these were references from which he broke decisively as he began
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to develop his own ethical thought. One of the key features of such a de-
parture, in addition to the rupture with the paradigm of totality, was the
break with ontology as such (and with a certain phenomenology of inten-
tionality and consciousness), as exemplified in Levinas’s early texts on the
“there is,” and in his seminal 1951 text, “Is Ontology Fundamental?” (in EN,
1-11). For Levinas, the access to ethics (which for him should be elevated to
first philosophy) and fo responsibility took place in a break with ontology,
that is, in a break with Heidegger. Far from being included as one moment
in being, as one existential in the analytic of Dasein for instance (being-
with), and far from being inscribed within the element and horizon of
being, ethics is situated in the relationship to the other person, in the “in-
tersubjective,” a relation which for Levinas takes place, as he puts it, “beyond
being.” The intersubjective relation is the original experience, i.e., it is not
mediated by being. Levinas insists that the origin of meaning is not Dasein’s
relation to being, not the understanding of being displayed by Dasein, but
lies in the intersubjective relation. He writes that, “My main point in saying
that [the face of the other is perhaps the very beginning of philosophy,] was
that the order of meaning, which seems to me primary, is precisely what
comes to us from the inter-human relation, so that the face.. .. . is the begin-
ning of intelligibility” (EN, 103)." This claim already places the ethical—the
relation to the other—as prior to the order of knowledge and the element of
being, and situates Levinas in opposition to traditional ontology and the
privilege of epistemology in Western philosophy. This privileging always
reduces the other to a problematic of cognition, under the authority of iden-
tity, or of “the Same,” and is therefore for Levinas an act of violence, a
“murder” of the other: “with regard to beings, understanding carries out an
act of violence and of negation” (EN, 9). Levinas aims at reversing the tra-
ditional hierarchy in which ethics is reduced to being a branch of ontology
and epistemology, and seeks to raise ethics to the level of first philosophy.
Ethical responsibility will take place for Levinas beyond knowledge, indeed
beyond being, as Levinas will speak in Otherwise than Being or Beyond Es-
sence of a “responsibility beyond being” (AE, 31).

Levinas’s critique of Heidegger begins by putting the “primacy of on-
tology” into question; that is to say, the primacy of ontology over ethics. For
Levinas, ontology, the thinking of being, as it has defined the entirety of
Western philosophy from Parmenides to Heidegger, is a thinking of the
Same (le Méme), a logos of being that reduces otherness to the Same by the
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very power of its theoretical com-prehensiveness. Levinas understands
theoria as a negation of otherness. “Theory also means intelligence—Iogos
of being—that is to say, a manner of approaching the known being in such
a way that its otherness in relation to the knowing being vanishes.”> West-
ern philosophy, as ontology, is for Levinas “a reduction of the Other to the
Same” (EE, 33-34). In opposition to the tradition of Western thought, de-
fined in this way, Levinas attempts to go “beyond the Eleatic notion of
being,”” to overcome ontology, and to move beyond being, toward the
other, and more precisely, the other human (I'autre homme). “To me,” he
clarifies without ambiguity, “the Other (Autrui) is the other human being”
(EN, 110; translation modified). Therein lies Levinas’s undeconstructed,
indeed assumed and proclaimed, humanism. Levinas is not interested in
deconstructing humanism, and in fact he is very critical of the contempo-
rary critiques of humanism and of the subject. He takes issue, for instance,
with structuralist thought, with its appeals to impersonal principles—
“what they want is a principle of intelligibility that is no longer enveloped
by the human” (EN, 112); but also with the later Heidegger who places
Dasein at the service of a neutral and impersonal power—“What scares me
alittle is also the development of a discourse in which the human becomes
an articulation of an anonymous or neutral intelligibility” (EN, 116; my
emphasis). He goes on to criticize Merleau-Ponty’s touching-touched chi-
asm as an example of a thought where “man is only an aspect” (EN, 112) of
a non-human reflexive structure (“it is as if space were touching itself
through man”), and he interprets the contemporary mistrust of humanism
in the following way—“they want the subject to appeal to a principle that
would not be enveloped by concern for human fate” (EN, 112). With the
terms “concern,” and concern for the “human,” we are already in the sphere
of the ethical, a sphere that would be negated by contemporary critics of
humanism. Far from attempting to overcome humanism and subjectivity,
Levinas would seek to give them a new foundation, precisely no longer in
the primacy of the ego but in the relation and responsibility to the other.
“It is the other who is first, and there the question of my sovereign con-
sciousness is no longer the first question” (EN, 112). It would be an other
humanism, a humanism of the other (human), as Levinas states: “I advo-
cate . .. the humanism of the other human” (EN, 112).4

In fact, it is in his definition of the human that Levinas breaks most
decisively with Heidegger, for as he explains, “Man is not only a being who
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understands what being signifies, as Heidegger would have it, but also a
being who has already understood and grasped the commandment of holi-
ness in the face of the other man” (RB, 226). The human is not the place of
the givenness of being (Dasein), but the for-the-other of responsibility. His
conception of humanism is thus ethical through and through, as the
human is defined in ethical terms. What makes humans humans is the
ethical, as responsibility for the other human. Understood in this way,
ethics represents what is truly human in human beings, a humanism of the
other that breaks with ego-centered philosophies and opens onto the infi-
nite character of the alterity of the other to whom I am responsible.

This movement beyond being and toward the other (human) con-
stitutes the core of Levinas’s thought, and he indeed would characterize
itin a late interview as “the kernel of all I would say later” (RB, 46). One
could in fact approach Levinas’s thought as a whole from the effort to
escape, exit or go beyond the same, toward an other that does not return
to a same, that does not come back, and to that extent is infinite. Levi-
nas’s decisive early essay, On Escape,” thematizes a need to break with
the “suffocating” horizon of being, with the “horror of the ‘there is,”'
and in Time and the Other, with the isolation or solitude of existence.
Time and the Other, he explained in a late interview, was a book that
represented for him an attempt to escape “from this isolation of existing,
as the preceding book [Existence and Existents| signified an attempt to
escape from the ‘there is™ (EL, 57).” Ultimately, it has been a matter of
“escaping from being” (EI, 59), an escape that takes place in one’s devo-
tion to the other. Levinas clarifies that “the true exit from the there is is
in obligation” (RB, 45), in responsibility for the other, in the sense of
being concerned, not for my own self, but for the other. For anxiety is
not about the possibility of death, but rather about being, “the horror of
the there is, of existence. It is not the fear of death; it is the ‘too much’ of
oneself” (RB, 46). This is why, and importantly, it is also a matter of
escaping from oneself. Escaping from oneself, that is to say, going beyond
oneself toward the other. “Leaving oneself,” he writes in a striking for-
mulation, “that is, being occupied with the other” (RB, 46; my emphasis).
There is a (vicious) circle between being and oneself (Dasein is the con-
cern for being and for oneself) that Levinas seeks to break. The horror
of the there is “is close to disgust for oneself, close to the weariness of
oneself” (RB, 46), and being encumbered with being is being encum-
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bered with one’s own being, with oneself: “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-méme]” (OE, 55). Le moi est
haissable, Pascal famously wrote, and Levinas comments: “Here, the
profound meaning of Pascal’s line is revealed: The self is detestable” (EN,
130; translation modified). The exit from both the “there is” (impersonal
being) and “oneself” (egology) require an opening onto the other. In the
end, for Levinas, the true exit lies in responsibility for the other—to the
point, as we will see, of a dying for the other.

This need to escape the horizon of being and the enclosure of the self
accounts for Levinas’s critique of totality and totalizing philosophies, for,
according to him, “it is in fact the whole trend of Western philosophy,”
culminating with Hegel, that seeks totality, which has “this nostalgia for
totality” and for a “panoramic vision of the real” (EI, 76). He understands
that quest as an attempt to negate alterity, as the “attempt at universal syn-
thesis, a reduction of all experience, of all that is reasonable, to a totality
wherein consciousness embraces the world, leaves nothing other outside it-
self, and thus becomes absolute thought” (EI, 75; my emphasis). Levinas
found the sources of his critique of totality first in Franz Rosenzweig’s cri-
tique of Hegel (but also in moments in the history of philosophy such as
Plato’s Good beyond being, or Descartes’s Third Meditation with its idea of
God as infinite), but he conceives of it in terms of the inappropriability—or
as he terms it, exteriority and infinity—of the other. The encounter with
such an inappropriability of the other is the original experience—before
knowledge, since knowledge presupposes such an encounter, and before
ontology, since being as such presupposes the encounter with the specific
being—and is the original meaning of ethics as what cannot be totalized.
“The irreducible and ultimate experience of relationship appears to me in
fact to be.. .. not in synthesis, but in the face to face of humans, in sociality,
in its moral signification ... First philosophy is an ethics” (EI, 77). Ethics
breaks totality, opening onto an irreducible exteriority and otherness, a
non-synthesizable which for Levinas is the face to face: “The relationship
between man is certainly the non-synthesizable par excellence” (EI, 77).
There is simply no context (being, world, horizon) that would include the
face to face with the other, as the face “originally signifies or commands
outside the context of the world” (EN, 167). There is no third unifying term
that could provide a reduction of that relationship (even the notion of the
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third in Levinas confirms the irreducibility of the face to face, as it is defined
from the perspective of the face to face, a face to face that is the “irreducible
and ultimate experience”). The face to face is transcendence, and “the face
breaks the system” (EN, 34). This relationship is primary, and since for Levi-
nas the relationship with the other is essentially ethical (indeed, the very
definition of ethics!) as it implies the prior recognition of the other as other,
ethics is first philosop