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Abstract

Foucault and Levinas are one of the most prominent and important thinkers who have put emphasis
on the necessity of the fundamental critique of rational subjectivity. This is an approach that
according to these two thinkers since the time of Descartes up to this day has suppressed the ethical
capability of body in the interest of consciousness. Foucault and Levinas have studied and analyzed
the ethical criterion of the embodied subject and in this respect, they have presented the fundamental
and creative description of body and ethics. Accordingly, they have deconstructed the link between
the subject and the other from a new perspective. Our main question in the paper is that how have
Foucault and Levinas delineated the ethical embodied subjectivity on the base of the features of their
intellectual system? What are their differences and similarities on the ethical embodied subjectivity?
The main claim of the paper is that although Foucault and Levinas have presented different methods
and understandings on being ethical, but both of them emphasize on the necessity of body as the
essential condition to reconstruct ethical subjectivity. Both have provided specific meanings of ethics
and have criticized theories of ethical practice and the set of general laws. They have also
emphasized the importance of the ethical capability of language to explain the essential relationship
between subject and the other. By raising serious criticisms of the language of rational subjectivism
they have given rise to the truth telling and responsive subject. In general, Foucault and Levine’s
ethical embodied subject has common ethical, physical, linguistic, aesthetic, and historical aspects.
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Ethical Embodied Subject in the view of Foucault

Foucault in the Hermenentics of the Subject rejects a rational Cartesian subject, he introduces an
cthical aesthetic subject, which rests on ancient Greek ethical traditions. Thus, Foucault’s
early claim of the death of the subject only rejects a rational form of the subject, not the
“subject” itself. In fact, the later stage of a return of the subject would be impossible
without his previous genealogical critique of the subject. Foucault not only replaced the
disembodied conscious subject with a new embodied subjectivity, but by an ethical turn he
also explained the ethical standard of the body and the ethics relationship between the
subject and the other. For Foucault, the problem of rationalism is its dualist understanding
of mind and body in which the body is an inferior object to be dominated by the mind or
consciousness. For Foucault, the body is not the object of control; rather it is the very
condition of subjectivity and ethics. For him, care of the self must lead to care of the other.
That is to say, care of the self is the necessary condition for care of the other.

Ethical Embodied Subject in the view of Levinas

Subjectivity is a central and constant theme in Levinas’s work, the precondition of the
ethical relation to the other is found in Levinas’s picture of the ethical subject. Levinas does
not neglect the importance of the subject, despite his critique of the rational subject. We
should read his emphasis on the other as a preparation for the birth of an ethical subject.
For him consciousness or reason is not definitive of the subject, but it is body that can truly
constitute a nonviolent ethical subject. Levinas’ subject cannot become ethical in itself;
rather it is the intervention of the other that makes the subject ethical. In other words, the
subject becomes ethical only through taking care of the other, not through taking care of the
self. The subject’s ethical response towards the other is only possible with the aid of the
bodily sensibility. According to Levinas, the subject cannot treat the other as an object of
knowledge. The face of the other is infinitely transcendent and cannot be conceptually
apprehended by the subject.

Conclusion

In this paper we have argued that Foucault and Levinas view the subject as an ethical
embodied subject in which the body is a necessary condition for being ethical. Either
training one’s body (Foucault) or sensing the other’s bodily suffering (Levinas) makes
possible an ethical subject who can take responsibility for the other. And ethics, for them, is
no longer a disembodied law or rule that simply concerns the conformity of the subject to
the social norm; rather it is an embodied ethics that primarily concerns a compassionate and
sensual relationship between subject and other. Both Foucault and Levinas in order to
redefine ethics criticize the rationalists' ontology and general principles. They abandon the
modern abstract subject and replace it with the Embodied and concrete subject. Their
Embodied subject is not a rational, one-dimensional subject that separates itself from the
world and the other. The subject does not consider the world and the other as object of
cognition and knowledge. Also, their subject is not a narcissistic subject who oppresses and
denies the other, but is either actively (Foucault) related to another life or defined in a
passive way (Levinas) towards another. The subject of Foucault and Levinas is not
subordinate to the normative system of morality and the general laws of morality, but it is an
exercise in which the subject engages in active care (Foucault) or by exposing the body
(Levinas) to another tries for the birth of a new moral subject.
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