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Faculty Examiner: Prof. John Caruana 

 

The aim of this ARE is to provide you with mastery of certain topics, debates, and positions equivalent 

to a graduate-level survey course. This particular ARE covers the philosophy of Emmanuel Levinas. 

There are three questions. You should aim to write about 5 to 6 pages for each of your responses. 

Please aim to complete all three responses by the end of August.  

 

We will meet at least three times over the spring and summer to discuss the readings. Please come 

prepared for these discussions. I will assume that you have done the readings. Totality and Infinity is a 

fascinating and provocative book. But it is also a very complex and dense text. For the purpose of this 

ARE, I don’t expect you to read that text cover-to-cover. Before our meetings, I will advise you on the 

specific parts of the book that you need to look at. We will supplement the readings for Totality and 

Infinity with some shorter essays by Levinas. These particular essays are much more accessible than 

Totality and Infinity and, thus, very useful for getting a better handle on that book. 

 

 

Guiding Questions 

 

1. How is Levinas’s concept of metaphysics different from the traditional understanding of this term? 

How is it connected to what he calls “desire,” and in what way is it different from “need.” Explain how 

Levinas reads both Plato (particularly his conception of the ‘Good beyond Being’) and Descartes 

(specifically how he thinks of the finite-infinite relation) as exceptional moments within the history of 

metaphysics.  

 

2. Levinas was trained in classical phenomenology. Nevertheless, he also departs from the thought of 

both Husserl and Heidegger, particularly in relation to how both of his former teachers conceive of the 

other person. Why does Levinas object to Husserl’s notion of the other person as an “alter ego” in the 

fifth of his Cartesian Meditations? And what is Levinas’s primary concern with Heidegger’s notion of 

Mitsein (being-with) others? 

 

3. What are some of the distinguishing features of Levinas’s phenomenology of the face? How is it 

related to what he calls “ethics” —  and why are “ethics” and “morality” not the same thing for him?    
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