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Substitution and the Trace of the Other:

Levinasian Implications for Psychotherapy
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You shall not hate in your heart anyone of your kin; 
you shall reprove your neighbor, or you will incur guilt yourself. 
You shall not take vengeance or bear a grudge against any of your people, 
but you shall love your neighbor as yourself: I am the LORD (Leviticus, 19:17-18).
“No one has greater love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends” (John 15:13).
What therapist would ever talk of the importance of expiation, passivity or persecution in relation to a client?  The latter perhaps would be mentioned of a borderline client but seldom otherwise.  Of the 16 references conjointly to therapist and sacrifice in PsychInfo, the term is never used of therapists in relationship to clients but rather in the sense that therapists may “sacrifice performance standards in order to assist a child,” or to “sacrifice depth for breadth in training.”  Most often the references are to unconscious sacrifices client’s make or parents expect. Repeatedly the sacrifice clients make in terms of fees is mentioned but never the symmetrical obligation on the part of the therapist.
This presentation will build on Levinas’s rejection of ontology as foundational and draw out the implications for psychotherapy of Levinas’s reflections on substitution.  The call of the other in the context of a face-to-face encounter makes a demand on the therapist’s self and thereby constitutes the personal identity of the therapist.  The ethical demand that emerges from an encounter with the other takes on fuller meaning when contextualized in Levinas’s understanding of the face of the other as the trace of God’s face.  We will explore the implications of this perspective for psychotherapy.  We will build on our previous work which explored the relationships between religion, ethics and psychotherapy (Dueck and Parsons, submitted for publication).
In this presentation we will explore how Levinas’s view of substitution might conceivably affect the therapeutic process.  In the first part of this essay we review what substitution means in Levinas’s writings.  We draw on Levinas’s essay “Substitution” to play out the implications for psychotherapy (Levinas, 1968/1996).  In the second part of this essay, we will compare and contrast the work of Emmanuel Ghent (1990) with Levinas on the role of surrender in therapy.  In a final section, we delineate the possible implications of substitution, kenosis, and expiation for therapy.  
Substitution
Before Levinas introduced the concept of substitution in 1968 in a philosophical context, he had already used the term in his confessional writing (1963-66).  In these writings Levinas attempts to translate ancient Jewish writings for a modern Jewish audience.  
The Jewish Context

In his second of nine Talmudic readings, “The Temptation of Temptation,” Levinas comments that the European is an adventurer, living in supreme security and retreating into his inner sanctum and is confident of his separation from and irresponsibility for all others.  Confident of knowledge generated according to the dictates of Western philosophy, the individual is tempted with this temptation (Levinas, 1994).  Revelation, however, reveals what human reason cannot.  The text Levinas focuses on is Exodus 19 where the Israelites are at the foot of Mount Sinai having just been freed, and are now invited to a “freedom of the law, engraved in stone, into a freedom of responsibilities” (p. 37).  Levinas comments on the irony of the law: “That which must be received in order to make freedom of choice possible cannot have been chosen, unless after the fact” (p. 37). The alternative to revelation is, for Levinas, violent imposition of the Torah.  However, it is Torah that guards against the violence of being. Hence, “freedom begins in what has the appearance of a constraint due to threat” (p. 40).  The Talmudic reflections presage Levinas’s argument that the self emerges under threat and persecution.  The self is an outgrowth of alternate and counterfeit propensities toward being and reason; both of which threaten and betray Torah.  The Torah is not rational, nor geared toward the being of its recipients at Sinai’s base.  It is a demand whose denial is violence.
Consistent with his Jewish tradition, Levinas not only extols the revealed law as good, he also states that God did not create without concerning himself with the meaning of creation. Being has a meaning. The meaning of being, the meaning of creation, is to realize the Torah. The world is here so that the ethical order has the possibility of being fulfilled. The Israelite response to the call of the Torah is the act which gives meaning to reality. To refuse the Torah is to bring being back to nothingness (Levinas, 1994, p. 41). The ethical takes precedence over the ontological.  Being is the fulfillment of the Torah.
The acceptance of the law, he suggests, is not conscious.  The Israelites accept the Torah before they even know it, like every inspired act.  It is a matter of doing before hearing, like receiving the fruit of a tree before the leaves are there.  Only after the Torah is given and accepted does reflection take place.  And, accepting the Torah involves a relation with a person.  “The Torah is given in the Light of a face” (Levinas, 1994, p. 47).  Similarly, when I see the other, I am already obligated to him/her.  Being is not conscious, nor individual.   “We will do and we will hear” means that the nature of subjectivity is trust in the Absolute.  However, knowledge which takes its distance, i.e., the temptation of temptation, is logically tortuous, a degeneration of reason and the corruption of morality (p. 48).  
The Torah is an order to which the ego adheres, without having had to enter it, an order beyond being and choice. The ego’s exit from being occurs before the ego which decides. This exit is not accomplished through a game without consequences played in some corner of being in which the ontological warp is loose. It happens through the weight exerted on one point of being by the rest of its substance. This weight is called responsibility. Responsibility for the creature - a being of which the ego was not the author - which establishes the ego. To be a self is to be responsible beyond what one has oneself done. Temimut consists in substituting oneself for others. This does not indicate any servileness, for the distinction between master and slave already presupposes an established ego (p. 49). 
Already at this early stage where Levinas speaks to a Jewish audience, he connects the notion of substitution with the ethical, with the other and with responsibility.  In subsequent work he connects to substitution the notions of self emptying, death, meaning and sacrifice. 
The Philosophical Context
In 1968, at a philosophical conference, Levinas addresses again the topic of substitution.  The tenor is quite different from the Talmudic discussions.  Now there is no reference to God or the Torah; he is translating the wisdom of his Jewish tradition for moderns present at the meetings. 
Levinas begins this essay with a distinction in the way we speak of the self: “in-oneself” and “for itself.”  The former is the basis of Levinas’s notion of substitution and the Self while the latter reflects Western philosophical perspective on the nature of the ego.  We will attempt to summarize the differences.  
For itself. The “for itself” is the received Western philosophical tradition regarding the ego where subjectivity is reducible to consciousness. “For the Western philosophical tradition, all spirituality is consciousness, the thematic exposition of Being, that is to say, knowledge” (Levinas, 1968/1996, p. 80). Since Hegel, philosophy has been preoccupied with disclosing being to itself.  Subjectivity is then reduced to consciousness and consciousness, via thought, to ontology, essence.  “Consciousness is therefore always the grasping of a being through an ideality” (p. 80).  This process is an ontological event in which the self as being is discovered and named using some ideal principle or arche.  Note the similarities to Jung’s approach. 
Sartre posed the self as a “for itself,” a turning back of essence upon itself.  The self is sovereign positing itself as one being among many. This self is agentic, active and fundamentally defined by freedom, exercising power over itself.  Hegel had thought that consciousness is mastering itself in equality.

 The “for itself” is a self in consciousness that is a consequence of a specific distinguishing characteristic, like a fingerprint, individuation, the soul or eccentricity.  It is that which can be identified ideally across all manifestations of beings in time or space.  Specifically, the identity of the ‘for itself’ “allows a being to enter into discourse, to be thematized, and to appear to consciousness” (Levinas, 1968/1996, p. 84).  This is the self capable of identifying itself as a being among beings.  This self compares itself with other beings and postulates its uniqueness by discovering differences.  It presumes to be able to name what is essential, the essence of the self and in so doing also to possess the self.  The “for itself” can reflect on the self, review its history in time, and integrate its various stages. This self ages over time.  The self can be thematized in knowledge.  Ideality leads to a coincidence with oneself. There are then no surprises. The disclosure of the self to the self is like the description of an object, a return to the self.  

By reflection, the ego in consciousness can determine what is unique about the individual self relative to natural worlds or divine realms.  The “for itself” can separate the self from itself, can prevent itself from showing itself, can present a mask and be named by a pronoun.  The self is “reducible to the function carried out by the oneself in the ontology accomplished by consciousness” (Levinas, 1968/1996, p. 85).  The “for itself” as identical with Sameness cannot be surprised; there is no adventure.  Upon leaving, one is always led back to the self.  
Emotionally, this Heideggerian and Sartrean self, is anxious of nothingness, the void, of death.   Per Heidegger, the self can care for itself but this presumes split selves, one who cares for and one who is need of care.  This self is the self that dominates Western psychological thought from Plato to Augustine, Freud, James and Skinner. This self is nameable, mind-full, agentic and, like Michelangelo’s “David,” forward looking.  This self creates a future designed to meet his or her needs.  Little mention is made of the other.
In-Oneself.  The Self of “in-oneself” stands in contrast to the ego of the for-itself.  The “in-itself” or the “in-oneself,” Levinas seeks to portray (without unsaying it at the same time), is an inversion of the process of essence, “a move outside the game that being plays in consciousness. It is precisely a withdrawal in itself, an exile in itself, without foundation in anything else, a noncondition” (Levinas, 1968/1996, p. 85).  It is a contraction, an entrance within.   It has no need to prove or thematize its identity.  This self is unutterable, shameful, unjustifiable, an-archic, responsible, accused, obsessed, secret, troubled, afflicted and unified.  
The in-oneself is a “living recurrence of subjectivity,” “a recurrence without duality,” “a unity without rest,” “an indefeasible unity”, “the irremissible identity” (Levinas, 1968/1996, p. 84-85).  There is no division between an ego which is concealed and one that is revealed, between the ego as the “ding an sich” and the “ding für sich.” The self is a unity in both form and content, on the other side of the distinction between the particular and the universal (p. 86).  
The in-oneself is “a unity of the self which is presynthetic, prelogical” (Levinas, 1968/1996, p. 85).  This unity is a tension.  The ego, as in-itself, is like one is in one’s skin, cramped, ill at ease, a susceptibility to wounding and outrage.  Unable to take a distant view of the self, “it is hunted down in itself” (p. 86).  “How can there be in consciousness an undergoing, or a Passion, whose ‘active’ source would not in any way fall into consciousness” (p. 82).  It must be exterior to the point of obsession, an-archic.    
Like the ‘for itself,’ the ‘in oneself’ is anxious but this anxiety is “a passage into the fullness of the anxiety of contraction” (Levinas, 1968/1996, p. 86).  The body is the in-oneself, the contraction of ipseity but not in the sense of biology but rather as incarnation (p. 87). 

This “in-oneself” is not domesticated by reason and ideality, naming and categorization.  What reason, will, and ontology offer this self is to be split from the Absolute unity, oneness.  The “in-oneself” is created, not self-made like any other object. 
In speaking of the recurrence of the ego to the self have we freed ourselves sufficiently from the postulates of ontological thinking, where eternal being always assumes what it undergoes and, whatever the nature of this undergoing, always reappears as the principle of what happens to it? It is perhaps here that ontological thinking ultimately differs from the thought which speaks of the creature rather than of being (Levinas, 1968/1996, p. 89).
But on the hither side of matter, obsession is anarchic.  The accusation to the ego in consciousness is, in obsession, not merely another category, it is absolute.  The ego is expelled from being. This splitting of the self is not a result of self reflection but a reduction of the ego to the self, a return to passivity. This reduction occurs without help of any system of references.  The self that emerges is a secret to be divulged. 
Persecution and accusation by the Other.  It is the summoning of myself by the other that is incommensurable with the ego of being in consciousness.  It is to be accused of what one never willed or chose, of what others do without our even knowing.  It is to take responsibility for every persecution that ever happened.  It is a responsibility toward those whom we do not even know. This is not a representation of the other to which we then respond. “It is already a summons of extreme exigency; an obligation which is anachronistically prior to every engagement” (Levinas, 1968/1996, p. 81).  It is this pushing back of the self against the self in accusation that is persecution and which constitutes the nature of the “oneself.”  The self is without justification; condemned from the start.    
In consciousness the other will appear as something foreign, a disequilibrium, undoing thematization, beyond principle and volition. That is, the self is anarchic.  It halts the ontological play because of the suffering of accusation. “This Passion is absolute in that it takes hold without any a priori. Consciousness is thus afflicted before entertaining an image of what reaches it, afflicted in spite of itself” (Levinas, 1968/1996, p. 82).
How can one break out of the circle of ego and reflection, ego and re-presentation of the self?  It requires an interruption by the other.  Levinas refers to this relationship as an obsession because it is irreducible to ideality in consciousness.  He begins with touch (caress) and proximity (contact, not information or thematization). Proximity troubles the now in the trace of the Infinite. 
…the Ego is evinced in the ascendancy of the Other over the Same to the point of interruption, leaving it speechless: an-archic, obsession is persecution. Here persecution does not amount to consciousness gone mad; it designates the manner in which the Ego is affected and a defection from consciousness” (Levinas, 1968/1996, p. 81).
Proximity describes my relationship with the other who affects me without my being able to verbalize it. This is obsession.


Obsession with the other is a passivity greater than the passivity of things.  In the order of things there are causes (Aristotle) and matter is indestructible (Plato).   Matter submits to the forming of logos and category.  “Philosophers have always been inclined to think of creation in terms of ontology, that is, in terms of a preexisting and indestructible matter” (Levinas, 1968/1996, p. 88).  The passivity of matter, formed by categories, distinctions, and consciousness cannot represent the supreme passivity evoked by the Other.

Obsessed with responsibilities which do not result from “decisions taken by a ‘freely contemplating’ subject, consequently accused of what it never willed or decreed, accused of what it did not do, subjectivity is thrown back on itself – in itself – by a  persecuting accusation” (Levinas, 1968/1996, p. 88).  “The word ‘I’ means to be answerable for everything and for everyone” (p. 90).  The self is born out of ethical response to the other, not a greater and more nuanced understanding of the psychological constellation of features of which we are comprised.  Our identity is as a hostage to this obsession, not our distinction in self-reflexive being.
Substitution.  Bernasconi (2002) suggest that the essay ‘Substitution’ is in answer to the question “Is sacrifice possible?” (p. 250).  It is substitution which makes sacrifice possible.  Levinas states explicitly that “the passage of the identical to the other in substitution. . . makes possible sacrifice” (Levinas, 1968/1996, p 90).  Substitution is the passage to the other, “the one-for-the-other.”  This substitution of the one for the other is the basis of the ethical and of sacrifice.  His model is not constructed on an ego that is spontaneously altruistic, or on the self that cares for itself and then others, nor on the ego that chooses to be generous.  These all reflect the Western philosophical tradition (Hobbes, Heidegger and Sartre in particular) and substitution cannot be accounted for in that tradition given its preoccupation with consciousness.  
Rather, one must view the person as creature or as created (again confessional language), not a product of personal decision.  “Substitution is not the psychological event of pity or compassion, but a putting oneself in the place of the other by taking responsibility for their responsibilities. Because substitution is my responsibility for everyone else, including their responsibility, the relation is asymmetrical….” (Bernasconi, 2002, p. 239).  Substitution is accepting our createdness in accepting our responsibility for the other. Substitution is “Leaving oneself, that is, being occupied with the other, that is, with his suffering and death, before being occupied with one’s own death” (Robbins, 2001, p. 46).  It is a dying for the other since 

…holiness demands it- to die for the other.  In this attitude of holiness, there is a reversal of the normal order of things, the natural order of things, the persistence in being of the ontology of things and of the living.  For me that is the moment where, through the human, the beyond being- God- comes to mind (p. 48).
This dying for the other does not, like the Cartesian Ego, rest in its ability to be active.  However, the Levinasian self can act.  

‘How is responsibility for the other translated?’ Response: ‘It is a matter, eventually, of nourishing him, of clothing him.  It is exactly the biblical assertion: Feed the hungry, clothe the naked, give drink to the thirsty, give shelter to the shelterless.  The material side of man, the material life of the other, concerns me and, in the other, takes on for me an elevated signification and concerns my holiness’ (p. 52).
The Levinasian self is passively attuned to the other, while actively consumed by responding to his or her call.

Surrender and the humility of God. In an article entitled “A Man-God?” Levinas (1998) points to a God of humility - the same kind of humility he recommends for the Cartesian ego.  The humility of God, he suggests is critical to an understanding of substitution and subjectivity.  Following Kierkegaard, “the idea of a truth whose manifestation is not glorious or bursting with light, the idea of a truth that manifests itself in its humility, like the still small voice in the biblical expression—the idea of a persecuted truth—is that not henceforth the only possible modality of transcendence (p. 55). This humility disturbs the world, pierces immanence, “…the proximity of God which can only occur in humility” (p. 56). Transcendence is a risk and danger as is the presence of the other.  This is the God who “dwell(s) with the contrite and the humble” (Isaiah 57:15), the God “of the stranger, the widow and the orphan.”  
Sacrifice, expiation and substitution follow upon the humility of God.  “The trace is the proximity of God in the countenance of my fellowman” It is an entrance preceded by a withdrawal.  The face interrupts because it comes from the infinite. And the poverty of the face is the poverty of God.  To know the poor is to know God –“He judged the cause of the poor and needy;…Was not this to know me? says the Lord” (Jeremiah 22:16).  God is known not in platitudes, but rather in the interrupting face and call of the other.
God is the model of substitution and self-emptying. “The infinite is unassimilable otherness, absolute difference in relation to everything that can be shown, symbolized, announced and recalled – in relation to everything that is presented and represented, and hence ‘contemporized’ with the finite and the Same” (Levinas, 1998, p. 57).  Revelation is proximity not knowledge; it is desire and excessiveness.  

The notion of the person-God affirms the idea of substitution in the transubstantiation of the Creator into the creature.  The self is not simply a mind that theorizes, that builds mental structures which describe the world.  Substitution allows for a rehabilitation of the subject.  However, my suffering as a persecuted “I” is not salvific.  “It is the infinite passivity or passion or patience of the me—its self—the exceptional uniqueness to which it is reduced that is that incessant event of substitution, the fact for being of emptying itself of its being” (Levinas, 1998, p. 59).  
Surrender in Psychotherapy
In the Enlightenment tradition, the therapist is a self-contained ego, conscious of the self as an actor, conscious of its unconscious drives, intentionally caring, and self-sufficient.  He or she listens, reflects the emotive content of the other, and suggests possible courses of action or models hope and confidence.  In short, the therapist focuses on the consciousness of the client from a position of his or her own consciousness.  

Ethical obligation to the other emerges from the existential relationship or from external legal obligations.   Should there be moral conflicts, the therapist may assist the client in imagining alternatives but the process of therapy itself is seldom construed as ethical.  The therapist freely chooses among alternatives and models for the client a “free self.”  Altruism is a style the therapist chooses in relation to the client.  The suggestions made to the client emerge from an analysis of the client’s “issues.”  The therapist can choose whether to engage actively with the client or assume a more passive posture.  

Where there is chaos or dysfunctionality, the therapist assists in the restoration of order and functionality.  If the client should place the therapist in question, it may be for lack of competence, imposition of values, sexual harassment, or therapeutic style.  The focus may be on the client’s consciously chosen actions or the clandestine impulses of the unconscious.  We cannot but imagine that Levinas would disagree with all of these therapeutic assumptions and procedures.

Levinasian thought is a radical posture antithetical to prevailing strands of Enlightenment philosophy, and, we suggest, with Enlightenment models of therapy.  Equally so, the field of psychology (paralleling its philosophical forbearers) is alien territory for a philosophy which rejects thematization, totalism, and explanations of the self as self-reflexive being.  Especially in the practice of psychotherapy, with its ever burgeoning need to elevate its rank within the medical model for the sake of parity, a language of substitution, holiness, responsibility, trace of God, and alterity harkens back alarmingly to pre-Enlightenment babble.  

The word “substitution” has no significance within the current matrix of the psychotherapeutic process.  “Substitution, as Levinas understands it, cannot be accounted for by the Western philosophical tradition” (Bernasconi, 2002, p. 236).  It does not correlate with any terms or core principles within any theoretical orientation.  It is a foreign construct to which little attention is given.  “Obsession with another” is relegated to erotic love when subclinical, and to borderline fixation when dealt with at a “clinical level.”  The closest we come to obsessive responsibility for the other is Adler’s “social interest,” which turns out to be a thin admonition to increase our concern for others.  It is a vague shadow of the call for a recalibration of our constructs of self into a kenotic ethic; an ethic through which the “I” is unique in as much as it responds to the needs of the other.  On occasion one can hear family therapists speak of taking a “one-down” position in relation to family members (Erdman, 2002), but clearly this is a technique rather than a way of being.
However, there are those in the field profoundly disillusioned with Cartesian models of the self that provide buttresses for the “masterfully bounded self” of the Western world (Cushman, 1995, p. 10).  Some have come to recognize the limitations of prevailing therapeutic language and constructs of self when proposing an ethic that deviates from the prevailing conceptions within the Western world.  

Freud had articulated that therapeutic process requires sacrifice on the part of the therapist.  The therapist foregoes gratification of personal needs.  The most articulate contemporary psychoanalyst to propose that surrender is critical to healing is Emmanuel Ghent.  Ghent (1990) focuses directly on the topic of surrender and proposes this state of openness, exposure, trueness, expansion, connectedness, non-defensiveness, and transcendence to be a preferred mode of being human.  He states, “…there is something like a universal need, wish or longing for what I am calling surrender and that it assumes many forms” (p. 218).  However, he notes that “in the West this notion of surrender is something so foreign as to be barely comprehensible” (p. 217).
We will review Ghent’s understanding of surrender in therapy, because he appears to share with Levinas a concern for a kenotic stance.  We suggest that there are some interesting points of connection and difference. Ghent is responding to a Western preoccupation with information and insight as the goal of psychotherapy.  Describing the process of healing, he states “In the East it has meant transcendence, liberation,” and “not information but transformation” (1998, p. 216; quoting Heinrich Zimmer).  Insight, strategies, and supplanting of maladaptive cognitions are wholly a product of modern, Western philosophy.  Much like Levinas, he contends (in different words) that consciousness and thematic representations are a well-worn path toward a focus on domination, control, and identity. Transformation, according to Ghent, comes through the process of surrender.  The therapist/analyst is an “ally” in this process, and not the arbiter of truth and expertise (p. 217).
What exactly does Ghent mean by surrender?  Ghent adopts an understanding of the human self as having a true core in the inner recesses of one’s psychic makeup.  Building on Winnicott’s idea of true self and false self, Ghent assumes the presence of a unique and particular self, constantly yearning for self-expression, but shuffled into distorted manifestation through its misuse in early development.  He adds that this self desires a transcendent state in which full surrender is possible; a disposition where we are reachable, knowable, and recognizable without any defensive armor.  This “kernel-I,” buried under impingements and disconnection, perpetually yearns for a state of freedom and exposure.  The true self longs to surrender (Ghent, 1990, p. 221).  Surrender would mean the restoration of growth, healing, and transcendent expansion.

Instead, this unsquelchable drive for surrender is corrupted, perverted, and twisted into counterfeit forms because of an impinging caretaker or the “intrusiveness” of a formative other.   This disruption inhibits the “opportunity to become real.”  The transition from an undifferentiated existence to a connection with one’s true self is lost, and with it the human longing for transcendence, openness, and exposure suffers a “miscarriage” into spurious versions of surrender (Ghent, 1990, p. 227).  Submission supplants surrender.  The desire to be freely known and to know is defensively replaced with a resignation to the other and a loss of self to the power of the other.  This then freezes up portions of the self and results in a stultifying outlet for surrender.   The false self is fortified by taking a submissive stance, bullied by the will, needs, and desires of others.  In contrast, surrender would allow for connection of true selves in which full exposure to the other would be an outgrowth of authentic being.  The goal, according to Ghent, is a radical change, a transformation allowing for the birthing or rebirthing of the true self; a movement away from makeshift versions of surrender (e.g. submission) into ever expanding places of human growth and exposure.  At issue, of course, is what is meant by the true self by Ghent.

In a surrendered state, Ghent (1990) suggests that individuals begin “uncovering, dis-covering the reality of the other” (p. 229).  Surrender occurs when fear no longer mars our ability to know and be known by the other.  We can see the other and respond with what is real; what is born out of a transforming being and not a self-protected, static state.  As this movement toward the true self and its deepest yearning (i.e. surrender) progresses, one discovers a “unity with other living beings” (p. 216).  To surrender, ultimately, is to become transparent.  Instead of being self-protective and conceptually defensive, the false self is dissolved and the true self emerges into the freedom, acceptance, and transcendence that empties away the distinctions, categories, and perverted versions of life and goodness.  As the false self loosens, there is a temporary loss of an “ordinary sense of self;” there is a “blanking out” or “emptiness” (p. 217-218).  Surrender is a process of self-emptying, a superior state of being.

It would appear that Levinas and Ghent share similar goals: the self emptying of surrender.  Both suggest that what needs to be sacrificed is the Cartesian ego.  The illusory sense of self experienced in the Western world must be shed and transformed.  However, Ghent (1990) contends that this transformation and self-emptying leads one back to a truer, more real conception of identity and being.  “Its ultimate direction is the discovery of one’s identity, one’s sense of self, one’s sense of wholeness…” (p. 216).  The goal is true being.  Surrender is a means to an ontological end.  Levinas vehemently opposes any framework or ideology that ultimately arches the focus back onto any ontological form of the self.

What is the purpose of surrender and how does it involve the other?  For Ghent, the true self is not defined by the other.  Surrender is worthwhile for the sake of growth and transformation.  Human beings are wired with a proclivity toward openness and transcendence, a habitual disposition that should be cultivated (e.g. self-emptying) for trueness of being to evolve.  Any ethical rationale for self-emptying or self-denial that emerges from encountering the face of the other is utterly absent from Ghent’s system.  The nexus of self is still contained within the individual being.  “The indirect object of the surrender could as well be a tree, the sun, God…anything or anyone that will not impinge with its own ‘ego.’  The process is what is important; the object to whom one surrenders is irrelevant” (Ghent, 1990, p. 217).  The other is a means toward one’s end.  Surrender is a practice, a state of consciousness that others can help evoke.  I do not surrender to the other out of sense of responsibility and as a natural outgrowth of my passivity.  The other does not define me.  I am already defined, but I must weed through and empty out all of the false definitions before I can truly be.  Ghent’s self is still the self in consciousness (in being), but who is innately capable of surrender.

Ghent (1990) views submission in a derogatory fashion, as the “defensive mutant of surrender” (p. 216).  He defines it as “losing oneself in the power of the other” (p. 220).  The contrast between Ghent and Levinas is striking here.  For Levinas, it is in losing oneself to the power of the other that one truly “has” any self at all.  Finding one’s true self underneath the morass of false constructions is to turn inward instead of toward the demanding trace of God within the other.  Ghent is careful to say that “One may surrender ‘in the presence of another,’ not ‘to another’ as in the case of submission” (p. 215).  Though the terminology can exacerbate the differences here, it should be very clear that surrender, in Ghent’s model, is not for the sake of the other, but rather “for itself.”
In the process of psychotherapy, Ghent describes how a variety of behaviors and dispositions are forms of submission, the counterfeit of surrender.  He describes how the longing for surrender is circumvented into less vulnerable forms of bondage and domination. Masochistic behavior is one example Ghent gives in describing the human desire to surrender and expose oneself fully to the other, albeit in a distorted fashion.  When describing the role of the therapist, he describes a patient’s need for someone with whom the patient might “take a chance in surrendering” or might be “an ally for true self to come forth” in a safe space (Ghent, 1990, p. 217).  

This is reminiscent of Levinas’s statement that the face before us beckons for us to heed the commandment “Thou shalt not kill.”  The implications of Levinas for therapy would go beyond the approach outlined by Ghent.  For Levinas, in an encounter with a client, we have before us an individual exposed, nude, vulnerable, and with a history of being psychologically murdered.  In seeing the face before us, we lay down our lives before the patient.  We expiate for the murders performed.  We are responsible for the defacing of his or her soul, the smearing of the trace of God.  We are party to this violence, and must disabuse ourselves any illusions to the contrary.  We now sit with the broken, persecuted state of the other and experience with them in the pangs of exposure.  We are responsible for this drama of self-mutilation, and we are not finished with our “duty” until the other has been emptied of the terror.  Ghent (1990) comments: 

What other occupation requires of its practitioners that they be the objects of people’s excoriations, threats and rejections, or be subjected to tantalizing offerings that plead ‘touch me,’ yet may not be touched?  What other occupation has built into it the frustration of feeling helpless, stupid and lost as a necessary part of the work?  ...It is difficult to find a type of existence, other than that of the psychoanalyst, who fits this job description.  In a sense it is the portrait of a masochist (p. 236).
It is ironic that Levinas wrote, “Am I unjust with regard to the I?  I am told that I reason in a masochistic way.  We are in masochism, and already a bit in the ethical” (Robbins, 2001, p. 46).  Ghent writes that when this masochistic stance is done from the surrender of the therapist, the therapist grows with his or her patients.
As a relational psychoanalyst who admonishes the mechanistic models of psychology and challenges them toward more self-emptying processes (such as surrender), Ghent appears to provide a profound corrective and critical move in psychotherapeutic practices.  It is here that the radicality of Levinas’s rejection of ontology and responsibility for the other becomes most glaring.  Even this immense move within the psychoanalytic model fails to shed its ontological roots and ego-centric definitions.  Obsession with the other is still pathologized and the human self continues to be self-reflexive.  An ethical relation with the other bears no significance.  Opening psychotherapeutic practices up to a kenotic language is a meritorious enterprise, but when continuing to bear the Western assumptions that anchor the self to an ontological process of becoming “for itself,” it has not taken the steps prescribed by Levinas to begin a psychology that is ethically first ordered.
Levinasian Implications for Psychotherapy

What is Levinas’s call when applied to the process of psychotherapy?  How does his ethics as first order inform our understanding of human brokenness and therapeutic response?  Do the terms “brokenness,” “pathology,” and “maladaptive” already connote the presence of an ontological wholeness, healthy norm, or adaptability which he would deny?  Can we hope to formulate a Levinasian case conceptualization when it is such thematizing frameworks that Levinas hopes to unmask and undo?  It is obvious that psychotherapy and Levinas are not directly compatible.  There must be significant modification on either side to accommodate such an interaction.  The larger question is whether Levinas can be applied to current psychotherapeutic practices without capsizing the entire enterprise.  Levinas cannot be a mere tool on a therapeutic tool belt, another method or modality, to be applied to the appropriate match of pathology and temperament.  His position undermines the entire concept of relationship as a tool and human being as a project.  Levinas’s alterity is so stark that its relationship with 50 minute psychotherapy requires a reconstitution of the profession at a basic level.  Substitution, expiation, and obsession cannot be brought in to the session without redefining the psychotherapeutic relationship as it currently stands.
Moreover, it is tempting to invert Levinas’s philosophy and, using his ethical admonitions, concoct a version of human health.  For instance, it would be easy enough to take Levinas’s refutation of self as reflexivity and consciousness and psychoeducate one’s clientele on the dangers of being addicted to being.  We could formulate a new ontological system based on human proclivities toward thematization and objectification.  Pathology is then a refusal to respond to the responsibility and demand of the other.  Here now, we have a different basis for diagnosis and conceptualization.  It is our contention that the construction of such a derivative framework is ultimately alien and antithetical to Levinas’s call (as applied to psychotherapy).
Instead of a new horizon for conceptualizing the other, Levinas’s philosophy angles the therapeutic process away from client’s deficits and assets to the therapist’s incarnation of an ethical response to a suffering other.  We deface Levinas when we form a descriptive system out of his prescriptive ethics.  The degree to which a client lives from the vantage point of an ontic ego without regard for the other and in denial of God’s trace in the other is not the new litmus test for psychological health in a Levinasian model.  To judge this disposition in the client is to displace our obsession for the sake of formulating a thematic understanding of his or her disposition.  We wrestle out of the shackles of being their hostage as we define their deprivation.  “The very resistance of the face to encompassment is a command which must be obeyed.  I cannot swallow you into my system, and you, in the escape from the attempt, have told me not to do so” (Gantt and Williams, 2002, p. 213).  Levinas does not equip us for more nuanced understandings of the other and his or her needs.  If anything, he strips us of some of the most powerful means that we have created to this end.  As Williams and Gantt put it, Levinas works to “unproblematize the other” (p. 25).  A therapist/analyst, in reading Levinas, does not learn more about human nature and the client, but rather the ethic which is demanded of them.  They must embody this response to the other.  True to the orthopraxy of Jewish belief, it is from the incarnation of this ethic that transformation emerges.  This is a demand upon the therapist without a rationale and promise of effectiveness.  It is a journey with no promise of return to one’s homeland.  It is not contained and the results are unknown.  The Self of Therapy becomes defined by the therapist substituting him or herself for the client.  

The client in therapy has been socialized into an attitude of being “for-itself.  In contrast is the way of the self which is “in-itself” as we have described above.  If possible therapy might create the conditions whereby the individual could recognize her/himself as existing in the former and become desirous of living in the latter frame.  Of course, it is possible that the therapist and client both live for themselves.  It is difficult to imagine transformation in this case other than learning to live better in a state of Being.  On occasion there may be clients who have suffered or truly respond to the other as other and have as a therapist one who does not understand this client.  

The persecuted therapist and substitution

In contrast to the Enlightenment therapist, our therapist is persecuted, accused.  He/she cannot retreat to a safe inner sanctum removed from all others. Like the Israelites at the foot of Mt. Sinai, the therapist stands accused without even knowing why.  The freedom of the therapist emerges in response to threat, obligation posed by the client.  


The therapist is one construed as suffering, accused, and troubled.  Being accused means the Self is not comfortable in its own skin.  It is the other, the client who interrupts the comfortableness of self and reflection in consciousness. The self experiences a Passion without a logical a priori.  Our consciousness is afflicted without knowing the reason.  This is the basis of the sense of persecution which places the “I” into question. The ego is left speechless. 

The therapist in Levinasian tradition engages in Temimut, that is, substituting oneself for others. This is not an act of servility by an already established ego.  It is not pity or compassion but a putting oneself in the place of the other and assuming responsibility for the other.  It is an asymmetrical relationship.  Substitution assumes the possibility that the therapist can engage in sacrifice, in a death, in self limitation.  Sacrifice is being accused and being responsible for being accused.  I sacrifice my sense of what is mine for the sake of the other.  It is a Passion.  I sacrifice my sense of freedom to choose, an illusion.  It is a sacrifice of the ego to the self, the ‘for-itself’ to the ‘in-oneself’. It is the openness to carry the burden of the other, to accept the strangeness of the other as she/he appears within, to be interrogated, to be accused.  I sacrifice my self-sufficiency on behalf of the client.  

Where there is not substitution, sameness rules. There are no surprises. What emerges as unknown is always contained already in the known. Unconsciousness is simply another layer of consciousness, not truly an un-consciousness (Levinas, 1968/1996, p. 83).  In the end it is still an effort to restore self-consciousness. In consciousness we presume we can lose or rediscover ourselves. Consciousness is the discovery of being by reason, ideality. It is an ontological event.  The self ‘for itself’ is always a recurrence, a return.  


The Levinasian therapist does not view the client as one who is anxious of nothingness, the void, of death.  It is not a matter of the self caring for itself since that assumes split selves in consciousness.   Levinas explores the Self as in-itself or in-oneself as a contrast to the for-itself, the ontic ego.  The self that emerges is without foundation.  It is not proven nor justified.  It is not grounded in consciousness, it is exiled. It is not grounded in self-reflection, self-consciousness.  This self that emerges from substitution is “a unity of the self which is presynthetic, prelogical” (Levinas, 1968/1996, p. 85).  
Healing and expiation

The theme of expiation, a death of one for another, emerges in both the Hebrew and Christian traditions.  In the former the scapegoat sent in to the wilderness carries the sins of a people.  In the Christian tradition, Christ and the Christian are viewed as expiatory.  In the former, Christ absorbs violence passively rather than in retaliation.  Jesus sees himself as "the good shepherd” who “lays down his life for the sheep” (John 10:11). The love a Christian might display would be the kind that might even require laying down one’s life for a friend (John 15:13). How exactly does the therapist expiate?  How does he or she lay down his or her life?  Does it engender life in the other? Is this a conscious act?

Some hints to answers to these questions can be found in the second Talmudic reading. Levinas (1994) comments: 

Certainly, my responsibility for everyone can also manifest itself by limiting itself: the ego may be called in the name of this unlimited responsibility to concern itself about itself as well. The fact that every other, my neighbor, is also a ‘third party’ in relation to another neighbor, invites me to justice, to weighing matters, and to thought. And the unlimited responsibility, which justifies this concern for justice and for self and for philosophy can be forgotten. In this forgetfulness egoism is born. But egoism is neither first nor ultimate. The impossibility of escaping from God - which in this at least is not a value among others - is the ‘mystery of angels,’ the ‘We will do and we will hear.’ It lies in the depths of the ego as ego, which is not only for a being the possibility of death, ‘the possibility of impossibility,’ but already the possibility of sacrifice, birth of a meaning in the obtuseness of being, of a subordination of a ‘being able to die’ to a ‘knowing how to sacrifice oneself’ (p. 50).
By implication the therapist is one who engages in self-limitation for the sake of the other. Levinas’s self is capable of expiation.  The ego is not.  The ego lives in consciousness for itself.  The Self is capable of sacrificing this essentialist, for-itself, agentic, self-conscious, purposive ego.  The therapist qua Self sacrifices the ontic ego or when the ontic ego is sacrificed the Self is born.  The ego grasped through ideation is sacrificed in the presence of the accusing other.  “Being is emptied of being…” this is not the act of substituting oneself for another since “substitution is not an act.” It is non-being. “Nonbeing is a matter of bearing the burden of the misery and failure of the other, and even the responsibility that the other can have for me. To be a ‘self’ is always to have one degree of responsibility more” (Levinas, 1968/1996, p. 91). 


The substitution is not an expiation of the ego for the other.  Rather, the ego immolates itself.  “Communication with the other (autrui) can be transcendence only as a dangerous life, as a fine risk to be run” (Levinas, 1968/1996, p. 92).  The goal of therapy is less a matter of the self discovering itself but the therapist engaging in self sacrifice in the presence of the client.  The focus is less on encouraging the client to assert the self, exercise rights and power, master the ego and the environment.  The goal is not so much individuation from the other, the constellating of a unique identity.  Nor is the self constellated in comparing oneself to others as one being among many so as to discover one’s uniqueness in abilities and differentness in personality.  The hope that one would discover one’s essence is illusory.  Such a journey only leads one back to what one already is, a coincidence with oneself. There are no surprises.  Being identical over time and space is not the primary outcome sought.  Idealistic narratizing of the self is then not beneficial for the client.    When the ego and the other are idealized, they may appear in consciousness ontically but in another sense they disappear.  This is the self that can separate itself from itself, can decide whether to reveal itself.  This is the idea of the psyche as “cognitive entity” or “dynamical structure” as opposed to a “moral event” (Gantt and Williams, 2002, p. 6).
The kenotic therapist  
The kenotic self is a self-emptying self, one that surrenders. The in-oneself is a passivity.  Levinas calls for a passivity that is on the other side of voluntary intentionality, where submission is not a posturing.   Unabashedly, Levinas sees self-emptying as submission:  “The first word that is of importance is the unconditional YES of submission” (Levinas, 1968/1996, p. 93).  The self seeks to empty itself of self, to exhaust oneself. “I accept kenosis, absolutely” (Robbins, 2001, p. 280). The birth of the Ego in a gnawing remorse, which is precisely a withdrawing into oneself; this is the absolute recurrence of substitution” (Levinas, p. 93).  He begins with the passivity of the human subject in the presence of the other.  This passivity is constantly threatened by the possibility of an action which would then constitute the self and occasion pride. (Jesus reminder not to assume that we can plan our future but if the Lord wills). Kenosis is a surrender that is passive in the face of threat.   The ego is stripped of its self-conceit and domineering imperialism. It is then without foundation.  The ego, the for-itself client and therapist, is self-made.  The therapist and the client qua self know themselves as created.  In the kenotic therapist the ego is expelled from being but this splitting of the self is not result of reflection.  It is a reduction of the ego to the self, a return to passivity. “In its persecution, the ego returns to the self, not to reflect on the self but to denude itself in the absolute simplicity of identity” (p. 88).

In this paper we have attempted to elucidate Levinas’s concept of substitution as it emerges in his early, contextually Jewish writings and his later  more philosophical Hellenist treatises.  In our opinion, his later view of substitution is thickened by his Jewishness.  Furthermore, Levinas’s articulation of substitution is incomprehensible from a modernist, Enlightenment perspective.  He begins with the other and ends with the other interrupting the self, expanding the ethical obligations of the self.  This, we have argued has profound implications for the process of therapy.  While Ghent’s notion of surrender points in the direction of substitution, his position is not synonymous with that of Levinas and seems still to be bound to an Enlightenment syntax for the self.  Substitution for the therapist, we have argued is a process of self-emptying, of carrying the guilt and ‘sins’ of the other, of bearing the burden of ethical responsibility for the oppression of the client by others, of refusing to ontologize the client, of accepting the persecution and accusation by the ethical demand of the client not to be harmed but to be cared for.  In the recognizing and incarnating one’s created form, the trace of God within our clients demands expiation, our laying down our lives for them. 
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