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ABSTRACT: The modernist literary experiment is widely credited with opening up different conceptual mechanisms 

whereby the other might be welcomed into the world without the risk of being appropriated by the same. In this line of thought, 

modernist literature can be reimagined as presenting an ethical project whose implicit aim is to dramatize the infinity of the 

face of the other. In Levinasian terms, the face of the other is not merely a physical appearance but an epiphany of radical 

alterity that disrupts the self’s self-enclosed (or finite) autonomy. This article proposes, however, that conceptualizing alterity 

as a form of an event within writing possesses inherent limitations. Writing for high modernists becomes more than a means 

of expressing the self and exploring the world; it also becomes a means of exploring both the self and the world. In going 

“meta,” writing becomes its own (play)ground of signification and, being thus, assumes an independent “logic” which abstracts 

itself from the pragmatic (or even ethical) concerns of radical alterity (the otherness of the other). In consequence, modernist 

writing becomes even more autonomous and rigid. The modernist technique of the interior monologue, therefore, turns out to 

be a method not only of exploring inner consciousness but also of “writing” the world and thus creating it according to an 

abstract set of rules and regulations (not so much unlike Heidegger). How are we to think the purported irreducibility of alterity 

(of the face of the other) to logic and calculability within such an artistic paradigm? This article suggests that the visible in 

modernist writing (especially in Joyce) becomes scriptible in implicitly recognizing that the world can be “written over” in 

advance, that is, a priori or through and as speech-in-writing (stylizing the self and the other through the interior monologue). 

Within this conceptual framework, we can situate the dynamics between the infinity of the face of the other and the finiteness 

of alterity as it becomes visible in writing through speech-in-writing. Hence, language becomes the means of actualizing 

alterity through limiting the otherness of the other in and through writing. Inner reality in this respect turns out to be a 

convention as much as the irreducible alterity of the face of the other is revealed to be finite in its linguistic “mode” of 

appearing. This leads us to a broader exploration of the repercussions of modernist experimentation with form and content 

within the context of mediating the world and thinking alterity. 
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Introduction 

The post-World War I milieu sees a general shift in the context, aims, and mechanisms of literary 

language use. It seems that the moral, even didactic, narrative stance advocating for a better world in a 

relatively stable social context (i.e. Honoré de Balzac, Charles Dickens, Fyodor Dostoyevsky; also the 

distanced “objective” writing of Emile Zola and Stephen Crane for instance) was gradually beginning 

to give way to imaginative alternative worlds (and hence narratives and even languages) based on 

ancient myth, human psychology, and aesthetic relativity rather than any “objective” principles. 

Naturally, positivist epistemology and metaphysical “truths” about the world, as promulgated by state 

and religious institutions, would begin to falter under the aesthetics of modernist irony and bathetic 

treatment of grand narratives. The effects are wide-ranging, numerous, and long-lasting: the ensuing 

pluralization of typologies and procedures according to which the modern experience of the human 

condition could be depicted (dramatized and represented) problematizes the general problem of 

historical teleology as inherited from Hegel. History becomes, to a large extent, relative. As Matei 

Calinescu observes: “This relativism is in itself a form of criticism of tradition. From the point of view 

of modernity, an artist—whether he likes it or not—is cut off from the normative past with its fixed 

criteria, and tradition has no legitimate claim to offer him examples to imitate or directions to follow. 

At best, he invents a private and essentially modifiable past” (1987, p. 3). This view on history and on 

the concept of the grand narrative had a direct effect on the perceived “essence” of language – it was 

no longer seen as a transparent medium communicating facts and essences (traditional metaphysics) 

but as a separate object of analysis capable of becoming itself “primary” philosophy through which the 
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deconstruction of the dichotomy presentation-representation was made possible (cf. Matar, 2006, pp. 

79-84). The “linguistic turn” had had a profound impact on how history was viewed – not as a series or 

a string of events logically interconnected but as a kind of writing which underscores the graph-ical 

aspect of the “conditions of a history rather than history itself” (Derrida in Matar, 2006, p. 101). And 

what is history if not the writing of the subject about/on the “outside” – the conceptualization of the 

other as an event that gives the world? 

Apart from the question of history, whether personal or collective, the diversification of narrative 

forms and functions also raises the painstaking question of subjectivity. The question of the individual 

is also the question of the counterpart, what stands in relation to the individual on the outside, in other 

words, of the object (and by extension, history as that provenance where the two find a mutual ground 

of expression). According to classical metaphysics (of presence), in between the two lies the fine line 

separating what is considered inside, present, or true, and what is taken to be outside, virtual, false, or 

yet to be determined or named (according to different discourses, of course). This metaphorical 

spatialization of history, as a kind of conceptual metaphor, brings about, by necessity, the question of 

language and writing. Stephen Gersh observes: “What has occurred in the history of the West is that 

the emphasis on the metaphysics of presence has been accompanied by a reduction in the status of 

writing” (2006, p. 4). Presence is associated with the oral tradition, with live speech; however, in high 

modernism, we can notice the reinstatement of the importance of writing. Not only that, but the 

importance of writing otherwise became a prominent aspect of high modernism in general. Literature 

runs counter to the proposition made by Stephen Gersh (of course his observation is not false as such 

for it takes into account philosophy and not literature which can be considered two different 

“institutions” working and producing meaning simultaneously according to two different “logics”): 

modernist writing thrives on metaphysics of presence: it is just a matter of technique. In general, we 

can detect how the subjective reinterpretation of the outside (psychology, phenomenology), which could 

be said to comprise the general field of observation and mutual interrelation (plot-wise), made out of 

the other a feature of the inside or the same, thus creating internal topographies, or different ways of 

spatializing time. On this subjective plane, writing assumed all the metaphysical characteristics of its 

oral counterpart, becoming written speech (not a contradiction, according to modernist aesthetics): 

history becomes assimilated in a different form, which gave new prominence to autobiographical 

writing. The importance of autobiographical writing for modernists cannot be overstated but it is much 

more than a genre: through the technique of the interior monologue, the concept of autobiography 

appropriates the “arche” aspect of the oral tradition (of the metaphysics of presence) so as to become a 

kind of speech-in-writing related to truth as an internal manifestation of one’s own self-presence. In 

other words, the immense panorama of futility and anarchy that is contemporary history, according to 

Eliot, becomes order (through the use of myth) only when conceived as an internal reconceptualization 

of being and time as a kind of linear writing that can be made manifest in one’s own inner speech. 

History, in other words, only seemed to have lost its teleological moment. It, rather, transmutated into 

an inner mode of arche-writing (that is, before a character’s voice receives its manifestation in 

“material” speech, even in thought-speech) that was still conceived as linear and thus genealogical in 

nature. In no way did modernist writing as such question the very conditions or structure of the 

metaphysics of presence. It was precisely the opposite: modernist writing (literature and philosophy) 

procured a new paradigm through which to think the metaphysics of presence. Since the end of history 

and the advent of the final revelation cannot be logically brought to an end from the outside, that is, as 

a form of being, they must be conceived as an internal event, as something that must happen on the 

internal topography of one’s own life and according to one’s own teleological principles. Thus, the 

dichotomy between the inside and the outside, the signifier and the signified, history and life, the same 

and the other, becomes problematic, especially when history is conceived as a kind of personal matter: 

ontogeny recapitulates phylogeny. Although largely disputed in the 21st century, the concept of 

embryological parallelism held sway during the modernist period. The ideological and historical 

implications for literature are that what is alterior, or what is on the outside in the form of radical 

otherness that resists conceptual assimilation (the mass event of the First World War for instance), 
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becomes a feature of the inside (Freud named it the unconscious, Nietzsche – the Overman) in the form 

of an otherness that can properly be named simply because its mode of appearance becomes that of 

speech-in-writing and “as such” can be neither illogical, nor untrue. We can thus see how 

phenomenological intuition can be said to indirectly partake in the all-too-human desire to bring history 

to an end. According to this mode of reasoning, in the context of modernist aesthetics and its 

reconceptualization of the world as an inside experience, the direct experience and knowledge of the 

outside bring about the end of history and with it, the end of play. The human “self” had become the 

ultimate center of the world. High modernism’s highly fragmented narratives, ambiguous intentionality, 

and dramatization of the unstable relationship between the signifier and the signified, between self and 

world, between history and writing, cannot add up to a holistic view of the human condition, thus 

infusing the unhinged proliferation of words on the page with the metaphysical incertitude and 

existentialist angst originating from non-pragmatic and non-constructive communication. It is in this 

context of discourse fracturing through the diversification of form that I explore the stakes underlying 

the issue of alterity and its finite quality. 

High Modernist Language and the Finiteness of Alterity 

High modernist literature (Joyce’s Ulysses will be used as a paradigmatic example here although 

exceptions can, of course, be found) anticipates the linguistic (r)evolution of Derridean deconstruction: 

within or between the Symbolic (or the text) and the Real (the “nothing” outside the text [cf. Derrida, 

1997, p. 158]) lies a vast “field” of writings brining about conceptual tensions, one which takes to a 

certain extent the dialogic and “borrowed” nature of the linguistic sign (cf. Bakhtin, 1982, p. 293) as 

the provenance of imperfect communication and the transcendental signifier as a testimony to meaning 

in abeyance. Wherever dialogism is cultivated, a democratic attitude towards the best approach to the 

translatability of micropolitical sense and general ethos is expressed, ergo the richness of stylistic 

expression and profusion of structural organizations within the same complex of utterances (either on 

the level of a paragraph or that of the whole novel or poem). 

This will to freedom of expression, however, certainly bears its fundamental dangers, not only 

metaphysical (which would ultimately lead to the unsettling “angst” experienced by atheistic 

existentialists) but also even practical: the side effect of setting aside any monistic renditions and 

prescriptions relating to “reality” and the “world” like those of Kant (cf. Kriegel, 2012) or tacitly 

challenging the theodicy of God’s love and the prescriptions of the Church was the realization of the 

very possibility that “Dasein”, as “[t]his entity which each of us is himself and which includes inquiring 

as one of the possibilities of its Being” (Heidegger, 2001, p. 27), can exist either authentically or 

inauthentically, “or else it is modally undifferentiated” (Heidegger, 2001, p. 78). What if the mode for 

bringing history and radical otherness to an end, this mode of conceptualizing the possibilities of Being 

in general, through inner speech-in-writing (the stream of consciousness narrative technique), would 

result in an inauthentic mode of existence? Indeed, this question, presumably the essential object of 

contemplation and inquiry in modernist literature and not brought up in its entirety until the end of the 

Second World War by French post-structuralists, extends beyond the realm of the personal and the 

subjective to encompass the metaphysical experience of being born in medias res, in between the lines 

of history and the socius – in between others. What is more, this in-between-ness, this condition of 

perpetual liminality, goes together with the enforced responsibility and necessity to read the “book of 

nature” according to specific archival and discursive methodologies usually propounded either by the 

State, the Church, or the Academia. Even if their truth value is contested, their discursive mode remains 

operational in the background, that is to say, its metaphysics remains unquestionable. Even if the other 

or the outside is present, the only question is how, i.e., in terms of modality. The ensuing discursive 

formations – such as those of high modernism – bear traces of unconscious productivity and knowledge 

organization (cf. Foucault, 2002, p. xi-xii), of unrecognized methods of reading and knowledge 

production (cf. Smart, 2002, p. 47-53): inner speech-in-writing was not “discovered” by modernists. 

But the reproductive nature of the archive, of different modes of discursive interrogation, also bears the 

traces of violence and non-compliance, and it is probably this quality that was in effect dramatized by 
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high modernist art. The “thrownness” (cf. Heidegger, 2001, p. 174) of Dasein into the world of the 

“they” integrates a kind of “originary violence” immanent to language itself. “Arche-writing” (cf. 

Beardsworth, 1996, p. 20) entails an enlargement of the scope of social interference and distortion to 

encompass the rules according to which the world and the other can be reduced unto me as the centre 

of production of meaning and truth (cf. Foucault, 1988, p. xix; Foucault, 1981, p. 52) and, paradoxically, 

unto the formless “Theyness” as the ultimate appropriator and dispensator of responsibility (cf. Steiner 

1991). It also implies that the social question and the very possibility of envisioning a rational and 

morally sound utopia fundamentally defies the metaphysical rights of the other to infinite 

reinterpretation and reintegration into an open religious, political, or social system, to a transcendence 

which cannot be reduced to the same or to a totality (cf. Levinas, 1991, p. 35). The idea of a structure 

to which speech (or linear writing for that matter) gives rise is based upon different systems of 

transcendental idealism and economic (signification) logic: the named, by necessity, enters into 

circulation and is thus denied “absolute” agency, autonomy, or identity. Unless the other “remains” on 

the “outside” of such dialectics, it seems impossible for the other to appear as such. The implication is 

that the very conditions under which such a project might be conceived (the conditions of metaphysics 

of presence along with those of classical ontology) problematize the ethical dimension of reducing, in 

the process, alterity to a function within a structure or a system. The other, within a system of 

representation, within logic(s), thus appears as a passive “agent”, a dehumanized “subject” turned 

object, the moment the other appropriates a name. We can conclude by observing that for the other to 

exist, as if, the other (the Dasein of the other) must not exist (as such). 

One of the questions we can pose in this respect is whether such a project of naming the other 

without appropriation, of welcoming the other as such, suggests the fulfilment of or the failure to meet 

the conditions under which everyone and everything (including plant and animal forms of life) would 

live their lives authentically and faithfully to their inner “self” or to an all-encompassing totality (cf. 

Levinas, 1991, p. 21) under zero-degree psychological, social, and historical tension. Does the 

appearance of a true “self” go hand in hand with “justice”? Is the “metaphysical asymmetry” (Levinas, 

1991, p. 53), that both abstract and concrete space, between the same and the other preserved or 

disrespected if we conceive of a structure that can be democratic and thus open to the other, but stable 

and hence closed to play (or playing with the other) at the same time? There is an exterior, however, 

that cannot be grasped even by authentic inner speech (even by self-presence predicated on the “now” 

of the “I”) – an exterior that cannot be logically appropriated for itself by the same. In Levinas’s 

philosophy, this is the result of two types of “exteriority of being” juxtaposed neatly by William Large: 

“the exteriority of the system, totality, and the exteriority of ethics, infinity, is concretely distinguished 

in the fact that speaking is not the same as seeing. The mediation of the self and the other through a 

third term is the result of vision this is why the history of philosophy is dominated by visual models)” 

(2015, p. 115, author’s emphasis). Authentic inner speech (self-presence which has not fallen into Das 

Man) cannot respond “adequately,” in this case meaning ethically, to the face of the other demanding 

response in and through vision. For the face of the other is not only conditioned by one’s speech-in-

writing, by one’s conception of the other through inner speech, but also conditioned by arche-writing. 

The other, the outside, the exterior, or the exoteric, always already figures in its written aspect within 

one’s discourse. Writing here becomes a mode of appearing, a state of absolute interiority and absolute 

exteriority whereby the other is made visual only on the condition that it is conceived as capable of 

being written before writing. Indeed, there is nothing outside writing (or language) but only to the extent 

that “the division between exterior and interior passes through the interior of the interior or the exterior 

of the exterior, to the point where the immanence of language is essentially exposed to the intervention 

of forces that are apparently alien to its system” (Derrida, 1997, p. 43). Writing, as the material aspect 

of language, and speech, as the quasi-material aspect of language, already underpin the ethical 

problematics of the “name” and of the “signature” whereby a “proper name becomes hard to distinguish 

from a common noun at the same time as it leads outside writing, because it involves signature, 

procedures for signing a proper name which then acts as authorization” (Hobson, 1998, p. 126). 

Modernist speech-in-writing (the interior monologue as a form of conceptualizing both interiority and 
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exteriority, both the same and the other, the same as the other and the other as the same) is contingent 

upon the concept of arche-writing in the sense that the other can only anticipate the speech of the same. 

This form of anticipation, of the “not yet” becoming present, but always already present in speech-in-

writing, becomes the focal point of “objectifying” the other and thus a mode through which the other 

appears. Throughout the whole “Scylla and Charybdis” episode of Joyce’s Ulysses, for instance, is 

Stephen presented as the other or as the same? Who is on the “opposite” considering that we traverse 

the whole body of writing, of the episode, “watching” through Stephen’s eyes, through his interior 

monologue? Probably we can posit that, according to this logic, the same calls the other, thus 

subjectifying and reducing their absolute alterity to writing or the name, and not the other way round. 

The call of the other which demands responsibility from the same thus becomes non-positional, i.e., it 

is through vision “without” vision, conceived as a non-discursive, “non-thetic positionality”, denying 

the conceptual abstract space opened up by discourse and language, that the other “overcomes” the 

anticipation of speech and writing as pre-conditioning the synthesis between speech and writing in the 

one. This is probably the mystical locus (and the condition for the mystification) of the other (cf. Burke, 

2008, p. 198), of a mode of unconditional appearance: “The ‘Here I am!’ is the place through which the 

Infinite enters without delivering itself up to vision” (Hand, 1989, p. 7). This conceptual space opened 

up by self-revelation would imply the possibility of conceiving alterity in its infinite modulation, i.e., 

standing or existing, as if, before arche-writing, before the social, before the call even. The mode of 

appearing or entrance of the infinite, however, seems grounded in speech (conceived in its written aspect 

by the modernists following the linguistic turn), in the present declaration (as a form of gift?) of the 

“Here I am!” which is “already very complicated in its structure, one could say almost contaminated by 

that very thing from which it should have been torn away” (Derrida, 2007, p. 152, my emphasis). Is not 

this (ontotheological?) contamination, which we have posited as a form of silence on part of the same, 

already underpinned by the infrastructure of speech-in-writing (of the architectonics which arche-

writing makes possible), by a certain kind of logic which makes possible the conceptualization of vision 

without vision, even of religion without religion? 

(To drive the point home, we should note that vision in modernist writing becomes a form of 

reading and writing being and beings. And to anticipate the ending of the present article: we should 

state that the other as an other, in its ethical dimension, that is, alterity, appears in its finite “guise” in 

modernist writing precisely because it is conceived as a form of vision in modernist writing, as a form 

of vision conditioned (read contaminated) by speech-in-writing, in that within the arche-textual aspect 

of modernist writing the other must double its self – that is to say, to appear as an other, the other must 

transcend its own limitations of non-positionality and repeat itself in the discourse of the same which 

acts at the same time as “lifting” the other onto the transcendental plane and negating its noumenal 

presence. The other, within the high modernist discourse of conceptualizing (i.e., thinking) alterity, is 

“lifted” and at the exact moment, with one and the same gesture, repeated “as such”. In this sense of 

conservation and negation (cf. Derrida, 1982, pp. 19-21), the other is not only doubled but also 

spatialized, i.e., invested into a certain economy of signification which both affirms and denies the 

implied identity of the same named in the name. The same in the name, in performing this double 

gesture, positions itself as an epistemological center.) 

In modernist writing, vision is dramatized in speech as a form of writing. It could not be 

otherwise, i.e., being otherwise than being written (for what is literature if not this dramatization of 

vision in writing). Vision itself becomes writing, writing itself is conceived as vision until the moment 

the one becomes unrecognizable from the other. Stephen Dedalus, at the beginning of the “Proteus” 

episode of Joyce’s Ulysses, begins powerfully his quest for absolute epistemological transparency by 

thematizing vision and knowledge: “Ineluctable modality of the visible: at least that if no more, thought 

through my eyes” (U 3.1-2). Despite the fact that he attempts to navigate between auto-epiphany and 

empiricism, this very attempt itself is rendered into writing that presents itself as inner speech: the whole 

episode “manifests itself” as Stephen’s interior monologue. According to his approach whatever is on 

the outside is always already considered to have been written upon: in other words, the outside presents 

itself, manifests itself, as a form of writing: “Signatures of all things I am here to read, seaspawn and 
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seawrack, the nearing tide, that rusty boot” (U 3.2-3). In the ontological repercussions of the “I am 

here”, interwoven with the theological “Here I am”, we can detect the reduction of the alterior to an 

economy of signification whose very design limits the possibilities of the other appearing as something 

other than speech or writing. Presence becomes attestable only to the extent that it can be written 

according to an anchoring entity: the self, in Stephen’s case, considered as the measure of all things. 

The tide and the boot become signatures which demand reading (by presence which is capable of writing 

itself in it, as a form of auto-poiesis). Even if that demand is conceived as a form of call (of the other, 

animate and inanimate alike), the outside already becomes marked by the very structure of arche-

writing, not by the name as such, but by the possibility of naming and the name. Thus, Stephen’s attempt 

at deciphering the book of nature is actually his own actualization of the other (conceived here broadly 

as the outside, even as the outside of the inside and the inside of the outside) in speech-in-writing: it is 

Stephen who calls to nature and not the opposite. Stephen’s philosophy thus continues to be auto-

positional: Stephen himself becomes the unnameable name, and it is through philosophy itself, as a 

gesture of repetition, that he achieves this absolute mastery over the object (of contemplation or vision). 

Vision itself thus becomes ineluctable but only to the point where it is brought to light as an 

epistemological strategy of conceiving alterity (Levinas, 1991, p. 194) and is not mixed with sight. Even 

if Stephen attempts to transcend his own locutionary position in order to grasp reality for itself, he is 

unable to transcend the concept of prophetic vision: “Shut your eyes and see” (U 3.9). Vision, in this 

case inextricably linked with the concepts of arche-writing and of speech-in-writing, always already 

dominates the horizon of the appearance of the other, for vision itself becomes both a mode of 

actualizing the other and of reducing the limitless possibilities of how the other might appear “as such”. 

Caught in this double-bind, the infinity of the face of the other is actually limited to the vision of/in the 

name of the other, to a sign which reduces the potentiality of the other to a finiteness of an 

ontotheological-cum-linguistic kind which actualizes it at the same time. Stephen knows that not only 

is physical vision ineluctable, but also that inner vision grounds (in more than a couple of Cartesian 

aspects) alterity: “thought through my eyes”. 

Thus, in modernist writing, the fundamental question of authenticity and inauthenticity, of 

presence and absence, of the self and the other, is undertaken in parallel to the fundamental question of 

responsibility towards myself and the other, and, by extension, the human, animal, and plant worlds (cf. 

Petrilli, 2004, 2005). But the other loses face, so to speak, when the other becomes “seen”-as-written 

across a wide array of artistic forms and objects and not as “visible” in them, in the sense of the 

“beyond”, visibility of pure self-presence, of identity. Even if Stephen admits the limitless (i.e. non-

self-centered) potential of the appearance of the other as such – “See now. There all the time without 

you: and ever shall be, world without end” (U 3.27-8) – his own locutionary position adopts an 

apophatic way of conceptualizing being from a “withoutness”, that is, from a position of absolute 

irresponsibility (irresponsibility assuming that aspect of non-responsibility which denies the possibility 

of a response): without Stephen himself, and without an end. This presents a dangerous mode of 

conceptualizing alterity whereby an all-too-necessary supplement to the other becomes negated, that is, 

transcended, in order for the other to appear “as such”, that is, within a discourse which is predicated 

on an exclusion of the self as a responsive or responsible center so as to let the world manifest itself by 

itself as if. Positioning himself outside the general, i.e. empirical, system of being, Stephen conceives 

himself as that dangerous supplement, both inside and outside the structure, whereby what is present 

be-comes visible, that is, capable of being known in its unknowability, only on the condition of a 

“radical” outsideness not responding to the call of the other, or a transcendental manoeuvre of 

conceptualizing presence through an all-in-forming absence (of the response). That Joyce had such a 

high esteem for absence is visible in his writing, where absence is the highest form of presence. This 

self-authorizing line of thought between presence and absence becomes the very condition on which to 

think the radical alterity of ontotheology, of God and of God as writing (which becomes a metaphor for 

the absolute response, or absolute responsibility). The reader reads Stephen’s speech-in-writing in 

parallel with Stephen reading God’s speech-in-writing: “God becomes man becomes fish becomes 

barnacle goose becomes featherbed mountain” (U 3.477-479). It is Stephen’s call “(Here) I am (here)” 
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that anticipates and thus conditions God’s silence (or absence) in the form of becoming, in the form of 

becoming ultimate transcendence/ultimate absence-made-presence through metamorphosis, i.e. 

through metaphor or through language as a form of be-coming or responding to the other. Writing 

(about) the other, in Joyce’s oeuvre, is not much different from seeing the other, from conceiving the 

other from the vantage point of an outsideness which is both productively, or should we still say 

aporetically? – inside and outside, finite and non-finite (since infinity is simply a metaphor for the not-

yet-named, not for the unnameable as such, for what could escape the name if it is predicated on the 

infrastructure of arche-writing itself? of the response hidden in silence?): writing (about) the other 

anticipates a final front to alterity (although this is the only way to anticipate all (in)justice, the 

possibility of (in)justice), while the openness of seeing the face beyond vision “gives” the other to 

infinity and thus to absolute alterity (this final gesture is possible to conceive only outside of, that is to 

say without, a true praxis of interrelating with and interrogating the other). It is on this contested ground 

that the implicit purposefulness of history relating to the idea of a total community either in the presence 

of the spirit having discovered itself and its own concept (cf. Hegel, 1975, p. 62), or in that of the 

Übermensch (cf. Nietzsche, 2006, p. 229), or the more general idea of bridging the gap between 

unnatural mythologized social relations and more authentic, faithful, and metalinguistic ones (cf. 

Barthes, 1972; Kristeva, 1981, 1995), that the Western idea and ideal of progress through bettering 

social relations, alleviating worldwide conflict, and explaining an essence of transcendental 

responsibility fails to communicate properly the rationality and morality of its own agenda. 

(For instance, Kohlberg and his colleagues, who claim to have “firmly established a culturally 

universal invariant sequence of stages of moral judgment” (Kohlberg, 1973, p. 630), have been 

criticized for their reduced structuralist approach (cf. Bruner, 1986; Benhabib, 1992). The cultural and 

political roots of the postmodern perception of the instability and incomprehensiveness of the 

structuralist methodology and scientific framework can be traced back to the overarching effect World 

War I had on the ways artistic circles in the metropolitan centres and the colonial centres in the 

periphery viewed the white civilized Western man and, by implication, their changing attitude towards 

the imperial policy of the “civilizing mission” and “racial superiority” (cf. Said, 2003, p. 254; Young, 

2016, pp. 32-33; Adas, 1990, p. 402). 

 

Conclusion 

In these lines of thought one fundamental reason behind inter-discursive conflicts can be traced 

not syntagmatically and diachronically back to historical ideological and religious incongruities or 

differences in socio-economical geographical organization presented neatly in history books as 

spanning various “ages,” “epochs,” “attitudes,” or “civilizations,” but across the whole meta-discursive 

web of concepts and precepts (cf. Foucault, 1978; 1988, p. 112) that informs everyday individual 

practice and thought framework, and that gradually accumulates in time and through the interaction 

across multiple “fields” whose sole systematizing principle and method is the linguistic or, in a broader 

sense, the semiotic. How can we conceive of absolute alterity within this framework of thinking and 

analysis, within this logic? What does “absolute” entail or signify in these contexts if it’s not precisely 

the opposite, namely, finiteness in the form of a patch of visible conceptuality which markets itself as 

universal and unconditional, that is, as just in all forms and senses? Without the linguistic, there seems 

to be no space for the absolute quality of alterity to appear as such. In other words, alterity is never 

absolute, radical, or infinite when conceived in the form of speech-in-writing, for the very structure of 

arche-writing already anticipates the limits or the finite nature of alterity. The other can never be free 

as long as the other is a form of/in an other’s speech. As has already been in “other” words mentioned: 

representing infinity brings about its end (it’s stasis is the end of play and the emergence of a totalitarian 

utopia – the center of the structure); the movement of infinity (the face of the other), according to the 

representational image of the circle (the eternal return), drawn by speech-in-writing (autobiography, the 

ultimate return of the other to the same), already annuls the movement of time and thus denies the 
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possibility of radical alterity manifesting as such before, now, and in the future, that is, on the condition 

that we can think the world’s end as a world without world. 

It seems that the content of modernism’s multiple “narrative[s] of legitimation” (Lyotard, 1984, 

p. 31-41), of self-legitimation even, have a half-life of only about a couple of generations at a maximum 

since new interpretations and understandings are inadvertently precipitated by inadequate paraphrasing 

of the source and phrasing in the target material (which becomes an original source of information and 

knowledge of its own accord), incorrect or fragmented translations and intertextual recoding (for 

instance, note the numerous differences in the two translations of Being and Time by Heidegger), 

inconsistent or conflicting analytical methodologies, and, very generally speaking, the imperfect nature 

of communication, gradually leading to new archival formations, subcultures, religious denominations, 

and the like, which accumulate to a point of forming new mental paradigms characterised not by 

creative ambiguity, critical thinking, and scientific approaches to testing truth, but by paradox, 

inconsistency, confirmation bias, unreliable sources of information, social constructivism, propaganda, 

populism, and post-truth politics. Put simply, there seems to be no authority we can depend on to open 

up the ground or the possibility for absolute alterity to be seen and recognized without being written or 

spoken about. In one way or another, being without is always already being within – a certain conceptual 

topography, a certain vision, a certain liminality and limits of interrogation. Absolute alterity thus enters 

the realm of the mythological or the natural, where only a certain “common” etymological horizon, 

inherited metaphysical tradition, and intellectual reflex still maintains the assumed boundaries between 

the self and the other, between life and death, between civilization and barbarity, between presence and 

absence. Maintaining the absolute quality of alterity designates the discursive and conceptual boundary 

between human and nature, between the natural and the artificial. 

The social discursive fabric can take as many of these formations and paradigms as possible, 

along with their inherent and ensuing contradictions. But the limited nature of the human experience 

and cognition introduces distortions into the heuristic field of rule formation and rule application, and 

due to this inherent constriction an extraordinary intellectual feat is required to conceptualize the 

possibility where the self-contradictory, conflicting, and mutually negating aspects of multiple distinct 

discursive propositions can exist simultaneously and non-violently through infinity (cf. Levinas, 1991, 

p. 27). Thus, the ideal communal field of zero epistemological or semantic tension, where the same and 

the other can co-exist in their finite aspect, apart from the imagined attainment of individual spiritual 

absolution, can be found only in utopian fictions or ecclesiastical doctrines. In the context of such grand 

narratives, the general structure through which hierarchical differences between the body and the soul, 

life and death, the absolute and the partial or the relative are overcome functions according to totalitarian 

principles of total incorporation or appropriation through perfected communication. What is perfect 

communication if not the absolute correspondence between sign and content, the elimination of space, 

ambiguity, supplementarity to the extent where the same subsists “without” alterity, that is, outside the 

field of differences and imperfect repetitions?  

(In religious discourse the figure of the Anti-Christ, for instance, is not simply there, the same 

way Being is for Heidegger (cf. 2001, pp. 81-85), but incorporated into and manifested through an 

imperfect and illegitimate communication (cf. France, 2007, pp. 289-290; Matthew 24:23-24; John 

2:18-19), a metaphor in its own right producing metamorphosis, where the figure of Christ is subsumed 

in its totality into the fake (because imperfect) image of the absolute Other, thus leaving no possibility 

or no space for the more “truthful” transcendental love to be felt for the Creator. On the other hand, the 

ideal designations of the Same that is both Other and the Same, i.e. Christ the Saviour – assimilated 

under a single category and reduced to a single meaning, totality, and infinity through a “true” discourse: 

the correctness of the institutionalized and legitimated signification which is the totalitarian approach 

to meaning and interpretation – through meta-discursive folding unto itself and its own semiotic process 

of designation, negates the imperfections of the communication process, one which takes the sign to be 

filled with its own instability and flimsiness: death unto the absolute otherness of the other, reduced to 

the “nothingness” of being, the complete opposite, the Anti-Christ, anti-life.)  
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Perfect communication and ideal designation – the impossibility to differentiate between the sign, 

the concept, and the thing, whether transcendental or not, which implicitly suggests the lack of necessity 

to differentiate between the same and the other – makes everything intelligible, safe, clean, and 

legitimate, the ultimate source or center of power. Or, at least, that is how the story goes. In these lines 

of thought, perhaps, returning to the problematics of language and communication so well dramatized 

by Joyce’s modernist writing, we can state that the hermeneutic and semantic lesson of high modernist 

literature is that immanent to “negative” communication – which cannot overcome the “excess” of 

language, the unworkability of any partial interpretation, which has “the power to make things 

disappear” (Blanchot, 1989, p. 43) – is a knowledge-related impossibility to construct a discourse 

through which one can “become what one in any case is” (Kierkegaard, 2004, p. 108): a self-subsumed 

and self-authenticating total system which does not rely on alterity for its identity. The super-natural 

fiction of what bears the name of “authentic discourse” is just that: a fiction or a myth which negates 

the metaphorical presence of beasts, enslaved people, animals, of symbolic devouring, cannibalism, and 

savagery (cf. Derrida, 2009b, p. 55). Language, as a “species of writing” (Derrida, 1997, p. 52), in this 

respect functions as the medium through and the very ground upon which the “great organizing fantasy 

(terror and desire): to be “swallow’d up alive” or “bury’d alive” (Defoe in Derrida, 2009b, p. 117) by 

language itself becomes clear in all its potential to disclose not the myth of self-presence through the 

phonocentric/logocentric edifice of the sign as we have inherited it through the ages, but the inherent 

hierarchy between life and death, between the “they-self” and the “authentic Self” (Heidegger, 2001, p. 

167), between the Self and the Other.  

Let us summarise with a paradox, thus standing out. On the one hand, language – in all its 

monumental complexity and capacity to organise and produce limitless utterances, and thus to bring 

together individuals of various cultural and social backgrounds via a process known as communication 

– leaves the impression of being a dependable means through which to negotiate and reconcile virtually 

any kind of difference that might occur in the history and context of human interaction: we are 

metasemiotic animals whose potential to reflect on signs (cf. Petrilli, 2016, p. 259), whose will to 

language, serves as the most solid ground upon which there can be no speck of doubt about one’s ability 

to envision and realise through language what might be called one’s being-in-potential (cf. Heidegger, 

2001, pp. 183-188, 294-296): imagining a hypothetical future (the basis of human cognition), one relates 

to a Being not yet through signs as sensory perceptions or mental projections. We could even speculate 

that Descartes, in the context of a foundationalist approach to knowledge, which would effectuate 

supreme moral justice on earth, doubted everything but the kitchen language, one’s daily immersion 

in language-as-being: in Descartes’s individual epistemology faith in humanity still means faith in the 

sincerity of language and the certainty, i.e. the epistemological stability, of communication. For 

Descartes, language was a passive medium for communicating the results of philosophical reflection, 

not an active constituent of meaning or truth, let alone a problematic space where the same and the other 

emerge as irreducible aspects of being. Ordinary language thus becomes potentially misleading or 

insufficient for rigorous thought (cf. Strand, 1997, pp. 57-58). From an ethical perspective, in effect, 

however, we should acknowledge that all human discourse and praxis – from religions to ideologies, 

possible worlds theory, and artificial intelligence algorithms – depends on the implied conscience and 

consciousness of a metasemiotic Other (is this not what “faith in humanity,” so poignantly dramatized 

in high modernist art, actually means?): conscience because we are “all human beings” (that all too 

familiar human phrase) and consciousness because in confronting the other I see myself seeing myself 

confronting the other (cf. Lacan, 1998, pp. 80-82; Levinas, 1998, p. 91). Tracing these auto and 

heterophenomenological aspects in literary art we can state that many of the conflicts, tensions, 

ambiguities, false leads, open endings, and semiotic discrepancies, illustrated in major works such as 

Joyce’s Ulysses, can be neatly summarized with a reference to the paradigmatic meeting between the 

Self and the Other. (Defoe’s The Life and Strange Surprizing Adventures of Robinson Crusoe, of York, 

Mariner perhaps stages the paradigmatic meeting between the same or the self and the other or the 

alterior which can serve as a backdrop to the modernist exploration of ethics and being in general: in 

confronting Robinson Crusoe, Friday hopes he would not be eaten (read absorbed, assimilated, 
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castrated, reduced) alive all the while entertaining this very same idea as a luring phantasm (read the 

imposed need and rule to organise one’s reality according to the signifier of the other-as-intruder). 

Robinson Crusoe, on his part, maintains the same mentality, which is the mentality of the fear of the 

unknown, or, put otherwise, the mentality of the terror of falling back into the undifferentiated, into the 

abyss of language without any supra-linguistic ground or territory: the metaphorical bestiality of 

darkness where that “polymorphic perversity” (Freud in Buchanan, 2008, p. 68) and infinite 

deconstruction reigns supreme. When the other says “hi,” when Stephen meets Bloom, what are we to 

make for ourselves out of the other’s seemingly sincere wish to effectuate change for the better through 

faith in the unwavering signifying essence of language when the system itself reflects the hierarchy 

immanent in the confrontation with an other that is me and not me at the same time, who both entrances 

me for looking and behaving very much like me but scares me also for the other might effectuate my 

premature death in denying me a language in which to conduct an authentic discourse by producing 

signs which are not mine, who compels me to use them, and whose invested meaning always 

already evades me? To give this question a more contemporary twist: is this fundamental foreignness 

of the arche-trace not at the basis of our fear of becoming obsolete in the face of contemporary artificial 

intelligence algorithms and models, which become more adept at producing signs and whole discourses 

that are becoming less ours? 

The high modernist imperative seems simple, explicit, and interesting enough to warrant yet 

another rehearsal a century later: finding a way out of simplistic interpretations of humanism, home, 

politicized being, out of the they-self whose doxacological narrative subsumes the human body, self, 

desire under the same category as that of the earth and that of other natural phenomena, a way out of 

the polis as a territorial circumscription of the political being, means – and is, in its transformative stage, 

also predicated on – experiencing language as loss of mastery over the self and the other, over the world 

not of one’s own autogenetic making, over the intermediary liminal state of being-human, a zôon 

politikon midway between the apolitical beast and the apolitical god (cf. Derrida, 2009a, pp. 25-26). 

Finding oneself in that territory, a place in the wide open between the terror of losing one’s ground, 

becoming a speech-less beast, and the horror of having no ground at all and knowing it, left without a 

sense of the potency and presence of the logos or with the full sense, i.e. self-awareness, of a nihilistic 

vitality capable of devouring beings, language within language, what always remains a moot point for 

the thus conceived homeless (the modernist equivalent to the naturalistic image of the flâneur feeling 

as a transparent eye in the homelike world) is the question of how to communicate a safe passage – a 

passage where angst does not end in suicide, murder, the undifferentiated (romanticised or not), or 

paralysis – over the abyss that lies between the politics of the “they” in the guise of political leaders, 

psychologists, friends and family, and the apolitical desiring and devouring beast, metaphorically 

conceived as an image of the absolute Other: in using the medium of language which is itself abysmal, 

terrifying, and which opens up that very same possibility of self-discovery which acts as the condition 

of and precipitates a self-conscious experience of the genesis and the end of the world, re-enacted daily 

in its uncanny distance from the appropriating nature of being, ultimately a matter of interpretation, 

space, semio-politics and not solely of theological eschatology. 

The common “natural” ground of contemporary humanitarian research methodologies entails the 

implicit acknowledgement that the mystical origins of “human-ness” do not exist as mystical. If 

something (read everything) can be seen as an image, or only as an image (and we should state in 

advance: the cry of “productionist metaphysics” [cf. Zimmerman, 1990, p. 157] is that everything 

performs semiotically! [cf. Heidegger, 1968, p. 9]), it can be analysed until its purported non-semiotical 

essence emerges, or, put otherwise and on a more paradoxical level, until its alterity becomes 

signifiable, that is, scriptible in its non-signifiability. In this moment of revelation, a techno-scientific 

epiphany, identity or alterity can be used up (read: consumed) to produce larger structures, in effect 

carrying out a kind of counter-reductionism —a philosophy of exhaustive monumentalism of its own 

kind. Reducing the purported “blank” material of the “non-signifying” context of being to the paradigm 

of anomalous formations, neurotic malapropisms, institutional malfunctioning, meaningless romantic, 

idealistic, utopian gibberish, or absolute alterity actually implies that such a problematic “material” of 



                                                                                        „LINGUARUM UNIVERSE”, VOLUME 2, ISSUE 2 

                                                                                         DOI: 10.5281/zenodo.15770902 

203 
 

the “unthought” ought to be integrated as productively as possible into a carefully circumscribed 

signifying whole. In other words, within the current neo-liberal technoscientific productionist 

metaphysics (of which the purported “birth” of artificial intelligence is only its latest symptom) what 

escapes metaphysical thinking must be integrated and thus assimilated into the grand narrative that is 

contemporary epistemic history (still, just as ever, in “writing”) though under a familiar sign, a “new” 

name, preferably engaging the onto-cyber-logical flexibility of the contemporary Cartesian 

methodological approach (such as ethics of artificial intelligence, affect studies, post-truth politics, 

digital humanities). This mediation between contexts, between an abstract space identified as being 

epistemically empty (i.e. as awaiting to be written or coded) and that occupied by the logos, which 

actualizes virtualities, in giving birth to multiple interdisciplinary projects, constitutes a direction and a 

movement of the migrating axiom of value of the Vitruvian Man, representing a kind of hyperhumanism 

which cannot overcome the inherent racism, anthropocentrism, nationalism, phallogocentrism, 

feminism, death-drive, and mortality of its own discourse. According to Laruelle’s concept of 

philosophy (cf. 2013, p. 17) it is simply because such thinking inherits – by continuously siding in with 

the “representative” side of its subject and object matter posed as “problems” to be “solved”, the 

dialectics of analysis and synthesis, the auto-positionality of the philosophical discourse itself – the 

metaphysical language of and about various isms. The primary question, in this respect, and within the 

context of literature, is not whether such assimilation of needs, practices, perceptions, and thought 

modalities take place at all – all monumental metaphysical systems privatise the fundamental questions 

of being by marrying with politics, making use of resolute terminological elasticity, and, currently, 

commodifying knowledge – but revolves around the issue of whether literature does not actually 

contribute to the feeling of being “transcendentally homeless” (cf. Lukács, 1974, p. 41, 61). Does 

literature not “perform” in the same way as philosophy does, according to Laruelle? Does not the over-

codification of alterity in literature actually bring about new limits, new isms according to which we 

can think the other, the outside, the real? Considering that our age is determined by the state of being 

in perpetual techno-socio-cultural revolution (in this sense, Pound’s call to “make it new” sounds more 

contemporary than it did more than a century ago) which is supposed to bring that determining 

conception of “human-ness” closer to us, we can speculate that the space of the other, of alterity in itself 

possibly even, becomes ever more artificial and that by becoming ever more artificial it, paradoxically, 

becomes at the same time ever more finite. 

Note 
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