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Levinas on Time

The Ethical Import of our Existential 
Chronological Inconsistency

Benda Hofmeyr

Introduction: An Existential Chronological Inconsistency?

The human condition is fundamentally temporal: everything comes to an end; time 
waits for no one. Although inherently diachronic (literally through time or broadly 
construed as a changing or evolving over time), the human condition is typified by a 
being “out of time,” that is, it is never quite in sync, as if human experience is structured 
by a chronological inconsistency. The fundamental temporality of the human condition 
serves as a “transitory a priori,” if you will, that is, as both a transcendental condition 
of being (we are all irremediably conditioned and structured by our temporality), yet 
for each of us it precisely remains our temporality. How I experience time is radically 
singularizing. I am in a unique relation to my past, present, and future, and as such what 
they signify and imply for me is different from—even incomparable to—what they 
mean for someone else. The unique way in which we undergo being fundamentally out 
of joint with time makes us who we are.

How may we understand this chronological inconsistency? Perhaps it has something 
to do with the fact that we are simultaneously beings conditioned by our past that never 
quite seems to pass into oblivion but has a recalcitrant way of usurping our present, 
pulling us backward by conditioning the possibilities at our disposal in the present 
and, as such, in the future. This operation of the past in the present is not teleological, 
however, and does not map out a fated outcome. At the same time, we are projected 
into a future that announces the radically unknown and thereby constantly disrupts 
any sense of equilibrium in the present. The human existential condition is therefore 
split: split between an “always-too-lateness” for recovering the past that inevitably 
slips away from the present but which nevertheless conditions the possibilities at our 
disposal in the present; and “an-always-too-earliness” for anticipating the future that 
cannot be evaded or predicted, a future that unsettles the present since it is somehow 
not capable of remaining the “wholly-still-to-come.”
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This chronological inconsistency might also relate to the fact that we can never 
know our beginning or our end. Our coming into existence is an event that necessarily 
happens without our being “there” or “present” in any proper sense of the word. Even 
more unbearable is the realization that in much the same way, we will disappear from 
existence; one’s very being will cease. The inevitability and increasingly imminent fact 
of my end is different and far more unbearable than the knowledge that all people 
die. By its very nature, time is the radically unexpected, the coming of death, my 
inescapable demise. Time announces my mortality, the fact that my time will end.

In what follows, I attempt to come to a more precise and nuanced understanding of 
the fundamental chronological inconsistency of the human condition, which I propose 
is to be found in Emmanuel Levinas’s preoccupation with time. As we shall see, 
Levinas is concerned with time not as time-consciousness but rather with the ethical 
significance of the elements of time that resist being comprehended by consciousness.

Levinas on Time

Levinas’s ethical metaphysics provides an original perspective on the place of time 
in our being.1 It is both concerned with our present life in-the-world and with the 
future beyond-this-world, with immanence and transcendence, with the self and the 
other person. His early phenomenological analyses, which proceed descriptively to 
uncover the essence of a matter, focus on the present, on our life in-the-world, and on 
immanence. Given his mature works’ prioritization of the Other, the self ’s existential 
exploits in the world are more often than not interpreted by Levinas scholars as 
ontologically inferior or ethically inessential to the future, to transcendence. However, 
Levinas’s thinking cannot be reduced to a binary opposition between immanence and 
transcendence. For him the promise of the future is a promise of resurrecting the past 
in such a way that it would begin anew. The happiness of a new beginning that the 
future can bring, a renewal of one’s being, is the paradoxical happiness of the felix culpa. 
More than the loss of immanence and self, which could be interpreted as a fortunate 
fall because of the good that comes from it, it is the preservation of immanence in 
transcendence. For Levinas the “first” beginning in the now, the instant of immanence, 
is the very condition for the possibility of a second beginning, a “new birth.”2 Our 
life in-the-world is more than just a miserable series of events that will eventually 
lead to a happier outcome. The movement that leads an existent toward the Good is 
not a transcendence by which that existent raises itself up to a higher existence but is 
rather a departure from Being: an ex-cendence. As Levinas explains, this excedence 
and the Good necessarily have a foothold in being, and that is why Being is better 
than nonbeing.3 A being is the very condition for the possibility of escaping Being. 
Levinas theorizes the chronological inconsistency of being as something that may only 
be resolved by means of the ethical encounter with the other person:

The future that death gives, the future of the event, is not yet time. In order for the 
future, which is nobody’s and which a human being cannot assume, to become 
an element of time, it must also enter into relationship with the present . . . the 
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encroachment of the present on the future is not the feat of the subject alone, but 
the intersubjective relationship.4

Levinas thus radically redefines the sense of time understood as an infinite succession 
of instants. According to his existential interpretation of time, an instant is indeed a 
commencement. This present is the awakening of consciousness, an Augenblick. The 
future is not to be understood as the recurrence of the now or its continuation. Rather, 
the future is the possibility of another instant or beginning, another chance for the 
now. The event that the future brings is a chance to recommence otherwise. This is the 
sense of time not as a determinate infinity of instants but rather of the infinition, the 
ever recommencing of the definitive.5

Death, the Future, and Time

In Otherwise Than Being or Beyond Essence Levinas shifts the emphasis away from 
the present to an unfathomable and mysterious Other, which he equates with the 
future—a future that is inaugurated by an Other that is as enigmatic as death itself.6 
In the face of the Other/death, the existent is no longer actively self-transformative 
and transcending but reduced to a “bottomless” or “deathlike passivity.”7 Suffering and 
death announce the absolute strangeness of a future ever future. Death is always yet 
to come, and in its inevitable approach we are confronted with something that we 
cannot assimilate, not in life. Death is truly remaining in the beyond, since no one has 
returned from it. As such, it is an event that can be compared to the (ethical) encounter 
with the other person, the Other—that which will redeem us from our materiality and 
change our egoist nature never to wholly return to ourselves as we were. It is an event 
so mysterious that, for Levinas, nothing is more like it than death. In a certain sense, 
then, the encounter with the other person whose ethical appeal I respond to is a kind 
of death—the radical incapacitation of my egoism, which is a necessary condition for 
the possibility of ethical action. The moment of ethicality signals the “death” of my self-
obsessed self and its resurrection as ethical self. To be sure, this “death” is not definitive, 
for as Levinas specifies, the difference between the future that the Other gives is time, 
whereas the future that death gives is not yet time.8

Levinas maintains that in physical pain one’s engagement in existence is without 
equivocation and thereby it becomes impossible to detach oneself from being.9 In 
suffering the existent finds herself “backed up to being,” that is, to being without 
nothingness.10 Along with the impossibility of nothingness, there is also in suffering 
the proximity of death—death that nevertheless belongs to the time of the future, as 
we shall see, although this future is not time. The unknown of death signifies that 
the subject finds itself in relationship with what is refractory to light, with mystery. 
In the face of death, the subject finds itself seized, overwhelmed, and utterly passive. 
For Heidegger, being-toward-death signals authentic existence, and hence, the very 
vitality of the subject. It is precisely Dasein’s assumption of the uttermost possibilities 
of existence that makes possible all other possibilities. For Heidegger, death is an event 
of freedom, the “possibility of impossibility.” For Levinas, on the other hand, death 
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signals “the impossibility of possibility.”11 Death seizes us while stripping us of our 
ability to have powers—our power to be able (nous ne ‘pouvons plus pouvoir’).12 The 
other (l’Autre), announced in death, alienates not only my abilities and possibilities but 
also my very being.13

What is conjured in Levinas’s lengthy descriptions of suffering and death is not only 
the alterity of death but also the alterity of the other person. What is common to death 
and social life is an encounter with radical alterity, with a Mystery. In fact, for Levinas, 
the encounter with the alterity of death is like nothing so much as the encounter with 
the alterity of the other person, “as though the approach of death remained one of the 
modalities of the relationship with the Other.”14 And if the Other is truly like death, it 
seems probable that the encounter with the Other will lead to the de-subjectivation 
or dissolution of the subject—the “end of mastery,” the subject when stripped of all 
semblance of initiative or agency.15

Death is a mystery precisely because it is never present: “[if] you are, it is not; if it is, 
you are not.”16 According to Levinas, this ancient adage testifies to the eternal futurity 
of death. Our relationship with death is a unique relationship with the future. The fact 
that it deserts every present is not due to our evasion of death but to the fact that death 
is ungraspable, that it marks the end of the subject’s vitality and heroism. The now is the 
fact that I am a master, master of grasping the possible. Death is never now.17

To die is to return to the state of irresponsibility, “the simple way out of all the 
little brick dead ends we scratch our nails against . . . where the burden, the terrifying 
hellish weight of self-responsibility . . . is lifted.”18 It marks a reversal of the subject’s 
activity into passivity, like Macbeth’s passivity when there is no longer hope, when he is 
finally confronted with Macduff, the man not of woman born, the one, according to the 
witches’ prediction, who will bring him to his end: “I’ll not fight with thee.”19 However, 
prior to death there is always a last chance; this is what heroes such as Macbeth seize: 
“yet I will try the last.”20 Death cannot be seized; it comes. Nothingness is impossible. 
Hamlet’s line “to be or not to be” is not the question par excellence, Levinas insists, 
for in reality we have no choice but to be. Being is not accompanied by nothingness, 
as Jean-Paul Sartre thought; being is irremissible. It is nothingness that would have 
left humankind the possibility of assuming death and escaping from its material 
servitude.21

The relationship with the Other is thus a mystery that cannot be assumed but that 
alienates. But if death is the alienation of my existence, is it still my death? How can a 
being enter into relation with the Other without allowing its very self to be crushed by 
the Other? How can an existent as mortal persevere in its mastery? This is what Levinas 
calls the problem of the preservation of the ego in transcendence or that we might 
describe as the possibility of surviving one’s future. What Levinas calls the possibility of 
vanquishing death is not conceived as a problem of eternal life. Rather, this possibility is 
to maintain, with the alterity of the event, a relationship that must still be personal. The 
existent is able to face up to the future/Other precisely because of the present, because 
of the independence and separation acquired through his/her economic exploits in the 
world. The generosity of the subject going toward the Other, breaking forth from the 
exclusive property of egoist enjoyment, is premised on that very independence, on the 
riches acquired. Because the subject has something to give, a personal relationship with 
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the Other can be established.22 “This is why,” writes Levinas, “the life between birth and 
death is neither folly nor absurdity nor flight nor cowardice. It flows on in a dimension 
of its own where it has meaning, and where a triumph over death can have meaning.”23

Because encountering death is also encountering the other person, death acquires 
another signification for Levinas. What death takes is time; what the Other gives is time. 
What then accounts for their equivocation in Levinas is the coming of a Mystery that 
cannot be assumed, the future. Death is not that which renders my “economic” earthly 
existence inferior to the hereafter, transcendence, or the ethical life. It is an encounter 
with the other person in need who not only appeals to me for aid but also relies on my 
ability to be able to help, to have something to give, a home to offer. This encounter, 
therefore, not only questions my egotistical selfish life and nature but also relies on the 
riches so accumulated. This structure renders this economic life a necessary condition 
for the ethical life. Giving is what gives meaning to having. What Levinas reiterates in 
Totality and Infinity is that when the egoist will is confronted with death, but a death 
ever future, it has time for the Other, and thus to recover meaning despite death.24

Fecundity

Another important temporal trope in Levinas is fecundity, which adds an additional 
dimension according to which the possibility of what Levinas calls the “victory over 
death” may be understood: “Before . . . a pure future, which is death, where the ego can 
in no way be able—that is, can no longer be an ego—it is [nevertheless] possible for 
it to remain an ego.”25 Through fecundity, the I can remain I in the alterity of another, 
without being absorbed or losing the self in the Other. In paternity, Levinas contends, 
the I returns to itself, but not unchanged: “Paternity is the relationship with a stranger 
who, entirely while being Other, is myself, the relationship of the ego with a myself 
who is nevertheless a stranger to me.”26 Levinas contends that I do not have my child; 
in some sense I am my child. Here, however, there is a multiplicity and a transcendence 
in the very “to exist.” Eros opens the perspective of the future by way of the possibility 
of becoming a father. This possibility brings freedom about and “accomplishes” time, 
because fecundity as a relationship to the future other (the child), means that the 
existent therein receives the gift of the future, the gift of being temporal. The condition 
of possibility of the future is the feminine: “The encounter with the Other as feminine 
is required in order that the future of the child come to pass from beyond the possible, 
beyond projects.”27 Through the encounter with the feminine other, eros, and fecundity, 
the future can be thought of as carrying an unexpected newness. Between the past and 
the future, I have the present moment, which is the possibility of a new beginning. 
“Time,” then, “constitutes not the fallen form of being, but its very event.”28

Infinite Time and Completed Time

For Levinas, the present moment is not merely a succession from the previous instant 
but an interruption. Time itself is an experience of death and resurrection: “Time is 
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discontinuous; one instant does not come out of another without interruption, by 
an ecstasy. In continuation the instant meets its death, and resuscitates.”29 According 
to Levinas, this possibility of resurrection presupposes the relation of the I with the 
Other, and fecundity across the discontinuous that constitutes time. Levinas continues 
by asking an age-old question: “Why is the beyond separated from the below? Why, 
to go onto the good, are evil, evolution, drama, separation necessary?”30 Levinas does 
not answer this question directly but rather finds the rationale for the infinity of 
time, of infinite time in the possibility of judgment and justice that it brings therein 
that recommencement in discontinuous time brings youth, a possibility for the new 
through the possibility of truth that presides over the failure of goodness today. 
Infinite time is therefore necessary to convert the “particularism of the apology” into 
“efficacious goodness.”31 The experience of resurrection is realized by pardoning the 
past injustice. Pardon is not the effacement of the past but rather its purification so that 
a new beginning becomes possible. Levinas writes that the paradox of pardon may be 
found in its retroactive action, which inverts the natural order of things and implies 
the “reversibility of time.”32 The pardoned past is not the forgotten past; the pardoned 
being is not an innocent being but one whose past wrongdoings have been conserved 
in the form of a purified present. On the one hand, this purification reverses the order 
of time, treating the past instant as if it had not passed, so that it may be lived again. 
One the other hand, this preservation of the past instant is a transformation that allows 
the subject to live the same past differently. Therefore, the pardon constitutes an act of 
recreation so that a new future can freely begin. What a purified past makes possible 
is a future that can be absolutely other than what may be expected based on the past.33 
This suggests a nonteleological conception of time. Within this context, Levinas avers 
that truth requires an infinite time, but he argues in the same breath that what is also 
required is a completed time, which is not death but “messianic time.”34 Messianic time 
is a triumph since it secures us against the revenge of evil whose return infinite time 
does not prohibit. Levinas asks: “Is this eternity a new structure of time, or an extreme 
vigilance of the messianic consciousness?”35 Here Levinas abruptly ends the discussion 
and simply concludes that this problem exceeds the bounds of the book. As readers, we 
are tempted to take this unanswered question as an indication of his line of reasoning 
on the matter that reasserts a nonteleological conception of time, and here specifically 
of messianic time. Levinas does, however, take up the notion of eschatology toward the 
beginning of Totality and Infinity.

Eschatological Time

What we have come to understand about Levinas’s conceptualization of time prepares 
the ground for his thinking on eschatology. If time is discontinuity, capable of pardon, 
and if time renders possible a newness in which past is defined as immemorial, the 
future as openness to the unknowable, and the present instant as a new beginning, 
we have a conception of time that opens the way toward thinking the final events of 
history or the ultimate destiny of humanity. Does this general definition of eschatology 
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coincide with Levinas’s conceptualization of eschatology? For Levinas, eschatology is 
the domain of infinity:

It does not introduce a teleological system into totality; it does not consist in 
teaching the orientation of history. Eschatology institutes a relation with being 
beyond totality or beyond history, and not with being beyond the past and the 
present. Not with the void that would surround the totality and where one could, 
arbitrarily, think what one likes, thus promote the claims of a subjectivity free as 
the wind. It is a relationship with a surplus exterior to the totality, as though the 
objective totality did not fill out the true measure of beings, as though another 
concept, the concept of infinity, were needed to express this transcendence with 
regard to totality, non-encompassable within a totality and as primordial as 
totality.36

To be “beyond” totality does not mean to deny history then but to be responsible vis-
à-vis the other. As Levinas puts it, it “draws beings out of the jurisdiction of history 
and the future,” calling them forth to their full responsibility.37 Since history in itself 
is an endless chain of violence, eschatological time constitutes a judgment of history’s 
violence. According to Levinas, this judgment is ultimately proper to God, the Absolute 
Other, and occurs in the moment. Importantly, to resort to God in Levinas’s language 
does not always have a theophanic meaning. It is rather invoked, most of the time, to 
bring to light how I am bound to the other person.38 “Salvation does not stand as an end 
to History, or act as its conclusion. It remains at every moment possible.”39 Judgment as 
a moment of interruption becomes the field of the manifestation of the invisible: “To 
be I . . . is precisely to be capable of seeing the offense of the offended, or the face.”40 
In the moment of judgment, subjectivity is exalted, surpassing the limits of its being. 
“The judgement of God that judges me at the same time confirms me. But it confirms 
me precisely in my inferiority.”41 This interruption of time is goodness: “Goodness 
consists in taking up a position in being such that the Other counts more than myself. 
Goodness thus involves the possibility for the I that is exposed to the alienation of its 
powers by death to not be for death.”42 Thus, eschatology is not a matter of waiting for a 
better future; it is rather a matter of responsibility that principally concerns the present 
time. Eschatology is not beyond time, but in time, because time is envisaged from 
Levinas’s perspective as discontinuity so that a radical novelty can always interrupt the 
chain of the homogeneity of totality.43

Diachronic Time

In Otherwise Than Being Levinas deepens his conception of time. He maintains that 
the ethical obligation that the other places upon me is an affective infection that 
descends upon one from a past that has never been present, from the diachronic 
time of the Other. Diachrony, here understood from his earlier contentions regarding 
time, signifies an affective infection by the—death, the future—from an immemorial 
past that has never been present, or never present in the rational consciousness of 
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the existent. In a past that evades recollection—the immemorial past—the I has been 
affectively infected with a vulnerability that sensitizes the I to the call of the Other. It is 
the taking up of the responsibility vis-à-vis the Other, that is the interruption of time 
in goodness, and the opening of the future that is not merely the continuation of the 
present into the future but also a radical departure from the present, a new beginning. 
It is this diachronic time that makes ethical action possible because ethical action is an 
acting for the Other first, before, or even at the expense of the self. We are therefore, 
according to Levinas’s conceptualization of time, before our time, a time that cannot be 
recalled or be present but precisely through time— diachronically—susceptible to the 
ethical call of the Other. For Levinas, then, time is of supreme ethical import.

The ethical significance of time may be fleshed out by considering just how 
diachronic time makes ethical action possible, especially since diachronic time itself is 
impossible to grasp, opened as it is to the newness of the unknown.44 Diachronic time 
of ethical philosophy is opposed to the time of synchrony, that is, the time of ontology, 
which, according to Levinas, operates by way of the violent reduction of otherness 
to sameness. Diachronic time disrupts or stalls this reductive tendency of the self by 
bringing to light the noncoincidence between the self and I. Levinas, then, thinks of 
time through the otherness that is irreducible to the same.45 While Levinas mostly 
develops this notion of diachronic time in Otherwise Than Being, it is already present 
in this earlier work. The aim of Time and the Other, Levinas contends, is to show that 
“time is not the achievement of an isolated and lone subject, but that it is the very 
relationship of the subject with the Other.”46 Here Levinas initially follows Edmund 
Husserl before departing from him. Husserl too establishes an analogy between the 
past and otherness:

Similarly [in relation to the appresentation of the other Ego], within my ownness 
and moreover within the sphere of its living present, my past is given only by 
memory and is characterized in memory as my past, a past present—that is: an 
intentional modification.47

For Husserl the relation with the past has some similarity with the appresentation of the 
other Ego. This is due to the process of differentiation, principally realized by retentions 
and secondarily by memories. For Husserl, this process of differentiation signals an 
absence in the intimate life of consciousness. Insofar as the subject necessarily only 
apprehends itself afterward, it cannot totally be present to itself so that this relationship 
with itself is marked by some otherness.48 Following Husserl, Levinas stresses the place 
of difference within sameness:

This specific intentionality is time itself. There is consciousness insofar as the 
sensible impression differs from itself without differing: it . . . is other within 
identity . . . it undoes that coincidence of self with self in which the “same” is 
smothered under itself. . . . It is not in phase with itself; just past, about to come. 
But to differ within identity, to maintain the moment that is being altered, is 
“protaining” and “retaining”! Differing within identity, modifying itself without 
changing, consciousness glows in an impression inasmuch as it diverges from 
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itself, to still be expecting itself, or already recuperating itself. Still, already—are 
time, time in which nothing is lost. The past itself is modified without changing its 
identity, diverges from itself without letting go of itself, “becomes older,” sinking 
into a deeper past: it remains identical with itself through retention of retention, 
and so on. Then memory recuperates in images what retention was not able to 
preserve, and historiography reconstructs that whose image is lost. To speak of 
consciousness is to speak of time. It is in any case to speak of a time that can be 
recuperated.49

However, Levinas departs from Husserl with the realization that in the latter’s 
thought “the time structure of sensibility is a time of what can be recuperated.”50 
Husserl’s contention that the nonintentionality of the primal retention is not a loss of 
consciousness “excludes from time the irreducible diachrony . . . behind the exhibiting 
of being,”51 which Otherwise Than Being aims to bring to light. In Husserl’s philosophy, 
then, the relationship with the past remains a relation of representation that mitigates 
the lived intensity of the difference. This past is not radically other than the present; 
rather it is a modified present, a result of representation.52 Departing fundamentally 
from Husserl here, Levinas considers time as discontinuity, in which time is principally 
determined by traces. For Levinas, the notion of the trace introduces a past that cannot 
be a mere modified present that can be recovered through retentions or memories. The 
time of the trace is “a withdrawal of the Other and, consequently, nowise a degradation 
of duration, which, in memory, is still complete.”53 Unlike Husserl’s represented past, 
the past to which the trace refers can nowise be recuperated. According to Levinas, 
“[t]o be qua leaving a trace, is to pass, to depart, to absolve oneself.”54 The trace 
signifies a radical immemorial past that cannot be known, which makes the otherness 
fundamentally irreducible to my representation. Herewith Levinas throws the ethical 
significance of his conceptualization of time into relief.

For Levinas, alterity occurs “as a divergency and a past which no memory could 
resurrect as a present.”55 This otherness of alterity is principally an experience of 
diachrony, which indicates that the Other is never present except through the lapse that 
interrupts the synchronization between the same and the other, the lapse that makes 
him other. The notion of the trace announces the self ’s radical passivity vis-à-vis the 
Other.56 This means that the past is not what can be revived but the openness toward 
the Infinite: “[The] immemorial past is not an extrapolation from human duration, but 
the original anteriority or the original ultimacy of God in relation to a world.”57

The instant when I am confronted with the fragility of the face of the other revealed 
to me in its nakedness, is the saying, which belongs to a time of an immemorial past. It 
is fundamentally the time of the moral command:

The neighbor strikes me before striking me, as though I had heard before he 
spoke. This anachronism attests to temporality different from that which scans 
consciousness. It takes apart the recuperable time of history and memory in which 
representation continues. For if, in every experience, the making of a fact precedes 
the present of experience, the memory, history or extratemporality of the a priori 
recuperates the divergence and creates a correlation between this past and this 
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present. In proximity is heard a command come as though from an immemorial 
past, which was never present, began in no freedom. This way of the neighbor is 
a face.58

Here Levinas theorizes what I have called the chronological inconsistency of the human 
condition as the inherent human capacity for ethical action, which is nevertheless not a 
power but an empowerment by way of the fundamental disempowerment of the egoist 
I by the Other. Richard Cohen describes this as a being “chosen before choosing.”59 In 
Otherwise Than Being, this responsibility reveals the self ’s radical culpability: “A face is 
a trace of itself, given over to my responsibility, but to which I am wanting and faulty. 
It is as though I were responsible for his mortality, and guilty for surviving.”60 The 
“anachronous immediacy” of the face “is what puts into question the naive spontaneity 
of the ego.”61

Recapitulation: Levinas on Our Existential 
Chronological Inconsistency

From my reading of Levinas, one might postulate that what I have described as the 
inherent chronological inconsistency of the human condition may be understood in 
Levinas’s ethical metaphysics as the other (autre) within the self. This alterity within 
the self is an inherent Desire for time, time that can only be given by the other person, 
which for Levinas is the Other (l’Autrui). This means that the singular time of my 
being is not yet time, does not yet have time, but the singular I bears an inherent 
Desire for time within. This desire for time emanates from the inherent chronological 
inconsistency that typifies the existent being “out of sync” with itself, a diastasis or a 
“standing apart from itself.” To be sure, this desire is not a need to be filled, but as desire, 
it is inherently insatiable. This desire conquers the ecstatic time of need and satisfaction 
and the inevitable return to the self, the collapse back upon oneself that follows when 
needs are satiated, and the return of the unbearable heaviness of being that it signals. 
The early Levinas (On Escape, 1935) was looking for an escape from this irremediable 
Being. Only four decades later in Otherwise Than Being (1974) will Levinas come to 
fully plot out “a new path out of being,” a temporal path that he started to chart in 
Time and the Other (1947), which forges a fundamental link between time and ethics. 
The time that the future brings is not merely the recurrence of the present instant or 
its continuation but the possibility of another instant or a new beginning. How can an 
existent in the instant recommence otherwise? The coming of the future announces 
another original instant that cannot be approached, but that comes; that cannot be 
assumed, since it appears as an epiphany. The existent is able to welcome the absolutely 
strangeness of the epiphany of the future because of the inherent susceptibility to 
fraternity and sociality, which is made possible by time. This, however, is not the time 
that the existent has like a possession but a capacity to welcome time that springs from 
an existential chronological inconsistency—a being temporally out of joint. To further 
specify, this “capacity” is not a power that the individual instant is endowed with. Quite 
to the contrary, faced with the radical strangeness of the future, with the alterity of the 
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face of the Other, the existent is reduced to a “radical passivity.” Passivity is the radix 
or root of ethical agency. The capacity that time gives is the capacity for generosity, the 
power to be able to give of the riches accumulated. This is not to turn away from one’s 
egotistical selfish life once and for all but a being turned to be able to welcome the 
Other without being obliterated in the face of an absolute Mystery.

Levinas also theorizes this “survival” through time in terms of fecundity through 
which the I can remain I in the alterity of another without losing the self in the Other. 
The relationship with the child is a relationship with myself that is nevertheless a 
stranger to me. The child announces a multiplicity and a transcendence in existence 
by opening the perspective of the future. The child is not merely a continuation of 
the I but an interruption and resurrection across the discontinuous that constitutes 
time. The possibility that fecundity brings is the possibility of time and the ethical: the 
possibility for the new through the possibility of truth that presides over the failure of 
goodness today. This possibility of a new beginning is not the effacement of the past 
but the pardon that purifies the past and the injustices committed. Pardon consists in 
a retroactive action that inverts the natural temporal order of things and implies the 
“reversibility of time,” as we have seen. Now, the past instant has not passed but can be 
lived again, differently.

In Levinas we find a nonteleological conception of time. Truth, Levinas contends, 
requires both an infinite time and a completed time conceived as “messianic time.” 
Messianic time, more precisely, may be conceived as the “extreme vigilance of the 
messianic consciousness,” since it is only such vigilant consciousness that can protect 
us against the revenge of evil—which infinite time cannot do. This notion of “messianic 
consciousness” is encapsulated in Levinas’s conceptualization of eschatology, which 
is the infinity beyond totality or beyond history, without denying history. The 
eschatological is not realized at the end of time but rather in each instant in which our 
responsibility vis-à-vis the Other is realized. If this responsibility exempts us from the 
jurisdiction of history and the future, salvation is not to be found at the end of history 
but remains at each moment possible.

The mature Levinas develops the notion of diachronic time introduced in Time 
and the Other. Perhaps our existential chronological inconsistency might be best 
understood through the notion of diachronic time. Dia-chrony—through time—does 
not signal a teleological evolution over time but is an immemorial affective infection 
by the Other that exceeds rational recall by the existent. Before our time, before having 
time, we have been endowed with the capacity to welcome time. This “capacity,” as 
we have seen, is the Desire for time. It is what makes possible my turning away from 
my selfish preoccupation with my present needs in the world to open to the infinite 
responsibility that I bear toward another. It is as if the egoist existent’s conatus essendi—
the self ’s very persistence in being—is momentarily stalled by an inherent susceptibility 
to hear and heed the call to responsibility. It is what awakens us to the necessity of a 
permanent messianic vigilance. This is how Levinas theorizes the possibility of time 
as “completed” in every instant of the present now. Hence it is the “discomfort” of 
an inherent chronological inconsistency that haunts our egoist existential exploits 
in the world that makes ethical action—a being first for-the-Other before being-for-
oneself—possible.
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Postscript: The Ethical Risk of Chronopathologies

Having considered the place and ethical significance of time in Levinas’s ethical 
metaphysics, we might in the final instance consider the place of time in his thought from 
the vantage point of what Jack Reynolds calls “time-sicknesses” or “chronopathologies.”62 
A salient feature of chronopathology is a metaphilosophical prioritization of one 
or two dimensions of time over another, or the privileging or exclusive reliance on 
one model of time at the expense of another. Examples of conceptualizations of time 
afflicted by such chronopathologies include the clock model of time, that is, a linear 
model of time where moments succeed one another—a model that analytic philosophy 
typically subscribes to—and the model of time based on the incalculable future, which, 
according to Reynolds, is the model utilized by post-structuralism. What Levinas’s 
thoroughly “temporalized” ethical metaphysics throws into relief is the risk of ethical 
incapacitation that such afflicted “time-poor” philosophies are exposed to.

As we have seen, Levinas is explicitly concerned with the past, present and future. 
He conceives of the past as an “immemorial past.” An immemorial past is not bygone 
events and experiences that have slipped into oblivion but a time at which the self 
has been infected by a trace of alterity that can in nowise be recuperated by way of 
representation. It is this fundamental elusiveness of the past that is of supreme ethical 
import since it makes otherness fundamentally irreducible to my other-reductive 
representation in the present. The operation of the past in the present, then, is the 
origination of an affective responsiveness in the self to the unknowable Other that 
approaches from a future as opaque as death. Whereas death is the end of my time, 
the impossibility of all my possibilities, the future gives me time, time to be otherwise 
than my egoist being. This is a time that stalls my self-enriching egoist economy and 
opens the possibility of generosity. The trace from an immemorial past makes me able 
to hear and respond to the call of the Other that comes to me in my present from 
an unknowable future. This is a call so foreign to the egology of the self that the self 
uninfected by the trace would remain deaf to it. This audibility makes possible the 
retroactive pardoning of my past injustices.

If time does in fact carry with it the risk of such disruptive self-indictment, it would 
account for much of the chronopathologies and indeed the chronophobia that time-
averse, time-reductive, or time-selective philosophies are afflicted with. They attempt 
to reduce the extent to which the future and past affect us; they attempt to close the 
openness to the future that necessarily resists our calculative entreaties; and they attempt 
to reduce the immemorial past to a representable totality. Read from the perspective 
of Levinas’s ethical metaphysics, philosophies that succumb to chronopathologies such 
as the prioritization of one dimension of time at the expense of others, or subscribing 
to a linear model of time, or temporal presentism are deprived of a temporality that 
opens the possibility of ethics. Yael Lin succinctly captures Levinas’s conceptualization 
of the role of the various temporal dimensions in the possibility of an ethical existence:

Levinas’s turn to “the other” opens up “the pure, ungraspable future” beyond my 
finite time: “infinite” in the sense that desire for the good of the other is insatiable 
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and points beyond the life of any particular person towards a messianic future that 
would itself be open-ended. Furthermore, responsibility for the other is “always 
already” given with the face, not rooted in a choice by the subject or a contract 
between subjects; in this sense it attests to “an immemorial past.” In responsibility, 
Levinas claims, “infinity” is revealed as involving “a future that cannot be fulfilled 
and a past that was never present.”63
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