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ABSTRACT 

 

And what if we brought the foreigner back from (outside) the margins? One cannot deny that our 

understanding of foreignness is narrowed down to a political, if not an administrative understanding 

of spaces. It is this false simplicity that we shall try to contradict in this essay, by opening an 

exploration of the theme of foreignness. A brief discussion of certain figures of foreignness in 

history will set the scene, before focusing back on the foreigner proper, and her existential 

condition. Transcending the individual, we shall extrapolate a series of arguments by Emmanuel 

Levinas and Jacques Derrida to reconstruct a series of cultural motifs common to all societies, in order 

to discover their genesis in or around concerns of foreignness. And we shall finally go back to the 

basics to unveil the kind of metaphysics the foreigner may be able to invent. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In the beginning, there never was the foreigner. 

Foreignness is not in nature. No animal has ever been foreign. It is not a quality in the old 

sense of the word; it describes an entity neither in its physicality nor in its inner features. 

Foreignness is more than cultural: not only nature is altogether bereft of foreignness, but any 

particular human culture would also, surely have the same pretension, in the fantasy of its 

autonomous genesis. In certain countries of the world, it is impossible to be born a foreigner, and in 

the others, it is time that shall resolve and rectify this abnormality. Foreignness is trans-cultural, at 

best; the fruit of a humanity that has consistently turned towards the passions of the political, from 

its proto-form in the exclusive communities of small scales, to the normative and generic model of 

the nation-state that obsesses us today. The foreigner would be, more than a faraway offspring of a 

history of the cosmos, the result of a variety of minute turns in the evolution of human societies. 

There would be nothing fundamental in foreignness. 

And yet. These very cosmic and political developments have given rise to the spread of 

foreignness as a subjective experience. A deep exploration of our collective imagination is not 

required to recall the familiar figures of outsiders, from the ancient myths till our times of so-called 

cosmopolitanism. And this shared experience has given rise, or may give rise, to a set of coherent 

perspectives on a number of concerns of politics, culture, administration, the arts or philosophy. 

These specificities, too consistent to be addressed individually, demonstrate how an initially hollow 

category may have become a trait of the human condition – or, to start modestly, of the condition of 

certain humans. If the human does not choose the happening of her existence in history, the other 

dimension, space, remains the plane of development for her liberty. And this option has been 

ardently chosen, by the millions, for thousands of years now. It is this progressively common 

history, this soon undeniable condition, which calls for a general reflection – a reflection on its 

foundations, its past, its reach, its idiosyncrasies, its language and its inspirations. After racial 

perspectives, after the explorations of gender, we must maintain the ambition of finding in the 
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condition of some humans insights and visions possibly profitable to all humans. Foreignness must 

become the centre of a discourse. 

A discourse, indeed. Not a system. Not a theory. Not a claim. A discourse, with its multiple 

voices, external and internal. A terrain, with entry doors from all possible directions, from the 

existing disciplines, from the administrative and material realities of our societies, from religious and 

spiritual traditions, from the arts, and from those destinations still bereft of a name. This discourse, 

this fundamental term-experience, must be deployed, demonstrated, enacted, to reach the ears and 

hearts of those who tomorrow will feed it. But foreignness is not a field, not a discipline, and hardly 

a singular topic. If at all, foreignness is a theme, and a theme is something one explores. We should 

perhaps hear, again, the latest lessons of our intellectual traditions – we should note, for instance, 

that deep understanding of language, and of time, are now unavoidable for any serious intellectual 

undertaking. We should hear, that the advent of liberal democracies in welfare states still invalidates 

the format of the conclusion as the sufficient aim of any reflection. That, all explorations – political, 

cultural or otherwise – are valuable only inasmuch they permit a possibility of self-transcendence – 

that is, inasmuch this possibility is their basis. Foreignness, in its inception, must follow this 

understanding. This essay is not a claim, it is not a thesis: it is a trajectory. 

A trajectory. And a trajectory is not the arithmetic addition of destinations. In a journey, 

each place follows from the previous. And each step already contains all the precedents. It is such an 

organic progression, highly contextual and personal, that we shall attempt in the present discussion 

of foreignness. While it is a set of philosophical viewpoints and improvements that will occupy the 

centre of this reflection, another type of discourse will be inevitable to set the scene. It is naturally 

with a history of foreigners, that we must start. A history of foreigners? The name is ambitious, 

pretentious, perhaps even pedant. A few pages will not suffice to cover thousands of years of 

accounts, mostly undocumented, over the five continents. A ‘history of foreignness’ would thus be 

necessarily very limited, not to say curated, and this partiality will have to be kept in mind in its 

process. But the rarity of general studies on foreigners across history reveals how this theme is void 

of even its first stones. With the help of a work published less than three decades ago, we shall 

briefly discuss the traces and stories of notable foreigners in and around modern-day Europe, and 

more specifically, the political and philosophical voices that were deployed to arrange the situation 

of foreigners in each society. This history will move our attention all the way to psychoanalysis and 

the emergence of the contemporary subject. The second chapter will be an existentialist analysis of 
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the condition of foreignness, through a critical assessment of the foundational claims of Heidegger 

on phenomenological existentialism first, and then with an inflection on a very specific instance of 

foreignness – that of the author of these lines. This critical evaluation of the existentialist framework 

will lead to a search for foreignness in another locus, transcending the individual: the collective. We 

shall try to reformulate various layers of collective life to find within them the marks of foreignness. 

Four concepts will attract our attention: culture, ethics, language and philosophy. An outlook on 

philosophy, or a philosophical outlook, which will ultimately bring foreignness back to the 

individual, not anymore in the solitary climate of the existentialist angle, but to the individual 

understood as the source of fundamental, and potentially new, perspectives on primordial questions. 

In the fourth and final chapter, we will thus reflect on the kind of metaphysical insights the foreigner 

can bring up, with a particular attention to space, time and knowledge. 

It will, thus, be question de l’infini. ‘De l’infini’, as in the style of the old French treatises, a 

tradition at which Jacques Derrida winked with his De la Grammatology – Of Grammatology. But here, 

‘de’ is also to be taken as the preposition of provenance: de l’infini also means from the infinite. It is 

this perspective – this ambitious possibility – that we shall attempt to actualize in the present 

subject: unveiling the discourse that may come from the infinite. An actualization, indeed, because this 

very idea is indebted to one man, and in particular to one work: Emmanuel Levinas’s Totality and 

Infinity. The 1961 text was subtitled An Essay on Exteriority. The Infinite, for Levinas, is the other 

name of the exteriority or transcendence that shines from the Other’s face. It is what surrounds and 

resists Totality, the hastily conquered realm of the reductive Same. It is this very exteriority, the 

possibility of an outside, which possesses the soul of this reflection, and more: the possibility of a 

voice from the outside. With Levinas, and with his reformulation and his elaboration through the 

works of Derrida, we shall replace the instance of the foreigner within this setting of the play of 

interiority-exteriority. And we shall try to evaluate the developments of this subjectivity, of this 

temporality, of these propositions of and from the foreigner, for the inhabitants of the inside. And all 

this, through the voice of the ‘I’ of this text, a foreigner himself. 

A discussion on the infinite, therefore, but a discussion nonetheless bordered by limits. The 

limits of space, the space of a text. And also its corollary, the limits of time, altogether imposed on a 

foreigner writing about foreignness. The time of a thesis, as Derrida once called it – the time of this 

thesis, in the years that prepared it in the underground of my unconscious, or in the months 

officially dedicated to it but practically used for virtually everything else… A short time, thus, to 
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assess this vast a topic; too short a time also, perhaps, to avoid a few tens of pages of paraphrase in 

lieu of a ‘history of foreigness,’ or to give better than a hasty and approximate account (critical, 

sometimes not even) of authors as complex as Heidegger, or as literarily delightful as Levinas and 

Derrida. Only years of patient readings, and re-readings, may suffice and allow one to enter the stage 

of this incredible play more seriously. But this is an attempt, an entry disguised in the form of a 

modest body of naïve suggestions. A body, an object, an offering from the outside, submitted to your 

rigor, to your knowledge, to the borders of your imagination, to the sensibility of your creativity. 

And especially to the latter. 
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I. FOREIGNNESS FROM THE OUTSIDE: THE STORY OF A POLITICAL CAPTURE 

What is the history of ‘foreigner’? 

The question is obvious, and fundamental. But the response is far from being evident. What did the 

pantheon of western philosophy have to say about the concept of the foreigner? How did they 

conceive of what makes something or someone ‘foreign’? Early on, with Plato and especially 

Aristotle, the philosopher enters the conversations of the polis. The philosopher, an offspring of 

ancient contemplative and ascetic traditions, is now dedicating a great extent of his thought to 

largely practical, political and administrative questions. Here, his purpose is rather clear: the 

philosopher does not aim only, or primarily, at leaving humanity with a set of profound reflections 

on the central questions of life, but rather, to start influencing for the better his very society, within 

the time of his personal lifetime. The philosopher suddenly has political aims. Truly, philosophy 

would remain largely speculative, from metaphysics to aesthetics, epistemology and theoretical 

ethics, but the practical preoccupations of a number of philosophers would also contribute to 

confiding a variety of concepts within certain intellectual frames. The concept of foreignness is one 

of such victims. When the foreigner is discussed, from Aristotle to the Renaissance, Kant and Hegel, 

it is mainly through an administrative or juridical lens: the problem is not ‘what is the foreigner’ but 

‘what do we do with the foreigner’. All of them, with a few exceptions, bought into the 

commonsensical meaning of the foreigner, as the outsider, the human individual not belonging to a 

specific territory. It looks as if none of the major thinkers of western philosophy has attempted to 

scratch the outer crust of this rather meager definition. Truly, some views of the foreigner were 

more critical. The Judeo-Christian approach would invite its followers to maintaining a profound 

feeling of moral respect for the foreigners; Renaissance travelers like Montaigne would sense, 

through their experiences and encounters, the intersubjective subtlety of the concept; and the 

political dreamers of the Enlightenment, such as Kant, would melt the foreigner into the universal 

(and therefore, indiscriminate) concept of the cosmopolitan. But nonetheless, throughout, the 

foreigner became object of an extensive literature, but not the foreign. If Heidegger deplored a 

history of metaphysics as oblivion of Being, we could, today, regret a history of the foreigner that 

forgot the foreign. Only such a hypothesis could explain how, as recently as twenty-five years ago, 
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Julia Kristeva’s study on foreignness1 would have to start from scratch: it is, primarily, a history of 

the conditions and treatments of foreigners in the European history. And it is certainly the first in 

this genre. The blame is, naturally, not to put on Kristeva herself, but on an intellectual tradition, or 

rather, an intellectual inclination, which did not attempt the encyclopedic project of a cumulative 

history of foreigners, not to mention the philosophical ambition of an unpacking of the concept of 

foreignness altogether. Undeniably, Kristeva’s study as well as the present work do not appear in a 

vacuum: they owe to the descriptive and prescriptive literatures that have attested of the situation of 

foreigners in each era. But this also means that the question must be transformed, to focus on the 

various adventures that each historical period has reserved to the foreigner:  

What is the story of the foreigner? 

Where can we find this story? In some of the earliest literary works of the humanity, from the Epic of 

Gilgamesh (1800 BCE) to the Odyssey (800 BCE), the trope of the foreigner appears already as 

particularly favored. The artistic context is still one of widely mythological and fantastical narratives, 

and one could speculate that the desired effect was not primarily to help the audience project itself 

onto the new existential condition of the hero, as a foreigner in faraway lands. But the environment 

is already there, and this must be noticed. Foreigners, by definition, date back to the earliest forms of 

human regroupments. The setting of an inside implied the formation of an outside. Attempting an 

exhaustive collection of foreigners’ narratives, imagined or lived, would thus be a gargantuan fantasy. 

But it is indeed there that one must start. Besides starting to preserve their intellectual heritage more 

effectively, the context of Ancient Greece offers some of the earliest refined reflections – and 

practices – of social arrangements and of a political life. It is, therefore, the logical beginning for our 

(hi)story of the foreigner. But its imaginary develops earlier, through a relatively independent 

alternative lineage, with the early Judaic tradition. The Antiquity would thus be remarkable for a set 

of varied and original takes on the status of foreigners, in and around the eastern part of the 

Mediterranean Sea: in the Judaic tradition, in Greece and finally with the early Christians. Passing 

through the Middle Ages, the foreigner enters the Modern era with the Renaissance and the 

Enlightenment century, seeing her destiny joining that of the cosmopolitan dream. With the 

Hegelian system, Romanticism, the psychoanalytic project of Freud and the existential 

                                                

1 Julia Kristeva, Strangers to Ourselves (New York: Columbia University Press, 2006). It was published in French in 1988. 
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preoccupation of Heidegger, the philosopher slowly invites to see, as Kristeva suggests, the foreigner 

within ourselves. It is this historical progression that I shall try to briefly track in this chapter. 

 

1. Foreigners of the Antiquity 

The fact is undeniable: the earliest community of what would later be conceived as the Western 

civilization is a culture profoundly marked by the event of foreignness. From its very formation, the 

Jewish people is elected, implying the earliest forms of exclusive nationalism, but also, of a cultural 

construction across geographical origins. The Judaic election is not just a historical destiny or an 

individual imposition, but the fruit of a choice: from its inception till its present form, the elected 

people must always reaffirm and actualize the inner quality that justifies its selection. The Jewish 

community evolves in a subtle dialectic of porosity: 

“No bastard (mamzer) is to be admitted to the assembly of Yahweh. No Ammonite or Moabite is 

to be admitted to the assembly of Yahweh, not even their descendants to the tenth generation 

may be admitted to the assembly of Yahweh, and this is for all time; because they did not come 

to meet you with bread and water when you were on your way out of Egypt…”2 

But other foreigners are invited: “You are not to regard the Edomite as detestable, for he is your 

brother; nor the Egyptian, because you were a stranger in his land. The third generation of children 

born to these may be admitted to the assembly of Yahweh.”3 More deeply, the collective memory of 

the Judaic community carries the sketches of foreignness. The Jews are a people of foreigners, of 

migrants who left Egypt during the Exile, and several passages use this historical anchoring to 

support an ethics oriented towards foreigners: “You must not molest the stranger or oppress him, 

for you lived as strangers in the land of Egypt.”4 In Deuteronomy 10:19, the recommended attitude 

is even extended to full-fledged “love” for the foreigner. Abraham himself is several times presented 

as the first “proselyte” or “convert,”5 having left family and land to respond to the call of God. The 

                                                

2 Nehemiah 10:31. All the biblical references are cited from the Jerusalem Bible. 

3 Deuteronomy 23:3-9. 

4 Exodus 22:21. 

5 Genesis 12:1 
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role of the converts is particularly central, as the main initial condition of the Jewish people: the 

Talmudic treatise Pessahim 876 recounts Eleazar as saying “God, blessed by His name, has exiled 

Israel from among the nations solely with the aim that proselytes might join Him.”6 The idea is kept 

in the very lexicon of the foreigner. In Hebrew, the stranger is known as ger, translated as either 

“proselyte” or “stranger.” The term is indeed carrying the dual meaning; the composed ger-tochav 

refers to the resident foreigner while ger alone refers to the converted-naturalized foreigner.7 After 

Abraham as the first proselyte, the figure of foreignness returns in the history of the Jewish leaders 

with the episode of Ruth the Moabitess. Daughter of Elimelech, who fled Judaea when his help was 

needed, Ruth would paradoxically become, while a stranger, wife of Boaz and matriarch of the 

Judaic kingdom. Most notably, she was the great grand-mother of David, King of Judah. But unlike 

Abraham, Ruth did not leave her land as a response to a call, but as an exercise of her free will, 

deciding to go against the law that forbad alliances with Moabites, to become the matriarch of the 

Jews. Thus, from its earliest mention in the Western civilization, the figure of the foreigner is already 

connected with (proto-existentialist?) notions of free-will. The universalist tone of Judaism – the 

Torah is aimed at all humans – should also be recalled, in view of its later elaboration in the 

universal community of the Christians. But before this, we must move to a land westward, the early 

nation-states of Greece, where the cultural understanding of the foreigner would follow its own 

trajectory, relatively independent from the Judaic tradition, until the advent of their historical 

junction: Christianity. 

In the mythological imaginary of Archaic Greece (c. 800-510 BCE), the figure of the 

stranger finds prominence first in the hieroi logoi or sacred narrative of the Daughters of Danaus. This 

classical narrative tells the adventures of Danaus’ fifty daughters, who were supposed to marry the 

fifty sons of Aegyptus, Danaus’s twin brother and the king of Egypt. All of them but one received a 

punishment for eternity, after killing their groom on the wedding night. In 463 BCE, Aeschylus, 

elaborating on the cultural heritage of the Archaic age, modifies the myth and writes a trilogy, 

comprising The Suppliants, The Egyptians and The Danaids. Fleeing their forced marriage in Egypt, the 

fifty daughters turn to King Pelasgus, of the city of Argos, in the Aegean region. After receiving the 

democratic support of his population on the matter, Pelasgus accepts to welcome them, in spite of 
                                                

6 B. Rojtman, personal letter to Julia Kristeva, quoted in Kristeva, Strangers to Ourselves, 69. 

7 Ibid., 68. 
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Egyptian protests. Ultimately, most of the Daughters do commit their final heinous crime, but two 

avoid it. Anymone accepts to marry Poseidon, while Hypermnestra becomes the matriarch of the 

dynasty from which Heracles would be issued. Ambiguity of the stranger: the incomprehensible folly 

of acts, the refusal of the social contracts, but also the fusional and historical alliances. Kristeva 

speculates: “the Greek mind condemns foreignness only when the latter tended to defy the common 

mean.”8 Alternatively, the narrative of extraction to which the stranger is subjected, as well as the 

highlighted violence of marital passion, may have come to reaffirm family alliance as the foundation 

for the social order. The Daughters exemplify the status of the “suppliants,” those strangers who 

would lay wreaths before the foreign sacred altar as a symbol of their land, and as a request for 

migration. A local patron emerges: the proxenus, who represents and defends the community of the 

suppliants. In the story of Aeschylus, the proxenus of the Danaïds is none but the king himself. His 

duty towards his guest is a very serious matter: “If I leave / This debt unpaid, you’ve warned of 

pollution / That shall strike unerringly; … / But yet the wrath of Zeus the Suppliant – / The height 

of mortal fear – must be respected.”9 Indeed: in the Archaic period, deities look after even the 

outsiders: Zeus is Zeus Xenios, and Athena, Athena Xenia; they ensure that mistreating a host is a 

religious offence. In this period, Sparta remains fearful of the foreigners but a class of useful artisans 

is accepted: the metics. Taxed in Sparta, they enjoy tax exemption in Athens. Everywhere, their 

economic vitality cannot be neglected. In Athens, a politician is designated as their official patron, 

ensuring the strangers’ judiciary protection: the prostate. But the strangers cannot own property, and 

they are far from being citizens. Marie-Françoise Baslez comments: “It was indeed out of the 

question, at that time, to integrate non Greeks into the civic framework.”10 

In the Classical Age (510-323 BCE), the game changes. Athens is still at the cutting edge of 

liberalism: the notion of koinonia or civic coherence is developed,11 defining the citizen as the 

participant in the political life, and not on the basis of any racial or social criteria. But Pericles’s law 

of 451 still limits the process: one can be citizen only inasmuch his two parents are themselves 

                                                

8 Ibid., 45. 

9 Seth G. Bernadete, trans., The Complete Greek Tragedies, vol. I, Aeschylus (Chicago: University of Chicago, 1959), 471-479. 

10 Marie-Françoise Baslez, L’Etranger dans la Grèce antique (Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 1984), 82. 

11 Carnes Lord, trans., Aristotle’s Politics (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2013), 1276b. 
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Athenians. The Median wars with Persia between 490 and 478 affect the views of the foreigner, 

becoming the “barbarian.” Barbarophonos, a distinction applying to both Greeks and non-Greeks 

speaking an unrefined language, appears in the plays of the three major playwrights of the time – 

Sophocles, Aeschylus and Euripides. The term is particularly pejorative in the works of the latter, 

where the word has lost its focus on the foreign origin of the characters, to insist on their savagery. 

In a different interpretation, Aeschylus defends in Agamemnon (456) that it is the Persian barbarian 

that allows the Athenian to realize the superiority of his democratic system. But the metic is still very 

much affecting the life of the city, becoming, in the words of Marie-Françoise Baslez,12 a proper 

homo economicus. The metic is placed under the citizen, but also above the slave. Some of them 

manage to gather wide riches, while others shine in the intellectual circles – among them, of course, 

Aristotle. His teacher, Plato, remains rigid with the strangers: if the metic’s properties come to 

exceed that of local farm owners, he should be expelled.13 The foreigner should be incorporated, but 

only within the limits of political pragmatism. Plato classifies the foreigners in an increasing 

hierarchy, as summer visitors, spectators, dignitaries and finally, the foreigners “who come from another 

land to look at ours.”14 Proxeny itself becomes a public office, opening nothing less than the very 

domain and practices of diplomacy. In Baslez’s reading, the relative integration of the metics served 

as a moderate policy: “it would appear as though the establishment of a metic class was conceived as 

a moderate political and demographic device, avoiding cosmopolitanism as well as xenophobia.”15 This 

administrative take on the foreigner is contrasted with the universalist ambitions of a part of the 

Hellenist literature, such as with Menander and his famous saying, “I am a man, and nothing human 

is foreign to me.”16 

This spirit of a proto-cosmopolitanism would find echoes in the Stoic tradition. Centered 

around the concept of oikeiosis or conciliation, the Stoic thinker attempts to remind himself of the 

concentric spheres that connects his inner being to his body, his relatives and finally all other human 

                                                

12 Kristeva, Strangers to Ourselves, 53. 

13 Trevor J. Saunders, trans., Plato’s Laws (London: Penguin, 2004), 915b. 

14 Saunders, Plato’s Laws, XII: 950-951. 

15 Kristeva, Strangers to Ourselves, 54, with reference to Baslez, L’Etranger dans la Grèce antique, 146. 

16 Quoted in Baslez, L’Etranger dans la Grèce antique, 261. 
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beings. But the community thus formed is not like any other: it is a community of reason. Cicero 

constructs the caritas generis humani,17 a universal ethics of care towards all human beings, irrespective 

of their origin. Dreamers of a universal megapolis, the Stoics manage to gain some political clout, for 

instance as advisors to Alexander, requesting him to show equal respect to Barbarians and Greeks. 

But the Stoic cosmopolitanism will soon turn into two excesses. With Cicero and Marcus Aurelius, 

the regime turns into a gerontocracy discriminating beings on the terms of reason itself. The 

alternative is to be found in Zeno’s cynicism, where cosmopolitanism is thought as the radical idea 

of an absolutely free state, rejecting religion, family and law, and accepting incest, prostitution, 

pederasty or cannibalism. The Stoic and Cynic responses to the politics of foreignness remained 

ideals, incapable to deeply challenge Ancient Greece and its older social organization on the matter. 

Integrated economically and somehow socially, the stranger stays, nonetheless, primarily the other of 

the citizen. With Christianity, the material city becomes the invisible community of the believers: 

instead of the polis, the Ecclesia. 

St Paul (c. 5 – c. 62-67 CE) is perhaps the first Christian cosmopolitan: once an opponent 

of Jesus’s followers, Paul would use his talents at languages and adaptation to multiply his journeys 

across the known world: Cyprus, Pamphylia, Pisidia, Lycaonia (47-48 CE), Asia Minor, Alexandria, 

Macedonia, Philippi and Thessalonike, Athens, Corinth, Ephesus, Antioch (49-51 CE) and finally 

Galatia and Phyrygia, Ephesus, till his final execution in Rome somewhere between 62 and 67 CE. 

His growing sense of universal cosmopolitanism comes down to the level of everyday customs, but 

the agenda of conversion is not absent: 

“I made myself a Jew to the Jews, to win the Jews; … To those who have no Law, I was free of 

the Law myself (though not free from God’s law being under the law of Christ) to win those 

who have no Law. … I made myself all things to all men in order to save some at any cost.”18 

Paul addresses his teachings to the ‘margins’ of the growing citizen settings: merchants, sailors and 

exiles.19 No one is a stranger in the realm of God: “So you are no longer aliens or foreign visitors: 

                                                

17 L. D. Reynolds, trans., Cicero’s De finibus bonorum et malorum (New York: Oxford University Press, 1998), 5:23, 65. 

18 I Corinthians 9:20. 

19 Kristeva, Strangers to Ourselves, 78. 
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you are citizens like all the saints, and part of God’s household.”20 He calls for the practice of 

hospitality, but he makes it free, seeing in the stranger the Christ himself: “to welcome him is to be 

welcomed in God.”21 Paul marks thus one of the earliest concrete forms of the Christian Ecclesia, a 

community that transcends nationality. The inspiration from the utopias of cosmopolitanism from 

the late Classical Greece is evident, but he also breaks away from the nationalism of the Jewish sense 

of universalism. In Paul’s text, the Hebrew ger is translated as paroikos, referring to the stranger in 

Israel. But, precisely, nationalities collapse for Paul: there are no longer Jews and Greeks, but “a new 

creation.”22 Through the Ecclesia, a remoulding of peoples and nations is initiated. But Paul’s 

philosophy of cosmopolitanism is not simply the offer of a shelter, of material comfort, but rather a 

response to a sense of psychic distress between body and soul. Positing transubstantiation as the 

unity of the Christ’s body, the Church and the Eucharist, Paul extends the Biblical assertion of the 

human as a spirited being, “always already occupied by the Other.”23 Much before the psychological 

splits studied by Freud, the Pauline doctrine already reformulates foreignness in terms of inner 

construction: 

“Better than the legal solutions that were aimed at neurosis, or the Eastern immersion in the 

bosom of the mother goddess, the Pauline church assumed the foreigner’s passion-inspired 

division, deeming his being torn apart between two worlds to be a split less between two countries 

than between two psychic domains within his own impossible unity.”24 

Paul is thus psychologist, but one that calls for one’s mental salvation in the Christ: “there is no 

room for distinction between Greek and Jew, between the circumcised and the uncircumcised, or 

between barbarian and Scythian, slave and free man. There is only Christ: he is everything and he is 

in everything.”25 In the same decades of early evangelism, St John describes Jesus as a stranger 
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himself: not a part of this world, he finds glory only when returning to the Father, “at home.”26  For 

John, the cosmopolitan community is in heaven. 

The father of Western theology, St Augustine (354-430) marks the history of foreignness 

by presenting the aforementioned transubstantiation as a pilgrimage. The stranger becomes pilgrim 

and finds in the civitas peregrina of Christianity a community of support in his both spiritual and this-

worldly quest. This spirit of serenity is also expressed through the institution of the caritas, the gift of 

the self to all others: “the alienation of the foreigner ceases within the universality of the love for the 

other.”27 Ideal of the Christian as a pilgrim of life: developing infinite caritas. An ideal, nonetheless: 

through the Middle Ages, the foreigner will be caught in a tension between caritas and the political 

jurisdiction surrounding her condition. Hospitality becomes an industry. The disreputable tabernae 

(inns) are supplemented with hospitia (hotels), and the first Nicene council, in 325, demands of each 

city to have a hospitia or xenodochia, place of welcome for the poor and the stranger par excellence. 

Even laymen enter the business, founding various institutions finding profit in hospitality. In its 

orthodox conception, Christian hospitality remains, nonetheless, particularly exclusive: only 

Christians are subject to be welcomed through hospitality. This belongingness even takes material 

forms, with the passports of Christanism, in the objects of the litterae communicatoriae, literae formatae 

and epistolae.28 This spirit of ostracism at the very heart of the Christian doctrine of hospitality would 

be one of the earliest roots of the Inquisition. Entering the Middle Ages, the stranger thus finds 

himself caught between two dynamics. On the one hand, the limited hospitality of Christianity. On 

the other, a political condition within feudality, where an aubain or alien resident is one who was not 

born on the lord’s land – the latter maintaining his right of life and death over the stranger. 

With the collapse of Rome, the Late Empire is marked by a submission of the foreigners to 

local rulers. The Augustine peregrine goes from a juridical meaning to a more mystical tone,29 referring 

to the person originally from another city, or to the provincial in general. For the first time, the 

stranger is possibly understood within the borders of one territory. Through the violent encounters 
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of the fourth and fifth centuries, the barbarians are found to be of some use in the Empire, as 

effective soldiers and laborers. Legally, they are either deditices, defeated persons keeping an inferior 

status, or feoderati, constrained only to their military service but otherwise broadly equal to the 

Romans.30 Between them, the laeti were the liberated prisoners, and superior in rights to the gentes or 

gentiles. By allowing the barbarians to work in the military, the period breaks the age-old restriction of 

foreigners from public functions. Naturally, this will lead some foreign soldiers to become high-level 

chiefs, like Dagalaiph, and even dictators, such as Stilicho. The ban of mixed marriages in 370 does 

not change the dynamics: the Roman Empire turns into a multi-cultural society, such that the term 

Romania emerges in the fourth century, defining the Roman around the church, in opposition to the 

outer barbarians, but also to the inner heretics. Those heretics, in contrast, lose all of their rights at 

the very moment when the outsiders acquire them.31 

After the collapse of the Roman Empire, the stranger thus becomes aubain, as alibi natus, 

that is, coming from another seigniory.32 Lacking a centralized context, the concept remains 

ambiguous: the aubain cannot marry outside the seigniory and cannot pass on property, but he is also 

not a serf. The stranger is expected to declare an oath to a lord, or the stranger’s body and 

possessions are rightful possessions of the lord of the territory where the stranger resides. When he 

stays more than six months in one place (five more than in Greece), the visiting foreigner or peregrini 

becomes advenae or resident. In the 12th-13th centuries, the move towards centralized feudalism 

makes the oath to the king obligatory for foreigners. This also represents the historical shift towards 

our present understanding of foreignness: “the notion of foreigner was no longer conceived in relation 

to the lord and his land but in relation to the kingdom. The aubain was no longer one liable to 

servitude but the one whose inheritance … falls back to the king.”33 The foreign origin of the aubain 

is put to the background: what distinguishes him is his inability to bequeath property. In a new 
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terminological distinction, Queen Jeanne separates the aubains as foreigners to the seigniory, to the 

strays, as foreigners to the kingdom.34 The French Revolution would abolish the legal limitation of 

the aubain, but this would be applied globally only later, through the international conventions of the 

19th century. 

 

2. The Foreigner enters Reason 

The Renaissance: times of intellectual and artistic renewal after the long Middle Ages. Times of 

explorations across the globe, with Marco Polo, Vasco da Gama, Amerigo Vespucci and 

Christopher Columbus. But also, and especially, intense advances in humanism and political 

thought. Thus, if the Renaissance affected the (hi)story of the foreigner, it is primarily by the side, 

tangentially, inasmuch it prepared the mindset that would lead, via the Enlightenment century, to the 

situation of the stranger in the modern nation-state. 

The Italian milieu of the 14th century would turn out to be particularly propitious for 

historical innovations at the political level. Once its internal strives controlled – the birth of Dante 

Alighieri (1265-1321) was marked by the final victory of the Guelfs over the Ghibellines – Florence 

and neighboring territories could slowly evolve into the newly defined category of the state. A 

refugee himself, threatened to death for his writings but also his political alliances, Dante expanded 

the Christian imaginary to the infinite, connecting at once the universal morality of his church, the 

individualism of his times and the growing legitimization of monarchism from his environment. A 

strong monarch and a clearly defined and centralized territory: two centuries later, Machiavelli (1469-

1527) pleads for the Renaissance state, placing efficient power over virtue. A firm supporter of 

Lorenzo II (1492-1519), Machiavelli is a real precursor of international law and diplomacy, but 

always in the service of pragmatic political ends. Favorable international relations are required for 

the state to operate effectively internally. Machiavelli is the major impetus, the resonant voice that 

would make the march of the nation-state start… and continue forever? 
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Across the Alps, the humanist tradition takes different forms. “Marvels Literature”35 

emerges as a new genre, combining recent discoveries with western and Muslim legends. In his 

series Gargantua and Pantagruel, and in particular The Fourth Book of Pantagruel (1552), French Satirist 

François Rabelais (1494-1553) short-circuits the explorative spirit of his days to feed in the popular 

imaginary with narratives of mythical journeys across the globe. The minute and generous 

descriptions of the imagined indigenous leave an impression of proto-orientalism, but Rabelais’s real 

subject is human strangeness in general. More: he locates our feeling of wonder at the savage within 

ourselves: “he strongly emphasized the extent to which those mirabilia had their source in our own 

world, in our dreams and political conflicts.”36 With Jonathan Swift, and later Edgar Allan Poe or 

Henri James, travel literature becomes a way for the character (and the author) to investigate issues 

internal to his psychology and his times. 

Michel de Montaigne (1533-1592) takes over the charge of the stranger’s destiny, and 

brings it an irrevocable twist. This close political advisor, always running from one territory to the 

other, is strongly nationalist and individualist, but also deeply cosmopolitan. Montaigne’s trace: a 

whole-hearted affirmation of the self: “If I study, I seek only the learning that treats of the 

knowledge of myself.”37 The self itself is a country, a new land that everyone must explore. Then, 

one is already a stranger in quest of knowledge, therefore making any judgment borne on the 

foreigner irrelevant – except, perhaps, for matters of customs such as food, clothing and women’s 

beauty… His statements on the self and the other foretell at once Levinas and the epistemological 

hypothesis that we will explore later in this essay; their collection in Kristeva’s study is worth 

mentioning: 

“Montaigne’s self dependend on the “fantastic” opinion of the other, the self knows it is 

“other”: “That other life of mine that lies in the knowledge of my friends”; “But we are, I know 

not how, double within ourselves”; “Myself now and myself a while ago are indeed two”.”38 
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Much before the intuition of Freud and Heidegger, locating the modern stranger within each of 

ourselves, Montaigne asserts internal difference as equally cardinal as external, inter-subjective 

difference: “there is as much difference between us and ourselves as between us and others.”39 

Interestingly, Montaigne also briefly discusses language with regards to self-otherness: he finds his 

own take of French language corrupted by “the barbarism of [his] home soil.”40 When indigenous 

individuals from Brazil come to Rouen in 1562, Montaigne is not without Orientalist thoughts, but 

he appears more careful and modest than his contemporaries when it comes to judging his (radical) 

others. He expresses what could be seen as some of the earliest forms of anti-colonialist critiques. 

Montaigne’s universalism is based on his humanist understanding of the self, and in particular, of a 

fragile self.41 Towards the world and one’s own self, the humanism of Montaigne applies the same 

“uncompromising kindness.”42 

The worldwide travels of the time are accompanied by a new descriptive press. Publications 

on the Orient, the Turks or America emerge profusely. Between 1605 and 1609, as many 

geographical works were published as between 1550 and 1605.43 The “Antipodes” – the term for 

faraway humans – fascinates the European audience, in a premonition of Rousseau’s noble savage. In 

the early sixteenth century, national and religious values are slowly realized as relative. The challenge, 

as Kristeva notes, is in combining the unquestionable process of expansion of France and other 

European states, without denying the now evident diversity of the world, supported by philosophy’s 

universalism.44 The Old Continent prepares its future: the first supranational bodies are conceived, 

and Maximilien de Béthune, Duke of Sully (1560-1641) suggests a European Federation to resist the 

Turks. 

Evolving towards the historical turn of the French Revolution, the humanist political 

philosophy of the Enlightenment period would primarily define, and mediate between two 
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categories: the “rights of man” and the “rights of the citizen.” After the Stoic and Christians 

community, and the utopia as modality, first speculated by Thomas More (1478-1535), Charles 

Montesquieu (1689-1755) posits the notion of the “general spirit” to justify the possible harmonious 

arrangement of the human, deemed fundamentally sociable, within and across moderately governed 

states. Politics becomes a trans-national universal project aiming at accommodating populations 

within a common ideality.45 With The Spirit of Laws (1748), Montesquieu thus goes beyond 

Machiavelli: the good, fair state does not aim at favorable inter-national relations for its own sake, 

but for the good of all. Recognizing the value of economic exchange as the major connection 

between nations, Montesquieu predicts the tightening of European interdependence: 

“Europe is no more than a Nation made up of several others, France and England need the 

richness of Poland and Muscovy as one of their Provinces needs the others; and the State that 

thinks it increases its power through the downfall of its neighbor, usually weakens along with 

it.”46 

If the rights of the citizen are the extension of the rights of man, the latter remain more important. 

Striving for further innovations in political systems even after the nation-states,47 Montesquieu 

moves towards an effacement of the notion of the foreign… but only at the political level. Through 

his plea for the private and the secret, Montesquieu is coherent with his time: foreignness is, more and 

more, to be located within. 

Through the Persian Letters (1721) of Montesquieu, but also Zadig (1747) and Candide (1759) 

of Voltaire (1694-1778), the heroes of philosophical literature do undertake ambitious journeys 

across countries and cultures. But the final goal remains reflective: back in his country, the 

protagonist has a refreshing, innovative and powerful take on his own culture. In the words of 

Kristeva, the stranger becomes the alter ego of the philosopher: “The foreigner then becomes the 

figure onto which the penetrating, ironical mind of the philosopher is delegated—his double, his 

mask. He is the metaphor of the distance at which we should place ourselves in order to revive the 
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dynamics of ideological and social transformation.”48 The perspective of a foreigner, thus, for the 

improvement of a political system. Denis Diderot (1713-1784) continues the tradition, by setting, in 

Rameau’s Nephew (1763) an imagined philosophical dialogue between the narrator Myself and an 

eccentric, fierce and intransigent interlocutor: Rameau’s Nephew, the relative of the famous 

composer Jean-Philippe Rameau. Here, the spirit of political self-criticism emerges through 

playfulness, irony, and a desire to provoke, shock and contradict, not without implicit and explicit 

references to the classical Cynics. This new model of literary satire also coincides with its 

contemporary medical discoveries, where the spastic patient evokes that strangeness can be, in its 

classical sense, cultural, but also organic and neurological.49 The philosopher, in his evaluation of 

strangeness, is thus analogous to the doctor: “There is not the slightest difference between a wide-

awake physician and a dreaming philosopher.”50 

The term cosmopolite (and its variation as the cosmopolitan), emerging in the 16th century, 

enters the centre of discussions two hundred years later. In the Encyclopédie of Diderot and 

d’Alembert (1751-1772), Jaucourt paraphrases the 1721 definition of the “cosmopolitan” from the 

Dictionnaire de Trévoux. There, the cosmopolitan is he who has “no fixed abode,” he who is “nowhere 

a foreigner.”51 Fougeret de Monbron (1706-1760), an insatiable traveler, wrote in 1750 The 

Cosmopolitan or the Citizen of the World. This bitter critic of every culture finds nonetheless in the 

journey a way to recognize oneself as citizen of the world, and to accept the limitations of one’s own 

society: “The Universe is a kind of book, of which one has read no more than the first page when 

one has seen only one’s country…”52 But the idealism of these traveling philosophers is not 

supported by all. The cosmopolitan becomes a pejorative term, with the Dictionnaire de l’Académie 
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(1762) stating “Whoever does not adopt his homeland is not a good citizen,”53 while Jean-Jacques 

Rousseau (1712-1778) locates political and personal care for one’s co-national above universal 

concern: “Beware of those cosmopolitans who seek far off in their book duties they fail to 

accomplish close by.”54 

A careful reader of Diderot and his Rameau’s Nephew, as well as a commentator of the 

French Revolution, G.W.F. Hegel (1770-1831) also locates estrangement as a key figure in his 

dialectical history, when the world of Spirit becomes stranger to itself. It is culture itself that is the 

model of strangeness for the historical subject, and here Hegel comments on the French culture of 

the 17-18th century, as visible in Diderot’s text. Hegel locates this strangeness at three levels. First, 

the individual, at this historical juncture, becomes stable when it liberates itself for the universal, a 

process facilitated by the recurrent role of the philosopher, or the figure of Myself in Diderot’s text. 

Second, the state finds its power alienated in the entity of an individual and a name – “Louis”55 – an 

absurdity that provokes hypocritical courtly culture, the target of the Nephew’s frankness. And third, 

the Nephew reveals a deeper level of estrangement, through the structure of language and the 

Nephew’s inability to bypass the opposition between “noble” and “base,” an opposition of 

appearances that remains the trait of “pure culture.”56 Ultimately, for Hegel, the world of Culture is 

overtaken by that of Morality, then Religion, and finally the absolute Spirit. 

The popular consciousness of the regal power as undeserved and factitious grows, and 

France goes towards its Revolution. From its very inception in 1789, the movement affects the 

future condition of the foreigner, first with the Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizen. The liberty 

of man (Article I) soon shifts into the political (Article II), and then national (Article III) dimension 

– one could say, ‘modality’ – of the newly defined subject. In this direction, the free man, de facto a 

citizen, makes of the nation an organically welcoming space… with the exclusion of the foreigner. 

Besides the situation of foreigners in the new French regime, the Declaration would also be 
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particularly discriminatory in its application to state-less peoples. A dangerous slope that Hannah 

Arendt would not miss: “The modern world… includes people who are no longer recognized as 

citizens of any sovereign state, thus do not belong to any sovereign community nor, by extension, to 

any community whatsoever.”57 

In the very political events on the ground, the evolution of the French Revolution testifies 

for the growth and decay of an ideality. Guy-Jean-Baptiste Target suggests to the Assembly in 1790, 

the naturalization of all strangers residing for at least five years and owning property – a project 

extended and validated by the Constitution of 1791. In a pacifist mood, the Assembly announces in 

early 1790 that it will never undertake conquest by force again. In 1792, honorific naturalization is 

offered to important writers as “allies of the French people.” Among them, Jeremy Bentham, 

Thomas Paine, Anarchasis Clootz, George Washington and Friedrich Schiller.58 The cause of 

strangers is taken by Jacques Hébert (1757-1794), founder of the party of the Hébertists. But the 

political uproars unveil: in early 1793, Barère demands the banishment of all strangers, and one 

month later Robespierre insists on removing all the foreign generals from the army. Cambon accuses 

foreigners for the increasing economic crisis, and the Hébertists soon find opposition in the 

Dantonists – the former defend foreign patriots but demand a stronger aggressiveness against 

foreign countries, while the latter are pacifists but request more severity towards strangers.59 The 

object of conspiracy theories, criticized for their attempts at dechristianization, accused by 

Robespierre for “all the crises,”60 many foreigners are arrested and guillotined in 1794, along with 

the Hébertists. The Committee on Public Safety issues a new law in March 1794, extremely 

repressive towards ancient nobles and strangers, henceforth forbidding their stay in Paris and most 

major towns, as well as any professional activity or association, and denying their public rights.61 

Among the targets of the Committee on Public Safety, the Prussian-Dutch Anacharsis Clootz (1755-

1794) comes to France to join the Revolution. Active in the Jacobin Club, he would present in 1790 
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a project before the Assembly, named “mission of mankind,” claiming, with his thirty-five foreign 

partners, the worldwide support of the Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizen. Anacharsis Clootz 

was close to Hébert and he, too, dreamed of a universal Republic, to the point of revoking the 

concept of the foreigner altogether: “The ‘foreigner,’ a barbarous term that is beginning to make us 

blush, and the enjoyment of which we shall leave to those savage hordes who shall be eliminated 

without effort by the plow of civilized men.”62 Other marking figure of these “allies of the French 

people,” Thomas Paine (1737-1809), another self-defined ‘citizen of the world,’ defends the French 

Revolution to the point of provoking accusations of treason in England. His implication in his place 

of adoption is sincere enough to provide him with the seat of deputy for the Pas-de-Calais 

department. He supports the Revolution but asks for some compassion for the king on his way out. 

After being jailed for almost a year, he is finally called back in the Constitution Convention, but his 

critical feedbacks are not conventional and he is marginalized. The Age of Reason (1794-1796) remains 

a hallmark of the Enlightenment’s movement away from priests and religion, and towards reason, 

while contending a spiritual connection across religions. Paine’s success remains mild, in France but 

also in the USA, in spite of having greatly inspired the Patriots. 

But if one name resounds from the Enlightenment, it is, naturally, Immanuel Kant (1724-

1804). As we will see, the extent of his incorporative understanding of foreignness will prevail in the 

modern and contemporary political solutions to the question of the stranger, in spite of the 

historical and pragmatic complications we just discussed. Kant dedicates some of his last, major 

essays to the ambitious project of a political system at once cosmopolitan and with universalist 

pretensions: Idea for a Universal History from a Cosmopolitan Point of View (1784) and Perpetual Peace 

(1795). Like some of his contemporaries, Kant dreams of a League of Nations centralizing at once 

force and legal framework. The philosopher remains modest, arguing that this achievement will have 

its own temporality, being actualized only after a long time – but it is nonetheless an inevitable 

outcome. The project of a liberation from the very concept of foreignness is also present in Kant’s 

idea, yet one that also attempts to avoid reduction: “Kant’s text inscribed, at the outset of a political 

ethics and a legal reality that are still to be carried out, the cosmopolitan concept of a mankind 

finding its full accomplishment without foreigners but respecting the right of those that are 
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different.”63 In Perpetual Peace, he adds one more level of law above the jus civitatis (a people’s civil 

code) and the jus gentium (international law): the jus cosmopoliticum – the cosmopolitan law. This new 

kind of jurisdiction, calling for the development of federations, goes against the age-old association 

between the concepts of foreigner and enemy: “hospitality means the right of a stranger not to be 

treated as an enemy when he arrives in the land of another.”64 This federative hypothesis is also 

distinct from a unified mega-monarchy: in Kant’s view, the ideal political construction of humanity 

would be a set of collaborating and friendly states. 

 

3. Centripetal Foreignness 

What happens to the foreigner after the Enlightenment century? While the following intellectual 

movements cannot be reduced to exclusive interpretations, the overall epistemic shift operated by 

cross-disciplinary thinkers like Marx, Nietzsche or Freud, marks a departure from Kant’s idealized, 

a-historical observing human to reassess the entire world through the lens of the self-affirmed 

subjective perspective. And in this process, foreignness becomes centripetal: slowly, following the 

inspirations of Montaigne and some of the “allied patriots” of the Revolution, it is within the subject 

itself that the question of foreignness is addressed: what if, after all, the stranger was inside me? 

But the last two centuries of our history must also account for another face of today’s 

question of foreignness: nationalism. The French Revolution is a moving force in this direction, 

witnessing in less than a century the shift from a popular support of the royal authority to the 

construction of a national identity. In France, during and after the Revolution, nationalism also 

mingles with another later associated tendency: terrorism. In the mid 18th century, the progression is 

more conceptual and intellectual: various British authors formalize what they perceive as the 

growing impression of a “national feeling” with regards to certain customs, values and moralities.65 
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Influential in France, the new category of the ‘national’ inspires French authors to find the concepts 

that may, according to them, constitute French culture: 

“Nostalgia for the Geneva hearth, which identifies the individual with his geographic and 

familial origin; the concern for preserving the person even within its closest kinship; the 

emphasis on free will, which alone must create a national community—such are some of the 

features of Rousseau’s patriotism, which combine sentimentalism and rationalism, passionate 

withdrawal and demand for justice and freedom, romantic latencies and political lucidity based 

on the contract of citizens conscious of their equality and their right to happiness. Beyond its 

sensitive tones, there is a political rationalism that underlies the national idea with Rousseau, 

allowing patriotic pride to rest on the “common sense” inspired by the Cartesian “free will” and 

cogito ergo sum as foundation of the national contract.”66 

Something new emerges here, distinct from religious traditions and regional customs: a national 

consciousness. But it is, naturally, to Germany that our modern sense of patriotism and nationalism 

must be traced. German Romanticism provides at once the sufficient components of feudalism and 

spiritualism to foment the first, powerful mystical aura of a nation. Organized around the argument 

of special kinship and linguistic identity, German nationalism also finds its source in the pragmatic 

mystic that Lutheranism turned out to be.67 The Volksgeist, the national genius, reaffirms the 

individual within the group and the nation: 

“Within this familial and irrational pouch there was room both for national withdrawal (in times 

of defeat and difficulties, as a structure insuring an archaic integrity, an indispensible guarantee 

for the family) and national pride (during periods of aggression, as the spearhead of a policy of 

economic and military expansion). Henceforth the supreme good no longer was the individual 

according to Rousseau but the nation as a whole.”68 

Johann Gottfried von Herder (1744-1803), historian and philologist, contributes to this emergence, 

exploring the genius of the German language, but also recalling the permanent necessity of new 

linguistic emulations. In this reflection of proto socio-biology, civilizations are increasingly evaluated 
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in an evolutionary framework, and the cult of a ‘national original language’ is sustained. Through this 

process, the national, the inner is defined primarily in terms of (oral) language and cultural heritage, 

thus moving the difference of the foreigner to be mostly one of linguistic and cultural gap. A 

Romantic evolution, this new type of understanding places the specificity of culture within the 

universal of the natural man: “Rooting the specific in human’s universality’s (the gift of speech) 

diversified manifestations (national languages) went hand in hand, with Romanticists, with the 

concept of the invisible foundation of universal, visible nature.”69 But a breach opens within this effort 

of internal coherence. Spiritualism also affects the intellectual developments of the era, and one 

observes the early forms of the hypothesis of the unconscious, in a variety of forms – man’s 

connection with nature for Carus and Schubert, the reminder of man’s will to representation for 

Schopenhauer, or a dynamic design behind the appearance of the universe in the Hegelian 

Hartmann.70 The speculation of Sigmund Freud (1856-1939) is thus anything but an autonomous 

intuition: Freud is a humanist and a romantic, inspired by the biologic developments of his age and 

still marked by a somehow Judeo-Christian play of symbolic representation and alterity. Here Julia 

Kristeva marks the final step of her historical exploration of foreignness, seeing in the 

psychoanalytic hypothesis the internal and organic solution to the ethical and political ‘problem’ of 

the foreigner: “How could one tolerate a foreigner if one did not know one was a stranger to 

oneself?”71 

Freud elaborates his own take on strangeness in the late 1910s, with his study The Uncanny 

(1919). The Unheimlich, translated as ‘Uncanny’ or ‘Worrying Strangeness,’ refers to the introspective 

realization of an inner, mental and representational disruption within oneself. The Unheimlich is the 

experience of the ambiguous in the familiar, of the deeper loss of one’s marks; and it will become, 

naturally, the object of the process of exploration of one’s unconscious. This process is placed in 

time: the unconscious is built by past experiences of the subject; it is, thus, paradoxically one’s own 

past that becomes foreign to oneself through forgetting and repression. My unconscious becomes 

my other; strangeness becomes the key metaphor of one’s own psychic functioning. In a 
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premonition of the existentialist interpretation, Freud suggests that the existence of one’s past is 

known to the subject, but simply put to the background, just like one forgets the foreignness of her 

neighbor: “for this uncanny is in reality nothing new or alien, but something which is familiar and 

old-established in the mind and which has become alienated from it only through the process of 

repression.”72 Freud’s hierarchical model remains controversial, placing on the side of the 

unconscious and strangeness, death, but also the feminine and drives. The therapist also notes how 

the inconsistency of language becomes yet another hurdle, as the subject experiences herself deeply 

through language. It is personal, psychological construction that is at stakes here: “The uncanny 

strangeness allows for many variations: they all repeat the difficulty I have in situating myself with 

respect to the other and keep going over the course of identification-projection that lies at the 

foundation of my reaching autonomy.”73 But this inner strangeness becomes a regulating principle, 

creating personality in its ambiguity and growing as the main challenge of the contemporary subject: 

how can we deal with our inner disjunction? While Freud never talks of foreigners in the political 

sense, Kristeva reasserts the Freudian hypothesis as perhaps the only antithesis shaking the concept 

sufficiently to open a solution: convincing ourselves of the possibility of subjectivity as the 

fundamental locus of strangeness, and thus radically diminishing the external chase of the foreigner. 

Is this, indeed, the only way? Soon after Freud, Martin Heidegger (1889-1976) borrows the concept 

of the Unheimlich to name the lived experience of the inner disruption that surrounds one’s thrownness 

in the world, in a particular place. This, as such, creates a motor force that can lead the subject, a 

native, to move, and become a foreigner. What, then, happens? It is to an existentialist interpretation 

of foreignness that we must turn now. If the foreigner is within each of us, let us reverse the 

question and ask what happens within the foreigner. 
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II. BACK TO THE FOREIGNER: EXISTENTIALIST FOREIGNNESS 

Back to the foreigner proper. What has the first-person voice of a foreigner to do in a philosophical 

exploration of foreignness? If ‘foreignness’ is here primarily understood as word, as concept, then its 

initial lived experience, while primary, should move to the background. There should be more, in 

and around foreignness, than the story of particular foreigners. These stories have already been out 

there – in mythical and dramatic forms thousands of years ago, through the diaries and accounts of 

journeys across the globe for many centuries, and in fictionalized forms with the birth of the novel 

from the 16-17th century onwards. If intellectual or conceptual fruits were expected from such 

accounts, it would be to anthropology and ethnography that one would logically turn. Quantitative 

and qualitative projects could be elaborated to unveil the social and psychological processes marking 

the first-hand experience of foreignness. These accounts of foreignness in particular – as lived by the 

studied population – could be incorporated in the account of foreignness in universal – as the final, 

exclusive concept and event that philosophy and other disciplines would try to define and discern. 

Where, then, is the singular in this race of legitimate discourses? Is it him, lost in the faux-semblant of 

a universal-looking crowd of particulars? Where is the individual foreigner within the realm of 

foreignness? And why would the singular even matter? 

Perhaps it does not – or rather; perhaps the question itself is hollow, irrelevant and must be 

reformulated. The singular, in its proper positioning, subverts the modality and ambition of 

philosophy as a quest for the universal. When, on the shore of Christianity and Romanticism, the 

tradition of Existentialism springs up in the mid 19th century, with Kierkegaard, Nietzsche and more 

systematically later, with, Heidegger, the logic of its legitimization is inversed. It is not the 

epistemological enterprise that must come to validate the subjective approach as primary; it is the 

undeniable impression of a fundamental, first-hand approach to life, and human life in particular – 

that is, a necessary but also inescapable human condition – which reverts the methodology of the 

philosopher. Thus enters the human subject, the locus of experience, the creator of meaning, the 

historical and temporal being, in the arena of modern philosophy. Existentialism does not justify 

itself as a valid method through logic; it does not find legitimacy through the indubitable, but 

through the undeniable. And, if existentialism evolves as a promising philosophical path for the 

specific question of foreignness, it is, precisely, for the undeniable availability of personal accounts 

of foreignness as a transcendence of conceptualization itself – foreignness as an event or a duration 

demands another language, another discourse than that of universalizing philosophy. The medium 



30 

of creative, speculative and poetic hypotheses, perhaps; the language of an interrogating subject, 

facing the task of philosophy just like he faces the foreign land, modest yet constructive in his 

attempt to elaborate upon his intuitions. Thus arrives the existentialist analysis of foreignness. The 

present chapter will be a personal take on this exercise, already attempted several times and with 

potentially an infinity of variations. Here, we shall focus on two moments of the phenomenological 

experience of foreignness: first, the departure, and second, the residence abroad. We will see how 

these phenomena may challenge some of the central concepts of Heidegger. A third section shall 

locate this reflection by bringing in some inflection: it will be question, there, of the specific context 

and content of foreignness in my own case – specificity of the time, specificity of the native land, and 

specificity of the space of residence. We must also announce that immense (and usually unavoidable) 

terrains of analysis for any existentialist interpretation, in particular, language, will be left aside, as 

they will be the object of a specific analysis in the following chapter. 

 

1. On Departing 

Why departing? 

Can one depart? 

But depart from where? Foundation stone of the existentialist perspective after Heidegger,74 

Geworfenheit or Thrownness indicates our subjection to an imposition of our personal existence 

within a set environment, historically and spatially. The powerful idea hardly finds any counter-

proof, or at least within the tenets of western philosophy. Perhaps only alternative traditions, 

contending the phenomenon of karmic reincarnation, rebirth or becoming (bhava) could go against 

the claim that one does not choose both her coming to existence, and the setting of this existence. 

In our western frameworks, we would agree, indeed, that the past is imposed on us, just like the 

familial, social, cultural and political setting of our Being-in-the-world, but also our relative spatial 

position, and our natural environment. The world precedes and surrounds, captures the existant. 

Forceful coercion to a culture, to religious and moral values, to one or a set of languages – as idioms 
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of expression and as logical structures – the thrownness implies that we always deal, in life, with the 

‘hands we are given.’ The individual is fundamentally free, however, as Heidegger and the 

existentialist tradition insist upon extensively. But free of what? Molded by our thrownness, our 

choices are limited, soon rejoining the closed circles of a Hegelian-like dialectic: sheepish or covert 

conformization versus partial or radical opposition. In both cases, the individual defines itself vis-à-

vis its immediate culture, that is, in the terms imposed by its thrownness. Thrownness would thus 

operate on us as a form of proto-language, before and much more fundamentally than the later 

development of the symbolic idioms of our commonly understood languages: thrownness is the 

immediate foisting of a structure, that is, of limits, but also of a medium and a modality for one to 

realize her needs, her creativity, her freedom. 

But thrownness where? Heidegger’s intuition is deeply convincing, but it is in the silent 

assumptions of his concept that we may find the cracks of a self-dismantling of this supposedly 

obvious evidence. Heidegger, to avoid the ontological language of Humanism, departs from a 

discussion of the human to favor the ‘being-there’, the Dasein, but it is indeed of the 

commonsensically conceived and understood human that it is still question here. A human that, 

through its very species, occupies a particular space-time in the history of the universe – one could 

dare say that humanity itself was thrown in the cosmos… Heidegger’s thrownness is a thrown-in-

the-world, that is, the imposition of a particular time, and especially, space, within the limits of the earth, 

of our globe, our planet. Here, the distinction is drastic: the thrownness of Dasein is the imposition 

of a particular spatial place, while the thrownness of humanity – if we may dare call it so – is the 

imposition of a spatial place in general. It is question, here, of the very existence or absence of 

humanity altogether. Through thrownness, Heidegger discusses the arbitrary positioning of the 

singular human within the history and spatial spread of humanity, and not of the singular human 

within the arbitrary and enigmatic possibility of existence and absence at a cosmic, and thus 

metaphysical level. An individual’s thrownness happens within the thrownness of humanity. What 

does this imply? That the thrownness of a singular individual is working in closed circles. It is not an 

alternative, a denied choice between being and not being that is at stakes here, but the space-time of 

one’s unquestionable existence. If every Dasein, every human being in the history of humanity, has 

been subjected to thrownness, then thrownness is not more an existential limitation or handicap 

than the common possession, among humans, of limbs, of a heart, of a brain, and, arguably, of 
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reason, language, etc. To be is to be somewhere. Dasein’s thrownness is not its curse. The story is not 

over. 

Indeed, thrownness is only the beginning. There is thrownness, but there is also freedom – 

and here we can return to agreeing with Heidegger. But in the inseparable and deeply complex 

imposition of both space and time through thrownness, it is first the imposition of place as a 

supposedly violent coercion that we must question. Forever, humans have been able to leave their 

place and culture of birth, for temporary journeys or permanent residences in other localities. 

Permanent would mean, here, until the bodily decay of the said human. Here, again, Heidegger’s 

existentialist framework would call for major revisions if one considers the question far beyond the 

body-mind dualism underlying the existentialist solitude. If an individual lives ‘from’ her ancestors 

and ‘through’ her descendants – what are heredity, familial and collective culture, or language 

otherwise? – then the waltz of cultural nationalities, as generations pass, demonstrate that “one” ’s 

thrownness is not a universal imposition, a given of the existential reality of the human or Dasein. If 

I depart from my country, marry a local woman abroad, lose my physical traits, language, familial 

and social culture and history through my descendents, all staying in what were once for me a 

foreign land, have I not transcended my thrownness? How did my ‘initial’ thrownness (an ‘initial’ 

stage would be questionable here, since the process is trans-generational75) affect the undeniable 

tango of one’s lineage across generations and localities? What can Heidegger reply to the Hegelian 

specter of a historical journey across populations and millennia? 

Back to Heidegger’s proposition – back to the individualized Dasein, with its set beginning 

and its set ending. Even within these (conceptual) limits, foreignness comes and affects thrownness. 

Foreignness, the possibility of departing, the odd and unexpected, uninspiredly political vocable, would 

indeed transcend the political, to call for deeply existential and metaphysical possibilities. 

Foreignness, in its possibility, tells the subject that s/he can be more than a pawn in one’s culture. In 

one’s history. In one’s family and collective evolution. Foreignness, or the option to leave one’s world 

for a time, to come back, stronger, more inspired; but, foreignness, also the option to leave for good, 

to operate on oneself a realization and enactment of one’s willful death to one’s own culture. 

                                                

75 Could we find inspiration in Derrida’s views on language here, to ask whether one can trace an origin of one’s 

foreignness at all? We shall return to this question in the following chapter. 
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Heidegger presents one’s full acceptance of an unavoidable death as a part of the move towards an 

authentic life. Could foreignness, in this radical alternative, be a form of authenticity? What happens 

when one willfully decides to put her native culture forever behind? Is foreignness, as the suicide of 

oneself in a particular culture, an affirmation of life, freedom and self-transcendence? 

Belonging. The term, found in passing in Heidegger, has surprisingly survived in a popular 

version of Indian English. “Which country do you belong to?” – an oft-heard curiosity on the part 

of working class encounters in the street or during a train ride. For a Frenchman, the terms are 

absurd: with our heritage of phenomenology and existentialism, it is evident that our country, our 

nation, our state, has nothing to do, and can do nothing with the arbitrary happening of our 

personal existence. The subject ‘bears’ the country as nationality, as cultural heritage and direct 

environment, but s/he always transcends it, outweighs its absurd patriotic conceit. No country every 

possessed anyone. Sartre’s existentialism said: existence precedes essence; our existentialist 

foreignness says: existence precedes national identity. But the question is worth asking: do I belong to 

the country of my birth? What, in myself, remains determined, connected to this native land to the 

point of the (deceitful?) appearances of a state of attachment, of belongingness to it? If body and 

mind can detach oneself from one’s native land – and that is precisely the state of the resident 

foreigner – what is left of one’s debt to one’s country? A distance of the body, certainly, but also a 

distance of the mind? To what does one owe one’s thoughts, one’s ideas, one’s creations, one’s 

concepts, one’s philosophy: the culture of origin, the culture of residence or one’s supposedly 

autonomous sustenance? Does the Indian English expression of the ‘belonging’ indicate a deeply 

engrained, and potentially often verified popular wisdom: that one’s perspective, that is, one’s 

worldview is primarily determined by one’s original cultural and conceptual environment? Foreignness 

and belongingness – a departure, certainly, but an escape…? Can one really escape? 

A world-view, indeed, and the Heideggerean echo should not go unnoticed here. 

Heidegger’s being-in-the-world does not refer to being in the world in general, but being, almost, 

‘assigned’ to a particular world, to a particular society in a particular space and time. The question, 

here, is whether one can escape this imposition, inasmuch it is, according to Heidegger, a part of 

Dasein’s very structure as being-there. For Heidegger, it is not the structure of being assigned to any 

particular world that characterizes Dasein, but a specific assignation that cannot be altered in the 

course of the existant’s life. Thus, we could expect Heidegger to assert that one’s becoming a 

foreigner will not affect one’s attachment to a particular world. This has to do with Heidegger’s 
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understanding of Dasein within time, through the notions of historicity and temporality. The progression 

of Dasein is permitted by its self-projection, defined by its past, onto the future. There only, in the 

future, can Dasein move towards its being-whole or its transcendence as authenticity – the acceptation of 

its own death. Here, authenticity arises for Heidegger as a response to angst, the state of Dasein 

realizing its own freedom and solitude. But this is a very ‘conservative’ response to angst: it replaces 

one’s doubts and fears by the certainty of one final event. Heidegger does not propose a response to 

angst that also respects the unknowability of the future. In his late 1940s explorations and 

elaborations upon Heidegger’s existential phenomenology, Levinas suggests that time, and the future 

in particular, is the medium of true otherness: “The other is the future. The very relationship with 

the other is the relationship with the future. It seems to me impossible to speak of time in a subject 

alone, or to speak of a purely personal duration.”76 Here, Levinas explores the first foretelling signs 

of what will later be his philosophy of alterity. Nearly five decades later, Derrida conceptualizes this 

intuition of the future as radical novelty, as the utmost unknowable: the avenir: 

“The affirmation of the future to come [à-venir]: this is not a positive thesis. It is nothing other 

than the affirmation itself, the “yes,” insofar as it is the condition of all promises or of all hope, 

of all awaiting, of all performativity, of all opening toward the future… The condition on which 

the future remains to come is not only that is not be known, but that it not be knowable as such.”77 

Nonetheless, it remains that when the native decides to depart from her country, she is following 

Heidegger’s existential program, refusing an accommodation within the anonymous “they,” avoiding 

the subsequent “fallenness” into crowd influences and day-to-day preoccupations. The departing 

Dasein rejects the very possibility of its being a part of the national and cultural community of her 

birth, and ‘bets’ on the future, on the avenir as the possibility to realize her “I” in the very process of 

reinventing it. This only, it appears, could truly dismantle the existential curse of angst by revealing 

its own potentialities, but also by demonstrating the very realistic possibility of the adaptation of the 

environment to one’s existence through one’s volition. Thrownness may be the imposed choice of 

an epoch, but it is also what permits the infinite possibility of a creative and inspired take on one’s 

own temporality. Through the departure, the subject is given a chance of a second thrownness, yet 

                                                

76 Emmanuel Levinas, Time and the Other, trans. Richard A. Cohen (Pittsburgh, PA: Duquesne University Press, 1987), 77. 

77 Jacques Derrida, Archive Fever, trans. Eric Prenowitz (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996), 68, 72. 



35 

one in which she will have a slightly wider control, and, above all, the capacity to experience it 

throughout with a deeper attention and awareness. 

 

2. On Being-Over-There 

Dasein: “being-there.” Heidegger knew the connotation. Both the English there and the German da 

trace back to the Proto-Indo-European *tar-, a declension of the base *to- (“the,” “that”) in the 

demonstrative case, with the adverbial modifier *-r.78 Da is thus a demonstrative, a finger pointing to 

a particular place. Heidegger’s plan is clear: Dasein is always ‘out there’, somewhere, in a particular 

place of the world. But the very expression carries an odd, unsaid assumption. Out there… to what? 

Out of what is the ‘that’ to be found? Where is the finger that is pointing to this ‘there’? Does 

Heidegger talk of a ‘here’ to which the ‘there’ of Dasein would contrast with? The question is 

fundamental, both as an assessment of Heidegger’s universality, and as a bridge to the condition of 

foreignness. Is the foreigner in exactly the same modality of being-there as the native is? Would not 

the foreigner’s being-there be a little more ‘there’ than the native’s? Should not we critically expand 

Heidegger at this point, and suggest that in the existential analysis of the foreigner, it is not only its 

being-there that must be explored, but its being-over-there? 

What qualifies the existential condition of the foreigner? As being-over-there, the foreigner is 

twice being-there, twice thrown. To the earlier enigma of his existence in an arbitrarily chosen 

society and time, he adds a twist in the dimension of space, by deciding to shift the geographical 

environment of his life experience. Is this second thrownness also arbitrary? Hard to say, but 

undeniably, cases differ. At one end of the spectrum, political or catastrophe migration arises when 

the very survival of an individual is threatened in her country. Economic pressures may push 

individual students, families or entire populations to go prepare a materially more comfortable and 

serene future. And at the other end of the spectrum, is what Canadian psychologist Greg Madison 

called ‘existential migration’ in the conceptual elaboration of his qualitative study.79 Can one’s 
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departure really be entirely free of any political or economic pressure? Such an absolute case would 

seem to reawaken old Romantic ideals, but history is scattered over with life stories of individuals 

living materially comfortable existences ‘at home’ and deciding to leave everything nonetheless, for 

supposedly more challenging conditions, materially or politically, in a foreign country. While one 

could wonder whether Madison should have incorporated another category for wealthy individuals – 

of which the decision of western individuals, in particular, could be perhaps qualified as instances of 

post-colonial guilt, as we will later discuss – it remains that Madison’s collected data reveal, indeed, a 

number of undeniably existential motivations behind the various instances of migrations: self-

actualization; definition of one’s own identity; experience of the Other; experience of oneself as a 

foreigner somehow ‘detached’ from her environment; in the hope, generally, of tackling and finding 

solutions regarding one’s often bitter relationship with her original culture and country.80 The 

existential challenges of the foreigner would thus be manifold, and their widely interpretative frame 

of formulation invites to believe that the list could be endlessly elongated. But certain trends can be 

elaborated here. 

The foreigner is, initially at least, undeniably not at home in the foreign country. Unsettling 

change: the culture, society and environment of her ‘home’ country probably remained, back then 

and there, unsatisfactory or disconnected to her, but it was, for one and all, her culture. Here, the 

game is changed: the foreigner is an anomaly, the not-native, the external negation of the local 

human. The foreigner becomes the Other in a radical sense – beyond the scale of the family, of the 

community and of the national cohesion. Foreigner: the highest possible scale of distance between 

two humans. The foreigner seeks accommodation for logistical necessities and for the learning 

experience, but she will hardly receive incorporation. The local culture, the local population remains an 

outside whose shared desire to not mingle will appear ambiguous to the foreigner, at times 

frustrating, but often liberating. Abroad, the foreigner is like culture-less, society-less. A passing 

visitor, his eccentricities are leniently forgiven and his criticisms are rejected in virtue of his 

externality. His intrusion in the political life of the foreign land, from the smallest scale to the largest 

national ambitions, will receive the greatest resistances. In the first chapter, we deplored how the 

concept of foreignness had been widely addressed in the history of western thought as a political 

concept. But it is indeed at a political level that the concept of the foreigner carries its last meaning – 

                                                

80 Madison, “Existential Migration,” 238. 



37 

before vanishing? While most modern states grant foreigners same civil rights as those of the natives, 

it is at the level of political rights that the difference remains. Indeed, once liberal, modern societies 

opened up one by one all the previous legal exceptions – jus connubii or the refusal of mixed 

marriages; the resistances regarding property owning and succession rights; non arrestando or the 

refusal of an access to tribunals81 – only one exception would then remain: the impossibility to 

contest for a public function. This political right is, at best, granted five years after naturalization – a 

process representing, in itself, already at least five years. In other words, the foreigner, if she wants 

to, can become officially local, legally and politically speaking, after ten years. Foreignness lasts a decade. 

This also means that, as a non-naturalized or recently naturalized individual, the foreigner is 

an a-political being. Liberal societies, aided with structures of pluralistic media, allow the foreigner to 

voice his concerns, but the formal participation to political life is forbidden to him. The foreigner is 

thus an observer, a visitor whose safety and rights the local state will broadly ensure, but who will 

not be expected to actively affect the life of the country. As foreigner, the individual is given a break 

from the modern or post-modern soft-pressure of the human as active citizen. It would not be 

stretching the analogy to extend this break to all the other levels of expectations that family, culture, 

religion or society at large awaited from the foreigner when at home. The foreigner is the liberated 

being, the epitome of individualism, and, interestingly, of the solitude-acclaiming authentic Dasein of 

Heidegger. But through his “I”-oriented philosophy, Heidegger betrays a European, materially 

comfortable and self-centered individuality. It is an individuality, permitted by relatively tightly 

structured welfare states, through which one can spare the hours and the years of life inspecting old 

Schopenhauerean anxieties and remaining broadly unaffected by the seemingly cosmetic changes in 

the country’s political alternations. Foreignness, for this historically very particular individual, is an 

extension of a desire – and a satisfied desire moreover! – to ‘leave everything’, to ‘just live’, to ‘just’ 

see the world, now that he is an un-expected subject, a duty-less agent. The foreigner, liberated from 

all cultural models, is left to himself, to his creativity and his interpretation, to decide of his actions. 

The foreigner: realization of the earliest fantasy of western philosophy and science – the absolute 

observer? We will return to this shortly. 

                                                

81 Kristeva, Strangers to Ourselves, 99-100. 



38 

An observer, but not a ghost. The observing foreigner is soon noticed, and his externality 

calls the stares inwards. Kristeva confirms the privilege: 

“Since you remain incurably different and unacceptable, you are an object of fascination: one 

notices you, one talks about you, one hates you or admires you, or both at the same time. But 

you are not an ordinary, negligible presence, you are not a Mr. or Mrs. Nobody. You are a 

problem, a desire—positive or negative, never neutral.”82 

Is this the ultimate satisfaction of the foreigner – the creation of an undeserved cult, the self-

transformation from a subject into an object of interest, the artificial setting of an absurd reality TV-

like ego, a suicidal, voluntary Truman Show? What can it mean, existentially, to an individual to feel 

everything but neutral ? We could follow the individualistic trend started earlier, and see the 

experience as a solipsistic extension of an enhanced ego. But we could also attempt to destabilize the 

easy moralistic judgement, reminding ourselves of the increased anguish and solitude that this self-

centric dynamic has accompanied in western individualism. The cult of one’s person cannot be the 

final goal, since Marx, Nietzsche and especially Freud have killed – from its very cradle! – the 

disproportionate claims of a supposedly individualistic modern human. The foreigner, a subject of 

cultures, an agoraphobic, wants anything but turning the crowd back towards himself. 

No, if the foreigner is exhilarated by her non-neutrality, it is perhaps precisely as a reversal 

of the logic of individuality. Through her specificity, her uniqueness, the foreigner aims at inviting 

everyone on her path to try being the foreigner themselves, to try feeling special, to try realizing, as 

she did, that the individual is, willy-nilly, the fundamental unit of humanity, its indivisible, yet myriad 

multiple core. In this drive of insane passions, the foreigner wants to be a messenger, the foreteller 

of an updated Enlightenment, not reductive anymore but still strong in its universality. In those 

trances, the foreigner could also see her role as that which permits the very flow of cultures, the 

Hegelian train of history. After all, Roman legalism, to take an instance, could survive the centuries 

because it left Rome before its collapse. Empires fall, cultures migrate and mutate, and between 

them, the foreigner realizes that the dynamics will necessarily rely upon bridging individuals. The 

individual: the unit. The foreigner, a historical hero, a trans-cultured facilitator of cultures. 
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No surprise, then, that the residing foreigner looks with the most intense of despises his 

co-nationals, and co-civilizationals: the tourists. They – the “they” of Heidegger? – have made the 

very fruit of this genuine trans-cultural possibility a commodity corrupting the oldest and purest 

traditions of hospitality into a cash golden eggs’ goose. He departed, left all behind to escape what 

was expected of him, perhaps, but he contributed to his destiny through a second thrownness, a 

wilful decision of a specific place where, sooner or later, his futile observations will not anymore 

justify his sustained presence. While they just left, for a weekend or a five year-long worldwide tour 

in bicycle, taking the world, its faces and landscapes as the new, 5D innovations of the old cinematic 

phenomenological attraction. Occasional benevolent encounters, preferably ‘simple’ children from 

‘poor countries,’ offer them instants of a ‘reconnected humanity,’ while the rest of their guides and 

sellers abuse of their nonetheless never forgivable, astonishingly vast ignorance and indifference vis-

à-vis the culture passed through. There they are, crowding the shores of a Goa or a Vientiane, 

insignificant to the population except for its local catering class, unaware of the civilizational risks at 

stake in the simultaneous national elections, whose countryside loudspeakers campaigns they are, 

anyway, too far away to hear. The tourist: the parodic, reversed twin of the foreigner, its comical, 

dramatic and tragic shadow, but also his longstanding dread, when their outweighing, by the 

millions, always threaten him to be taken for just one of them. Ultimate irony, or perhaps, 

fundamental self-disruption of the foreigner – he is eager, more than anything, to reassert who really 

the foreigners are: “the foreigner excludes before being excluded, even more than he is being 

excluded.”83 

While they come and go, the foreigner stays, persists, rediscovers the everyday entry of 

solitude, anxiety and his other sore existentialist memories. Yes, being-in-the-world remains a daily 

challenge for the existentialist foreigner, and the occasional ecstasies of cultural exchange, self-

realization and self-transcending do not permit an immediate closing of the scar of existing. Now an 

inhabitant of the once fantasized and exclusively novelicized tropics – or perhaps is it the tundra? – 

the foreigner can only meander through his Romantic heritage, revisiting Shakespeare and Heidegger 

to remark that ‘to be or not to be’ is not anymore the question. Rather, his enigma is other: why am I 

here rather than anywhere else? 

                                                

83 Ibid., 24. 
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3. Here and now: Being a Foreigner 

Who is the voice of the foreigner? In continental thought, existentialism is not just thought as a 

literature genre compiling an inconsequential amount of personal reflections and interpretations by a 

self-centred author. Through the existentialist approach, the thinker attempts to transcend her own, 

personal and historical self, to see in her life experience the signs of possibly more general traits of 

the human condition. There are, in existentialism, certainly some remnants of a subjective 

universality tracing back, perhaps, to Kant. But this does not refrain the existentialist to engage with 

the pronoun, to say the ‘I’, to become more vocal and explicit in the lived experiences that can 

illustrate or support her more over-arching hypotheses. It would be, in fact, a necessary warrant, 

since, through existentialism, one is too often and too soon tempted to generalize the speculations 

regarding one’s conditions in a specific context, onto the supposed conditions of many or even all 

human beings. Pushing beyond the singular ‘I’ but too subtle to aim for the general ‘all’, the 

existentialist orients her energy to coherently reach the category of the anonymous ‘particulars’, the 

realm of those ‘some’ that may connect with her life experience. 

Every discourse requires an inward reminder, thus, and existentialist analyses in particular. 

What is the background, the hidden context of the present reflection? The voice of the foreigner, this 

voice of the foreigner must step down from the podium of philosophy to dare the ‘I’, anxious that 

he is to fall into the pitfalls of a philosophized diary. But this is needed: to legitimize the bending 

forward, the reflection, one also requires the caution of a bending inwards, the inflection. What would 

we be talking about? French native of the late 1980s, short exchange programme in the USA two 

decades later, and an ongoing residence in India for the last five years – three in the capital, Delhi, 

and two in a small university town of the western Deccan. Sufficient exhibition. 

What is this foreigner talking about? The lucky owner of a lenient timetable, and subjected 

to no pressing financial needs, the foreigner finds himself turning into a full-time, large-scale secret 

ethnographer. Without even the pressure of coming up with results. The curious mind, still under 

the high of this enigmatic cultural discovery, takes every occasion to keep eyes, ears and lips wide 

open, and every slow evening or calm Sunday to gather observations and attempt the writing of 

disproportionately ambitious treatises on culture, society, religion, civilizations, politics or history. 

The readership is modest but faithful, enthusiastic behind the increasing rhetorical and narrative 

quality of each online publication. The foreigner writer is soon re-christened ‘the Indian,’ an eternal 
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enigma to him, which even his local acquaintances soon adopt: “you have become fully Indian 

now!” “You are more Indian than us!” His frail social life back home manages to stagnate even 

more, so the medium of expression changes, a few years later, in order to be understood by the 

local, newly nears and dears. The regularity of the opinion pieces slows down, matching the 

increased occupation he now has, as more than an observer – as a student, first, and later, as a 

worker – and the steady downfall of his own justification for his impatient and generalizing 

speculations. The foreigner is not so sure anymore. 

Indeed: what could the foreigner be talking about? Reflective, existential outlines suffice for 

a time only; the new environment is too fundamentally affecting him: it must, too, be accounted for. 

The foreigner-writer becomes a bridge, not anymore in the Hegelian sense, from his cultural heritage 

to his land of adoption, but, more classically, as an observer and interpreter of the faraway, exotic 

land. A translator of the outside for his co-nationals who stayed at home, he eagerly becomes, more 

modestly, a dissenting and inspired voice for his local network, before realizing he is, finally, only a 

drop in the ocean of a definitely transcending social, cultural and historical terrain. What is left for 

the foreigner? To talk about India? To talk about ‘the Indian’, in its fantasized ideality? To talk about 

Indians? Which Indians? And from which angle? The question of authorship is fundamental to the 

foreigner becoming resident alien. He even discovers within his dual terrain of study/life the echo, 

the inward reflection of his asymmetric voice. Thinking of Sandra Harding and Julia T. Wood’s 

Standpoint Theory, the foreigner discovers and acknowledges the local structure of sociality, 

noticing that, indeed, the Brahmin can and should hardly speak of or for the Dalit. There too, the 

foreigner, his differing background and problematic voice, are there, but this time national borders 

are nowhere to be found. And the legitimacy of his naïve, diplomatic-like visit seems utterly lost. 

Like the Brahmin, should the foreigner speak of the local? Levinas is never too far: how to speak 

respectfully of his other? Respectfully, indeed: how far could this word remain relevant when one’s 

discourse attempts nothing less than understanding the local? At home, the epistemic challenge 

seemed much more modest: finding one’s inspiring figures, and targeting one’s multiple opposing 

worldviews to try making some sense of the country, the culture as a movement to which he 

undeniably belonged. Abroad, behind the veils of modest warnings of modesty, the intellectual 

project is indeed ambitious – in possibly both the inspiration and the desolation of what ambition can 

bring. What if true respect, à la Levinas, would be precisely the interruption of the intellectual 



42 

project? What if the foreigner stopped being foreign once he has truly exhausted the standpoint of 

the foreigner? 

But will this be granted to him? A beneficiary of the comfortable welfare states of modern 

European societies, the western subject is tempted to see in his taste for existentialist perspectives 

the justification for history-less existences. But the subject has a history, and in this privileged 

situation, perhaps only the migration, and a sustained residence abroad, can truly remind him of this. 

Now liberated from other’s expectations on his person, and short-circuiting the impositions of his 

original thrownness, the foreigner is nonetheless subjected to another imposition, and one that is 

very particular: an ethical imposition. The foreigner cannot remain passive, waiting, like before, from 

his environment to ensure his survival and much more, his self-realization. He cannot be integrated 

by default as he was in his native land. While this is true for every hosting nation, the statement must 

be further inflected to account for the historical dynamics at stakes in the present scenario. In the 

post-colonial world, the foreigner as westerner is directly implicated, ethically speaking, in his new 

situation in the non-west. Perhaps in an echo of Christian psychology, the westerner’s presence in a 

post-colonial society starts, even for himself, with a sense of guilt, with a prejudice, with a deficit 

that he will have to balance out. In the post-colonial world, the Romantic existentialist of the Old 

World enters history, enters the troubled waters of humanity’s bloody interactions across centuries 

and millennia. And at this particular juncture, the westerner in the post-colonial country owes 

something, comes after, always after the historical turning point of the western colonialist’s visit. 

Some locals come to differ as to the outcomes of this historical turn, and evaluate – sometimes even 

praise – the positive fruits of the British Raj. But by and large, the period was more than a historical 

contingency – it was an invasion, an unjustifiable imposition of one’s culture and economic scopes 

onto the million lives of another civilization. Has the descendent of the invader always felt such a 

sense of guilt across history, when visiting the freshly liberated territory? Would the Ottoman feel 

like apologizing when returning to France, decades after Charles Martel? Maybe not, as he lived 

during eras imbued with an age-old acceptation of violent interactions, cultural superiority and, one 

may not forget, a relative historical ignorance. But as the west colonized the world, its world, its very 

philosophers, back home, were laying the foundations of the very deconstruction of the imperial 

ambition, reformulating Christian proselytism into softer and subtler forms of cultural and moral 

dissemination. And soon would a Saïd remark the pervasive and silent, and therefore expanded 

western incursion through the discourses of culture, leaving its marks decades after the last governor 
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returned home. Not to mention the massive diplomatic, military and especially economic 

architecture in force around and through those post-colonial societies, confirming the foreigner not 

of his personal implication in the contamination, or of a Manichean play of powers on passive 

victims, but of the true, historical implications of the philosophy of his civilization. Of, after all, the 

tragic outcomes of all that he had, back home. Thus, stepping inside the doorway of another, 

tangential and intersecting history, the foreigner repents, excuses his presence, his interlocution, to 

say: ‘I came after, therefore, perhaps, I should not have come.’ And he demands: ‘but it is your 

hospitality that I require, and to it, finally, I am subjected.’ 

But generations pass, generations forget, and generations accept. And the foreigner is 

granted hospitality. Soon, comical episodes of street encounters or interactions with nationalist 

spirits remind him of the historical baggage that follows him in his elongated visit. On the whole, the 

foreigner is welcomed, cherished, praised from afar, but sometimes treated with indifference from 

near. But he cannot complain, ending up two or three months after stepping on the tarmac, at the 

birthday party of the posh, South Delhi residence of his classmate, whom he will discover years later 

to be the son of a scam-ridden Congress minister of commerce, turned law and justice, turned 

external affairs. And his ride, on the way, was guarded by six or seven security employees, spread 

over two SUVs – he asks the other passengers: “is Madhav famous or something?” – chuckles. A 

few days later, he learns he danced the twist with the Prime Minister’s grandson. The flashing lights 

of a foreigner in the capital, rehash of a fantasized Paris of the 1960s where intellectual migrants 

could mingle with the cream of the country’s journalists, thinkers and politicians. A superficial 

introduction, also, years before the slow awakening of a deeper political consciousness, making him 

realize how, in India perhaps more than anywhere else, it is always the outside gaze that is necessary, 

the out-look, the reminder of the reality check, especially for the political and intellectual 

developments of the capital of a country urbanized at only 30%. The foreigner enters politics, thus, 

and national politics moreover. 

Politics. The existentialist approach, in its very organic progression, sufficed to engage the 

deconstruction of a self-centred, angst-heavy subject. As we discussed already, the foreigner as 

westerner in the post-colonial country realizes and enters history, and he cannot anymore find 

satisfaction from the Romantic themes of his existentialist exploration, as the heart of his intellectual 

journey. The subjective, slowly, is transcended. Like Levinas, after Heidegger, the foreigner starts 

with existentialism, but finally succumbs to the experiential irreducibility of the stranger as Other, to 
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realize the higher truth of a shared existentialism : ‘I am not just in a solitary state; the Other, before 

me, may suffer too, and it is perhaps my role in the existentialist struggle of the Other that must take 

the forefront.’ In her own existentialist account of foreignness, Kristeva, similarly, comes to make of 

the question of the foreigner in France the general question of ethics with the Other: 

“… in France, the discussion being immediately ideological and inspired by passion, it reaches 

the principles of civilization and the borders of the individual psyche. “What is my relation to 

the other?” “What are the limits and the rights of a group?” “Why should not every man have 

the right of a citizen?” In France, pragmatic matters immediately become ethical.”84 

The French, not as host but, in his turn, as foreigner, thus, perhaps, carries this automatic 

pragmatism of ethics, refusing to see in his once leisurely expedition anything less than a larger-than-

life encounter of the Other. An Other, both limited and rich of her own culture, her traditions, her 

languages. Or perhaps, inversely, the coming of the French subject in a foreign land forces him to 

reverse the ethical heaviness of existence in France, to return to pragmatism, to the everyday 

concern of living with a nationally and culturally Other. But nonetheless, a framework of French 

existentialism remains, and is still to be explored. Existentialism, or perhaps, indeed, post-

existentialism: the existentialist narrative is closed, as the thinker realized his authenticity could not 

be verified through his own narrative. And because the concern of the self for the Other forced him 

out of his self-contentedness, of what Levinas called, after Husserl and Heidegger, the subject’s 

ipseity. Applying Levinas’s prose, we could speculate that it took the subject to become foreigner, to 

come abroad, to transcend the face-to-face with his co-national as same, and to encounter what Levinas 

calls the third, the other’s other. This is the other for whom my co-national and I should be same, but 

it is also the other for whom I, in turn, could become the third of the opening behind his face-to-

face with my own other. The third: the entry, for Levinas, of justice, of language in the 

phenomenological existence. We will shortly explore this symbolic milieu, and it is indeed Levinas, a 

foreigner himself, who shall lay the grounds of an innovative ethical account, which we shall revive 

through the story of the foreigner. An ethics through culture, through language, and a final 

bifurcation via the character of one of these trans-cultural symbols: the philosopher. All this, along 

Levinas, with Jacques Derrida, yet another personal product of the odd waltz of history’s internal 

strangers, but also the bridge-maker par excellence: a human encyclopaedia of the western intellectual 
                                                

84 Ibid., 39. 
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heritage, he challenged frontally the fundamental assumptions of European philosophy, prolonged 

the exploration of the Judeo-Christian roots of our morality, made concepts – guilt, gift, hospitality, 

welcome… – face actual, historical and often contemporary situations, while, all throughout, 

defending the political construction of a cosmopolitan European Union. With this second foreigner, 

the conclusion will soon become clear: foreignness is definitely taking place beyond the individual. 
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III. FOREIGNNESS BEYOND THE INDIVIDUAL: THE RECONSTRUCTION OF FOREIGNNESS 

Foreignness starts with the foreigner. The argument would be unsurprising, acceptable, evident, perhaps 

commonsensical. As a reaction to Kant’s indulgent hypothesis of the human being as (just) an 

epistemological observer, Hegel came and threw this observer back into the global temporality. The 

time of the subject, thus, but also and especially, the history of the world. A few decades later, it is 

the elaboration of the Hegelian structure onto the human institution of exchanges, with Marx, which 

confirmed the unitary subject as, first, an economicus subject. But the history of individualism in 

western thought also traces back to some of their contemporaries, among whom Bentham and Mill, 

the first a jurist, the second an economist. It is in the multi-faceted elaboration of the disciplines, 

institutions and practices of the modern state that the individual becomes the locus of interest. 

When Nietzsche debunks tradition, or when Freud shows the internal disruptions of the human 

subject, it is only as reassertions of the subject as still the fundamental, primary unit of what makes 

humanity. To this extent, the existentialist élan that we used in the previous chapter is only a 

radicalization, in an imaginary borrowing at once from the Husserlian extension of the limited 

Kantian subject, the Romantic sensibility of 18th century Germany, and the importance of personal 

narratives in the early Freud. Individualism has a coherent history in western thought, and it is 

within it that we must place existentialism. Existentialism may be a humanism, but it is also an 

individualism. 

How to bypass the individual? The aforementioned heritage demonstrates how much of a 

conceptual, axiological and moral wall a critique of existentialism has before itself, if it is willing to 

deflate the individualist bubble. What are the options? One would be a return to the overarching and 

soteriological discourse of religion, and in particular Judeo-Christianity, in a language that is not 

anymore rational but primarily spiritual. This would be ignoring the acute critical cultural history of 

religion, offered by Nietzsche and others. Another would be the revival of a positivistic thrust in 

reason, an optimistic leap towards science and technology. This would be relying on a pan-historical 

understanding of the discourse of truth, against Foucault; it would be positing the self-sufficiency of 

reason, against Nietzsche or Freud; and that would be believing in the benevolence of technology, 

against Heidegger. These routes have been examined, and rejected. Post-structuralism has been a 

critical discourse, but it also provided the creative impulse towards certain other, innovative and 

inspired paths. But its main feature is a return to language, in the frame of a nonetheless still 

subjectivist approach, where the old quest for truth has become the exploration of the art-like 
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internal plays and dynamics of meaning. Thus is the credence of post-structuralism – that, if we have 

debunked all older systems of truth, it still remains that we, humans, use, and rely upon words. 

Besides and above all other, age-old metaphysical postulations, one reigns: the human is an existant 

living with, and arguably, in language. 

How is this affecting our subject matter? The matter is not only that foreignness deals with 

language. This is an evident connection, either hollow if not further qualified, or particularly dense 

for whoever would explore it. Rather, what one can do is to attempt to visualize, behind certain 

words of our conceptual landscape, the traces of foreignness. Derrida did something similar, with 

the deconstruction as a method of analysis unveiling the unresolved play of binaries behind 

presumed stable words and claims. Derrida’s exercise is at once expectable – inasmuch it will always 

undermine the claim that the studied text is aiming at demonstrating, but also creative to some 

extent, in Derrida’s presentation of the other possible options of interpretation one encounters 

when bypassing the original author’s unresolved dichotomy. Here, we are aiming at a slightly 

different exercise. If Derrida attempted deconstruction, we should aim at organizing an exercise of 

reconstruction. The point, here, will not be to take certain concepts and to create imbalance in one 

of their popular or even scholarly definitions. Rather, this exercise will be willingly oriented, with the 

preliminary setting of a particular horizon to reach, of a particular conceptual connection to 

establish. This is the method we shall try to develop and use in this study. In this chapter, I will 

attempt to elaborate the intrinsic connections with the themes and imaginary of foreignness that I 

sense in four concepts: culture, ethics, language and philosophy. This method is analogous to Derrida’s 

deconstruction, in the sense that it unveils the lack of an internal self-sufficiency in terms that appear 

at once commonsensical and exclusively defined. But here, the intellectual exercise aims at 

reconstructing a whole network of conceptual categories vis-à-vis an unexpected and uninvited guest 

in particular: foreignness. This is a reconstruction of foreignness. 

Finding foreignness within culture, ethics, language and philosophy, it means asserting that 

culture, ethics, language and philosophy are each bereft of a possibility without the historical and 

existential phenomenon of foreignness. I contend, here, that none of these four concepts can be 

explored, elaborated or even simply used, without presuming a particular understanding of the idea 

of foreignness. As we shall see, foreignness is located within these four massively foundational 

concepts for the humanities and the social sciences, that is, for most of our perspectives on the 

human, but it is found there at various levels and scales, from being radically central in their 
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definitions, to being their main analogy, whenever one aims at describing their mechanisms and 

phenomena. These four term-concepts could seem disjunctively combined here, in an incoherent 

patchwork of remarks on foreignness. One should remember that this demonstration contributes to 

the initial project of this thesis – bringing back the foreigner from the margin – and also, it sets the 

scene and stimulates the present intellectual energy towards our larger project: the proposition of a 

metaphysics of exteriority. 

 

1. Hospitality: Ethics meets Culture 

Beyond the individual: the collective, the community, its practices and customs – the human cultures. 

Practices, indeed: the Greek ethos, in the plural form, stands for a community’s customs. Here, the 

connection seems self-evident: ethics is the name given to the principles validated by a community 

in the usage and economy of its customs. Levinas makes a quick mention of this turn: “A sociality 

that, although utopian, commands all the humanity in us, and in which the Greeks saw the ethical.”85 

Before a set of philosophically elaborated systems, ethics would have been the age-old, pragmatic 

do’s-and-don’ts that made each community. Making the community: the group’s ethos is what allows 

its sustenance and that which prevents its self-destruction; but the ethos is also that which 

differentiates a community from the neighboring ones, in the very concrete terms of the practices of 

governance, traditions, the arts, food, dressing, etc. The neighbor: the disrupter of a community’s 

ethos? The initiator of an external difference causing internal division? The threat of the possibility 

of a bridge with the neighboring community, of the commensurability of two sets of ethos, of 

customs? These anthropological hypotheses would require elaborations, and it is not at this level that 

our reconstruction of foreignness within ethics and culture will take place. It is also with regard to 

the trajectory of the present study that we must adopt an angle that does not negate but transcend 

each of the previous stages. It may not be organically compatible to insert in an anthropological 

frame an existentialist angle. Another path exists. It is a path not only presented to us, but one that is 

already explored, including with regards to the very specific question of the foreigner. 
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Through the various ethical scandals that came to surround his works in the 1980s (Paul de 

Man, Heidegger, etc.), Jacques Derrida attempted a turn in his thought, undertaking a clarification of 

the political and ethical implications of what was thought by many as only theoretical and abstract 

positions. This gave rise to a vast set of studies, most of them written in view of special lectures, and 

later elaborated as monographs proper. Facing the contemporary debates on immigration in the 

European Union, Derrida signs in 1997 a text on cosmopolitanism86 and on hospitality.87 But 

nowhere does he enter this subject more than in a particularly contextual and solemn text: “A Word 

of Welcome.”88 The text was published in 1997 in Adieu to Emmanuel Levinas, which started with the 

eponymous eulogy, which Derrida delivered upon the death of Levinas, over his dead body, at the 

cemetery Pantin on December 27, 1995. If the latter is a rich, emotional take on the heritage of 

Levinas, “A Word of Welcome” shines for the expertise Derrida demonstrates over the œuvre of 

Levinas. The text is, simply said, Derrida’s final, ultimate and complete reading of Levinas – if, at all, 

with Levinas, a complete interpretation could be undertaken. Derrida quotes generously and 

variously from the multiple texts of Levinas, stemming from the angles of phenomenology, 

existentialism, theology, history of religion, and, throughout, the concern for ethics. And most 

importantly, Derrida decides to offer this last word, this lasting reading, by inflecting all that Levinas 

left us with, onto the question of the foreigner. This question takes a particular shape: hospitality, or 

the cultural, ethical and inter-subjective layers of one’s interaction with the foreigner. The text is 

incredibly rich, revealing at once the depth and creativity of Levinas’s prose, and the intimidating 

scope of Derrida’s knowledge. Of all the texts mentioned in the present study, this is certainly the 

most exciting and frightening to cover, every page of Derrida’s creative interpretations calling its 

own, renewed commentary. This is nonetheless the absurd task we shall attempt here, but the spatial 

and temporal limits dedicated to this section will allow us only to have a brief look at the central 

claims, while any serious undertaking, for such a text, should be at once much more ambitious and 

scrupulous. 
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In the case of Derrida, one biblical truth withstands: first was the word. Derrida always starts 

with the term, its past, its associations, its architecture. In his works, Derrida often praises Emile 

Benveniste, author of the encyclopedic Vocabulary of Indo-European Institutions,89 a key reference for 

etymological study across tens of ancient and modern languages. In “A Word of Welcome,” Derrida 

credits Benveniste for one discovery: the hostipet-s, or the ancestral ambiguous position of the main 

term used for the foreigner, stuck between the favorable visitor (our modern hospitality) and the 

straightforward enemy (our hostility). Benveniste suggests that hosti and related terms emerged to 

refer to the trans-community visitor with whom the local population establishes a sort of contract, 

setting between them a duty of ‘compensation’ (aequare).90 This rapport, described by the author as a 

sort of soft potlatch, came to an end at a particular historical turn, and Benveniste locates this juncture 

with the emergence of the nation: 

“When an ancient society becomes a nation, the relations between man and man, clan and clan, 

are abolished. All that persists is the distinction between what is inside and outside the civitas. By 

a development of which we do not know the exact conditions, the word hostis assumed a 

‘hostile’ flavour and henceforward it is only applied to the ‘enemy’.”91 

Derrida refers again to Benveniste, in Of Hospitality, when looking, this time, at the Greek term xenos. 

Xenos is not the word for the foreigner alone: it refers indiscriminately to the received and the 

receiving parts in the process of hospitality.92 All the way down to modern French, the bivalence is 

perpetuated, with the term hôte standing for both sides: “… the hôte, be he the one welcoming (host) 

or the one being welcomed (guest).”93 The hosti and the xenos are thus not just the ancestors of our 

words for the stranger. Fundamentally, the words refer to a process, to a phenomenon, to an event 
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more than to an individual: hospitality. Behind the foreigner, there is a cultural and historical 

moment: the welcoming of the stranger – hospitality. 

“A Word of Welcome” is introduced by Derrida as an hypothesis very close to our present 

argument: “It would concern, on first view, the relationships between an ethics of hospitality (an 

ethics as hospitality) and a law or a politics of hospitality, for example, in the tradition of what Kant 

calls the conditions of universal hospitality in cosmopolitical law.”94 As we shall see, the ambitious, and 

concession-less ideal of a universal hospitality, for Kant in particular, will encounter unavoidable 

contradictions. Instead, Derrida will shift to the possibility of an ethics of hospitality, or even of an 

ethics as hospitality, that is, the unveiling of the historico-cultural figure of the foreigner in the 

ancestral narratives that have founded western ethics. Emmanuel Levinas appears as the key 

interpreter for this task, inasmuch his elaboration of an innovative understanding of ethics referred 

extensively from the classical texts and the commentarial traditions of Judaism. 

Does Levinas speak of hospitality? In passing only, or as a symbol, but his 

phenomenological description of the relation to the Other operates as a hint towards what might 

have been the oldest customs of the Jewish traditions. Levinas’s ethics locates one’s relation to the 

other in the immediate event of the face-to-face, the subject’s realization that in her encounter of the 

Other’s face there is more than a relation of utility, or of indifference. In her apparition before me, 

the Other’s face is naked, vulnerable, waiting of me for my acceptance of her. Here, Levinas talks at 

a phenomenological level, that is, as what fundamentally takes place in the encounter of the Other, 

at a level forgotten under our everyday habituation of the event. Derrida sees in this the shadows of 

a process of welcoming: “the yes to the other will already be responding to the welcoming of the other 

…, to the yes of the other. … This responsible response is surely a yes, but a yes to preceded by the yes 

of the other.”95 What happens in the course of this welcoming? In Totality and Infinity, Levinas 

provides an intriguing answer: “to welcome the Other is to put in question my freedom.”96 The 

phenomenological existentialist angle adopted by Levinas is clear: through the face-to-face, the Other 
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pulls me out of my self-contented ego, of my ipseity; she reminds me of my intrinsic vulnerability, 

and thus of my subjectivity to the Other. But this statement can also be read in the lights of the 

aforementioned ancient practices of hospitality, when the hosti was understood as a full-fledged 

contract, the institution of a rapport establishing the guest’s and the host’s rights, but also their 

duties. The first guaranteed their freedom, while the second defined it by giving it limits. Around the 

foreigner, revolve rights and duties, privileges and responsibility.97 But it is, perhaps, at an even 

deeper level that Levinas accounts for an interpretation of an ethics as foreignness. Paraphrasing 

Levinas, Derrida writes: 

“the hôte who receives (the host), the one who welcomes the invited or received hôte (the guest), 

the welcoming hôte who considers himself the owner of the place, is in truth a hôte received in his 

own home. He receives the hospitality that he offers in his own home; he receives it from his 

own home—which, in the end, does not belong to him. The hôte as host is guest. The dwelling 

opens itself to itself, to its “essence” without essence, as a “land of asylum or refuge”.”98 

The key here is Levinas’s notion of the home, understood as an extension of what Heidegger meant 

by dwelling. It refers to the thrownness of the human individual not only in an undecided society, 

culture and historical context, but also, precisely, in a specific home as the house, the demeure, the 

                                                

97 If at all the present essay would dare entering the realm of political concerns and policy suggestions, it would certainly 

be at this level: to maintain hospitality against the model of the supposedly cosmopolitan Western society. It would be 
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towards the possibility of the individual accessing ethics actively, through her own participation in duty, rather than 

passively, by expecting from the State a set of unquestionable rights. Perpetuating foreignness against the Kantian 

reduction of cosmopolitanism, it is perpetuating hospitality as the possibility for an asymmetrical ethics of the exception. 
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place of one’s dwelling par excellence.99 His description is surprisingly convincing: “The possibility for 

the home to open to the Other is as essential to the essence of the home as closed doors and 

windows.”100 The symbolic order goes even beyond, when Levinas elaborates his controversial 

concept of the feminine. Levinas and his commentators desperately tried, afterwards, to insist that the 

feminine is a phenomenological state, and not an actual, empirical woman. It is an allusion to the 

undeniably universal phenomenological experience of one’s encounter with “the feminine being.” 

And this encounter, fundamentally, initially, foundationally, takes place in the form of an event of 

welcoming. Coming to life, as a human, it is being welcomed, before the familial home, in the 

organic dwelling of the feminine. Coming to be, it is being granted the right to stay. Being alive, it is 

experiencing the hospitality given to a stranger. 

 It is also vis-à-vis the more classical trends of western ethics that Derrida’s reformulation 

of Levinas around hospitality brings a refreshing critique. This critique is addressed primarily to 

Kant, as arguably the most influential philosopher of morality in the modern age, but also as a major 

inspiration in our understanding of cosmopolitanism. Cleverly, Derrida finds in one of Kant’s most 

famous examples a situation of hospitality. Kant’s categorical imperative implies that if a murderer 

knocks at my door to confirm whether the person he is looking for is inside, the imperative of 

saying the truth forces me to contribute to the quest of the murderer. Here, the death of the person 

is less important than the utterance of a lie. But this is not just any person – this is a guest, a 

stranger, an individual looking for a shelter in a moment of life or death. Clearly, for Kant, “it is 

better to break with the duty of hospitality rather than break with the absolute duty of veracity, 

fundamental to humanity and to human sociality in general.”101 In other words, Kant’s move 

towards a universal ethics also implies that no one is given any preferential treatment, even the 

stranger who had been, historically and culturally, the exception. The new reference is the law: 

                                                

99 His discussion of the demeure (Totality and Infinity, 152-174) is nonetheless potentially controversial, as Levinas posits the 

home as a place of peaceful recollection, away from the immediate challenge of the Other’s face. Would such an 

idealistic conception of the house as peaceful dwelling stand in India, for instance for women? 

100 Levinas, Totality and Infinity, 172-173. 
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“The Kantian host treats the foreigner as a human being, but he sets up his relationship to the 

one who is in his house as a matter of the law, in the same way as he also does the relationships 

linking him to murderers, the police, or judges. From the point of view of the law, the guest, 

even when he is well received, is first of all a foreigner, he must remain a foreigner. Hospitality is 

due to the foreigner, certainly, but remains, like the law, conditional, and thus conditioned in its 

dependence on the unconditionality that is the basis of the law.”102 

Here, it is the notion of conditionality/unconditionality that serves as the central aporia of Kant’s 

position, for the deconstructive critique of Derrida. Derrida aims, here, at showing how Kant’s 

claims contradict their assumed principle. Kant’s “Third Definitive Article for a Perpetual Peace” 

states that “The Law of World Citizenship Shall Be Limited to Conditions of Universal Hospitality.” 

Law, limits and conditions, but universality. Derrida is soon to unveil the actual limits of Kant’s 

project, and they are more numerous than what was announced: 

“universal hospitality is here only juridical and political; it grants only the right of temporary 

sojourn and not the right of residence; it concerns only the citizens of States; and, in spite of its 

institutional character, it is founded on a natural right, the common possession of the round and 

finite surface of the earth, across which humans cannot spread ad infinitum.”103 

It is in this axis that the general Kantian project is criticized, by contrast with the ethics of Levinas, 

willfully asymmetrical and therefore more at par with the age-old traditions of hospitality. But would 

not Levinas’s vision of the Other as the infinite, as that which calls upon me, asking for my 

responsibility, be a version of the demand for an unconditional hospitality? Derrida asks the 

question,104 but it is through the larger implications of these two competing ethics that Levinas’s 

advantage appears. This is so, because for Levinas, the aim of peace is not a part of a political project. 

When Kant aims at peace through the ideal of universal hospitality, he hopes to extinguish its twin 

concept, hostility, but it is a denial of difference for the stranger, taken as yet just another subject of 

the law. On the other hand, Levinas reasserts the event of hospitality as the original setting of peace 

that must be rediscovered. Levinas tells us that there is a way to reach peace, and it is in the 
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foundational event of the encounter of the Other as Other.105 This peace is not just a primary, an 

imagined historical beginning; it can be found in the present and prepared for the future; but it 

occurs at a level different from that of concrete politics: “Of peace there can be only an 

eschatology.”106 It is a peace that “does not take place in the objective history disclosed by war, as 

the end of that war or as the end of history.”107 

War and peace: it is indeed what is in debate between Kant and Levinas. According to 

Derrida, Kant’s perspective on peace is always one anxious of its backdrop of hostility, of the 

possible return of conflicts: “The state of peace among men living side by side is not the natural 

state: the natural state is one of war. This does not always mean open hostilities, but at least an 

unceasing threat of war.”108 For Levinas, the situation is reversed: even war is marked by the past 

and possibilities of a welcoming of the face. “One can make war only against a face; one can kill, or 

give oneself the prohibition not to kill, only where the epiphany of the face has taken place, even if 

one rejects, forgets, or denies it in an allergic reaction.”109 Levinas, in echo of the etymological 

discovery of Benveniste, locates hospitality before hostility, and hostility in dependence upon 

hospitality. Derrida comments: 

“War or allergy, the inhospitable rejection, is still derived from hospitality. Hostility manifests 

hospitality; it remains in spite of itself a phenomenon of hospitality, with the frightful 

consequence that war might be interpreted as the continuation of peace by other means, or at 

least as the non-interruption of peace or hospitality.”110 

Benveniste, indeed, as we return to the words themselves. Beyond hospitality, beyond ethics and 

culture, in other words, beyond the political, there is a more fundamental level, unarguably, for both 
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Levinas and Derrida: language. In the next section, we shall see how foreignness can be found in the 

very phenomenology of language. 

 

2. Language and the Written: The Tool of Foreignness 

Heidegger’s Being and Time opens with an intriguing vocable. The German philosopher asks a very 

particular question: what is the meaning of Being? It is not question, here, of the truth, the entity, or the 

existence of Being. Decades before the ‘turn’ of the later Heidegger, the shift towards language as the 

main locus of specificity for the human is already operated. Without this, no post-structuralism. 

Language, thus. The most powerful and central grid of analysis of the human. The human, a 

language-dweller. What kind of dwelling is that? What are the figures of foreignness within our very 

own language practices? And what about the foreigner’s very peculiar rapport with language? These 

are the questions we shall briefly address in the present section. 

No one speaks her own language. Every human has, arguably, an idiolect, but never would 

this small set of variations not depend largely on pre-existing language systems. We just mentioned, 

with Levinas, how coming to life is experiencing the event of welcome, of shelter, of home; we can 

now extend this to the integration of the individual in a linguistic community. Learning to speak, it is 

appropriating for oneself the linguistic codes of a group. The intuition is basic but unexpectedly 

disturbing: all modern, liberal states guarantee the freedom of expression for each individual, but it is 

an expression that is, for its major part as linguistic, utterly limited by the grammatical, structural and 

lexical peculiarities of the languages in use. Indeed, the individual does not encounter a linguistic 

language in general, with certain fundamental, one may say ‘metaphysical’ limitations: this encounter 

is always contextualized, specific – one always interacts with the possibility of language through a 

particular language – one encounters Hindi, Russian or Lingala, and not just language in general, as a 

generic entity.111 That is one of the central realization of Derrida in his quasi-autobiographical text 
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Monolingualism of the Other or the Prosthesis of Origin:112 one’s native language is never one’s own. One 

always borrows an other’s language to express oneself, even in the most intimate level of the native 

language. One enters language always from the outside, onto an already occupied terrain: 

“Consequently, anyone should be able to declare under oath: I have only one language and it is 

not mine; my “own” language is, for me, a language that cannot be assimilated. My language, the 

only one I hear myself speak and agree to speak, is the language of the other.”113 

Just like in the event of foreignness as a whole, the subject enters a linguistic territory from the 

outside. A speaker always starts as a stranger. And just like the event of hospitality, one’s speaking a 

language, even one’s so-called native language, requires a process of welcoming. But this is not an 

invitation of the first level: language, as heritage, is the terrain now inhabited by users who, them 

too, were once welcomed from the outside: “It is not to be opposed to the other, nor even 

distinguished from the other. It is the monolanguage of the other. The of signifies not so much 

property as provenance: language is for the other, coming from the other, the coming of the 

other.”114 Derrida’s lyrical élan is not casually decided here. Could we consider, with him and 

Levinas, that just like one’s home is first and foremost defined as that which can welcome and host 

the other, similarly here, one’s language would have as its first property to be able to be open to 

outsiders, to invite them to enter this particular linguistic home, in the very acts of learning and 

speaking the language? 

Our language is always the other’s language. Expressing oneself means complying and 

formatting oneself to the peculiarities of a specific language. The old referential theories must be far 

behind us: at this stage, it is not only the meaning-making of the eternal examples of linguistics 

(“table,” “chair,” “pen,” etc.) that must be accounted for. After Heidegger, it is undeniably much 

more fundamental, existential and arguably universal terms that a profound account of language 

must explain. It would be a rich question to ask Heidegger to what extent one’s experiences of angst, 

or joy, are pre-linguistic. It may be too hasty to disregard the possibility of a pre-linguistic ‘sense’ – 
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for lack of a better word – of these states. But, to say the least, such pre-linguistic ‘sense’ would 

undeniably get further calibrated or formatted through the vocable and usages of a particular 

language and of its linguistic communities. In other words, whether these states are pre-linguistic or 

not, they get affected by the way we refer to them in language. A more radical position would be to 

assert that the human is so deeply a being of language that such ‘senses’ do not arise in her before 

she enters language. The idea of a profound construction of the individual’s psyche, based on her 

linguistic past, is the cardinal hypothesis of Freudian psychoanalysis, further radicalized with Lacan. 

There, the native language is more than an appendix added upon one’s life and requesting only the 

translation of each referent onto its medium’s corresponding word. The native language is so much 

more than a medium of naïve, referential expressivity, that it affects the life of the subject altogether 

in its very construction as a subject. But what happens when one steps away from her own native 

language? This is the phenomenological experience of the foreign language. 

Analogical to our hypothesis of foreignness as a second thrownness, the experience of the 

foreign language resembles on many traits the individual welcoming and formatting of oneself in 

one’s native language as language of the other. How does it differ? Primarily, the entry in a foreign 

language may arise at later stages of psychological developments, thus allowing the subject to 

experience it with a greater sense of awareness, with a more acute attention. There, each feature is 

simply more evident. If the native language required the user to attempt an approximate translation 

of pre-linguistic ‘senses’, a vague, blind trial in a language whose subtleties transcend her, the 

approximation is even more explicit with the foreign language. Speaking in a language, and in 

particular a foreign language, requires going for a leap of faith. The foreign speaker is often, if not 

always, not totally sure of what the words mean, what they may connote and denote, what they may 

evoke in the native’s ears. Secondly, there is a more explicit process of welcoming from the native 

speaker towards she for whom it is a foreign language. It is a welcoming simultaneous with the 

larger event of hospitality. A local welcomes a foreigner in a new space, but also in a new linguistic 

universe. Thirdly, there is a logic of compulsion, of forceful adaptation to a linguistic format. This 

restriction is even more limiting than before, with the so-called ‘native’ language. Having 

experienced one’s attempt at expression in her ‘own’ language, the user entering a new language 

realizes how further limitations are brought by the peculiar features of each new language. But 

speaking in a foreign language marks also a higher level of exteriorization. When the native speaker 

exchanges with an interlocutor, she adopts a medium shared with the latter. This allows her to 
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compare her statements as external expressions of her being, to the statements of any interlocutor. 

And, speaking in a foreign language, the subject hears herself in a voice differing from her own, 

‘native’ one. Speaking a foreign language, it is discovering oneself as the Other; it is hearing a play of 

linguistic layers within oneself; it is realizing the pleasant surprise of a multiplicity within our 

supposedly unitary self. 

Entering into language, I comply with the very same medium that others rely upon to 

assess me. But one’s ‘native’ language is never a neutral medium, being ridden with cultural, familial, 

personal connotations and taboos. This is where the foreign language becomes a greater experience 

of externalization: the linguistic user adventures through a language free from all its unsaid rules, 

norms and prohibitions. Kristeva dwells extensively on this point, finding in one’s experience in a 

foreign language a moment of linguistic, and thus symbolic liberation. But the author notes how this 

externality also brings another, unexpected outcome: “The foreigner’s speech can bank only on its 

bare rhetorical strength, and the inherent desires he or she has invested in it. But it is deprived of 

any support in outside reality, since the foreigner is precisely kept out of it.”115 The foreigner enters a 

new language bereft of the heavy connotations his interlocutors, the native speakers, cannot liberate 

themselves from. He can thus become an artist of the form, interacting and adopting linguistic 

formats with the comfort of a light, playful mind, but, as Kristeva remarks, he also risks to be noted 

by his interlocutors as precisely plastic, superficial, because he lacks a profound, cultural and 

unconscious connection with the language. 

The observations, until now, dealt with language in general – one’s entrance in language 

from a pre-linguistic state, one’s entry in an existing language and its community, and one’s 

explorations within a liberated, foreign language. But this is forgetting one major facet of language: 

the writing. Language, a restrictive tool of expression and a terrain of linguistic hospitality, is also the 

possibility for the graph, the marks, the traces. As is well known, it is particularly this aspect of 

language that interests Derrida. Spoken language is already, as we mentioned, a medium shared with 

the other, therefore the terrain of a commensurability, the possibility of a comparison of myself vis-

à-vis the other, and vice-versa, through one’s imagined projection of what the other may experience 

when she speaks, or when I speak to her. But the spoken is transient, instantaneous, disappearing as 
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early as it is uttered. Writing brings temporality onto speech. And it does so in a radical way: if one 

considers the possibilities of repetition and copying (what Derrida calls iterability), writing permits as 

much as the eternality of the message altogether. This very possibility enhances the power of 

externalization. Once penned down, my expression, my being in this instant, is laid on an external 

plane that does not belong to me. It is the written, the quasi-infinite realm of the marks, and my own 

traces entering the patient agora of the world’s written heritage. My writing is as external to me as it 

is to the possible reader: “The situation of the writer is, concerning the written text, basically the 

same as that of the reader.”116 

But who gets a chance to benefit from this liberation of the linguistic self, of the oldest 

unconscious associations? What are the conditions allowing someone to rediscover life and oneself 

through a new, foreign language? Everyone can casually try, at home, to utter a few words or 

attempt a short dialogue in a foreign language, but the realization arises only on elongated periods, 

when the social and cultural surrounding is truly one of a foreign language, when the subject is forced 

to reinvent herself in the only language her interlocutor and herself have in common. Thus, this 

realization is very conditional, not to say, it is a privilege. Only those able to move abroad can 

experience it. Unlike basic sources for pleasure and happiness in life, but like certain aspects of self-

realization, self-transcendence through a foreign language would be a luxury for the few. Its ethics 

would thus be questionable: central in the life narrative of the subject, it remains absolutely out of 

reach for most individuals across the world’s communities. But it is perhaps at another level that we 

can locate the ethicality of language and language forms. Building upon Derrida’s minute critique,117 

Levinas published in 1974 his second magnum opus, Otherwise than Being.118 Here, to bypass the 

surviving metaphysical, and thus reductive, ‘thematizing’ or ‘metaphysical’ language of Totality and 

Infinity, Levinas suggested the central distinction between the said, as content of the language 

utterance, necessarily metaphysical and reductive, and the saying, or the very act of language, which is 

the locus of ethics, the call to the Other, the expression of one’s vulnerability and dependence upon 

the Other. We may elaborate this intuition towards the written in particular, noting how the written 
                                                

116 Jacques Derrida, Limited Inc (Northwestern University Press, 1988), 8. 

117 Jacques Derrida, Violence and Metaphysics, in Writing and Difference, trans. Alan Bass (London, UK: Routledge, 2012). 

118 Emmanuel Levinas, Otherwise than Being or Beyond Existence, trans. Alphonso Lingis (Dordrecht, Netherlands, Kluwer 

Academic Publishers, 1991). 



61 

text requires an acceptation, a peaceful entry, a welcome or welcoming on the part of the reader. 

‘Entering a text,’ it is taking the time and preparing oneself to patiently notice and explore the 

uniqueness of the piece, on the form and on the content. The spoken, in contrast, enters the agora 

of competition, of noise, of instantaneity. The written, laid down, waiting patiently for its reader, is 

perhaps a more profound instance of the aforementioned idea of response: before my own 

participation, the writer risks an attempt, opens his vulnerable intuition to the potentially destructive 

reception of the readers. Before the response of the reader, there is always, as Derrida said 

previously in a different context, the yes of a writer opening up an exchange. One may even say that 

because of its non-intrusive nature, the submission of the text is an even more peaceful invitation 

than the face-to-face, fundamental for Levinas but nonetheless an inescapable imposition on the 

Other119 This is perhaps possible because every text is foreign to itself, discovering its nature and 

form in the process of its making, betraying its design at the very moment of its realization. Foreign 

to itself, the text forces its author to modesty, and invites the reader for some clemency. Clemency, 

but also, even, forgiveness. In a passage of the documentary Derrida, Elsewhere, the philosopher says 

the following: 

“I still can’t defend myself against a burst of laughter or an expression of modesty: “Why do you 

write? You seem to think that it’s interesting. You take it to your publisher; you write therefore you think what 

you write is interesting.” In a way, such an act is absolutely obscene. The act of writing is 

unjustifiable from that point of view. So you beg pardon, like someone stripping off. “There, 

look, I’m exposing myself.” And naturally, you ask forgiveness right away. “Sorry for showing off.” So, 

whenever I write, I say sorry to the other, and even to the intended readers, for the impropriety 

of writing.”120 

The written is a format, a modality of language, but it is also a history. Undeniable, it is 

global dynamics and political forces that make languages happen, both scripted or only spoken. 

Language is frozen by political decisions. The aforementioned experience of the native speaker 

experiencing oneself anew in a foreign language is never that innocent and generic: there are always 
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rapports of force between any two languages. Derrida, himself born from a Jewish family in French 

colonized Algeria, develops this critique:  

“Today, on this earth of humans, certain people must yield to the homohegemony of dominant 

languages. They must learn the language of the masters, of capital and machines; they must lose 

their idiom in order to survive or live better. A tragic economy, an impossible counsel. I do not 

know whether salvation for the other presupposes the salvation of the idiom.”121 

Just like language is not a naïve, innocent channel to simply stand for referents, it is also not just the 

generic medium of application of political decisions. Language is imbued with politics. This scenario 

is inhabited by the evidently colonial episodes of world history: within Algeria, but one may also 

think of India, any language-based culture grows and behaves in a colonial manner: 

“All culture is originarily colonial. In order to recall that, let us not simply rely on etymology. 

Every culture institutes itself through the unilateral imposition of some “politics” of language. 

Mastery begins, as we know, through the power of naming, of imposing and legitimating 

appellations”122 

This power is very concrete, very foundational in the elaboration of any dominating community: it is 

the power of naming, of regulating, or legislating: 

“First and foremost, the monolingualism of the other would be that sovereignty, that law 

originating from elsewhere, certainly, but also primarily the very language of the Law. And the 

Law as Language. Its experience would be ostensibly autonomous, because I have to speak this law 

and appropriate it in order to understand it as if I was giving it to myself, but it remains 

necessarily heteronomous, for such is, at bottom, the essence of any law.”123 

The conclusive rejoining is indeed necessary: if language is always language of the other, then law, 

too, is law of the other. Its acceptation, its incorporation in the subject’s perspective and conduct, 

that is, its autonomy within oneself, is only the effect of its coming from the outside, its 

hetermonomy. How could one extricate herself from this historical and structural heaviness? The 
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particularity of India may be a case in point. Not only is the individual confronted to possibly more 

languages, in the very, everyday life, than ever before in the history of the world. But India also 

gathers one of the highest density of written scripts.124 Such is a formal aspect we did not mention 

earlier. But if (spoken) language restricts or opens one’s self-realization, and if (written) language 

exemplifies the moment of the patient, vulnerable, modest response to the risked attempt of an 

apologetic writer, we must go beyond and remark that a multiplicity of scripts extends at once this 

opening and the humility of this response. Being personally surrounded by a variety of scripts, it is 

having, available at hand, various paths towards a more pacified expression of oneself. That is, of a 

more respectful, patient and serene movement to the Other.125 

What happens when the script, the written, and language altogether is conquered, like a 

foreign land? What can be done, that is, what can be said within the premises of language and its 

traces? This calls us to explore one of its possible forms, as instantiation of language, but also, 

naturally, as reflection and self-reflection: philosophy. 

 

3. Philosophy: the Desire of Foreignness 

Is philosophy still philo-sophia? What is the shift that occurred between philosophy as philosophia 

and what philosophy is today? And what is the role, or the symbol of the foreigner in this dynamic? 

Setting philosophy as philo-sophia is more than simplistic or reductive. A love of wisdom would imply a 

particular movement. The accusative of indicates a very specific relation between love and wisdom. 

There, philosophy would be an affection (a passion?) for wisdom. The philosopher posits her task as 

one of rapprochement towards wisdom. The philosopher starts outside of wisdom and attempts to 

reach there. There would be, once again, the symbol of exteriority common to foreignness. But the 

philo would be more than a mere search: love implies a proximity, perhaps an interiority.126 This 
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would also match with the popular understanding of early philosophy, if not precisely of Pre-

Socratic philosophy: the wandering ‘wise man,’ describing and explaining life, society and morals with 

an unexpected depth and scope. But this common understanding is narrow and misleading, and 

Levinas himself was not to omit that point. Not that philosophy as philo-sophia should be rejected, 

but that its reformulation is necessary. Levinas recounts in the third person the intuition of his 

approach to the writing of Totality and Infinity: 

“He then asked himself whether all that was dear to the love of “the love-of-wisdom,” to the 

love that is the philosophy of the Greeks, was the certainty of fields of knowledge directed 

toward the object, or the even greater certainty of reflection on these fields of knowledge; or 

whether knowledge beloved of and expected from philosophers was not, beyond the wisdom of 

such knowledge, the wisdom of love, or wisdom in the guise of love. Philosophy as love of love. 

A wisdom taught by the face of the other man!”127 

Why is our philosophy different? Possible answer: because of the graph. Some of the Pre-

Socratic philosophers did have parts of their works assembled in compilations, but never were their 

individual statements meant to fit a coherent whole. When Plato attempts a writing of the teachings 

of his master Socrates, the technology imposes an accountability, a commensurability – the written 

starts, in a word, the system. The system, while undeniably not the only format of philosophy in the 

western tradition, nonetheless turned out to be, henceforth, the most influential way of 

philosophizing. Cutting through the plethora of subtleties and counter-examples we should ideally 

mention, we can reach the point of rupture. A turn arises initially with Nietzsche and the method of 

philosophy as genealogy, and more radically, with Heidegger’s turn to language. With hermeneutics, 

philosophy becomes an inspection of the letter, of philosophy as a discipline, a tradition and a 

practice of the written. This criterion may seem arbitrary but it is so prevalent that we would doubt 

whether to call those ‘thinkers’ who do not write as ‘philosophers’. Inversely, one would struggle to 

think of a major philosopher of the recent times, who has not written. Philosophy is written. 

Levinas recognizes that philosophy is a matter of language. Totality and Infinity, his attempt 

at formulating an approach to the acknowledgement and relation with the Other as Other, bereft of 

the reduction of the Same, would soon be tackled by Derrida’s response in “Violence and 
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Metaphysics.” There, Derrida admits that Levinas rightly discovered the fundamental problem of 

western philosophy as a mechanism of reduction of alterity to familiar structures, up until and 

including Heidegger, but he contends that Levinas himself had laid the grounds for his own 

‘totalizing’ or ‘thematizing’ project. Thirteen years later, in Otherwise Than Being, Levinas moves 

towards language as the centre of his project. Levinas suggests a fundamental distinction between 

the Said, or the content of a linguistic utterance, and the Saying, or the fact of saying, the entry in 

dialogue. The contrast is fascinating: while the Said, in the fundamental linguistic form ‘X is Y’, is 

necessarily formatted to a project of reductive thematization, the Saying is, on the contrary, the 

opening of oneself to the Other via language, the demonstration of one’s ‘need’ of the Other and of 

one’s vulnerability to what is requested, as the Other’s response. Levinas finds in language at once 

the most ethical and the most reductive of the human acts. The possibility, and actual arrangement 

of this association is the centre of Levinas’s reflection in Otherwise Than Being. 

What is the context of Levinas’s take on language during the course of philosophy? 

Nietzsche, and later Heidegger, had already delivered a lethal blow onto the format of philosophy as 

system. More than being language-bound, systematic philosophy was subjected to necessarily 

unavowed or unaware blind spots; to the over-arching principles or assumptions that permitted the 

unity and coherence of each system. Derrida’s corpus of ‘deconstructive’ studies, are, then, only 

practical applications of what was certainly a central intuition in both Nietzsche and Heidegger. But 

what is left of philosophy? Besides retrospective studies, as partial or total falsifications of earlier 

views, philosophy remains accountable for, and arguably, capable of producing positive philosophy, 

that is, genuinely new propositions, amenable to enlighten classical problems just as much as 

contemporary, pragmatic, ethical or political situations. And, importantly, philosophy would also be 

not only an elaborated meta-discourse uniquely self-reflective of its use of language. If post-

structuralism is fundamentally organized around a new understanding of the position and role of 

language, its scope is not limited to a transformation of philosophy to just philosophy of language. 

Derrida was accused, for a long time, to only indulge in a playful practice of literary or poetic 

writing, avoiding claims and ideologically rejecting more structured philosophical projects. His later 

writings prove at once the implications of his approach beyond language, as well as his personal 

reactivity to his critics and the needs of his times. 

Philosophy, there, remains nonetheless a practice of the written, self-conscious of its 

language and accessing the philosophical tradition as a tradition of the written. Etymologies, 
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vocabulary, rhetoric and stylistic turns are given prominence in the analysis, but, between the lines, 

certain positions are brought fourth. Derrida speaks regularly of ‘compromises’, or what he called, 

more formally from the beginning of his career, economy. Philosophy is an economy, it has to attempt 

to reach the last word, the last sentence, the final claim when answering a question, but it also knows 

that it is a lost cause. Philosophy is entered, at this point, as a type of discourse aware of its future 

self-transcendence, aware of its degeneration in the years, decades and centuries to come. 

Philosophy is placed back in language, in the flow of thoughts and formulations, and thus brought 

back to time. Philosophy is an economy, it is a logic of gain and loss, the attempt to arrive at a 

philosophical benefit, unlike ancient philosophy’s quest for final, ultimate truths. When addressing 

ethical or political questions, Derrida never arrives at a radical end point: a position, a philosophical 

proposition, an argument is favored over another because its frailties, its aporias, its unfortunate 

implications seem less deplorable than those of its competing propositions. With Derrida, 

philosophy has without a doubt entered a demystified world: it is aware of its limitedness, of its 

transience, and it is conscious that its insights will hardly make up for its surviving drives of 

thematization. Nonetheless, Derrida seems never this explicit in redefining philosophy after the 

linguistic turn, and in particular, in the light of Levinas’s Said/Saying distinction. But we may 

meditate a bit more on the idea of philosophy as language, and in particular, as written, to unveil 

more deeply philosophy’s connection with the event and symbols of foreignness. 

Undeniably, philosophy is greatly a quest of knowledge. Contemplation, wonder or 

practical implications may be the origin or core of philosophy, but the discovery, formulation, 

exploration and ‘acquisition’ of ideas, concepts or theories, that is, knowledge, is the main object and 

unit of the philosophical work. To what is the philosopher turning? The philosopher addresses a 

question that disturbs one’s immediate understanding, or even its refined elaboration. Through the 

philosophical process, the initial interrogation is addressed, its elements or responses organized, set 

in relation or in motion so to reach a place within a coherent whole. This whole may have been a 

system in classical philosophy, and may become a more flexible, plastic arrangement of propositions 

in post-structuralist thought such as Derrida’s works, but the principle of coherence is still followed. 

One may think of Derrida’s “White Mythology,” where he quotes de Saussure, Kant, Aristotle, 

Bachelard, Descartes, Valery among others, to indicate how the very foundational methodological 

specificities of western philosophy are themselves dependent upon metaphorical concepts, such as 
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the idea of ‘clarity.’128 The very idea of ‘coherence’ may, thus not be sufficiently defended through 

exclusively rational means. That may also explain how Derrida and his contemporaries aim at, along 

with coherence, an establishment of philosophy as a discipline of meaning-making, finding in age-

old terms unexpected new interpretations, and suggesting through neologisms the tracks to new, 

combinative or otherwise creative concepts. In both cases, a dynamic remains: the entry of an 

unrefined term-concept into a network of meaningful words. The philosopher is thus always dealing 

with strange words, and one may recall that the Latin root extraneous refers at once to the adjectives 

‘strange’ and ‘external.’ The philosophical is to term-concepts what the political is to human 

individuals: it deals with strangers, invites and adapts the latter to their internal terrain, and translates 

them to the ruling logic of the place. 

But philosophy, through its embodiment in the philosopher, marks also the opposite move. 

Being a philosopher, it is, in the Platonic conception for instance, to step out of the unrefined world 

of the doxa. After all, the first ladder of the Divided Line contains the popular opinions, deemed 

diametrically opposite to the proper philosophical propositions. Here, the philosopher aims precisely 

at externalization, at moving outside of the group, of the established agreement, to resolve a 

shortcoming he is alone to notice, to criticize the compromises of a necessarily self-indulgent 

society, to set the dynamic of thoughts in motion. The philosopher is thus opposed to the common 

man. But interestingly, philosophy is also a domain where the central practitioner rejects lineages at 

one point or the other. Being a philosopher, in the scholarly, and, today, academic sense, it is being 

expected to produce new knowledge, often in the form of a critical and possibly creative evaluation 

of the earlier works of the tradition. A philosopher is supposed to have assimilated as much as 

possible from the (written) heritage of her discipline, to find her few reference points and to begin 

tracing a picture of the views she will attack. But at this level, even with respects to one’s avowed 

inspiration or teacher, a philosopher is always alone. Even a Cartesian or a Kantian philosopher is 

expected to bring new perspectives on the works of Descartes or Kant. In other words, the 

philosopher, to practice philosophy, must take a distance from the studied philosopher and his texts, 

to evaluate them anew. ‘Taking a distance’ or seeing them ‘from the outside’: the move to 

externalization is required of the philosopher in order to assess a particular work, a particular 
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proposition, in the lights of all the other, possible competing claims. The wisdom of plurality is 

already embedded in the earliest definitions and practice of philosophy. 

How to go from the external philosopher to the foreigner? The foreigner is away from his 

culture – he is ‘at a distance’ – and he is also an external agent to the inside space of another culture. 

The foreigner is twice an external agent: his perspectives on his native land is from the outside, set in 

perspective, while his background sets him in dissymmetry vis-à-vis the locals of his place of 

residence. This unique position, twice unique, was noticed across history, as we saw in the first 

chapter. Plato does not hesitate to set some foreign sailors and businessmen as the initiators of 

unconventional queries and answers to Socrates. One may also think of Oedipus, made king in spite 

or thanks to his foreignness. The foreigner-philosopher, here, is not just a solipsistic man of 

reflection. A man of language in a discipline of language, the foreigner is philosopher because he is 

able to express, to communicate his differing perspectives, because he manages to get them through 

to his interlocutors. The foreigner creates difference, provokes an inner scission twice from his 

personal and inner combination of two environments. In fact, there is one major foreigner in the 

history of philosophy. In The Apology of Socrates (17d), Socrates is the foreigner. But it is a play of 

foreignness, a play directed in a very intentional direction: 

“He declares that he is “foreign” to the language of the courts, to the tribune of the tribunals: he 

doesn’t know how to speak this courtroom language, this legal rhetoric of accusation, defense, 

and pleading; he doesn’t have the skill, he is like a foreigner.”129 

Socrates’s rhetoric is playful, but it is also the marker of an initial, historical, internal rupture in the 

construction of the figure of the philosopher: “Now if I were really a foreigner, you would naturally 

excuse me if I spoke in the accent and dialect in which I had been brought up.”130 The arch-

philosopher, Socrates, demands the Greek agora to grant him a right to difference, a right to 

dissension. Socrates announces the quest of the philosopher for the centuries to come: to play the 

role of the foreigner, to gather all the community’s best inspirations and traditions to never let it 

believe it exists in an absolute isolation. The philosopher demonstrates the possibility of difference 

from the inside, when the foreigner through her very person reminds of the difference from the 
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outside. But the foreigner is already a convinced philosopher: she moves because the eternal 

message of philosophy has passed through to her – she knows that difference, creation and self-

transcendence are not only possible but unavoidable, and more: willfully engendered. The foreigner 

is the subject who has realized the dynamics of history, its openness and the root of its energy: the 

individual. 
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IV. FOREIGNNESS BEYOND THE COLLECTIVE: A FOREIGNER’S METAPHYSICS 

Our trajectory through the idiosyncrasies and insights of the foreigner has brought us to 

unsuspected lands. The review of the definitions of the foreigner across the literary and intellectual 

traditions of western societies revealed its quasi-forceful incorporation within a pragmatic field of 

administrative concerns. Back to the foreigner proper, we could gauge the existential novelty that at 

once the departure, and the foreign residence of the outsider, brings to the larger life-condition of 

the human. A necessary inflection onto the specificities of the present philosophical voice, the 

author of these lines, sufficed to justify a transcendence of subjective-bound existential analyses, 

towards larger concerns of collective conceptualizations and values: the foreign would be more than 

just the foreigner’s matter. We discovered how the silhouette of the foreigner hides behind the 

historical formation of human cultures and their foundational ethics, via the notion and practices of 

hospitality. Language, and in particular the written, proved to require and imply a process of self-

externalization fundamentally shared with the event of foreignness. Finally, the cultural persona of 

the philosopher, a figure of the written, turned out to be the internal counterpart of the foreigner. 

Through this journey, the frame of analysis fluctuated continuously between the collective and the 

individual, between society and its specific foreigner. Where is the foreign to be found? Between the 

two? Or perhaps in both at the same time? There, one would indeed get an idea of the description of 

the foreigner, through the lenses of history, politics, existentialism, culture, ethics or language. But 

should the reflection stop there? Is the foreigner simply yet another offspring of an inquisitive 

approach necessarily objectifying its locus of interest, confirming western philosophy, from its 

earliest levels of inception, as dangerously concomitant with science? The very trajectory we adopted 

indicates precisely another route. By transcending each level of analysis, we reach the very form of 

this discourse as a whole, the very discipline to which this reflection may be accepted: philosophy. 

And it is through the philosopher’s resemblance to the foreigner, and vice-versa, that we could 

locate their shared realization that it is the human individual that is the true unit of human history. 

This means that, just like the best of philosophers, the foreigner is not satisfied with the terrain of 

description, be it reflective or external through what her position offers to show. The foreigner 

reenters history, and becomes aware of the plasticity of the destiny of humanity. We cannot be 

content with the foreigner’s descriptions: we must, finally, turn to the foreigner’s prescriptions. 

What kind of prescriptions? A silent immigrant or an energetic academic, the foreigner’s 

experience gives her plenty to count, to deplore, to dream, and finally, to suggest. The preceding 
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angles of analyses are already as many levels at which the foreigner can expand her practical 

knowledge onto more formalized propositions. We have already touched upon these options, 

through our series of methodological redefinitions for an approach to foreignness, but also on more 

specific issue, such as with our brief defense of hospitality vis-à-vis the reductive or ‘totalizing’ (in 

Levinas’s language) project of cosmopolitanism. But the foreigner can provide something else, 

something more. Existentially and otherwise, the foreigner explores the first-hand evidence of the 

waltz of cultures, of the coming and going of epochs, values, norms and hopes. The foreigner has a 

sharp idea of what ‘difference’ may mean, and this concept comes to reshape her worldview 

altogether. At this level, speaking in methodological or practical terms could continue help her 

formulating and sharing her discoveries, but another channel may be opted for, in order to reach 

deeper layers of historical influence. 

Metaphysics may be such a channel. We cannot anymore approach metaphysics with the 

naïve assumption, from philosophy’s early days, that it is the level zero of any interrogative approach 

to the world. Today, metaphysics has perhaps reached its all-time low in terms of popularity. It is 

not a mere revival that we shall point towards here, but rather a reformulation of its meaning and 

scopes, so to match today’s societies and their intellectual disciplines more appropriately. But this is 

indeed, here, that the foreigner’s lessons, the foreigner’s prescriptions, shall be voiced. And when 

foreignness crosses the borders of the collective, of human culture and of the world’s civilizations, 

the foreigner redirects her gaze and moves towards a new understanding of space, of time, and of 

knowledge. Ending with the beginning: a foreigner’s metaphysics. 

 

1. The Space of a Foreigner 

The fact is so evident that we have managed to explore foreignness extensively without discussing it 

in depth: foreignness is a matter of space. Internally, phenomenologically, and, we will soon 

discover, epistemologically, it is the process of externalization that may attract our attention around 

foreignness. But more generally, and as commonly understood, the foreigner is one who undertakes 

a movement of spaces. The foreigner gathers two experiences: first, the movement, and second, the 

multiplicity of spaces. The experience of foreignness reveals to the philosophical mind the 

impossibility of space in the singular, as the dimensional root of any ethnocentrism. Space is always 

in the plural. The foreigner discovers the meanings and implications of movement, and realizes the 
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concept of space as necessarily differential, plural, internally multiple. There can be a space only 

because there are spaces. The foreigner experiences spaces, and he does so through his very presence 

in these spaces. 

The infamous keywords are mentioned: metaphysics, and presence. Since Derrida is without a 

doubt the major intellectual support for this study and the rare source of truly innovative ways to 

bypass persistent conceptual hurdles in western philosophy’s understanding of foreignness, we must 

also follow the thread of his own work and evaluate our interpretations in the light of his larger 

critiques. As an over-arching concern throughout his career, Derrida set his body of works against 

what he called logocentrism, or the running belief, in western philosophy until and including Husserl, 

in the inner sense of reason as the means of approaching truth and meaning. In Derrida’s 

argumentation, this privileging also corresponds to the arbitrary favoring of speech over the written 

– logos, as we know, is also the term for speech. Derrida’s exploration of the history of speech in 

western thought reveals one key feature, later extended to reason-centered philosophy altogether: 

presence. With Plato, Aristotle, Descartes, Hegel or Husserl, objectivism, temporality, knowledge, 

consciousness and subjectivity are defined in terms of presence. Presence thus becomes the arch-

structure of any possible thinking in the western traditions – spatial presence, such as in the case of 

reason, knowledge or consciousness, but also temporal presence, such as in the conceptualizations 

of history and change. Like an empirical science, western philosophy would then be incapable of 

evaluating or merely describing what is not ‘present at hand’ before it, present to its scrutiny, or 

potentially present in the future, conceived as a projection of the current present. The discrimination 

is radical, tragic: by refusing that which is not immediately present, western thought closed numbers 

of fecund doors for itself. 

Should we abandon any defense of presence? The contemporary popular understanding of 

foreignness would in fact seem to be inspired by pseudo-Derridean concerns: in an age of fast 

transportations and instant communications, one’s experience of space would be mostly virtual, 

shyly deduced from the brief instants between one’s truly translocal existence. In this network of 

connectivity, one would rarely get a chance to properly experience presence, that is, positedness, 

exclusive dedication to the immediate space, and therefore also, absolute absence to any other space. 

We would everywhere and nowhere at once. After all, the ages of colonial explorations would seem 

very far behind us, with their adventures in lands out of reach from any communication. But is it 

indeed the end of the notion of presence? More connected than ever before, is today’s foreigner so 
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deeply incapable of experiencing spatial presence? Derrida’s critique of logocentrism as metaphysics 

of presence is certainly a key moment in the intellectual history of the west, but it is formulated 

primarily as a response to these very scholarly traditions. This does not mean that, along with it, the 

experience, the value of present-ness is withdrawn for good. 

No, instead, one may even suggest that the foreigner’s experience of spatial presence may 

be the continuation of Derrida’s critique of the metaphysics of presence. The high numbers of 

temporary or permanent migrants, in particular among the western youth today, is perhaps the 

natural extension of Derrida’s intuition. Presence must be criticized when it is a monolithic presence; 

a despotic, authoritarian, exclusive conception of what space and being-in-a-space may be. When the 

scope widens to incorporate a pluralistic understanding of space, then presence, or, if one may dare 

still call it thus, a metaphysics of presence, would still be worth of passionate explorations. Indeed: 

what does presence make possible? Defending presence in the age of the virtual, it is precisely 

contending that a book is not worth a teacher, that a documentary is not worth a personal journey, 

and, more radically, that a fortnight tourism is not worth a long-term residence. Western intellectual 

traditions may have succeeded in making the plethora of the world democratically accessible to all 

through reason and its many discourses, but this appetite should not turn into the belief that first-

hand experiences are equal to a bundle of intellectual conclusions. It is, perhaps, our reading of 

foreignness through and beyond Heidegger and existentialism that may be called in support here. 

While Heidegger’s ‘standard’ existential analysis stood for a human being experiencing space in a 

unity, thus being still possibly subjected to Derrida’s critique of logocentrism, or, we may add, to 

Levinas’s rejection of thematizing projects, the existential foreigner’s take on spaces is differential, 

multiple, contrasted. The pitfalls of space have been transcended through the discovery of spaces. 

The foreigner is defined by a differential condition in spaces. But at each instant, she is 

posited in only one space. Jumping from one location to the next, she becomes a tourist, out of the 

borders of our focus on the foreigner. What distinguishes the two? The foreigner decides to stay in a 

place, thus adding the dimension of spatial presence to that of temporal presence – the other 

dimension of presence, to which we will turn shortly. A foreigner, she is not aiming at any 

immediate departure. Either she remains a foreigner, and then foreignness is more than a matter of 

movement, more than the event of the departure. Or her foreignness slowly fades as she stays in one 

space, proving the plasticity of the anchoring of societies and cultures onto specific spaces. But in 

both cases, the foreigner, as a voice, and especially, as a philosophical voice, must be spatially 
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present to justify her discourse. The foreigner cannot speak of the space in which she is not. When 

abroad, her reflective insights on her own culture find no appropriate ears: her natives are back 

home. When at home, her outsider’s perspective on the foreign land sound like unnecessary 

elaborations to her co-nationals. The voice of the foreigner as a foreigner’s voice is one that requires 

her own spatial presence in the land she addresses. But paradoxically, it is the very experience of 

residence abroad, that is, of absence at home, that justifies her credible discourse. None of this 

would have been possible without physical presence abroad. 

Another level of implications is at stakes in the foreigner’s discovery of spaces. While 

phenotypical variations and differences of customs may form the ‘content’ of one’s feeling of 

foreignness, the very event of being a foreigner is fundamentally dependent upon a political 

structure. The foreigner is a native who moves, and this movement is considered as ‘moving out’ 

exclusively through the perspective of politics. The foreigner realizes the first dimension of political 

obsession: space. Before desiring a control of time, and, much more intensely, politics as realpolitik 

emerges as a form of collective effort aiming at taking power over a territory, and ensuring its 

control first in the present. Politics is a management of space. Politics of space between nations; 

politics of space within nations. A territory is the first, immediate, and perhaps sometimes, only 

representation available for a force coming to power, if trying to justify its action. It is by invoking 

the idea of a nation, of a fantasized collective unity taking shape primarily through geography, 

through space, and through space delimitation, that any political discourse can acquire meaning. 

There is no politics without space, and there is no politics without division of spaces. 

The foreigner, an experiencer of the transient and of the transitory, remembers the 

nomadic days of the human species, but she is also forced to admit the stratification of populations, 

certainly artificial, but undeniably profound, onto spaces. The realization that space, once an abstract 

metaphysical category, can also be purchased, in the odd combination of the nation-state with an 

increasingly liberal market. The market, the commodity, enters the older category of the communal 

or national space, to further affect the outsider. Without the least traces of faraway strangers, a 

village arranges its population in insiders and outsiders, on the basis of the ownership of land within 

the space of the commune. In certain contexts, land acquisition is technically possible for an 

outsider, but this would be followed by a state of alienation from the rest of the group. The 

foreigner realizes, as an outsider, that, inversely, the inside, is more than just the outer crust of a 

pluralistic set of practices, customs and traditions. It is also, and primarily, an understanding of 



75 

space, of spaces in particular, of the space of the inside, and of the space of the outside. And, 

quoting Aamir Mufti, Debjani Ganguly recalls that “the experience of being at home can only be 

produced by rendering some others homeless.”131 Aware of the outsiders in his homeland, the 

foreigner, abroad, is now eager to wish the departure of other foreigners he deems unfit. Leaving a 

welfare state with airs of eternal social cohesion, the western foreigner reenters history, but he also 

does it through space. He realizes that space, this fundamental, natural dimension, may well be more 

than a naïve, neutral background for humanity’s history. 

At a very pragmatic level, politics is a very conservative type of dynamics, since a party’s 

primary target is to ensure its perpetuation. It is to make sure that today’s political control will 

guarantee tomorrow’s political control. The hope is that tomorrow will look like today – everyday 

politics is absolutely bound by the metaphysics of presence. From its very etymology, politics is a 

matter of space: it is limited to the walls of the polis, of the city. Contrasting with politics: 

governance. Governance, from the Greek kubernan, is the act of guiding, the flexible, yet self-

transcending overcoming of the present through the necessarily differing conditions of the future. It 

is the reflexive, pragmatic field of a political entity aiming at constructing itself between the needs of 

the citizens. It is perhaps only at that angle, at this level, that Levinas can dare positing peace as 

primary, above and before war. And, unsurprisingly, Levinas is soon to separate this level of 

collective events from the present-bound realm of the political: “peace is a concept that goes beyond 

purely political thought.”132 Then, if the foreigner is, by definition, rejected from the realm of the 

political, it is perhaps towards the adaptable route of governance that she can turn. Foreigners can, 

and in fact, do partake in the direction, in the guidance of what a country, what a culture may 

become. 

What if this governance was the institutional form of what has been called the experience 

of the flow? Politics, just like foreignness, would be the antitheses of flow. How could the experience 

of differences, and of the required arrangement, the required economy of differences, be assimilated to 

the fusional phenomenon of the flow? Perhaps this can be done by transforming politics into the 
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adaptable and serene vision of governance. By putting the old opposition in motion, by placing back 

politics, foreignness and spaces in time. And in more than time: in the avenir, tomorrow’s realistic 

hope of the harmonious combination of today’s antonyms. 

 

2. The Time of a Foreigner 

We have already touched upon the avenir as a radical modification of Heidegger’s temporal project. 

There, the serene openness to the avenir, to the future as that which can never be known, is a 

response, an absolute alternative to Heidegger’s proposition of one’s authenticity as one’s 

acceptation of her own death. It is only in, to say the least, a slightly gloomy climate that Heidegger 

could have thought that this may liberate Dasein from its existential condition in angst. However, 

realizing one’s radical freedom may indeed be the associated, necessary process in one’s move to 

authenticity, but again, Heidegger’s program must be modified to insist on the capacity for Dasein to 

reinvent itself, to transcend its own achievements, to discover in itself what it could not even 

imagine. And this takes place, as we have argued, in one’s sprouting away from one’s immediate 

environment – for instance by becoming a foreigner –, that is, away from what Heidegger conceived 

as one’s unavoidable and uncontrollable thrownness. There, one’s turn to the avenir, that is, one’s 

revolutionary redefining of the future as avenir, could be the true response to angst. Not through 

idealistic or naïve optimism, but through the very realistic and even reasonable realization that the 

human mind is not powerful enough to make of the future a known field. And that, throughout 

history, each epoch has managed to creatively respond, react or assimilate what were previously 

irresolvable enigmas. The avenir, dimensionality of the serene – Derrida closes the writing of his 

personal Monolingualism of the Other with these very lines: 

“Beyond memory and time lost. I am not even speaking of an ultimate unveiling, but of what 

will have remained alien, for all time, to the veiled figure, to the very figure of the veil. 

This desire and promise let all my specters loose. A desire without a horizon, for that is its luck 

or its condition. And a promise that no longer expects what it waits for: there where, striving for what is 
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given to come, I finally know how not to have to distinguish any longer between promise and 

terror.”133 

Let us try to see how the avenir comes on the path of the foreigner. This exploration will 

allow us to discover how deeply Levinasian the Derridean notion of the avenir is. Levinas says that 

the Other arrives and interrupts the temporality of the I. It reveals the encounter of the Other, the 

fundamental phenomenological experience of the face-to-face, as the instantaneous evidence of the 

short-sightedness and uninspiredness of my egoism. What kind of an Other is the foreigner? Derrida 

connects the other as temporal interruption with hospitality: 

“If it were produced only in time, in the time of everyday representation, the withdrawal would 

come to modify only the presence of the present, the now-present, the past-present, or the 

future-present. But here, this withdrawal, this trace of the face, dislocates the order of temporal 

presence and representation. Translated into the vocabulary of hospitality, this trace of the face, 

of the visage, would be called visitation.”134 

Foreignness is an event radically imbricated in time: the foreigner’s temporality of her old 

thrownness interrupted; the time of the subject’s presence in a particular historical context, in her 

native land, in her land of residence and in the history of the world altogether. Politics, itself the 

originator of the foreigner’s name, requires the imposition of this context; it requires, to make the 

foreigner a foreigner, that she enters a said territory, defined by politics’ very own temporality in the 

course of a said history. But the foreigner is not just foreigner-for-oneself. If, understood in the 

frame of Levinas, the foreigner is a being-for-the-Other, this also means that the main affect of his 

movement, of his presence, is not on herself, not on the enlargement of her slowly transcended ego, 

but on the many Other-s she encounters. The foreigner is first foreigner for the locals. 

What does this imply? Primarily, that the Other also marks an interruption of time, but, 

unlike before, for the locals she encounters in her visit. As the local’s Other, the foreigner arrives and 

brings temporal and historical perspective to the existential flow of the local. The foreigner arrives, 

and she interrupts the metaphysics of presence of the local. Just like the experience of foreignness 

reminded her of her own existence in history, it is also their connectedness, across time and space, 
                                                

133 Derrida, Monolingualism of the Other, 135-6 (our emphasis). 

134 Derrida, “A Word of Welcome,” 62. 
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that the foreigner reminds the locals. Coming from the outside – the outside of a different set of 

spaces, but also the outside of a different temporality – the foreigner gets to see a number of 

elements, features and events that had become imperceptible to the locals, perhaps made invisible to 

them by the climate of habituation and cultural monotony. Having witnessed the global cohabitation 

of different, at times opposite traditions of customs, behaviors and beliefs, the foreigner can connect 

the local’s individual attitude to her history, to history in general – to a necessary genealogy, even 

when the foreigner knows nothing of this particular past. The foreigner is convinced of the dynamic 

of connectivity between tenses, transcending at once the individualistic ipseity claiming itself as the 

sole root and reason for the subject’s particular life and behaviors, and the sociological ‘all-cultural’ 

that sees in the individual a historical pawn passive to her deterministic setting. Perhaps this is the 

fundamental root of the popular saying, ‘no man is a prophet in his own land’: precisely, the 

foreigner does not know the future but she is acutely aware of the dynamics of the three tenses; she 

is less a soothsayer than a visionary; and through her first-hand awareness of the harmony of space 

and time, she knows, at times better than the locals, that the avenir’s unknowability is the 

playground of human’s liberty. The foreigner is necessarily existentialist: having freed himself of his 

imposed thrownness, his central message to the locals is one of liberation, one of the joyful 

realization of the human capacity for self-transcendence. 

But the foreigner can, and should say more. Or rather, he should write more. Indeed: 

writing and avenir, which have both played a key role in the trajectory of our reflection, must now 

come together. Could we suggest a new understanding of writing, fundamentally placed back in 

time, and in particular, in the avenir? Language, as generally understood, is already understood to 

play the role of verbalization, of crystallization and essentialization of reality – what Levinas calls the 

said – but the written brings one layer above and beyond the spoken. In the instinctual, everyday 

spoken language, the utterances are pronounced and enter a chaotic battlefield of meaning-making, 

while the terrain of the written permits a distantiation of externalization that is equal for each 

statement, thus making semiotic accountability possible. If we are beings of language, the focus must 

be brought to the process and the moment of meaning-making. Truly, it is undeniable that before – 

and after! – the written technologies were created, human societies were and have not been bereft of 

mechanisms of meaning-making through language in the spoken form. But it is also beyond doubt 

that the written has permitted a much deeper consolidation of the traditions and possible trajectories 

of meaning-making. But what are our written texts attempting to do? We can look at the case of 
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philosophy, once again. Philosophy is, while not the only one, a central discipline elaborating 

projects organized around a use of language as a means to consistent and formalized meaning-

making. As we discussed, philosophy requires a process of externalization from the practitioner. The 

philosopher is attempting to be an ‘outsider’ in his own land, to see the situation as a whole, in an 

organic set, holistically. But the philosopher is, indeed, first an observer. An observer who starts by 

attempting an accurate vision of how things have been and how they have become. The philosopher 

is the hand joining generations, but a hand, if not heavy with, at least aware of the ongoing 

irrelevance of language to represent and respond to life. The philosopher has the duty of mourning 

– mourning the death of the other, mourning the failures of the past, mourning the unpredictable, 

yet unavoidable excesses of tomorrow. Against the radically future-oriented Heideggerean project of 

authenticity,135 this conception would thus find in a genuine meditation on the past, and its traces 

through memory, the root for any vision of the avenir (the foreigner’s relation to her memory would 

be yet another question deserving its own analysis).136 In spite or beyond his occasionally light-

hearted and deceiving style, the very activity of the philosopher, his entry in the responsible realm of 

Levinas’s saying, recalls that the philosopher has the duty to remain solemn, sober, always 

acknowledging and keeping at the centre of his mind the violence that goes against life itself – the 

contradictory and absurd self-destructive dynamic of existence going against itself, analogical to the 

contradiction of the essentializing said finding shelter within the performative opening of the saying. 

One more echo of the figure of a fundamental peace welcoming even war. 

The written is thus not a casual practice of the human, or the somehow useful elaboration 

of one of its technological developments. The written is incorporated in the uniqueness of the 

human; the written is what permits recollection, recueillement137 but also creative response. The written 

always happens after – after the events, after the history, after the humanity that has left its present 

unanswered and unjustified. Humans require meaning to exist, and this meaning always comes a-

posteriori, completing the present through a written ex-planation (‘out of the plane’) that is necessarily 

                                                

135 See Simon Critchley’s critique on this point, in Simon Critchley and Reiner Schürmann. On Heidegger’s Being and Time. 

(London, New York: Routledge, 2008), 147. 

136 Thanks to Arsh K.S. for bringing to my attention the necessarily central concept of memory in the phenomenology 

and ethics from, and derived of the foreigner. This domain would rightly require its own study. 

137 French for the word ‘meditation’ or ‘contemplation,’ but with the sense of ‘recollecting’ oneself internally. 
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happening in the future, or rather, in the avenir. The avenir is the realm of the written, and the 

written takes place in the avenir, because the written ignores itself; the written permits new meanings 

by permeating through its medium… but also beyond its medium, when the philosopher-poet 

understands that language is everything but formal restriction. Language of the avenir, Levinas 

himself associated – with exclamation! – the unknowable, unthematizable face with the written: 

“Face, already language before words, an original language of the human face stripped of the 

countenance it gives itself — or puts up with — under the proper names, tides, and genera of 

the world. An original language, already an asking, and precisely as such (from the point of view 

of the in-itself of being) wretchedness, penury, but also already an imperative making me 

answerable for the mortal, my fellowman, despite my own death — a message of difficult 

holiness, of sacrifice; origin of value and good, the idea of the human order within the order 

given to the human. The language of the inaudible, the language of the unheard of, the language 

of the non-said. Writing!”138 

Thus would meaning come from the outside, from the externality of an avenir that is 

always, by definition, necessarily ahead of us, away, out of reach. Meaning, as knowledge, would, 

then, not come from the inside of our rational faculties, but always from the outside: from the 

externality of the Other, and from the externality of the avenir. The very phenomenology of 

meaning would be a necessarily a posteriori coming into being, a possibility to be inasmuch its 

formulation, that is, its birth, could happen only not at the time of the events it reflects upon. The 

metaphysics of presence must be broken for knowledge too: knowledge is belated. Any written aims 

at making sense of a reality that has necessarily fallen in the past. But in the process, it is our very 

experience of the present that is affected: the present gets complete in its completion as written 

elaboration, in the unknowable form that reserves its avenir. What can the foreigner draw from this? 

Not that any problem of a society’s present will be forever solved through its future philosophical 

formulation in the written. But that, for a species-of-language like the human, a lot of what we 

understand as justice, humanity, respect, culture or ethics relies on providing to each and everyone’s 

                                                

138 Levinas, “Totality and Infinity: Preface to the German Edition,” 170-1. The translation is modified: in French the last 

word is Ecriture, translated in the English version as Scripture. While Levinas’s reference to (religious) scripture is 

completely possible here, the French word does carry the plurality of meaning, and allows a rejoining with our discussion 

here. 
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condition the formal acknowledgement from the rest of society, that is, its transcription into the 

consistently accountable format of the written. It is a message of liberation and excitement, a final 

word against angst, depression or negation, and towards serenity, peace and lightweight ambition. It 

reveals the realm of language as the locus of tomorrow’s making. And it is a language not anymore 

limited by grammar, logic or literacy but language as a possibility, a creation, which, in its very 

historically undeniable genealogy, has been particularly heteronomous. As we know, there is no pure 

language, no language that did not undergo, or is not permanently undergoing mixing with other 

languages. It is this flexibility that makes of language a material of plasticity, of innovation, of 

creativity. Language is the realm of the possible. Thus, we rejoin Derrida’s aforementioned words on 

the avenir, but this time through the route of language: “The affirmation of the future to come [à-venir]: 

this is not a positive thesis. It is nothing other than the affirmation itself, the “yes”…”139 The avenir 

as the dimension of the unknowable; language as the means of endless creativity: such are indeed the 

two prerequisites to say “yes” to the Other. 

 

3. The Knowledge of a Foreigner 

As we saw, foreignness is greatly a matter of difference. But to talk of difference, we must go back 

to the foundations. The very faculty of perception requires a receptivity to differentiality. Perceiving 

a tree, it is being able to differentiate it from its concomitant lawn or to the sky as its background. 

We generally assume that other animals share a propensity for ‘distinguishing difference’ – if at all 

this expression may not be a tautology, since distinguishing means ‘making the difference’ between 

at least two things. But difference acquires another layer with the human as a being of language. 

Language – or, more foundationally, any system of sign – permits to associate, and therefore, 

possibly reduce an object to the sound-term it stands for. The imposition of language upon (animal) 

perception is more than an instrumental apparatus: through language, through the dichotomy of 

signified and signifier, a necessary axiological hierarchy, a hierarchy of value is set between objects of 

perception, between their names and across the two categories. The necessary emergence of 

hierarchy as a product of any sign system is perhaps one of the major discoveries of Derrida – 

                                                

139 Derrida, Archive Fever, 68. 
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through a long intellectual demonstration, which we cannot trace here in its subtlety.140 Identity 

would thus arise out of difference, out of the distinctions that make an entity or an object possibly 

distinguished from its neighbor. Radically, this may also mean that each word, each signifier would 

basically be a hollow carrier coming to existence only through its opposition to, or negation of, all 

the other signifiers of the system. The Buddhist Apohavada theory reached this conclusion in the 

early centuries CE, and it found its counterpart much later in western thought with de Saussure. 

Derrida further elaborated it through his discussion of the différance: a word’s meaning is always 

differed, always belated as being precisely not all the other meanings of the system. 

From this set of propositions, a Levinasian-sounding temptation opens up, but it may be 

partial. What if the self could also be defined by difference from the Other? One would indeed 

acknowledge that, while we may think it is possible to conceive of our self as not entirely bound by 

language, the very demand of ‘defining’ this self, as well as the necessary set of concepts, values and 

hierarchies we would explicitly or implicitly bring up as possible elements of response, would indeed 

make us conclude that defining the self would mean incorporating it into language. And, more 

generally, that knowledge would be a necessarily subsequent process able to come only after the 

existence of a language. Here, the emergence of the term-concept of the ‘self’ among human beings 

would be a misnomer, a necessary strategic category to ensure the survival of the individual out of a 

possibly over-flowing and reductive collectivity. This human strategic recourse to self-differentiation 

would come upon the already pre-existing instinctual apprehension of self and otherness in the 

animal kingdom, as demonstrated through the events of copulation, or the capacity to identify 

enemies, etc. 

This reflection may set us on the right direction, but it must be greatly complemented. 

With our formulation of language as the medium of creativity, and of the avenir as the necessary and 

liberating blind spot of one’s knowledge, the construction of a self takes another turn. Perhaps this 

path should be approached through the psychoanalytic revolution. By postulating the possibility of a 

self-identity radically inaccessible to the subject, psychoanalysis made it possible to conceive that 

knowledge, in the very specific instance of human self-knowledge, may be more complete or holistic 

                                                

140 One would also have to account for the possibility of hierarchy, and therefore of axiology and relative values, among 

animals, whose use of languages as sign systems is still debated. 
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from the outside – in the person of the analyst, and in the process of the analysis –, than through the 

individual’s reflective knowledge. Slavoj Žižek delved extensively in the possible implications of this 

phenomenon in pop-culture and history, insisting, for instance, on the incredibly benign self-

narratives of individuals perceived individually as some of the worst human beings of history, like 

Hitler or Stalin.141 

This experience is also shared by the foreigner. Arriving abroad, the foreigner’s self-image 

gets affected by the personal features that the locals come to unexpectedly associate her with. It is 

even, certainly, more than a matter of features: it is the entire temporality of the foreigner that they 

come to immediately perceive, being suddenly able to posit her within the frame of a history that 

remains irrelevant to her ipseity. The locals see more in the foreigner than the foreigner sees in 

herself: they see her past, her history, the economic, political and cultural superstructure that make 

her presence possible. The foreigner thinks she came ‘because she wanted to,’ but the locals can 

place her back not only in the flow of visiting foreigners, but, altogether, in the history of global 

relations. Has the foreigner’s grasp on her self-identity left her for good? It may well be so: back in 

her home culture for a halt, everything that has made her experience abroad is radically invisible to 

her nearest relatives. But they know her, and she would not question that, as their recalling of 

childhood memories, of even seemingly insignificant later events, but also as their reassuring faith in 

her arriving at her goals, come to confirm. There is no turning back for the foreigner: all her 

interactions will come to break even the most tactile aspects of her metaphysics of presence, as the 

present blindness to her very memory provoked by her obsession and stresses in the present: the 

foreigner will always be reminded of her identity across time, through her co-nationals’ recalling her 

personal history, and across global history, through the larger context she enters as soon as she is 

acknowledged by the locals. 

                                                

141 See for instance his Violence (New York: Picador, 2008), 47: “Hannah Arendt was right: these figures were not 

personifications of sublime Byronesque demonic evil: the gap between their intimate experience and the horror of their 

acts was immense. The experience that we have of our lives from within, the story we tell ourselves about ourselves in 

order to account for what we are doing, is fundamentally a lie – the truth lies outside, in what we do.” 
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This is an intellectual hypothesis that is, expectedly, compatible with some of Levinas’s and 

Derrida’s suggestions. In a late text, Derrida comments upon Circumfession,142 one of his own 

autobiographical text: “The “sense of my life,” “for me,” if this expression has any sense, remains 

forever, from the origin, once and for all, as coming from the other.”143 How could this intuition be 

further elaborated? This would perhaps require a new category, inspired by Levinas: knowledge-from-

the-other. This would also be coherent with Levinas’s larger assumption: if being human, it is being-

for-the-other, this also implies that one would also be subjected to the other’s knowledge of oneself. 

But, even beyond, before or without Levinas, truth, if associated with knowledge and language, is 

always, necessarily externality. As we already mentioned, establishing a truth, it is stepping away 

from the situation, taking distance to look at it. Why would the Other’s truth on another self be more 

the truth than the self’s reflective knowledge? Because the immediate concern of the self’s 

everydayness tends to create a blindness vis-à-vis its deeper roots in a past that is both personal and 

universal. The metaphysics of presence, unfortunately, reaches these depths of the human’s 

consciousness. 

Closing Totality and Infinity, Levinas seems to be evoking what we are elaborating here: “It 

will remain a personal I before the judgment in which truth is stated, and this judgment will come 

from outside of it without coming from an impersonal reason, which uses ruse with persons and is 

pronounced in their absence.”144 Reason operates in absence – Derrida’s critique of logocentrism is 

already there. And it is a judgment that “will come from outside of it without coming from an 

impersonal reason.” Levinas uses the future tense, modality of the self-transcending avenir, and he 

replaces judgment as something that comes from the outside, but not from reason – western 

philosophy’s by-default response to the question –, that is, necessarily from the Other. Judgment 

comes from the Other: the Other is the root of knowledge. This is the reading that Derrida, too, 

adopts, when commenting (between brackets) a quote from the first section of Totality and Infinity: 

                                                

142 “Circumfession,” in Jacques Derrida and Geoffrey Bennington, Jacques Derrida (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 

1993). 

143 Jacques Derrida and Safaa Fathy, Tourner les mots (Paris: Galilée, 2000), 116. 

144 Levinas, Totality and Infinity, 306 



85 

“To approach the Other in discourse is to welcome [my emphasis] his expression, in which at each 

instant he overflows the idea a thought would carry away from it. It is therefore to receive 

[Levinas’s emphasis] from the Other beyond the capacity of the I, which means exactly: to have 

the idea of infinity. But this also means: to be taught. The relation with the Other, or Discourse, 

is a non-allergic relation, an ethical relation; but inasmuch as it is welcomed [my emphasis again] 

this discourse is a teaching. But […] teaching does not come down to […] maieutics; it comes 

from the exterior and brings me more than I contain. [It does not come back, or come down to 

– it comes, and comes from elsewhere, from the exterior, from the other.]”145 

Teaching, that is, the sharing and development of knowledge “does not come down to maieutics,” it 

is not just the Socratic methodological obsession of the refinement of a knowledge that is already in 

the knowing subject: knowledge, truly, emanates from the outside. And this is confirmed by another 

passage from Levinas’s conclusion: “The condition for theoretical truth and error is the word of the 

other, his expression, which every lie already presupposes. But the first content of expression is the 

expression itself.”146 

This little alternative may lead to a set of surprising propositions. Would the experience of 

foreignness radicalize Levinas’s scenario of the encounter of Otherness, to make one experience 

oneself as an Other? This hypothetical leap is not particularly wide: if I have reasons to adopt the 

Other’s image of me as a more accurate and holistic representation than my own reflective 

knowledge, it soon arises that I am also, now, able to observe myself through the eyes of the Other. 

This would indeed be a little revolution in the conventional proto-scientific stare of western 

philosophy, consistent since its early days: objectification is reversed; the subject observes itself as an 

                                                

145 Derrida, “A Word of Welcome,” 27, quoting from Levinas, Totality and Infinity, 51. 

146 Ibid., 306. To complete this series of arguments, one should also look at the evolution of knowledge-from-the-other 

in the case of the previously discussed writing: how can writing transcend the logocentric assumption of a sufficiency of 

self-awareness? Is not the written necessarily the transcription of the flow of my consciousness, whose focusedness 

forbids a simultaneous awareness of my physical presence at this very moment, or of the impressions I may leave on 

others around me, as I am writing? Or would it be the phenomenon of writing as re-writing – a seemingly secondary 

aspect of writing, which in fact is its cardinal difference from the spoken – that permits to break the logocentric, present-

oriented flow of consciousness, to open it to a larger, trans-instantaneous, accommodative and holistic discourse? 
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object; or even more radically: the subject as object observes observation from the standpoint of the 

object. That, is what the knowledge of a foreigner may be.147 

It also ensues from the hypothesis of knowledge-from-the-other that the truth of a self is 

external to this self. What, indeed, would then be left of the self’s identity, now that its 

heteronomous essence is revealed? Are there separate subjects, distinct individuals any longer? 

Would it be contradicting our earlier proposition – that the foreigner realizes the scale of the 

individual as the fundamental unit of human history? How much of the subject would be left, in this 

self-identity that always escapes it? Even more certainly, this hypothesis may well go against the very 

self/Other distinction of Levinas. If the self deconstructs itself when enquiring its identity, it also 

implies that it can no more be the complementary pair of the Other. We would, instead, reach the 

Buddhist notion of Anatta, non-self. And an altogether deeply complex set of problems. Derrida’s 

conceptual compatibility with a variety of propositions of several Buddhist schools has been widely 

documented.148 

But, less radically, what the knowledge-from-the-other suggests is that knowledge is 

fundamentally inter-subjective. At this level, we can confidently expand upon Kant’s epistemological 

project, to submit the idea that the internal faculties of the individual human are not sufficient to 

produce knowledge, at least in the discussed case of reflective knowledge. Instead, we are turning 

towards an understanding of knowledge’s genesis that takes subjects as the new, necessary ‘organs’ 

that permit the emergence of knowledge. The individual is indeed bypassed: inter-subjectivity is the 

new structure of subjectivity. And this is also an invitation to post-structuralism to reconcile with 

metaphysics: developing Levinas, developing Derrida, one arrives at a de-essentialized metaphysics, a 

decentred metaphysics, a metaphysics of the borders, a metaphysics of externality. A metaphysics of 

foreignness, or I should confess, a foreigner’s metaphysics. 

 

 

                                                

147 But would it be a genuine change? Or would this knowledge-from-the-other be used for a false for-the-other of the 

self, which would, in fact, simply hide the old self-centred ego? Is the being-for-the-other a disguised narcissism? 

148 See for instance Harold Coward, Derrida and Indian Philosophy (New York: State University of New York Press, 1990). 
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OPENING: AN ADDRESSEE’S RESOLUTION 

Figure of the parabola – from the outside all the way back to the outside. We started our exploration 

with a shy approach, from the outside of what is undeniably a largely unknown history. And we end 

at the highly abstract and speculative level of metaphysical propositions – but again, a metaphysics, 

if at all, insisting to remain outside the margins. This is so because metaphysics must not be 

abandoned; because the human can truly find original and valuable insights on the most fundamental 

aspects of reality, and that philosophy must, in fact, provide this kind of reflection today. But 

indeed, a provision for metaphysics is conceivable only inasmuch it resists the reductive frames of its 

history in western thought, called totalization or thematization with Levinas, and logocentrism or 

metaphysics of presence with Derrida. The indebtedness to Levinas, the heritage carried by Derrida, 

the continuation of this lineage, are visible through the entirety of this reflection. The anxious 

obsessive fear of Levinas, to always be on the edge of falling back into a discourse of totalization, of 

the Said, is shared here too. But the risk must be accepted, and the challenge, taken. This is also 

perhaps the echo of Derrida’s personal life, and its relation with his œuvre: no, indeed, philosophy 

and philosophy readers will not have enough with relatively abstract and playful studies; the 

implications, ethical or otherwise, must be presented and explored explicitly. With Levinas and 

Derrida, we have a theoretician of ethics who insisted on not delving into actual matters of concrete 

morality, and an inter-disciplinary meaning-maker with a reporter-like concern for not drawing the 

conclusion for his readers. But ethics must indeed be discussed. It must be elaborated. At a general 

level, perhaps, so not to take over each individual’s choice, unique in every single situation. The 

situation is analogous here: we had to draw the conclusions, to make explicit the necessary 

implications, in the form of this metaphysics, this old, mocked name. And it is more than analogy, 

because behind these alternatives to our ways of understanding space, time or knowledge, there are 

indeed very pragmatic implications, and effects on our approach of ethics. Metaphysics meets ethics. 

An ethics brought back to its etymology, the ethos, the customs, the attitude, the incessant, yet 

disseminated and appeased concern of the individual at every single moment. Levinas had moved 

the ethical from the occasional moment of the decision, to the very fundamental and habitual event 

of the face-to-face. More confidently, we can bring the ethical further to the all-the-time, to a 

permanent, yet serene attention to all and everything. Again, called mindfulness or attentive presence, new 

Buddhist echoes to our discussion are again opening. And the phenomenology of ethics is already 

engaged in this dynamic of diffusion through time. This is certainly so, to stay with Levinas, because 
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our era provide each individual with increased levels of sociality, even in spite of an all-time-high 

individualism. The Other is and can be always around, therefore ethics must necessarily be spread to 

a permanent attention. Post-Structuralism had radicalized the Heideggerean claim to posit the 

human as permanently in language; our metaphysical elaboration from Levinas posits the human as 

the being of Ethics, having an incessant preoccupation by its Other as its main characteristic. Ego 

can never be itself, around or even faraway from the Other. Maybe this would be the last step to the 

old anxiety of finding what truly distances the human animal from other creatures. And to undertake 

this step confidently, new perspectives on space, time and knowledge, as we have attempted here, 

are required. 

But who is the ‘message’ of this ‘thesis’ addressed to: the individual or the collective? The 

question is central, and not so evident. Would this kind of insight – the political reduction of 

foreignness, the existential liberation of the foreigner, the reconstruction of foreignness at the 

foundation of our cultures and values, and especially the foreigner’s metaphysics – be beneficial, be 

oriented towards the singular individual, perhaps herself a future foreigner, or to the community, the 

group, perhaps even the political? Personal development on the one hand, social improvement on 

the other – a running alternative throughout western thought. But we took a stance. We did 

pronounce a set of brief propositions with regards to the political attitude, and certain policies 

surrounding the treatment of foreigners. A few words were said about politics of language. But the 

heart of our discovery was addressed to the individual, whom we defined as the locus of humanity’s 

evolution. This choice was already explicit in the transition from the third to the fourth chapter. This 

was required to justify a return to metaphysics, as the fruits of an individual’s introspective inquiry, 

instead of a turn to praxis, social critique or political philosophy, as the elaboration of a collective 

program to apply and follow. Levinas and Derrida both resisted the Marxist waves that reached 

nearly all the French intellectuals, at least in the 1960s, and often before. Both, silently, remained 

critical and wary about the Leftist political metaphysics of a radically collective humanity. They 

certainly felt that the subtlety of human existence lies in its irresolvable imbalance between the 

dimensions of the individual and of the collective. Inspired by these two figures in and outside of 

the philosophical exercise proper, it is without a surprise that I, too, followed their path to make of 

philosophy a discourse that addresses the individual first. This may ultimately be the critique of this 

thesis, or its attempt at an extension: what would these arguments become if we open it to the 

collective? How can a collectivity respond to the multiplicity of spaces, to the serenity in a creative 
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avenir, or to the possibility of knowledge-from-the-Other? May these enter the praxis-oriented realm 

of the political one day? This very alternative, this ‘set of antonyms’ as I called this figure earlier, 

does seem irresolvable to me in the present of this writing. It is, once again, the avenir and its 

capacity for creative rejoining that shall be the terrain of this organic resolution. And its source, the 

Other behind my knowledge-from-the-Other, the reader of these lines, eager to enter the patient 

realm of the written. 
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