
RESPONSIBLE RELATIONSHIP: A WAY FORWARD IN THE DIGITAL AGE 

 

- Br. Nhodimakel Manu  SDB 

 

Human beings live in society and have a defined moral 

life. Unlike other animals, we are able to reflect on and 

make judgments about our own and others actions so as to 

make moral choices. Though, as the developmental 

psychologist Jean Piaget says we are not born with this 

ability but we progress from limited understanding of 

morality to the most sophisticated one. However there is 

more complex development in the human thinking and in 

the decision making by the emergence of the ability to 

participate in a collective cognition. Because we as 

individual can draw collective knowledge form the human 

experiences, an ability to go beyond our biology. This 

ability prerequisite a code of behavior and actions for better 

living conditions.  

The social behaviors demand a common social code for life. In the stages of 

evolution, till the last century the man-made rules for social behaviors attended to the vast 

number of issues. But today with rise of digital culture we are in search of a cyber-ethics. 

This can adhere to the new problems of the era. Though there are many understanding with 

regard to the cyber ethics, this paper presents the Levinasian philosophy as a suitable 

answer to the problems that are faced by us today. 

 

Cyber Challenges 

The biggest challenge the cyber age faces with regarded to the understanding of 

morality is the application of old values to a new medium. Today people can feel invisible 

online and do things which they normally don’t when watched by others – things that they 

know might be wrong. As an old byword tells, “character is what you do when no one is 

watching.” The character formation becomes one of the biggest challenges of today with 

the increasing number of kids go on line with very poor e-habits. The world today is no 

more a world of citizenship rather it is one of cybercitizenship. The ideal of citizenship has 

become a concept with the realization of global villages. When the affinity to a nation and 

to a particular group becomes a hypothesis the values given by them too suffers a natural 

death.  

The instinctual indifference to the natural values apprehends a denial of the socially 

accepted norms of living and becomes an added reason for the increase in the cyber-

crimes. If not by the socially accepted norms where do we base ourselves on to live a 

social life in the digital era? 

It is rather interesting to note even when ‘society’ becomes more and more a concept the 

presence of the other (the person to with whom I am immediately dealing with) is radically 

felt. The other is not a hypothesis rather a reality which I can feel and experience. 

Acknowledging the presence of the other, I ought to shape my life in regard to the 

demands of the other. It no more becomes a life guided by the traditional or socially 

defined values (the rules/values set by someone for me) rather a life guided and lived by 



the dynamic presence of the other (the rules/values set by the self, facing the demands 

made by the other).  I feel the understanding of the other and concept of relationship 

proposed by Emmauel Levinas1 can become a point of reference at this venture.  

 

LevinasianConcept of the Other 

Levinas considers the other as unique; against Western totalitarianism Levinas 

maintains that the human and the Divine Othercannot be reduced to a totality of which 

they would only be elements. A truthful thoughtrespects the non-synthesizable ‘separation’ 

that characterizes the relations between the otherand me. The otherisassociated with the 

infinity. The category of totality summarises the way in which the egoinhabits the world, 

the infinite names the Other’s ungraspable or incomprehensible character. However, the 

other in the first place stands for the other human being whom I, the subject, encounter.2 

The other presents himself in the face3, but does not negate the same or does it do violence 

to it. For Levinas face is pre-eminently self-expressive.  The Other looks at me straight in 

the eyes, via the glance we stand ‘eye-to-eye’ with one another (face-to-face) in a totally 

immediate manner.  In this way I experience the other as the pre-eminent fact that 

‘traumatizes’ and ‘surprises’ me. 4  The face expresses the presence and the absolute 

‘otherness’ of the other which cannot be reduced. As Roger Burggraeve sums up: “The 

face is ethical because it is simultaneously demanding and begging, or rather because it 

may be only to the extent that it also demands and may only demand to the extent that it 

also begs.”5 

In the face of the Other, I see the reflection of my real self; the egocentric imperialism that 

drives me to work exclusively towards my own self-development, without even a glance 

from within my kingdom to the other-than-myself.  This discovery throws me into shame.6 

The other, in the rectitude of his face, is not a character within a context.  The face is what 

                                                           
1Emmanuel Levinas, one of the most important continental philosophers of the twentiethCentury was 

born on 12th January 1906 in Kovno (Kaunas), Lithuania to Jewish parents Yekhiel and Dvora. Dominated 

by the experience of holocaust he goes beyond the ontological reflections of the traditional philosophy to 

discuss about the importance of the other. 
2In the later philosophy it also stands for God. 
3The face is a presence. When it manifests itself, the face breaks through its own plastic image. The 

face is not simply an aspect of the body. The face enters into our world from a sphere absolutely foreign, 

from an absolute. However, the face is not merely an image, or a portrait. Insofar as the face manifests the 

other, and not the projection of oneself, it is truly the epiphany of the other. Yet, the other that is manifested 

through the face is totally exterior to me; there is a ‘radical heterogeneity’ that creates an ‘infinite’ distance 

between the I and the other. The face, thus, manifests the uniqueness of the other. “The face resists 

possession, resists my powers.” The face due to its epiphany, and expression, turns into total resistance to the 

grasp. This resistance to the grasp is not produced as an insurmountable resistance like that of a start in the 

immensity of space. Rather, the expression of the face defies my ability for power, and not just the feebleness 

of my power. That is to say “the face speaks to me and thereby invites me to a relation incommensurable 

with a power exercised, be it enjoyment or knowledge.” So, “the face arrests totalization.” 
4 Johnson J. Puthenpurackal, “Ethics of Responsibility: A Study Based on the Philosophy of 

Emmanuel Levinas,” (a paper presented during the meeting of Association of Catholic Philosophers of India, 

held in 1997, at Nitika, Calcutta), 7. 
5  Roger Burggraeve, The Ethical Basis for a Humane Society According to Emmanuel Levinas, 

translated by Catherine Vnahove-Romanik (Leuven: Centre for Metaphysics and Philosophy of God, 

Institute of Philosophy, 1981), 26. 
6 Cf. Johnson J. Puthenpurackal, “Ethics of Responsibility: A Study Based on the Philosophy of 

Emmanuel Levinas,” 9. 



one cannot kill, or at least it is that whose meaning consists in saying: ‘thou shall not kill.’7 

What Levinas wants to establish is that, in our relationship with the other, looking at the 

face of the other, we cannot deny our responsibility to respond to the needs of the other 

even when the other is passive. 

Asymmetrical Relationship 

It is no more a reciprocal relationship rather an asymmetry. The responsibility of the 

subject is a responsibility as responsibility for the other, that is to say, the subject is 

responsible for his (other’s) very responsibility.8 So he holds that the epiphany of the other 

denotes at once the relation to the other, which is fundamentally asymmetrical.9 It is not an 

encounter between two people on equal footing, nor is it a friendship based on reciprocity. 
10Levinas agrees with Abraham Heschel (1907-1972) who claims that ‘God is in search of 

man.’ It is a relationship that is never an equal relationship but a relation between bigger 

and smaller, high and low, God and man, infinite and finite.  This relationship is called 

asymmetrical relationship.  It is true with regard to human relationship too.  Levinas 

mentioning the face of the other says that I 

do not grasp other in order to dominate, 

instead respond to the epiphany of the face. 

Levinas considers the idea of asymmetry as 

very important for it is, the most important 

way of conceiving of the relationship 

between the self and other which does not 

place them on the same level. The idea of 

asymmetry is another way of telling that in 

the perseverance in being we are all equal, 

that is to say the essential difference between 

me and the other remains in my look.11 

We are familiar with the saying of Aloysha 

Karamazov in The Brothers Karamazov by 

Dostoyevsky, “we are all responsible for 

everyone else - but I am more responsible 

than everyone else.” 12   This essential 

asymmetry is the very basis of ethics and 

more especially cyber-ethics, not only am I 

                                                           
7  Cf. Emmanuel Levinas, Ethics and Infinity: Conversations with Philippe Nemo, translated by 

Richard. Cohen (Pittsburgh: Duquesne University Press, 1985), 86-87. 
8Cf. Levinas, Ethics and Infinity, 96. 
9 Cf. Emmanuel Levinas, “Meaning and Sense,” in Emmanuel Levinas: Basic philosophical Writings, 

edited by A Peperzak, S. Critchley, and R. Bernasconi (Bloomington, Indiana: Indiana University Press, 

1996), 53. 
10 Cf. Sekar Sebastian, Radical Responsibility for the Other: An Ethical Appraisal of Emmanuel 

Levinas (Bangalore: Asian Trading Corporation, 2010), 73. 
11 Tamra Wright, “The Paradox of Morality: An Interview with Emmanuel Levinas,” in The 

Provocation of Levinas, edited by R. Bernasconi and D. Wood (London: Routledge Press, 1998), 179. As 

cited in Sebastian, Radical Responsibility for the other, 91-92. 
12Emmanuel Levinas and Richard Kearney, “Dialogue with Emmanuel Levinas,” in Face to Face 

with Levinas, edited byRichard Cohen (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1986), 31. 



more responsible than the other but I am even responsible for everyone else’s 

responsibility.13The asymmetrical ethical rapport with the face subordinates my existence 

to say I owe more to the other than to myself.  This kind of outlook on   “Ethics is 

therefore, against nature because it forbids the murderousness of my natural will to put my 

own existence first.”14 

Moving from the ethical to the juridical asymmetry, Levinas means to say “that ‘right’ 

begins as inequality and heteronomy.  ‘Right’ does not begin in my freedom, but in the 

other himself: it is an-archaic (pre-original).”15 The only basis for a truly ethical ‘right’ is 

the unconditional responsibility that the face imposes on me.  My responsibility for the 

other becomes the Other’s right and a demand of justice.   

I am responsible for the other without waiting for reciprocity.  Reciprocity is Other’s 

affair. 16   It is precisely insofar as the relationship between the other and me is not 

reciprocal that I am subjected to the other; and I am ‘subject’ essentially in the sense that I 

am responsible for the other without waiting for his response. Levinas quotes 

Dostoyevesky to say that ‘we are all guilty of all and for all men before all, and I more 

than the others.’  This is not owing to such or such a guilt which is really mine, or to 

offences that I might have committed; rather because I am responsible for a total 

responsibility, which enables me to answer for all the others and for all in the others, and 

even for their responsibility. “The I always has one responsibility more that all the 

others.”17 

 

The Responsible Relationship: A Way out 

If so complicated what is the way out of this confusion created by the emergence of 

the digital culture. The character of digital culture is such that, the universal norms of 

morality seems meaningless and idle and individual convictions are only the way out. 

However, one can never forget the danger that one had to face because of a blind moral 

irrelativeness. So an individual conviction with the denial of ontological subject seems to 

the only solution. That is to say, a redefinition of ethical questions with the moral height of 

of obligation and responsibility, not for what is, but for what it ought to be. I am 

responsible before the other in his alterity, responsible before all the others for all the 

others. The condition of being hostage is an authentic figure of responsibility.18 

Is not then my relationship with the other a burden which would make me feel guilty 

of not performing to the full?  It does not leave anyone with a guilty conscience; rather 

leads one out of it by calling for a ‘conversion from within’ in order to break the closed 

circle of one’s autonomy.From my narcissism, through my experience of shame and of 

guilt, I am led to my ‘responsibility for the other.’  This profound experience of 

                                                           
13  Cf. Levinas and Richard Kearney, “Dialogue with Emmanuel Levinas,” Face to Face with 

Levinas, 31. Levinas, Ethics and Infinity, 96. 
14  Cf. Levinas and Richard Kearney, “Dialogue with Emmanuel Levinas,” Face to Face with 

Levinas, 24. 
15Roger Burggraeve, From Self-development to Solidarity: an Ethical Reading of Human Desire in 

its Socio-Political Relevance according to Emmanuel Levinas (Leuven: Centre for Metaphysics and 

Philosophy of God, 1985), 89. 
16 Cf. Levinas, Ethics and Infinity, 98. 
17 Cf. Levinas, Ethics and Infinity, 98-99. 
18 Cf. Lingis, “Translator’s Introduction,” Otherwise than Being or Beyond Essence, translated by A. 

Lingis (Pittsburgh: Martinus Nijhoff  Publishers, 1981), xiii-xiv 



responsibility begins as an absolute heteronomy: I am no longer the law, but the other is; I 

am not ‘the measure of all things’ but the one ‘to be measured.’  ‘My responsibility for the 

other’ is not my freedom of choice; my responsibility is attributed to me even before I am 

in a position to make a decision. Thus the heteronomous responsibility is an-archaic and 

pre-original. From ‘responsibility as heteronomous substitution,’ one is led to the notion of 

‘election’—my privilege of being responsible. I am specially and exclusively chosen for a 

mission, from which I cannot escape. Thus my responsibility for the other is both 

inevitable and irreplaceable. I cannot run away from my responsibility, throwing it on to 

others. I have to act as the ‘only one responsible.’  I am set apart to be a messiah, and 

every ethical subject is called to be a messiah.19 Being a messiah is the only way to define 

a moral contact for oneself in this digital world. It is a guided relative morality for it is a 

spontaneous response to the commands made by the other. Subject becomes, responsible 

even for the responsibility of the other. Not a defined moral structure, rather a personal 

conviction to live by, in response to the demands of the other.  
 

                                                           
19 Cf. Puthenpurackal, “Ethics of Responsibility: A Study Based on the Philosophy of Emmanuel 

Levinas,” 10-11. 


