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Levinas, Sartre, and the 
Question of Solidarity
Kris Sealey

P recisely what kinds of selves come together in  
 acts of political solidarity? Stated differently,  
 what must we presuppose of ourselves (of the 

structures that give rise to the phenomena of selves), given the acts 
of solidarity to which history has been privy? These are questions 
for which the work of Jean-Paul Sartre and Emmanuel Levinas are 
fruitful resources. Without making the claim that there exist certain 
“one size fits all” conditions for the possibility of solidarity in gen-
eral, Levinas’s conception of identity is helpful in understanding how 
racially embodied selves participate in acts of (racially grounded) soli-
darity, very much like the kind of which Sartre’s Black Orpheus serves 
as an exposition. The experience of being racialized (or of having 
an embodiment that signifies racially) renders particularly pertinent 
those structures of the Levinasian self, which identify phenomenolo-
gies of corporeality (or materiality) and suffering as primordial to the 
human condition. To be sure, Levinas’s work does not offer explicit 
insight to the task of navigating questions of race and racial justice. 
But he does formulate an account of identity whereby the rivetedness 
to our bodies is pivotal, and quite frankly, central to how we relate to 
ourselves and each other. Thus, Levinas’s conception of identity may 
be useful for grounding the possibility of moments of racial solidarity. 
In so doing, we see the sense in which such moments include a col-
lection of selves in critical stance with respect to themselves, and pre-
cisely not in the self-affirmative stance of race-based essentialization. 
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The Levinasian “not being one with oneself ” then produces a genu-
ine “being for the other,” out of which we can locate a political space 
that, at the very least, comes close to what Levinas means by the 
ethical.

In an editorial published in the North Star on December 8, 1847, 
Fredrick Douglass proclaimed, “We are one with you under the ban 
of prejudice and proscription — one with you under the slander of 
inferiority . . . when you suffer, we suffer; what you endure, we endure. 
We are indissolubly united.”1 Endemic to such moments of indis-
soluble unity is the individual and solitary experience of nonbelong-
ing, disenfranchisement, and being without a home. To be sure, the 
demand that comes out of such moments is typically for the fullest of 
social and political autonomy, for belonging in the strongest sense. 
Nonetheless, we would be amiss to undermine the truth of loss and 
abandonment upon which racially embodied identities are oftentimes 
constructed in a sociality that works toward social justice for all.2 This 
individual loss is crucial for understanding such movements of social-
ity, insofar as the latter would lose its signification without the former. 
The Levinasian account of the self is one of such loss and exile, and 
describes a self that is without a home, insofar as that self is already 
implicated in an encounter with exteriority. As David Wood writes, 
“True autonomy [by which I take him to refer to a sense of self that 
is whole or complete] recognizes its own constitutive relationality.”3 
This “constitutive relationality” gestures toward Levinas’s notion of 
the self, insofar as the self just is a relation of obsessive substitution 
for the other, across my absolute responsibility for his or her being. 
Said otherwise, the very (non)ontology of the self denies it the kind 
of closure that would give the self a home, or that would give the 
self reprieve from the exile of which racial embodiment is a poignant 
concretization.

It is important to acknowledge that a Levinasian sense of relation-
ality does not, at least at the outset, lend itself to being in solidarity 
with the other. This is because, for Levinas, my substitution for the 
other singularizes me, and situates me in a radical solitude. This is 
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insofar as I find myself more responsible than anyone else, and inso-
far as the other for whom I substitute myself comes from elsewhere 
(in the metaphysical sense) such that we are never quite with each 
other, on the same plane. All of this risks betrayal in that transition 
into moments of (political) solidarity, whereby it is assumed that I 
stand with the other, or alongside the other, in his or her moment of 
suffering. In this regard, the Levinasian rubric implies an inevitable 
domestication of the ethical as it moves into the political.4

Sartre’s account in Black Orpheus significantly minimizes such a 
betrayal despite the fact that the Sartrean conception of identity does 
not house the overt structural interruption that we find in Levinas’s 
account.5 The orphic movement central to Black Orpheus qualifies the 
formal conception of consciousness that the ontology of Being and 
Nothingness supports, insofar as the former account underscores the 
vulnerability of the discord implied in a self that does not coincide 
with itself. This noncoincidence is quietly implied in the concrete 
descriptions dispersed throughout Being and Nothingness, but Sartre 
seems to use Black Orpheus to acknowledge that when conscious-
body is racialized, the trauma of noncoincidence takes precedence.6 
As such, Black Orpheus can be understood to rest on a Levinasian 
relationality, out of which political moments of solidarity prioritize an 
embodied suffering without succumbing to the risks of biologism and 
fascist nationalism. The orphic movement, sustaining the “not being 
at home in oneself,” rests on the passivity of a subject who is without 
identity (despite his or her very real incarnation). In this sense, the 
subject is always already implicated in the trace of the other’s alterity, 
which allows us to make sense of the possibility of being in com-
munity with those with whom we may or may not share a common 
experience of oppression.

Grounding the analysis in Black Orpheus on a Levinasian notion of 
identity (which I hold is already there, though implicitly) provides an 
interesting illustration of Levinas’s radical reading of the ethical on a 
political stage. It also means that solidarity can germinate around the 
lived reality of race without committing that crime against freedom, 
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which essentializes the self, or reduces him or her to the level of the 
biological. And perhaps, most importantly, it suggests that one can 
secure political agency alongside others in a pursuit that is not purely 
self-serving. In other words, I can bear witness to the other’s suffer-
ing all the while being open to the possibility that the other’s place in 
being (i.e., political agency) just might take priority over mine.

Levinas’s essay “Some Reflections on the Philosophy of Hitlerism” 
offers a position on identity that substantially echoes Sartre’s account 
of black solidarity in Black Orpheus. The implication of bring-
ing together these two texts is twofold. Firstly, it allows us to read 
Levinas’s essay on Hitlerism as advocating for an identity-founded 
solidarity, despite its well-founded rejection of the philosophy of 
biologism. This, in turn, begins a conversation out of which a more 
politicized and communal conception of the self can be brought to 
bear on the Levinasian idea of identity as abandoned, vulnerable, and 
obsessed in a singular responsibility. And secondly, engaging these 
two texts opens us onto a richer understanding of Sartre’s account of 
human consciousness as an unavoidably concretized freedom. This 
way of understanding Sartre would be especially helpful in the face of 
those criticisms of Black Orpheus, which read his notion of a “black 
soul” as a betrayal of his conception of consciousness as a radically 
free “nothingness of being.”

The first two sections of my investigation pursue these implica-
tions. First, I trace Levinas’s analysis of the philosophy of Hitlerism 
and how his conception of human identity shapes that analysis. His 
account of subjectivity — as a self that is primordially implicated in 
the Outside — grounds the possibility of group solidarity, around 
certain lived experiences of oppression. The second section discusses 
Sartre’s reading of Négritude in his preface to Leopold Senghor’s 
anthology of poetry.7 This essay uncovers a resonance between the 
notion of identity that shapes Levinas’s “Hitlerism” piece, and what 
we see in Black Orpheus as Sartre’s derivation of an authentic Negro 
or black soul. To this end, the third section pursues the possibility of 
finding, in Sartre’s analysis, a way to use the Levinasian idea of the 
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self as grounds for a kind solidarity around certain racial, ethnic, and 
national markers.

Beyond LiBeraLism and nationaLism

Intersections between Levinas and Sartre are evidenced in 
Levinas’s appraisal of the Sartrean idea of a concretized freedom. 
In “Existentialism and Anti-Semitism,” he identifies Sartre’s analy-
sis of anti-Semitism as valuable insofar as it espouses a conception 
of human identity that “encompasses [man’s] social, economic and 
historical situation within his spirituality” (UH 74). Elsewhere, he 
praises the analysis for recognizing certain “Jewish commitments” 
that are neither of the mode of knowledge nor reducible to “mate-
riality or belonging” (75). These align with the fundamental thesis 
of Levinas’s essay on Hitlerism, which locates the meaning of our 
human condition into neither camps of Cartesian rationalism nor a 
Nietzchean-inspired nationalism.

Freedom, as it has been formulated by the Western liberal tra-
dition, places us at a safe distance from the world with which we 
interact. Indeed, we are with things (Sartre also makes sure to empha-
size that consciousness is always engaged), but in the midst of that 
immersion, we manage to hold on to a sense of a cohesive self that 
remains uncompromised by the environmental, historical, and physi-
cal factors into which we are immersed. If this is not the case, and we 
are, indeed, compromised, it is precisely because we have chosen to 
deepen our level of involvement. “I stand in the world and I am part 
of it,” Adriaan Peperzak tells us, “but I also face it, because nothing 
is so sovereign and autonomous in the same manner as I am.”8 In 
the essay “Reflections on the Philosophy of Hitlerism” Levinas illus-
trates a conception of identity as a relationship between the I (moi) of 
this liberal rationalism and the self (soi), to which the moi finds itself 
attached. He claims that the free rational detachment that is repre-
sented in liberalism too quickly underestimates how our human con-
dition is colored by a region of affectivity. A liberal account of human 
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freedom presupposes that, despite my history, my being autonomous 
means that I am not coincident or identical with my historically con-
structed identity. Choices are made as though independent from this 
“what has been,” and for this reason, being is given as an opposing 
force to be reckoned with in the spontaneous play of possibilities for 
a free-floating I. Levinas reads the political sentiments of Hitlerism 
as a challenge to these liberal conceptions of identity, insofar as they 
come from the need to “[concretize] the spirit” (69). Said otherwise, 
on Levinas’s account, the philosophy of Hitlerism aims to recapture a 
more fundamental (embodied) constitution of selfhood, which it then 
uses to ground its more politicized account of national belonging.

To this end, Hitlerism locates the possibility of an authentic soci-
ety in an embrace of this biological inevitability, instead of infecting 
one’s identity with an abstract sense of liberal freedom. Nation pre-
cisely falls within the parameters of kinship, bloodline, and as such, 
embodiment. In this sense, one is German not because one chooses 
to be (by taking, for instance, some oath of allegiance) but because 
one has German ancestors. These biological aspects are not addenda 
to a spirit that is universally human. Rather, Hitlerism determines 
that they are the very spirit of humanity.

Levinas finds actual confirmation of these sentiments in the experi-
ence of suffering. The significance of suffering lies in precisely having 
to suffer, or in being imprisoned in one’s body. In this sense, it reveals 
to us “an absolute position” (RPH 68), a being held fast to being, 
or to its being. He shows that “suffering’s content merges with the 
impossibility of detaching oneself from suffering. . . . It is made up of 
the impossibility of fleeing [from oneself ] or retreating” (TO 69). 
Fundamentally, I do not choose suffering,9 and when it commences, 
I cannot choose to end suffering (the way the liberal spirit appar-
ently chooses its fundamental attitude toward being, and in so doing, 
already overcomes it). Physical pain uncovers an indivisible simplicity 
between the I and its physical being, an indivisibility that Levinas’s 
formalizes in the relationship between the moi and the soi. It shows 
that embodiment reveals our rivetedness to, or position in being. To 
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this end, the body takes on a signification independently of what it 
may or may not be for rational freedom. It is not simply an obstacle 
against and over which freedom must work that much harder to reign 
victorious. Rather, it is the very core of identity, which then condi-
tions the possibility of an intentional (and free) relationship with the 
world. Levinas identifies this as the impetus behind the philosophy 
of Hitlerism, and shows that this impetus is very much in keeping 
with the phenomenology of suffering and other such encounters with 
the body.

Nevertheless, there is also that other aspect of suffering for which 
Hitlerism’s declaration (that we are our bodies) cannot account.  
In On Escape (1935), Levinas identifies moments of physical suffer-
ing that indicate a conception of identity that surpasses Hitlerism’s 
biology-based notion, but also trumps the efficacy of a liberal under-
standing of human freedom. The experience of suffering reveals that 
I am riveted to that material condition, without reprieve. But it is also 
the case that, as we suffer, we also refuse that condition of suffering. I 
rebel against the pain, in the midst of my being powerless to transcend 
it. In other words, the experience of suffering is marked not only by 
the impossibility of escaping one’s physical condition, but also by the 
impossibility of completely coinciding with one’s physical condition. 
Hence, liberalism’s blind spot in missing the need to concretize the 
spirit is alongside Hitlerism’s failure to recognize this lived rebellion 
against the body. “In the depths of this unity [of the individual and 
the body], the duality of a free spirit . . . struggles against the body to 
which it is chained” (RPH 68).

Again, this is formalized in the diachronous relationship between 
the subject (moi) and its self (soi ). The subject is one with his or 
her being, while at the same time, refuses this being to which he or 
she is inevitably tied. The implication is that, within the very identity 
of the human, there exists a primordial opposition.10 I am my self, 
but I cannot rest comfortably in myself, which is to say that the self 
that is mine is also foreign to me. This is already a break away from 
liberalism’s presuppositions of identity, which tell us that the only 
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contention pertaining to our human condition is the one between 
man and world (or rather, between man and nonman). As such, 
Levinas rejects the notion that “the conflict from which the revolt 
[between human freedom and the brute fact of being] arises opposes 
man to the world, not man to himself ” (OE 49).

So instead of mapping neatly onto each other, the moi and soi are 
out of phase with each other. Their march is diachronous, with the 
soi dragging behind the moi, like a stubborn presence. In describ-
ing this fissure in identity, Levinas determines both biological and 
liberal notions of selfhood, by themselves, to be incomplete. The I is 
ahead of its self by only the most infinitely smallest of instants, since 
the bond between them (that they are, indeed, a riveted unity) only 
allows for so much. Insofar as the unity indicative of identity consists 
of this diachrony, it also “amounts to the impossibility of being what 
one is” (OE 66).11 Levinas understands this impossibility as a struc-
tural interruption at the heart of the self. This interruption ultimately 
points to a primordial passivity (vulnerability, or subjection) of the 
human condition.

In going beyond the dichotomy of liberal freedom and Hitlerism’s 
determinism, Levinas creates a space out of which a third conception 
of solidarity can be understood. As an existent, I encounter my posi-
tion (in existence) as that which robs me of the possibility of having 
an identity. In other words, I find myself existing as depositioned, or 
as without identity. Though my current focus is not on Levinas’s 
conception of transcendence, it is worth mentioning that it is directly 
informed by this diachronous relation between moi and soi. This dia-
chrony, or my being without identity, places me in a peculiar rela-
tion with others through my being substituted for them. In Otherwise 
than Being, where one finds Levinas’s full account of substitution, 
he identifies those moments of suffering — moments that are, to be 
sure, the most solitary of human experiences — to signify the other’s 
proximity.
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soLidarity in suffering

As a diachronous duality between the moi and the soi, the subject 
is already dispossessed and vulnerable in its position as a subject. This 
means that identity is nonreducible to the leaving and returning to self 
of consciousness, but rather consists of terms in recurrence.12 “The 
ego,” Levinas writes, “is in itself like a sound that would resound in 
its own echo” (OB 103). The imagery here is clearly one of an unde-
niable yet discordant union, such that identity resides in the impos-
sibility of being completely free from self and in the impossibility of 
being completely one with self. In this sense, recurrence formalizes 
what is brought to the fore in the experience of suffering. It captures, 
on the part of the subject, a resignation to his or her rivetedness, 
but it also situates the meaning of this station in being outside of 
ontological modalities. In this breaking up of identity, the subject 
exists in a way that he or she is already opened up onto that which 
is, radically, on the outside. For Levinas, this outside signifies as the 
proximity of the other. To be sure, my being dispossessed of identity 
is also a dispossession of the kind of autonomy that can access infinite 
possibility. In this regard, an identity in recurrence is ultimately a self 
who is not yet able to be able. Hence, the other’s proximal approach 
must be understood as that which is undergone by the subject, very 
much like the passivity concretized in the experience of suffering. 
To say this differently, the inversion of identity, which is formalized 
in recurrence, means that my openness onto alterity is an encounter 
across a subjection or vulnerability.13 To be sure, Levinas’s position is 
that, as a consequence of the structure of substitution, radical vulner-
ability just is the way my most originary encounter with the other is 
signified.14 My relating to others from a more sovereign position only 
happens later on (at the level of the moi), but such relations do not 
mitigate the sense in which the other is that trace under which I am 
subjected.
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It is important for us to distinguish this ‘subjection’ from an out-
right experience of alienation. At this most fundamental level, it is 
not the case that the other steals my freedom from me. I find myself 
already substituted for the other insofar as I encounter the other as 
someone whose being is my fundamental concern and responsibil-
ity. I am without identity since I am in the other’s place of suffering. 
Hence, the for in Levinas’s “for the other” captures that primordial 
call to make the oppression of others my concern. It does not mean 
that I am for the other’s use, in the typical sense of violation and/
or alienation that might perhaps come of a Sartrean reading of the 
structures of intersubjectivity. Because the for comes out of Levinas’s 
account of the relation between the moi and the soi, the vulnera-
bility of being substituted does not pertain to the nonfreedom of 
biological or deterministic conceptions of identity (like the one we 
find in Hitlerism). In that regard, we can also disregard the claim 
that, in being substituted for the other, I take on some thing-like, 
objectified being that is incompatible with the spontaneity of a lucid 
consciousness.15 Levinas refers to that sense of reification as the objec-
tification of “prime matter,” which means that there still retains the 
power of “resistance and impenetrability” (OB 110). The passivity of 
my responsibility for the other is even more passive, since the call to 
substitute myself is of the order of a persecution that makes it impos-
sible not to respond. There is no resisting the trauma undergone by 
alterity’s proximity, since the freedom to resist comes too late.16 My 
absolute indebtedness originates on the hither side of freedom, prior 
to the formation of any will that could either accept or deny it, or 
maybe decide to occupy some stoic stance toward the other’s suf-
fering. It is in this sense that alterity passes by as a trace, clothed in 
an unassumability, never in the present and as such, unrepresentable 
along the axis of a freedom. “The neighbor concerns me before all 
assumption, all commitment consented or refused” (87).17

Despite their very significant differences, both Levinas’s account of 
substitution and Hitlerism’s interpretation of the body locate, in the 
fullness of embodiment, certain forms of the interhuman. According 
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to the latter, it is as a kinship of bloodline and heredity that I find 
myself (and do not, most fundamentally, choose to be) part of the 
solidarity of nationhood. But this philosophy finds, in this region of 
solidarity, a space out of which I can be at home, and quite reassured 
of my legitimacy, in being. To the contrary, the structure of substi-
tution implies that I am always already dispossessed of all belong-
ing, since my place is already a usurpation of what more rightfully 
belongs to the other by virtue of his or her suffering. In this sense, the 
inevitability of incarnation simply is the unavoidability of my radical 
responsibility. It establishes the very possibility of giving and sacrifice 
(OB 109). As we pit this formulation against Hitlerism’s primordial 
kinship, we should also distinguish it from what might be regarded 
as a liberal approach to this possibility of giving and sacrifice. From a 
liberal conception of identity, it could be argued that I have certain 
responsibilities toward others, and such responsibilities would ulti-
mately reside within the parameters of what I have freely taken on. 
Though Levinas recognizes this way of understanding what it means 
to be responsible, his account of substitution determines that these 
freely elected responsibilities do not yet answer that existing indebt-
edness that I have not freely taken on. To reiterate, he conceives of 
identity as an inversion of the priority of freedom. This means that my 
deciding to remain indifferent toward the other’s suffering is a reduc-
tion of that more obsessive call to give and to sacrifice.

At the level of the subject’s encounter with being in terms of 
“world,” “consumption,” and “as for me,” there is already an intru-
sion of sorts by the other into the symmetric exchange of economic 
life. This region of symmetry legitimizes the self ’s pursuit of self-
preservation, and perhaps, the self’s hopes that its conatus essendi is 
not at the expense of another’s. But in a world that is for me, conatus 
essendi comes first, with all other rules of engagement being deter-
mined around and in terms of the priority of the self. As such, I 
might be for the other only insofar as I am for myself first. But with 
Levinas’s formulation of substitution, it is possible to understand how 
we might find ourselves indebted to something more than just our 
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immediate person. It renders possible a kind of solidarity that could 
not be explained if we assume, at the beginning, a more sovereign 
and consenting notion of identity. Levinas shows that, underlying the 
very being of the subject is the radical passivity of being categorically 
implicated in the suffering of others. To be human is to be in com-
munity with those who are oppressed, exploited, or disenfranchised, 
and to be affected by their plight to the point of bringing about my 
own suffering for the sake of ending theirs.18

As we approach Sartre’s analysis of Négritude, it is beneficial to 
establish two somewhat distinct modulations of solidarity. What I 
have discussed so far is Levinas’s way of grounding the possibility 
of being in community with a suffering humanity writ large. On his 
account, the very openness of identity means that the other’s suffer-
ing is already my suffering, even though I am not subject to his or her 
lived or concrete experience. Alongside this, I juxtapose the kind of 
solidarity that I have with others precisely when we share a lived expe-
rience. As in the case of the Négritude movement, groups can be sub-
jected to a common exploitation, out of which they share the bond 
of a lived experience of suffering.19 More importantly, this kind of 
solidarity then allows for their common pursuit for self-determination 
in the face of that suffering. Though not as explicitly geared toward 
the political, Levinas’s account of substitution establishes the condi-
tions for this other kind of solidarity. To put this differently, it is only 
because the human subject is already without identity, implicated in 
the trace of the other’s alterity, that we might make sense of the pos-
sibility of being in community with those with whom we might share 
a common experience of oppression.

sartre’s account of négritude

In Black Orpheus, Sartre writes, of the artists and intellectuals who 
comprise the Négritude movement, “Here are black men standing, 
looking at us, and I hope that you — like me — will feel the shock 
of being seen.”20 He seems to locate the relationship between the 
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European colonizer and the African as a concretization of the formal 
model of intersubjectivity he describes in Being and Nothingness. To 
be sure, in such cases, we are no longer within a dynamic of two 
subjects, but rather already on a plane of a social collective. This with-
standing, the conditions out of which Négritude arises can be provi-
sionally understood in terms of an objectified being that the Negro 
acquires for the colonizer. As such, the experience of the colonized is 
such that he is unable to transcend toward his possibilities, and exists 
precariously as a Negro — an identity that he simultaneously cannot 
deny and cannot completely coincide with.

Out of Sartre’s ontology, we find two possible responses to this 
kind of objectification. One of these — the “object response” — more 
closely aligns with Sartre’s analysis of the Négritude movement. To 
encounter another subject means that I find myself before a thema-
tizing gaze under which I become an object-thing in a world that, 
in many ways, is no longer mine. I am something for that other who 
looks at me, and places me into a network of significations of which 
the other’s world consists. I appear for him or her as my being for 
the other, and I am responsible for that being insofar as it is, indeed, 
me.21 An object response seeks to coincide with that other-generated 
persona, so that it is no longer out there. In attempting to destroy 
that space that separates me from this being that, indeed, I am, I 
attempt to put an end to my being alienated from my self (that self 
who I am for the other). In this sense, the other is retained as a tran-
scending freedom, while I seek to reduce myself to my objectified 
being for him.

It is possible to read, in the Négritude experience, such an attempt 
by the artist who embraces the Negro identity given to him or her by 
the colonial other. The Negro uses poetry, drama, and literature to 
confirm and affirm the black soul that stores, supposedly, what is most 
essential to his or her self-determination in the face of colonial exploi-
tation. But it can also be argued that a reduction of this kind, to a fixed 
and given identity could not support this kind of self-determination,  
regardless of how it is appropriated. Sartre determines that after 
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centuries of being the object of the colonizer’s objectifying gaze, the 
intellectuals of the Négritude movement (the writers of these acco-
lades of black beauty, black lands, and black dolls) raise their submis-
sive heads, in what can be seen as a gesture of defiance. In celebrating 
the degraded identity given to them, the Négritude intellectuals find 
a way to recognize themselves as Negroes. In Sartre’s words, these black 
intellectuals either “[recognize themselves] in certain objectively estab-
lished traits of the African civilization, or . . . [hope] to discover the 
Essence of blackness in the wells of [their hearts].”22 What is affirmed, 
here, very much bears the mark of that object response of a conscious-
ness reducing itself to a concrete and rooted identity. Nevertheless, 
the claim running through Black Orpheus is that Négritude’s effort is 
to seize authorship of what the African diaspora has been for the white 
colonizer. In that regard, the demand to be recognized as the Negro 
created by the colonizer’s gaze amounts to “[picking] up the worked 
‘nigger’ which was thrown at him like a stone . . . and proudly [pro-
claiming] himself as black, in the face of the white man.”23

In much of the secondary literature on Sartre’s work on Négritude, 
he is criticized for supporting an essentializing of the black experi-
ence and of resorting to the kind of determinism that, according to 
his ontological positions, falls prey to a consciousness in flight from 
freedom.24 To this end, the impetus behind Négritude, which is to 
reclaim for the colonized a sovereignty denied to them by colonial-
ism, becomes thwarted. As Anthony Appiah suggests, I cannot be 
completely free to determine my own morality if it is the case that my 
moral wiring is inevitably determined by the morphology with which 
I find myself.25 His and other such claims read, in Sartre’s pronounce-
ment of a certain descent into a black soul, a disabling of attempts 
toward self-determination, and identify, as a more genuine articula-
tion of free subjectivity, one that is an outward projection of inten-
tionality. In other words, the orphic descent that Sartre describes is 
regarded by some to be in diametrical opposition to a truly free sub-
ject who is nothing at all, and as such, is always ready to realize an 
infinite realm of possibilities.
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The Levinasian conception of selfhood, which I have discussed, 
is a viable ground upon which to articulate a countercritique to this 
reading. According to Levinas, what one might read as a biological 
determination of spirit is not opposed to freedom at all, but rather 
exists on an entirely different plane of selfhood, and makes for a more 
concretized account of freedom. In addition, this concretization of 
the spirit can support a notion of solidarity that does not fall into 
the dangers of biologism. In Black Orpheus, Sartre seems to employ 
very similar structures as he traces the possibility of a communal pur-
suit of freedom that happens precisely out of the concrete experience 
of suffering. To be sure, his commitment concerns the possibility of 
establishing self-determination out of the lived experience of colo-
nial exploitation, whereas Levinas clearly establishes that, at the most 
primordial level of human identity, self-determination is not yet an 
applicable category.26 Nevertheless, one can read in Sartre’s use of 
orphic imagery something other than a self-deceptive essentializa-
tion, which would then detract from self-affirmation. More specifi-
cally, his description of the black intellectual who “has his back up 
against the wall of authenticity” contains significant intersections 
with a Levinasian way of understanding identity.27

In this proclamation that the Negro has its back up against the wall 
of authenticity, Sartre accounts for the way in which embodiment 
informs the experiences of slavery and colonialism in particular, and 
more generally, the notion of a subject for which suffering is the most 
formative of lived experiences. This would mean that the intimacy 
between Négritude and the embodied suffering out of which the 
movement arises makes it so that authenticity (the way it is typically 
understood) is simply not an applicable category. We can liken this to 
the sense in which that typical conception of authenticity cannot (yet) 
apply at the level of the Levinasian soi.28 This explains why Sartre, 
somewhat paradoxically, identifies the choice of authenticity as an 
insurmountable wall or impediment to realizing subjectivity. It is not 
the case that, through the celebration of Africanisms and diasporic 
belonging, the Negro intellectual is in flight from freedom. Rather, 
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Sartre calls us to recognize that freedom must signify as a struggle 
that begins precisely at the level of embodiment and incarnate suffer-
ing. In this regard, what is most politically relevant in the Négritude 
movement mirrors what is most structurally relevant in Levinas’s con-
ception of the self. As individuals, we find ourselves rooted to a posi-
tion in existence, and it is out of that position that we live as a refusal 
of that position. This is not to condemn the subject to a reduction 
to the body (which is the error that Levinas identifies in Hitlerism), 
but it is also not to reduce the subject’s body to an insignificant outer 
casing, which the subject bursts through and leaves behind in some 
authentic projection toward (political) autonomy. What Levinas 
establishes, in his essay on Hitlerism, is that human identity should 
be more accurately understood as a diachrony between the subject 
and the self. Levinas also employs a metaphor of a rope that ties the 
moi to the soi. The subject might experience more play on that rope, 
but in the end, the knot that binds the subject to his or her (corpo-
real) position in existence remains unbreakable. As such, the subject 
is always with his or her self, but in a way that does not allow her 
to completely coincide with, or map onto herself. In Black Orpheus, 
Sartre traces a similar diachrony, except with implications that are 
overtly political. As is the case with the Levinasian subject who lives 
his or her freedom under and through the weight of embodiment, 
the Negro intellectual determines his or her freedom, or perhaps ges-
tures the struggle out of which freedom becomes manifest, through 
his or her Negro being, or through a descent into the black soul.

To be sure, Sartre’s use of an orphic trope captures this diachrony 
quite well. It shows that, through this Négritude manner of express-
ing, the artist or intellectual descends into her or himself. But more 
importantly, it also implies that, absent in that descent is an ecstatic 
forgetting of self. To the contrary, that knot between the self (qua 
moi) and Negro being remains tied, ever more tightly, making impos-
sible the complete escape from the self oftentimes intimated in liberal 
notions of self-determination. Sartre’s analysis of Négritude identifies 
its movement as orphic, and precisely not as Odyssean. The significance 
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of this is brought to bear by recalling the original narrative from 
which Sartre borrows, whereby Orpheus’s salvation is secured on the 
condition that he does not look back at Eurydice. For our purposes, 
Eurydice, as the object of Orpheus’s love, might be understood as 
that which signifies his moment of completion and wholeness. To be 
able to look back (in confirmation, perhaps) at Eurydice would mean 
that Orpheus finds a home in himself, or for himself. But his decent 
returns Eurydice to him without this promise, and precisely on the 
condition that he retrieves her without the guarantee of being able 
to map onto her.

In reading the Négritude movement through this lens, Sartre 
understands the intellectual’s descent into him or herself as one that 
does not give him a home within the self. Rather, it precisely safe-
guards a (Levinasian) diachrony between identity as a pursuit of self-
determination, and identity as troubled (or self-critical) in and by its 
own existence. Like Levinas’s conception of the relationship between 
the moi and the soi, Sartre’s exposition of Négritude calls for an under-
standing of incarnation in terms that are beyond biological determin-
ism and the liberal account of authenticity and self-determination. So 
though the Negro descends into his or her black soul, it is not the 
case that the Negro is (only) that black soul. Grounding the analysis 
in Black Orpheus on a Levinasian notion of identity, then, Négritude’s 
orphic descent is not synonymous with an (essentializing) identity-
formation. Rather, the movement creates a space out of which artists 
and intellectuals can bear witness to the primordial rootedness out of 
which their lived experience of suffering emerges. This bearing wit-
ness (through forms of art, literature, and poetry) allows for a refusal 
of that suffering (a refusal that is, in every sense, an articulation of 
autonomy), as well as a taking up, or ownership of that suffering.29

using sartre to PoLiticize Levinas

In grounding Sartre’s analysis on a Levinasian account of the self, 
we not only undermine the relevance of certain criticisms of Black 
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Orpheus, but we also open up the possibility of understanding Sartre’s 
conception of solidarity on a more primordial notion of suffering on 
behalf of the other. From Levinas’s account, my solidarity with oth-
ers is (1) potentially unlimited, insofar as I find myself substituted for 
all who suffer, regardless of their source of disenfranchisement (race, 
gender, sexual orientation, religion, nationality). And (2) it is not, at 
the surface, the kind of solidarity upon which we can build a move-
ment of political action that would bring about the self-determination 
of oppressed peoples. Y. A. Kang reminds us that, because suffering 
is, for Levinas, a radical undergoing, it signifies an absence of a will 
to project into the future or to create a future based on initiative.30 
Sartre’s analysis of Négritude clearly uncovers a fervent commitment 
to self-determination among the artists and scholars of which that 
movement is comprised. In other words, a more Sartrean (and politi-
cized) conception of solidarity seems to belong to this realm of future 
projecting, will and initiative, and presupposes the ability to create 
a sense of sovereignty toward which a group in solidarity can then 
work despite its suffering. On the contrary, Levinas’s formulation of 
substitution, or a suffering for the suffering of the other (cf. OB 18) 
is not designed to ground the possibility of taking action on behalf 
of the other, with the other, in the name of political autonomy. In 
other words, it is not explicitly stated in substitution, how an open-
ness onto the suffering of all others might then reinforce a solidarity 
among certain communities through which those communities real-
ize certain political demands.

Nevertheless, Levinas’s formulation is an account of what it means 
to have an identity that is already (radically) open onto the suffering 
of others. In other words, substitution is already built upon a kind 
of proximal connectedness with others, or a kind of sociality that 
would then allow for the possibility of genuine communal lives in 
the political. So instead of, perhaps, understanding how a closed off 
and completely whole individual comes into relation with other such 
individuals, Levinas points out that there is no sense of interiority that 
is not already implicated in and with the alterity of the other person. 
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To be sure, he determines that my radical responsibility for the other 
abandons me to a forsakenness, such that I feel myself alone to bear 
the weight of this responsibility. In other words, my being substituted 
for the other rests on an asymmetry such that I am, indeed, alone in 
my indebtedness. On the other hand, solidarity requires that we are 
not only radically for the other, but also (and similarly radically) with 
the other. One could argue that this conception of solidarity can only 
be grounded in a drastically domesticated version of Levinas’s posi-
tion, which describes the other as approaching from a height, or as 
residing on a plane such that I am not, at least primordially, with 
him or her.31 However, it is also true of Levinas’s position that, in 
my indebtedness, I am denied all luxury of belonging or dwelling in 
being, since my place is already given over to the other in my being 
for the other. Might not a relation of solidarity be possible in this 
sense? Can I not be with the other without being able to belong, or 
without having first rights to the political space for which I sacrifice 
in order to safeguard for him or her? My claim is that this is possible. 
I can be in solidarity with the other, by virtue of what Levinas estab-
lishes as my primordial openness onto the other’s plight. To be sure, 
this with has to be qualified to mean that, while I am moved to bear 
witness to the other’s suffering, the other’s place in being always takes 
priority over mine.

concLuding remarks

To this end, I have argued that we should not be deterred from 
finding, in Levinas’s way of understanding human identity, a via-
ble account of those most primordial origins of human solidarity. 
More importantly, I have shown that the imagery employed in Black 
Orpheus suggests a reading of Sartre that discovers a discordance or 
nonbelonging to oneself in the human condition, very similar to 
Levinas’s account of the relation between the moi and the soi. In 
approaching Sartre’s account of Négritude from this vantage point, it 
is clear that certain notions, like that of the black soul, do not result 
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in reification or essentialization of the black experience. Bringing 
Sartre into dialogue with Levinas demonstrates quite the contrary: 
that Sartre’s employment of the tropes of return does not postulate a 
Negro essence or being. The consequence of what Sartre determines 
is that orphic descent is not a closure of identity, but rather the kind 
of openness (or exposure) one finds in Levinas’s conception of pas-
sivity, “a passivility more passive still than the passivity of matter” 
(OB 113–14). In this regard, both thinkers would recognize as mis-
guided the impetus that employs the rootedness or positionality of 
identity in support of biological or nationalistic notions of person-
hood. Sartre’s orphic return, like Levinas’s account of the rivetedness 
of the moi to the soi, means that the I is with oneself, all the while 
being exiled or abandoned in itself. Hence, for both thinkers, the self 
is primordially unsettled, or troubled, to the degree that the human 
self is without identity.

What would it mean to approach the question of solidarity under 
the premise that we come together as these kinds of selves? At the 
very least, it would mean that the suffering implicit in homelessness 
and nonbelonging would more fundamentally inform my approach 
to the other (and other others) than would those assumptions of enti-
tlement, territory, and (nationalist) belonging.32 Can the self, in its 
acquaintance with these feelings of loss and nonbelonging, be reduced 
to solely a concern for self ? If this reduction is possible, is it not the 
case that solidarity is only a performance belied by an insurmount-
able atomization of selves? Sartre’s overtly political analyses seem 
to be founded on the premise that genuine solidarity renders mute 
such atomization (or seriality). Though never as explicitly politicized, 
those avenues opened up by Levinas can only give strength, support, 
and further legitimacy to such a (promising) premise.
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