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Review by Tanja Staehler, University of Sussex. 
 
Sarah Allen’s book is concerned with the philosophical sense of tran-
scendence, understood as a movement which exceeds or crosses bounda-
ries. Some take this notion to be incomprehensible, while others believe 
that it belongs to theology rather than philosophy. In view of this, Allen 
wants to explore the relation between religion and philosophy, the defini-
tion of philosophy, and the sense philosophy can give to transcendence. 
Throughout the book, Allen explains her questions and ideas in general 
rather than technical terms; this is one of the many features that make her 
work so clear and enjoyable to read. 
 Emmanuel Levinas is singled out to address the question of tran-
scendence because he brings a radical, vertical sense of transcendence 
into philosophy by relating it to the infinite or God. Such transcendence 
is the object of Desire. On the subject of transcendence and desire, Levi-
nas finds a great predecessor in Plato.  For both, Allen wants to show, 
Desire involves a dimension of affectivity, and at the same time, the 
movement toward transcendence appears to be a process of purification. 
 Allen’s book thus pursues the topics of Desire and transcendence 
from Levinas’ early works to Totality and Infinity (TI) and finally to 
Otherwise Than Being or Beyond Essence (OB). The study provides a 
coherent and convincing narrative of the development of Levinas’ phi-
losophy; such a comprehensive narrative is still a rare accomplishment in 
Levinas studies. The book is divided into two parts, comprising four 
chapters each. The first part is devoted to the themes of being and total-
ity. Chapter 1 turns to Plato and explores connections between becoming, 
being, the Good beyond being, and erotic love. Particularly convincing in 
this chapter is a careful discussion of the Good beyond being. Allen 
points out that despite Levinas’ insistence that the Good beyond being 
was Plato’s greatest insight, the concept of the Good beyond being is far 
from clear in Plato himself. It is only mentioned once throughout the Pla-
tonic corpus, in the Republic (509b); moreover it is not clear how much 
weight can be placed on this thought, given that the other allegories ap-
pear to identify the Good with being. (19) It is therefore reasonable to 
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ask whether the Levinasian emphasis on the Good beyond being might 
rather be a result of the Judeo-Christian concept of God as creator ex ni-
hilo. (52)  
 Chapters 2 and 3 pursue an insightful discussion of suffering and 
enjoyment as the darker and lighter sides of being. The significance of 
these ideas for Levinas’ early and middle work is brought out well, with 
the help of links to Heidegger. Through these different dimensions of af-
fectivity, we arrive at the notion of a separated subject. However, in or-
der for this subject to remain in separation, a relation to transcendence is 
required. The need for a relation to transcendence has thus been estab-
lished, but there is no opening toward it yet; death functions as a prepara-
tion in this respect. Chapter 4 concludes the first part with a discussion of 
death, which is seen as totalising in traditional philosophy (that is, as en-
dowing our existence with a sense of completeness), but functions as a 
preparation for the openness to transcendence in Levinas.  
 In the second part of the book, Allen discusses Levinas’ treat-
ment of love from his early philosophical writings to later developments 
in his work. Chapter 5, appropriately shorter, traces the development of 
love in the early texts as it emerges from a more general discussion of af-
fectivity and is concerned mostly with fecundity. In this context, Levinas 
mostly refers to Plato in a negative or critical fashion. The two subse-
quent chapters are concerned with the extensive treatment of Eros in To-
tality and Infinity. Chapter 6 locates Eros in relation to other main topics 
of Totality and Infinity such as affectivity, desire, and thought. In particu-
lar, this chapter carefully attends to the tension between Desire as affec-
tivity and Desire as thought. According to Allen, there are “metaphysi-
cal, ethical, and religious approaches to Desire in Totality and Infinity” 
(209) and Levinas compromises the clarity of his account by not really 
differentiating between them. 
 Chapter 7 opens with a helpful overview of the literature on Eros 
in Levinas, including works by De Greef, Marion, Thayse, Mosès, Katz, 
Sandford, Bergo, and Chalier. Allen outlines the position of her research 
in relation to the literature in a nuanced fashion, attending also to the dif-
ficult issues surrounding fecundity and femininity. In this discussion, Al-
len returns to the three different approaches she has outlined in the previ-
ous chapter, and traces difficulties that emerge from insufficient attention 
to the differences between metaphysical, ethical, and religious dimen-
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sions of Eros. Allen argues that, in both Plato and Levinas, love emerges 
as a process of purification.  
 This purification takes a more explicit shape in Levinas’ later 
philosophy when he starts looking for a “love without Eros,” as dis-
cussed in Chapter 8. In Otherwise than Being, “Desire does not arise out 
of a gradual purification of erotic love that would lead toward transcen-
dence, but rather comes as a shock or trauma that purifies by turning the 
self inside out or reducing it to its utmost passivity.” (265-66) According 
to Allen, the treatment of love and transcendence in Levinas’ late work is 
superior to the middle phase because Totality and Infinity was plagued 
by a “lack of clarity” (310-11), which stems specifically from the way in 
which metaphysical, ethical, and religious approaches are not clearly dis-
tinguished from each other. Otherwise than Being provides a more uni-
fied account of transcendence. This account at first seems to result in a 
more substantial rift between ‘being’ and ‘otherwise than being’ that can 
no longer be bridged by erotic love. However, the language of erotic love 
comes back into the account of OB, especially in the treatment of sensi-
bility. The path of purification leading to transcendence is now replaced 
by an oscillation between the different realms (exemplified in the oscilla-
tion between the ‘saying’ and the ‘said’), thus resolving the problem of 
the apparent rift. 
 It seems to me that Allen’s study runs into the same difficulty as 
the one encountered by Levinas: from the perspective of Otherwise Than 
Being, the project of Totality and Infinity may appear somewhat redun-
dant. However, the analysis of Eros and especially erotic affectivity in TI 
appears indispensable for realizing how the erotic elements of love come 
back into the analysis of OB. Given that the central characteristic of Eros 
in TI is ambiguity, as Allen points out (227), it becomes questionable 
whether there ever was a path of purification determining Eros in the 
middle work, or whether erotic love might have always been determined 
by a movement of oscillation (which, admittedly, Levinas describes more 
explicitly in the later account). 
 Furthermore, even though the metaphysical, ethical, and relig-
ious approach in TI may not come together so easily, they are all needed 
for Levinas’ conception of philosophy. Allen is right to point out that 
these relations are not easily resolved in the later work either, and cannot 
be, especially if one wants to avoid reducing one realm to the other. As 
she puts it: “Paradoxically, I think it is in emphasizing the ambiguity sur-
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rounding transcendence in his later works, especially insofar as it enters 
meaningfully into philosophy, that Levinas offers us a somewhat clearer 
(but by no means crystal clear) account of the interplay between philoso-
phy, ethics, and religion.” (301) Allen points out that in the later work, 
there is a religious sense of ethics that “precedes and exceeds philoso-
phy.” (302) 
 In her conclusion, Allen returns to the difficulties of explaining 
the relation between religion and philosophy, especially where transcen-
dence is concerned. There is an inherent “ambiguity of philosophy’s self-
definition in philosophy in general; in looking for the philosophical sense 
of transcendence, the sense of philosophy is itself put into question.” 
(311)  Putting philosophy into question is a necessity because philosophy 
relates to and depends on its others, such as religion. “Ethics comes from 
religion,” and yet they do not coincide. (312)  As Allen points out well, it 
is troubling for the more philosophical as well as for the more religiously 
inclined person that they have to consider the other perspective to gain 
access to their lived-experience. The philosophically inclined person has 
to do so because the source of transcendence lies outside of philosophy, 
and the religiously inclined person must admit that access to the religious 
experiences requires philosophical concepts.  
 Allen’s study is written in an exceptionally clear and lucid style, 
and as a reader, I always know what question is being considered in a 
given paragraph and how it relates to the overall argument. It is quite 
rare, nowadays, to find studies which hold together in this fashion. Even 
rarer is it to find an author who can present the Platonic, phenomenologi-
cal, and religious influences on Levinas in such a competent fashion. I 
am already looking forward to Sarah Allen’s next book. 
 
 
 
 
 


