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Abstract  This paper examines the human relational patterns presented in the 
philosophical writings of the Confucian thinker Dai Zhen (戴震 1724–77) and the 
Jewish philosopher Emmanuel Levinas’s (1906–95) Totality and Infinity to 
uncover the ethical significance of the father-son relationship. I argue that for 
both thinkers the father-son relation is not just one type of human relationship 
among other social dyads, but rather, of greater significance, serves as the 
paradigmatic model of the ethical human relationship in bringing to light the idea 
of the ethical self as a responsible being in relation to others. 
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1  Introduction 

In the well-known Confucian formulation of the five human relationships (wulun
五倫)—father and son, ruler and minister, husband and wife, elder brother and 
younger brother, friend and friend—undoubtedly, the relationship between father 
and son is granted the most importance. As one of the important moral thinkers 
in Confucian tradition, Dai Zhen likewise gives a special heed to this key dyadic 
relationship and pinpoints the father-son relation in humanity. Though the 
father-son relation is less discussed in Levinas scholarship, the subject is 
arguably an indispensable part of Levinas’s ethics. Through the lens of Dai Zhen 
and Levinas’s writings, this paper looks at the father-son relationship from a 
comparative perspective to explore its exemplary function in orienting us 
                                                               
1  All of the English translations of the Chinese texts are my own unless indicated otherwise. 
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towards an ethical relationship with other human beings. I argue that for both 
thinkers the father-son relation is not just one type of human relationship among 
other social dyads, but rather, serves as the paradigmatic model of the ethical 
human relationship and sheds light on the ethical self as a responsible being in 
relation to the other. 

2  Dai Zhen on Five Human Relationships 

As the most crucial human relationship in the Confucian tradition, the father-son 
relation can be seen as the central expression of Confucian ethics. Dai Zhen does 
not particularly address the father-son relationship alone, but, as most Confucians 
do, he regards the five relations2 highly and considers human relationships and 
daily livelihood (renlun riyong 人倫日用) the instantiation of the principle (li 
理). As is generally held in the Confucian tradition, the five relationships are 
respectively characterized by humanity (ren 仁 ), righteousness (yi 義 ), 
distinction (bie 別), order (xu 序), and trust (xin 信).3 In other words, the 
father-son relationship is built on humanity and kindness, the elder 
brother-younger brother relationship on proper order (of the senior and junior), 
the husband-wife relationship on distinction (of their social roles and functions), 
the ruler-minister relationship on righteousness, and the friend-friend relationship 
on trust.  
  In his Inquiry into Goodness (Yuan Shan 原善), Dai Zhen specifies the way in 
which each pair of the five relationships is to be maintained. He exhorts: 

 
Be a son with filial piety (xiao 孝); be a younger brother with brotherly love 
and respect (ti 悌); be a minister with loyalty (zhong 忠); be a friend with 
trust (xin 信). If one does not act in this manner, he is against the way. Be a 

                                                               
2 “The Zhongyong also says: ‘The ruler and minister, father and son, husband and wife, elder 
brothers and younger brothers, friends and friends, these five relations are the way to attain the 
way under heaven. ’” (中庸又曰: “君臣也，父子也, 夫婦也，昆弟也，朋友之交也，五者，天下

之達道也。” Dai 1995b, 200, No. 32). The early Confucian texts actually present different 
models of human relationships, among which some include four prototypes of relationships, 
some include three, and some seven. But the Zhongyong and the Mencius’ formulations of the 
five human relations have become most well-received. See Keith Knapp’s entry “Ren lun 人倫 
(human relationships)” in Yao (2003, 501–03). 
3 Dai Zhen quotes the Mencius to describe the nature of the five human relationships. 
“Mencius says, ‘Xie was appointed to be the minister to teach people human relationships: 
love is pertinent to father and son, righteousness to ruler and minister, distinction to husband 
and wife, proper order to senior and junior, and trust to friends.’ This is what the Zhongyong 
means by saying that ‘teaching is to cultivate the way.’” (“孟子稱‘契為司徒，教以人倫：父子有

親, 君臣有義, 夫婦有別, 長幼有序, 朋友有信,’此即中庸所言‘修道之謂教’也。” Dai 1995b, 
200, No. 32). 
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father with kindness (ci 慈); be an elder brother with affection (ai 愛); be a 
ruler with benevolence (ren 仁). If one does not act in this manner, he is also 
against the way. The relation between father and son is kindness and grace (en 
恩) at its utmost; the relation between brothers is harmony (qia 洽) at its 
utmost. The relation between ruler and subject is reverence (jing 敬) at its 
utmost, although its feeling of kindness and love is comparable to what occurs 
between father and son. The relation between friends is friendship (yi 誼) at its 
utmost, although its harmonious feeling is comparable to the situation between 
brothers. The relation between husband and wife is distinction (bian 辨) at its 
utmost, although its feeling of kindness and grace is comparable to what 
happens with father and son, its feeling of harmony comparable to what occurs 
between elder brother and younger brother, its feeling of reverence to what 
arises between ruler and subject, and its feeling of friendship to what goes on 
with friends. Filial piety, brotherly love, kindness, affection, loyalty, and trust 
are what humanity attempts to attain while gratitude, harmony, reverence, and 
friendship are the natural sign of distinction.”  
 
(為子以孝，為弟以悌，為臣以忠，為友以信，違之，悖也；為父以慈，為兄以愛，

為君以仁，違之，亦悖也。父子之倫，恩之盡也；兄弟之倫，洽之盡也；君臣之

倫，恩比於父子，然而敬之盡也；朋友之倫，洽比於昆弟，然而誼之盡也；夫婦

之倫，恩若父子，洽若昆弟，敬若君臣，誼若朋友，然而辨之盡也。孝悌慈愛忠

信，仁所務致者也；恩洽敬誼，辨其自然之符也。) (Dai 1995a, 27–28)  
 

To modern minds, the Confucian five human relationships appear to be 
hierarchical and authoritarian with the son, younger brother, minister, and wife 
inferior and submissive, respectively, to the father, elder brother, ruler, and 
husband, with the exception being the relationship between friends. To be sure, 
this criticism is reasonable, given the fact that the wulun were often espoused 
with the sangang4 in the ideological programming of Confucian imperial China 
ever since the Han Confucian thinker Dong Zhongshu (董仲舒 c. 179−104 B.C.) 
promoted the three infamous submissive relationships between ruler and subject, 
father and son, husband and wife. However, from contemporary Confucian 
thinker and scholar Tu Wei-ming’s point of view, the wulun actually entails 
mutual obligations and responsibilities rather than authoritarianism and 
inequality. Tu says, “Another common mistake in analyzing the five relations is 
to exaggerate the importance of asymmetry in all the dyads … however, the 

                                                               
4 See Wing-tsit Chan’s note: “The ‘three bonds’ are those bonding the minister with the ruler, 
the son with the father, and the wife with the husband” (Chan 1963, 277). It is generally held 
that the notion of sangang 三綱 (three bonds) emphasizes the dependencies of the ministers, 
the son, and the wife upon the ruler, the father, and the husband and that it thereby assumes 
unequal and asymmetrical relations. 
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value that underlies the five relations is not dependency but ‘reciprocity’ (pao). 
The filiality is reciprocated by the compassion of the father, the obedience of the 
ministers is reciprocated by the fair-mindedness of the rule and so forth” (Tu 
1985, 139). In this regard, we may say that Dai Zhen’s articulation of the five 
human relationships well justifies Tu’s argument. Dai Zhen is distinct in pointing 
out the reciprocal nature of the Confucian five human relations that prescribes 
mutual obligations on each pair of counterparts. Furthermore, he underscores the 
cardinal virtue of love and kindness that is not only essential to the father-son 
relation but also indispensable to all other dyads for holding the five human 
relationships intact. 

3  The Father-Son Relationship 

Despite different formulations of human relationships presented in various early 
Confucian texts, indisputably, it is the father-son relationship that has always 
assumed the pivotal role.5 The father’s feeling toward the son is expressed as 
“ren” 仁 (benevolence, humanity) , “ci” 慈 (kindness), “ai” 愛 (love, affection) 
or “renci” 仁慈 (humanness and kindness), “renai” 仁愛 (humanness and love), 
and “ciai” 慈愛 (kindness and love), whereas the son’s feeling for the father is 
expressed as “xiao” 孝 (filial piety), “shun” 順 (compliance, obedience), and 
“jing” 敬 (reverence) or “xiaoshun” 孝順 (filial obedience), and “xiaojing” 孝
敬 (filial respect). The father-son relation presupposes both “ren” and “xiao.” 
However, it is of interest to note that as far as the father-son relationship is 
concerned, what has dominated both Confucian discourse and practice is as a 
matter of fact the issue of filial piety. Not only do we have the Lunyu 論語 
(Analects) and the Xiaojing 孝經 (Classic of Filial Piety) proclaiming that 
“xiaoti” 孝悌 (filiality and brotherly love) is the root of humanity or “xiao” the 
foundation of virtue,6 but the history of Confucian China also bears witnesses to 
                                                               
5 Keith Knapp examines the Analects, the Zuo Zhuan, the Liji, the Xunzi, and the Mencius to 
conclude that “among early Confucians, no uniform conception of what the most important 
human relationships were existed. Nevertheless, the father–son and lord–retainer are clearly 
the most cited and significant” (Yao 2003, 501–03). 
6 The Lunyu 1.2: “孝弟也者，其為仁之本與” (Filial piety and brotherly love are the roots of 
humanity). The Xiaojing, chapter 1: “子曰：‘夫孝， 德之本也，教之所由生也” (Confucius said, 
“Filial piety is the foundation of virtue and the origin of education”). 

According to Alan K. L. Chan, whether “xiao” or “ren” comes first remains an unanswered 
question in the classics until the issue finds its lasting resolution with Zhu Xi. Chan said, “In 
everyday life, according to Zhu Xi, xiao always comes before ren and is the root of ren 
understood as love. As one penetrates the reason why this is the case, however, one realizes 
that ren in a ‘higher’ metaphysical sense is the very principle of love and of life itself and as 
such constitutes the source of xiao. Zhu Xi’s approach to ren-xiao relationship reflects a deep 
concern for the integrity of the entire philosophical architecture” (Chan 2004, 172).  
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how the celebrated filial children fulfill their filial piety through “reverent 
caring” for living parents on the one hand, and mourning rites for decreased 
ancestors on the other.7 Xiao undoubtedly remains the most pronounced register 
of the Confucian father-son relationship. 
  But, in my opinion, Dai Zhen does not really follow the traditional way to 
approach the father and son relationship by taking special heed of filial piety. 
Rather, he draws attention to the feeling of humanity (ren) that essentially defines 
the father-son relation. In Confucian thought, ren is inherently linked with other 
virtues of righteousness (yi 義), wisdom (zhi 智), filial piety (xiao 孝), loyalty 
(zhong 忠), and courage (yong 勇). In the Mencius, ren as the foremost moral 
principle comes first among the four cardinal virtues of humanity (ren 仁), 
righteousness (yi 義), propriety (li 禮), and wisdom (zhi 智). Dai Zhen cites the 
Zhongyong saying, “Ren zhe, ren ye, qinqin wei da” 仁者, 人也, 親親為大

(Humanity means being human; love for the kinsman is the greatest) (Zhongyong, 
Ch. 22).8 Speaking of ren, if the love for the kinsman is the most important, the 
love between the father and the son should be its utmost expression. Dai Zhen 
does not only pinpoint the nature of the relationship between the father and the 
son in ren, but reveals the paradigmatic function of the father-son relation in ren. 
Needless to say, “ren” as the overriding virtue presiding over the father-son 
relation is crucial to his philosophy. The father-son relationship that is established 
on the basis of love and kindness provides people a good model to emulate. 
  In their Thinking through Confucius, Hall and Ames argue, “The ruler, as 
exemplary person, is a model for his people in much the same manner as the 
father is a model for his children (sons). Thus, the authority of the ruler is moral 
authority in its primary form” (Hall & Ames 1987, 147). Here, Hall and Ames 
draw an analogy between the family and the state by pointing to the moral power 
of statesmanship. In this mode of governance, the ruler is to the masses as the 
father is to the children, as is expressed in the Chinese term “zimin” 子民, 
literally “the people of children.” A ruler’s political authority does not lie in his 
political might, but in his moral rectitude. We may find Hall and Ames’s remarks 
rather pertinent to our present discussion of Dai Zhen. To Dai, ren, which is 
exemplified through the father-son relationship, is the foundation upon which all 
other human relationships are built. The moral sensibility derived from the 
parental affection of love and kindness provides the moral ground for Confucian 
rulership. As he remarks, “Owing to the intelligent mind, we know the 
relationships of the father and the son, the elder brother and the younger brother, 

                                                               
7 See Knapp (2005), particularly Chapter V, “Reverent Caring,” which provides a penetrating 
analysis of tales of filial piety as well as their cultural and social implications.   
8 See Dai Zhen’s quote of the Zhongyong “修身以道，修道以仁。仁者, 人也, 亲亲为大。” (Dai 
1995a, 12). 
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and the husband and the wife. But, since love does not stop with the family, we 
then know the relationship between the ruler and the minister and that between 
friends” (有心知, 則知有父子, 有昆弟, 有夫婦, 而不止於一家之親也, 於是又知有

君臣, 有朋友。Dai 1995b, No. 28). For Dai Zhen, the other dimensions of human 
relationships are the further extension of familial relationships. Owing to the 
knowing mind (xinzhi 心知) of humankind, people can extend their love for 
those who are close to them to others who are afar, and therefore they can go 
beyond the ties of blood. The ruler-minister and friend-friend relationships are 
not familial dyads, yet are patterned after the relationships of the father-son and 
elder brother-younger brother. 
  Dai Zhen states that the father-son and the elder brother-younger brother 
relations are human natural bonds, while the relationship between ruler and 
minister and that between friends are initiated for other reasons: political, social, 
or ethical.9 Yet, despite different origins, ren should be the defining nature of all 
human relationships. Here it is of special interest to take a look at friendship in 
Dai Zhen’s writings. The relationship between friends that is traditionally 
measured by trust takes a new direction when guided by sympathy and readiness 
for assistance. According to the definition from the Rites of Zhou (Zhouli 周禮), 
“Those with the same teacher are called peng and those with the same intention 
or mind are you” (同師曰朋，同志曰友). We see a similar use of “peng” and “you” 
in the Analects and other Confucian texts.10 Yet, Dai Zhen thus describes friends: 
“Whenever one acts upon one’s virtues in times of isolation and loneliness, in the 
predicament of distress and helplessness, one will have friends. Friends are those 
who come to assistance. Those who understand the way of friendship will help 
with each other and benefit each other.” (凡勢孤則德行行事, 窮而寡助, 於是有

朋友; 友也者, 助也, 明乎朋友之道者, 交相助而後濟。Yuan Shan Part III). In 
Dai Zhen’s view, the start of friendship is first of all a caring and active response 
to someone in difficulty. Therefore, the relationship between friends does not 

                                                               
9 He said, “Within one family, the relationships of father and son and elder brother-younger 
brother are naturally initiated; the relationship between husband and wife is the union of the 
male and female. The countries in the world fall into chaos due to people’s different intentions; 
therefore, there are rulers and ministers. For those who understand the way of being the ruler 
and ministers, there is no place that will not be governed. Whenever one acts upon one’s 
virtues in times of isolation and whenever one is in the predicament of distress and lacking 
assistance, there are friends. Friends are those who come to aid. For those who understand the 
way of friendship, they will help each other and benefit each other” (一家之內，父子昆弟，天屬

也；夫婦，牉合也；天下國家，志紛則亂，於是有君臣，明乎君臣之道者，無往弗治也；凡勢孤則德

行行事，窮而寡助，於是有朋友；友也者，助也，明乎朋友之道者，交相助而後濟) (Dai 1995a, 27). 
10 For instance, the opening chapter of the Analects pronounces, “Isn’t it a great delight that 
friends come from afar?” (有朋自遠方來，不亦樂乎？” Analects 1.1) and “Do not make friends 
with one who is unlike yourself” (無友不如己者。Analects 1.8). Here, “peng” refers to the 
students or disciples of the same teacher and “you” the persons of the same mind.  
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simply arise from the subjective sentiment of mutual trust, but stems from the 
concrete act of offering help.  
  As such, friendship opens up a new dimension of human relationship that is 
not determined by social roles and functions, but which is instead based on 
sympathy and love, and which thereby has broader ethical implications 
concerning how one establishes relationships with people who are suffering and 
in need. In his writings, Dai Zhen shows a special concern for unprivileged and 
marginalized groups in the society—the poor, the weak, the widowed, the dull, 
the timid, the sick, the old, the young, the orphaned, the lonely, and the inferior. 
For Dai Zhen, whether we can take into consideration the wellbeing of these 
people has become the yardstick of being ethical. To attain this state, he proposes 
a basic moral guideline for us to follow, namely “yiqing xieqing” 以情絜情 (to 
gauge qing with qing), particularly, “yi wozhiqing xie renzhiqing” 以我之情絜人

之情 (to gauge other people’s feeling and plight by putting myself in their 
situation to feel what they would feel) (Dai 1995b, No. 2). He says, “Whenever I 
can put myself in other people’s positions, principle is manifest” (以我絜之人, 

則理明。Dai 1995b, No. 2). In particular, “If I put myself in the positions of the 
weak, the minority, the dull and the timid as well as those of the sick, the old and 
the young, the orphaned and the childless, to think about how they live and what 
they feel, would these people be in any way be different from me!” (誠以弱、寡、

愚、怯與夫疾病、老幼、孤獨，反躬而思其情。人豈異於我！Dai 1995b, No. 2). Here 
Dai Zhen promotes an ethical way of reciprocity that presupposes 
self-examination and self-reflection as one treats people who are in adverse 
situations. Without a doubt, his ethical thought well embodies the Confucian idea 
of ren that is summed up in the principles of loyalty and reciprocity (zhongshu 
忠恕) via both its positive and negative formulations: “If I wish to establish 
myself, I also establish others; if I wish to be prominent myself, I also help others 
to be prominent” (己欲立而立人, 己欲達而達人. Analects 6.30, 4.15), and “Don’t 
do to others what you do not wish others to do to you” (己所不欲, 勿施於人. 
Analects 15.24). Furthermore, with Dai Zhen, “ren” 人 (people) are not simply 
people other than me, they are the weak and marginalized groups in society, 
whose sufferings and needs are my very ethical concerns. 
  Starting with father-son and elder brother-younger brother relationships, we 
develop relationships between friends, and then relationships with the weak, the 
widowed, the orphaned, and the poor. During this process, to use Dai Zhen’s 
terms, we are elevated from the natural state of what it is (ziran 自然) to the 
moral state of what it ought to be (biran 必然); we transform ourselves from 
natural beings into ethical beings. To Dai Zhen, the full realization of ren lies in 
the fact that all under heaven can fully realize their life. He said, “When one 
fulfills one’s own life and extends this fulfillment to all under heaven to have 
everyone fulfill his or her life, this is ren. On the other hand, if one cannot let 
one’s love, respect, and care go in harmony with the upright and magnanimous 
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sentiment, then righteousness is not fulfilled; that is, humanity is not fully 
fulfilled” (一人遂其生，推之而與天下共遂其生，仁也。言仁可以賅義，使親愛長

養不協於正大之情，則義有未盡，亦即為仁有未至. Dai 1995b, No. 36). Owing to 
the extension of our “knowing mind” (xinzhi 心知), humanity that stems from 
the father-son relation can be extended to other people and finally to all under 
heaven. As a result, familial love and affection among family members will be 
commensurate with the “upright and magnanimous sentiment.” Not only does 
Dai Zhen point out the benevolent nature of governance, and the caring nature of 
friendship, but he also amplifies the magnanimous feeling of ren to embrace all 
in the universe. As he states, “Ren is the foundation of virtues, embodied in 
myriad things and thus dear to all under heaven” (仁者，德行之本，體萬物而與天

下共親 . Dai 1995a). From the familial relationships of father-son, elder 
brother-younger brother, and husband-wife, to the relationships between ruler 
and minister, friend and friend, then to the relationship with the poor and weak, 
and finally to the relationship with the myriad things in the universe, ren has 
been and continues to be the very fountainhead of humanity that enables us to 
extend our connectedness with other human beings, and with the cosmos. 

4  Levinasian Asymmetrical Relationship with the Other 

As to Levinas, in his Totality and Infinity, he presents three major sets of the 
self-other relationship, namely (1) the relationship of the I with the master that 
has the face of the poor, the stranger, the widow, and the orphan; (2) the 
relationship between the I and the other as lovers, and finally (3) the father-son 
relationship. Corresponding to these three types of human relationships are the 
dynamics of human subjectivity that are manifested as (1) desire, (2) Eros, and  
(3) filiality and paternity.  
  The relation between the woman and the Master exemplifies the first type of 
relationship. Levinas describes the relation through the image of the woman at 
home receiving the Master, who, nonetheless, has the face of the poor, the 
stranger, the widow, and the orphan. With the arrival of the master, the woman’s 
enjoyment and autonomy in self-seclusion is interrupted. To recognize the Other11 

                                                               
11  Regarding the English translation of the French “autrui” and “autre,” Alphonso Lingis, a 
well-known translator of Levinas’s major works, says in a footnote, “With the author’s 
permission, we are translating ‘autrui’ (the Personal Other, the you) by ‘Other,’ and ‘autre’ by 
‘other’” (Levinas 1969, 24). Richard Cohen, another Levinas translator, also provides us with 
useful notes in both his translations of Ethics and Infinity: Conversation with Philippe Nemo 
and Time and the Other. He says, “I have followed Lingis’ convention of always translating 
autrui as the ‘Other’ (with a capital ‘O’) and autre as ‘other’ (with a small ‘o’), regardless of 
the occasional capitalization of autre in the text. Autrui, in French, refers to the personal other, 
the other person; autre refers to the otherness in general, to alterity” (Levinas 1985, 17). 
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is to recognize a hunger, a deficiency. To recognize the Other is to give. 
Nevertheless, it is to give to the master, to the lord, as the woman opens her door 
to receive “You” in a dimension of height (Levinas 1969, 75). Levinas’s notion 
of Desire is precisely a philosophical articulation of this relationship. By his own 
definition, Desire is the metaphysics of the relation with the Other, which is 
uniquely experienced as an encounter with the face that looks at me and speaks to 
me. Because of the nakedness and defenselessness of the face, the I is obliged to 
be responsible for it. The peculiar structure of desire, i.e. the insatiability of 
desire on the one hand and the overabundance of the Desirable on the other that 
determines the self-other relationship is fundamentally asymmetrical.  
  Levinas places a distinctive stress on the absolute exteriority and 
inexhaustibility of the desired object. First, desire does not originate in the 
desiring subject, but is animated by the desired object or the Desirable instead. 
Second, since the object of desire is always exceeding what desire can desire, 
desire by nature is the idea of infinity implanted in the I by the Desirable. 
Therefore, desire is that which cannot be fulfilled, but is instead that which is 
ever “deepened” and “nourished” by what is desired. Third, the face is the 
epiphany of the other, the very expression or revelation of infinite infinity—what 
is Desirable for Desire. It is this unique interaction between desire and the 
Desirable—the insatiability of desire on the one hand and the overabundance of 
the Desirable on the other—that substantiates the relationship between the self 
and the other that appears concretely in the face of the widow, the stranger, the 
orphan, and the poor (Levinas 1969, 251). Rather than a Buberian I-Thou human 
relationship of intimacy and reciprocity, the Other remains exterior and 
transcendent to me in that the desired always goes beyond or “overflows” what I 
desire, similar to how “ideatum overflows the capacity of thought” (Levinas 
1969, 49). The more responsibility I take, the more responsible I am. Levinas 
pinpoints the like structure of Descartes’s idea of the infinite in the dynamic of 
the same moving towards the other. 

5  The Erotic Relationship with the Beloved 

Love or Eros, however, opens up a new dimension in which arises a novel 
relationship, one that overcomes the inequality of the self-other relationship. In 
sharp contrast with the master, as the beloved, the Other is the warm, soft, and 
tender feminine. While the nudity of the face calls me into question by 
challenging my ease, enjoyment, and freedom, the nudity of femininity lays bare 
all its tenderness, frailty, and vulnerability to entice me to turn her into part of me. 
As in need, the domain of the same, of dwelling, and of enjoyment, love shows 
the complacence and self-indulgence of the “clandestine” (Levinas 1969, 257) 
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union that utterly excludes others from the world of the couple. In its extreme 
sense, as Levinas remarks, love can become desire in its most egoist and cruelest 
form (Levinas 1969, 254), that is to say that love can become the crudest need.  
  However, even in this closest form of human relationship, Levinas discovers 
the alterity of love and draws our attention to the irreducibility of the beloved or 
the other. Levinas says, “In voluptuosity the other is me and separate from me” 
(Levinas 1969, 265). The description of the feminine as withdrawal, mystery, and 
absence shows the resistance of the other to being absorbed into a part of me. In 
his most beautiful and sensuous language Levinas depicts the movement of love 
in the caress, which features the Levinasian voluptuosity of love. Despite the 
intimacy, the feminine escapes my groping and search. With Levinas, the very 
essence of the caress is constituted “by the fact that the caress does not know 
what it seeks” (Levinas 1997, 89) and “The caress consist in seizing upon 
nothing” (Levinas 1969, 257). The caress is for its own sake, without aiming at 
anything. It is non-intentional, purposeless, and insatiable. Though compared to 
hunger, the caress is not fed by the touched object of the skin but rather deepened 
by the hunger for touching. The beloved in the caress is not an object since she is 
not objectified. It is an “escape” (Levinas 1969, 257); it is “inexpressible” 
(Levinas 1969, 260). As Diane Perpich comments, “In effect, the caress is a 
relationship to the other in which the relationship does not diminish the distance 
between the terms and the distance does not prevent the possibility of a 
relationship. As such, it seems to offer a perfect model of transcendence” 
(Perpich 2001, 42). The caress thus bears the character of desire in the move 
towards the Desirable as “a movement unto the invisible” (Levinas 1969, 258). 
For Levinas, Eros embraces both need and desire and henceforth reveals a state 
where the Same and the Other12 come into contact. Desire that initiates an 
interminable movement ceaselessly driven towards the Other is broken and 
satisfied in love (Levinas 1969, 254), which diminishes the great abyss between 
the desiring subject and the Desirable. 

6  The Paternal Relationship with the Son 

Nonetheless, the final encounter of the self and the Other does not terminate the 
                                                               
12  The two key concepts, namely the Same (le Même) and the Other (l’Autrui) constitute the 
subject matter of Levinas’s Totality and Infinity. This pair of concepts originally appears in 
Plato’s Sophist and later is adopted by Hegel and hence has a crucial part in the Hegelian 
metaphysics. In Plato’s dialogue, the Stranger describes the Other as not only distinct from but 
also irreducible to the Same and Being. Presumably, Levinas borrows from the Sophist these 
two opposite concepts to indicate two distinct realities of human existence. The same stands 
for interiority, the I, the self, or the moi that is essentially the egoist self “identifying oneself 
from within” (Levinas 1969, 282), whereas the other refers to exteriority, alterity, infinity, 
transcendence, and metaphysics. 
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moment towards the Other. Rather, love leads to the Other—the engendering of 
the son, which, for Levinas, contains the very ethical meanings of love. In Plato’s 
Symposium, Aristophanes recounts the myth of love, which describes love as a 
reunification of two halves, as a return to one’s former unseparated self. Levinas 
rejects Aristophanes’ myth just in that the Aristophanic model of love is 
essentially a desire to become whole by searching for what is lacking or lost, for 
the other missing half. In Levinas’s view, however, not only does love imply that 
the beloved always retains his or her alterity irreducible to part of me, and more 
importantly, rather than being a return to oneself, love unveils its myth in the 
very act of conceiving the son. Because of the futural event of engendering the 
son, the I overcomes the pure enjoyment of the fusion of the other—the beloved 
with the self. The child comes not only as a rupture of the simultaneity of the 
fusion of the lover and the beloved, but also as a break from the continuity of the 
I or the father in his renewal of being.  
  Here, Levinas introduces us to a different phase of human relationship, namely 
the relationship of the father and the son, which inaugurates a new mode of 
existence of the I as both a continuation and revolt against its own being. To be 
father means to be his son, to live “substantially” (Levinas 1969, 279) in his child. 
As father, the I is no longer his former self, but takes on his new existence as his 
own son. He renews himself in this very paternity. In this sense, paternity and 
filiality are identical and interchangeable. But, on the other hand, the son is 
neither the incarnation of the father nor the extension or continuation of his life. 
Levinas rejects describing their connection in terms of continuity, which, for him, 
implies the repetition of the past, of history, and of tradition. According to him, 
the son only captures, but does not resume, the past of the father. Filiality 
“designates a relation of rupture and a recourse at the same time” (Levinas 1969, 
278). The peculiar status of the son rests on the fact that he is me, retaining the 
uniqueness of the father on the one hand, but on the other he remains himself 
exterior to me. I am my son, but in the meantime, “he is me a stranger to myself” 
(Levinas 1969, 267). Paternity or filiality constitutes this “dialectical 
conjuncture” (Levinas 1969, 279) of “the two contradictory movements” 
(Levinas 1969, 279). The Levinasian father-son relation is well illustrative of his 
recurring idea of alterity within the same.  
  The same represented by the father is in fact always open to the Other. If there 
is continuity between the father and the son, Levinas conceives of the uniqueness 
of the son in their connection. By uniqueness, Levinas means that every son is 
unique to his father in the sense that the son is elected by the father. He says, 
“Each son of the father is the unique son, the chosen son…. The paternal Eros 
first invests the unicity of the son; his I qua filial commences not in enjoyment 
but in election” (Levinas 1969, 279). “Election” gives filiality an 
ethical-theological significance and thereby goes beyond the pure biological 
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sense of genetic inheritance. It suggests that the son does not come to the world 
by accident as an outcome of parental fecundity and physical enjoyment. Rather, 
the arrival of the son is an event of a divinely ethical purpose meant to bear the 
burden and responsibility entrusted by the father. As Levinas says, “Biological 
fecundity is but one of the forms of paternity” (Levinas 1969, 247). The 
uniqueness of the son, namely the identification of the father with the son, is 
attested to by their commonly held responsibilities instead of by their biological 
commonalities.  
  As a result, the father is not bound to the son by ties of blood, but by the act of 
selecting and being selected for the shared goal or mission. The continuation of 
the father in the son means the continuous fulfillment of human responsibilities. 
If the son of the I and the sons of the son are just the continuation of human 
species, paternity or filiality only leads to biological beings. Of course, biological 
fecundity is necessary for the continuation of human life and thereby provides 
the basic condition for the carrying out of the responsibilities across generations. 
But in Levinas’s philosophy, the engendering of the son is essentially an 
“essential production” (Levinas 1969, 279), which transcends biological 
limitation, which turns fecundity into relations with the absolute other irreducible 
to the relations of genus and species. For this reason, Levinas would say that the 
son is “a philosophical concept” (Levinas 1969, 268). Or, as John Llewelyn 
points out, “The concept of paternity itself is a metaphor” (Llewelyn 1995, 119).  
  If responsibility binds the father and the son together as an identical being, as 
captured by the statements “I am my child” (Levinas 1969, 277) or “the paternal 
I is his own son” (Levinas 1969, 278), then, in what sense does the son remain 
exterior to me as a stranger and why does the son have to break with his father? 
Biologically speaking, whereas a sonless father only moves towards old age and 
death, the son being the heir to the father’s life means the disruption of 
decrepitude and fatality. While old age and death predict the father, youth and life 
is the sign of the son. In this sense, the father in his son is precisely a different 
life renewed. As Levinas says, “A being capable of another fate than its own is a 
fecund being” (Levinas 1969, 282). The son and the sons of the son and the sons 
of the sons overcome the fate of the father by opening up an infinitely continual 
possibility towards future. Human destiny is not being-towards-death as 
proclaimed by Heidegger’s philosophy, but lies in human fecundity. It can be 
said that the Levinasian son is the very negation of the Heideggerian historicity 
of human finitude. The alterity of the son lies in its futurality. To break with the 
father is to sustain life and to retain the movement into the future. As Levinas 
says, “Paternity, as a primordial effectuation of time, can, among men, be borne 
by the biological life, but be lived beyond that life” (Levinas 1969, 247). Due to 
this futurality, the son always remains exterior to the domain of the father. 
Accordingly, every entrusted responsibility is never the same one imposed by the 
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father, but is perpetually recommenced with every birth of the son.  
  It is in this very biologically generative sense that the father’s responsibility is 
never completed, but remains inexhaustibly open to the future. Both archaic and 
infinite, responsibility does not start with the father, nor does it end with the son. 
“Biological fecundity” (Levinas 1969, 247) is thus replaced by an ethical 
fecundity. Of the same structure of Desire, the son does not stop the movement of 
Desire. As Desire incessantly engenders Desire, sons ceaselessly engender sons. 
Levinas says, “The other that Desire desires is again Desire; transcendence 
transcends toward him who transcends—that is the true adventure of paternity, of 
the transubstantiation which permits going beyond the simple renewal of the 
possible in the inevitable senescence of the subject” (Levinas 1969, 269). 
Paternity demonstrates its productivity in two respects: multiplicity and futurality. 
Paternity retains the insatiability of Desire in its infinitely recommencing to be 
his son across time. Being is a constant process of becoming and 
self-transcending.  
  On a deeper level, however, we might still want to ask, “Why does Levinas 
need the son?” If in our relationship with the widowed, the orphaned, the old, 
and the weak we experience the absolute alterity of the other, why then is the son 
still necessary? If Desire distinctly designates the infinite movement of the same 
towards the other, is the paternal Eros of paternity and filiality not but a 
reiteration of the same theme? Certainly, the son is not simply another other 
added to the list nor is the father-son relation a biological issue, as Irigaray 
maintains in her challenge to Levinas.13 For Levinas, the son not only stands on 
his own, biologically, but, more importantly, bears social, philosophical, and 
theological significance. The child evinces a unity that brings about multiplicity. 
The paternal Eros generates the human community in which all men are brothers. 
As Levinas says, “Paternity is produced as an innumerable future; the I 
engendered exists at the same time as unique in the world and as brother among 
brothers” (Levinas 1969, 279). Fecundity and paternity are developed into 
fraternity that implies equality and universality. Or, rather, fraternity 
preconditions fecundity and paternity. Not only is my responsibility for the Other 
is perpetuated across time through paternity, but the I engendered as one in the 
human community created by the father also stands as an Other for the Other 
thus binding the latter to being responsible for me. Owing to the gendering of the 
sons, the earlier inequality and asymmetry of the relation between the I and the 
                                                               
13 Irigaray criticizes Levinas as he fails to leave the son to his own generation. She said, “The 
child should be for himself, not for the parent. When one intends to create a child, giving the 
child to himself appears as an ethical necessity. The son should not be the place where the 
father confers being or existence on himself, the place where he finds the resources to return to 
himself in relation to this same as and other than himself constituted by the son” (Irigaray 1991, 
111−12). 
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Other is overcome.  
  We are brothers bound up with each other in our universal mutual 
responsibility. It is no longer the I who is alone held accountable for the Other 
that commands me from the absolute height; rather, “We” are all our brothers’ 
keepers. At this conjuncture, Levinas brings up a key concept of his philosophy, 
namely “the third party” (le tiers)—“We,” which he further develops in his 
second magnum opus Otherwise than Being, or Beyond Essence. Levinas says, 
“The relation with the face in fraternity, where in his turn the Other appears in 
solidarity with all the others, constitutes the social order, the reference of every 
dialogue to the third party by which the We—or the parti—encompasses the face 
to face opposition, opens the erotic upon a social life, all signifyingness and 
decency, which encompasses the structure of the family itself” (Levinas 1969, 
280). The son introduces the third party, le tiers, to lead human beings into 
fraternity, which constitutes the essence of the father and son relationship. As R. 
Burggraeve has observed, “The relationship with the third party means a 
continuous correction of the ethical asymmetry between the Other and myself. I 
am also an Other for the Other and a third one. The original inequality of my 
infinite responsibility for the Other is corrected by the fact that I too fall under 
Other’s responsibility. Through the presence of the third party, I and the Other 
become like the Others, i.e. their ‘equal’. Or rather: we become each others 
‘like-neighbours’” (Burggraeve 1985, 110). The engendering of the son 
guarantees that we are all under each other’s responsibility so that it safeguards 
social justice. The social and religious significance of the father-son relationship 
lies in the very fact that it transcends the confine of blood and family ties to 
initiate a new order of justice and brotherhood. For Levinas, the third party 
means “the whole humanity” (Burggraeve 1985, 213). 

7  A Comparative Look at the Father-Son Relationship 

While the rupture of the son, namely the idea of discontinuity in continuity forms 
the basic problematic of the Levinasian father-son relation, filial piety for the 
father that entails great respect for the origin of life and the continuity of history 
constitutes the core of the Confucian father and son relationship. For Levinas, the 
father is renewed in relation to the future, while for Confucians the father is kept 
alive in ancestral worship. In this way, whereas Levinas puts his messianic 
expectation in the son, by contrast, Confucians find the very locus of origin in the 
father and consider the father-son relationship to be the primal model of 
humanity. Therefore, for Dai Zhen, as the most fundamental human relationship, 
the father-son relation generates love and kindness that can be further extended 
to the ruler and minister, to friends, to the weak, the widowed, the old, the young, 
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the sick, the solitary, the dull, the timid, and ultimately, to all humankind under 
heaven. Accordingly, respect for the father as life- and caregiver is transformed 
into respect for life, into concern for others’ wellbeing and the fulfillment of life. 
As he states, “When one desires to fulfill one’s own life, one also fulfills the life 
of the others, this is humanity” (欲遂其生，亦遂人之生，仁也. Dai 1995b, No. 21).  
  On the contrary, for Levinas, the son embodies a messianic hope to redeem 
impaired or lost humanity. As an inexhaustible youth, the son leads us to the 
infinite future. The relation with the son is therefore the relation with the future. 
The meaning of filiality is messianic. Yet, messianic time is not a certain point of 
time to come in the future, nor is it the end of time or death. Rather, “it comes to 
me across an absolute interval whose other shore the Other absolutely 
other—though he be my son” (Levinas 1969, 283); it is perpetual (renewal) 
converted into eternity (Levinas 1969, 285). In this sense, the Messiah is moi and 
everyone is a Messiah as long as one partakes in the constant recommencement 
of fecundity that is turned into unremitting responsibility. Bearing profound 
theological implications, Levinas invests in the son his messianic expectation, 
which hinges on his deep awareness of “the failure of the goodness of today” 
(Levinas 1969, 284) and hope of “another time freely resumed and pardoned” 
(Levinas 1969, 284). The striking difference underlying the Levinasian and 
Confucian father-son relationship points to two distinct temporal dimensions, 
with either the future or the past serving as each its own spiritual anchorage.  
  It is also worth noting that through the lens of the father-son relationship we 
see in Levinas and Dai Zhen’s writings a reversal of human relationship patterns, 
which, in my view, discloses their distinct ethical routes. With Levinas, the 
self-other relationship starts with my ethical relation with those who are afar (the 
stranger, the widowed, orphaned, the poor and so forth) and then moves towards 
those who are close (the father and the son). By contrast, with Dai Zhen, human 
relationships begin with family ties (father and son, husband and wife, brother 
and brother) and then extend to the others who are afar (the widowed, the solitary, 
the old, the young, the weak and so forth). Accompanying the change of human 
relational patterns in Levinas’s writings are the three moments of “desire,” 
“Eros,” and “paternity or filiality” that activate a centrifugal movement of the 
departure of the I from his or her own self towards the other. The dynamism of 
human subjectivity is thereby marked by an interruption of a self-consciousness 
absorbed in enjoyment at home at the awakening of the other, which unlocks the 
self from seclusion and self-indulgence to turn the self into a welcome and to 
hospitality. The three-fold movement heralds an unending aspiration for infinity 
that merges into the infinite fecundity of perpetually commencing and recreating.  
  With Dai Zhen, however, the extension of human relationship is accompanied 
by the extension of the mind, particularly the knowing mind. As he says, “As 
humans are able to extend their knowing so as to attain godlike illumination, so 
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are humanity, righteousness, propriety, and wisdom all complete. Humanity, 
righteousness, propriety, and wisdom are nothing else but where the brightness of 
the mind reaches its farthest, where knowing reach its utmost limit” (人則能擴充
其知至於神明，仁義禮智無不全也。仁義禮智非他，心之明之所止也，知之極其

量也. Dai 1995b, No. 21). “Knowing” as moral deliberation comprises both the 
affective and cognitive faculties of the human mind, which presuppose the ability 
to “distinguish” (fen 分) between right and wrong, to “discern” (bian 辨) order 
and righteousness, and the capability of being “affected” (gan 感) by and of 
being “responsive” (ying 應) to the world and people encountered. As a result, 
Dai Zhen identifies the objects of knowing as humanity and love, fairness and 
reciprocity (“renai pingshu” 仁愛平恕. Dai 1995b, No. 1). He says, “If one 
regards the other as oneself, it is loyalty; if one infers one’s feeling in other 
people’s position, it is reciprocity; if one partakes in other people’s joys and 
sorrows, it is humanity (視人猶己，則忠；以己推之，則恕；憂樂於人，則仁. Dai 
1995b, No. 15). Commensurate with the extension of our knowing mind is the 
extension of our selves, which marks Dai Zhen and the general Confucian ethical 
route of self-cultivation. The further we can extend ourselves, the greater our 
humanity. With the extension of our knowing mind, we can extend our natural 
love and compassion for people who are close to us to those who are afar, and 
ultimately to all under heaven. To use Huston Smith’s phrase, this is an 
expansion “in concentric circles”14 that starts with the self, then extends to the 
other, to all humanity, and ultimately to the whole universe. By surpassing our 
small self and reaching out to others, we become an organic part of the cosmic 
whole that embraces heaven, earth, humankind, and the myriad things. 
  In my view, what stands behind this reversal of order of the self-other 
relationship which Dai Zhen and Levinas present are their different assumptions 
and understandings of the self and the other. For Levinas, the reverse in the 
direction of relationship patterns reveals the tension between the I as an 
individualized self and the other, as well as an anxiety about retaining alterity in 
the self-other relationship. The father-son relation exemplifies “the way of being 
other while being oneself” (Levinas 1969, 282). The Same represented by the 
father is actually always open to the other. Therefore, the father is not bound to 
the son by the blood ties but by the act of the continuous fulfillment of human 
responsibilities. For Dai Zhen, however, the self-other relationship in essence is 
an issue concerning the relationship between the small self and the bigger self, or 
the small body (xiaoti 小體) and the greater body (dati 大體), as Mencius puts it. 
The father-son relation thus opens up the possibility of promoting humanity so as 

                                                               
14 “As for the increase of this heart-mind that is hsin, it expands in concentric circles that 
begin with oneself and spread from there to include successively one’s family, one’s 
face-to-face community, one’s nation, and finally all humanity” (Smith 1991, 182).  
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to extend our relationship beyond the familial bond to reach every human being 
and finally achieve greater harmony in the world. However, either as the 
departure point or as the destination of human ethical route, the father-son 
relationship is charged with great religious-ethical significance and indicates the 
grand prospect of reaching fraternity or humanity among all human beings. 
Beyond the similarities and dissimilarities exhibited in the Levinasian and 
Confucian presentations of the father-son relationship, we are brought home to a 
shared philosophical insight that the self defines itself in relation to others as an 
incessant process of self-transformation and renewal that unfolds over time. For 
Levinas, messianic time signifies a hope for the redemption of humanity. For Dai 
Zhen, the realization of humanity lies in our incessant effort to expand our mind 
in the continuum of the human realm and the cosmos. 
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