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Abstract  

What are the implications when robots are pre-programmed to “behave ethically”? What are 

the implications between the other and me when lethal autonomous weapons systems by 

themselves target and destroy human beings? In this paper, I address these two inter-related 

questions through the philosophy of Emmanuel Levinas. Firstly (chapter I), I set out to clarify 

the meaning of “lethal autonomous weapons systems” by discussing concepts such as robot, 

autonomy, and by outlining the debates regarding these emerging weapons. I also develop my 

thought on why the philosophy of Levinas is of importance. Secondly (chapter II), I discuss 

two important Levinasian concepts, namely “substitution” and “thematization”. Finally (chap-

ter III), by using Levinas' concept of substitution, I argue that the issue of making robots “be-

have ethically”, as some of the on-going debates on LAWS suggest, is missing the deeper 

question of ethics in the Levinasian sense. LAWS cannot be “ethical” or programmed to “be-

have ethically”. Ethics is already “there”, before the ethical behaviour, and situated in and 

constitutive of my very subjectivity as “for-the-other”. In light of this and together with 

Levinas’ understanding of thematization, I further argue that through the very conception of 

lethal autonomous weapons systems the ethical encounter becomes a denial, implying vio-

lence and a problematic dehumanization already at work, both towards the "I" and the other.  
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Introduction 

 The emergence of lethal autonomous weapons systems (hereafter; LAWS) have implica-

tions on numerous disciplinary fields, for example, ethics, international human rights law, 

international law, and international humanitarian law. It is also part of the wider development 

of computer technology, artificial intelligence and information technology. So far, there have 

been two UN conferences mainly on the issue of defining the lethal autonomous weaponry 

and the possibilities of pre-emptively banning them. Several if not all Human Rights Organi-

sations agree on the latter. Several states are also concerned. There are also parties condoning 

the weapons, or at least they remain positive to certain aspects of them. The United States–

one out of two countries with official autonomous weapon policy documents–has seemingly 

no intention on pre-emptively banning them. The arguments so far revolve mainly on the ina-

bility of robots to distinguish civilians from combatants; the effects on the concept of war; the 

immoral aspects of robots killing humans; the benefits of using sophisticated robots in war, 

making warfare “safer”; the potential proliferation of the weapons technology; and who to 

bear responsibility for the actions of LAWS. The parties condoning the weapons acknowledge 

many of the problems, but they argue that by making the weapons “behave ethically” can 

solve these. They also provide arguments showing the benefits of having robots engaged in 

war instead of humans, who, as many recognise, are responsible for innumerable human ca-

tastrophes. It seems that in order to legitimately deploying LAWS, they need to be able to 

“behave ethically”.  

 Why are LAWS to be used? What are the psychological, social and political aspects? 

What does it actually mean when a robot is autonomously targeting and destroying human 

beings? And what does robots “behaving ethically” actually imply? Even though states, or-

ganisations, and scholars are doing tremendous work in clarifying these questions–the litera-

ture has become gargantuan–I do believe some aspects of LAWS were not yet sufficiently 

analysed. Here, Levinas becomes important. So far, he as received little attention in the de-

bate, however, I believe Levinas can shed light on the issue of LAWS. So, (1) what are the 

implications or meaning of robots pre-programmed for “behaving ethically”–in the context of 

Levinasian ethics, and LAWS? And (2) if warfare is less and less personalized, what are the 

implications of the relation between the other and me when robots autonomously deliberately 

target and destroy human beings?  

 Let these be the questions of this paper. The first chapter (Chapter I) consists of an elabo-

ration of the term “lethal autonomous weapons systems” and the contemporary debate regard-
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ing their use. The second chapter (Chapter II) will analyse relevant sections of the work of 

Levinas, namely, those concerning substitution and thematization. The final chapter (Chapter 

III) will address the questions (1-2). My main “Levinasian” thrust has been centred on 

Levinas’ second major work, Otherwise than Being (to which I refer to as OB) because it is 

where his understanding of both substitution and thematization are developed. Levinas’ earli-

er major work, Totality and Infinity (to which I refer to as TI) has of course been a source for 

my research, however mostly used as a complementary source of understanding his philoso-

phy in general. Although not used as a frequent source of reference, Levinas essay “Substitu-

tion” in Basic Philosophical Writings (to which I refer to as BPW) has been carefully read and 

compared to when reading the chapter with the same name in Otherwise than Being (“Substi-

tution” is, in Levinas’ own words, the central chapter of the entire work; see below, Chapter 

II). The same goes for the concept of thematization and language as well: it is in Otherwise 

than Being that Levinas develops an answer to the critique aimed against Levinas himself for 

not avoiding ontological language. The problem of language is therefore one of Levinas’ main 

concerns in Otherwise than Being; see below, Chapter II. The secondary material on Levinas 

is rich and several authors such as Critchley, Cederberg, Butler, Eaglestone, Cohen, Peperzak, 

Derrida, Hägglund, and Bernasconi has been of great help understanding Levinas. I have 

however tried to stay close to the primary material and to give my own interpretation of it. 

The secondary source philosophers are therefore mostly to be seen in the footnotes whereas it 

is Levinas himself who appears in the main text; my goal is to answer questions regarding 

LAWS using Levinas’ philosophy, giving priority to his own words.  

 Regarding LAWS themselves I have used all sources available to deepen my understand-

ing. I have mostly relied on reports from the UN, states representatives to the UN, various 

Human Rights Organisations report and other expert opinions. Johansson’s doctor thesis from 

2013, Autonomous Systems in Society and War (Johansson 2013), has been very useful in the 

perspective that it refers to acknowledged experts in the field of robotics and AI technology 

while at the same time addressing ethical issues regarding LAWS. Different Human Rights 

organisations, state actors, the US Department of Defense as well as experts on robotics, war 

and international law have given me deeper understanding of the discussions going on. I have 

not had space for an exhaustive discussion, but I tried to underline the difficulties of defining 

what is at stake regarding LAWS and the lack of any universal definition of the technology. I 

was not able to find any thorough philosophical investigation on LAWS based on Levinas’ 
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understanding of ethics1 Philosophical research on semi-autonomous weapons systems (in this 

case, unmanned aerial vehicles, or “drones”) has been of interest to me; Chamayou’s philoso-

phy on drones in Drone Theory (Chamayou 2015) has been useful in regards to the conse-

quences of the US drone strategy as well as inspirational in general.  

Chapter I – Concerning the Emergence of Lethal Autonomous Weapons Systems 

The purpose of this chapter is to clarify the technical meaning of LAWS2 and the increas-

ing use of robotics in warfare. Thus, the following pages will consist of a description of con-

cepts such as “autonomy”, “robot” and an overall elaboration of the increasing use of robotics 

in warfare in general.3 Additionally, this Chapter briefly deals with the debates regarding 

what I call the increasing de-personalization in warfare. I will briefly outline some of the 

main concerns revolving the emergence of LAWS and the increasing usage of unmanned aer-

ial vehicles (hereafter; drone) in warfare.4 Lastly, I will develop why Levinas’ philosophy is 

of importance in regards to the questions posed in the introduction of this paper. 

*** 

I use “de-personalization in warfare” as a covering term for different phenomena, for ex-

ample, robot, LAWS, and semi-autonomous systems. This is an increase of weapons systems 

that are more or less “unmanned”; humans are increasingly de-personalized in regards to the 

weapons and the destruction they project against the other. Therefore, I have chosen to call 

this development the tendency of increasing de-personalization in warfare. “Unmanned” war-

fare is here synonymous with “autonomous” warfare. It is the autonomy, which is the most 

relevant feature here, not necessarily the embodiment usually associated with robots. The 

term robot is most commonly used, however, in the literature.5 “Robot” is thus encompassing 

a wide spectrum of phenomena, such as drones or automatic weapons, and LAWS, which 

belongs to technologically complex systems currently under development.6  

                                                
1 I did in fact find a document in which the Permanent Representation of the Holy See to the UN argues for a 
pre-emptive ban based on, inter alia, the Levinasian notion of the face-to-face relation. The document was inter-
esting to read, however not of philosophical use to me; see below, chapter I. 
2 These weapons systems are in the literature also referred to as Lethal Autonomous Robotics (LARs), and, Au-
tonomous Weapons Systems (AWS). 
3 I will explain these concepts in their meaning adopted in the field of robotics in warfare. 
4 The literature is gargantuan and there were no possibility for me to outline even fractions of the understanding 
of robotics, the manifold debates on LAWS, the different positions of governments, et cetera. Hopefully, this 
chapter will suffice. 
5 For example, Human Rights Watch makes the case against “Killer Robots” (HRW 2012), specifically arguing a 
ban on ”fully autonomous weapons that could select and engage targets without human intervention”. 
6 The official US definition of LAWS is: “a weapon that, once activated, can select and engage targets without 
further intervention by a human operator. This includes human supervised weapons systems that are designed to 
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“Robot” has no universal definition (Bekey 2012, 17). What commonly denominate arte-

facts we normally call “robots” are notions of autonomy and/or independence. Some level of 

“thinking” or “acting” is required, separating robots from, say, automats or computers con-

nected to printers.7 One could say that a robot is a vehicle or a machine that “senses, thinks, 

and acts” (ibid, 18), or when a computer is augmented with devices for sensing and acting, 

becoming a powerful control system. Furthermore, one could also make a distinction between 

a robot and an autonomous robot. While we understand a robot as a machine or robot capable 

of action and reasoning, an autonomous robot does not require direct or active human in-

volvement except for sophisticated tasks; “such a robot can make its own decisions consistent 

with its mission without human authorization, including decisions regarding the use of lethal 

force” (Arkin 2009, 50-51). Thus, the difference is more of a question of authorization rather 

than autonomy, since robots are already autonomous in the basic sense that they can perceive, 

reason and act.8   

The debate regarding LAWS revolves around this notion of increasing autonomy of ro-

bots–or, as I call it, increasing de-personalization. Although there is a general understanding 

that there are no LAWS under deployment yet (Göbel 2015 and CCW 2015 §15), it is possi-

ble that military powers in a not too distant future will start deploying systems that to a very 

high degree are able to do this “acting” without any human intervention whatsoever (Asaro 

2012, 690). A report by the US Department of Defense states that “the level of autonomy 

should continue to progress from today’s fairly high level of human control/intervention to a 

high level of autonomous tactical behaviour that enables more timely and informed human 

oversight” (DoD 2009). Several states have stated their concerns regarding the possible use of 

LAWS, however, the two UN meetings so far on the subject have not reached any conclu-

sions.9 No country has officially stated it will pursue LAWS or that their armed forces will 

                                                                                                                                                   
allow human operation to override operation of the weapons systems, but can select and engage targets without 
further human input after activation” (DoD 2012). Several weapons systems currently under use can be classified 
as already autonomous, however by referring to LAWS, I explicitly refer to weapons that are emerging. 
7 A robot could be described as having basic goals and volitions built into it, including conflicting goals and 
competing desires–a concept that first appeared in Karel Čapek’s play Rossum’s Universal Robots (1920) where 
the term ”robot” originated. 
8 Those last words, ”perceive”, ”reason, and ”act”, are indeed problematic terms when applied to artefacts such 
as machines and computers. Putting the analogous usage of the words aside, one could question whether auton-
omy is even possible in machines. I will not dig deeper into this question, however, for now, this definition of a 
robot–a vehicle or a machine that “senses, thinks, and acts”–is generally accepted when talking about AI intelli-
gence and LAWS.   
9 Representatives from more than 90 countries as well as UN agencies, the International Committee of the Red 
Cross, and the Human Rights Watch campaign convened at the Convention on Conventional Weapons in April 
2015 to engage in five days of substantive deliberations with invited experts on ethical, legal, operational, securi-
ty, technical, and other challenges raised by these weapons; see the extensive report CCW 2015. 
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deploy them in the future. The US and Israel are the only states to explicitly say that they are 

keeping the “door open” to the acquisition of LAWS (HRW 2015, 5).  

To get a grip on these debates, one must ask: what is autonomy? I believe that the defini-

tion of autonomy–which also lacks a globally accepted definition, both in regards to computer 

theory and in a wider meaning–hinges on the context. And in the context of robotics, autono-

my seemingly comes in degrees.10 Autonomy, in the context of robotics, could be said to be 

any activity that the weapon system is able to do unsupervised by humans.11 “Full autonomy”, 

however, is here understood when a system or a function of a system has an adaptive capacity 

to make contingent discretionary decisions, that is, it is able to learn and to adapt its function-

ing in response to changing circumstances in the environment in which it is deployed. Full 

autonomy does not mean, however, that a system can define its goals and actions freely–it 

always operates within the constraints or bounds of its human-designed programming and 

software (Wallach and Allen 2012). Here, context is key. Some LAWS may come in the 

hardware as drones. These would be lethal autonomous drones. Other LAWS might take other 

forms and shapes; however, they too will be dependent on their foundational code. For exam-

ple, to be able to distinguish between a legitimate target and a non-legitimate target, computer 

algorithms have to instruct the weapon what targets consist of and when a target is permissi-

ble to destroy (Asaro 2012, 789). Algorithms deciding on human affairs are not something 

new,12 but what would be considered “new” is the robotic autonomy given over targeting as 

well as the decision between life and death. This targeting and decision-making is then 

“traced back” to the engineers, the inventors, and, depending on how the weapon functions, to 

                                                
10 For example, during the last years, different kinds of autonomous cars have been introduced–some of these 
being able to drive on their own for up to 50 kilometres per hour in “traffic jams”. But naturally this does not 
mean that these cars are able to drive to town and pick someone up while the owner is at home. Corollary, this 
means that the car possesses autonomy to a certain degree (Johansson 2013, 4). The philosophical or sociologi-
cal understanding of autonomy is more complex, in which problems of, for example, the nature of free agency, 
are relevant; see the ”free will problem” in Audi 2015, 381-3.  
11 This definition means there are already several weapons systems currently being deployed that one could call 
autonomous, such as drones (semi-autonomous weapons), and different anti-missile systems. Land mines are to 
some extent an “autonomous” weapon in that they–in a very simple way–function perfectly well without human 
interefence.  The U.S. Army Science Board (2002) describes a scale of ten levels of autonomous behaviour be-
yond Manual - Remote Control (0). At the lowest level is Simple Automation (1) followed by Automated Tasks 
& Functions (2), Scripted Missions (3), Semi-Automated Missions/Simple Decision Making (4), Complex Mis-
sions Specific Reasoning (5), Dynamically Mission Adaptable (6), Synergistic Multi-Mission Reasoning (7), 
Human-like Autonomy in a Mixed Team (8), Autonomous Teams with Unmanned Leader/Mission Manager (9), 
Autonomous-Conglomerate (10). Most of the levels of autonomous behaviour (5-10) are based upon projected 
future technological capabilities. Drones are represented by level 0-4, whereas LAWS are represented by 5-10.   
12 Some judicial decisions (for example, automated speeding tickets and tax payer decisions), code patterns to 
automatically interpret specific behaviour (for example, algorithms recognising a certain kind of behaviour link-
ing that behaviour to criminal activities or “terrorism”), digital information, and automated weapons are just 
some examples of the increasing use of algorithms and foundational codes used in ”everyday life”. The de-
personalization of warfare could be seen as part of a major robotic revolution in society.  



 
 

10 

those overseeing a particular tactical situation all the way up to the military commanders or 

the political leadership endorsing the weapon. LAWS could very well be directed by other 

LAWS, making the “human trace” difficult to track. The Stockholm International Peace Re-

search Institute shows in a report from 2015 a steady increase of the level of autonomy in 

weapons systems and usage of drones (SIPRI 2015, 2). There is a strong trend in current mili-

tary technology to develop more fully automated and more autonomous robotic systems. In-

deed, some see increasingly autonomous robotic weapons as a coming “revolution in military 

affairs” akin to the introduction of nuclear weapons (Arkin 2011).13 I understand this devel-

opment as a blurring or blending of the distinction between weapon and “warrior”, as the 

former would take autonomous decisions about their own use. The weapon and the warrior 

seemingly collapses into each other; an “eye turned into a weapon” (Chamayou 2015, 11). 

Some of the concerns expressed in several articles are that LAWS are but an extension of 

the current use of drones (the US drone strategy in particular).14 There are also discussions 

about the “normalization” of armed conflict due to lower costs of deployment of LAWS, dis-

interest from the general public back home and the lower threshold of going into war.15 The 

UN Special Rapporteur concludes: 

While it is desirable for States to reduce casualties in armed conflict, it becomes a question whether 
one can still talk about “war” – as opposed to one-sided killing – where one party carries no existential 
risk, and bears no cost beyond the economic. There is a qualitative difference between reducing the 
risk that armed conflict poses to those who participate in it, and the situation where one side is no 
longer a “participant” in armed conflict inasmuch as its combatants are not exposed to any danger, 
[LAWS] seem to take problems that are present with drones and high-altitude airstrikes to their fac-
tual and legal extreme (Heyns 2013 §12, my italics).  

Regarding the legal, ethical and political aspects of LAWS it is argued that they will create 

dehumanization due to the increasing distance between enemies, and that the current use of 

drones in the so-called global war on terror already have lead to a dehumanization of the en-

                                                
13 See also, Singer 2009, 179, in which he describes “The robotics revolution”as the next major revolution in 
military affairs, on par with the introduction of gunpowder and nuclear bombs. 
14 For example, the UN Special Rapporteur on extrajudicial, summary on arbitrary executions, expressed in his 
official report “that if added to the arsenals of States, [LAWS] would add a new dimension to this distancing [the 
use of drones], in that targeting decisions could be taken by the robots themselves. In addition to being physical-
ly removed from the kinetic action, humans would also become more detached from decisions to kill – and their 
execution” (Heyns 2013 §5, my italics). 
15 The UN Special Rapporteur also concludes: While it is desirable for States to reduce casualties in armed con-
flict, it becomes a question whether one can still talk about “war” – as opposed to one-sided killing – where one 
party carries no existential risk, and bears no cost beyond the economic. There is a qualitative difference be-
tween reducing the risk that armed conflict poses to those who participate in it, and the situation where one side 
is no longer a “participant” in armed conflict inasmuch as its combatants are not exposed to any danger, [LAWS] 
seem to take problems that are present with drones and high-altitude airstrikes to their factual and legal extreme 
(Heyns 2013 §12, my italics).  
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emy (Wagner 2014, 40).16 That report does not, however, define dehumanization nor argue 

why an increase of distance implied at the usage of drones and LAWS would introduce the 

risk of dehumanization; since the first ballistic missiles were introduced in World War II, hu-

mans have already provided themselves with the tools necessary to kill other humans at great 

distances. Furthermore, international lawyers argue that drone technology has changed how 

we look at the laws of war. Many of the concerns regarding drone warfare are of equal con-

cern regarding LAWS. I will not go into detail regarding the US drone strategy in the Middle 

East and parts of Africa,17 however, Chamayou argues that the American drone warfare fun-

damentally change the traditional conception of war. To summarize, he argues it has hap-

pened in three ways: (1) every place becomes a potential site of drone violence,18 (2) as ”pre-

cise weapons”, drones also render geographical contours irrelevant since the ostensible preci-

sion of these weapons justifies the killing of suspected terrorists in their homes–a “legal strike 

zone” is then equated with anywhere the drone strikes,19 and (3) drones change our concep-

tion of war because it becomes a priori impossible to die as one kills (Chamayou 2015).20 In 

light of this, Chamayou argues that the changing conception of warfare is having various ef-

fects on the drone state itself. Politics change or are able to change due to the fact that soldiers 

no longer are risking their lives, changing citizen’s awareness and attitudes to war. Robots 

become a technological solution for states not able to mobilize support for war; social legiti-

macy becomes irrelevant to the political decision-making process relating to war. This reduc-

es the threshold for resorting to violence to a degree that violence appears increasingly as a 

default option for foreign policy, increasing the risk of brutalization (ibid, 185-94).  

Chamayou is just one out of many who discusses the ethical and legal questions posed by 

drones and the emergence of LAWS (Johansson 2013, 3). For example, Rosa recognises that 

                                                
16 To be clear, there have been distanced killings, unintended civilian causalities, and judicial and moral viola-
tions long before the emergence of drones and LAWS. Just as drones, man-based operations in war cause unin-
tended civilian causalities and other Human Rights violations; aircraft strikes by human pilots cause unintended 
civilian causalities; special operation forces raids cause unintended civilian causalities. 
17 Just one example: between the years of 2004 and 2015, CIA conducted over 421 drone strikes in Pakistan 
alone (a country officially at peace) with 2,489 to 3,989 causalities out of which 423-965 estimated civilians. 
The question of the legality of these attacks remains unclear. The real figures are unclear due to the fact that 
most CIA operations are classified; see The Bureau of Investigative Journalism 2015.  
18 The discovery of so-called “Death Lists” showed how the US government basically deemed any young man of 
”military age”, in a ”combat zone” a militant and therefore a legitimate target–regardless of international human-
itarian and human rights law as well as domestic law; see Becker and Shane 2012. 
19 International lawyers agree that the usage of drones has indeed changed our conception of war, and how to 
differ between situations of warfare and situations of non-warfare– a crucial distinction for humanitarian law in 
order to know if killings occur under laws of war or under regular circumstances. It is in the latter circumstances 
one usually talks about extra-judicial killings; see Brooks 2015. 
20 An US Air force officer, David Deptula enunciates the third argument in an interview for CNN regarding the 
fact that the US has embarked on a ”new era of robotic warfare”: ”The real advantage of unmanned aircraft sys-
tems”, he says, “is they allow you to project power without projecting vulnerability”; see Deptula 2009. 
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ethical concerns may in part have been the rationale behind the usage of drones in the Middle 

East–using robots instead of, for example, ground troops or special operations does clearly 

have positive effects in that the latter alternative would produce more casualties and heavier 

costs in general. However, she argues, as does Chamayou, this has also created the illusion of 

drone warfare as a reasonable choice and in a way, a default option in the asymmetrical “war 

on terror” (Brooks 2013).  

Regarding the use of LAWS, major concern is aimed at the question of responsibility. 

Almost all parties in the debate acknowledge this aspect. “Ensuring [human] responsibility, 

not just accountability, is the real challenge”, writes Horowitz and Scharre (Horowitz and 

Scharre 2015)–two distinguished voices representing parties recognising the positive aspects 

of LAWS. They argue that the increasing use of robotic in warfare will reduce casualties, “if 

used in the right way”, that is, if the technology is constructed in such a way robots will “be-

have ethically”. Meanwhile, Amnesty International stresses the fact that LAWS could dramat-

ically change the conduct of law enforcement operations and raise extremely serious human 

rights concerns, such as the undermining of the right to life, the prohibition of torture and oth-

er ill treatment, and the right to security of person (Amnesty 2015). In the last UN conference, 

approximately 60 countries also raised their concerns. The final document of that conference, 

the CCW 2015 report, and a document from the Permanent Mission of the Holy See to the 

UN briefly mention the “risk of dehumanization” in the context of LAWS and the latter even 

refers to Levinas' philosophy. However, the CCW report do merely discuss the topic; it simp-

ly states “LAWS also presents the risk of dehumanising human beings by equating them with 

objects and reducing them to single characteristics” (CCW 2015 §59 (c)(iii)). Although rec-

ognising the importance of Levinas, the Holy See report, confuses Levinas’ understanding of 

substitution (see chapter II) with that of empathy (Holy See 2015).  

  To make robots “behave ethically” is indeed the subject of important debate (Johansson 

2013, 4-5). Dodig-Crnkovic and Çürüklü (2011) point out that it is not clear today how engi-

neers should design the software so that its decisions would be effective reaching given goals, 

as well as ethically sound. They raise the question whether ethics should be “built in” into the 

robot, or if the robots themselves should progressively learn the ethics. Should robots be utili-

tarians or deontologists? Whether or not autonomous systems are able to attain moral agency 

and responsibility is and has been discussed by several authors (see for example, Dodig-

Crnkovic and Çürüklü 2011 and Wallach & Allen 2009). Dodig-Crnkovic and Çürüklü argue 

that the ethical aspects of autonomous AI have been insufficiently researched until recent 
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years, based on what they believe to be the misconception that intelligent artefacts simply do 

what they have been programmed to do.  

 When reporting about the possibility of ethics of LAWS to the US Department of Navy, 

Lin, Abney and Bekey recognise issues with both the so-called top-down program of ethics 

(the robot is simply to obey pre-programmed rules “without change or flexibility”) and the so-

called bottom-top approach (“like a child”, a robot is placed into variegated situations and is 

expected to learn through trial and error (and feedback) what is and is not appropriate to do). 

Instead, they argue in favour of the “hybrid alternative”: 

Some top-down rules are combined with machine learning to best approximate the ways in which 
humans actually gain ethical expertise. We humans are hard-wired with various rules through our evo-
lutionary heritage, but these vastly underdetermine actual behavior; hence responsible behavior builds 
on these underlying (largely unconscious) rules with a healthy dose of indoctrination and peer interac-
tion and all the other types of learning that children do. As a result, a character evolves: a tendency to 
perform certain roles in the evolving ecology of social life, and either to fail or to perform excellently 
in those roles (Lin, Abney and Bekey 2008, 41).  

Arkin, another prominent robotic scientist firmly promoting and believing the use of robotics 

in warfare is possible and beneficial, also argue for a hybrid deliberative/reactive architecture:  

I remain active in my research for the U.S. [Department of Defense] in battlefield applications of ro-
botics for both the U.S. Army and Navy regarding the deployment of teams of robots, but it remains a 
personal goal that these systems and other related military research products will ultimately be ethical-
ly restrained by technological methods such as [the hybrid alternative] (Arkin 2008). 

To summarize: (1) “robot” is defined as a vehicle or a machine that can sense think and 

act. (2) Autonomy depends on the context. (3) LAWS are in this context seen as a weapons 

system that marks a blur between warrior and weapon–“a weapon that, once activated, can 

select and engage targets without further intervention by a human operator”. (4) There has 

been an increase of autonomy in warfare. (5) Semi-autonomous weapons such as drones have 

already had an impact on current warfare theory and international law debate. (6) The debate 

regarding LAWS have several categories: (i) how robotic warfare change the concept of war, 

(ii) the effects of replacing human soldiers with robots, (iii) how LAWS will effect the laws 

of war (iv) responsibility and accountability, and (v) how to make LAWS behave ethically 

and whether or not robots may be seen as moral agents.  

In the upcoming chapters, I will focus on two of the ethical questions present in the 

above-mentioned debate: the possibility for robots to "behave ethically" and the problem of 

dehumanization. Why am I doing so? Naturally, the emergence of new weapons creates dis-

cussions. As I have showed, among these debates certain ethical concerns are raised. And 

among them, the problem of how to make LAWS “behave ethically” becomes important. For 

now, it is impossible to say anything regarding these weapons being de facto deployed. I may 
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dare to say, however, that the question of how to make robots behave ethically is linked to the 

actual possibility of LAWS being deployed. It will remain an important question insofar state 

governments are interested in the legitimacy of their weaponry and military strategies. But 

what is one actually doing when “programming ethics” into artefacts? It is here that Levinas 

becomes important. Approached from a Levinasian perspective, I will show that there are 

problematic implications in making “LAWS behaving ethically”. In the Levinasian sense, 

LAWS cannot be programmed to behave ethically. They can of course be programmed to 

follow a certain set of rules based on, say, part of humanitarian international law in light of an 

deontological theory of ethics. However, as I will develop below, Levinas’ ethical philosophy 

shows that equating this to “making robots behave ethically” is to completely miss the point 

of ethics. Recognizing this impossibility (or misunderstanding of ethics), I will argue that 

LAWS imply a refusal of the ethical relation with the other–a relation, which is constitutive 

for subjectivity. The very act of “programming ethics” is at the same time a refusal of the very 

ethical. This is a kind of dehumanization more profound and problematic than the sort of de-

humanization many debaters are mentioning.21 It does not come from the long distance or the 

"killing without seeing", but from the very denial of the ethical. Through de-personalized 

warfare, from the start trying to appropriate the “enemy” in the foundational code of a system 

of weapons, one is already dehumanizing the other. By framing alone, that is, putting the oth-

er in the theme of an “enemy” in an algorithm, the ethical situation is seemingly refused. That 

destruction is the denial of the otherness of the other. I will develop this thought further in the 

two forthcoming chapters.  

Chapter II 

ICH BIN DU, WENN 

ICH ICH BIN  

Paul Celan 

How can the philosophy of Emmanuel Levinas be useful when talking about the increas-

ing use of autonomous weapons systems in warfare, or, as I call it, the increasing de-

personalization in warfare. For my knowledge, Levinas never wrote about computers, robotics 

or LAWS. I believe, however, that Levinas’ ethics, which is more fundamental than the 

                                                
21 Discussing dehumanization in a Levinasian context is difficult and controversial; it does not fit a Levinasian 
vocabulary in that ”dehumanization” implies ”humanization”–the latter being a term itself worthy of a disserta-
tion (for example, Cederberg 2013). Dehumanization is however used in the debate on LAWS; therefore I will 
use the term in this paper, but adding to it in Chapter III a more problematic tone; see section b of that chapter. 



 
 

15 

"ought" of morality, avoiding the epistemological biases of previous ethical theories, has the 

conceptual resources with which to raise and deal with questions regarding LAWS. 

When Levinas discusses the ethical, his main concern does not revolve around formulat-

ing norms or rules for how to behave morally or to construct a “good life”; instead, what is 

ethical for Levinas is something radically fundamental, that is, a “first philosophy”–my infi-

nite responsibility for the Other, the primacy of the inter-human relationship, “an irreducible 

structure upon which all other structures rest” (TI 79). Hence, in Otherwise than Being, 

Levinas declares his philosophical work to be about subjectivity (this is also mentioned in TI 

26).22 He basically sets out to re-formulate the traditional, Western understanding of subjec-

tivity; Levinas’ “post-rational ethics” aims at challenging the solitude of Being: a rigorous 

testament of my endless obligation to the other person (CPP v), the possibility of a relation 

“with what cannot be identified in the kerygmatic logos” (BPW 80). This purpose is clearly 

formulated in the following paragraph. 

To see in subjectivity an exception putting out of order the conjunction of essence, entities and the 
"difference"; to catch sight, in the substantiality of the subject, in the hard core of the "unique" in me, 
in my unparalleled identity, of a substitution for the other; to conceive of this abnegation prior to the 
will as a merciless exposure to the trauma of transcendence by way of a susception more, and differ-
ently, passive than receptivity, passion and finitude [...] these are the propositions of this book which 
names the beyond being (OB xlvii f.). 

In Otherwise than Being Levinas describes the structure of ethical subjectivity as disposed 

towards the other, the “other within the same”. The subject is subject in that the form of this 

subjection assumes is that of sensibility. Sensibility is the way of my subjection; a sentient23 

vulnerability or passivity towards the Other that takes place “on the surface of the skin, at the 

edge of the nerves” (OB 15).  

 What appears here–at the centre of his second major work, OB, in chapter IV “Substitu-

tion”–is of importance for this essay and my claim that Levinas’ philosophy is significant in 

the debate regarding de-personalization in warfare. “Being” ethical is not a gesture; the prox-

imity of the other, being for-the-other before oneself, represents the very constitution of self-

hood. Self-presence demanded by knowledge, autonomy, animal rationale, are not, in the 

                                                
22 The question of subjectivity in terms of substitution was developed in Levinas’ later work, perhaps as a re-
sponse to Derrida’s critique formulated in Violence and Metaphysics (1978) in which Derrida, challenges the 
idea that only face-to-face interaction can be ethical. Due to Levinas’ developed version of subjectivity, I have 
decided to turn mainly to Levinas’ later work Otherwise than Being. This work has thus been the vocal point of 
this paper.  
23 I think Levinas’ understanding of sentient can be described by the following quote: “The independence of 
subjectivity would thus lie more deeply embedded in sensibility than the synthesizing temporal ecstasies of prax-
is, worldliness, or anxiety. Rather, the circuits of subjectivity would begin in the very sensing of sensations. But 
this also meant that the transcendence of the other would be felt more deeply, in the deepest recesses the flesh, as 
a suffering for the other, a suffering for the suffering of the other” (OB xiv).  



 
 

16 

Levinasian understanding, what constitutes the self. Hence the first part of the chapter (a) has 

the purpose to clarify Levinas’ philosophy, specifically his understanding of the term “substi-

tution”. The second part of the chapter (b) deals with Levinas understanding of thematization 

and the importance of not reducing the other to a theme, to a concept.  

To put Levinas into a bigger context it is important to stress one of Levinas’ primary 

aims, namely to shift the thinking of Heidegger.24 “Ontology as first philosophy is a philoso-

phy of power”, writes Levinas (TI, 47). Although not steering away from ontology to the on-

tic, Levinas is trying to introduce an another dimension to the ontological, a meta-ethical di-

mension25 that concerns the other, focusing on another kind of transcendence, not the tran-

scendence of being, but the transcendence of the “Other”. We must, according to Levinas, for 

ethical, political and epistemological reasons, depart from the Heideggerian way of thinking. 

For Levinas, the Western philosophy (the whole ontological tradition of the determination of 

Being as presence) from Parmenides to Heidegger is the assimilation of otherness into same-

ness, where the Other becomes something appropriated and fully understood, digested.26 Alt-

hough extending from the phenomenological tradition of Husserl and Heidegger, Levinas thus 

attempts to move beyond both of them by offering a radical critique of the ways ethics has 

been deployed in Western philosophy. 

This critique, however, must be done without the misconception of the possibility of a re-

turn to a pre-heideggerian philosophy; the paradigmatic shift due to Heidegger’s radicalisa-

tion of the phenomenology of Husserl is crucial. I believe Levinas aims at a thinking that 

stands with, but at the same time against Heidegger or at least, Levinas’ thinking is shaped 

but goes beyond Heideggerian formulas (Cederberg 2011, 180). There is a pre-original di-

mension–the ethical–that Levinas wants to explore; he is not searching the “I” of identifica-

tion (shown, presented, identified for myself and the other) but the self as “the other in me”, 

otherwise than being, that is to say, substitution.  

                                                
24 “The title and the content of Otherwise than Being or Beyond Essence alert us to the priority Levinas gives to 
his on-going contestation of Heideggerian thinking. Otherwise than Heideggerian being; beyond Heideggerian 
essence”, writes translator Lingis (OB xiii). Levinas is throughout his philosophical work positioning himself 
against Heidegger. 
25 It needs to again be underlined: Levinas is not pointing to a moral system of commands and prohibitions. In-
stead, he describes the situation of responsibility before every ethical system, indeed, any philosophical system 
of any kind–a relation that obliges me before I can ask: ”How should I conduct myself?“ or ”What ought to be 
done?” It is a ”pre- or meta-ethical philosophy”; see also, Peperzak 1993, 223.   
26 Levinas writes: “for the philosophical tradition of the West all spirituality lies in consciousness, thematic ex-
position of being, knowing” (OB 99). Heidegger, then, never fully escapes the ”hegemony of presence” within 
metaphysics. This is what Levinas is seeing in the ethical relation to the other: an opportunity of freeing philoso-
phy from the totality of presence, moving instead towards the absolute alterity of the other.  
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a. Substitution 

The dominant reception of the philosophy of Levinas could be said in a single sentence: 

“ethics is first philosophy”27 (BPW 161). What is intended here? Like Heidegger, Levinas 

tries to unearth the pre-historical layers beneath our intentional attitude to the world. This 

leads Levinas to a radical statement on subjectivity in terms such as “substitution”, “responsi-

bility”, “proximity”, “hostage”, “trauma”, “persecution”, “too tight in its skin” and “obses-

sion”. This relation, which is non-dialectical and non-ontological, is what Levinas calls “ethi-

cal”. He does not, a priori, suggest a normative concept regarding the ethical, which later 

manifests itself in certain empirical experiences. It is an “extreme passivity” (OB 47) “prior to 

all memory and all recall” (OB 108) or ”passivity more passive than passivity” (see, for ex-

ample, OB 15, 50, 72, 180): passivity before activity in passivity in my relation to others.28 

For Levinas, moral selfhood is not thought of in terms of an agent’s freedom, autarchy or au-

tonomy; rather, Levinas understand moral selfhood in terms of this “extreme passivity”.29 

Such a selfhood substitutes the other’s concern for its own, to the point that one person can 

even die for another. This extreme proximity of substitution is the profound and primordial 

constitution of selfhood–a non-gesture–at the cornerstone of all morality. Substitution, in this 

sense, is thus not to be mistaken with empathy. Substitution, the self as “the other in me” is 

undoing the idea of my being belonging to me and not to another; instead it is through substi-

tution that I am not another but me (OB 127). Levinas speaks of how the self becomes a self 

before its self-identification. It is the other who makes me a self. The self becomes unique 

because of the call from the other; the very core of my self is the other, hence “the other in the 

same” (OB 25), substitution. The self is moral sensibility30–“being is determined… on the 

basis of sense” (OB 129)–not self-preservation and self-interest or mindful self-knowledge or 

a calculating ego. Levinas writes: 

It is because subjectivity is sensibility – an exposure to others, a vulnerability and a responsibility in 
the proximity of the others, the-one-for-the-other, that is, signification - and because matter is the very 
                                                
27 See Ethics as first philosophy in CPP 75; see, also BPW 161.   
28 Passivity does not mean I am doing nothing; I am before the choice of doing or not doing, before the choice of 
being “good” or “evil”, “just or “unjust”. This passivity goes beyond consciousness or unconsciousness. The 
appearance of the other is a key moment in constituting the “I” being able to attain any activity. If one maintains 
that there is passivity before activity in passivity in my relation with others, as Levinas does, I believe one has to 
argue the very encounter or communication is ethical in itself. 
29 Levinas makes this point very clear by saying that ”the recurrence in the subject is thus neither freedom of 
possession of self by self in reflection, nor the freedom of play… It is a matter of an exigency coming from the 
other, beyond what is available in my powers, to open an unlimited "deficit," in which the self spends itself 
without counting, freely” (OB 125).  
30 Separate key concepts such as “subjectivity”, “one-for-the-other”, “proximity”, “sensibility”, “hostage”, “per-
secution” are all used for fragmented sketches of what appears to be the same subject matter, the constitution of 
the self.  
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locus of the for-the-other, the way that signification signifies before showing itself as a said in the 
system of synchronism, the linguistic system, that a subject is of flesh and blood, a man that is hungry 
and eats, entrails in a skin, and thus capable of giving the bread out of his mouth, or giving his skin 
(OB 78).  

For me, this clearly marks the originality of Levinas. Several philosophers before Levinas did 

indeed show that what a subject is inextricably tied to its existence in a culturally and histori-

cally determined world; the subject both receives and creates the world that it lives in and 

interprets. Levinas affirms this understanding. However, for him, subjectivity as being and 

acting presupposes a more radical understanding of subjectivity. Being a subject must mean to 

be vulnerable to the wound of the other, “subjectivity of a subject is vulnerability, exposure” 

(OB 50), which always implies the responsibility for the other, the “for-the-other (or sense) 

turns into by-the-other, into suffering by a thorn burning the flesh” (ibid).31  

 The trauma of vulnerability, the passivity before all passivity, the passivity of a suffering 

sensitive to the suffering of others–all of this is the transpiring of human sensibility as expo-

sure to the other. To be a self is to be for-the-other. This is why Levinas responds to Cain’s 

question, “Am I my brother’s keeper?” by saying that the I is precisely a subject insofar as it 

is its brother’s keeper, that the self is at bottom an answering for the other–”the uniqueness of 

the self is the very fact of bearing the fault of another” (OB 112). 

This responsibility for the Other–the “for” of “one-for-the-other”–substitution is infinite 

in the sense that it marks a “surplus” that extends to those one does not know, both in the fu-

ture and the past (OB 100).32 This is not compassion or pity in a psychological sense, but, as I 

mentioned above, a substitution of the other’s concern for its own, suffering for the other’s 

suffering, extreme passivity, and a relation belonging to an immemorial past. Further, the re-

lation with the other is asymmetrical; “no one can substitute himself for me, who substitutes 

myself for all” (OB 136). This responsibility for the responsibility of the other is always “one 

degree of responsibility more” (BPW 91). The ”I” is indeed prompted to emerge after the im-

pact of the Other, as a kind of reply to that impact. The ”I” is never, for Levinas, formed in a 

process of conscious, active self-constitution—it cannot be understood as a result of its own 

acts—but rather comes to be through passivity before activity in passivity in my relation to 

others. Questions such as “What is” or “What am I” are always directed towards someone. 

Subjectivity cannot be understood as beginning ”within” us, we do not enter into subjectivity 

                                                
31 Coupled with “extreme passivity”, vulnerability is understood here as (1) an inability to escape one’s own 
responsibility towards the other (OB 180) and (2) responsibility as infinite. Subjectivity can thus be described as 
always under pressure, rupture. Levinas writes, “The more I return to myself… under the traumatic effect of 
persecution, of my freedom as a constituted, wilful, imperialist subject, the more I discover myself to be respon-
sible; the more just I am, the more guilty I am” (OB 112, my italics).  
32 Here, responsibility is infinite ”in the sense that it cannot reach a limit” (Cederberg 2013, 181). 
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by virtue of our freedom; we cannot think about the emerging subject as a distinct entity with 

an ”inside” and an ”outside,” precisely because it has not yet emerged and therefore cannot be 

conceptualized in terms of interiority and exteriority. “I am ‘in itself’ through the others” (OB 

112). Levinas holds it as crucial that before we can talk about a subject that engages in free 

acts and decisions—before the ”I” can emerge as an ”I”—there has to be an ”outside of be-

ing” in place, what one may call a pre-ontological sphere. It is this sphere, saying, “the un-

heard-of saying is enigmatically in the anarchic response, in my responsibility for the other... 

The trace of infinity is this ambiguity in the subject, in turns beginning and makeshift, a dia-

chronic ambivalence which ethics makes possible” (OB 149).  

Thus, ethics is first philosophy in that it’s lived–before the emergence of an “I”–in the 

sensibility of an embodied exposure to the other. Sensibility is for-the-other. Ethics is a de-

mand that I cannot fully meet nor avoid. I think Levinas’ choice of quoting Dostoevsky’s ac-

count of the asymmetry of guilt and responsibility fits well here: “every one of us is guilty 

before all, for everyone and everything, and I more than others” (BPW 102). This radical re-

sponsibility for the other is before any contract, prior to having chosen or acted, indeed prior 

to my taking up a subject position in relation to the alterity or proximity of the other. I am 

hostage from the start, not a sovereign. This enables “that there can be in the world pity, com-

passion, pardon and proximity - even the little there is, even the simple ‘After you, sir’” (OB 

117). The other is calling for me, asking for my commitment. Ethics is critique against the 

cognitive emprise of the ego that seeks to reduce all otherness to sameness. 

b. Thematization 

In my elucidation of the concept of substitution together with the summarization of 

Levinas’ thought in the section above, I mentioned Levinas’ idea of the “I” emerging after33 

the encounter with the other; subjectivity does not begin ”within” me–I do not enter into sub-

jectivity by virtue of autonomy, free will or my own momentum. “I am ‘in itself’ through the 

others” (OB 112). This is why ethics “comes first”, “the responsibility for another is precisely 

a saying prior to anything said” (OB 43).34 What “ethics first” signals is, something beyond 

every historical event (beyond a memorable past) and beyond something that can be present-

ed (beyond what is the Said). This is what Levinas means when he underlines a “past without 

a present”–the relationship with alterity, proximity, is the original affliction of the present of 

                                                
33 To be clear, this is not a chronological “after”, but rather signalling a priority of the other. It is not a question 
of temporal evolution.  
34 Levinas also writes, “ethics itself, in its saying which is a responsibility” (OB 44). 
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consciousness35 with a past that it cannot reduce to a present, something represented. Even 

though the manifestation of being is a primary event, the primacy of the primary is immemo-

rial–”a past more ancient than any present, a past which was never present and whose anar-

chical antiquity was never given in the play of dissimulations and manifestations, a past 

whose other signification remains to be described, signifies over and beyond the manifesta-

tion of being, which thus would convey but a moment of this signifying signification”, writes 

Levinas (OB 24). To be clear, this pre-memorial state, this radical passivity, “more passive 

than passivity”, is not to be confused with that of unconsciousness–“this response [the pri-

mordial, ethical encounter] answers, before any understanding, for a debt contracted before 

any freedom and before any consciousness and any present” (OB 12, my italics). 

With this in mind, one could ask anew the meaning of ethics as first philosophy. One 

could answer that the main goal is to describe a relationship with “alterity”–a relationship 

with otherness; a relationship between me and the other person, which cannot be reduced to 

knowledge, indeed, any knowledge whatsoever. The relationship between alterity and me, 

“proximity”, cannot be reduced to an ontological relation either. If this would be the case, the 

other would be incorporated within what Levinas calls “the same”. Thus, “the Other” would 

not be considered on its own terms, but only as completely determined by the understanding 

of the thinking subject, which would mean complete assimilation.  

But how can the relation between the other and me take place or shape in any other form 

than that of understanding? The other presents itself “not as a phenomena but as an enigma, 

opaque to the understanding” (Critchley and Bernasconi 2002, 8). The relation to the neigh-

bour (prochain) goes beyond what is comprehensible in understanding and this relation af-

fects me on a deeper level, not through conceptualizing, thematization or appropriation.36 In-

stead, this relation takes place in the concrete situation of language. When I speak to the Oth-

er, I am not just reflecting in regards to her or him: it is more than an exchange of infor-

mation. I am involved in an imminent, non-subversive relation to an alterity in which I direct 

myself towards this particular individual before me–without using universal concepts.  

At the start of “Substitution”, Levinas summarizes his own philosophical project: “In 

starting with sensibility interpreted not as a knowing but as proximity, in seeking in language 

                                                
35 If subjectivity is structures as the other within the same, Levinas claims it is structured in a way different from 
that of consciousness. Consciousness is always correlative with a “theme”, a present represented, a theme which 
is put before me, being as phenomenon (OB 25). 
36 The term concept or conceptualize refers to the Swedish words “begrepp” and “begripa”, or, in German, “Be-
griff”, “begreifen”. By referring to these words–”begrepp” or “Begriff”–I want to stress the underlying tension or 
violence inherent in its very construction: ”be” and ”grepp”, that is, grasping or taking hold on something, a firm 
grip, controlling it, mastering it, appropriating it, putting it under the domains of thematization, knowledge.  
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contact and sensibility, behind the circulation of information it becomes, we have endeav-

oured to describe subjectivity as irreducible to consciousness and thematization. Proximity 

appears as the relationship with the other, who cannot be resolved into ‘images’ or be exposed 

in a theme” (OB, 100, my italics). Selfhood, the subjectivity of the subject, is irreducible to 

thematizing consciousness; the most basic significance of human embodiment pertains neither 

to ontology, that is, it’s being, not to epistemology, that is, its know-ability, but rather to prox-

imity. The constitution of the subjectivity of the subject of human intelligibility and intelli-

gence, is proximity: the ethical relationship with the other, “who cannot be resolved into ‘im-

ages’ or be exposed in a theme”, indeed, this relationship is like no other, “distinct from every 

other relationship, and has to be conceived as a responsibility for the other; it might be called 

humanity, or subjectivity, or self” (OB 46). The remainder of this chapter will consist of an 

elaboration of the term thematization, which is closely linked to Levinas’ understanding of 

language. 

Levinas distinguishes between “saying” (le Dire) and “said” (le Dit). What is ethical, 

immediate, and fundamental in saying disappears or is erased in the very moment it becomes 

systemized in, say, a philosophical theory.37 What is said is always under the threat of being 

grasped. There is saying beforehand of the said, a said which turns into conceptualization, 

thematization. Saying is always addressed to someone, the very core of signification.38 Now, 

Levinas seemingly traces an inherent violence in the said. In giving someone or something a 

name, there is immediately grasping of that person or object, “as soon as saying, on the hither 

side of being, becomes dictation, it expires, or abdicates, in fables and in writing” (OB 43).39 

The ethical relation with the other goes deeper than conceptualizing, thematization or appro-

priation. Reading Levinas, one could thus say there are in fact two inter-related languages or 

disciplines of languages–saying and the said in which the saying leaves its trace.40 The said, 

however, does not readily express the Other. It is quite common for the said or, for example, 

speech, being rhetorical, conceptualizing, thematization. But, again, this is not marking the 

                                                
37 See, note 36. 
38 Levinas explains saying as encounter in, inter alia, this note. “Ethical language, which phenomenology resorts 
to in order to mark its own interruption, does not come from an ethical intervention laid out over descriptions. It 
is the very meaning of approach, which contrasts with knowing. No language other than ethics could be equal to 
the paradox which phenomenological description enters when, starting with the disclosure. The appearing of a 
neighbor, it reads it in its trace, which 'orders the face according to a diachrony which cannot be synchronized in 
representation” (OB 193n35, my italics).  
39 Judith Butler makes a similar argument when she says that “discourse consists in the fact that language arrives 
as an address we do not will, and by which we are, in an original sense, captured… So there is a certain violence 
already in being addressed, given a name, subject to a set of impositions” (Butler 2010, 10). 
40 “A comparison unites [saying and the said] as if they were two contemporary statements, while they are actu-
ally related like a statement and a stating” (Peperzak 1993, 227). 
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proximity or the face-to-face relation with the other,41 as is the case with saying. Speech, the 

said, does in one sense, circumscribes the freedom of others. Like propaganda, persuasion, 

flattery, thematization is violence par excellence. It leads to unrighteousness.  

Instead of operating as a relation between subject and object, language is presupposing an 

interlocutor. Not only does language consist of thinking, science and art, but also, language 

signifies meaning, a “saying [that] signifies prior to essence, prior to identification” (OB 45). 

Language establishes a relation to the amorphous, beyond being, that to which has meaning in 

itself–not due to classification or generalization, “from the amphibology of being and entities 

in the said we must go back to the saying which signifies prior to essence, prior to identifica-

tion, on the hither side of this amphibology”, (OB 46-7). Neither the one speaking nor the one 

being spoken to can fully be captured in any theme. Levinas portrays language, communica-

tion,42 in which the other appeals to me “prior to identification”, giving me the possibility to 

respond, making me responsible for the Other–as Saying. Communication, in the Levinasian 

sense, is not to be confused with, say, dialogue, because that would presuppose an already 

established “I” speaking with another speaker (OB 111, and 119-20). When I say something, 

it is not only about passing pieces of information, but rather, it is a matter of the communica-

tion itself–more so than and before any specific piece of information; saying is signification 

of signification. It is a precarious communication that constitutes the “I”, “the face as the ex-

treme precariousness of the other” (BPW 167). No sign, nothing that is said, could be mean-

ingful without the interruption of the other: all meaning presuppose the face-to-face relation.43 

This saying, is therefore saying not dominated by the already said, the ethical signifier within 

ontological language. The said is that which is thematized, already grasped, categorized, put 

                                                
41 As I have showed, the Levinasian understanding of the self’s relation with the other consists in a kind of pri-
mary ethical appeal. Levinas often discusses this appeal in terms of the ”face” of the other–often in his earlier 
works. The face could be seen as the way in how this primary ethical appeal is made. The face–while not re-
duced to an image, being more than an image–of the other is what fundamentally makes us essential part of 
relations of responsibility; it signals to me the fact that I am fundamentally unable to reject my relation to the 
other and that I cannot decide to disengage myself since it is essentially through this very relation that “I” am. 
The face should perhaps not be understood as physically facing me as face of the other, but instead be seen as the 
whole embodiment of the other who cannot be reduced.   
42 By “communication”, Levinas refers to Saying as a condition for all communication, as exposure, passivity 
before passivity in my relation to others. “Communication is not reducible to the phenomenon of truth and the 
manifestation of truth conceived as a combination of psychological elements: thought in an ego - will or inten-
tion to make this thought pass into another ego - message by a sign designating this thought - perception of the 
sign by another ego - deciphering of the sign” (OB 48), writes Levinas. 
43 For speech having the slightest possibility of being truthful, the said authenticity in the Face of the Other, the 
exchange of signs in language must originate from the “primordial word of honor”. “Every language an ex-
change of verbal signs refers already to this primordial word of honor. The verbal sign is placed where someone 
signifies something to someone else. It therefore already presupposes an authentication of the signifier”, writes 
Levinas (ibid, my italics). This word of honour links to Levinas using the phrase “an allegiance before any oath” 
in Otherwise than Being (OB 150, my italics).  
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on a spot where it belongs, the “average human being”, the anonymous other, the stereotype, 

the de-personalized, that in which “being's essence is conveyed before us” (OB 5). But the 

relation between the other and myself, in which I am infinitely responsible for him or her, is 

beyond this essence; the relationship is constituted differently than thematized being. Thus, 

ethical subjectivity is not expressing itself in the said, “the responsibility for another is pre-

cisely a saying prior to anything said” (OB 43). Ethical subjectivity expresses itself in “say-

ing, which, relative to being, forms an exception” (OB 6).  

Returning to what I have mentioned above, in the introduction to this chapter, I believe 

the distinction between Saying and the Said is indicating how Levinas proposes a “break” 

from the self-knowing subject of Western philosophy.44 Levinas is seemingly at odds with a 

Western tradition of giving transparency. For the Western self-knowing subject, it becomes a 

question of assimilating or appropriating the other–the alterity of the other is annihilated. That 

is the whole principle of generalization and its entire “Western” process.45 I would like to un-

derline this “break” proposed by Levinas and how it relates to that of “thematization”. 

As I stated before, according to Levinas, ethics comes before ontology. If ontology is the 

philosophy of being, ethics, for Levinas, consists of problematizing my world through the 

proximity of the other.46 The thematic, and thematization are on the side of the said, on the 

side of ontology. The said makes all figures of alterity and proximity, however, these are fig-

ures that are not the Other, but merely variations of being otherwise and therefore betrayals of 

the otherwise than being; the Other cannot be defined as simply "not me" or "opposed to 

me"–hence, it loses its meaning when defined as "the enemy". Thus, categorization and the-

matization always supress the otherness of the other, thereby imposing an refusal of the alteri-

                                                
44 See also, Peperzak: “Since Socrates, the spiritual life of the West has concentrated on knowing and self-
knowledge… In contrast to this, [Levinas’ sketches] the subject whose radical passivity is exhibited by the anal-
ysis of Saying is not consciousness or spirit but the one and only (l'unique) who is for-the-Other. This passivity 
is only possible in the form of a body that is animated and inspired by the orientation of the “One-for-the-Other” 
(Peperzak 1993, 222). 
45 The issue here is indeed problematic, due to inter alia the fact that Levinas expresses belief in universalism 
exceeding a certain cultural affiliation (Cederberg 2013, 222). And as Eaglestone points out on his essay Post-
colonial Thought and Levinas’s Double Vision (2010), some of Levinas’ remarks, for example, “humanity con-
sists of the Bible and the Greeks. All the rest… is dance”, are indeed controversial, perhaps a dismissal of cul-
tures outside the Europeanized Hellenism/Hebraism axis, bearing a trace of the West’s contempt for non-
Western cultures (Eaglestone 2010, 58-9). This is why I want to underline “at odds”. However, I mainly follow 
Eaglestone’s own argument: “Levinas’s work… can be of real use [in the context of postcolonial thought]. 
Levinas’s critique of ontology is a way of exploring in detail the philosophical discourse that underlies Western 
thought precisely in terms of its colonial and all-consuming power. What is of interest in Levinas in this context 
is not principally the call to ethics, but the philosophical background against which that call is made, and the 
ways in which it is both made manifest and covered up by Western thought” (ibid, 64).  
46 Levinas writes: "We name this calling into question of my spontaneity by the presence of the Other ethics. The 
strangeness of the Other, his irreducibility to the I, to my thoughts and my possessions, is precisely accomplished 
as a calling into question of my spontaneity, as ethics” (TI 43). 
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ty or proximity of the other. Putting someone or something into a category always implies 

potential violence in this very suppressing of saying. In Violence and Metaphysics, Derrida’s 

criticism of Levinas hinges on this very potentiality of violence. If ethics, as Levinas original-

ly stated, is accomplished “only in language” (TI 195), this marks, for Derrida, the inevitabil-

ity of violence and the impossibility of ethics outside the realm of violence. When language 

becomes conceptual, which it inescapably will, any relation accomplished in language will be 

subject to conceptuality, including the ethical relationship. In a striking formulation, Derrida 

writes that there is no “language without phrase”, and “no phrase… which does not pass 

through the violence of the concept. Violence appears with articulation” (Derrida 1978, 185, 

his italics). Derrida can therefore argue that Levinas contradicts himself.47  

Levinas himself acknowledges the problem and difficulty of being in the discourse of the 

said while at the same time writing about saying;48 while discussing the Otherwise than Be-

ing, by which Levinas tries to break free from ontological thinking, the discussion itself is 

discourse on various concepts and grasps that form a particular structure, a philosophical sys-

                                                
47 How is on able to speak about the saying without avoiding an “economy of violence”? This dilemma gives 
Levinas’ philosophy a problematic tone. How am I to speak about Saying if one considers that a specific lan-
guage, in order to be useful in texts, speech, computers, ipso facto contain already the said? Levinas has a coun-
ter-argument, namely by unsaying the said (dédire le dit). “We have been seeking the otherwise than being from 
the beginning, and as soon as it is conveyed before us it is betrayed in the said that dominates the saying that 
states it” (OB 7). Levinas basically admits there is a difficulty or impossibility avoiding being in the discourse of 
the said; in reading Otherwise than Being, one notices that Levinas is indeed aware his language for describing 
this relation is never untainted by the tradition that supposedly stands to hide it. A quote from Peperzak, regard-
ing the necessity of always “looking back”–compare to what I stated in note 38 regarding the “word of honour”–
at a saying when being in the discourse or system of the said, is illuminating: “We point to Saying in criticizing 
the Said and its time, but the discussion or description of the Saying changes it into a Said, which demands a 
new critique in turn. As soon as we have said something about Saying, we must take our distance from this Said, 
too. Saying (dire) and unsaying or denying (dedire) fashion the halting way in which we think back on the pre-
ceding Saying. Every denial, however, is necessarily followed by a new Saying, which as a repetition indeed 
wants to say what was brought to the fore and then negated” (Peperzak 1993, 219).  
48 Two quotes from the beginning and the end of Otherwise than Being are interesting in this context. After stat-
ing that “the subject” is “unicity” (It is one, unique, uniqueness in the sense it is no one else but me to be respon-
sible for-the-other) that has “no site”, and as unity withdrawing from essence, Levinas writes: 

“The history of philosophy, during some flashes, has known this subjectivity that, as in an extreme youth, 
breaks with essence… [Philosophy] has known the metaphysical extraction from being, even if, betrayed by the 
said, as by the effect of an oracle, the exception restored to the essence and to fate immediately fell back into the 
rules and led only to worlds behind the scenes” (OB 8, my italics). 
And, at the last page, Levinas re-connects with his earlier statement: 

“In this work which does not seek to restore any ruined concept, the destitution and the desituating of the 
subject do not remain without signification: after the death of a certain god inhabiting the world behind the 
scenes, the substitution of the hostage discovers the trace, the unpronounceable inscription, of what, always 
already past, always "he," does not enter into any present, to which are suited not the nouns designating beings, 
or the verbs in which their essence resounds, but that which, as a pronoun, marks with its seal all that a noun can 
convey” (OB 185, my italics).  

It is as if God died before our eyes, not because of atheism or modernism, but by being in the discourse of 
the said, in the very act of thematization, conceptualizing and grasping. In his interpretation of Otherwise than 
Being, Peperzal writes that God’s representation, according to Levinas, “through dogmas and formulas of belief 
destroys the religious situation” (Peperzak 1993, 224). 
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tem if you will.49 The way out of the economy of violence is through resaying, or, the eternal 

return of philosophy asking the radical questions, what Levinas calls scepticism: “The said 

has to be reduced to the signification of saying, giving it over to the philosophical said, which 

also has to be reduced. Truth is in several times, here again like breathing, a diachrony with-

out synthesis which the fate of skepticism refuted and returning, a legitimate child of philo-

sophical research, suggests, and which it encourages” (OB 183, translation altered, my ital-

ics).50 Scepticism and resaying always return. This fact, the always-possibility of scepticism, 

means that the sceptic cannot be silenced by words or rational arguments alone and that syn-

chronous reason cannot sustain its own truth; discourse and reasonable arguments cannot by 

themselves silence philosophy or the sceptics. This “resaying” or, as Levinas also sometimes 

refers to, “interruption”,51 is then what relates the Said and the Saying. Interruption, which 

stems from Latin (“ruptus”, meaning break, tear or fissure), implies a break, opening or punc-

tuation of the Saying in the Said and an escape from the economy of violence.52 Subjectivity 

could thus be said to be the elemental site of interruption–as always and already accessible by 

means of the Other’s interruption. In a discourse of the Said, the interruption becomes denied. 

This is, as I will argue in the next chapter, an important notion in regards to LAWS, which 

seemingly at its very core denies the ethical relation. 

Chapter III 

Chapter I consisted of an introduction on concepts such as autonomy, robot and LAWS 

and outlined a tendency of de-personalization of warfare. I mentioned that the debates are 

manifold, focusing, inter alia, on how to make robotics “behaving ethically”. Showing that 

Arkin, Lin, Bekey, and Abney argue for the use of a hybrid alternative, combining the “bot-

tom-up” ethics and the “top-down” approach is a good example illustrating this position. 

Choosing a drone strategy of warfare (and, in the future, LAWS) does–or so it has been ar-

gued by proponents of that strategy–indeed have ethical implications in that it reduces the 

number of deaths and costs in general et cetera. As I showed, Chamayou and Brooks, et al, 

have criticised this strategy. In the second chapter, I explained two Levinasian concepts, 
                                                
49 For example, Levinas asks ”but would not the openness to beyond essence, to the "otherwise than being," 
signify thus the possibility of seeing, knowing, understanding and grasping, which evidently would amount to 
thematizing, and thus to thinking being, discovering a field for knowledge, taking in hand, displacing, operating 
and possessing?” (OB 178) 
50 Instead of ”bastard child”, the translation should read: legitimate child (Peperzal 1993, 227). 
51 For example, Levinas writes: “The surprising Saying which is a responsibility for another is against ’the winds 
and tides’ of being, is an interruption of essence” (OB 43, my italics). 
52 Which is the constant tension between language as thematization and language’s primary modality as a re-
sponse toward the Other.  
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which, are of interest in regards to my questions on LAWS and the de-personalization in us-

ing LAWS: substitution and thematization.  

In this chapter, I will discuss the questions put forth in the introduction and kept in sight 

throughout this paper concerning LAWS and the ethical, more specifically, the problem of 

robots being pre-programmed for “behaving ethically” as well as the question of the impact 

on the ethical relation between me and the other. By using the conceptually powerful 

Levinasian tools presented in Chapter II, my goal is to show how robots cannot be considered 

in terms of pre-programmed "ethical behaviour", as some of the debaters on LAWS seeming-

ly suggest. Then, I argue that previous discussions on LAWS are missing important aspects 

regarding the ethical relation presented by Levinas, such as the significance of the saying and 

the meta-ethical implications of using LAWS.53  

a. The Issue of Robots “behaving ethically”  

Chapter I outlined that so-called semi-autonomous weapons (drones) and the emergence 

of LAWS are having certain effects on human affairs. However, LAWS could potentially 

have even more profound impacts than drones. At the heart of LAWS, humans are neither 

involved in the selection of the target nor the violence against the target. Important now is that 

no matter the complexity or sophistication of the robots, the ethical and primordial encounter 

with the Other, in the Levinasian sense, is still fundamental for the constitution of the “I”; 

subjectivity hinges on the ethical. 

Some aspects regarding Levinas and the “threat” of technology needs to be clarified in 

light of what has been said above. I will start answering the first question–“what are the im-

plications of robots pre-programmed for “behaving ethically”–in the context of lethal auton-

omous weapons systems?” When aiming a critique towards LAWS, I believe it is important to 

acknowledge that technology cannot be “evil”. Arguing technology is “evil” for this reason is 

the same thing as invoking Heidegger’s argument regarding the “danger” of technology. For 

Heidegger, technology is a way of revealing the world, and what characterizes the epoch of 

our time. This revealing is the eclipse of the revelation of being. Technology, then, becomes a 

“destiny” and “danger” to philosophy or ethics because it precludes the Seinsfrage (Ruin 

2013, 349-52). However, instead of evoking Heidegger, I am evoking Levinas. And I do so 

not by arguing that technology eclipses the revelation of the other. Far from this position, 

                                                
53 I have mentioned above, in note 1, how The Permanent Representation of the Holy See to the UN have made 
ethical reflections on LAWS based on the philosophy of Levinas. This analysis is however of no interest to me 
here.  
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Levinas’ argument is about the fundament for moral responsibility of one person to and for 

another.  

I argue that drones, LAWS and alike are nothing more than the most recent of dramatic 

development of technology; it does not symbolize the occurrence of a radical break from the 

signature (that is, LAWS) of the author (the human trace). Everything made, all weapons and 

all technology–swords, spears, crossbows, gunpowder, pistols, missiles, landmines, chemical 

weapons, nuclear weapons, drones–can be traced back to its “human source”. LAWS repre-

sent a quantitative development, but not a radical break from the immediacy, singularity and 

proximity of the face-to-face encounter, that is, a saying beyond the said.54 What is more im-

mediate than behaving ethically, and pre-programming LAWS for "behaving ethically", is the 

infinite responsibility that the other person inflicts upon me, substitution. This is why we do 

not need weapons to lose sight of morals; indeed, this is something that is happening all the 

time in inter-human relationships.  

The question of moral and legal responsibility becomes the acute problem for many de-

baters, even among those partly condoning LAWS. Through LAWS, objectification and de-

personalization reaches new levels. The human face becomes less than a mask; it becomes a 

distance figure of numbers, a mask behind masks. However, like political parties, social struc-

tures, or ideologies, one can track down the human trace endlessly, arbitrarily; all of these 

point, be it the code, the algorithm, the computer, the robot, or the military and political lead-

ership, directly or indirectly, to subjectivity. The source of signification lies in the ethical sig-

nificance of the face that appears before me, invoking substitution, responsibility and prox-

imity. Now, weapons are perhaps in themselves used for more or less questionable means–

some would say weapons are in themselves unethical, therefore being, arguably, intrinsically 

evil. However, if the technology of LAWS is “dangerous” or “evil” it is not due to the speci-

ficity of LAWS, but due to being used to refuse the alterity of the other.  

Here, I believe Hubert Dreyfus book What Computers Can’t Do is of interest in showing 

the reach of Levinas’ idea. Dreyfus’ main argument is that Artificial intelligence cannot be 

called “smart” or “outsmart” human thinking in the true meaning of the word. Of course, to-

days’ computers can do things humans would only dream of being able to do. Not even the 

                                                
54 If there would be a “robot revolution” in the true sense of the word–that is, the arrival of a “singularity” of AI, 
which we can see in, for example, such dystopian Hollywood movies such as 2001: An Odyssey (1968), 
Bladerunner (1982), and The Matrix (1999)–I would agree robots had actually joined the brother- and sister-
hood of ethical sensitivity. However, nothing can convince me that LAWS are anything more than the latest in a 
dramatic development of weaponry and technology which can be traced back to its human source, with every-
thing said being “indirect”. However, as I stated in note 12, I do not deny that there is in fact an on going “robot 
revolution” in most of the world’s societies, LAWS being just a small part of that “revolution”.  
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most talented mathematicians or chess grandmasters are able to defeat the most powerful 

computers programmed to calculate complex mathematical theories or play chess. However, 

what Dreyfus argue, is that human intelligence is in radical contrast to artificial intelligence 

because the former intelligence is essentially related to human embodiment and to the hori-

zons of human sensibility (Dreyfus 2015). What Dreyfus’ argument lacks,55 however, is the 

Levinasian understanding of the genuine significance of the bond connecting sense and signif-

icance. Levinas saw that the ultimate relation between human intelligibility and sensibility is 

substitution, the one-for-the other, the I suffering for the suffering of the Other. LAWS, then, 

cannot be ethical or behave ethically, not because they are of metal or plastic or whatever 

material making them lack full human embodiment. One day maybe robots, drones and 

LAWS will have biological components. And with today’s medical developments, humans 

too, can have non-biological parts. Regardless, what I believe Levinas’ philosophy is showing 

us is that the very lacking of human sensibility and the aspects of that sensibility means that 

robots and computers lack the ethical sensitivity. Computers do not think or feel or see not 

because they lack human horizons, but because like knives, pistols and chemical weapons 

they lack morality; and they lack morality not because they cannot tell right from wrong, but 

because subjectivity is already for the other, that is, substitution. 

 Notwithstanding the complexity of their operational abilities, their instantaneity, accura-

cy, rationality, and so forth, robots and LAWS are neither in proximity with one another nor 

in proximity with the other. The true value of technology is dependent not of calculation, arti-

ficial intelligence or low costs but of how valuable this technology are to those using the 

technology’s ability, in this case, fulfilling certain military or political goals. LAWS symbol-

ise rationality, efficiency, and tactical gains. However, they can never move beyond that bor-

der, they cannot be “ethical” or programmed to “behave ethically”. Levinas' concept of substi-

tution teaches us that ethics is already there, before the ethical behaviour, situated in and con-

stitutive of our very subjectivity as “for-the-other”. Before robots “behave ethically”, there is 

the ethical relation primordial to the issue of humans or robots behaving ethically. Thus, ro-

bots can never be programmed to be ethical because substitution is needed in the first place, 

and that very for-the-other, cannot be translated into sets of rules or codes. Believing it is pos-

sible to delegate ethics is to miss the meta-ethical point of ethics.  

Here, I am invoking a passage from Otherwise than Being:  

If ethical terms arise in our discourse, before the terms freedom and non-freedom, it is because before 
the bipolarity of good and evil presented to choice, the subject finds himself committed to the Good in 
                                                
55 And what Heidegger also lacks. 
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the very passivity of supporting. The distinction between free and non-free would not be the ultimate 
distinction between humanity and inhumanity, nor the ultimate mark of sense and nonsense. To under-
stand intelligibility does not consist in going back to the beginning. There was a time irreducible to 
presence, an absolute unrepresentable past. Has not the Good chosen the subject with an election rec-
ognizable in the responsibility of being hostage, to which the subject is destined, which he cannot 
evade without denying himself, and by virtue of which he is unique? A philosopher can give to this 
election only the signification circumscribed by responsibility for the other. This antecedence of re-
sponsibility to freedom would signify the Goodness of the Good: the necessity that the Good choose 
me first before I can be in a position to choose, that is, welcome its choice (OB 122).  

The primordial character of substitution means that before the “I” there was the self as “the 

other in me” (OB inter alia 25). Substitution comes “before” terms such as freedom, and non-

freedom; the subject is committed to the Good before terms of good and evil arrives to my 

consciousness. Substitution is not a gesture–as I have showed above, in chapter II–and there-

fore not a matter of choice; it precedes the structure of the “I” of myself during a “time irre-

ducible to presence, an absolute unrepresentable past”. The Good comes before being.  

  How to pre-program “robots to behave ethically” is therefore a false problem. LAWS are 

neither “good” nor “evil”, nor can be programmed to be so. Programming for example hu-

manitarian law (jus in bello) into a computer does not alter in any way the ethical situation. 

What seems to be the problem in the current ethical debates on LAWS is the belief of being 

able to delegate the ethical into robots.  

All of this does not, of course, stop us from aiming critique against drones and LAWS. 

What is important is to question what the criticism is targeted against. If targeted wrong, the 

criticism loses its focus of the deeper problem, namely the human structure of subjectivity to 

be found behind the very usage of LAWS and its implications on the relation between the 

other and me. We cannot move away from the human trace of the tool. LAWS or robots do 

not alter the ethical relationship.  

b. Lethal Autonomous Weapons Systems in Relation to Dehumanization and Violence 

In Precarious Life, Butler uses the Levinasian understanding of the self’s relation with the 

Other to understand the mechanisms behind how moral demands are made and what it means 

for others to make such demands upon us. She focuses on the Levinasian term of the “face” of 

the Other–a term connected to Levinas’ philosophical work, although less so in Otherwise 

than Being. What she also pays attention to is the meaning of the appearance of the other in 

various images in varying contexts. I have already discussed Levinas’ idea of thematization 

that threatens the alterity of the other, and how Levinas maintains that there is precariousness 

to life, and the very role of philosophy is to show this precariousness. What makes this inter-

esting in relation to Butler’s elaboration on this topic, is that she refers to the context of the 
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global war on terrorism, to and points out how the representations of the human in the media 

inclines to hide this precariousness of the human: the woman in the burqa is represented as a 

Muslim woman in a burqa, the man with the long beard, represented as a terrorist—in other 

words pictures that dehumanize people by their very categorisation.  

Returning to the question of targeting, there are clearly, in the Levinasian sense, some 

problematic implications. One of them is that the targeting of LAWS presupposes categoriza-

tion. LAWS, being able to autonomously target and kill human beings, always find its human 

“trace” in its code. This presupposes a thematization of a target; depending on the software 

and procedural protocols, the other is reduced to parts of algorithms. The LAWS analyses the 

information available and, based on a set of fundamental algorithms target and destroy the 

target. This refusal of the alterity or proximity of the other is depersonalizing and also dehu-

manizing. Here, the dehumanization being discussed in the debates I illustrated on LAWS 

receives a deeper meaning: that of forcing upon the other a certain essence by categorizing the 

Other which then becomes "the friend" or "the enemy". This is not unique to LAWS; dehu-

manizing and depersonalization occur all the time. But regarding LAWS it is essential for the 

very functioning of the weapon; it cannot function or be meaningful without reducing alterity 

to numbers, codes and images. This is what makes the weapon purely rationalistic in the sense 

that feelings and perception are out of the grid. By distinguishing the absolute sincerity of 

saying, (saying as Communication in my passivity before passivity in my relation to others) 

and the congealing of such saying in the said, Levinas is able to show the priority of the pri-

mordial ethical relation of saying over the saying understood as situated in the said (which is 

at work when robots are “behaving ethically” by means of categorization). What is problemat-

ic when saying is congealed to the said? It implies we have forgotten about the surplus of 

meaning that is carried by the saying; one has become insensitive to another. This could have 

many reasons, but it is the insensitiveness that is of issue here.  

Categorization implies thematization. Thematization is exhausting on, and inflicting vio-

lence on what it is tries to conceptualize. There is violence already at work in categorization. 

What, then, is at stake regarding LAWS? What are the implications for the relation between 

me and the Other when robots autonomously and deliberately target and destroy human be-

ings? I stated previously how LAWS do not constitute a radical break between the signature 

and the author; it is the current peak of a radical development of weapons technology. I 

showed why the question of making robots “behave ethically” misses the point–”the Good 

can not enter into a present nor be put into a representation” (OB 15). Programming humani-

tarian law (jus in bello) into a computer does not alter in any way the ethical situation. There 
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is the human trace, which leads us back to a face looming over the LAWS itself. This human 

trace is represented through LAWS, reducing the other to thematization, which results in de-

personalization, dehumanization. The generalized point of view that is adopted through 

LAWS is structured around a structure trying to grasp, understand, appropriate and assimilate 

that to which is beyond, otherwise than being. However, it is a human being doing so through 

the rationality and effectiveness of the robotic; it is the human trace appearing as the robot 

and not the other way around: robots not becoming human but a human trace becoming robot-

ic. This relation between the human being behind the LAWS and the thematized and dehu-

manized “enemy”, in which the same dominates or absorbs the other, is in radical contrast 

with the ethical relation, substitution-proximity-responsibility, which Levinas in an interview 

describes as “no fusion: the relation to the other is envisioned as alterity… the other is alteri-

ty” (Levinas 1995, 103). 

 One could then say: dehumanization and flagrant violations of human dignity have been 

going on as far back as one can remember.56 Levinas was of course aware of the darkness of 

European history; both his family and Levinas himself were direct victims of National Social-

ism. Indeed, the possibility of ethics is the possibility of murder; by saying, “do not kill me” 

you imply there is a possibility of violation. The command “Thou shalt not kill” would other-

wise be meaningless–“the face is that possibility of murder” (ibid, 104). In Peace and Prox-

imity and Totality and Infinity, Levinas discusses how it is possible to murder someone. This 

is a delicate question: if the face is the site of our relation to the other, if responsibility is in-

cumbent on me exclusively,57 how is murder, then, even possible? His answer is that murder 

is one possible enactment of the ethical relationship: to murder is not to actually dominate or 

assimilate someone, but murder is first presupposing a relationship with the Other; murder is 

one’s choice of action in response to this (TI 198-9.). The impossibility of refusing the ethical 

relationship and the impossibility of a complete appropriating or domination of the other or to 

dominate can end up in me destroying the other. As I have showed, Levinas argues that the 

self is self through the other, where the other is not a mere negation of the self or the ego, but 

as alterity as such. The Other: unknown and non-representable. In this sense, the Other is 

inassimilable and also indestructible.  

 So what does it mean, then, when robots are deliberately targeting and killing human be-

ings? What seems to be a technological effect of LAWS–and perhaps also with drones–as a 

                                                
56 Smith argues that historically, human beings have been dehumanizing one another for thousands of years 
(Smith 2011, 336).  
57 I am I in the sole measure that I am responsible. That is my inalienable identity.  
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weapon is the presupposition of de-personalization. To function properly, LAWS require a 

de-personalisation already made; de-personalization is produced, however not in LAWS due 

to the fact that robots cannot be in proximity with the other, but some place else. One could 

also argue that better categorization and appropriation of the Other, implies a more well func-

tioning LAWS; one becomes a target even before being targeted, a defined enemy before hos-

tilities, deprived before deprivation. In fact, the whole point of LAWS is not the actual de-

struction and targeting of the Other, but instead, how LAWS can effectively do it without me 

being involved. It is not the distance or separation from actions per se that contributes to this 

sort of de-personalization, but the fact that the weapons systems are dependent on de-

personalization to begin with. This de-personalization cannot come from pilots or soldiers like 

in, for example, World War II, but necessarily from the military, technological or political 

structure behind the weapon/warrior itself. This is the consequence of arbitrarily blending 

“warrior” and “weapon” into a technical artefact. 

Pursuing the argument of Butler mentioned above, there is representation of the Other at 

the very heart of the function of LAWS. Her argument is that the domains of representation 

are where humanization and de-humanization ceaselessly occur. Violence then happens 

through the representation and categorization of the Other, which, in the context of LAWS, is 

through imagery, codes, algorithms, intelligence information et cetera. No representation can 

fully show the proximity of the Other; all representation fail at conveying the alterity of the 

Other; all representations congeal or displace the face. In every attempt to represent and cap-

ture the Other beyond being, loss of that very beyond is taking place. However, this “loss” 

does not necessarily mean that the representations as such dehumanizes. This “betrayal” of 

the other does not mean the other is lost. In a way, the other needs to be betrayed.58 Just as 

Levinas needs to betray the saying in order to problematize the saying, “in language qua said 

everything is conveyed before us, be it at the price of a betrayal”, writes Levinas (OB 6). 

Nevertheless this is required for Levinas in order to mention “be it by betrayal” that language 

nevertheless is an “outside of being” (ibid). In this sense, and as I have argued above in Chap-

ter II, through resaying, subjectivity becomes the site in which the discourse of the Said is 

”interrupted”. Ethical interruption is in this sense the conveying of the elemental relation of 

the one-for-the-other.59 This interruption, however, is denied in the context of LAWS. As I 

stated, LAWS cannot properly be programmed to “behave ethically”. Neglecting the problem 
                                                
58 This implies a political dimension of Levinas’ philosophy. However, the political in Levinas cannot be dis-
cussed here–there is simply not enough space to do so in a meaningful way. 
59 This involves a different kind of temporality, the temporality modified by the immemorial past of substitution, 
which was never present, but constantly interrupts. 
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of making robots not being able to “behave ethically”, LAWS becomes from the very start 

thematization because of the presupposition of seeing ethics as something written in a code or 

an algorithm–who to kill and who not to kill. The pre-programmed “ethical behaviour” of a 

robot becomes an uninterrupted totality, an uninterrupted thematization. “Behaving ethically”, 

LAWS cannot unsay or interrupt anything. Ethics, in the Levinasian sense, fails to interrupt 

this totality; therefore: transposing the ethical as such into a formula goes against the very 

ethical. One could then say: “but human societies are dependent on discourses of thematiza-

tion, for example judicial systems or various social institutions.” However, Levinas is aware 

of this and argues that the discourses of the Said always need to be interrupted and questioned 

in order to not be pure thematization and non-totality; judgements should not be exercised by 

a “neutral mechanism”, but by “persons, by judges. It is absolutely essential that a judge, a 

thinking individual, stands between the law and the person to whom it is applied, in other 

words someone who can have a unique relationship with someone else” (Levinas 2008, 30).60 

With LAWS, there is denial of that necessary questioning by the ethical.  

When a face is categorized as the enemy or the destination of violence or annihilation, it 

fails to consider the alterity of that very other, becoming the site of accomplishment of dehu-

manization. However, in this context, another dimension arises: if dehumanization is violence 

itself through representation, then, LAWS, in their totality, are in themselves not violent but 

violence. In constructing and using LAWS, there is double destruction at work. I have showed 

how Levinas’ philosophy stresses the ethical relation as the pre-memorial encounter between 

me and the other, constituting the very “I” which is required to respond to the call from the 

other–the arrival of the “I” as response, making the “I” responsible. Responding with dehu-

manization from the very start implies violence against oneself as well. If the proximity of the 

other is necessarily responded with a refusal of that very proximity (it is never possible to pre-

memorably refuse this proximity due to the fact this is not “happening” in the true sense of 

the word), the “I” will become brutalized. The ethical encounter becomes a denial, implying a 

“deeper” and more problematic dehumanization already at work, both of the "I" and the other. 

LAWS becomes not just weapons or weapons systems; one has to take into account that the 

ethical relation cannot be delegated to systems of AI, and, corollary, the human trace inherent 

in that very system and the violation of the ethical relation in its very use. 

                                                
60 This implies, again, the question of “justice” for Levinas, and the next step of this paper would be to problem-
atize the very notion of justice and politics and the necessity of escaping the economy of violence, which re-
quires the philosophy of Derrida and other philosophers. I cannot, however, develop this here.  



 
 

34 

Conclusion 

The issue suggested by current debaters, for example by scientists working for the US 

military, of how to make robots behave ethically is, in the Levinasian sense, a false problem. 

For Levinas, what is foundational for human subjectivity is proximity, substitution, that is, the 

one-for-the-other. The concept of ethics is not only simplified and misunderstood if one be-

lieves robots could be “delegated” the ethical relation–it also misses the deeper meaning of 

ethics in the Levinasian sense; indeed, ethics “arrives first”, being rooted in the primordial 

relation with the other constituting the arrival of an “I”. This is the precariousness and tender-

ness related to the meaning “being ethical”. An AI robot or computer is not in proximity: 

LAWS cannot substitute. One cannot “delegate” the ethical relation through a system of codes 

by programming "ethical behaviour", since it has already been constitutive for the “I”. But 

what, then, am I exactly doing when using robotics to target and kill human beings? In an-

swering the second question, I argued that one is not only targeting and physically destroying 

the other (this is the direct consequence of a lethal weapon, it could be done with whatever 

means), but also, from the very start, targeting and dehumanizing the other at a deeper level. 

Levinas' philosophy helps us understand that the very use of LAWS presupposes depersonali-

zation and dehumanization, not necessarily because of the distance or separation from actions 

per se presupposed by using these weapons, but through representation and categorization, 

that is, incorporation of the other into a system of the Said. Although all weapons are dehu-

manizing to some extent, what is characteristic for a weapon such as LAWS is that their very 

conception is based on the presupposition of dehumanization through encoded categorization, 

hence violence in itself. What I wanted to show by this is that approached from a Levinasian 

perspective LAWS should possible be seen as something different or more problematic than 

merely a weapon. By referring to it as simply “a weapon”, which also imply dehumanization, 

one may lose awareness of the deeper dehumanization and violence at work: the double de-

struction of both the "I" and the other.  

Connected to this I have briefly discussed the issue of LAWS being uninterrupted totality 

and thematization, opening the question of justice and politics, which I could not develop in 

this paper. The implications of making robots “behave ethically” as well as the violence and 

the profound dehumanization in relation LAWS need further study. The meaning of the nec-

essary ethical interruption in relation to LAWS could be an important topic to look more 

closely at. 
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