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Since at least the publication of Giving an Account of Oneself (2005), Judith Butler’s work
has focused on articulating what she calls the ‘paradox of subject formation’ (p. 6) and its
implications for ethical theory. This paradox refers to the insight that, prior to the
emergence of ourselves as conscious subjects, we are deeply affected by others and that this
situation constitutes the very condition of subjectivity and ethical responsibility. Butler
developed the second part of this argument, the claim that our agency emerges out of the
deep influence of others upon us, in response to the work of earlier critics such as Seyla
Benhabib (1994) and Martha Nussbaum (1999). These critics argued that the account of
subject formation offered in Butler’s Gender Trouble (1990) left no room for selfhood, agency
or ethical responsibility—concepts which they insisted were indispensable for feminist political
purposes. They argued that by presenting the idea that any subject is just an effect of
discourse, by reducing subjectivity to just a ‘ruse of power’ (Butler, 1992, p. 6), post-
structuralist accounts like Butler’s cast suspicion upon the very subject (women) on whose
behalf feminists have traditionally fought and the moral arguments they have historically
used to make progress in this struggle (Benhabib, 1994; Nussbaum, 1999). In response,
Butler has recently been developing accounts of subjectivity and responsibility that take
seriously how we are impinged upon by others and shaped by these interactions in ways that
we do not choose.

Judith Butler’s new book, Senses of the Subject, is an important resource for readers interested in
this new line of thought and the new concepts of subjectivity and responsibility that she has been
developing. The book contains an original introduction and seven previously published essays that
offer readings of texts by Descartes, Spinoza, Malebranche, Hegel, Kierkegaard, Fanon, Sartre,
Merleau-Ponty and Irigaray—each of which relates in some way to the ‘paradox of subjectivity’
that her recent books have been developing. Because the essays in the new volume are primarily
readings of texts by other philosophers, many of whom are canonical figures in the history of
philosophy, the volume contains what Butler says are ‘less known’ and ‘less popular’ dimensions of
her philosophical work (p. 10). Taken together, however, they make clear how the recent
philosophical developments in Butler’s own thinking have been shaped and refined by her ongoing
engagement with texts in the history of philosophy.

For example, in Giving an Account of Oneself (2005) and Parting Ways (2012), Butler draws
extensively from Emmanuel Levinas who famously argues that the unchosen demand of the
Other upon us is the founding event of our ethical responsibility. This argument of Levinas’
has been pivotal to the account of ethical responsibility Butler has developed over the last
fifteen years. However, in one of the essays in the new volume, ‘The desire to live: Spinoza’s
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Ethics under pressure’ (pp. 63–89), Butler departs from Levinas by defending an argument Spinoza
makes in the Ethics, against Levinas’ criticism of it. While Spinoza (1994, p. 211) argues in the
Ethics that the desire to live well requires the desire to exist, Levinas objects to this point by
insisting that the ethical encounter with the Other disrupts the drive for self-preservation (Kearney
and Levinas, 1986, p. 24). For Butler, however, the desire for life described by Spinoza does not
entail an egoistic drive to preserve the self at the expense of others. On the contrary, ‘Desiring life
produces an ek-stasis in the midst of desire, a dependence on an externalization, something that is
palpably not me, without which no perseverance is possible’ (p. 67). Although Butler offers this
argument in the context of a reading of Spinoza’s Ethics, it is also insightful for understanding her
own recent work. This is because, like her defense of Hegel’s system in ‘Kierkegaard’s speculative
despair’ (pp. 112–148), it helps to clarify why, in Butler’s view, a systematic philosophy of the
subject does not occlude a serious engagement with what Levinas (1969) calls ‘the Other’ and
Kierkegaard (1983[1843]) the ‘infinite’.

Senses of the Subject offers a valuable resource for theorists interested in tracing out the genesis of
Butler’s thought. At the same time, readers in the discipline of philosophy who are unfamiliar with the
work of Judith Butler will also find the essays in the new volume to be points of access into the theorist’s
formidable but increasingly important body of work. Whether it is in her exploration of Malebranche’s
empiricist theology (pp. 36–62) or her treatment of Kierkegaard’s ‘teleological suspension of the ethical’
(p. 132), Butler’s ability to skillfully read philosophical texts is on full display in Senses of the Subject.
Indeed, in the wake of several published dialogues between Butler and her contemporaries (see Benhabib
et al., 1994; Butler et al., 2000; Butler and Athanasiou, 2013), this volume provides further evidence
regarding the extent to which Butler’s thought emerges out of and crystallises in dialogue with other
thinkers, both past and present.
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