1

Journal of Philasophical Inve

Journal of Philosophical Investigations

O,

126
University of Tabriz

—

Print ISSN: 2251-7960  Online ISSN: 2423-4419

Homepage: https://philosophy.tabrizu.ac.ir

The Suffering Body and the Absolute Other:
The ethics of encounter in Written on the Body by Jeanette Winterson

Hoda Niknezhad Ferdows

PhD in English Language Teaching, Marmara University, Istanbul, Turkey. Email: hoda.niknezhadferdos@marmara.edu.tr

Article Info

ABSTRACT

Article type:

Research Article

Article history:
Received 30 April 2026

Received in revised from 07
June 2026

Accepted 23 June 2026

Published online 18 July 2026

Keywords:

Face, Absolute Other,
Asymmetrical Responsibility,
Suffering Body,
Incompleteness of
Relationship, Language as
Response.

This article offers a Levinasian reading of Jeanette Winterson’s Written on
the Body, arguing that the novel can be read not merely as a romantic or
body-centric narrative, but as an ethical text about encountering the Other.
Drawing on Levinas's concepts—including the Face, the Absolute Other,
asymmetrical responsibility, suffering, relational incompleteness, and
language as response—it contends that the beloved's body is not an object
of cognition or possession, but the scene of ethical demand. The narrator's
unnamed and genderless status, narrative ruptures, and focus on Louise's
suffering body transform the love relationship into an ethical encounter
that never culminates in appropriating or fully comprehending the Other.
The act of writing the body constitutes a failed yet inescapable response to
the Other's summons—perpetually incomplete, yet precisely from this
incompleteness Levinasian ethics emerges. By suspending the narrator's
name and gender, the novel prevents identity consolidation and subject-
domination, enabling the emergence of Levinas's "Absolute Other."
Louise's suffering body appears not as an object of desire or knowledge,
but as the Face's manifestation and the source of ethical demand,
summoning the narrator to infinite, asymmetrical responsibility. The
narrator's endeavor to write Louise's body results not in knowing or
possessing the Other, but in incompleteness, distance, and ongoing
responsiveness. Thus, Winterson represents love not as appropriation, but
as ethical responsibility toward the Other—a responsibility that finds
meaning precisely in the inability to fully understand or represent the
Other.
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Extended Abstract

This article presents a comprehensive Levinasian reading of Written on the Body by Jeanette
Winterson, arguing that the novel should be understood not simply as a love story, an
exploration of desire, or a postmodern experiment with gender and identity, but as an ethical
narrative centered on the encounter with the Other. While previous scholarship has primarily
examined the novel through feminist, queer, psychoanalytic, poststructuralist, and gender-
oriented frameworks, this study shifts the critical focus toward ethics by employing the
philosophical thought of Emmanuel Levinas. Rather than asking what the body signifies or
how identity is constructed, the article investigates how the body becomes the site of ethical
responsibility and how love is transformed from a reciprocal emotional relationship into an
asymmetrical ethical obligation.

At the heart of the analysis is Levinas's conception of the Other as irreducible to knowledge,
representation, or possession. The article argues that Louise, the beloved, should not be
interpreted as a character who can be fully understood through psychological or social
categories. Instead, she functions as the ethical Other whose presence continually exceeds the
narrator's attempts to comprehend or possess her. Louise's body, particularly after the diagnosis
of leukemia, ceases to be merely an object of erotic desire and becomes a site of vulnerability
that demands an ethical response. Her suffering body interrupts the narrator's self-centered
perspective and calls forth an unconditional responsibility that cannot be justified through
reciprocity, moral duty, or personal benefit. In this respect, Winterson's novel illustrates
Levinas's claim that ethics originates not in abstract principles but in the encounter with another
person's vulnerability.

A central argument of the article is that bodily suffering fundamentally transforms the
relationship between the narrator and Louise. Before illness, the body is presented as a space
of pleasure, intimacy, and desire. However, as disease progresses, the body becomes
increasingly marked by fragility, mortality, and pain. This transformation does not diminish
Louise's humanity; rather, it intensifies the ethical significance of her presence. The article
demonstrates that Winterson refuses to aestheticize suffering or reduce illness to metaphor.
Instead, the diseased body resists symbolic appropriation and continually reminds both the
narrator and the reader of the limits of understanding another person's pain. The narrator's
inability to alleviate Louise's suffering reveals the ethical impossibility of fully sharing or
possessing another's experience. This impossibility, however, does not eliminate responsibility;
instead, it deepens it.

Drawing on Levinas's concept of the face, the article argues that the ethical encounter in the
novel extends beyond literal facial representation. Although Winterson often foregrounds the
body rather than the face, the suffering body itself functions as an ethical manifestation of
alterity. Louise's vulnerability becomes an appeal that cannot be ignored, compelling the
narrator to respond without expectation of reciprocity. The ethical demand emerges not from
Louise's spoken requests but from her exposed mortality. The narrator's response is therefore
characterized by care, attentiveness, and self-sacrifice rather than mastery or control. This
interpretation challenges conventional romantic narratives that equate love with mutual
fulfillment, emotional symmetry, or possession.

The article further examines the significance of the narrator's unnamed and ungendered
identity. Rather than interpreting this narrative strategy solely as an invitation to queer or
gender-neutral readings, the study argues that the absence of fixed identity serves a deeper
ethical purpose. By refusing to anchor the narrator within stable categories of gender, sexuality,
or social identity, Winterson shifts attention away from the self and toward the ethical priority
of the Other. The narrator's indeterminate identity weakens the centrality of subjectivity and
allows ethical responsibility to emerge as the defining feature of human existence. In
Levinasian terms, subjectivity itself is constituted through responsibility rather than autonomy.
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Consequently, the narrator's identity becomes meaningful only insofar as it remains responsive
to Louise's vulnerability.

Another major focus of the article is the role of language and writing. Winterson's highly
poetic and fragmented narrative style has often been interpreted as a postmodern rejection of
stable meaning. While acknowledging these formal characteristics, the article argues that the
novel's language also performs an ethical function. Writing becomes an attempt to respond to
the Other despite the inevitable inadequacy of language. The narrator repeatedly recognizes the
impossibility of accurately representing Louise's pain, body, or interiority. Nevertheless, this
failure does not invalidate language; rather, it reveals the ethical humility that accompanies
every attempt to speak about another person. In Levinas's philosophy, language originates as a
response to the Other rather than as an instrument of knowledge or domination. Similarly,
Winterson's narrative embraces incompleteness, uncertainty, and silence as ethical gestures that
respect the irreducibility of alterity.

The article also explores the relationship between absence, separation, and ethical
responsibility. Following Louise's departure, the narrator experiences profound loss that cannot
be resolved through memory or imagination. Instead of presenting absence as a purely
psychological condition, the study argues that Winterson transforms absence into an ethical
structure. The impossibility of complete reunion prevents the narrator from reducing Louise to
memory or fantasy. Louise remains radically other even in absence, preserving the ethical
distance that Levinas regards as essential to genuine responsibility. Love therefore becomes an
ongoing response to an Other who can never be entirely possessed, represented, or assimilated.

Furthermore, the study considers how Winterson's rejection of conventional narrative
closure reinforces the ethical dimensions of the novel. The ambiguous ending resists definitive
interpretation, refusing to provide certainty about reunion, reconciliation, or emotional
resolution. Rather than interpreting this ambiguity as merely postmodern indeterminacy, the
article argues that it reflects the open-ended nature of ethical responsibility itself.
Responsibility toward the Other is never completed or fulfilled once and for all; it remains
infinite, unfinished, and continually renewed. The novel's refusal to resolve its central
relationship mirrors Levinas's insistence that ethics always exceeds closure.

Methodologically, the article combines close textual analysis with philosophical
interpretation, placing Winterson's literary language in dialogue with Levinas's ethical
concepts, including the face, alterity, asymmetrical responsibility, suffering, substitution,
proximity, and the infinite relation to the Other. Rather than using philosophy as a rigid
interpretive framework imposed upon literature, the study demonstrates how Winterson's
narrative both illustrates and extends Levinasian ethics by embodying philosophical questions
within literary form. The article therefore contributes to interdisciplinary scholarship at the
intersection of literature, philosophy, ethics, and narrative theory.

Ultimately, the article concludes that Written on the Body offers a profound ethical vision
in which love is no longer grounded in possession, mutual recognition, or identity but in
vulnerability, responsibility, and openness to irreducible otherness. Louise's suffering body
functions as an ethical call that continually interrupts the narrator's selthood and transforms
subjectivity into responsibility. Winterson's refusal to provide stable identities, complete
knowledge, or narrative closure reflects a fundamentally Levinasian understanding of ethical
relations, where the Other always exceeds representation and where responsibility remains
infinite. By foregrounding the ethical significance of bodily suffering, vulnerability, and the
limits of language, the article proposes a new interpretation of Written on the Body that moves
beyond identity-centered criticism and establishes the novel as a powerful meditation on ethics,
alterity, and the human condition.
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