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Abstract:

This article analyzes the works of Arman Fernandez, focusing on his series of dolls, through the lens of Emmanuel Levinas’s moral
philosophy. Drawing on the concept of “responsibility for the Other” in Levinas’s thought, it seeks to examine the relationship between the
dolls’ faces and the ethical presence of the “Other” in Fernandez’s creations. In interpreting Levinasian notions of desire, the face of the
Other is understood as a call to responsibility—an experience that becomes manifest in the viewer’s encounter with the silence, stillness, and
questioning gaze of Fernandez’s dolls. Employing a phenomenological method of analysis and philosophical ethics, the study demonstrates
how Fernandez’s dolls transcend the realm of mere objects and are elevated to the status of faces of the Other—faces that can neither be
possessed nor ignored. In this context, the silence and fragility embedded in the form and texture of the dolls summon the viewer to a moral
responsibility rooted in Levinas’s understanding of the “I-Other” relationship.
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Extended Abstract

The present study explores the moral and phenomenological dimensions of Arman Fernandez’s doll series through the
ethical philosophy of Emmanuel Levinas. In contemporary art, the shift from aesthetic beauty to ethical encounter has become
a defining transformation that invites viewers to engage not only as spectators but as responsible participants. Fernandez’s
silent, wounded, and fragile dolls exemplify this transformation by embodying a form of “ethical silence” that demands a moral
response rather than mere interpretation. From a Levinasian standpoint, the notion of the face of the Other functions as an
appeal to responsibility that precedes cognition and volition {Levinas, 1969 #298873}. The viewer’s encounter with these dolls
thus becomes a moment of ethical revelation in which the “Other” is neither objectified nor representable. Within the Levinasian
framework, this research seeks to understand how Fernandez’s dolls, with their damaged forms and muteness, transcend the
domain of aesthetic representation to assume the ethical role of faces—faces that speak through silence and fragility. The
phenomenological method employed in this study situates the experience of viewing not as an act of perception but as a moral
response, analyzing how the viewer is summoned into responsibility through confrontation with the artwork {Levinas, 1998
#298871}.

The theoretical framework of this study is grounded in Levinas’s claim that responsibility constitutes the very essence of
subjectivity. In Totality and Infinity, Levinas identifies responsibility toward the Other as prior to being and independent of
rational deliberation {Levinas, 1969 #298873}. This pre-reflective responsibility emerges when the face of the Other interrupts
the self’s autonomy, revealing the limits of knowledge and possession. The study demonstrates how Fernandez’s dolls, with

their blurred faces, broken bodies, and subdued gestures, visually materialize this interruption. The viewer is denied the comfort
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of aesthetic distance and instead confronted with a call that cannot be ignored or mastered. This reading is further reinforced
by Levinas’s later reflections in Otherwise than Being, where he defines responsibility as an asymmetrical relation in which
the self is infinitely obligated to the Other {Levinas, 1998 #298871}. The research method follows a descriptive-
phenomenological approach, emphasizing the ethical encounter rather than symbolic or semiotic interpretation. Through this
lens, Fernandez’s art ceases to be a representation and becomes a revelation—an appearance of the Other that imposes moral
obligation upon the viewer {Levinas, 1985 #298872}. The silence of the dolls is therefore not an absence of speech but a
manifestation of the ethical dimension that precedes language itself.

The notion of silence, in Levinas’s philosophy, is central to understanding moral experience. Silence is not mere muteness
but an existential condition through which the self recognizes the infinite alterity of the Other {Levinas, 1985 #298872}. This
silence is where responsibility is heard most clearly, for it exists beyond the realm of discourse and intention. In Fernandez’s
works, silence operates as both form and message. The dolls, devoid of expressive faces or voices, confront the viewer with an
unsettling stillness that refuses aesthetic consumption. Each doll functions as a metaphorical “face” that invokes the Levinasian
demand to “not kill,” to resist the objectification of the Other. The fragility of their bodies and the absence of clear identity turn
them into ethical sites where the viewer must acknowledge vulnerability. Fernandez thus constructs a visual space analogous
to the moral topology of Levinas’s ethics—one in which art ceases to represent and instead obliges the viewer to respond. This
approach challenges modern aesthetics by substituting empathy and moral attention for interpretation, thereby situating art
within the realm of ethical responsibility {Levinas, 1969 #298873; Levinas, 1998 #298871}.

In this context, the case study of Candy illustrates the moral gravity of Fernandez’s artistic practice. The headless,
fragmented female figure becomes a symbol of both suffering and moral erasure. From a Levinasian perspective, this absence
of the face is not a void but a site of ethical demand {Levinas, 1998 #298871}. The missing face denies the viewer the privilege
of recognition and forces confrontation with the consequences of dehumanization. The artwork resonates with Levinas’s dictum
that “the face speaks,” even when silent, as it demands responsibility without mediation {Levinas, 1969 #298873}. The
mutilated form of Candy mirrors the violence of a world in which human beings are reduced to consumable objects. At the
same time, it serves as a paradoxical restoration of humanity through its appeal to moral awareness. The headless body
embodies the suppression of identity—an allegory for those marginalized and silenced by modernity. As scholars like Virilio
and Zechner have noted, the aestheticization of trauma can function as an ethical mirror for contemporary spectatorship
{Virilio, 2000 #298869; Zechner, 2016 #298868}. The silence and stillness of Fernandez’s dolls thus perform what Levinas
calls the “paradox of passivity”—an ethical act of resistance that refuses to participate in the spectacle of violence. Through
this aesthetic of withdrawal, the artwork displaces beauty with responsibility, inviting contemplation rather than consumption.

A similar dynamic is observed in The Legacy of Tamerlane, where Fernandez reconfigures historical memory into a site of
ethical reflection. The assemblage of broken doll heads evokes collective trauma while avoiding the spectacle of suffering.
Through the substitution of toys for human remains, the artist generates what might be termed a moral distance that enables
contemplation without voyeurism. This echoes Levinas’s idea that even the absent or destroyed face continues to call for
responsibility {Levinas, 1969 #298873; Levinas, 1985 #298872; Levinas, 1998 #298871}. The fragmented visages in
Fernandez’s work resemble the archival images of dehumanized bodies from Auschwitz, a parallel noted by Agamben in his
writings on the limits of representation {Agamben, 1999 #298879}. The artwork’s power lies in its refusal to aestheticize
horror; instead, it reclaims the ethical encounter through symbolic reconfiguration. The viewer is compelled to reflect on
historical violence not as an event of the past but as an ongoing moral question. The ethical impact of The Legacy of Tamerlane

thus emerges not from shock or empathy but from a quiet, unavoidable awareness of responsibility. In this sense, Fernandez’s
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art visualizes what Levinas describes as the “infinite demand of the Other”—a demand that persists even in absence and silence.
The headless dolls, like the anonymous victims of history, confront the viewer with an obligation that cannot be undone.

The sculpture Bluebeard’s Wife {Arman, 1969 #298878} further complicates this dialogue between ethics, gender, and
violence. Based on the French folktale of a husband who murders his wives, Fernandez replaces the human face with
mechanical objects—razors and metallic tools—that embody both domesticity and aggression. Within the Levinasian
framework, this substitution can be interpreted as the erasure of the feminine Other, a critique of patriarchal power that
transforms the subject into an object {Levinas, 1985 #298872}. The absence of the face here signifies the end of ethical relation,
for where the face is absent, responsibility collapses {Levinas, 1998 #298871}. Yet even in this absence, the viewer is
summoned to awareness of the moral void it represents. The work thus transforms aesthetic violence into ethical provocation:
the machinery of domination becomes a mirror of moral loss. The final piece, All the Time (1985), situates this ethics within
the urban environment. A public installation of stacked bronze clocks near the Gare Saint-Lazare in Paris, it visualizes the
fragmentation and simultaneity of modern temporality. From a Levinasian view, time is not a neutral continuum but the interval
through which the Other appears and demands response {Levinas, 1998 #298871}. The multiplicity of clocks, each marking a
different time, symbolizes the loss of shared temporal experience—the dissolution of the ethical bond that unites self and Other
in the present. The work thus represents a world of acceleration without encounter, information without responsibility. By
juxtaposing objects of measurement with the absence of faces, Fernandez renders visible the moral dissonance of modernity,
echoing Levinas’s warning that technological progress risks erasing the humanity it seeks to serve {Levinas, 1985 #298872}.

In conclusion, this study situates Arman Fernandez’s doll series within the ethical horizon of Emmanuel Levinas’s
philosophy, revealing how art can function as a medium of moral encounter rather than mere representation. Through
phenomenological analysis, the research demonstrates that Fernandez’s works embody the paradox of the silent face—an image
that speaks through absence and vulnerability. The sculptures examined—Candy, The Legacy of Tamerlane, Bluebeard’s Wife,
and All the Time—each materialize an aspect of Levinas’s ethics: responsibility without reciprocity, the face as appeal, and the
silence of moral consciousness. These works transform the viewer’s position from observer to respondent, establishing art as a
site of ethical awakening. Fernandez’s art thus bridges aesthetics and ethics by turning fragility into a moral imperative and
silence into an act of resistance. In doing so, it affirms Levinas’s vision of responsibility as the very condition of humanity and

redefines contemporary art as a dialogue between the seen and the unsayable.
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