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Community, in its most generic definition, is a group of individuals with a common 

denominator. Anyone outside of the community is the “other” because they do not share this 

common trait and therefore are completely excluded from this definition. Alphonso Lingis, an 

American philosopher, challenges this notion of community, introducing instead the “rational 

community” and “the community of those who have nothing in common” that operate alongside 

each other. In rational community, unity is achieved through verbal communication and is 

“representative of [an individual’s] own thought,” while the community of those with nothing in 

common functions as the “double or…shadow” to the rational community. 1  Examining the 

scholarly conversation of Alphonso Lingis’ ideas of rational community and the community of 

those who have nothing in common through facets of individuality, beauty, and physical 

interactions reveals the systematic complexities that occur within human interactions and 

legitimizes these terms as working definitions of human community. 

 In understanding Lingis’ definitions of community, it is important to understand 

communities as a self in interaction with the other, rather than merely a group of individuals. In 

his essay “Virtue Ethics,” scholar Alexander Hooke argues that “Lingis contends that our 

interactions begin not with a recognition of a core self…Instead, it is with courage that we begin 

to trust and associate with others.”2 In his article “Encountering otherness: Embodied affect in 

Alphonso Lingis’ travel writing,” Simon Fullager agrees; for Lingis, “he explores the complexity 

of his relation to otherness in order to subject himself to the risks, possible friendships with and 

 
1 Alphonso Lingis, “Front Matter,” in The Community of Those Who Have Nothing in Common 

(Indiana University Press, 1994): 10, https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt16gzc06.1. 
2 Alexander Hooke, “Virtue Ethics,” accessed October 29, 2019, 

https://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/CX3727600845/GVRL?sid=lms. 

 



 
 

 
 

Morreale 3 

alterity of the other.”3 In accessing the other, Hooke and Fullager interpret Lingis differently in 

that Hooke believes Lingis is placing more emphasis on the relationship between the other and 

the individual in a mutual development, where Fullager sees Lingis designating the responsibility 

of learning about the other on the individual. Either way, both establish that there is a 

vulnerability involved when engaging in the unknown. Both also emphasize the potential 

positive outcomes of partaking in the other rather than the negatives, therefore deescalating the 

perceived loss of control and transforming the experience to be an enlightening one.  

 While exploring the unknown appears risky because of a lack of commonality, Lingis 

embraces this discomfort and uses it to exemplify the values of humans that create the risks in 

engaging with the other through different communities’ ideals of beauty. In his other work, 

““Faces for a Philosophy of the Morning: Alphonso Lingis and a Wanderer’s Will to Truth,” 

Hooke claims Lingis’ technique in locating said values juxtaposes different groups’ strategies in 

celebrating what they deem is beautiful. For example, in Rio, a parade is a celebration of the 

whole community, with each person equally in splendor. In the United States, “participants are 

bearers of a name-[a] sports team, an advertiser, a community sponsor,” indicating a culture of 

prioritizing the beauty of the individual rather than the group.4 Through both expressions of 

beauty, Lingis says, according to Hooke, people “defend or prove their values…[in] the 

differences between animals and humans, and to the competing ideals among humans.”5 

Therefore, people do not celebrate the commonality in their values, but take pride in the fact that 

 
3 Simone Fullagar, “Encountering Otherness: Embodied Affect in Alphonso Lingis’ Travel 

Writing,” Tourist Studies 1, no. 2 (November 1, 2001): 171–83, 

https://doi.org/10.1177/146879760100100204. 
4 Alexander E. Hooke, “Faces for a Philosophy of the Morning: Alphonso Lingis and a 

Wanderer’s Will to Truth,” Philosophy Today; Celina, Ohio 42, no. 4 (Winter 1998): 432. 
5 Alexander E. Hooke, “Faces”, 433. 
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their values are unique and separate from the “other”, creating the rift between the members of a 

community and anyone outside of the community. In his essay “Alphonso Lingis’s We-a 

Collage, Not a Collective,” Hooke claims that to combat potential conflicts with the other, 

communities should be like a collage, not a collection, because "a collage, unlike a collection, 

emphasizes or highlights the unpredictable ways that humans and other life forms come 

together."6 To Hooke, Lingis believes it is important for communities to be comfortable with the 

uncomfortable when experiencing beauty they do not understand, for the expression of beauty is 

a form of nonverbal communication, and helps to transcend individual values that limit the 

rational community.  

 This idea of nonverbal communication ties into Lingis’ idea of the community of those 

with nothing in common. In scholar Gert Biesta’s “The community of those who have nothing in 

common: Education and the language of responsibility,” he believes that Lingis is saying that in 

this form of communication, “what matters is not the content of what we say, but what is done,” 

7 and as a result, places a sense of responsibility in the other to respond in the best way they can. 

For Lingis, personal values are unnecessary in a community of those with nothing in common, 

argues Biesta, because this community is not premediated through an established verbal 

consensus of its members like the rational community. In “On The Community of those Who 

Have Nothing in Common,” Jeffery Nealon applies this concept into real life situations, such as 

death, or residing in a foreign land, where verbal communication is not sufficient or stable 

 
6 Alexander E. Hooke, “Alphonso Lingis’s We-a Collage, Not a Collective,” Diacritics; 

Baltimore 31, no. 4 (Winter 2001): 11–21. 
7 Gert Biesta, “The Community of Those Who Have Nothing in Common: Education and the 

Language of Responsibility,” Interchange 35, no. 3 (September 1, 2004): 307–24, 

https://doi.org/10.1007/BF02698880. 
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enough to provide comfort in each respective situation.8 Here, Biesta and Nealon emphasize the 

community of those with nothing in common as a way for members of rational communities to 

step outside of the confines of rational community, and to engage with the other in a 

fundamental, non-superficial experience. 

Regardless of the circumstance, Nealon stresses that the subsequent “gesture of 

response…moves inexorable toward the exterior, toward the other,”9 while Biesta claims “the 

community of those who have nothing in common is constituted by our response to the stranger, 

the one who asks, seeks…my response, who seeks to hear my voice.” 10 Crim operates in the 

same vein; in the “rational community”, physical interaction, such as a caress, is a 

“passionate…noninstrumental affirmation” that “suggests [an] affirmation of materiality” but is 

“beyond any informational content,” 11 implying that physical contact with the “other” holds 

immense qualitative value, whereas a physical interaction in the rational community is merely an 

acknowledgement of physical existence. All three scholars interpret Lingis’ idea of the 

community of those with nothing in common as an active desire to physically connect with the 

“other,” which in turn generates personal connections that the rational community is unable to 

make. Despite the fact that Nealon believes the response is impulsive and Biesta does not, the 

three approaches on Lingis uncover and legitimize community outside of its conventional 

definition of merely a group of people who share a common ground.  

 
8 Bobby George and Tom Sparrow, Itinerant Philosophy: On Alphonso Lingis (Brooklyn, NY: 

punctum books, 2014), http://www.oapen.org/download/?type=document&docid=1004548. 
9 Jeffery Nealon, “Itinerant Philosophy”, 133. 
10 Gert Biesta, “The Community”, 318. 
11 Albert Crim, “Deathbound Community: What Calls for Speaking?,” ed. Alphonso Lingis, 

Research in Phenomenology 25 (1995): 300. 
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 Despite the intricacies that lie within a rational community and the community of those 

with nothing in common, scholars unanimously agree that Lingis believes both communities 

form through the experience of travelling. Patrick ffrench argues that Lingis calls “for a 

recognition of otherness and difference, on a global scale, as the basis for what he calls 

community.” 12 To achieve this universality, the individual must reveal themselves to the other, 

and experience every aspect of the other, which ffrench refers to as “the openness to death of 

dispossessed and suffering communities throughout the world.” 13 Fullagar claims that, in the 

context of the western world, travel is an “in-between space unsettling…oppositions of self and 

otherness” which occurs through “a face to face encounter with place and culture”, which affirms 

Nealon’s suggested circumstances outside the realm of normal community life that require 

nonverbal connection. Whether travelling means an individual’s personal development, or if it 

refers to the physical act of moving, ffrench and Nealon believe Lingis is prioritizing the action 

of progression, of moving from one place to another, when trying to define community.  

 Each perspective of every scholar functions under the assumption that every person 

belongs within a rational community, and therefore has a distinct “other” to interact with. 

Although these scholars present a wide variety of scenarios of engaging with the other, it is 

important to consider those without allegiance to a specific group and examine how Lingis’ ideas 

might change accordingly. Many individuals may not identify with one distinct rational 

community, or may belong to multiple communities, and as a result their interactions with the 

“other” may vary in nature. Once the question of subjectivity is answered, Lingis’ definitions of 

 
12 Patrick ffrench, “Community in Maryse Condé’s La Traversée de La Mangrove,” French 

Forum 22, no. 1 (1997): 93–105. 
13 Patrick ffrench, “Community in Maryse Condé’s La Traversée de La Mangrove,” French 

Forum 22, no. 1 (1997): 94. 
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community help to encapsulate how members within a given group should surpass the idea of 

connecting through surface traits and instead narrow down on core traits that create more global 

and durable communities. 
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