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We start with taste. It’s the common story in philosophy that we start with thought; that the work of 
philosophy is thinking, aimed toward truth. In the Treatise on Sensations (1754), the empiricist 
philosopher Étienne Bonnot de Condillac proposes a thought experiment. Imagine a statue of a 
human being set into a room, a statue who can think but hasn’t felt anything yet. Imagine that she will 
acquire the faculties of sensation one by one. Which one will be primary? Condillac thinks that the 
statue will smell before she hears, hear before she sees, then later taste, then feel. Before she moves or 
touches anything at all, she will have been awash in sensation. And she will experience smells and 
sounds as if she were those smells and sounds, because how can she think of them as separate from 
herself when she doesn’t know the boundaries of her own body? Where is her skin, anyway? 

In fact, we feel long before we think. We are born empiricists, sliding into the world jumbled and 
riotous. How can we reasonably separate sensations if we always experience them together? Taxonomy 
fails us.  Our closely-held ideas about mind-body division drift away from each other, lazily, in a soft 1

breeze of a current. But float too high in the ideal clouds and we risk breaking the string that tethers us 
to the ground, dismissing our bodies with a curt wave and turning our minds to face the golden dawn 
without feeling its warmth and welcome. But imagine if we were there with our bodies entire, and we 
could feel the spread of free radicals through our skin, letting the dawn wash through us with a slight 
burn and a sweet aftertaste? 

Bread has to be broken to be eaten, analyzed into its individual parts, but wine flows from glass to 
glass and sweeps us along in the same stream. Michel Serres, philosophical champion of the collective, 
has recommended in The Five Senses: A Philosophy of Mingled Bodies (I) (1985) that we pool our 
resources. Wine moves from bottle to mouth, but stops briefly first in that small cellar, the glass. “We 
need intermediate stockpiles. Small lakes of memory: goblets. No, time does not flow, quite. It is 
extremely rare to have a pure channel, a perfect corridor, with neither sidings nor bottlenecks.”  We 2

start with a cool drink. 

For Emmanuel Levinas, ethics comes before metaphysics and food comes before sight. In his work 
Time and the Other (1948), he takes Heidegger to task for describing the world as a toolbox. Before we 
codified a system of utensils for dining, we already had food to eat, and what is a utensil for except to 
separate your skin from the task of eating? The separation soon becomes pointless, as nourishment 
washes through your digestive track, melting into your body. Are you made of anything but food? Our 
oldest friend, the mind-body problem, comes from the inclination to believe that we are not co-
determinant with what we eat, that maybe we are that but surely not only that. Levinas says that when 
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the thinking subject eats, “it is the absorption of the object, but also distance with regard to it.”  We are 3

food, but we are also the being that consumes food, and so the two substances are not quite the same 
thing; some frission divides us from the world. If Condillac’s statue thinks before it eats, Levinas’s 
subject eats before it thinks; we learn who we are by eating. As David Goldstein comments, “Eating 
forms the basis of ethics because food teaches us about our complex relationship to objects, in 
preparation for an acknowledgment of other beings.”  4

Our relationship to objects, and in succession our relationship to other people, is found through our 
relationship to eating. We know eating as a need, as a lack in our bodies to be filled. We also 
experience eating as a joy. That need and that joy are the foundational ice blocks of ethics: if we simply 
see the face of another person, we know that they are hungry like we are, and so the face of the Other 
hits us with a blinding blow of compassion and responsibility. An image that recurs through Levinas’s 
work is the breaking of bread; for all of us who break bread for each other , we must take the bread 5

out of our own mouths and give it to the other. The world asks nothing less of us. 

I realize that this is an abrupt demand! Sorry, that was rude of me. Here, have a drink, please sit down. 
Be welcome. There’s no bread on this table yet, and we can get to know each other before we eat. Isn’t 
the light wonderful right now? Plato seemed to always be waiting for the sun to suddenly break 
through the clouds, but the warm diffusion of twilight is so pleasant. A smooth gradient. Light rolls 
through us like water, until we’re part of the sea we swim in. 
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 Levinas makes use of the etymology of “companion,” from the French com (with) and pain (bread)5


