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Ali Rouhani4, Mahsa Shakeri Asadi®
From the lived suffering of the body to the emergence af a moral subject: A
Levinasian reading of the film ""Two Days, One Night' by the Dardenne

Brothers®
Abstract @

In the cinema of the Dardenne brothers, the characters’ bodiess—beyond any merely
biological function—become the locus of ethicakconflict. Inthis way, the Dardennes render
what might otherwise be an abstract ethical’conflict into_a cencrete, embodied experience for
the viewer, transforming the characters’ lived experience il’RO something materially concrete
and palpably present to audiences. In effect, this,means that the audience engages with the
ethical conflict as a lived, bodily eventwrather than as‘an abstraction. The Dardennes, through
their carefully chosen cinematic devicesy foreground this embodied dimension of human
experience in the nargative, drawing erIiEIt attention to the body as a site of moral meaning
and human action. In thissparrative framework, the body is no longer a passive shell; rather, it
becomes the stage for the unfolding and articulation of suffering, vulnerability, and the routine,
everyday actions of life. Assanresult, the characters’ struggles and sufferings are experienced
by the viewer as immediate, embodied realities rather than as distant or abstract events. For the
viewer, this means that ethical tension is felt physically through the characters’ bodies, not
merely ‘understood conceptually. By grounding ethical conflict in the body, the Dardenne
brothers mak\e what could be abstract ethical questions concrete and present on screen. This
cinematic structure is intimately connected to the ethical philosophy of Emmanuel Levinas. In
Levinas’s thought, the body, long before it is considered by the subject as an instrument of

action or as an object of cognition, is the very origin of lived experience and of sensibility. In

4 -Associate Professor, Department of Cinema, Faculty of cinema and Theater, University of Art,
Tehran, Iran.
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- This article is derived from the second author’s master thesis, entitled “A Levinasian Survey of the
Body in the Dardenne Brothers' Cinema(2025)” under the supervision of the first author at Soore
University
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other words, for Levinas the body itself is the ground of experience and the source of the very
possibility of an opening toward the Other. In this Levinasian framework, the Other—
encountered as the Face—Ilays bare his or her own absolute defenselessness and vulnerability.
This revelation compels the subject to stand ethically before the Other, as though confronted
by an immediate, unmediated ethical summons that imposes an asymmetrical responsibility on
the subject. Each such face-to-face encounter, in Levinasian terms, becomes an ethical event:
the Face of the Other makes a direct moral demand on the subject. For example, the Belgian
film Two Days, One Night clearly manifests this approach. In that film, shot in a starkly realist
style, a sustained focus on the body and the deliberate structuring of encounters as direct face-
to-face meetings combine to visually and formally re-enact thesesphilosophieal concepts on
screen. The main objective of this study is to explore and analyze how such Levinasian ethical
concepts are translated into a visual and sensory experience through the'medium of cinematic
form. By adopting a descriptive-analytical methodology, the study demonstrates that ethical
understanding and practice are ultimately realized thretigh embodiment and through the face-
to-face encounter with the Other. In sum, the study®affirms tha{, following Levinas’s account,
ethics of responsibility emerges through embodied, face-to=face encounter rather than through
abstract reflection. In other words, cinematic form itself becomes a means to visualize and feel
the ethical demand of the Other.

Keywords \
Dardenne Brothers, Levinas.s Moral Philosoph}: Embodiment, Face-to-Face Encounter, Two Days, One Night
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