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Abstract 
This paper focuses on enjoyment in Levinas, distinguishing 
it from the phenomenon of asceticism on the one hand and 
from the phenomenon of addiction on the other. Unlike 
common interpretations, I will stress enjoyment providing 
the subject with a certain measure of independence from 
being, which is necessary to meet the other as other. Enjoy-
ment performs my part of what Levinas calls ‘separation’, 
whereas the other realizes his/her part of the separation by 
transcendence. Therefore, enjoyment is not so much con-
flicting with the other’s appeal to me; it is the very condition 
of my openness to the appeal. This is what Levinas calls ‘the 
permanent truth of hedonism’. 

Introduction 
To introduce the argument, let me first quote a stunning and 
evocative story recounted by Sogyal Rinpoche in his The 
Tibetan Book of Living and Dying: 

Asanga was one of the most famous Indian Buddhist 
saints, and lived in the fourth century. He went to the 
mountains to do a solitary retreat, concentrating all his 
meditation practice on the Buddha Maitreya, in the fer-
vent hope that he would be blessed with a vision of this 
Buddha and receive teachings from him. 

For six years Asanga meditated in extreme hardship, 
but did not even have one auspicious dream. He was 
disheartened and thought he would never succeed with 
his aspiration to meet the Buddha Maitreya, and so he 
abandoned his retreat and left his hermitage. He had 
not gone far down the road when he saw a man rubbing 
an enormous iron bar with a strip of silk. Asanga went 
up to him and asked him what he was doing. “I haven’t 
got a needle”, the man replied, “so I’m going to make 
one out of this iron bar.” Asanga stared at him, 
astounded; even if the man were able to manage it in a 
hundred years, he thought, what would be the point? 
He said to himself: “Look at the trouble people give 
themselves over things that are totally absurd. You are 
doing something really valuable, spiritual practice, and 
you’re not nearly so dedicated.” He turned around and 
went back to his retreat. 
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  Another three years went by, still without the slightest 
sign from the Buddha Maitreya. “Now I know for cer-
tain,” he thought, “I’m never going to succeed.” So, he 
left again, and soon came to a bend in the road where 
there was a huge rock, so tall it seemed to touch the 
sky. At the foot of the rock was a man busily rubbing it 
with a feather soaked in water. “What are you doing?” 
Asanga asked. 

“This rock is so big it’s stopping the sun from shining on 
my house, so I’m trying to get rid of it.” Asanga was 
amazed at the man’s indefatigable energy, and ashamed 
at his own lack of dedication. He returned to his retreat. 

Three more years passed, and still he had not even had 
a single good dream. He decided, once and for all, that it 
was hopeless, and he left his retreat for good. The day 
wore on, and in the afternoon he came across a dog ly-
ing by the side of the road. It had only its front legs, and 
the whole of the lower part of its body was rotting and 
covered with maggots. Despite its pitiful condition, the 
dog was snapping at passers-by, and pathetically trying 
to bite them by dragging itself along the ground with its 
two good legs. 

Asanga was overwhelmed with a vivid and unbearable 
feeling of compassion. He cut a piece of flesh off his own 
body and gave it to the dog to eat. Then he bent down 
to take off the maggots that were consuming the dog’s 
body. But he suddenly thought he might hurt them if he 
tried to pull them out with his fingers, and realized that 
the only way to remove them would be on his tongue. 
Asanga knelt on the ground, and looking at the horrible 
festering, writhing mass, closed his eyes. He leant closer 
and put out his tongue ... The next thing he knew, his 
tongue was touching the ground. He opened his eyes 
and looked up. The dog was gone; there in its place was 
the Buddha Maitreya, ringed by a shimmering aura of 
light. 

“At last,” said Asanga, “why did you never appear to me 
before?” 

Maitreya spoke softly: “It is not true that I have never 
appeared to you before. I was with you all the time, but 
your negative karma and obscurations prevented you 
from seeing me. Your twelve years of practice dissolved 
them slightly, so that you were at last able to see the  
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  dog. Then, thanks to your genuine and heartfelt com-
passion, all those obscurations were completely swept 
away, and you can see me before you with your very 
own eyes. If you don’t believe that this is what hap-
pened, put me on your shoulder and try and see if any-
one else can see me.” 

Asanga put Maitreya on his right shoulder and went to 
the marketplace, where he began to ask everyone: 
“What have I got on my shoulder?” “Nothing,” most 
people said, and hurried on. Only one old woman, 
whose karma had been slightly purified, answered: 
“You’ve got the rotting corpse of an old dog on your 
shoulder, that’s all.” Asanga at last understood the 
boundless power of compassion that had purified and 
transformed his karma, and so made him a vessel fit to 
receive the vision and instruction of Maitreya. Then the 
Buddha Maitreya, whose name means ‘loving kindness’, 
took Asanga to a heavenly realm, and there gave him 
many sublime teachings that are among the most im-
portant in the whole of Buddhism.1 

Asanga and Western Philosophy 
Although this is a typical Buddhist story, beautifully re-
counting the ideal of a Buddhist way of life, the central char-
acter of it seems to act according to some motives that are 
familiar in western philosophy, too. At least three great 
western philosophers are present in this story. 

First, one could say that Asanga is a Kantian. He retreats 
from other people and from the world of senses and enjoy-
ment, by imposing a rule of law on himself. More specifical-
ly, he is acting in accordance with a law of reason. Living like 
an ascetic recluse, he despises and rejects the demands of 
bodily happiness. Unlike Kantian ethics, however, Asanga’s 
acting is motivated by an end: being blessed with a vision of 
the Buddha and receive teachings from him. Though he may 
not be a pure Kantian, Asanga seems to represent perfectly 
Kant’s ideal of autonomy. His will to resist inclinations and 
to act upon determination of reason is purely autonomous. 

Unfortunately, Assanga’s efforts are without result, but for a 
real Kantian results do not make any difference, at least not 
in a moral sense. According to Kant, the moral value of ac-
tions is neither assessed by results or success, nor by goals. 
The only thing that matters morally is whether an action, or 
more precisely the maxime of an action, is in accordance 
with the moral law of reason, the categorical imperative.  
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  Moreover, for an action to be moral, it should be done for 
the sake of the moral law of reason itself. Asanga neverthe-
less leaves his retreat and his ascetic way of life. 

In the second instance, one might ask whether our hero 
turns out to be a Levinasian after his unsuccessful reclusion. 
The crucial change in the story occurs when Asanga is 
touched by the appearance of a poor creature. Not a widow 
or an orphan, as the other is sometimes evoked in Levinas2, 
but the lowest imaginable creature, a half-dead dog, infects 
Asanga with compassion. Although Levinas does not inter-
pret the relationship between the other and me in terms of 
compassion3, it seems evident that Asanga responds imme-
diately to the responsibility laid upon him. Furthermore, he 
is not charged with responsibility by somebody, by the oth-
er as an acting subject, but by the other as other, by the 
mere presence of the other in need. By the face, Levinas 
would say, despite the fact that here the ‘other’ is a dog. In 
defence of our interpretation, we might say that the occur-
rence of the dog in our story – instead of, for instance, a 
beggar – emphasizes Levinas’s point that the other-as-other 
precedes the other as subject4. Prior to saying anything, or 
even having been able to speak, the other ‘says’, ‘com-
mands’, ‘invites’ or ‘invests’ me, not as an action but as an 
effect of his otherness. The asymmetry and inequality be-
tween you and me precede the symmetric equality that we 
share as subjects5. Finally, Asanga’s response to the chal-
lenge of the dog – the cutting off of a piece of his own flesh 
and the consideration he shows towards the maggots – can 
obviously be read as excessive generosity and self-sacrifice 
in Levinas’s sense6. 

Not only Kant and Levinas appear in this Buddhist story, 
though, but also Heidegger, albeit in a somewhat hidden 
way. By favouring a solitary life, Asanga withdraws from the 
‘people’, from the ‘they’ (das Man), as Heidegger would say7. 
A philosophical-anthropological reading of Being and Time 
shows the authentic way of life as a retreat from everyday 
ordinary life through resoluteness and conscience8. By eve-
ryday life Heidegger means the inauthentic life we live in 
the first place, in which one acts, thinks, judges, feels, etc., 
like ‘they’ act, think, judge, and feel. It is the average life of 
mediocrity and distraction, where all possibilities of being 
are levelled down and equalized. Heidegger emphasizes that 
living like ‘they’ live is not a matter of choice, let alone a 
moral choice, but that it is the way of life that we all usually 
and primarily lead. Although he expressly does not intend a 
moral understanding, Heidegger characterizes this average  
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  mode of existence as dependence and describes the ‘they’ in 
terms of dictatorship9, which he opposes to authentic exist-
ence. 

Because of Heidegger ’s insistence upon the dependent and 
dictatorial nature of everyday existence, I would suggest to 
interpret this average mode of existence in terms of addic-
tion. One is addicted to the choices, the thoughts, the prefer-
ences, the habits, in short the way of existence or ‘potentiali-
ty-for-being’ dictated by the ‘they’. Heidegger does not say 
‘the others’, because that would suggest that I am not in-
cluded, whereas I am principally also part of ‘they’. Neither 
is he speaking of ‘each other’, which would presuppose the 
plural presence of autonomous subjects related to one an-
other. In Heidegger, Mitsein or Being-with precedes the 
(traditionally conceived) subjectivity. Before we may speak 
of a subject or of subjects related to one another, human 
beings are involved in Mitsein. This can be understood, ac-
cording to Heidegger, in terms of the so-called ‘ontological 
difference’, that is, by not looking for Seiendes (beings), as 
traditional philosophy does, but for the Sein (Being) of 
Seiendes. The Sein of human beings is fundamentally Mitsein. 
Being-with is being addicted to the idle talk (Gerede), curios-
ity (Neugier) and ambiguity (Zweideutigkeit) of ‘they’. Being 
dependent on and dictated to by ‘they’ is being slave of 
‘they’: under the complete control of ‘they’.10 

In line with my interpretation, Asanga is torn between ad-
diction and slavery, on the one hand, and asceticism, on the 
other. As a real Kantian, he struggles for freedom, i.e. to be 
free from bodily inclinations and the temptation of happi-
ness; and to be autonomous, i.e. to subsume his will under 
the law of reason. As a real Heideggerian, he tries to escape 
from addiction to ordinary life, from the dictatorship of the 
‘they’, to follow the voice of conscience, which is the voice of 
being itself, and to reach authenticity. Seen from this West-
ern philosophical view, autonomy and authenticity are the 
goals of his effort. But he failed to achieve these goals. Alt-
hough Asanga may have reached a kind of autonomy and 
authenticity through extreme hardship, these states ap-
peared to be not what he was really after, i.e. enlightenment, 
being blessed with a vision of the Buddha and receiving 
teachings from him. That only happened after he showed 
compassion towards the suffering dog. Genuine and heart-
felt compassion enabled him to transcend his ego, whereas 
autonomy and authenticity only seemed to reinforce the ego 
– or should we say, the self? 
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  The solution of Asanga’s struggle between addiction and 
asceticism suggested by the story seems to be a Levinasian 
one: going beyond the self by being addressed by the other 
as other (albeit a dog in our story). How is a self to be con-
ceived that is simultaneously addicted to the world of the 
‘they’ and autonomous by imposing a law of reason upon 
itself? And how is that ‘self’ able to accomplish the 
‘Levinasian solution’, surpassing itself through and towards 
the other? It is well known that Levinas, in his first chef-
d’œuvre, extensively describes the life of the subject as one 
of happiness and well-being, in which enjoyment is the key 
feature. I will elaborate on enjoyment here, distinguishing it 
from addiction, on the one hand, and from asceticism, on the 
other, following the suggestion made by our opening story. I 
confront what Levinas calls ‘the permanent truth of hedon-
ism’11 with the sublime truth of asceticism, which most reli-
gions consider to be the way to God or salvation, on the one 
hand; and with the humiliating truth of addiction, which is 
commonsensically regarded as the excess of enjoyment, on 
the other. 

Enjoyment and Addiction 
Addiction is increasingly dominating our present-day cul-
ture. Alcohol, drugs, smoking, gambling are notorious in-
stances. But eating, watching television and even sex are 
also becoming addictive amongst a growing number of peo-
ple. Most addicts experience serious problems as a result of 
their addiction, and often their social environment suffers as 
well, or even more. No wonder that the phenomenon is ex-
tensively studied, mostly from a medical or biological point 
of view.12 A phenomenological analysis, however, can shed 
an interesting additional light on addiction, especially on 
some basic assumptions of current scientific approaches. 
The question I raised above – what is the self or the subject 
that it can be addicted to the ‘they’; that it can be addicted to 
anything at all? – typically demands a phenomenological 
elaboration. I will clarify this by recalling briefly the history 
of the subject until Levinas. 

Since Descartes, the relationships human beings maintain 
with the world or reality, including their own inner reality, 
have been articulated in terms of subject and object. Think-
ing, willing, perception, consciousness, acting, feeling, suf-
fering, estimating, making sense, but also eating, drinking 
and gambling comprise such relationships. The notion of the 
subject is only a technical-philosophical concept, not so 
much referring to a human being as such but to the human 
being as the centre of knowledge, acting, evaluating, etc. The  
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  opposite of the subject is the object, which refers to any-
thing that is involved in one of the relationships with the 
subject just mentioned: the known, the acted upon, the es-
timated, etc. Being the centre means taking the initiative in 
the relationship with the object, not only in active acting but 
also in passive undergoing. Whatever happens, happens to 
me. 

Seen from this classical modern subject-object opposition, 
addiction is hard to understand. Somebody who is addicted 
to something seems to have surrendered his or her central 
position as a subject. We all crave for something every now 
and then, but the addict is obsessed by it in everything s/he 
does. Essential to the traditional concept of the subject is a 
basic freedom. Even in the most deterministic circumstanc-
es, the subject retains its freedom to take position relative to 
these circumstances. Within this tradition, freedom is con-
nected with responsibility. The subject is principally re-
sponsible for all it does, including its response to what hap-
pens to it. The addict seems to lack both responsibility and 
freedom. Not only is the word addiction in many languages 
closely linked to slavery13, anybody who deals with addicts – 
even an addict him/herself – knows that they are barely 
capable of acting without being motivated by their addiction 
in some way, and what is more, that they cannot take re-
sponsibility for what they do. From a classical subject-object 
point of view, addiction is not comprehensible, or only nega-
tively as un-free, irresponsible, etc. Addiction, therefore, is 
likely to be understood as insanity or disease, which is 
common currency in medical and physiological discourses. 

From a phenomenological point of view, however, there is 
more to say. The basic notion of phenomenology, discovered 
by its founding father Edmund Husserl, is the intentionality 
between subject and object. Criticizing Husserl, Heidegger 
has deepened intentionality to being-in-the-world. This 
means that the subject and the object are embedded in a 
prior relation of inclusion or belonging, which encompasses 
the allegedly central subject and the allegedly adverse ob-
ject of classical modern philosophy14. In line with Heidegger, 
Merleau-Ponty interprets this prior relation of belonging as 
bodily existence. The subject does not stand outside or op-
posite the object, according to Merleau-Ponty, but both are 
related to one-another within my bodily existence. The 
bodily intentionality is mutual, i.e. it implies both the sub-
ject’s involvement with the object and the object’s involve-
ment with the subject. The subject experiencing the object 
and dealing with it not only accords meaning to the object,  
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  but the object also appeals to me with meaning. It attracts 
me or repels me. Subject and object are in Merleau-Ponty’s 
view like the hungry and the food, the curious and the se-
cret, the hunter and the prey, the music and the listener, the 
philosopher and the truth; involved in one-another in a 
tensed, quasi-erotic mode15. 

Seen from a Merleau-Pontian perspective, addiction is not 
incomprehensible or ‘mad’, but different from the normal 
situation only in degree. Being intentional subjects we are 
all attracted by some objects. Within the bodily existence of 
the addict, however, the attraction of some objects is so 
strong that s/he is completely ruled by it. The addicted sub-
ject’s behaviour is completely determined by those objects. 
The various words for slavery express this unmistakably. 

As I stated above, the Heideggerian Being-with can also be 
interpreted in terms of addiction, in my view. Unlike Mer-
leau-Ponty, however, the ‘Heideggerian addiction’ is not 
what some may have – the addicts, who only differ in degree 
from the normal – and some have not. Rather, it is what we 
all have in the first place. Basically because of the ontologi-
cal structures of ‘being-in’ (In-sein) – especially being-in-
the-world, ‘being-alongside’ entities within-the-world (Sein-
bei innerweltlich Seienden) and ‘being-with’ (Mitsein) – we 
are principally not autonomous subjects, but absorbed in 
the world16. Answering the question who is being-in-the-
world (being-in, being-alongside and being-with), Heidegger 
stresses that this is not the traditional subject who is centre 
of its world, but that the ‘subject’: 

as everyday being-with-one-another, stands in subjec-
tion [Botmäßigkeit] to others. It itself is not; its Being 
has been taken away by the Others. Dasein’s everyday 
possibilities of Being are for the Others to dispose of as 
they please.’17 

But the others are no genuine others. As for me, I am not 
opposite or distinguished from others, I belong to them: 

One belongs to the Others oneself and enhances their 
power. ‘The Others’ whom one thus designates in order 
to cover up the fact of one’s belonging to them essen-
tially oneself, are those who proximally and for the 
most part ‘are there’ in everyday Being-with-one-
another. The ‘who’ is not this one, not that one, not one-
self [man selbst], not some people [einige], and not the  
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  sum of them all. The ‘who’ is the neuter, the ‘they’ [das 
Man].’18 

Although the ‘who’ of existence is me [jemeinig], I am stolen 
away in the ‘they’ from the very beginning. I am lost in dis-
tantiality, averageness, and levelling down, as ways of being 
of ‘they’.19  

Levinas’s position 
Although Levinas explicitly criticizes intentionality in a Hus-
serlian sense20, it can be argued that the relationship be-
tween the self and the other is to be understood as Levinas’s 
version of intentionality, taken as the prior relation of be-
longing as Ricoeur calls it21. My relationship with the other, 
i.e. my being called to responsibility by the other, precedes 
my subjectivity and my freedom. It actually precedes our 
being equal as humans; it precedes the ‘they’ in the 
Heideggerian sense. Levinas’s notion of enjoyment is crucial 
to this understanding of my relationship with the other. 

Enjoyment is the essential quality of the subjective life, as it 
is beautifully described in the extensive middle part of To-
tality and Infinity. It is the happy, rich, self-satisfied and ego-
istic life of the I, consisting of dwelling and working, eating 
and drinking, watching and sleeping, gathering and suffer-
ing. My acting in this ‘interior life’ – as opposed to the exte-
riority of the other – is not functional or purposive in the 
first place, for example, oriented towards survival, but is 
enjoyable in itself. Enjoyment is not a relationship with an 
object, for instance the piece of food I am eating; enjoyment 
is the relationship with this relationship: 

the relation with nourishment […] is a relation with an 
object and at the same time a relation with this relation 
which also nourishes and fills life. […] Enjoyment is 
precisely this way the act nourishes itself with its own 
activity. To live from bread is therefore neither to rep-
resent bread to oneself nor to act on it nor to act by 
means of it. To be sure, it is necessary to earn one’s 
bread, and it is necessary to nourish oneself in order to 
earn one’s bread; thus the bread I eat is also that with 
which I earn my bread and my life. But if I eat my bread 
in order to labour and to live, I live from my labour and 
from my bread. […] Even if the content of life ensures 
my life, the means is immediately sought as an end, and 
the pursuit of this end becomes an end in its turn. Thus 
things are always more than the strictly necessary; they 
make up the grace of life. We live from our labour  
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  which ensures our subsistence; but we also live from 
our labour because it fills (delights or saddens) life. The 
first meaning of ‘to live from one’s labour’ reverts to the 
second […]. Life’s relation with the very conditions of 
its life becomes the nourishment and content of that 
life. Life is love of life, a relation with contents that are 
not my being but more dear than my being: thinking, 
eating, sleeping, reading, working, warming oneself in 
the sun.22 

Levinas stresses this character of enjoyment to explain that 
enjoyment gives us a certain independence. In enjoyment, I 
secure a degree of independence from what I depend on 
most: the food I eat, ground beneath my feet, and the home 
in which to live. Therefore, enjoyment is paradoxical: alt-
hough we depend on food, lodging, and other material 
things for survival, in this very dependency we remain in-
dependent owing to our enjoying the things we are depend-
ent upon: the food, the water, the air, the sun. Obviously, it is 
not a complete or an absolute independency; it is a certain 
independency within or through our dependence. Further-
more, it is not a spiritual independency, such as the basic 
freedom the traditional subject holds even in the most de-
termining circumstances; neither is it superior abstinence 
nor disengagement, let alone asceticism. My independence 
through my dependency is bodily and material. It is the in-
dependency of physical enjoyment of the things the body 
needs and depends on.23 

The significance of enjoyment in Levinas is that it accom-
plishes what he calls separation.24 Throughout Totality and 
Infinity Levinas underscores the separation of you (the oth-
er) and me (the subject) in the preceding relationship men-
tioned above. You and I are not species within an overarch-
ing genus such as ‘humankind’, or ‘being’. The distinction 
between you and me is not a relative one, as if it were de-
fined from an external point of view, but the difference is 
radical or absolute. The difference is so radical that even the 
way you and I differ is different. You are absolved from the 
relationship by transcending. In a certain way, transcend-
ence is the ‘essence’ or the ‘definition’ of the other, of you. 
But from my side I also keep a distance through enjoyment. 
It is through enjoyment that I do not coincide with the total-
ity of the world that results from my being a totalizing sub-
ject. So, while the other keeps separated from any totality by 
transcending it, I remain separated through enjoyment. 
Separation is crucial for the other to be really the trans-
cendent other, and for me to be sincerely me, capable of  
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  meeting the other as other, i.e. to be responsible.25 Enjoy-
ment completes, so to speak, my part of the separation. The 
importance of Levinas’ interconnected notions of separation 
and enjoyment can be further explained as follows. 

It is because of separation, and consequently because of 
enjoyment, that responsibility is articulated in Levinas 
through the famous notion of the face. Levinas appeals to 
the notion of the face to make clear that the appeal to re-
sponsibility can only be inferred in direct relationship with 
the other. It is no ordinary demand, arising from an ethical 
theory and aimed at everyone. Levinas is not formulating a 
general order or universal call to responsibility. It’s all about 
me. I have been chosen for responsibility; it has been im-
posed on me. How do I know? I see it in the other’s face. I 
become aware of it when the other looks at me. To be sin-
cerely me, to be open to the appeal of the other, I must meet 
him or her directly, in a relationship of separation. To be 
sincerely me, is to revel in enjoyment. 

Consequently, enjoyment is not incompatible or conflicting 
with responsibility, it is my part of its necessary condition. 
Although the other disturbs or interrupts the enjoyment of 
my happy life, it is precisely because of my enjoying that I 
can meet the other in the face. So it is because of my enjoy-
ment that I can be responsible. Voilà Levinas’s truth of he-
donism! Unlike interpreters like Adriaan Peperzak, who 
seem to identify enjoyment with the economy of my egoistic 
life, and with being addicted to my world of consumption26, 
I would emphasize the fact that enjoyment is essential for 
the attainment of independence, which, in turn, is necessary 
for responsibility. It is not enjoyment or responsibility; it is 
enjoyment and responsibility. It was actually Adriaan Pe-
perzak himself who taught me that and is the most im-
portant word in the title Totality and Infinity, if not one of 
the most important and intriguing words of philosophy as 
such.27 

Enjoyment Between Addiction and Asceticism: The Moral 
Meaning 
In addition to the theoretical argument of separation devel-
oped above, a more practical one can be developed in this 
context. The important moral consequence of the paradoxi-
cal independency implicated in enjoyment is that I can give 
what I possess. Thanks to the relative independency of en-
joyment, I am not addicted to my possession. This relates to 
what Levinas calls the material character of my responsibil-
ity. He rejects concepts of morality being a matter of good  
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  intentions or clear conscience. High-minded ideas and a 
cleansed soul are not wrong, but they do not suffice. Morali-
ty, according to Levinas, is giving what you have, giving way 
to the other, and making space in your own place. Respond-
ing to the other’s appeal with only good intentions or a gen-
erous consciousness equals no response. In such a case, I 
would persist in totalization. Totality is broken open by my 
responding to the other’s appeal concretely and materially. 
In Levinas, my responsibility is not inferred from a general 
ethical theory, as I stated before. Therefore, Levinas’s phi-
losophy is no ethics in the usual sense of the word– but it 
generates from my immediate experience of the other’s face, 
which is a moral experience, the experience of morality. 
Thus, morality as such comes from both radically separated 
sides of the relationship: the appeal from the transcendent 
other and (!) my breaking open of totality made possible by 
the independence of enjoyment.28 

The concept of the enjoying I in Levinas can be strengthened 
by contrasting it once again with the addict. Unlike the rela-
tive independence of me, the addict is totally dependent on 
his or her fix (alcohol, drugs, gambling, or whatever s/he is 
addicted to). The life of the addict, i.e. everything s/he does 
and everyone s/he is dealing with, revolves around getting a 
fix. Unlike the one who enjoys, the addict retains no inde-
pendence in his dependency. This implies, first, that the 
addict cannot enjoy at all, which is obvious as we look at 
their obsessed gobbling, swilling and smoking. But what is 
worse, further, is that the addict is deaf-blind to primary 
responsibility, let alone capable of taking on responsibility 
towards others. Because s/he lacks the independence of 
enjoyment, s/he cannot have a real relationship with the 
other as other; therefore, s/he cannot receive the other’s 
appeal. S/he is fundamentally isolated. Moreover, because 
of his complete dependency he cannot give what s/he has. 
Indeed, the practice of addicts furnishes us with much evi-
dence in support of Levinas. Addicts usually only take ad-
vantage of others. They use others as means to get their fix, 
by cheating, blackmailing, robbing them, or worse. This 
means they are not able to meet the other as transcendent 
other, for whom one can be responsible. 

In a culture that seems increasingly addicted – addicted to 
consumption, to sensational excitement, to television, to 
status, to celebrity – it is no wonder that a desire of retreat 
emerges. One may empathize with the Asanga of our open-
ing story. The recluse, the hermit, the ascetic – they seem to 
be diametrically opposed to the persuasive distraction, su- 
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  perficiality and boredom of present-day culture. Whereas 
the addict appears to be the victim and the loser, the ascetic 
conquers consumption, diversion, and tedium. But does the 
latter really win? 

The ascetic resists the temptations of the world by reinforc-
ing the self. Autonomously bringing his or her will under the 
law of reason, the ascetic relies entirely on him/herself, 
draws all power from him/herself. The stronger the self, the 
better the subject can stand firm against the things it wants 
to keep free from, or so seems to be the presupposition of 
asceticism. But from a Levinasian perspective, the ascetic 
appears to be mistaken. By relying solely on him/herself 
and drawing all power from him/herself, s/he seems to 
overlook a crucial point: the other as other. Not only Asanga 
and the ascetics do so, also Heidegger does by situating the 
escape from the dictatorship of the ‘they’ in authenticity, 
which may be ‘genuine’ life in proximity of Being itself, 
guided by conscience and resoluteness, but deeply solitary. 

Conclusion 
To demonstrate the Levinasian solution of responsibility, 
between addiction and asceticism, I will conclude by follow-
ing and interpreting a beautiful example provided by the 
French-American thinker René Girard. In his well-known 
theory on mimetic desire and the scapegoat mechanism, 
Girard explicitly adopts Heidegger’s concept of being-with.29 
According to Girard, being-with is the sphere of mimesis, 
where one desires whatever because others desire the same. 
Desire is never authentic; it always has a model. It is the 
sphere of belonging-to, which is unfortunately constituted 
partly by the throwing-out of the scapegoat.30 Girard con-
siders the Bible to provide a counterforce against this dis-
cordant aspect of human nature, by discovering, unmasking 
and condemning the mimetic scapegoat mechanism. 

From this perspective, Girard brilliantly interprets the fa-
mous passage from the Gospel according to St. John about 
the adulterous woman.31 Girard points out that, in Jesus’s 
formulation – ‘let he who is without sin throw the first 
stone’ – all the emphasis rests on the first stone. This echoes 
on in the deafening silence that follows after these words 
are spoken. Because the first stone to be thrown lacks prec-
edent, i.e. has no model, it forms the last obstacle to the 
stoning, says Girard. Once the first stone has been thrown, 
subsequent stones would follow easily because they would 
be cast mimetically. Girard says that the fact that Jesus’s 
words have become proverbial and symbolic proves that the  
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  mechanism is just as alive and virulent as it was 2000 years 
ago.32 

From Levinas’s point of view, one may say that by placing 
the emphasis on the first stone, Jesus makes each of the ac-
cusers responsible themselves. Each accuser holding a stone 
in their hand is holding the first stone. This makes each ‘the 
only one’, unique. There is, after all, but one first stone, even 
though each of them might have it in their hand. What we 
see happening here is the making singular, the individualis-
ing of responsibility. Being sincerely me means being cho-
sen for responsibility by the other. Being chosen for respon-
sibility might sound like a grave and profound calling, but it 
can happen in the twinkling of an eye. All of a sudden you 
are called to account for your responsibility. And you are 
suddenly the only one. Being singled out as the one (in 
Levinas: me) breaks up the Mitsein of the hordes, to which 
we belong first and foremost, according to Heidegger. The 
hordes fall apart through the uniqueness of responsibility. 
Jesus too withdrew himself from the Mitsein, of which the 
Pharisees wanted to make him a part. By bending down and 
writing in the sand, before and after his words about the 
first stone, he does not look at his challengers. In this way, 
even though he is acting as a substitute for the adulterous 
woman, he avoids being sacrificed as a scapegoat in her 
place. After all, the intention of the whole scene was to trap 
Jesus, to place blame either on him or the woman. 

Far from being addicted and one of the ‘they’, on the one 
hand; far from the loneliness of both the ascetic and the 
scapegoat, on the other; the truth of hedonism encapsulates 
both enjoyment and responsibility. 
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