
SOURCES OF MORAL RESPONSIBILITY - EMMANUEL LEVINAS AND THE ETHICAL DISCOURSE 

ON SELF AND OTHER 

This dissertation is divided in three parts where the first part deals with Levinas` ethical 

thought under the heading “The Infinite Other & the Constitution of Moral Responsibility”. 

This part is by far the largest portion of my thesis. In it I seek to delineate the constituent 

elements of what is often termed Levinas` ethics of proximity. In the second part I discuss 

elements of Charles Taylor`s and Alasdair MacIntyre`s communitarian ethics under the 

heading “The Concrete Other & the Hermeneutics of Moral Judgment”. In the third and final 

part I discuss Jürgen Habermas` discourse ethics under the heading “The Generalized Other 

& the Questions of Normativity and Justice”. 

The aim of this study is to clarify and discuss various sources of moral responsibility. It is my 

conviction that the notion of responsibility lies at the heart of any ethical inquiry. 

Methodically, I take my cue from Levinas` powerful notion of the Other as the source of 

moral responsibility. In the thought of Levinas responsibility is not something a sovereign 

autonomous subject chooses to assume; instead responsibility is ascribed by the Other in a 

unilateral movement. According to Levinas responsibility is constituted in a dimension that is 

prior to, and independent of, the will, freedom and intention of the subject.  

Levinas depicts the ethical relation as basically one-sided, asymmetrical, unconditional and 

non-reciprocal. It is a relation characterized by radical heteronomy, in which the Other has 

absolute priority. In his phenomenological analyses Levinas seeks to describe the ethical 

appeal of the other in terms of a questioning of the Ego`s spontaneity and freedom. 

In the dissertation I argue that Levinas` depiction of the moral space of proximity remains 

somewhat decontextualized. In the second part of the dissertation I draw on perspectives 

and insights from the communitarian tradition, especially from Taylor and MacIntyre. My 

aim is here to thematize the concrete Other as a source of moral responsibility, i.e. in terms 

of a source and challenge to my moral judgment. Communitarianism allows me to consider 

responsibility for the Other within a concrete historical context. With insights and 

perspectives from the communitarian tradition and philosophical hermeneutics I discuss the 

significance of social norms and conventions, the notion of moral ontology, visions of the 

good life, personal life narratives, moral role models, emotions and virtues. All these 

elements contribute to inform and shape the faculty of moral judgment.  

In the third and final part I extend the perspective of moral judgment from the level of 

subjectivity to that of intersubjectivity. Habermas` discourse ethics provides me with the 

appropriate notions to deal with the questions of “the third party”. I argue that Levinas` 

ethical Dyade does not provide the most suitable conceptual scheme to deal with questions 

of normativity and justice. Instead, I argue that discourse ethics provides a model in which 

the voice of the Other might be heard in the intersubjective dialogue aiming at mutual 

agreement.  


