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Displacing Individualism with a Paradigm of Others:

Considering the Role of Ethnicity in Moral Character Development
John C. Hecker

Regent University

In recent years, ethnicity has become an explosive topic. There have been efforts focused on reconciling differences and attempts to institutionalize ethnicity in psychology (Fowers & Richardson, 1996). For example, the American Psychological Association (APA) has posted “Guidelines for Providers of Psychological Services to Ethnic, Linguistic, and Culturally Diverse Populations” (American Psychological Association, 2006b). Likewise, the official journal of APA Division 45, Culture Diversity and Ethnic Minority Psychology, encourages articles that “advance the contributions of psychology in the understanding of issues related to people of color through research, including the development of appropriate research paradigms” (American Psychological Association, 2006a, Journal Description). Ethnicity is a topic that warrants further critical exploration.

Ethnicity and related multicultural issues are often framed as problems to be solved, but, as Cross (2003) reconsiders it, “it is a resource on which to draw. . . . a resource for social support, problem solving, physical health, and spiritual well-being” (p. 355). The term ethnicity generally denotes a human affiliation or relatedness to a common group, e.g., racial, national, religious, linguistic, cultural, etc. (see Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary, 1997, p. 398). Contrary to this notion of relatedness of ethnicity, individualism is understood as self focused and individually independent. Nevertheless, it has been suggested that “American culture has become more individualistic than it ever was before” (Schwartz, 2000, p. 85). “Individualism in the United States tends to regard itself as a scientific, rational, or even common sense self-understanding…” (Christopher, 2001, p. 117). 
Contemporary psychology has unconditionally bought into this paradigm of individualism (see Richardson, 2005; Kunz, 2002; Christopher, 2001, Tjeltveit, 1999; & Slife, 1993). “Individualistic assumptions about human nature, social life, and research methods pervade social, clinical, cognitive and developmental psychology” (Kirschner, 2005, p. 271). Tjeltveit (1999) suggests that individualism influences psychology “often in ways invisible to those who participate in it. And so it requires conscious attention” (p. 133). In addition, Fowers (2005) asserts, “because psychology has adopted individualism as its bottom-line account of human nature, we have blinded ourselves to the depth of our social embeddedness and dependency on others” (p. 84). He further argues, 

To the extent that the cultural morality of individualism suffuses our professional activities, as many authors have painstakingly documented that it does (Bellah et al., 1985; Bruner, 1990; Cushman, 1990, 1995; Danziger, 1990; Fowers, 2000; Richardson et al., 1999; Sampson, 1977, 1985; Sarason, 1981; Spencer, 1985), our discipline is as much an expression of a particular historical culture as it is the pursuit of universally applicable knowledge. (p. 84) 

It is for this reason that I wish to call attention to implications of this “false consciousness of individualism” (Gantt, 2005, p. 93) and its current embrace by our culture and mainstream psychology. I will argue that if contemporary psychology fails to both consider the negative effects of individualism and assume a less individualistic perspective, then it will neither be able to achieve a meaningful understanding of ethnicity nor recognize its role in moral character development. I will make this case in the following manner: First, I will discuss contemporary psychology’s adoption of individualism by specifically addressing implications of ontological individualism. Next, I will discuss the feasibility of an alternative paradigm by offering insights from dialogical, hermeneutic, and Levinasian perspectives, especially highlighting the philosophy of Emmanuel Levinas and his emphasis on other people. Finally, based on these alternative perspectives, I will advance a meaningful understanding of moral character and its perpetuating relationship with ethnicity.

Ontological Individualism
“Philosophers have always wished to think of creation in ontological terms, that is, in function of a preexisting and indestructible matter” (Levinas, 1974/2004, p. 110). Ontology is a philosophy that deals with the nature of being. It considers the question What is real? “The term may be defined as the study of the nature and relations of beings” (Viney & King, 2003, p. 29). Hence, the notion of ontological individualism implies that what is “real” or most fundamental about human beings is the individual. It assumes that an adequate conceptualization of human behavior is appropriately conceived at the level of the individual. In contemporary psychology, this notion suggests that activities of inquiry about human beings are justifiably contained in a study solely of individual persons. Thus, ontological individualism is used to describe the “…wide-spread modern notion that the basic unit of human reality is the individual person, who is assumed to exist and have determinate characteristics prior to and independent of his or her social existence” (Richardson, 2005, p. 28).
Slife and Williams (1995) suggest that an assumption typical of most scientifically derived explanations is the law of parsimony: “…in explaining the behaviors of animals (or people, for that matter) we should not suggest that they are caused by complex psychological processes when they can be explained by simpler ones” (p. 128). For many contemporary psychologists, ontological individualism is considered parsimonious and, thus, a scientific basis for human explanation. However, human explanations based on this law and ontological individualism account for human behavior in terms of reductionism and necessity, which assume individual qualities and detachment from any relevant surroundings or social contexts. Nevertheless, these types of explanations are generally promoted as scientific and as adequate accounts of human behavior.

Slife (1993) suggests that these are based on what Heidegger considers the primary mistake of modernists:

According to Heidegger, the primary mistake of modernists, such as Descartes, is that they rely upon a “present-at-hand” mode of engaging in the world. This mode requires a detachment of ourselves from ongoing practical involvement in the world. In this mode, we “step-back,” reflect, and turn to general and abstract (i.e., context-independent) conceptual tools, such as logic and calculation, to solve problems. (p. 256)

Methods of explanation that assume a “present-at-hand” mode of engaging the world, as does ontological individualism, basically encourage the investigator to step back and, from a distance, view the object under investigation, apart from any context or practical activity (i.e., detached from ethnic, cultural, religious, linguistic, social…context oriented aspects). This “objectivity” is assumed necessary to ensure an “interpretation-free procedure” (Packer & Addison, 1989, p. 30). This procedure generally assumes being scientific and effectively accounting for what is most fundamental and true about the object under investigation, or that which is “present-at-hand.” Ultimately, then, based on ontological individualism, contemporary psychology conceptualizes human phenomena as social or relational in nature (e.g., ethnicity, including racial, national, religious, linguistic, & cultural aspects), and, essentially, such phenomena are explained as qualities or characteristics of individual persons (Christopher, 2001).


Further implications of ontological individualism are suggested by Nicholson (1998) and his analysis of the early American personality psychologist Gordon Allport:

…[T]he technology of mental testing helped shape the “model of the human person” that personality psychologists adopted. In this measurement-driven vision, the individual was viewed as a collection of “discrete, stable, and general qualities” or “traits,” the sum total of which equaled his or her personality. (p. 52)

It is suggested by Nicholson that this evasive notion of ontological individualism influenced Allport’s psychology career. Throughout his career, Allport was interested in research on morality and concerned with the current trend, or “gradual erosion of the language of character and the self-sacrificing, morally grounded self that it supported” (p. 52). However, the personality-focus research movement and increased emphasis for adherence to scientific convention kept Allport from his goal. Nicholson argues that, in the end, “…Allport’s ‘psychology of personality’ helped fuel this trend [i.e., ‘the erosion of morality’] while simultaneously attempting to resist it” (p. 52). Moreover, Nicholson argues that “by promoting the idea of a devaluated self—a self that exists independently of moral frameworks—Allport unintentionally reinforced a tendency that lay at the heart of the new culture of personality: a detachment of the self from social and cultural contexts” (p. 64). 
This idea of detaching people from their social and cultural contexts ultimately is done when assuming ontological individualism. Nicholson (1998) points out Allport’s tragic flaw: 
To “study [a person] most fully is to take him as an individual,” he wrote. In Allport’s hands, this position implied that selfhood could, and perhaps should, be considered in relation to its own internal properties rather than a broader cultural or moral milieu. . . .[T]he isolated individual [became] the proper object of scrutiny and the source of fulfillment. (p. 64)
Thus, ontological individualism assumes the individual is fundamental for understanding human phenomena. Moreover, it acknowledges that, although these explanations are based on “scientific” rationale and principles, such as the law of parsimony, they distinctively account for human phenomena in a socially isolated and non-contextual manner. It is then suggested that “by portraying the individual and culture as distinct and separable from each other, ontological individualism makes it particularly difficult for us to grasp how we are shaped by culture” (Christopher, 2001, p. 117) and how we are responsible for our actions and their effects on other people.

Alternative Perspectives

In contrast to the assumption of ontological individualism, insights from dialogical, hermeneutic, and Levinasian perspectives offer an alternative and potentially more appropriate psychology paradigm to meaningfully understand ethnicity and moral character development.
Dialogical Perspective

The dialogical perspective that I will discuss comes from, what Sampson (2000) introduces as “...rabbinic Judaism: ‘the cultural formation of most of the Hebrew- and Aramaic-speaking Jews of Palestine and Babylonia’” (p. 1427). He explains that this perspective traditionally encapsulates an embodied view of human nature, and “…its turn to a dialogic formulation that, as the reader will come to see, transcends the dualistic opposition between individualism and collectivism and offers a formative rather than instrumental understanding of this relationship” (p. 1428). From aspects of a dialogical perspective, I will advance accessible insights from which psychological explanations could draw to more meaningfully account for human phenomena, specifically, in terms of genuine sociality and mutually formative relationships.

The term dialogical is derived from the root word dialogue, generally defined as “a conversation between two or more persons” (see Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary, 1997, p. 319). This definition denotes a mutual exchange of ideas between persons. A dialogical perspective can be understood as basically a view of humans in conversation or dialogue with each other. Furthermore, this perspective assumes that “dialogue between people holds the key to understanding human nature, because it is within the dialogue that human nature emerges” (Sampson, 2000, p. 1429). That is, "one cannot truly be a person apart from being in dialogue with others” (p. 1428). Dialogue with other human beings is, then, understood as that which is most basic about our nature. And, because dialogue is not a solo or individual affair, but requires the participation of other people, it is recognized that “…others therefore are central to the very existence and possibility of being an individual in the first place" (p. 1428). 
With this perspective, individuality is neither reduced nor given too much weight. Humans are not truly conceivable as independent individuals but dependent on each other. Dialogue requires the presence, participation, and acknowledgement of other people. Sampson (2000) explains,
In dialogue, person and other are mutually formative: The other is not an instrument of person's creation but an independent voice that participates in their joint and mutual formation. The idea that if boundaries between person and other are not distinct they will necessarily be blurred and individuality thereby threatened, as well as the apparent opposition between individualism on the one hand and collectivism on the other hand, becomes meaningless within the dialogic alternative. As framed by the rabbinic tradition, the formative, dialogic view does not oppose independence and interdependence, collectivism and individualism, because it recognizes them as aspects of a total process, not as elements vying for victory of one over the other. (p. 1431)

Srajek (2003) emphasizes our interdependence as persons in dialogue with each 

other:

What makes the crucial difference is the implication of a dynamics that precedes the saying and shows me in utter submission to the other on whose willingness to listen my saying depends. . . . [I]t is at this very moment of saying that I am absolutely bound to the other. Without the other, what I have to say will not be heard, will be in vain, and—in the long run—saying will end. (p. 134)

Ultimately, “only in dialogue is the other’s actual presence acknowledged, not as an object or instrument for oneself but as a uniquely particular other” (Sampson, 2000, p. 1429). Yi and Shorter-Gooden (1999) assert that a dialogical perspective “…moves away from the traditional understanding of knowledge as objective truths firmly grounded in decontextualized empirical observations” (p. 18). That is, “a dialogical self, in contrast to a static, essentialist self, is in turn shaped by interpersonal and intersubjective contexts, which may become participants in the ongoing dialogue” (p. 19).
Hermeneutic Perspective

Now, a hermeneutic perspective, sometimes referred to as interpretive inquiry, “…is concerned with the conditions under which understanding is possible. It views all human action and expression as incomplete, partial, and often characterized by concealments or distortions” (Fowers & Richardson, 1996, p. 616). Gantt (2005) suggests that the task of a hermeneutic perspective is to answer the questions: “What does this human act mean and how has it come to mean this?” (p. 87). It aims to divulge “…the implicit and explicit meanings of a given social act, both for those particular agents involved in the act and for the culture and social context within which the act takes place and from which it derives its meaning” (p. 86). Fowers and Richardson (1996) emphasize that

…actions and expressions contain an inexhaustible number of unexpressed nuances, connotations, and purposes, the articulation of which can render the action more coherent and meaningful. . . . [H]uman action is grounded in rich sociohistorical settings that provide the context within which it is intelligible. This means that understanding action is dependent on the ability to interpret it in terms of its context. (p. 616)

“According to Heidegger, our most primordial self is engaged in the world doing something” (Christopher, 2001, p. 118). Emphasizing human action occurring within a meaningful context, “being,” as in “being” human or a human “being,” is understood as being engaged in-the-world, and is not conceivable as being apart or not being-in-the-world. This notion of being is referred to as “Dasein,” and is generally understood as “being-in-the-world.” It is not conceivable to account for human beings detached from their surroundings or context. Human behavior is not intelligible apart from the actor’s being-in-the-world. Slife (1993) asserts, “being is first and foremost involved in practical activities, before any theoretical understanding has taken place. Being cannot be understood apart from this involvement—apart from its particular surroundings, tools, and culture” (p. 257). He emphasizes, “humans are not ‘beings in a bag of skin’ with the world outside the skin, but beings-in-the-world with the world and being inseparably linked to one another—both parts of the same entity” (p. 257). 


With this perspective, neither the interpreter nor the person inquiring about meaning is understandable apart from his/her context. That is, “the researcher’s point of view and the evaluation of explanatory accounts are not seen as being separated . . . but as in a constant dialogue” (Packer & Addison, 1989, p. 33). This dialogue is referred to by Heidegger as “circularity understanding.” Packer and Addison (1989) explain,

When we try to study some new phenomena we are always thrown forward into it. Unless it is totally alien we will have some preliminary understanding of what kind of phenomena it is, and of what possible things might happen to it. This means that we both understand it and misunderstand it; we inevitably shape the phenomenon to fit a “fore-structure” that has been shaped by expectations and preconceptions, and by our life-style, culture and traditions. Understanding always takes place within this horizon or framework that is “projected” by human being (“Dasein”). (p. 33)

 Thus, based on a hermeneutic perspective, “we understand in terms of what we already know” (Packer & Addison, 1989, p. 34). However, it is important to note that this notion of circularity is not considered a “vicious cycle” “…where we simply confirm our prejudices, it is an ‘essential’ one without which there could be no understanding at all” (p. 34). It is inferred by this perspective that, ultimately, when the circle is complete “there is accommodation as well as assimilation” (p. 34). Interpretation and understanding are ongoing. An increased understanding will facilitate deeper interpretation, which, then, contributes to better understanding. Psychology functioning from a hermeneutic perspective is, “…in essence, a science dedicated to understanding human behavior in its everyday context rather than to explaining behavior in terms of the natural forces or causal conditions thought to produce it” (Gantt, 2005, p. 87). 
Levinasian Perspective

Related to both the hermeneutic and dialogical perspectives, is the Levinasian perspective (based on the philosophy of Emmanuel Levinas, 1906-1995). Here, “understanding of our being does not begin with our being” (Williams, 2002, p. 154). Somewhat contrary to a hermeneutic perspective, the Levinasian perspective suggests that understanding “does not begin with an understanding of the totality of the ‘in itself’ into which we fit. Nor does it begin with an understanding of our ‘for-itself’ faculties, or sentiments” (p. 154). Rather, understanding our being essentially begins

…with the absolute alterity of the other. It is the alterity of the other (the infinity of the absolutely other than I) that provides grounds for my being, and it is the face of the Other (the other person as a particular instantiation of alterity) that provides the occasion for my coming to be an agent. (p. 154)

To clarify, the Other, “…and the things it comprehends, are absolutely other than I” (p. 154). “Levinas suggests that our very being human, our identity as unique persons, emerges only in the concrete, face-to-face relation with other people” (Gantt, 2005, p. 91). Thus, fundamental humanity is neither individualistic nor self-recognizable. “Levinas assumes that what is most human about us is to recognize as distinctly human the humanity of the Other” (Williams, 2002, p. 155). 

Gantt (2005) asserts, “from the Levinasian perspective, human action fundamentally flows out of a moral obligation to tend to the needs of those around us…” (p. 92). However, this is “…not [italics added] to fulfill their expectations and thereby gain their endorsement as some egoistically minded social psychologists would suggest, but to satisfy the moral demand of our mutual humanity” (p. 92). This obligation and responsibility originates and essentially is inherent of our “being-in-the-world-with-others:”

The presence of the face of the Other brings about an “upsurge in me of a responsibility prior to a commitment, that is, a responsibility for the other” (Levinas 1998d, 103). This responsibility is not a product of reason guided by some moral principle such as reciprocity or a categorical imperative. Rather, it is the prior and inescapable ethical grounds from which I might perceive a need to formulate moral principles at all. . . . Further, I am required to respond because the presence of the Other constitutes a relationship which I neither created nor chose and from which I cannot escape. (Williams, 2002, p. 154)

From this perspective, “our relationships are immediately and primordially relationships of intense moral obligation and responsibility” (Gantt, 2005, p. 91). Levinas asserts,

The neighbor concerns me before all assumption, all commitment consented to or 

refused. . . . I am bound to him before any liaison contracted. He orders me before being recognized. Here there is a relation of kinship outside of all biology, “against all logic.” It is not because the neighbor would be recognized as belonging to the same genus as me that he concerns me. He is precisely other. The community with him begins in my obligation to him. (1974/2004, p. 87)

Eskenazi (2003) suggests that 

for Levinas, the language of neighbor is invitation to face what is in proximity 

and thus can be faced (rather than abstracted or generalized). . . . [I]t is the proximity—a reformulation of the face-to-face—that matters, not any other characteristic of the neighbor. The neighbor is the one most directly, most immediately, “face;” the neighbor is the least abstract “other”. . . . The reason for focusing on the neighbor is contiguous with the one for responding to the face: one must begin where one stands, not project commitments into abstractions or convert them into ideology. (p. 146)
It is maintained by Williams (2002) that this “…responsibility into which we are called by the Other is infinite; it can never be filled” (p. 158). This is because “…the face of the other represents yet others, and in fact, an infinity of others, and thus, my responsibility and my possibility for ethical action is never exhausted” (p. 158). Such inexhaustible possibility is necessary for meaningful freedom (or agency), which provides opportunistic grounds for genuine ethical action. Another necessary condition for meaningful freedom entails a kind of individuality; although, “…it does not arise from individuality” (p. 152). The individuality for this freedom is related to one’s unique positioning among other people and the obligation inherent in that unique position. In other words, “this position in which I find myself, standing in an ethical relationship to others in which only I can stand, constitutes my uniqueness, and since I am called beyond reason and self to stand there, it is a place of freedom” (pp. 158-159).
Williams (2002) explains that this notion of freedom “…arises in the passive taking on of the obligation. It is in this passivity, this willingness to suffer, that I can perform the free act. . . . Free acts are free of motivations of any sort commonly understood as motivations” (p. 159). Ultimately, this freedom is the freedom to genuinely and altruistically serve others. “The act of freedom is the act of sacrifice which only I can perform” (p. 159), and, yet, at the same time recognizing that, “I am invested by the Other with freedom” (p. 159). Thus, a Levinasian perspective acknowledges that an understanding of oneself is only achieved by recognizing one’s relationship and obligation to the Other. 
Ethnicity and Moral Character Development

Christopher (2001) proclaims, “in the contemporary United States, there is no one framework of meaning that commands loyalty from the entire society” (p. 122). He further suggests, “all of our conceptions of the good are contested. Nevertheless, adopting some framework is necessary for identity development and maintenance” (p. 122), and I add, inevitable. Because as beings who are “being-in-the-world-with-others” (i.e., “Dasein”), our actions are reasonably based on the way we understand and manifest our understanding of our “being-in-the-world-with-others.” This understanding is the essence of a notion of moral character I wish to advance. I will proceed by, first, exploring implications of what is often, or commonly, understood by moral character, and, then, I will advance an understanding of moral character based on the insights gained from the three perspectives (i.e., dialogical, hermeneutic, & Levinasian perspectives). Especially highlighting the philosophy of Emmanuel Levinas with his emphasis on the Other—hereafter referring to the combined insights as an “Other perspective.”
Moral Character

Morality based on individualism boils down to a morality relative to an individual. Richardson (2005) affirms that individualism “…makes people the responsible center of their own moral universe” (p. 27). Gibbs and Schnell (1985), in critiquing Kohlberg’s moral theory, call attention to implications of this type of individualism based morality: 

The message is clear, and it has not escaped critical attention. Hogan (1975; cf. Mischel & Mischel, 1976, p. 107; Sampson, 1977) saw this equating of “postconventional” and “individually differentiated” with “mature” as “ideological individualism,” defined as “the obligation of the individual to ignore public standards in the name of his private vision of truth” (p. 535). (p. 1074)
In contrast, an understanding of moral character derived from genuine concern for people other than the individual is what is offered as moral character based on the suggested Other perspective. Morality can generally be defined as “conformity to ideas of right human conduct” (see Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary, 1997, p. 756). A notion of moral character that embraces the insights of an Other perspective implies that, as human beings who are “being-in-the-world-with-others,” our actions are reasonably based on our ideas and the way we understand our “being-in-the-world-with-others.” Inferring that our understanding of our being, or “Dasein,” is essentially what manifests as our moral character. 

Emphasizing the hermeneutic notion of “circularity of understanding,” it is recognized that “we live toward a future whose possibilities are both created and limited by the present and the past” (Packer & Addison, 1989, p. 34). Our understandings arise from our preunderstandings and are constantly “accommodating and assimilating” as we experience more understanding—inferring that “understanding” is dynamic. Morality, arising from our understanding of our being (i.e., “Dasein”), influences how we actually act out our “being-in-the-world-with-others.” Moral character is that which “makes its apparition, shows itself” (see Levinas, 1974/2004, p. 43), in our actions. In other words, how a person acts is a manifestation of what his/her moral character currently is. Thus, as a person’s understanding of their being (i.e., “Dasein”) changes, so does their moral character, inasmuch as their understanding is guiding their actions. In a sense, then, this Other perspective based understanding of moral character focuses on the actions of human beings and emphasizes human beings as fundamentally moral agents. 


In this understanding of moral character, understood as essentially acting morally, there are two aspects I would like to offer for further consideration. They are truth and agency. Reasonably, if our moral character arises from our understanding of our being (i.e., “Dasein”); then, the more truthfully we understand our “being-in-the-world-with-others,” the more moral, or genuinely moral, our character will mature. This is to suggest that truth is essential for genuine, or “true,” moral understanding and development from which we ultimately base our actions. Williams asserts that “…truth is spoken of as ‘the way things are (being)’ in their temporal and contextual concreteness” (p. 757). To further explain, he provides the following from Heidegger (1977):

Freedom, understood as letting beings be, is the fulfillment and consummation of the essence of truth . . . . “Truth” is not a feature of correct propositions which are asserted of an “object” by a human “subject” and then “are valid” somewhere, in what sphere we know not; rather, truth is disclosure of things through which an openness essentially unfolds. (p. 129)

Accordingly, this truth “…comes not by autonomy and individualism nor by any individual qualities or characteristics, but by the nature of our involvement in the social and historical world” (Williams, 1992, p. 758). In a social context or community, “truth as a totality is dependent on a multiplicity of people working on it” (Srajek, 2003, p. 131).

Secondly, agency, Williams (1992) contends that perhaps contrary to the way agency is typically perceived, choice does not constitute the basis of meaningful human agency. He advances that agency can be more significantly understood as “living truthfully”—that is, “being-in-the-world-with-others” truthfully. Suggesting that living in-the-world-with-others truthfully will yield freedom and meaningful choice. Williams offers the following explanation:

Living truthfully in the way required by agency demands openness to a meaningful world. In a meaningful world other human beings provide the occasion for my living truthfully or untruthfully. Because other human beings are involved, because agency is a matter of one’s relatedness to them, agency is an inherently moral phenomenon. . . . For Emmanuel Levinas (1987), freedom and morality are commensurable and rooted in the world of which the other (another human being) is the predominant reality. . . . An important implication of this is that one is not an agent “over against” sociality. Rather than others being a threat to one’s agency, others are the occasion for the possibility of agency (Levinas, 1969).  Humans as agents are thus intimately connected with others… (p. 759)

Thus, a perspective based on the Other recognizes that it is only in “the face of the Other” that “I” can understand living truthfully. In contrast to perspectives based on individualism, moral character arises from understanding truthfully our “being-in-the-world-with-others.”

Ethnicity as a Resource

Now, I will discuss how this potentially Other perspective based understanding of moral character is perpetuated by an understanding of ethnicity. As suggested, ethnicity can generally be defined as an “affiliation” to a common group (e.g., racial, national, religious, linguistic, cultural, etc.; see Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary, 1997, p. 398). Consistent with this definition, ethnicity can be further understood as our social context within which we live, including the Others who provide our “being-in-the-world-with-others.” Based on an Other perspective, our ethnicity is inferred as essentially who we are, in regards to how we are being (i.e., “Dasein”). That is, ethnicity is not a thing that can be separated from people, as we cannot be detached from our being (i.e., “Dasein”). Ultimately, from an Other perspective, a genuine understanding of ethnicity will be considered essential for effectively conceptualizing human beings, and, also, for understanding our being (i.e., “Dasein”) truthfully as it has been suggested to be related to moral character. 

In regards to understanding one’s ethnicity as an individual, Schwartz (2000) observed,

There is an inherent tension between being one’ s own person, or determining one’s own self, and meaningful involvement in social groups. Doing the latter properly requires submerging one’s self. Therefore, the more people focus on themselves—with respect both to goals and to the means of achieving those goals—the more their connections to others will be weakened. (p. 86)
However, as implied by an Other perspective, to determine ourselves truthfully, we recognize “…it is the face of the Other (the other person as a particular instantiation of alterity) that provides the occasion for my coming to be an agent” (Williams, 2002, p. 154). And, at the same moment, it can be recognized that the freedom to act out our moral character arises “…because my responsibility is inescapably mine” (p. 158) by virtue of “my unique positioning” amidst other people. We can, then, be recognized as distinct persons because of our unique positioning in-the-world-with-others, and yet, at the same time, we can recognize that we are submerged in our “being-in-the-world” and social surroundings (i.e., ethnicity).

Although as Schwartz suggests there is tension between being one’s own self and submerging into one’s social group; by seriously considering an Other perspective, I do not think there has to be this tension. If we understand the social group (discussed by Schwartz) as that related to our ethnicity, we ultimately recognize that this is who we are because it is how we are. That is to say, the nature of our social involvement and relationships can be viewed as essentially our being, our “being-in-the-world-with-others.” Thus, by abandoning individualism, it is not necessary to distinguish between the individual and his/her ethnicity. And yet, people are still identifiable because of their unique positioning among Others and their distinctive “being-in-the-world-with-others.”

Turiel, Nucci, and Smetana (1988) concluded from their critique of Nisan’s (1987) study of “Morality and Convention” the following:
The influence of social experience on social development is not solely of one kind. It is necessary to examine social experiences in the context of the different functions and aims of social relationships, institutional practices, societal goals, and varying social contexts within cultures. (p. 142)

This idea advanced by Turiel, Nucci, and Smetana, and others (e.g., Bersoff & Miller, 1993), is the idea that I wish to advance here, that ethnicity and moral character are interconnected. To understand moral character development, it is necessary to understand our being (i.e., “Dasein”), which includes our ethnicity. As suggested, “a meaningful act [or act of moral character] is what it is in the context of possible acts provided by a social and moral world” (Williams, 1992, p. 753). 

Conclusion

A paradigm of individualism pervades contemporary psychology. Implications of ontological individualism were discussed. In contrast to such individualism, insights from dialogical, hermeneutic, and Levinasian perspectives were offered and advanced in concert as a perspective of the Other. The tension between individualism and community was resolved by describing how each person receives his/her individuality by responsibly responding to other individuals as part of a community. Neither one vying for victory over the other but by viewing them as aspects of a total process, we are each unique by being uniquely called to serve others. Careful reflection on ethnicity allows us to ground this philosophy of responsibility for one's neighbor in real world living. 

In conclusion, I propose that ethnicity be recognized and promoted as a resource for contemporary psychology, and be further considered for understanding moral character development. As integrity and moral obligation to other than “self” is continually degraded and lowered in our society, I encourage us to remember our ethnicity, remember our heritage, remember our relationships and covenants, and remember who we are in the face of the Other. 
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