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Abstract
In classical antiquity and the European Middle Ages religion was the principal source of ethical norms, and moral life
was considered to be a submission to a pre-established cosmological order. In modern times a radical change in ethics can
be detected, due to a new concept of human subjectivity, and leading to relativistic views in ethics as well as the loss of
absolutely certain moral orientation. Moral norms are considered to be human inventions differing from civilization to
civilization, an insight which is gaining acceptance especially in Anglo-Saxon philosophy. For Freud as well, moral
values are cultural products, and on this matter his thought resembles the empirical approach in moral philosophy.
According to Freud, moral principles and conscience are the result of the sense of guilt and of instinctual renunciation
thereby imposed. Whereas in Freud's psychoanalytical approach the diagnosis of the discomfort caused by culture and
ethics prevails, philosophical ethical analysis is much more interested in the positive effects of morals in society.
KeywordsEthics; social norms; morality; psychoanalysis.

La Cuestion de la Validad de las Normas Morales
a Partir de las Perspectivas de la Filosofia y el Psicoandlisis

Compendio
En la antigliedad clasica y en la Edad Media europea, la religion era la fuente principal de las normas éticas, y se
consideraba a la vida moral como sumision a un orden cosmolégico preestablecido. En los tiempos modernos, se puede
detectar una mudanza radical en la ética, debido a una nueva concepcion de la subjetividad humana, lo que origina
opiniones relativistas en la ética asi como la pérdida de una orientacion moral absolutamente cierta. Se considera a las
normas morales como invenciones humanas, diferenciandolas de civilizacion a civilizacion, comprension ésta que se esta
imponiendo especialmente en la filosofia anglo-sajonica. También para Freud, los valores morales son productos
culturales, y a este respecto su pensamiento se parece con el abordaje empirico en la ética filoséfica. Segun Freud, los
principios morales y la conciencia son resultado del sentimiento de culpay de la renuncia pulsional impuesta de esta
manera. Considerando que en el abordaje psicoanalitico de Freud prevalece el diagndstico del malestar causado por la
cultura y por la ética, el analisis ético-filosofico esta mucho mas interesado en los efectos positivos de la moralidad en
la sociedad.
Palabras claveEtica; normas sociales; moral; psicoandlisis.

Ethical issues permeate discussions in all areas, whethedghteenth and nineteenth centuries. In those traditions, a
in science, politics, medicine or everyday life. Almost alwaysfaith prevailed in the possibility of drawing up objectively
the great demand for ethical orientation today is explainedalid ethical systems. It is noteworthy that objectivistic and
in terms of the so-called “ethical crisis”. Professionalsuniversalistic claims in ethics were no weaker than in the
considered to be specialists in the discipline of ethicsjarious branches of the theoretical disciplines. Especially
generally philosophers and theologians, enjoy gredh the ethics influenced by Platonism, validity claims related
prestige. People flock to hear their lectures — at least whéo normative issues were at the same level as the certainties
their name is associated with an expectation that they witlf the mathematical theorems. Nowadays, such confidence
satisfy the hopes of their audience, i.e., for certain (or eves waning. However, at the same time, new attempts are
absolutely certain) guidance regarding the differenceonstantly being made to rebuild the edifices of lost
between good and evil, as well as the criteria of good antkrtainties; it seems that nostalgia for the good old days is
praiseworthy acts. Condemnation of many morallythe driving force behind such dogmatism.
reprehensible acts is also expected. One of the theses | intend to defend in this presentation is

Theologians bring with them a great tradition ofthat traditional objectivism in ethics is an illusion, and that
“religious truths” consecrated by the teachings of théewailing an “ethical crisis” is nothing but a misunderstanding.
churches. Philosophers also frequently base their doctrin€sce one discovers the illusionary nature of a doctrine, it loses
on the wisdom of classical authors of Greco-Roman antiquitits persuasive power. There is no use arguing over “certainties,”
the Middle Ages and the Kantianism and Idealism of thén the subjective sense of the word. One may, however, ask
whether they are well grounded. As for the “certainties” of
ancient ethics, either they are based on pseudo-truths or else
they are no more than subjective convictions.

1 Address:E-mail — logos@fortalnet.com.br
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Ancient Ethics from the Perspective of a Theological  also the Supreme End toward which all creatures strive. God

Cosmology is the First Cause of everything that happens in the world,
If today’s world is a setting of life characterized by analthough the autonomy of the individuals is also guaranteed

“ethical crisis”, what might be the inverse of this kind ofby the secondary causality attributed to them.

world? The most natural response is the following: in both  The order of divine providence may be considered from

ancient Greco-Roman world and Middle Ages civilizations, two angles: first, in general terms, starting from the

an “ethical crisis” would have been unimaginable, because Ccausality of the divine act of governing the whole creation;

in both cases individual freedom could not be conceived of and second, from the special perspective, according to

. . . . which a thing happens due to a particular causality, which
as a factor disturbing the existing order. The latter, in turn, is the performance of divine governance. Within the first

was pres?nted to people as both a normative order mode, it may be perceived that nothing is opposed to the
predetermined by divine powers, and as the sphere of a pre- order of divine governance, because all divine order is
established meaning of life. This can be explained by the directed toward the good: everything, in its activity and

fact that religion was the main perspective in which human by its effort, directs itself toward the good, not toward
conduct was perceived. evil. From the second perspective, every inclination of a

. thing, whether natural (derived from the species) or
In Greek mythol humans are left in the han f i ) :
Greek mythology, humans are left in the hands o voluntary (derived from freedom), is nothing other than

unaygidable fate. .The course of .Iife, which often calls for impregnation of God, as the Prime Mover. Therefore
deciding among different alternatives, frequently entangles 5 things attain that for which they are ordained by God,
them in insoluble conflicts: between liberty and necessity, whether in a natural manner (as species) or in a voluntary
human and divine perspectives, and individual and society; manner (through liberty), somehow through their own
thus, a tragic vision of life prevails. In the great epic poems initiative. For this reason God is said to order all things
of Homer, the lliad and the Odyssey, human acts are the Sweetly guavite). (Thomas Aquinassumma Theologiae
direct result of acts of the gods. Conflicts among the gods ! 9u- 103, art. 8, resp’)!
provoke conflicts among men, such that wars among men It may be deduced from all this that divine providence
are a mirror image of the wars of the gods. It seems that tgehieves its aims in nature through the species and in history
supremacy of fate in the Greek world left no room forthrough human freedom. However, this freedom is
specifically ethical values, as distinct from prudential valueencompassed by a global “rationality,” in which being, truth
As is well known, the key concept of the ethical philosophie§Nd goodness convergens et verum et bonun
in ancient Greece was happiness. Thus, we may read nvertuntu): nature and human liberty are encompassed
ethical treatises of that period as expositions of prudenti& the saving providence of God. Also within this theological
rules appropriate to and advantageous within a pr‘5;:1ndteleological conception of the world, human life, together
established way of life, with its immutable structure. with its specific ethic, is included in a pre-established order,
Different from the Greek gods, the God of the olgsuch that for any individual, the true meaning of life is equally
Testament gives orders to the Jewish people. He is a GBEedetermined. In this context, ethics is incorporated within
who commands and, in case of disobedience, punishes: ffheclogical-cosmological worldview. It may be perceived
people have a choice between recompense (or reward) wHBat individual freedom, even though recognized in principle,
they obey and punishment when they disobey. A blind an§ of no importance to the choice and recognition of ethical
unconditional obedience is required, including even &nd political norms, because it is already mounted on
willingness to sacrifice in holocaust one’s own son, as showpreéfabricated tracks. Nevertheless, in the fifteenth and
by Abraham’s act of sacrifice, interrupted at the last minut&ixteenth centuries, the voices of individual subjects were
by an angel of the Lord. This is an ethic of total submissioR€ard more and more often, gradually coming to the attention
to heteronymous rules, rules supposedly of supernatur@i the public. Western subjectivism emerged from the
origin, the absolute and objective validity of which wasunderground, where it had led a clandestine life, and came
beyond any doubt. to the surface (Becker, 1982, p. 35). It was mainly nominalism,
Also in the Middle Ages, there prevailed in Europe arumanism and the Protestant Reformation which, through
ethic of submission to the divine will, except that in thetheir criticism of the essentialist view of the theological-
Christian world view, reward for obedience and punishmerffoSmological order, the theological-ethical monopoly of the
for disobedience are postponed until the Final JudgmeR@Pacy and the guardianship of the faithful by the
Day. At the core of ethical-theological treatises is the idea §cclesiastical authorities, brought about the triumph of the
eternal salvation, which one must be worthy of, and thus {€@ of individual freedom, which, starting at that time, was
becomes the main motive for moral behavior, i.e., submissid® have great importance, both for the development of a
to the divine commands. The most perfect elaboration of
this theme is found in Thomas Aguinas. According to him,
God is not only the Primal Cause of the entire cosmos, b(t™"ee translation of the Latin text of Thomas Aquinas.
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new kind of ethics and for political thinking (Becker, 1982).improved epistemological reflections. Freud is anoth2f7
The consequence of this development was that traditione¢presentative critic of traditional ethical thought. Very well 3>
ethics lost its metaphysical basis, and with it, the foundatioknown is his opinion of the commandment to love one’'s5
which had seemed to guarantee its objective validity. Finallpeighbor as oneself. Freud clearly saw that that it is 28
with seventeenth century English empiricism, the sciencesommandment impossible to fulfill, and in his clinical
were separated from ethical thinking, putting a distancexperience he often had the opportunity to diagnose th&®
between them that had never been present before. pathogenic effects of all ideal standards that demand too
To justify the validity of ethical norms, it is no longer much of the mental constitution of human beings. From a
possible to have recourse to singular empirical facts, becauskilosophical point of view another aspect of Freud's critical
ideal essences and other normative elements have no plasaluation of traditional morality is more important, namely
among this type of facts. Thus, it is no surprise that at theis opinion that ethical standards neither are godsend
beginning of the modern sciences, doubts began to arise@gsent nor universally valid rational principles, but only

to the objective validity of ethical arguments. cultural inventions which, like other cultural creations, can
be objects of critical examination, so that ethical relativism
A Modern View of Ethics is taken for granted. By the way of focusing the question of

Our abridged version of ethical thinking in the frameworkmoral norms in terms of psychoanalytical research any
of a former cosmological order is, of course, only thepossibility of founding morality on the ground &friori
explanation of the mainstream of moral ideas whictprinciples is excluded. As we will later see, in the context of
determined private and public life in western societies foFreud’s psychoanalysis a revival of the traditional ways of
centuries (in Europe for more than two millenniums). Thergustifying ethical principles is absolutely unconceivable.
have always been critical reactions against the prevailingreud does not justify moral principles, but analyses their
current of metaphysical and ethical conceptions, such asipposed origin and their psychological influence on
sophistic thought and skepticism in ancient time, anéhdividual and social life.
nominalism in the Middle Ages. These subjectivistic, Given that the old metaphysically-grounded ethics,
relativistic and skeptical doctrines sometimes refuted ahich were unable to resist the force of empirical-scientific
predominant dogma by affirming simply a contrary dogmathinking (which, in turn, had overthrown the theological
thus suggesting that there were no arguments by which therldview, replacing it with a mechanical-causal conception
truth of one of the conflicting opinions could be proved;of the world), itis only natural to ask the following question:
sometimes they adopted the method of suspendingpw does ethics, the importance of which for social life is
judgment or defended the viewpoint that universally reliableinquestionable, face the verdict of empirical-scientific
knowledge was unattainable in particular areas othinking? In responding to this question, one reference, for
investigation. those who opt for an empirical approach, would undoubtedly

These controversial debates between the predominapé education. It is obvious that any individual’s morality,
doctrines and the unorthodox opinions can be left out diis attitude toward ethical values and norms, is a product of
consideration here, especially since the latter never gbis education. Here we are faced with a circular phenomenon,
widely accepted, and their influence on the official teachingbecause moral education itself is a social fact, which, at the
remained insignificant. Our historical review is to besame time, has a social function: moral attitudes and ethical
considered as a contrasting background, on which we camlues are transmitted from one generation to another. In
emphasize the radical innovations of modern morashort, morality, and with it education, are social and
reflection. Taking Popper’s critical epistemology seriouslyjntergenerational phenomena.

Herbert Keuth (2005) expressed one of the most This way of thinking was anticipated by authors of the
representative skeptical modern viewpoints with regard afeventeenth and eighteenth centuries, such as Thomas
moral thinking concisely: Hobbes and David Hume. Other philosophers followed in

“All empirical knowledge is fallible, but ethical knowledge, their footsteps; for instance, John Leslie Mackie (1977) and

even fallible ethica_1| knowledge, is impossible. Inany case, \wjillard van Orman Quine. In his little essay, “On the Nature

faélllik;?iOdHZIﬁCc;f :;hv':::::::(‘;‘t"iggv‘i Vﬁ’lgc\:\feegusitff‘rdha"e of Moral Values” (1981), Quine explains the acquisition of
: ' ) . ghtto do, We = oral attitudes by the induction of certain habits: certain
must content ourselves with deciding what we want to .
types of behavior are approved or rewarded by parents and

do”. (p. 193) . . .
Similar skepticism concerning the possibility of scientific educators, while others are disapproved or punished. These

knowledge with regard of the objective validity of moral educators’ reactions provoke in the learner agreeable feelings

norms can be found in Max Weber. Thus older skeptica“1 the case of approval and disagreeable feelings when he

opinions come to be rehabilitated on the ground of highl;ifUffers punishment or disapproval. The child begins to

change his behavior in accordance with the expected
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favorable reactions. In the beginning, good conduct is only methodological infirmity of ethics as cempared yvit_h
a kind of technology through which the child tries to avoid ~ Science. The empirical foothold of scientific theory is in
unpleasant consequences and obtain pleasurable :Ee prtedlctedblobserva::ﬂe ?Vg‘t{ tha‘ of a moral °°df 'St'”
consequences. However, one may observe a transmutation - ¢ 0o>crvable moral act. But whereas we can fest a

. . . . . prediction against the independent course of observable
of means into ends: in practice, things are often appreciated

k i - nature, we can judge the morality of an act only by our
which previously were only means. To be able to eatfishwe 1,415 standards themselves. (p. 63)

go fiehing, put fishing can become asport and apleasurable anq with regard to the validity of ethical norms, a
activity. This psychological mechanism is of fundame”takomparison between the methodologies of ethics and of

importance to moral education.: by means of reward anghe sciences leads to a simple and practically unquestionable
punishment, the learner’s habits change; but the 'eam%nsequence.As Quine (1981) states:

finally transfers the appreciation to the praised act itself, |t js a bitter irony that so vital a matter as the difference
thus attributing it greater intrinsic value. When good conduct  between good and evil should have no comparable claim
is considered an end in itself, moral education has been to objectivity. No wonder there have been efforts since
successful. It is obvious that according to this approach, earliesttimes to work a justification of moral values into
there is no intention to present arpriori foundation for the fabric of what might pass for factual science. For
ethical norms or moral conscience; quite the contrary, itis SUCh: Surely, were the myths of divine origins of moral

merely the genesis, both intergenerational and individual, laW',(p', 635? T .
Ethics’ claim to objectivity is inappropriate, and any
of moral conduct.

Such an empirical approach also opens up a neﬁ}tempt to transform it into a factual science is doomed to

. T . . _Tailure. Even myths of the divine origin of moral values
perspective on the social dimension of moral behavior. Yt 9

According to David Hume (1972), one of the functions of”

moral teaching is an attempt to broaden sympathy (which {Qi((:)(\?vlilerZSeto an instance beyond the reach of human

primary groups is a natural sentiment) to include within this . . i
sentiment, as far as possible, people who do not form a p%rt Tgle_| concelrS);l?ozn g f ektrlllllc S rp])dreser;\tefl :Ereeerr‘]tletlliitgghit;y
of the circle of intimate friendships, thus contributing to the avid Hume ( , Bookil) and perfected by

creation of a habit of benevolence among human beings.fﬁnowers’ could well be characterized as ethical positivism,

this teaching is crowned with success, this will certainlyby way of analogy with legal positivism. Law s a product of

bring about a social system of collaboration, which inen; laws are created,whether explicitly by Ieg|slaters or in
a supplementary and informal manner, through judicial
advantageous to all. . )
A similar idea may be found in Quine (1981): precedent or through tradition and customs (Mackie, 1977).
Thanks to the moral values that have been trained into us, Sueh is the common OP'”'O'_“- COUId_ it be that every Iavy IS
however, plus any innate moral beginnings that there may ~ POSitive law? Faced with this question, there are differing
have been, there is no clash of interests as we pursue our Opinions. For legal positivists, the answer is “yes”, all law is
separate ways. Our scales of values blend in social positive; there is no other kind of law. The response of the

onfirm this, claiming, as they do, to justify a dogma through

harmony. (p. 60) proponents of so-called “natural law” is “no”, behind the
This positive view is intensified as Quine (1981) positive laws exists “natural law,” in the form of juridical
continues: principles which, never being created (eternal principles,

The moral values tend by virtue of their social character  co-existing with God), are valid in all societies. The great
to be more uniform from person to person, withina culture,  |egal positivists of the past century — Kelsen (1960), Hart
th_an many sensual and esthetic values. Henee the tendency (1961) and Alf Ross (1974) — submitted this position to a
with regard to the latter to allow thgustibus non rigorous critique, showing that the principles of supposedly

disputandum estvhile ascribing absoluteness and even . .
divine origin to the moral law. (p. 61) immutable natural law that the jusnaturalists had proposed

Here Quine (1981) merely manifests his comprehensio"ﬁre actuelly heterogeneous and often mutually contradictory,
of such tendencies; he himself is far from agreeing with th@nd that in nature "5?” norms arec'nom;]herle to be found.l
thesis of absolute truth or divine origin of moral law. To the The broeder thesis thaF spe;]el Ic et 'Cs Norms are aiso |
contrary, he prefers less extravagant hypotheses to eprQHm"fm creetlons, and thatin et' ICS, teo, there are no eterna
the uniformity of moral values among members of the sanfe’ melples, IS clearly expressed n the t'tle_ of a book by John
culture. This uniformity is surprisingly great, in comparisonl‘eSIIe Mackie (197'7)£th|cs:fIn;entlngthgP t ahr?d Wrong.
with other types of values, but it is not absolute (and, becaudd'® Purpose of this type of philosophical ethics is not to

of its origin in particular socialization processes, this wouldonduct a destrqctlye cr|t|C|sm;. to the contrary, th'CS_ IS
also be impossible). Quine observes that: presented as an indispensable invention of humanity, since

Disagreements on moral matters can arise at home, and without its socializing function the survival of mankind, itself
even within oneself. When they do, one regrets the ~Precarious, would be even more uncertain. Ethics, invented
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in an informal manner by human beings, together with anothérappiness and the term “evil” is to signify that, whicB09
human invention, law, guarantees a minimum of peacegrovokes failure to attain happiness. But this idea has to bg
collaboration and solidarity among human beings. Thighodified, for the reason that Freud's discovery of theg
philosophical analysis explains the genesis of ethical valudgfluence of unconscious mental phenomena on the behavi

in utilitarian terms. However, the motive for respecting suct@f his patients has consequences for the conception
values is not necessarily utilitarian, because, as mporalconscience. Freud perceived that there were factoré
consequence hab|tua||y orienting oneself by such Va|ue'g§!fluencing the behavior and the emotional life of his patients
the means may become the end, and the moral valljke mental phenomena of which people normally are aware

respected itself. of in the state of total consciousness, even though they
(the patients) were unconscious of them. There is no reason
Ethics and Psychoanalysis why it should be different in the case of moral conscience.

We have come to the point where we can now discuss In Freud’s “Civilization and its Discontents” we find a
the relationship between the new ethics andiood summary of his ideas on this matter. “One may reject
psychoanalysis. Ethics, seen in this way, is not based orf3¢ suggestion of an original — as one might say, natural —
priori principles; rather, it is a cultural phenomenon. Wecapacity for discriminating between good and evil (Freud,
already emphasized that this is a conception shared 3)929/1978, p. 792). Moral conscience is intimately associated
psychoanalysis. For Freud also moral values are culturf the sense of guilt. “People feel guilty (pious people call it
products, the explanatory analysis of which is to be don@inful”) when they have done something they know to be
using empirical models. It was precisely this empiricalad.” Nevertheless, “a person who has not actually
approach which was scandalous to many philosophers §pmmitted a bad act, but has merely become aware of the
German language, during the first half of the past centuryjtention to do so, can also hold himself guilty.” “An
when Freud was still alive, since ethics analyzed in thi§xtraneous influence is evidently at work; it is this that
fashion loses its aura of a priori validity. Furthermore, &lecides what is to be called good and bad” (Freud, 1929/
moral conscience derived by psychoana|ysis from thé978, P. 792) The extraneous influence iS, as we will see, the
Oedipus complex or drives, such as described bipfringement of the super-ego, emerging from the sphere of
psychoana|ysi5] provoked a defense of a moral Conscienﬁlﬁ unconscious and Striking on the consciousness. Freud
as “practical reason” capable of knowing the moral principlelot only breaks with the idea of rational origin of moral
the Kantian categorical imperative, valid for every rationaknowledge; over and above that he considers the moral
being. It was Paul Haberlin (1913), professor of philosophgonscience as an extraneous instance, thus calling into
at Basil, who, among others, opposed this idealistic-mor&luestion the moral autonomy of the person.
doctrine to Freud'’s anti-metaphysica| view. There are two Origins of the sense of guﬂt one ariSing

This idealist dogmatism has gone out of style. We mighf(om the dread of losing the love of persons one is dependent
even say that the analytical-realistic philosophy espouse#on; and “the later one from the dread of super-ego” (Freud,
here bears a certain resemblance to Freudian thought,1829/1978, p. 793).
least with regard to its empiricism, while it has almost nothing A great change takes place as soon as the authority has
in common with those idealist philosophical ideas. Peenintermnalized by the development of a super-ego. The
Nevertheless, this affinity between the two ways of manifestations of conscience are then raised to a new
explaining moral values is just one side of the coin. There level; to be accurate, one should not call them conscience

. S and sense of guilt before this. At this point the dread of
are also incompatibilities in these analyses. Thus, we must

- discovery ceases to operate and also once for all any
take a closer look at the points of convergence and jigterence between doing evil and wishing to do i, since

divergence. ' nothing is hidden from the super-ego, not even thoughts.
Freud’'s attempt to clarify moral phenomena by (Freud, 1929/1978, pp. 792-793)

explanations of that sort typically given in empirical sciences  Freud's tripartite division of mind into id, ego, and super-

is certainly unacceptable in traditional philosophy, sincgg js in sharp contrast with the traditional rationalistic

such an explanation abstains from founding ethicaloncention of an intrinsically coherent “practical reason”

judgments on “practical reason”, which in traditional eth'cal/vhich is supposed to be capable of achieving moral

thinking allegedly prescribes how we ought to act. For thEnowledge of objective validity. It is true that within the

moral philosophy inspired in David Hume (1968’. 1972, 890 ental apparatus the ego is the rational agency that operates
1), on the other hand, reason has only cognitive functions . . - o .

- . e according to the reality-principle modifying the drives and
and not specific normative functions; i.e., it is not a sourc

of norms. Consequently, here also, there is agreement wi ﬁpsforming 'them into S0 cially acceptgble conduct. Butthe
Freud's opinion. As for the distinction between good anaatlonal function of ego IS gnlgnefunctmn Of_ the mental'

evil, the respective judgments are, according to Freud, tigtPParatus, namely mediating between the id, i.e. the drives
to men’s happiness: in a simplifying manner, the term “good®M€rgNg from the sphere of the' unconscious, a”d, the
can be employed to designate that, which promoteguthorltanan super-ego. There are simplifying interpretations
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according to which in a healthy adult the three elements ateward ethics, attributing little value to morality and to ethical
in harmonious balance (Rohmann, 2000, p. 171). In Freudthinking which pretends to establish universally valid norms of
explanations, however, the ego appears as a place of confiigbral conduct. Here we have to take a look at Freud's self-
between three principle enemies: the drives of id, the externabaluation concerning his innovatory discoveries, comparing
dangers (perceived by ego) and the aggressiveness of sugiee-results of his own research with the revolutionary discoveries
ego (Fontana, 1994, p. 171). In the enduring conflict betweest Copernicus and Darwin, considering the latter ones from a
the three parts of mind, the super-ego is by no means tpsychological point of view.
superior and convincing instance that stipulates rules of In the course of centuries the naive self-love of men has
moral conduct of obligatory validity. On the contrary, the ~ nad to submit two major blows at the hands of science.

. The first was when they learned that our earth was not
result of the clash between the three instances depends on

the centre of the universe but only a tiny fragment of a

whether the fear of the aggressiveness of super-ego
overcomes the energy of the drives emerging from id, which
functions entirely according to the pleasure-pain principle,
or whether the force of libidinal drives is stronger. The ego
is not at the disposal of a form of rationality which by itself
could be practical; the agency of the ego, according to the
reality-principle, is merely a secondary and regulative mental
activity, the success of which always is paid by loss of
pleasure and happiness.

With regard to the value of human civilization, Freud is
not ready to manifest his own opinion, but at least
emphasizes the subjective character of such judgments.

cosmic system of scarcely imaginable vastness. This is
associated in our minds with the name of Copernicus...
The second blow fell when biological research destroyed
man’s supposedly privileged place in creation and proved
his descent from the animal kingdom and his ineradicable
animal nature. This revaluation has been accomplished in
our days by Darwin, Wallace and their predecessors...
But human megalomania will have suffered its third and
most wounding blow from the psychological research of
the present time which seeks to prove that the ego is not
even master in its own house, but must content himself
with scanty information of what is going on unconsciously
in its mind. (Freud 1920/1977, pp. 284-285)

Freud’s place in the modern period of history of science

My impartiality is all the easier to me since | know very little
about these things and am sure only of one thing, that the
judgments of value made by mankind are immediately
determined by their desire of happiness: in other words, that
those judgments are attempts to prop their illusions with
arguments.” (Freud, 1929/1978, p. 801).

coincides in fact with its culminating point when the last
vestiges of traditional opinions in cosmology, for instance,
were surmounted. The Copernican revolutionary conception
had displaced the earth out of the centre of the universe,
butin afirst period the idea of a spherically closed universe

It is beyond any doubt that according to Freud als$/as maintained and still defended, for instance, by Kepler

judgments of moral value fall under this verdict.

and Galilei. Decades before, Giordano Bruno had elaborated

The existence of wishes for happiness is undeniabléhe theory of an infinithomogeneousniversewithout

They seek happiness, they want to be happy and remain so.
There are two sides of this striving, a positive and a negative;
it aims on the one hand at eliminating pain and discomfort, on
the other at the experience of intense pleasures...it is simply
the pleasure-principle which draws up the program of life’s

but as for the possibility of making them come true, Freu§entrejncluding infinite numbers of worlds. It was relatively
(1929/1978) was skeptical.

late that the conception dibomogeneityof the universe

was given up; only since Edwin Powell Hubble in 1929 had
discovered the centrifugal movements of the galaxies, the
conception of a temporally changeable and expanding
universe became generally accepted. If we compare the
change from the Copernican homogeneous closed universe,

purpose ...and yet its program is in conflict with the whole
world, with the macrocosm as much as with the microcosm.
It simply cannot be put to execution;... one might say the

where our earth is only a decentralized tiny fragment, to an
infinite, always changing and expanding universe, we may
_ _ : ; : say that there is a remarkable parallelism in Freud's idea of
intention that man should leppyis not included in the human mind: his theory of the psychic apparatus is at the

scheme oCreation.(p. 772) _ same time a mechanistic and extremely decentralized
Here Freud (1929/1978) makes no reference to anc'eEBnception of the phenomenon of psychic forces: the

ethics, with its stress on happiness; however, from agsychic apparatus is inhabited by ego, super-ego, and id,

historical-philosophical point of view, we might read this

passage as a rigorous critique of that moral philosophy based

ontheidea ofateleologlcally organized cos':mos. For Fre'ud,cf_ Popper (1984, p. 38): “As for Freud’s epic of the Ego, the

such a cosmos does not exist. Our world is not a dwellinguper-ego, and the Id, no substantially stronger claim to scientific

place that is propitious for living happily; in that sense, onétatus can be made for it than for Homer’s collected stories from
that the f dati f ient ,th' . illusi lympus. These theories describe some facts, but in the manner of

may Say. a. € tounda 'OnF) ancien .e ICS '.S anl U.S'anyths. They contain most interesting psychological suggestions,

But considering that, from his own point of view, ethicalbut not in a testable form”. | sympathize with this critique, but in the

thinking as grounded in a desire for happiness, Freud, fpntext of this article I am not interested in the epistemological

. . . . f what P lls Freud's “epic”. | onl l
diagnosing the almost permanent frustration of that desir&2'S °f what Popper calls Freuds “epic’. I only want to underline

. . . "~ e analogy of the mechanistic and decentralized conception of the
manifests himself as a representative of modern skepticisifiverse in modern cosmology and its counterpart in psychoanalysis.
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and neither of them is the central instance. Concerning thieaditional opinions, it is no longer our central self or thal1
high degree of mechanization and decentralization, Freudlsrmer authoritarian part of ourselves which has access tg
conception of the psychic apparatus can be understood @siversal truths and general principles of morality, valid forg
an analogy to the culminating point of modern cosmologicadll human beings: it is only one and not even a particulariy2
theory? central part among other parts of a more extensive maching,
The idea of a completely decentralized self is indeegur sense of duty is nothing more than the internalization of?
much more provocative than the Copernican and Darwiniagccidental events, and the particular origin and development of
revolutions. In his article “Freud and Moral Reflection” this normative “instance” in every individual leaves its
Richard Rorty (1986, pp. 1-27) elaborated a very coherefdiosyncratic imprints on it. Our sense of moral obligation is not
interpretation of the most important moral consequences gfquestion of general ideas contemplated by the intellect, but it
the Freudian theory. Freud usually designates ego, sup@bnsists of traces of meetings between particular persons,
ego and id as psychic “instances”; Rorty (1986, pp. 4-Shamely persons having authority (parents, teachers) and
however, calls them “quasi- persons” or simply “personspersons subject to them (children). Freud thus conceives the
with own opinions, desires and intentions; but at any presefioral conscience as imprint of a usually distorted memory of
time only one of these persons is accessible, or mokgrtain very particular events. Consequently, the moral character
precisely, is partially accessible to introspection. The a person is nothing more than the product of accidental
opinions and desires of id normally remain totallycircumstances; it is an empirical phenomenon, and it s, like all
unconscious and moreover parts of the opinions and desii@gpirical phenomena, exposed to many influences and
of ego and super-ego, but they can influence our behavigthangeable.
The suggestion that unknown persons are parts of ourselves |n this complicated situation, the old imperative “know
and induce us to do something what we prefer not to do tfyself’ or has to be considered impossible to fulfill, or is to
indeed much more shocking than the heliocentric ideas @k interpreted in a new way. According to Rorty, Freud
Copernicus and Darwin's theory of our descent from théeaches us to tolerate our own ambiguities and evaluate our
animal kingdom. unsteadiness with sympathy. As we no longer must submit
Rorty (1986, p.7) dissociates himself from theynconditionally to the commands of conscience, we can try
predominant interpretation of the unconscious in the sensg introspect with equanimity and, as far as we succeed in
of an effervescent mass of disarticulated instinctual forcegansforming what is unconscious into what is conscious,
—an idea that really can be confirmed by many passagesii are able to discover new forms of self-description and to
the Freudian work —and he emphasizes much more the aspg@ject new forms of existence, alternatives which can be
of a “rational” unconscious denoting one or more wellinspired by the conscious as well as by the unconscious
articulated systems of complex, highly sophisticated angart of our psychic faculties; for Rorty (1986, p. 8) thinks
obscure opinions and desires. This is the version of @at the unconscious is a sensible and extravagant partner,
pragmatic reader of the Freudian Work, who shares with th’%m whose crazy Opinions it can be very useful to learn.
author the opinion that Aristotelian questions conceringhe purpose of the formation of character can no longer be
the “essence” and “true self” of man have become obsoletge effort to reach a universally acceptable ideal; personal
For such a pragmatic intellectual, taking Freud seriouslyhaturity rather consists in the capacity of a nominalistic —
means that he wants to know these strange persons. {l® non-essentialistic — and ironical self-inspection. In this
undertake this task now appears as a moral obligation whighterpretation Freud is presented as the advocate of an
can be resumed by the Freudian formula “where id wagxtremely liberal and individualistic morality which
there shall ego be”, so that the old imperative “knoworresponds especially to the ideals of a nominalistic and
yourself” gets a new sense: it does not mean that ego ggagmatic intellectual. Freud teaches us to think of ourselves
more “natural” or more truly the self than id. What we arégs machines which can be modeled and remodeled. A
morally obliged to know of ourselves is not our essence igragmatic and nominalistic intellectual like Rorty can use
the sense of human nature we share with all the memberstafs theory in his strategies to form his character according
our Species and which in traditional ethics was the basis ﬁf his free|y adopted ideals and even make his character an
moral responsibility for fellow human beings; in Rorty’s object of art.
interpretation (pp. 14-15), Freud appears as an advocate of Rorty’s interpretation of Freud’s moral reflection
an extremely individualistic morality, in which self-realization cuiminates in an extremely individualistic ethic of pragmatic
and self-responsibility are the principal themes. intellectuals. Moral attitudes are seen as individual attributes,
Concerning the question of moral norms, the mosind moral imperatives as self-imposed norms. In the
important aspect is the fact that moral conscience, by Freygérspective of this conception each individual lives in his
called super-ego, also loses its outstanding authority as theivate normative world. The problem is that morality thus
guardian of our intentions and actions. In contrast t@lescribed can only be the morality of intellectuals. But in
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contrast to Rorty’s presentation, we have to state thaénouncing most of his/her desires. He diagnoses an
intellectuals of this kind do not live the life of hermits. Thereambivalence: the irrational desires are innate and therefore
are socially valid norms in all societies which imposecannot be eliminated, but their destiny in the cultural world
restrictions on the person’s individual life, and nominalisticcreated by man is frustration, the principal factor of which is
intellectuals are not exempt from the duty to observe thmoral conscience. One question remains unanswered:
laws. The moral norms of private life cannot be completelyvhether one should opt for moral acts and reduce aggressive
isolated from the sphere of legal valid norms, for legatendencies, or whether it is preferable to reduce one’s
obligations are also morally relevant. commitment to the “moral law”, in order to increase the
Rorty (1986, p. 11) is certainly right in saying that Freud’spossibilities of transitory experiences of happiness by the
theory concerning social norms and his criticism of the rigosatisfaction of pent-up needs (as compensation for
and cruelty of some ethical norms of his epoch are not vedditional social conflicts). In consequence of Freud's
original (and for that reason only took into account theabstention “to express any opinion concerning the value of
Freudian reflections on private morality). But Freud did nohuman civilization” (Freud, 1929/1978, p. 801), his judgment
ignore the fact that psychic equilibrium requires a certaimvith regard to the social dimension of ethics is necessarily
capacity of adaptation to the predominant and frequentlgmbiguous. In Freud’s system, ethics or morality can only
authoritarian rules of society, so that psychoanalytibe treated in terms of utility, comfort and convenience versus
treatment cannot be restricted to a purely individualistiziselessness, discomfort and inconvenience. Judgments of
orientation, but has to help individuals to develop theutility depend on personal decisions; so each individual
necessary capacities of adaptation. In spite of the cohererttas to take responsibility for his personal judgment in this
of Rorty’s interpretation we are certain that Freud had a lessatter
individualistic view of ethics. It is quite possible thatit was  In the philosophical analysis of moral norms, the idea of
his empirical realism that prevented Freud from rigorouslyrustrated desires for happiness is not to be found. As for
deducing all the consequences of his individualistiche question of whether morality has, in itself, its own reward
starting-point. In contrast to it, the logical coherence obr is frustrating to those who submit themselves to it, this is
Rorty’s interpretation is destructive, for it ends in the blindan intra-psychic issue which is outside the sphere of interest
alley of a purely private, idiosyncratic morality. If one asksof moral philosophy. Since philosophy is not open to clinical
for the practical relevance of this conception, the answeeflections of this type, it does not run the risk of confounding
cannot be positive. On the basis of such a theory it woulpathological with healthy behavior. What is of interest to
be impossible to plead for any kind of social responsibilitymoral philosophy is the social dimension of moral behavior;
We must admit, however, that also in Freud there cannaind, in this regard, the question of the gratification of moral
be found any significant contribution to social ethics. Whagcts is put in social terms: in their reciprocity, moral acts
kind of ethic is needed for a democratic society is withouimply gratification for the participants, because, to the degree
any doubt an interesting question also for a pragmatithat prevailing moral norms in a given culture are respected,
intellectual. Modern philosophers who share with Freudolidarity among the societal members is reinforced.
the opinion that ethical norms cannot be discovered by As for reconstruction of the genesis of respect for moral
intellectual intuition of the essence of the human being, butalues in educational processes, Quine’s philosophical
are nothing but cultural inventions, generally continue t@nalysis stands out for its clarity, coherence and simplicity
ask what kind of ethical und legal norms have to be createaoiding, as it does, unnecessary speculation, which doesn’t
in order to optimize the functioning of democratic societiesclear up very much. In contrast, recourse to ancient myths,
The solution of this problem requires the interdisciplinaryor invention of one’s own myth, i.e., the Freudian myth of
collaboration of philosophy, social sciences and
jurisprudence. As for psychoanalysis, we reasonably can
doubt of its competence in this question. Certainly the In this regard, Lacan is more radical. In conceiving psychoanalysis
collaboration of social psychology can be very helpful. itself as a practical ethics, and precisely as the ethics of desire, he
This social dimension, which is not much emphasized iHefends the t_hesis that th_e on_Iy ethicgl imperative i_s not to desist
. . . . . . from your desire, for the price is too high for the subject. However,
pSyChoanalyS'S' has still a more extensive dimension, Wh'cfhis does not mean that the subject should indiscriminately follow
is in the centre of moral philosophy, namely the question afny and all of his desires. But as Lacan offers no qualitative typology
how to amplify the feeling of sympathy and solidarity of the desires, that “ethical” warning is totally ambivalent (cf. Lacan,
petween h.uman. beings. Fre“‘.j for hls part is pnncma”i?l?r\i, tgrprﬁ iﬁ;lpﬁgtsy) should not be confused with “simplification,”
interested in the intra-psychic dimension. He perceives thfﬂrough which a complex problem is reduced to overly simple
the super-ego frequently manifests itself as an intra-psychigplanations. | use the former term here in contrast to explanations
despot, rigorously controlling the drives and, with this,that are too extravagant and speculative and which, instead of
preparing the subject for a reality in which one liveseXPlaining anything, obscure the problem even more.
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the murder of the primeval father of the primitive horde, argreat illusion. Overcoming illusory beliefs is, in itself213
not very satisfactory explanations; for that reason, | prefgrrogress. >
not to analyze them in detail. Quine (1981, p. 61) calls the In contrast with the editors d¢fsicologia: Ciéncia e g
hypothesis of the divine origin of the moral law an extravagarferofissdo(1991) in our opinion the relativization of the old 8
hypothesis, replacing it with an empirical-rational explanatiorabsolutist claims has not become necessary because of e
of the process of moral education. In modern scientificomplexity of our time; on the contrary, that ancient claim®
thought de-mythicize the supposed divine origin of moraglways surpassed human capacity and, already in the olden
principles is inevitable. In contrast, there may be found iflays, provoked skeptical and critical voices. Alas, these

Freud a tendency to re-mythicize: the preposterous Freudidfgre always silenced by the grandiloquent idealist messages
speculation that myths — the Oedipus myth and his owipi@t S0 pleased the public and the political authorities alike.

myth of the primitive horde — are actual reports of real evenfaaring uncertainty is a challenge that absorbs energy and
in pre-historic times and that, in a mysterious collectivd €qUIres courage. Itis no wonder that after the collapse of

memory, indeed, they are still present and lead to unconscioﬁslemog'C"’?I cqsmology, attgmpts have peen ”.‘a‘?'e to ground
. ) . - a new objective and universally valid ethic in human
feelings of guilt, seems to be the fruit of a novelist’s fantasy, . .°. . u L
. . . Subjectivity — in the “transcendental subject” of Kant and
Could this really be how to explain the origin of moral

, the “communicative reason” of Apel (1982) and of Habermas
conscience? The attempt of Protestant theology of trﬁ%l). Today, such attempts are condemned to failure,

twentieth century to demythologize the New Testament, i-¢ecause their foundations are unsustainable. A critique of
to divest it from its mythological form in order to uncover these positions would require more space than is available
the meaning or message underlying such forms may begthis paper, and is to be undertaken in another study.
failure; perhaps there is no meaning separable from myths. Another attempt to escape from normative uncertainty
Nevertheless it is the insight that a myth in itself cannot bg a search for ethical guidance in the wisdom of other
an adequate explication. From a philosophical point of viewgultures and religions, among which Buddhism enjoys great
Freud, inventing myths, confounds mythological narrativepopularity. The problem of the West is not a lack of ethical
with scientific explanation. “information.” The ethical standards of the Occident (which,
With regard to the large degree of agreement amoﬂgith reference to their main principles, are not so different
human beings on the fundamental moral norms, especiaff{gm Buddhism), having been handed down from generation
within the same society, and even among people of differeff generation, are present in the conscience of a large
cultures, Quine’s explanation is simple and convincing: th8'&jority of persons. Itis highly unlikely that the horrors of
variety of moral norms is doubtless much more limited thaf{'¢ N@zi holocaust and the massacres of the Gulag

that of other types of habits. This is explained by the fad%rchipelago may be explained simply by a *lack of ethics™

that human societies generally face the same basic problerﬁrs1 the part of the people involved. All we know of the

have similar human needs and | intellect |igraphies of those responsible for those horrors indicates
. €eds and possess equal INETECIyl: the main cause of the transformation of “normal people”
capacity to solve such life’s problems. For this reason,

] ] Fhto bureaucrats of death was their willingness to be seduced
Ieas't at their core, mor'al norms (do not'klll, do not'steal, dBy ideologies that promised a paradise on earth (Lubbe,
not lie, keep your promise) are characterized by a high degreggg). \while they were acting as functionaries, that kind of
of uniformity. In fact, this explanation may already be foundgeological faith silenced the voice of conventional morality,
in David Hume (1972, Book I). by which those people still oriented themselves in their

I would like to make one more observation regarding therivate lives (Liibbe, 1989)If this interpretation is correct -
loss of an absolutely secure normative orientation in owind this is a challenge to psychological research - the main
time. The journalPsicologia: Ciéncia e Profissaan its  cause of those horrors was an absence or weakness of
editorial (for the firstissue of 1991) introducing the articlescapacity for public judgment, and not an ignorance of the
on ethics in that issue, states: “It is demonstrated ... th@thical principles prevailing in modern cultures; nor was it
habits and customs that circumscribe an ethic are dismantié¢ neutrality of scientific thinking with regard to ethical
and lose their status of absolute truths, creating th¢lues, as Zygmunt Bauman proposes (Bauman, 1998).
uncomfortable but necessary relativization, the partial truth AS for the complexity of modern times, new ethical
that does not produce an absence of ethics, as many h&f@llenges have in fact arisen in the areas of ecology and
claimed, but that creates the possibility of recovery of an
ethic to sustain the complexity of our time, of new advances! recently had a discussion with a convicted Communist who went
and of the identification of such an ethic”. (p. 3) so_far_ as to defend the politics of Mao Tse Tung. Wh?n | made

Thislossis, in fact, a process on the path of C|arificati0r1?bjecnon to the massacres Mao ordered, he respond?d: _If you want

0 make an omelet, you have to break some eggs.” This response

and self-awareness of human intelligence, for that ancierixemplifies the victory of blinding ideological fascination over
supposedly certain, normative orientation rested upon r@litical judgment.
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medicine, where a new kind of ethical thinking is required ifiabermas, J. (1981Yheorie des kommunikativen Hande{¥s!.
view of the new uncertainties. We are in the middle of a 1 Handlungsrationalitat und gesellschaftliche Rationalisierung;

. . . . L Vol. 2: Zur Kritik der funktionalistischen Vernunft). Frankfurt
process of creation (or invention) of new ethical principles a. M., Deutschland: Suhrkamp.

corresponding to new discoveries and unknown realiti€$ia;t, H. L. A (1961)The concept of lawNew York, USA: Oxford
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