
An Examination of Conscience

“Out beyond ideas of wrong doing and right doing,

There is a field. I will meet you there.” 

Jalaluddin Rumi

     After reflecting on Friedrich Nietzsche’s “The Genealogy of Morals,” and watching President George W. Bush’s final farewell address to the nation on January 15, 2009, some very disturbing questions were raised for me about the nature of conscience which warrants our attention in the field of Depth Psychotherapy. President Bush made the following claim in describing the difficult and tough decisions he had to make during his eight years in office: “Yet I have always acted with the best interests of our country in mind.  I have followed my conscience and done what I thought was right.” A majority of the citizenry may have accepted his best protective intentions in the aftermath of the events of 9/11 in 2001, but the very same audience had very mixed feelings about the judgment of the 43rd president by the end of his second term. In fact, many of the president’s decisions seemed to be completely unconscionable to millions of people in the United States and across the rest of the world. Questions have preoccupied millions on his decision to invade Iraq on what turned out to be fictitious grounds, the creation of an off-shore prison camp for alleged enemy combatants who were held without charge and due process, and for the use of torture in violation of the Geneva conventions. In the process, hundreds of innocent Iraqi civilians were killed and millions more have now been displaced by what George W. Bush thought was right and in the best interest of the American electorate. His chilling finger pointing against the Axis of Evil also remains the legacy of this War president. These choices were for him an expression of moral clarity, based on a moral stance that chose to ignore the appeals by the Vatican and a coalition of US clergy and their clearly reasoned and articulated “just war” arguments against any legitimate grounds for a pre-emptive war. The focus of this inquiry is to explore the source and nature of conscience, its psychological implications and the dynamics of its relationship with moral and ethical conduct, both personal and collective. It examines some of the literature on moral development, which for the most part belies a patriarchal turn of mind, with the intention of seeking to redress this imbalance.  

     Nietzsche suggests in “The Genealogy of Morals” that conscience has its origins in the sphere of the social contract: “It is in the sphere of contracts and legal obligations that the moral universe of guilt, conscience, and duty, (“sacred duty”) took its inception. Those beginnings were liberally sprinkled with blood, as are the beginnings of everything great on earth.” (1956, p. 197).

     In contrast, in a speech by Martin Luther King Jr. entitled “Beyond Vietnam – A Time to Break Silence,” delivered in 1967, at a meeting of clergy and laity concerned about Vietnam, one might argue that conscience’s role is to question or challenge the existing social contract, whether it be slavery, racism, misogyny or war, suggesting that perhaps the voice of conscience also has an inner dimension: 

“And some of us who have already begun to break the silence of the night have found that the calling to speak is often a vocation of agony, but we must speak. We must speak with all the humility that is appropriate to our limited vision, but we must speak. And we must rejoice as well, for surely this is the first time in our nation’s history that a significant number of its religious leaders have chosen to move beyond the prophesying of smooth patriotism to the high grounds of a firm dissent based upon the mandates of conscience and the reading of history. Perhaps a new spirit is rising among us. If it is, let us trace its movements and pray that our own inner being may be sensitive to its guidance, for we are deeply in need of a new way beyond the darkness that seems so close around us.”

     The psychological literature on conscience is relatively sparse considering that Freud identified guilt as the primary source of neurosis. Freud saw the question of guilt as a conflict between the ego and the super-ego, which itself originates in the admonitions and rigid prescriptions of the father, and his criticism of the child for disobedience or failing to live up to his notions of what is right. Freud’s super-ego has two aspects, conscience and the ego ideal. R. Murray Thomas in “An Integrated Theory of Moral Development” explains the Freudian understanding of conscience: “In Freud’s nomenclature, conscience represents the “should-nots” of a person’s world, the things for which the individual has been punished in the past. The ego ideal represents the “shoulds,” the positive moral values the person has learned.” (1997, pp. 171-172).     

     Theodor Reik, a keen student of Freud and a psychoanalyst, in his work on this topic, “Myth and Guilt” cites Kant’s lecture on the philosophy of religion which observed that God is “the moral law itself, but conceived as personalized.” (1958, p. 22). Reik notes that according to the Church conscience is “God’s voice in man.” He describes a conversation with his seven year old son, Arthur, who overhears an acquaintance mention “the inner voice” and is able to recognize that inner voice for himself. This raises questions about the nature and development of conscience within the context of moral development. Is the voice of conscience innate or learned, maturing over the life span?

     Lawrence Kohlberg’s classic text on “The Philosophy of Moral Development” (1981, pp. 409-412) building on the work of Jean Piaget’s  theory of cognitive moral judgment in “The Moral Judgment of the Child (1932),” provides a framework of six stages of moral development, categorized into pre-conventional, conventional and post conventional levels. The first two pre-conventional levels, characteristic of children, are identified as “the stage of punishment and obedience” and “the stage of individual instrumental purpose and exchange.” In the first stage, moral judgment is achieved by following the rules and avoiding punishment. In the second stage, moral judgment consists of a sifting process in which the interests of the self and others are consciously considered and an exchange of fairness is pursued to obtain rewards. The conventional level also has two stages, characteristic of the majority of the adult population, identified as “the stage of mutual interpersonal expectations, relationships and conformity” in which moral judgment occurs within the context of relationships and from the perspective of gaining social or group approval. Stage 4 is “the stage of social system and conscience maintenance” in which moral judgment occurs within the context of the social consequences of personal actions and upholding the social order and the greater good. 

      It is perhaps from the perspective of stage four and a half that President Bush was struggling with making military decisions based on moral clarity. Kohlberg identifies a mid-stage or a transitional stage of 4 ½ in which personal moral choices are made from an emotional and subjective level. This is what Kohlberg identifies as a transitional post-conventional stage in which choices are relative and made arbitrarily, but not based on principled decision making. 

     Finally, the post-conventional levels are made up of two more stages: the fifth “stage of prior rights and social contract or utility” which accounts for 20-25 % of the adult population, and the sixth “stage of universal ethical principles,” which accounts for less than 10% of the adult population. The fifth stage is based on upholding the morality of the group based on its social contract or a system based on the laws for a particular society such as the Ten Commandments. The sixth stage extends to moral, principled and ethical judgments, such as the Golden Rule, which are valid for the whole of humanity.

     Kohlberg’s schema may indeed provide a partial explanation for the inner voice that Theodor Reik’s seven year old son invokes. His son was not only motivated by the avoidance of punishment of stage one. He was closer to the stage two level of sifting between his own interests and the interests of others, but surely it is the entity which does the sifting that represents the inner voice? Reik describes his son’s experience as an example of the development of the ego: “At this point it becomes possible to him to recognize “the inner voice” as something heard, as a warning or admonition of his father. During the few minutes in which he was alone this insight became so clear that it could be shaped into a definition: the inner voice is a feeling of oneself and the language of someone else.” (1958, p. 21).   

     To return to R. Murray Thomas’ integrated theory of moral development, the case for conscience is made as a developmental process grounded in “four convictions.” These are identified as 1) a genetically determined human capacity for punishing ourselves with guilt and shame and for rewarding ourselves with pride and feelings of self-righteousness, 2) the contents of conscience which are learned values based on a set of moral codes, 3) the unique quality of conscience for each individual based on life’s experiences and the consequences of our actions, and 4) the emotional features of conscience that account for the feeling tone or affect associated with a moral choice, decision or judgment. (1997, p. 175). From this latter perspective, Thomas suggests:

“The emotional qualities of a moral event are significant in that they can influence a participant’s willingness and ability to take particular actions. Emotions therefore have a motivating effect, inducing a person to adopt actions that will increase positive feelings and decrease negative ones. In the present theory, a person’s conscience is represented as a linkage between moral values and positive (rewarding) or negative (punishing) emotions. This linkage is presumed to result from people’s experiences with the world, so that over time people accrue a growing array of internalized rewarding and punishing emotions that influence how they feel and behave when faced with moral decisions.” (1997, p. 127).

     Jung explores the nature and quality of the feeling tone of conscience by first identifying the unconscious aspects of conscience in an essay entitled “A Psychological View of Conscience” published in an anthology of Jungian thinkers on Conscience: “Conscience may appear as an act of conscious reflection which anticipates, accompanies, or follows certain psychic events, or as a mere emotional concomitant of them, in which case its moral character is not immediately evident. Thus, an apparently groundless anxiety state may follow a certain action, without the subject being conscious of the least connection between them.” (1970, p. 182)  Often such material is displaced into the unconscious through dreams but for Jung this also means that “the ego has been replaced by an unconscious personality who performs the necessary act of conscience.” (1970, p. 184).  Jung in fact challenges the Freudian perspective on conscience for its exclusion of the autonomous nature of the unconscious. He provides the example of a very distinguished lady known for her irreproachable conduct and spiritual attitude who comes to him because she is haunted by revolting dreams filled with unsavory images of prostitutes, venereal diseases and other obscenities. Jung identifies this phenomenon as the paradox of conscience: “besides the “right” kind of conscience there is a “wrong” one, which exaggerates, perverts, and twists evil into good and good into evil just as our own scruples do; and it does so with the same compulsiveness and with the same emotional consequences as the “right” kind of conscience. Were it not for this paradox, the question of conscience would present no problem; we could then rely wholly on its decisions so far as morality is concerned.” (1970, p. 187).  It is the paradoxical nature of conscience which leads Jung to question the hypothesis of conscience as the Vox Dei, “the Voice of God” which he suggests serves to underlie the numinous character of the moral action. Jung prefers to view conscience as sourced in the archetypal realms: “Conscience is a manifestation of mana, of the “extraordinarily powerful,” a quality which is the especial peculiarity of archetypal ideas.” (1970, p. 193).  To this archetypal motif, Jung adds the notion of synchronicity when considering the nature of conscience: “For although the voice of genuine conscience (and not just the recollection of the moral code) may make itself heard in the context of an archetypal situation, it is by no means certain that the reason for this is always a subjective moral reaction. It sometimes happens that a person suffers from a decidedly bad conscience for no demonstrable reason.” (1970, p. 196). Jung suggests that fear and other emotions arise from “a collision with an archetype” which can bring on feelings of a growing uneasiness of conscience. Jung concludes that conscience is a psychic reaction to a real or supposed deviation from the moral code but he is also very careful to distinguish between moral behavior and ethics. Ethics is the other side of conscience in which reflection is subjected to conscious scrutiny in situations where one has to decide between two moral responses or choices. Jung suggests that these types of ethical decisions are drawn from “dark and deep waters” and sometimes “a creative solution emerges which is produced by the constellated archetype and possesses that compelling authority not unjustly characterized as the voice of God. The nature of the solution is in accord with the deepest foundations of the personality as well as with its wholeness; it embraces conscious and unconscious and therefore transcends the ego.” (1970, p. 201).

     Murray Stein’s insightful perspective in “Solar Conscience, Lunar Conscience” identifies the conscious aspects of conscience with the Sun, and our patriarchal structures, while the unconscious aspects of conscience carry a lunar quality: “Lunar conscience addresses us not in the patriarchal traditions or through our culturally established moral systems but through the unconscious, in dreams, in complexes, in spontaneous happenings, through instinctual hungers, and also through the inhibitions that lie buried within those hungers.” (1993, p. 19). It is in its lunar, feminine quality that conscience reveals its complexity. It is in this sense that conscience almost defies definition.

     Israeli Psychoanalyst, Dr. Erich Neumann, author of “Depth Psychology and a New Ethic” makes the point that the conscious aspect of conscience is expressed through the persona or what he calls the “façade personality” which masks the true nature of the individual from the world and sometimes even from himself or herself. In this event, the conscious aspect of conscience is “self-control which hides what is uncontrolled and uncontrollable, the acceptable façade behind which the dark and strange, eccentric, secret and uncanny side of our nature remains invisible.” (1990, p. 38). In such cases, the ego can fall victim to a very dangerous inflation as it causes us to forget our shadow and the ego gets identified with the façade personality. Neumann’s perspective allows us to understand why President Bush could have considered his actions to be in good conscience because they were ones which were most probably identified with the “façade personality,” failing to acknowledge and appreciate what Jung thought was the autonomous archetypal, paradoxical and ambivalent nature of conscience. But Neumann also argues for his own version of the mana of conscience by asserting that every founder of a new ethic expresses an ethic of individuation: “The revelation of the Voice to a single person presupposes an individual whose individuality is so strong that he can make himself independent of the collective and its values. All founders of ethics are heretics, since they oppose the revelation of the Voice to the deliverances of conscience as the representative of the old ethic.” (1990, p. 67).  This then would explain the differentiated or individuated conscience of a Gandhi or a Martin Luther King or a Mandela which can challenge the prevailing myth and entertain a new ethic.

     Martin Buber’s religious philosophy in “Good and Evil” locates the activity of this mana of conscience in the heart. He does not hesitate to call the Vox Dei for what he understands as the very presence of the Divine:  “The guiding counsel of God seems to me to be simply the divine Presence communicating itself direct to the pure in heart. He who is aware of this Presence acts in the changing situations of his life differently from him who does not perceive this Presence. The Presence acts as counsel: God counsels by making known that He is present.” (1952, p. 43).  But as Buber notes, this Presence is not accessible to all. It is for the pure in heart. 

     Andrew Fuller citing Gordon Allport in “Psychology and Religion” expresses the view that underlying the conscience of most religious people is the emotion of love rather than that of fear, which he describes as a mature conscience as opposed to a childish conscience which is arrested in its development and is based on fear: “The religious sentiment produces a conscience appropriate to its values.” (1994, p. 126). Fuller highlights Erich Fromm’s perspective on humanistic conscience as opposed to authoritarian conscience. Fromm’s work” Man For Himself – An Inquiry Into the Psychology of Ethics” defines humanistic conscience as “the voice of our loving care for ourselves.” It is for Fromm “the expression of man’s self-interest and integrity, while authoritarian conscience is concerned with obedience, self-sacrifice, duty, or his “social adjustment.” The goal of humanistic conscience is productiveness and, therefore, happiness, since happiness is the necessary concomitant of productive living.” (1947, pp. 159-160).  Fromm does not restrict the Divine Presence to just the pure in heart. He encourages us all to learn to listen and to follow the voice of conscience, failing which the voice of conscience may speak to us in psycho-somatic symptoms such as “a vague and unspecific feeling of guilt and uneasiness, or simply a feeling of tiredness or listlessness”. (1947, p. 162). This may explain why Christian monastic orders require of their members a rigorous daily examination of conscience in the silence of a spiritual retreat. Perhaps, it illuminates the healing potential and therapeutic value of confessional rites in the Catholic faith in that one can unburden one’s guilt through an act of remorse or contrition, responsibility and penance. Healing through an examination of conscience could well be true of the experience of clients in psychotherapy or analysis as well as of the experience of perpetrators of crimes against humanity in programs such as the Truth and Reconciliation Commission which was first pioneered in South Africa and has served as a model for a collective process of forgiveness and reparation. 

     Fuller also examines the work of Victor Frankl which encompasses the search for meaning, the unconscious and intuitive aspects of conscience and the transcendent quality of conscience which accounts for its irreducible quality. It is perhaps this irreducible quality of conscience that Nietzsche summons when he calls for a creation of new values in “Beyond Good and Evil:” 

“It may be necessary for the education of the real philosopher that he himself should have once stood upon all those steps upon which his servants, the scientific workers of philosophy, remain standing, and must remain standing: he himself must perhaps have been critic and dogmatist, and historian, and besides, poet and collector, and traveler, and riddle-reader, and moralist, and seer, and “free spirit,” and almost everything, in order to traverse the whole range of human values and estimations, and that he may be able with a variety of eyes and consciences to look from a height to any distance, from a depth up to any height, from a nook into any expanse. But all these are only preliminary conditions for his task; this task itself demands something else – it requires him to create values.” (1989, p. 151-2).

     Murray Stein too concludes that following the dictates of either solar conscience or lunar conscience to the exclusion of the other is psychologically untenable and ethically unacceptable - that even if we hold the tension of the opposites, the conflict has no definitive solution. But what of the sociopath who has no sense of conscience? Should we, as practitioners of Depth Psychotherapy, begin to treat every client as if they hear the voice of conscience? Can it be that we are assuming a faculty for everyone that does not actually exist? Are we failing to grasp the complexity of human nature such that we assign a motivating factor to conscience that is really just one of a cluster of emotions and conscious and unconscious forces? This is the claim that clinical psychologist Dr. Martha Stout, formerly on the faculty in the Department of Psychiatry at the Harvard Medical School, makes in her alarming book “The Sociopath Next Door:”  “The intriguing truth of the matter is that much of what we do that looks like conscience is motivated by some other thing altogether – fear, social pressure, pride, even simple habit.” (2005, p. 24).  Stout sets out with a definition of conscience that is emotional and relational, not cognitive and self-centered: 

“Psychologically speaking, conscience is a sense of obligation ultimately based in an emotional attachment to another living creature (often but not always a human being), or to a group of human beings, or even in some cases to humanity as a whole. Conscience does not exist without an emotional bond to someone or something, and in this way conscience is closely allied with the spectrum of emotions we call “love.” This alliance is what gives true conscience its resilience and its astonishing authority over those who have it, and probably also its confusing and frustrating quality.” (2005, p. 26).

     Stout briefly reviews the history of conscience from the notion that the rules of morality are absolute, all people innately know the absolute Truth and misconduct is the result of faulty thinking or lack of conscience – to Freud’s conceptualization of the Superego by which he “effectively wrested conscience out of the hands of God and placed it in the anxious clutches of the all-too-human family. This change of address required some daunting shifts in our centuries-old world view. Suddenly, our moral guides had feet of clay, and absolute Truth began to submit to the uncertainties of cultural relativism.” (2005, p. 30) Stout makes the case that it is only with this shift in thinking about conscience that psychoanalysts considered it possible to repair conscience and lift their patients from depression by identifying the superego as the potentially destructive part of the personality. But then Stout challenges Freud’s thinking and suggests that the superego is not the same thing as conscience, because Freud did not factor in the emotion of love and relied on an entirely fear-based authoritative superego: “There is no place in the Freudian superego for the conscience-building effects of love, compassion, tenderness or any of the more positive feelings.” (2005, p. 33).  She sees the evolution of our understanding of conscience as a progression from a God-directed synderesis to a belief in a punitive parental superego to an understanding that conscience is a mandate of the heart. Hence, it is with a deficit in the muscles of the heart that the sociopath is born and that, Stout claims, comes from issues of attachment history. Perhaps it is because the family was a more stable institution in the past that there were fewer issues of attachment and hence moral development could take place based on healthier attachments. But this still does not explain the complete absence of conscience that is noted in the sociopath. For Stout, conscience is never absent but it is often asleep. Conscience often fails, she notes, when the body is weak, tired or ill.

     Often conscience, which for Stout is a “seventh sense”, falls into a “profound trance, when it sleeps through acts of torture, war, and genocide, political leaders and other prominent individuals can make the difference between a gradual reawakening of our seventh sense and a continued amoral nightmare.” (2002, p. 59). Stout cites the Yale University study done by Dr. Stanley Milgram in which a teacher-participant, supervised by a Yale professor, has the freedom to administer an electric shock on a student-participant for mistakes made on a word pair test. The diverse sample of teacher participants demonstrated that they were willing to repeatedly administer higher levels of electric shocks on the student participants based on the instructions of a supervising professor in a lab coat, despite the shrieks and entreaties they heard from the student-participants, proving that authority more often than not can put conscience to sleep. 

     The Russian philosopher, P.D. Ouspensky, explores this sleep state of conscience in a book of essays which was first printed in 1952: “Conscience – The Search for Truth.” He explains why it is that conscience is numbed by what he calls buffers, suggesting that it is because the psyche would find it extremely intolerable to feel all of the contradictory emotions of one’s actions at any one time. In other words, the voices of conscience are actually repressed to maintain one’s sanity:

“Really, conscience is a special capacity which everybody possesses but which nobody can use in the state of sleep. Even if we feel conscience for a moment accidentally, it will be a very painful experience, so painful that immediately we shall want to get rid of it. People who have occasional glimpses of conscience invent all kinds of methods to get rid of this feeling. It is the capacity to feel at the same time all that we ordinarily feel at different times. Try to understand that all our different “I’s” have different feelings. One “I” feels that he likes something, while another hates it, and a third “I” is indifferent. But we never feel these things at the same time because between them are buffers. Because of these buffers we cannot use conscience, cannot feel at the same time two contradictory things which we feel at different times. If a man does happen to feel them he suffers. So, in our present state, buffers are even necessary things without which a man would go mad.” (2008, pp. 55-56).

     In contrast, Erich Fromm takes the view that there is a relationship between human aliveness, creativity or productivity and conscience:  

“One answer follows from the very nature of conscience itself: since its function is to be the guardian of man’s true self-interest, it is alive to the extent to which a person has not lost himself entirely and become the prey of his own indifference and destructiveness. Its relation to one’s own productiveness is one of interaction. The more productively one lives, the stronger is one’s conscience, and in turn, the more it furthers one’s productiveness. The less productively one lives, the weaker becomes one’s conscience; the paradoxical – and tragic – situation of man is that his conscience is weakest when he needs it most.” (1947, p. 160).

     It is clear that there are still many unanswered questions about conscience and this initial exploration seems, to some extent, biased by a masculine perspective even though we have touched on the “lunar” and unconscious aspects of conscience. If we accept the Freudian view, the Superego is a masculine authority figure of what is right and what is wrong, and yet children are raised as much, if not more, by their mothers as they are by their fathers. 

     Where is the feminine voice in all of this theory? Does the compassionate nature of the feminine not soften the punitive nature of the masculine dimensions of conscience? Is there not a combination of both love and fear in human nature to warrant a more balanced view of conscience? Does conscience kick in at the time of death or in the near death experience, so that all that may have been repressed is finally experienced and brought to consciousness, attesting to an immortal dimension and hence a soul connection to conscience? Is there perhaps a neurobiological connection to psychopathy as has been considered in research conducted by Mairead Dolan, Ph.D, and published in the June 2008 American Journal of Psychiatry, claiming that callous, unemotional youth may be subject to dysfunctions in the amygdala-ventromedial prefrontal cortical circuitry? Since it is now known that restrictions in empathy may also have a neurobiological component, this seems to be a plausible cause for an absence of conscience. 

     Should we not, in the final analysis, answer the call of Nietzsche’s own voice of conscience, if we can call it such, that humanity must create a new ethic founded on new values for the 21st Century? Imagine if we did not have to live in fear of Divine retribution or if we did not have to wrestle with the guilt of sin based on compassionate humanistic values which over-ride the old moral code of human limitations and inhibitions by liberating human potential and affirming self-forgiveness, self-acceptance, well-being and joy. Doesn’t this potential for self-forgiveness itself pose more questions about the elasticity, malleability and self-healing capacity of conscience? Perhaps, when we get closer to finding these answers and only then, can we join both Nietzsche and Rumi in that field beyond good and evil, beyond wrong doing and right doing.  
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