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Introduction

Late in the 1996 Presidential election campaign, when, despite an effort to gain ground by offering the electorate a tax cut, the Republican challenger remained far behind, he turned from issues of the economy and the pocketbook to an issue at once more ephemeral and more profound: the problem of character.  The President could not be trusted; he did not have the strength of his convictions, even assuming he had any convictions, which the challenger doubted; he did not have the will, and therefore he did not have the character, to govern.


By attacking the character of the incumbent, the Republican challenger hoped to engage an electorate in a campaign that had, up to that point, offered voters little to inspire them.  Missing in the campaign had been any emotional involvement.  Neither candidate had made himself the focal point of anger or hope; the incumbent was winning by default in a context of generally favorable economic news.  The character issue had the potential, it was thought, to make the incumbent the object of the electorate's anger, and to make the challenger the vehicle of the electorate's hope.  The election would be transformed from a dry debate over budgets to an emotionally charged referendum on good versus evil.


In the end, the strategy failed, and the incumbent was reelected.  Yet, the issue of character remained.  Indeed, it was generally accepted that the President had a weakness in his character.  When asked to name the best aspect of Clinton's character, the most frequent response among voters was that "he does not have one" (Borger and Kulman, 1996).  Those who voted for the President did not do so because they found him exemplary, or even above average, when it comes to matters summarized under the heading "character."  They did not, however, much favor the challenger, and they feared the power of a government in which the same party controlled both the executive branch and the Congress.  


The issue of character has a powerful moral connotation.  It is not about the kind of character the President is, or whether the President was acting in character.  It is, instead, about whether the President had that mix of knowledge and will that enables us to know right conduct, and to act on that knowledge.  Having character in this sense means that you would not be swayed by the corrupting influence of those who would bend your conduct from its orientation toward what is good and right to an orientation governed by desire and interest.  Having character means having the capacity for moral judgment and moral conduct.  The first and the most salient item in the indictment of government is that those in government fail the test of character, that they are weak, self-interested, corrupted by pressure groups and by their own desires.


Concern with character in an electoral campaign contrasts sharply with concern over "issues" and "policies."  Should we elect those leaders who, because of the inherent goodness of their character will make the right decisions; or should we elect those leaders whose stated policies attract our support?  Or should we assume, as some do, that having the "right" policies is the mark of good character?  When Bob Dole resigned his position in the Senate, he returned to his "home," Russell, Kansas.  There, he announced that he was now running not as a long time public servant knowledgeable about the workings of the political system, nor as a Republican candidate with a public platform of policies and goals, but just as a "man from Kansas."  To be from Kansas meant to have roots in small town rural life, and thus to embody the mythical values represented by family, community, hard work, religion, and so on.  A man is good because of his origins and the values associated with the kind of world he comes from, and a man does good because he is good. 


If we seek to elect someone because he or she is good, then what we hope to find in our government is not good policies, but goodness itself.  Our goal, then, is not specific accomplishments but a moral standing, one which we gain for ourselves by forging a connection to an institution that is good.  Just as we can secure our goodness by joining a Church because the Church is the repository of what is good, we can secure our goodness by being linked to a nation that is good because its leaders are good.  


The same issue arose, of course, during the crisis of the Clinton presidency associated with his affair with Monica Lewinsky.  In response to the revelation that Clinton had an affair and then lied about it, some responded that they could no longer trust the President and he should therefore resign or be removed from office.  While there were numerous issues involved in the matter of resignation and impeachment, one was clearly a matter of trust.  If Clinton lied about the affair, would he not lie about other matters?  Doesn't the lie about the affair indicate a proclivity to lie?  A man with a proclivity for lying is not a trust-worthy man, which is to say he is not a good man.  And, again, we cannot trust a man who is not good to do good, whatever his policies may be and whatever the political pressures we normally assume determine action in the political arena.


We can see here a clash between two ideals of leadership.  According to one, we should have as our leaders men and women whose goodness commands our confidence that their actions will also be good.  According to the other ideal, we should elect those leaders whose policies we support, assuming that the constraints of office dictate conduct.  In the first case, we insist that the office and the man are inseparable; in the second we insist that we are electing an office holder, whose action in office will be governed by political commitments and pressures, rather than by character.  In the second case, we distinguish office-holder from man, and character becomes a secondary consideration.


While the distinction just drawn may seem clear enough, we need to be alert to another possibility.  This is the possibility that what makes a man or woman good is what they do rather than what they are.  Thus, those who line up on the "right" side of an issue are good.  This construction reverses the relation just considered, although it often appears to simply express that relation.  If being good means adapting conduct to the appropriate "values," then being good is derivative of doing good, and thus our ability to count on those who are good to do good does not amount to much.  Yet, while relying on those whose goodness derives from what they do to do good does not amount to much, it still carries a substantial emotional significance.  Indeed, the difference between deriving inner goodness from right conduct and being good points us toward a basic distinction in moral thinking that has much to do with problems of public life.  

The goal of having others judge our conduct to be "good" and "right" powerfully influences what we say and do.  In universities as in government, few issues spend much time under discussion without someone defining them as moral tests.  In small ways, and sometimes in ways that are not so small, where we stand on issues determines whether we are good or bad, right or wrong, and thus establishes whether we have character.  All of the problems tangled up with matters of "political correctness" (for those who are and for those who are not) stem from the association of good and right with "correct."  The result is to make moral-political concerns govern what is taught, how it is taught, and by whom.  


This preoccupation with having character, with being and doing right, contrasts sharply with another attitude common among students, many of whom are convinced that what is right is a matter of opinion.  Then, the intensity of the desire to do and be right is matched by the conviction that the criteria by which we judge what is right are contingent and purely subjective.  This contradictory attitude is important, and, if we can understand it, will tell us something important about the preoccupation with character alluded to above.  To understand the combination of beliefs, attitudes, and feelings that define the problem of character, we must understand better what about the individual makes possible, or impedes, ethical conduct.  

Good and Bad


We usually assume that being capable of ethical conduct means being able to distinguish right from wrong and act according to what is right rather than what is expedient or self-serving.  Distinguishing right from wrong can mean knowing the rules of right conduct.  Equating ethical conduct with adherence to rules, however, sidesteps the issue of how psychic organization does or does not make someone inherently ethical in his or her orientation to the world, focusing instead on questions about how we know and make ourselves do what is right.  Knowing and making ourselves do what is right makes ethics an external constraint on action, and sets up an opposition between the demands of the self and those of ethical conduct.


An alternative way of thinking about ethical conduct emphasizes how psychic organization makes ethical conduct a natural expression of our character rather than the result of an inner conflict.  Ethics, then, refers not to adherence to rules, but to the regard for others that becomes a part of our sense of ourselves.  For simplicity, I will refer to the first way of thinking about ethical conduct as morality and the second as ethics (see Hegel 1951 and Erikson 1964. p. 222).  Their psychic meaning and origins are decidedly different, and, as we know, a high moral tone as often as not signals a weakness of ethical character. 


The distinction just drawn has importance for the issue with which I began this essay.  When we speak of a "good" man who will do good because he is good, are we speaking of someone morally good, or someone possessed of ethical character?  As we will see, doing good has a decidedly different meaning when linked to morality than it does when linked to the capacity for ethical conduct.

Underlying moral and ethical judgment is the experience of the "good" and the "bad," which, as we will see, plays an important part in the psychic meaning of government and in the symbolic dimension of public experience.   As I suggest in the Introduction, the intrusion of moral categories, which is to say categories organized around good and bad, is our first indication that a shift has taken place to the hidden and unconscious collective agenda.  It is necessary, therefore, to explore the psychic meaning of these categories before we can consider the way they play out in the public arena.  The categories good and bad have a primitive emotional significance, primitive in that they express the earliest human connections, and the most primitive of human aspirations.  By understanding this link between early experience and moral thinking, we can also understand the moral language of politics, and the shape of public experience that arises out of it.


In psychoanalytic interpretations of the child's earliest encounters with others, good and bad are attributes of the child's primary object (his or her mother, mothering person, or caretaker).  Here, psychoanalysts generally treat good and bad as more or less synonymous with satisfying and frustrating.  Initially this equation seems clear enough.  The object takes on significance for the infant because of its ability to satisfy the infant's need, archetypically to satisfy his or her hunger.  When the mother satisfies her child's hunger, she is good, and when she fails, she is bad.  This is an odd use of good and bad precisely because it attributes a moral quality to a relationship seemingly outside the moral order.  Yet, perhaps it is not so odd as it appears.


While we can speak of good and bad as attributes of the object, we can also consider the good and bad objects internalized products of experiences.   That is, we can say not that the object is good or bad, but that good and bad experiences become internalized as a part of fantasy life.  Thus, the early experience of severe frustration is transformed "into the fantasied image of a bad mother" (Kernberg 1995, p. 63).  Formulating the process in this way has the advantage that it links experiences in the world (relations with external objects) with the construction of an inner world.  This transformation of external object relation into internal psychic reality, or psychic structure, is important in understanding the phenomenon of hate, which is central to our concerns here.


Ronald Fairbairn (1952) argues that the object of the infant's need is not satisfaction in the more traditional sense, but the forming of a relationship.  As he puts it, libido is object seeking rather than pleasure seeking.  This would seem to demand that we rethink what we mean by satisfying.  Here, it might help to distinguish a satisfying relationship from a relationship that satisfies.  The former refers to satisfaction in a relationship, the latter to a relationship that can provide satisfaction of a need not inherently involving relatedness.  A satisfying relationship is an end in itself, and makes the other valued in him or her self, at least potentially.
  A relationship that satisfies is a means to an end and makes others instruments valued for what they can provide, not for who they are.  What is bad about bad objects, then, is not simply that they fail to satisfy need, but that in their failure they disrupt a relationship.  We can say that bad, therefore, means withholding of love, or unloving.


In general, objects are not simply bad or simply good, but sometimes bad and sometimes good.  If the caretaker's attitude toward the child is, at least to some extent, one of ambivalence--the caretaker's preoccupation with the infant is not complete--then the caretaker takes on at different moments the qualities of both the good and the bad objects.  Coping with good and bad, especially the connection between the two, becomes the central emotional problem of maturation.  Since it is a problem about connection, it is, at least implicitly, a problem about the moral attitude toward the world.  We need to bear in mind the significance of connection in the psychic meaning of morality.  While connection is not the whole of the story of primitive human desire, it is vital to that story.


The bad object poses a dilemma for the child, who is absolutely dependent on it, not only for sustenance, but also for that relatedness without which the nascent person within the child withers.  The bad object rejects the child and especially the child's love.  According to Fairbairn, the child adopts the obvious strategy for dealing with its dilemma: it seeks to remove the bad object from its world in order to make the world a place within which it can live and hope to find love.  

To accomplish this end, the child has only one place to put the bad object, which is inside him or her self.  This means that the child becomes bad himself (or herself) in order to protect the object, and therefore the world, from being bad.  The bad child becomes a vessel for the badness of the world.  Now the child is bad and the world is good.  But, this only reproduces the child's dilemma in altered form.  When the object was bad and the child good, the object rejected the child and therefore obstructed the needed relationship.  Now that the child is bad and the object good, the child obstructs that relationship.  Being bad now means being unworthy of love, so the child has made the object loving by making him or her self unworthy of the object's love.  To be bad in the sense of unworthy of love is to be bad in a moral sense.


To have an internal bad object is to have a life-forming idea that you are bad along with the associated bad feeling about yourself.  Speaking of internal objects means that our primary feelings of love and hate have taken on a concrete meaning that is not simply or primarily conceptual, but experiential, and that the meaning of love and hate are internalized, which implies that they shape our sense of self.


The language of internal good and bad objects, and parts of objects, can be a puzzling one.  While the elusive quality of the language cannot be altogether avoided, it might be worthwhile to make the point in another way.   Fairbairn depicts the dilemma faced by hatred for the object that must be loved in a religious language when he notes that it is better to be a sinner in a world ruled by God than to live in a world ruled by the devil.  For the sinner there is always hope for redemption, which is to say for love in a world suitable to love.  Thus, the child becomes the sinner so that those who rule his or her world can remain good.  Not only does the child take on the idea that he or she is a sinner, but the child also acts in ways a sinner would act because doing so assures that the badness lies within the child and not in his or her world.  Now, for example, whatever the mother does, she remains the good mother since any seemingly hostile or sadistic behavior on her part is prompted by the child, and is just punishment for the child's bad behavior.  When the child provokes sadistic behavior he or she secures the needed relationship.  The bad behavior makes this relationship real, or more so.


The result of this maneuver is that the child is bad, or has a bad self.  When the child is prompted into this role, he is in psychoanalytic language identified with his bad internal object, or his identity as a sinner.  This role is a defense against the intolerable idea that the mother is bad.  Yet, since this role is taken on to protect the goodness of the world, there is a certain nobility in it, which is to say it is also good.  The enduring capacity of the child to be good, to shift out of the role of the sinner, means that he or she now has the capacity to adopt two opposing attitudes toward the world.  These are not adopted by conscious intent, but in response to the threats and opportunities afforded by specific life situations.  The child, then, shifts from one identity or way of being to another, which is to say from his or her identification with one internal self-construct (object) to another.  We only need add to this that neither self-construct is viable on its own.  And, in this sense they are only parts of a self and not a self as such.  

Internalizing the bad relationship might seem lamentable, but not tragic, if we could think of doing so as a continuing process that adapts our selves to changing external circumstances of love and hate, attachment and rejection.  But this is not the case.  It is not the case because internalizing the bad object makes us bad.  What we do to deal with this badness thwarts any effort on our part or on the part of others to change the meaning love and hate have taken on for us (see Sutherland 1963, pp. 114 and 117).  As infants and children (perhaps even as adults), we can do nothing to change the world outside except to take its badness into ourselves; we cannot really make the world good.  So, to cope with a badness that has become our own, we must do something with it inside ourselves.  This something is the repression (into the unconscious) of the (internal) bad object.  Internalization and repression of the bad object and of our relationship with it seals both object and relationship from the influence of changing circumstances in the world outside.


Fairbairn sees repression of the bad object as the next step in the drama of the child's effort to cope with his or her dilemma.  This repression is a continuation of the strategy of removal of the bad object, except now the removal is wholly internal, into the unconscious.  Repression is our way of not knowing our own badness.  But, not knowing our inner world prevents us from changing it.  There is much in the phenomena of hate that involves not knowing a vital part of who we are.  I am reminded here of a group of college students who organized an effort to cope with what are sometimes referred to as "hate crimes" around the slogan "Erase the Hate."
 This slogan expresses with special force the denial of hate as a way of coping with hate.


Indeed, this denial of hate is already implied in the category of hate crime, which insists that hate is itself a crime and should be punished over and above the punishment associated with the same crime were it not motivated by hate.  The special treatment of hate crimes also insists that the great majority of even violent crimes are not motivated by hate.  Only those crimes explicitly, which is to say consciously, motivated by a desire to destroy a group are acknowledged as "hate crimes," so that the very category of hate crime already erases the hate underlying most if not all crimes of violence, and many crimes not involving violence.  Erasing the hate in this case does not, of course, remove hate, but only our awareness of it.  Similarly, the effort to identify a very small group of crimes as hate crimes seeks to cordon off society's hate.  Here, we can see the repression of the bad object on a societal level.  This repression also involves projection, which is the next step in coping with the dilemma posed by the rejecting object.

The Bad Object and the World Outside

When the child responds to the badness of the neglecting or abusing object by taking its badness inside, the child becomes bad so that the object can be made good.  Since bad means self-denying, internalizing the bad object means becoming self-denying both in relation to self and other.  The original deprivation experienced in relation to the primary caregiver now becomes self-deprivation, which becomes more tolerable to the degree that it can be visited on others.  Then, the deprived become the depriving.  


When this happens, the meaning of good and bad becomes complex.  Originally, bad means depriving, good means satisfying.  As a result of internalization and repression, however, bad comes to mean self-satisfying (for example self-indulgent), and good comes to mean self-denying (for example industrious and frugal).  This reversal makes sense once we recall that the child understands being good (in relation to the narcissistic parent) to mean satisfying the parent's needs and not his or her own.  Being good in relation to the bad parent means being bad (self-denying).  

To make the parent (world) good, the child creates an ideal parent by taking on responsibility for the bad relation with the (now good) parent.  This makes the good an ideal, the bad real.  So long as this reality (bad) remains within the child (the child is bad), the psychic experience of the child will be dominated by feelings of inadequacy and self-hatred.  The more intense such feelings become, the less they can be tolerated, the greater the pressure to find a way to relieve them.  Relief from the pain of self-hatred and the feeling of worthlessness that goes along with it comes in the form of externalizing via projection.  When feelings of self-hatred are intense enough, the badness (bad object) can no longer be contained inside.  It must be put outside, which is to say it must be attributed to an external object, which is bad.  This process secures an identification with the good self (the child is his or her good self) at the expense of making a part of the world bad.  Because the child is frustrated and deprived by the now externalized bad object, the child can be said to hate that object, and wish to remove it.

Removal of the bad object has always been the goal, but now that goal takes on a new meaning.  Originally, removal of the bad object meant taking it inside, or being bad so that the object can be kept good.  Then, to retain a sense of inner goodness, the internalized bad object was repressed (removed from awareness) so that the child can be worthy of a relationship with the good object.  But, when repression fails, the internalized bad object must be put outside.  Then, removal of the bad object becomes a project involving the world outside; it is no longer an internal psychic maneuver, but an action taken in the world, from which the object must be removed.  The outside world must now be divided into good and bad objects, and protection of the good object now becomes a project in the world.

The project of removing the bad object from the world has substantial significance for the psychic meaning of public experience.  The attack on government is bound up with the idea of purifying the public realm (an idea also involved in the various forms of ethnic and racial cleansing that periodically emerge in the international arena).  Purification assures that what is is good, and that those who are good do good.  The necessity of protecting the ideal from the real suggests the importance of notions such as contamination and corruption.  As it turns out, the notion of corruption also plays a central role in the attack on government.  Indeed, the failures of government are frequently summed up in the notion that government is corrupt.  Then, we can only assure the goodness of the nation (ideal) by reclaiming it from the government (real).

The Moral Defense

Internalizing the bad object makes the child bad.  If all the child has with which to identify is an internalized bad object, he or she can be nothing but bad.  To offset this trend, the child can internalize the good object to counter the bad.  Then, so far as the child identifies with his or her internal good object, he or she can be good, but only conditionally so.  That is, to be good is to reject the internalized bad object and the part of the self identified with it.  Thus, being good means being good against the self.  Put another way, being good in the world is predicated on being internally bad.  As we have already seen, being bad can be a way of being good.  Now we can add to this that being good can also be predicated on being bad.

This element of self-denial (the attack on the self) is essential in distinguishing the moral stance from ethical character.  The former is built around the idea that we are bad, and thus around the internal divisions implied in that idea.  The moral stance is also organized around the idea of repression of the self, which is bad.  In the psychic drama of government, self-hatred plays a primary role. When we consider the two solutions to the problem posed by government failure (free market liberalism and democracy), we find them both grounded in self-repression. 


The good object (or good self-construct) internalized to cope with the bad has some peculiar qualities that make its goodness suspect.  The most notable of these qualities is its purity.  The internalized good object is simply (and therefore perfectly) good.  The internalized good object is, then, a kind of caricature of the good.  And, the part of the self patterned after it is a kind of caricature of a self: the good self.  We can see here again how the internalized good and bad objects are not good and bad selves, but parts of a self that can never quite put itself together.  The good (part) self strives to be always and only good.  Yet, this means that the internalized good object is alien to and rejecting of the self (or the child's aspirations to constitute a self) since a self is not always good.  This implicit rejection of selfhood suggests why morality displays such a penchant for sadism.  Indeed, because it is an attack on the self, the moral defense forges a link between morality and sadism.  This link to sadism becomes especially important when we consider the psychic meaning and psychic roots of the attack on the welfare state.  We can begin to understand the punitive attitude some adopt toward those dependent on welfare if we understand first the punitive attitude they have toward themselves.


Our identification with the bad object sets up an impulse to be bad that clouds our judgement and confuses us about what we can, want to, or should do.  The presence of the bad object means that we cannot trust our impulses and feelings, which are likely to lead to wrong acts.  If, however, we know cognitively what is right, then we can act according to what we know is right rather than in accordance with how we feel and what we desire.  That is, we can act according to the rules we are given as the rules of right conduct.  In this way, we can do good even though we are not good.  If we then equate being good with following the right rules, or doing good, we have an answer to the question, Who should govern?, rooted in the moral orientation.  This answer is that those who govern should be those who are good, and those who are good are those who follow the approved rules of right thinking and right conduct.  Put in the language with which I began, those who are good in this sense are those who engage in moral conduct even though they do not have ethical character.  When they do so, of course, they act against the self, which tends to make the morality of rule-bound behavior one of denial and restraint, first of the self, then of others.  Being good against the self fosters the natural transition from morality to moralizing.  


The effort to foster the good self as an antidote to the bad is well expressed in the rhetoric around issues of tolerance, where the emphasis is sometimes placed on teaching and learning tolerance.  This emphasis denies the emotional roots of intolerance, and especially the psychic meaning and roots of hatred.  Instead, hatred is to be understood as learned behavior, or an attitude taken up because of peer pressure or parental example.  While it might seem plausible to suggest that we unlearn intolerance, it seems hardly plausible that we could unlearn hate if only because hate is not something we learn, but a complex emotional response to a frightening early experience. Then, so far as intolerance is linked to hate, we can no more unlearn intolerance than we can unlearn hate.

We can see in the struggle over the self (between good and bad selves) the root of another quality important in understanding public experience, the rigidity of thought typical in public debate.  Intolerance of those who disagree is fueled by the conviction that what is at stake in the debate is not alternative policies, but who will be made to carry the burden of being bad.  Thus, pubic debate becomes a contest between good and evil.  Once framed (psychically) in this way, there can be no room for tolerance or compromise.  This construction of debate as a moral contest, while most evident for those who explicitly frame the issues in a religious language, is not restricted to those wishing to mix religion with politics.  The moral defense has an affinity for the religious construction of the world, but it also has its secular expressions.  These expressions are common in public life when matters of the nation, national identity, and national pride are involved.  The idea of the goodness of the people or the nation also expresses the moral stance, and especially the presence of what we have referred to here as the moral defense.


The stronger the moral current, which measures the power of the bad object and the force demanded to repress it, the greater the difficulty the individual has with genuinely ethical conduct.  The stronger the moral current, the stronger the repression of the self.  The stronger the repression of the self, the more powerful the sadistic trends in the personality, the less suited it is to fostering a genuinely ethical attitude toward others.  As I will argue below, the power of the bad internal object and the preoccupation of the ego with its repression subvert the formation of ethical character.


This point may be clearer if formulated in the language of self-esteem.  Repression of the self is driven by the conviction that to be yourself is to be bad.  Thus, self-repression expresses self-hatred.  But hatred of the self-in-self is also hatred of the self as such, and therefore hatred of the self-in-other, which is to say of other selves.  Hatred of the self is the enemy of ethical conduct, which is conduct driven by regard for the self-in-other.  Thus, those with low self-esteem are most likely to act with little regard for others (Pulver 1986, p. 105).  We will have occasion in the following to link low self-esteem to hate, to issues of justice, and to the attack on government.

Difference

Thus far I have placed the whole of the burden of the child's badness on its object which, in failing the child, is bad, and whose badness the child takes upon him or her self.  But badness does not come into the world simply because the object fails.  The good object also confronts the child with a dilemma.  This is the dilemma of difference.  If the object is entirely good, or even predominantly so, then for the child to become something different from the object, he or she must become bad.  In other words, the child must be bad in order to fend off the (good) object and assert his difference from it.  Being bad is a primitive way of being a self.  Being bad, then, has real value, and in its way is a good thing, but only as part of a struggle for selfhood.


This implies a dilemma.  To be good means to lose any distinctive sense of self and to merge with the good object.  Yet, to seek autonomy from the object, which cannot be attained without differentiating from it, means to be bad since the object is good (see Hegel 1977, para. 202-211).  To overcome this dilemma is the project of integrating the self.  Reasonable parental failure and the child's ability to accept the parent's failings facilitate the development of autonomy by loosening the connection between goodness and sameness, and limiting the demands goodness makes on the child.  When we can only assert ourselves by being bad, self-assertion endangers the self.


It should be clear from this that aggression plays a vital role in the process of self-development.  It does so by protecting boundaries, and thus securing the difference between self and other.  The more we are made to identify aggression with being bad, the more we are rebuked for acting aggressively, the more aggression is bonded to our bad selves.  To be good then means to repress not only our bad selves, but also the aggression connected to the bad self.  Because of this, identification of aggression with the bad object and repression of that object deprives us of a vital asset in our effort to know and to be ourselves in the world.


Intolerance of difference shapes public experience, especially when that experience gets organized around group identification.  At root, intolerance of difference, by which we mean here intolerance of different or other selves, expresses the need to hold together a purely good self against powerful feelings of the self's inadequacy.   Thus, the idea of an enemy includes the idea of another way of being a self, which threatens to destroy the equation between our self and the good self.  In the words of Heinz Kohut, the other represents a "flaw in the narcissistically perceived reality," which is reality as seen through the lens of the narcissistically vulnerable (quoted in White 1986, p. 154).  Thus, the enemy's offense lies in being different, which is an offense because the experience of other (different) selves reinforces our doubts about the goodness of our selves. 

Society provides one means for avoiding the experience of otherness by establishing groups organized around a shared identity.  Within the group, we need not fear the narcissistic injury of difference, and can participate in the creation of an alternative reality safe from the flaw to which Kohut refers.  This option, of course, involves short-circuiting the process by which we establish our (different) selves in the world.  The more difference, and therefore selfness, gets associated with badness, the greater the need to suppress difference (or self) in other

Guilt

Melanie Klein uses the notion of the depressive position to depict the situation in which the child discovers that the mother he or she hates for being the bad object is the same mother he or she loves for being the good object.  At this point, the child develops a relation to a whole person, whole in the primitive sense of both good and bad.  To accept the goodness of the bad object and the badness of the good (that they are the same object) enables the child to accept that he or she is also both good and bad.  Thus, accepting the wholeness of the object is the other side of achieving wholeness of the self.  This achievement establishes the basis for guilt as a response to harm done to the (good) object.  We feel bad about harm we have done to others when we recognize those others as good.  Guilt is important because it expresses recognition of the self-in-other and the capacity to take responsibility for harm done.  The connection of guilt to recognition of other and responsibility for self links guilt to ethical character.


True guilt arises because the child recognizes the identity of the hated and loved objects.
  The child recognizes that love and hate are directed at the same, or more accurately at one, person.  More importantly, however, guilt arises because the child realizes that he or she is both good and bad, and therefore cannot escape his or her own badness.  True guilt, then, expresses our love for the hated person.  But, it also expresses our love for ourselves since it expresses acceptance of the fact that we are not unconditionally or inevitably good.  This acceptance involves the modulation of feelings toward self and object that marks ethical character.  Combining love and hate produces a more moderate attitude, which is the essence of genuine tolerance and thus a genuinely ethical attitude.  True guilt expresses love for another, false guilt expresses hatred for our selves.  The former leads us toward ethical character; the latter expresses the dilemma of the moral defense.


In both cases, of course, feeling guilty is what we do to our selves.  Yet, it makes a difference whether we treat ourselves as essentially bad or as essentially good, if sometimes bad.  Put another way, it makes a difference whether our goodness is something of our own, or a successful adoption of the false self of the moral actor.  In the former case, we remain good even when we are bad, and in the latter we are only good when we are not ourselves, which is to be bad.


The connection between morality and sadism already emphasized separates morality from true guilt and links it instead to hatred.  Hate circumvents guilt by treating the object as all bad.  When the object is not good, harm done to it does not mean harm done to the good object, and guilt does not arise.  Those who commit the violent acts we associate with "hate crimes" are not subject to normal guilt that expresses regard for the other person (for the self-in-other).  This does not mean that such individuals have no guilt-like experience.  On the contrary, they may experience the most savage internal attack on the self, involving intense self-hatred and feelings of worthlessness.  Following Melanie Klein, Arthur Hyatt-Williams points out that these individuals "have a persecutory superego that is savagely punitive."  These intense and distorted forms of what we normally think of as conscience have the most profound consequences, especially involving the externalization "into dramatic enactments" (Hyatt-Williams 1998, p. 10).  These enactments provoke a harsh response, which when internalized, reinforces the development or persecutory internal objects.  An individual under intense and sadistic attack internally seeks relief by turning the attack on the self into an attack on others, who become identified as the bad self.  Then, what begins as a distorted form of conscience becomes sadism and cruelty.  

The provocation of authority figures referred to by Hyatt-Williams appears in public life in the relationship with government, the ultimate authority figure for society as a whole.   The violence of government in response to those who attack the civil community enables them to exercise the option of experiencing the attack on the self as coming from outside (from government) rather inside.  This relieves the inner conflict and pain.  It also suggests how inadequate is the plan of those who would raise the stakes for crime by intensifying punishment, since they ignore how preferable punishment can be, no matter how cruel, to psychic pain.

The Self-Ideal

Once the primitive separation of good and bad objects fails in the face of recognition of the wholeness of self and other, the terrain of the struggle between separation and integration shifts.  The struggle now takes place over our internalized ideal self.  The formation of the ideal self establishes purpose in our lives on the abstract plane of goals and ideals.  Being good now means being our ideal self, and being bad means failing to do so.  Yet, whether we can be good also depends on how we deal with being bad, and, in particular, how much badness we accept as part of ourselves.  Put another way, psychic integration depends both on the attainability of our ideal and on our ability to tolerate failure.  Attainability depends on how absolutely good that ideal is, therefore on how much room it allows us to fall short of perfection and still consider ourselves essentially worthy of love.  Tolerance of failure depends on how severe the consequences of failure are expected or imagined to be.  

Splitting good from bad prevents the knowledge that we might be bad from infecting our ego ideal, which is patterned not on a whole object that is both good and bad, but on an idealized object that is always and only good.  The purity of the idealized object reflects itself in the perfection of the ideal.  Forming an absolute and formal ideal leaves little room for tolerance of self and other.  Perfection of the ideal makes it unattainable and places us in the position that we can never satisfy our own internal self expectation, a situation that reproduces as an internal matter our original interpersonal dilemma.


Andrew Morrison considers how the experience of shame expresses the disparity between the actual and ideal selves.  Shame, he suggests, reflects feelings about a defect in the self, with the attendant lowering of self-esteem, and the inevitable falling short of the values of the ego ideal (1986, p. 352).   Our shame invokes a threat of abandonment or rejection, which would affirm our unworthiness for love.  The experience of shame involves the depletion of the self, and is "overcome through attainment of a cohesive, plentiful self which allows for self-acceptance" and therefore also acceptance of the self-in-other (p. 362).  


To avoid the experience of shame, the depleted self seeks fusion of ideal and actual selves.  In the words of Otto Kernberg, "there is a fusion of ideal self, ideal object, and actual self-images as a defense against an intolerable reality in the interpersonal realm" (1986, p. 216-7) with the result that the individual identifies him or her self with his or her self-ideal.  This assures that that the individual can avoid the experience of shame.  In other words, protection against feeling ashamed of the self is provided by "the building up of an inflated self concept" sometimes referred to as a "grandiose self."  Ideals unattainable in reality are attained within the grandiose fantasy that takes the place of a connection to interpersonal reality.


The fantasized fusion of actual and ideal constitutes a manic defense closely associated with an attack on the externalized parts of the self, especially in the form of cruelty toward others.  Hyatt-Williams describes how manic defenses protect against psychic pain by acting "against feelings of tenderness, unrequited need such as the need for love, feelings of compassion and concern both for the kind and tender parts of the self and for the well-being of others."  By acting against these feelings, the manic defenses "also act against feelings of inadequacy, smallness, lack of intelligence or skill, inability to compete with others, lack of beauty or of social graces" (1998, p. 112-3).


The fantasized fusion of real with ideal, because it is predicated on the externalization of the devalued parts of the self, constitutes a grandiose self on one side, and, on the other, an external world made to contain those parts of the self that involve inadequacy, dependence, and so on.  The attitude toward that world combines fear and contempt.  We fear the world because in it we find the projected parts of ourselves, parts that we expect, in their externalized form, to attack us out of envy for what we imagine ourselves to be.  We hold the world in contempt because in it we find our projected dependent and therefore inadequate selves.  The fear and contempt for what is real (external) stimulates an impulse to control objects in the world, since only control of objects can protect the grandiose self from them and assure that they behave in ways consistent with their use as containers for disavowed parts of the self.  Thus, the fusion of real and ideal via evacuation of devalued parts of the self is maintained through relationships with others marked by a significant element of cruelty. 


The fusion of self and self-ideal has two important consequences for understanding certain attitudes toward government.  First, it carries an implication about dependence, a concept vital in the ideal of small government or no government.  Second, it carries an implication about the perception of others, who are made via projection to contain unacceptable self-images, which is to say those images that undermine the fusion of self with its grandiose ideal.  Kernberg notes how the fantasy of fusion denies "normal dependency on external objects" (1986, p. 217).  It is, after all, the failure of these objects that the grandiose self must make right.  Where objects fail, the self must step in, and in so doing establish its independence of objects, which it can only do by denying its limitations as one in a world of others.


Denial of dependence is a vital theme of the psychic experience of government.  This theme involves both denial of dependence on government, and cruelty toward those who become dependent on it.  Here we can see both implications of the fusion of actual and ideal selves in action.  The grandiose self has no need for objects, is self-sufficient, and therefore has no need for government.  Similarly, the grandiose self treats with sadism and contempt those who are in need of government since they are the repositories of the projected shameful self.  It will not be surprising, then, if we find the experience of shame playing a central role in the attack on government, especially in its more violent forms.

The Feeling of Security

The good parent satisfies because he or she secures a sense of relatedness for the child.  Thus far, I have placed exclusive emphasis on relatedness or connection without considering more specifically the content or object of that relatedness.  Vital to understanding the quality of connection is understanding the way connection implicates the nascent self of the child.  Arnold Rothstein describes two alternative meanings connection can have (1986, p. 313-4).  The first he refers to as "object-related love" by which he has in mind a maternal orientation "in which joy is derived primarily from nurturing the child for its own sake."  In object-related love, the separateness of the child is respected, and his or her needs become the parent's primary concern. By contrast, in narcissistic love, the child is treated as a "narcissistically invested extension of the maternal self-representation."  Here, the child is "of value only insofar as he aggrandizes the parents' self-representation."

The path to ethical character made available by object-related love rests on the feeling of security the child develops in relation to the parent.  When the parent fails to provide what has, in a different context, been referred to as an "atmosphere of safety," this path to ethical character is blocked (see Schafer 1983 and Sandler 1987).  Nothing threatens the building of ethical character more than insecurity.  Indeed, a key quality of the moral orientation is feeling insecure in an unsafe world.  Insecurity is a vital element of the attack government, which, if successful, removes from the world a primary source of security for the individual.


When narcissistic love dominates over object-related love, the parent creates an uncertain environment for the child by making connection contingent.  Being good means doing whatever sustains connection, which is to say being for other rather than being for self.  This syndrome sets up in the child a primitive idea of the good, and provides a foundation for what Donald Winnicott refers to as the "false self," a concept with clear and compelling relevance to understanding how the moral defense obstructs the development of ethical character (Winnicott 1965).  As the child matures into adulthood, the idea of the good becomes more complex, and its roots in the striving to secure the relation to the parent become obscure, although no less powerful.  The adult formed in this way continues to believe (if unconsciously) that being good in the sense of conforming to an ideal originating outside (a moral ideal) will assure merger with his or her idealized object; it will assure that he or she is only and altogether good.


To achieve such an ideal places us in an ethical dilemma.  The ideal has the subjective meaning of union with the parent and rejection of everything bad, which excludes others (especially if they have accepted that they are sometimes bad) and even obliterates the distinctiveness of the self (which develops out of the unity of good and bad).  Since realizing the (moral) ideal means merger and merger denies difference, realizing that ideal is part of a striving to deny boundaries and thus the integrity of others.  Realizing such an ideal therefore stands opposed to ethical character.   


Yet, the moral ideal contains the sum of our notion of right conduct in the world.  It embodies our sense of what we wish to be, including the sense of what we ought to be.  It builds on moral strictures (however idiosyncratic)--of right and wrong--presented to us by our parents early in life as the money accepted in payment for connection with them.  Thus, identification with our moral ideal links us to canons of right conduct, but it does so in a way that denies the integrity of others since its aim is merger rather than difference.


A poignant example of this is those who make morality itself their ideal, and in so doing assure that their insistence on morality constitutes a denial of the differences that separate self and other.  While the ideal of moral conduct entails respect for others, its subjective meaning is exclusion of others. Rather than making us part of an ethical order predicated on respect for self-boundaries and difference, it seeks to create a oneness that obliterates all difference by, in reality, making our (good) self the only self.  The link between morality, the ego ideal, and merger fantasies has important implications for understanding groups and certain kinds of community (see Chasseguet-Smirgel 1985).  This connection will be important when we turn to the question of democratic community and to the question of the tension between citizenship and group identity.


Narcissistic love, because of its connection to merger fantasies, can be thought of as an all too intense connection between parent and child.  In its way, however, it is no connection at all, but the denial of the otherness of the child, which is to say denial of the child's true self.  The resulting repression of the true self will later have substantial consequences for the ability of the adult to accept difference where difference expresses the individual's creative potential.  We can say in a sense, then, that however intense the relation with the parent may seem when it is organized around narcissistic love, it constitutes deprivation by refusing to satisfy the child's need to have his or her separate self recognized and nurtured.

We can think of this neglect as a failure of the parent to provide the child with an effective orientation in the world, effective, that is, with regard to the child's aspiration to live creatively (Winnicott 1986).  This creates its own dilemma the child can attempt to resolve, for example, by forming an internal substitute capable of doing what the parent cannot.  We have already seen how the grandiose self built on the basis of fusion of self, self-ideal, and ideal object develops on the basis of a failure of object relations to enrich the child's self, thus leaving it depleted, and leaving the individual with a feeling of inadequacy.  After all, narcissistic love informs the child that he or she (his or her self) is not worthy of love, except insofar as his or her self is adapted to the alien self of the other (the parent).  The neglect associated with narcissistic love shapes the child's inner world in a specific direction. 


Where narcissistic love predominates, the problem of right conduct becomes a problem of finding a secure place in a dangerous world.  The solutions provided by the canons of moral conduct protect the child, and then the adult, from a dangerous external situation that becomes a dangerous internal situation.  This serves to underscore once again the close link between insecurity and the moral stance.


Ethical character does not form out of insecurity and the need to defend against external and internal dangers.  Because of this, it does not require rules or rigid adherence to them.  It operates, instead, out of a more flexible and complex sense (or idea) of ethical conduct.  Ethical character embodies the idea of ethics; moral character follows rules of acceptable conduct.  Acting on the basis of an internalized idea differs from following rules in fundamental ways.  This difference captures what is essential about the distinction between morality and ethics. 


Ethical character demands both the idea of ethics and the psychic capacity to lead an ethical life: to treat others with regard and to accept the differences between, and separateness of, persons.  This means that ethical conduct always invokes an ideal, and thus recalls our primitive merger fantasies (see Jacobson 1964, p. 96, and Chasseguet-Smirgel 1985).  Yet, striving to realize a primitive ideal is not synonymous with, but in important ways antithetical to, ethical character.  The achievement of ethical character takes us beyond our primitive ideal and the wish to be only or absolutely good.  It entails an active knowledge that being good is never absolute; we also have been and will be bad.

Trust


At the beginning of this essay, I noted the connection between the problem of character and the problem of trust.  Because the President lied about his affair with Monica Lewinsky, he cannot be trusted.  He lied, and therefore cannot be trusted because of a weakness in character.  This weakness in character means that he falls short of a standard many believe we ought to apply to those in public office, especially the paramount public office of President.


If we ask the question, Why is trust of such paramount importance in governance?, a number of answers emerge.  Some would link honesty to democracy.  They insist that democracy means that the people are the ultimate governors.  But, if the people are the ultimate governors, they must have the autonomy to decide on issues, which they cannot have if they are manipulated by the control over information.  Dishonesty on the part of public officials, then, corrupts democracy.  I will explore the matter of democracy at length further on.  For the present, I would like to focus attention on another dimension of the problem of trust, one closely connected to the salience of character in public life.


A second answer to the question, Why does it matter that the President lied? evokes more directly the psychic meaning of trust.  Here, trust takes on importance in itself, not because it is important to other ends, such as democratic self-governance.  Now, the issue of character takes center stage.  This happens when the President's character is made to represent the character of the nation, and thus the president's character flaws become flaws in the national character, which means flaws in our character as citizens of the nation. The idea that the President is a model, especially for young people, expresses this idea more concretely.  A flawed President creates a flawed nation.  His dishonesty serves to validate dishonesty as a social matter, for all.  In other words, the President's character failure corrupts the character of the nation, of its people, and especially of the young.  


Given what I have already said about character, the idea that the President's conduct could corrupt character will seem implausible.  The formation of character takes place in a setting where distant figures such as the President can hardly be expected to exert significant influence.  Yet, we should not too quickly dismiss the claim that the President's flaws corrupt the national character, since, however true or false as a practical matter, it may yet have a powerful psychic validity.  This psychic validity has two aspects.  First, it involves the idea that character is learned behavior and, second, it expresses a profound psychic preoccupation with the experience of being lied to.


Treating character as learned behavior fits well with the idea of morality, and indeed is a part of that idea.  The moral standpoint concerns itself with rules and strictures that govern conduct from outside.  Patterning behavior after others, especially those in positions of authority, means that the quality of our behavior is determined by the pattern that we are given or that we choose.  This standpoint sidesteps the whole matter of psychic experience and psychic structure, thus leaving aside what is arguably the essential driving force in practical judgment.  It also insists on subordinating conduct to external expectations, thus sacrificing internal initiative and judgment to compliance (in Winnicott's language subordinating the true to the false self).


Equally important, however, is the salience of lying.  When it became apparent that the President had indeed lied, the fact was clearly of greater salience to some than to others.  Indeed, some found it virtually intolerable, while others viewed it as possibly of consequence to his family and close associates, but not to the nation as a whole.  How might we account for what I refer to here as the salience of lying for those who found the prospect of dishonesty in the President intolerable?


We can find one answer to this question in the idea of narcissistic love considered in the previous section.  For those whose experience of connection with the parent is one of narcissistic love, their experience of the most significant relationship in their lives embodies a lie.  At the center of this lie is the matter of gratification, and especially of who gets gratified.  Narcissistic love insists that gratifying the parent is what gratifies the child.  It, therefore, offers deprivation in the name of gratification.  This relationship, then, provides a template for judging other relationships, and the emotional issues built into the original relationship become the issues that give meaning to subsequent relationships.


The significance of narcissistic love becomes clear when we acknowledge that narcissistic love is not love at all, but its opposite.  In other words, narcissistic love is itself a lie.  It is a lie in that it offers hate in the name of love.  If love sustains and affirms the other's self, while hate seeks to destroy that self, narcissistic love is really a form of hate.  Narcissistic love is the hate offered by those who should love us.  It is, because it carries the name of its opposite, the ultimate lie.  For those who have been the victims of hate in the name of love, to be lied to has tremendous psychic meaning regardless of its practical consequences.


So far as this is correct, we can say that telling lies is the mark of the bad object, and that we must expect the bad object to lie to us.  Then, of course, those in whose psychic world Bill Clinton already occupied the position of the bad object will naturally assume that he cannot be trusted, and are gratified to find objective proof to support their assumption.  As it turns out, the Special Prosecutor's relentless search for proof, if it did not force Clinton to lie, certainly placed him in a position where lying became more and more likely.  We can say, then, that the Special Prosecutor acted as the agent of those who required that external, or objective, reality be made to conform with psychic reality.


That Clinton was, for them, already a bad object follows from what originally defines bad objects, which is their refusal to gratify.  Indeed, the bad object stands as the main obstacle to gratification.  Thus, were it not for a Democratic President, nothing would stand in the way of Republican control of government.  The Democratic President, then, becomes the main obstacle to their control over the source of gratification.  Proving him unworthy of the public trust validated their judgment, their hope in advancing such proof being that the people would rise up against him and deliver the government to those worthy of having it.


This observation can tell us something important about hatred of government.  Hatred of government results from the involvement of government in psychic drama.  In this drama, the government can take the part of the bad object, and when it does, it becomes the object of our hatred.  Hatred of government is closely linked to the perception that government is corrupt, which is to say that those who govern act in their own interest rather than the people's interest, just as the narcissistic parent acts in his or her own interest rather than that of the child.  So far as the narcissistic parent is capable of love, it is love for self, not love for other.  The hatred provoked by narcissistic love is, then, a deep pool from which to draw upon for hatred of others, and of institutions such as government.


We need only add to this the observation that the organization of our public life, especially the process by which we elect and otherwise connect with our leaders, insists that they manipulate us for their own gain.  In other words, we insist upon their narcissism, as we insist that they lie to us so far as the truth might be damaging to their prospects of success in office or reelection.  Corruption in high office affirms our deepest convictions about government, and assures that in government we have a suitable container for the disavowed aspects of ourselves we then criticize unmercifully in public servants.


Our need for narcissism in office has its most vivid expression in the grandiose fantasy we require our leaders to endorse for us, however implausible it might be.  In America, no one who offers a realistic assessment of the nation can hope to get elected.  Rather than realism, we crave and demand a fantasy of power and goodness.  We must be told that we occupy a "blessed land," that "our nation is poised for greatness," that we are "a nation still mighty in its youth" (Ronald Reagan, Second Inaugural Address).  We must be told that "America's best is the best in the world," and that "America must lead" (George W. Bush, campaign speech, June 12, 1999).  We must be told that we "have what it takes … to make our values … the strongest force on earth" (Al Gore campaign speech, June 16, 1999).


If we demand narcissism in office, we should expect to get it.  That we are then enraged that the narcissistic office holder behaves narcissistically only suggests that we have gotten the government we deserve, and that one of its functions is to provide a suitable outlet for our rage.  That narcissism in office means corruption and dishonesty comes as no surprise, and should be understood not as a personal failing of elected officials, but as their success in playing the part in the collective psychic drama for which they were recruited.

The Sense of Otherness

The sense of otherness achieved by uniting the good and bad objects creates a primitive interpersonal relationship with the primary caretaker, interpersonal because the relationship connects two different persons for the first time, primitive because the relationship encompasses no more than two persons, one of whom is only incipiently or potentially a person.  The absence of a third makes the interpersonal relationship susceptible to regression into a single unit; the pressure toward merger remains strong since the prospect of merger remains vivid.  And, after all, if the whole interpersonal world consists of two, who remain so much alike, difference has little room to flourish.  Ethical character demands not only the recognition of a relation to another, but something more.


The significance of the Oedipal situation stems from the part it plays in the development of difference.  In the classical Freudian theory, the son's defeat in the Oedipal struggle means renunciation of the desire for the opposite sex parent and, eventually, seeking to replace him or her with someone from outside.  Thus, the Oedipal struggle has significance in the development of difference.  Oedipal defeat also means recognition on the part of the child that he cannot always get what he wants.  This involves a connection to reality, or renunciation of life within a fantasy world.  Thus, the Oedipal struggle eventuates in a movement from omnipotence (the expectation that all needs will be satisfied in the mother-infant dyad) to reality (renunciation of the desire for the mother), and from a dyad, within which difference is always vulnerable, to relations with many others.  Both achievements have ethical significance.  The whole person, who has integrated good and bad, must now become a separate person, who can relate to others without denying his or her difference from them.  Just as splitting gives way to integration, merger gives way to relating.


Failure to traverse the Oedipal phase means failure to accept the separateness of persons.  Those who fail treat the demands of difference and relating to others as narcissistic blows directed at their fantasies of domination (see Grunberger 1979).  Others may want differently than we do, and they may be different from us, valuing different things or leading a different sort of life.  The desire to submerge others into our selves cannot accommodate such differences.  Pursuit of merger can also take the form of an ideological commitment that binds group members in an effort to create the sense of oneness that dispels difference.  A group built on this foundation cannot tolerate the non-member, and seeks to absorb or destroy those outside.


Intolerance of difference mirrors intolerance of self.  The rejecting, punitive, sadistic self equates ethics with self-renunciation.  The individual who carries this burden of self-denial may seek to impose it on others by insisting they pay the same price--renunciation of self--to attain moral standing.  If the child equates regard for others with renunciation of self, this means that regard for others cannot be a natural extension of the self.  


Progression from the moral standpoint to ethical character brings with it a transformation of the nature and perception of right conduct.  The progression sets out, as Lawrence Kohlberg observes, from formal rules, which can only be obeyed or defied.  Knowing these rules means knowing how to follow them.  Such rules are abstract in that we know them prior to and outside of any rich context of thought and experience.  We know them without thinking much about them.  In another sense, however, these rules are concrete. To know them is be able to follow them without much thought, by associating experiences in which they have proven appropriate.  To this extent, the meaning of the rules remains experiential.  This suggests that the rules are concrete rather than abstract since the experiential quality of rules severs their connection to reason.  Rules cease to be rules when they are known to make up a part of a larger and comprehensible whole, when they follow reason(s) rather than orders.  The larger whole is what Hegel refers to as ethical life.  Considered internally, this larger whole is what we mean by ethical character.


The idea that moral conduct means conduct in accord with conventional (and in this sense arbitrary) rules links morality to group experience, since it is the group that defines the rules, and the psychic purpose achieved in following the rules is group connection.  Since the moral orientation puts group connection at stake, establishing that in our conduct we are "right," meaning in conformity with group norms, has the greatest significance for us.  At the same time, since what makes conduct right is conformity with group norms, the criteria of right are essentially conventional, even subjective.  Thus, the link between morality and belonging in groups helps explain the apparently conflicting attitudes alluded to at the beginning of this essay.  Establishing that our conduct is right is vital to us, while we believe (as my students insist) that the norms of right conduct are purely conventional, even a matter of opinion.

Ethical Character

Good enough parenting should enable the child to develop a secure enough inner world with adequate integration of good and bad selves to allow meaningful access to the experiences of desire and aggression.  This means formation of a whole person.  Wholeness requires integration as an internal matter, but it also requires boundedness as a matter of placement of the person in a larger world (Jacobson 1964, p. 66).  This presupposes the sense of security within the self that mirrors an experience of a safe environment in the world outside.  Chasseguet-Smirgel speaks of this as maturation of the ego ideal.  It is also the formation of ethical character, whose secure self-boundaries form the basis for recognition of the boundaries of others, and whose self-regard forms the basis for regard for others.  For the moral actor the content of right and wrong is determined by arbitrary rules of conduct.  For ethical character, the content of right and wrong is determined by respect for the integrity of others.  The difference expresses the different subjective meanings of their self-ideals.


The idea of ethical character, rooted as it is in a singular conception of what it means to be a whole and well-bounded person, leaves less room for idiosyncratic judgement, possibly linked to group identity, in determining what is right.  Moral thinking, with its emphasis on internalization of rules, makes the content of the rules less central than their subjective function in relation to certain infantile aspirations carried over into adult life.  Put another way, moral thinking tends to separate content from subjective function.  The content of the rules does not much matter.  What matters is adherence to them.  By adhering to the rules, we attach ourselves to a group (which represents subjectively the primitive dyad or the family unit).  By contrast, for ethical character the content of the good is inseparable from its subjective function.  The subjective function is to instantiate regard for self and others in the interaction of persons, and this regard for self and others is also the content of ethical order.  This idea, rooted in psychoanalytic theorizing, fits well with an ethics centering on reciprocal recognition of personhood, or mutual regard (see Hegel 1951, Erikson 1964, Dworkin 1977, and Levine 1988).  


The separation of content from subjective function is one of the more important conclusions we can draw from our discussion of the moral defense.  Moral conduct means (subjectively) whatever conduct provides security in an uncertain world.  In other words, moral conduct means complying with rules given from outside, sanctioned by rewards and punishments.  Moral, then, means compliant, regardless of the specific modes of conduct that happen to be complied with.  In this world, what is wrong ethically might be right morally since the community, or other authority that defines the good, need not have ethical character, that is, does not encourage ways of life incorporating mutual regard.  A community has ethical character when it enables its members to do so.  If it does not, it is more than likely that good conduct means conduct acceptable to an external authority that is itself bad (i.e. lacking ethical character).

Self-determination

If the distinction between the moral attitude and ethical conduct involves the matter of compliance with authority, then it leads to the question of agency and responsibility.  Here we encounter a telling reversal.  Morality suggests right action rooted in the volition of a subject who bears responsibility.  Thus, as we will see, the theme of responsibility dominates in public life and in ways centrally linked to the use of government to affirm a fantasy about independence.  Yet, what distinguishes the moral attitude is division of and struggle against the self.  Since the moral self is inherently divided and acts morally only when in compliance with internalized authority, the moral actor can never be fully the subject of his or her actions, and thus is never really responsible. 


The complexity of psychic structure, the significance of the unconscious, and the possibility of divisions within the personality, pose significant problems for the usual attributions of responsibility and agency to the apparent subject of action, the person in the everyday sense of the term.  Agency and subjectivity become complex (see Moran 1993).  This complexity becomes apparent when we seek to link agency to free will, and therefore make the inner determination of action the opposing pole to biological or social determination.  When we do this, we make agency imply freedom from determination, and this implies that our autonomy deprives us of any concrete existence.  


Theories that deploy this notion of a moral subject who freely chooses seek to avoid considering the complex relation between internal and external determination (Wallwork 1991, chapter 4).  Such theories, which are common in the social sciences, take the absence of overt coercion as the sole criterion for self-determined action, thus assuming self-determination simply because external determination is not present.  As we have seen, however, this moral choice may be no choice at all if it is rooted in internalized authority or a divided inner life rather than an integrated sense of self.  Real choice comes out of self-determination, not the absence of determination.


It is not only in social science, however, that we find an equation of freedom with will.  This equation also plays a large role in the attitude toward government organized around the danger dependence on government poses for the citizen.  This idea, deeply embedded in the public consciousness, shapes an ideal of government, and promotes punitive social policies predicated on the premise that, in the words of R.H. Tawney, will is all, circumstance nothing.


Notions of autonomy and freedom rooted in the moral attitude and the equation of freedom with free will are too absolute to be compelling.  We cannot hold to them while simultaneously acknowledging the complexity of psychic structure and the reality of psychic division.  At the same time, if we give up individual agency, it will be difficult to sustain the idea of an individual subject, since it is the subject's agency that makes it a subject.


An alternative defines agency and subjectivity in connection not with free will, but with psychic integrity.  Clearly, integration is a precondition for agency since without it we cannot identify a subject.  Yet, psychic integration does not mean being undetermined.  What it does mean is integrating a life experience (including a personal history) in a way that allows original and developed abilities and talents to realize themselves in coherent life projects (Kohut emphasizes this idea).  Splitting and repression of bad objects or internalization of self-negating moral rules make integration of a life experience impossible.  They, therefore, deny our aspiration to be the subjects of our life experience.


The concept of ethical character leads in a direction that might help us escape from some of the problems caused by equating agency with free will.  Ethical character refers to the sense of self maintained in a secure inner world that incorporates regard for others as a natural extension of secure self-regard.  Ethical character retains meaningful access to love and hate, has a reasonably attainable ego ideal, judges tolerantly, and therefore exhibits a basic integration.  This integration allows us to speak of the self as the seat of agency.  The self then determines action.  This self-determination of action is what we mean by ethical character. 


We can only speak of the self-determination of action when a reasonably unified self exists. Indeed, an actor possessed of such a self is what we mean by an individual subject, and the presence of such a self is what we mean by capacity for agency.  Agency, then, expresses an inner striving for wholeness (see Sutherland 1963, p. 119).


This makes it possible to define individual agency as having ethical character and sidestep some of the difficulties the concept of agency otherwise poses.  The link between agency and ethical character enables us to consider right and wrong conduct without denying psychic determinacy.  It is, after all, morality that demands free will, whereas all ethical character calls for is self-determination. 

Endnotes




� The link between morality, inner conflict, and self-repression fits well with basic elements of Freud's structural model, which makes the superego a central player in the moral drama of the mind.  In this model, the superego is responsible for assuring moral conduct.  It embodies ideals, and has the capacity to punish us by causing psychic pain when we fail to live up to those ideals.  However, rather than beginning with the implications of superego formation for moral conduct, I will begin with a more basic psychic and interpsychic situation emphasized by Erik Erikson (1964, p. 231).  This is the situation that leads to what Ronald Fairbairn refers to as the "moral defense" (see Fairbairn 1943).  In this situation, being good and being bad take on their original and fundamental psychic meaning.


�  This formulation to some extent evades the issue, since we need to know something about the nature and content of the relationship so we can know whether the parties find the relatedness it offers satisfying or not.  I consider this problem further on.


� University of Denver Web site, March 1999.


� Richard Koenigsberg points out that the "wish to maintain the purity of the nation" is fundamental among nationalists (1977, p. 10).


� Winnicott distinguishes between true and implanted (or false) guilt.  A healthy child has a sense of guilt that stems from the development of personhood in and through the recognition of the wholeness of the other.  Some children, however, fail to achieve integration of self and recognition of the integrity of the other.  Failure to achieve the sense of wholeness of self and other precludes the development of an inner or personal source of guilt.  Children who fail in this task must, then, be taught a sense of right and wrong since they will not develop it for themselves (Winnicott 1955).


� Shame and the effort to displace it onto others (Gilligan 1996) drive more extreme forms of aggression.
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