                                           

These notes are not supposed to replace all the notes you already have, but they are supposed to be an easy way to start revising.

WHAT IS A CONSCIENCE?

The dictionary definition of conscience is:” a person’s sense of right or wrong especially in regard of her own actions”. In other words our conscience tells us whether what we are doing is right or wrong.
WHERE DOES CONSCIENCE COME FROM?

There are basically three ways to explain the fact that we have a conscience. These are:
a) God gives us a conscience.

b) We are born with a conscience but it may not come from God (this is called innate).

c) Our conscience is created by the things and people around us (the term for this is socialised).

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?
It’s important because the way you think you got your conscience will change the way you act. 
For example:

If you think conscience comes from God, then you will always follow what your conscience tells you to do even if everybody else is telling you to do something else. 
But:

If you think (like Freud did) that, your conscience is created by the people around you when you were young, then you could completely ignore your conscience because you would think that it could be wrong.

WHAT IS THE RELEVANCE FOR EXAMS OF THIS?

Questions will often ask if you should follow your conscience, and whether you should follow your conscience depends on where it’s from. 

DIFFERENT TYPES OF CONSCIENCE

We could look at lots of different ideas on conscience, but the syllabus only demands that you know four:
1. Aquinas

2. Butler

3. Newman

4. Freud
We’ll deal with each of these in turn and think about how they deal with some of the problems associated with conscience. The main problem for many religious explanations of conscience is the existence of psychopaths, people who do not seem to have a conscience and feel no guilt. If you agree that there are such people it is hard to explain how they exist if you believe God gives everyone a conscience.

1. AQUINAS

Aquinas did not believe that God gives us the content of our conscience. In other words Aquinas did not think what we think is right or wrong came directly from God.

What Aquinas did believe came from God was our reason (our ability to think). So, for Aquinas conscience is “reason making right decisions”. In other words we can work out what is right or wrong, and that is our conscience.

Aquinas believed that all humans wanted to do good and not evil, this is called synderesis. This does not mean that we never do anything evil, it means that when we do evil we have used our reason and made the wrong choice. 

Aquinas said that when we do evil we have chosen an apparent good rather than a real good. So when Hitler chose to murder millions of Jews he had chosen an apparent good rather than a real one.

According to Aquinas, if we follow our conscience the rules that we will arrive at are Natural Law.

So what we can’t do, according to Aquinas, is to use our conscience to go against the rules of Natural Law. Natural Law has fixed moral rules and no matter what the situation we can never break the rules because our conscience told us to. In other words you should follow the rules of the church first and your own conscience second. 

HOW DOES IT DEAL WITH PSYCHOPATHS?

Psychopaths are often considered not to have any conscience at all. This can cause a problem for theories of conscience.

As you may have guessed from above, Aquinas’ theory explains evil (including psychopaths) as people wanting to do good but choosing an apparent good rather than a real one. How good do you think this explanation is?

PROBLEMS?

Do we always want to do what is good? Don’t we sometimes do things that we know are wrong for other reasons?

Secondly, Aquinas’ theory does not explain why we feel guilty. We always intend to do what is good and sometimes we get that wrong, but why do we feel guilty? Other theories find it easy to explain guilt because they can say things like “conscience is the voice of God”, or “conscience is the voice of your parents” and so when we do the wrong thing this voice makes us feel guilty. But for Aquinas conscience is the voice of how we think. Why should that make us feel guilty?

2. BUTLER

Butler believed that it was morality that made us different from all other animals.

For Butler humans had different parts to their character:

Firstly, we have basic drives like the fact that we want food.

Secondly, we have our wishes for the well being of ourselves (which Butler called self-love) and others (which Butler called benevolence)

Lastly, we have the ability to think about the things that we want to do (Butler called this the principle of reflection) and this is our conscience.

Our ability to think about what we do is conscience and Butler said, must be God-given.

But our conscience does not have the power to decide what to do. Butler believed that we have a will that decides what we do. Our conscience is a guide.

So, for Butler we have our basic desires like wanting food. Then we think about our own happiness. Then the happiness of others. Then we think about whether what we do is right or wrong (this is the conscience part). Then our will decides what to do.

Because Butler believes that conscience is God-given, he believes that we should always follow our conscience. Butler says that man, ”is a law to himself”. This means that you would follow your conscience even if that meant that you went against the church you were in.

You are probably wondering how Butler could deal with the fact that different people have different ideas about what is right and wrong. Butler accepted that different people had different ideas about right and wrong, but he thought that there were a group of ideas about morality that we all agree with.

What was really evil, according to Butler, was ignoring your conscience.

HOW WOULD BUTLER DEAL WITH PSYCHOPATHS?

For Butler the conscience was never wrong so we have to assume that Butler would say that a psychopath is someone who has totally ignored her conscience. In other words their will has turned away from conscience and they are being driven by their basic drives. This is not a great answer to the question 

PROBLEMS?

It is hard to say that we all have the same basic beliefs about morality. Many people would argue that looking around the world it is impossible to find a shared morality. Butler has to believe that if he thinks conscience is God-given.

Also, do you think that the way Butler explains evil is convincing? It could be argued that turning away from conscience is not a good enough explanation. We need to know why people turn away from their conscience. Remember that for Butler conscience is never wrong, so why turn away from it?

3. NEWMAN

Imagine that you are peering through somebody’s keyhole, you don’t feel guilty till somebody else sees you but when that somebody else sees you, you feel instantly guilty. But why do we feel guilty when we are on our own and there’s no one around to see us. For Newman you feel guilty because your conscience is the voice of God. Your conscience is like the person who sees you peering through the keyhole. If there was no God then there would be no guilt.

But God does not decide exactly what your conscience is like only that you have a conscience. Newman believed that your parents and the people around you give you your conscience. 

For Newman you should always follow your conscience.

HOW WOULD NEWMAN DEAL WITH PSYCHOPATHS?

Presumably Newman would say that they had a bad conscience created by the people around them.

PROBLEMS?

It’s hard for Newman to explain people following their conscience and doing something evil.

4. FREUD
Freud did not believe in God and most certainly did not believe that our consciences came from God.

For Freud conscience was totally socially constructed. In other words Freud believed that it was the people around us who created our conscience. The most important people are our parents or the people who looked after us when we were very young. 

Freud believed that there were three key parts to our personalities:

a) The id. This is our most basic desires, food, sex etc.

b) The ego. This is our self, who we are, the thinking part of us.

c) The super-ego. This is our conscience. It is the voice of our parents disapproving of what we do. If our conscience approves of what we do then it is called the ego-ideal.

For Freud the super-ego forms when you are very young. The super-ego forms because of the Oedipus complex in boys or the Electra complex in girls.

Basically for Freud, as we grow we internalise (that means make part of us) the morality and values of our parents and the society that we live in. We do this because it stops us being punished and brings us love. The actual theory is slightly more complicated than that, going into the Electra and Oedipus complexes. We’re not going to do that here. Make sure that you don’t write a psychology essay in the exam. Give details but don’t go overboard.

By now you should have worked out that if you agree with Freud’s view on the conscience, you don’t ever have to follow your conscience. Our consciences could be wrong all of the time. This is because all our conscience tells us about is the attitudes of the people who cared for us. They could, and many have, get it horribly wrong.

In fact lots of people today spend a great deal of time and money trying to change or remove parts of their super-egos. This is therapy.

If Freud is correct then all religious theories have big problems.

HOW DOES FREUD DEAL WITH PSYCHOPATHS?

Freud came up with his theories after treating the severely mentally ill, so as you can imagine Freud’s theories deal with psychopaths very effectively. For Freud a psychopath is someone who has had something very serious go wrong with his or her super-ego. This might be because something terrible happened to them when they were very young or it might be because they were brought up with strange values. 

PROBLEMS?

The problems that Freud’s theories have are based on whether his psychology was correct. We’re not going to deal with that here.

Some religious people have argued that the super-ego and the moral conscience are different things. They say that the super-ego tells you things that you have to do. The moral conscience on the other hand tells us the things that it would be best to do. They give us moral ideals.

ONE LAST THING

Religious people may argue that people like psychopaths do have consciences, what they don’t have is empathy. In other words the religious believer is saying that psychopaths know right from wrong they just don’t care about doing right. If this is the case it helps people like Butler and Newman who’s views struggle to understand extreme examples. 

Conscience for spanners
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