(EDITOR'S NOTE: This is the first
of 18 articles in the series, “Moral
Chmcos‘ in Contemporary Society.”
Exploring  controversial moral di-
lemmas which perplex Americans
to’ja:‘a they were written for Courses
by Yewspaper. a program developed
by University Extension of the Univer-
sity of California. San Diego. and fun-
ded by a grant from the National En-
dowment for the Humanities. Cop-
¥right 1977 by the Regents of the Uni-
versity of California. |

By PHILIP RIEFF

Those of us in middle life have seen
the moral world around us appear to
turn upside down.

You name it—sex. politics. work.
family, abortion, crime, .las. drugs.
race. Whatever the subject. things
seem to be topsy-turvy

Did our ancestors have it all wrong.
at least for our time? Is there no real
good and evil?

Some say that “ideals” are meant
1o be unattainable. like a mora! alarm
clock that we deliberately set much
1oo early. All of us. then. could cheat
a little and grab. say. an extra hour's
sleep.

Still others say that in the second
half of the 20th century. our moral
clocks have lost their hands. and we
are free at last to make up our own
verson of what time it really is

To answer these claims. consider
how moral orders have worked from
the oldest societies known to the very
near present,

In every culture. guides are chose
to help ‘men conduct themselves
through those passages from one
crisis of choice to another that con-
stitute the experience of living

A CULTURE, in fact. survives only
as far as the members of a culture
| learn how o narrow the range of

Modern anti-god
unable to say ‘No’

Philip Rieff is the Benjamin Fraoklin professor of
soriology at the University of Pennsylvania. He has
taught at Harvard and Brandeks universities and the
University of Chicago, and he is Quondam felow of All
Souls College, Oxford University. Editor of a 16-volume
collection of the papers of Sigmund Freud and a found-
ing editor of “Daedalus,” he is alo the author of
“Freud, the Mind of the Moralist" and “Fellow Teach-

choices ofherwise open to them
Safely inside their culture—more pre-
cisely. the culture safely inside
them—members of it are disposed to
enact only certain possibilities of be-
navior while refusmg even to dream
of others.

It is culture, deeply installed as au-
thority. that generates depth of char-
acter: and character must involve the
capacity to say “No."

A man can resist the multiplicity of
experience if his character is an-
chored deeply enough by certain
values to resist shultling endlessly
among ali

These values forbid certain actions
and encourage others: and they ex-
press those significant inhibitions that
characterize us all alike in a culture.
It is by virtue of these values and
their shared character that members
of the same culture expect each other
to behave in certain ways and not in
others.

To prevent the expression of every-
thing: That is the irreducible function
of culture. By the creation of opposing
values—of ideals of militant truths—a
seal is fastened upon the terrific ca-
pacity of man to express everything

Even now. with all their experience
of default among candidates for the of-
fice. ordinary men still crave guides
for their conduct. And not merely
guiding principles: Abstractions will
never do. Values have to be exempl:-
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fied 1n order to be taught: or. at least.
vital examples must be pointed to and
a sense of indebtedness (which is the
same as guilt) encouraged toward the
imitation of these examples.

OUR CULTURE is in crisis today
precisely because no creed. no sym-
bol. no militant truth, is instilled deep-
Iy enough now to help men constrain
their capacity for expressing every
thing
Internalized values from an earlier
period in our moral history no longer
hold good. Western men are sick pre-
cisely of those interior ideals which
have shaped their characters. Accord-
ingly. they feel they have no choice ex-
cep! to try to become free characters:
and o believe that man s the su-
preme being for man.

What characterizes modernity. [
think. is just this idea that men need
not submit to any power—higher or
lower—other than their own. I is in
this sense modern men really believe
they are becoming gods.

THIS BELIEF is the exact reverse
of the truth: Modern men are becom-
ing anti-gods.

Because the terms in which our god
was conceived can exist only so long
as they limit the capacity of man to
express everything. our cld god was
never so uninhibited as today’s voung
man. Our god was bound. after all. by
the terms of various covenants

In the next culture, there are to be
no priests. not even secular ones. We
are not to be guided—rather. enter-
tainment. stimulation. liberation from
the constraints drawn around us by
the narrowing guidelines become the
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functional equivalents of guidance.
To i I

the har of
the new man—the individualist freed
from cultura! inhibitions—Oscar Wilde
in one of his greatest essays com-
pares him to both the artist and the
child:

"It will be a marvelous thing—the
true personality of man—when we see
it it will grow naturally and simply.
flower-like. or as a tree grows. [t will
not be at discord. It will never argue
or dispute. It will know every-
thing. It will have wisdom. Its value
will not be measured by material
things

"It will not be always meddling
with others. or asking them 1o be like
itself. It will love them because they
will be different. And yet while it will
not meddle with others. it will help
all. as a beautiful thing helps us. by
being what it is. The personality of
man will be very wonderful. It will be
as wonderful as the personality of a
child.™

Nothing here hits how human per-
sonalily can stabilize itself except by
instailing ideals in opposition to one
another. What the “author is really
sayving is that if nothing is prohibited.
then there will be no transgressions

BUT IN POINT of psychiatric and
historical fact. it is NO, rather than
YES. upon which all culture and inner
development of character depend

Ambivalence will not. 1 think. be
eliminated: 1t can only be controlled
and exploited. Ideal self-concepts. mil-
tant truths, are modes of control
Character is the restrictive shaping of
possibility

What Wilde called “personality " rep-
resents a dissolution of restrictive
shapings. In such freedom. grown
men would act less like cherubic chil-
dren than like demons. for they would
disrupt the restrictive order of charac-
ter and social life.

ONE SIGN OF this demonic tenden-
¢y is the currency of two old words:
“Why not?”

The modern German writer Her-
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SHAPE.

Have you ever noticed this - two
similar people, both about the
same height and weight? Yet
their physiques look different.
One is tnm, vigorous. and youth-
ful looking. The other seems
older, looks soft. So why the
difference? The answer is simple.
One persorr is aware of their
body and takes care of it. They
eat properly and exercise reg-
ularly. The other person sits a-
round too much. They've lost
their muscle tone and-physique.
And it shows! But that doesn't
mean it can't be regained. IT
CAN! The body can be revived.
Muscle tone restored. However,
the longer you wait. the harder
it is to get back in shape. And
that's where Vic Tanny Executive
Club comes in. We'll make your
come-back easier. We offer
something for just about every-
body! When you come to Vic
Tanny you'll see all kinds of peo-
ple. People who are making their
come-back and people who are
maintaining their “newfound fit-
ness.” You'll really enjoy our
modern facilities and courteous,
professional staff. So, for health's
sake, start your “come-back”

today.Call 855-2300
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