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To start with 

The title of my speech is made up
by a question and an intention. As
most titles it is based on an
inherent ambiguity. Indeed if one
reads it with some attention, he
will easily realize that the intentionwill easily realize that the intention
somehow contradicts the question.
Actually the second part of the title
takes as granted that privacy is a
value, which is exactly the point
that the initial question invite us to
reflect on. I would like instead to
take seriously the initial question,
which is far to be just rhetoric.



To start with 

I am aware that I’m somehow
bringing owls to Athens, an Athens
on the banks of the Baltic sea of
course. I am afraid that there are in
the audience professional
philosophers who certainly know
better than me the philosophicalbetter than me the philosophical
terms of the debate about the value
dimension of privacy. If I dare to
speak of this topic today, it is only
because I hope to be able to face
this issue from a perspective which
is likely to be a bit unusual in a
conference devoted to privacy and
data protection, say, the perspective
of a psychoanalyst. This will be my
two cents contribution.



Is Privacy a Western Value? 

� The initial question “Is 

Privacy a Western Value?” 

could be split into two 

molecular questions, say, 

“Is Privacy a Value?” and 

“Is it specifically Western?” “Is it specifically Western?” 

No matter that Privacy 

values, but is it a value? 

There is an inherent 

difference between valuing 

and values. 



Objective Value

The term “value” is derived 
from the Latin valere, to be 
worthy or strong, and it can be 
used both as a verb or a noun.  
Roughly in the classic –
premodern - Western thought 
the usage as a noun prevailed. 
With the term “value” one With the term “value” one 
meant the various articulation 
of the notion of goodness. One 
could say that according to a 
premodern perspective things 
have a value, and values are 
chiefly objective properties 
which depend on  primarily 
aspects of things. 



Subjective Value

With rise of the modern period the 
term was increasingly used to refer to 
the monetary worth of some 
commodity. Eighteenth century 
economists conceptualized value as 
dependent on humans, say, things have 
not a value per se, but they are valuable 
by humans. Value is a subjective 
property which is generated by a property which is generated by a 
peculiar human activity, “valuing”.  In 
modern, and postmodern, terms, “the 
question of value is no longer so much 
an occasion to think about the qualities 
of things or conditions outside us [as it 
is] an opportunity to look within, to 
perform an inventory of emotions” 
(Winner, L.1986)



Does the initial question make sense?

This has led to a number of empirical 
investigations  on the economic, 
social, psychological, cultural, and 
biological determinants of values. 
Generally speaking the modern 
approach to values, is to consider 
them as a product of personal 
preferences and courses of action.preferences and courses of action.

The question whether privacy is a 
western value, makes sense only in a 
modern, or post-modern, 
perspective. It makes sense only if it 
is not a question about the notion of 
privacy,  but it is a question about 
the way in which any culture 
conceptualises, and consequently 
like or dislike, such a notion. 



Is Privacy a Universal Value? 

On the contrary if we think that 
privacy is an objective 
condition, in which there is  
something which is valuable 
independently from any human 
context and preference, say, 
privacy is an objective good, we privacy is an objective good, we 
could immediately suspend any 
investigation and conclude here 
by saying that privacy is a 
universal value, no matter if and  
to what extent it is valued or 
disvalued by a given human 
culture.  



Privacy as a cultural universal

� Many scholars have claimed that 
aspects of privacy can be found in 
every society, since it is “an 
essential part of human flourishing 
and well-being”.

� The conceptualization of privacy as 
a cultural universal was first 
provided by the American scholar 
Alan Westin in its book Privacy and Alan Westin in its book Privacy and 
Freedom (1967). 

� In a paper presented in 1979 during 
a conference on The economics and 
the law of privacy, the American 
economist Jack Hirshleifer wonders 
whether the genetic origin of 
mankind have implanted within us 
as individuals “a taste for privacy”.



First Interlude

� I used to see  a patient, a young lady 
who suffered from panic attacks. 
Once she revealed me that she had 
learned to provoke to herself a panic 
attack. She had first to think the 
precise point where she was, e.g., she 
was sitting on a given chair. Then she 
had to think the place where she was, 
say, her bedroom; then where that say, her bedroom; then where that 
place where located, for instance her 
apartment; then the larger context in 
which the place was located, for 
instance the city of Rome; then where 
the city of Rome was located, say in 
Italy; then where Italy was on the 
planet earth; Then where the planet 
earth was in the solar system; then 
where the solar system was in the 
galaxy; then…  then the panic attack 
almost invariably exploded. 



The world as a realm of meaning

� Brought to its extreme 
consequences a spatial, objective, 
concept of world explodes in  pure 
nonsense.  Indeed we don’t dwell in 
pure “natural” space but in a system 
of signs through which we describe, 
interpret, modify, invent, create, the 
world. The world is a realm of 
mediated meaning, which is culture. mediated meaning, which is culture. 
Culture denotes a historically 
transmitted pattern of meanings 
embodied in symbols, a system of 
inherited conceptions expressed in 
symbolic forms by means of which 
human beings reflect on 
themselves, communicate among 
themselves, develop knowledge, 
and perform actions. 



Symbols

Society is constituted not only 
by material things such as the 
territory occupied by 
individuals, the objects they 
use, or the actions they perform 
but by the whole complex of 
symbols and symbolic 
formations, such imageries, formations, such imageries, 
rituals, ceremonies, myths, 
narratives and so, which 
circulate in the social body. All 
human activities originate in the 
use of symbols. It was the 
symbol which transformed our 
anthropoid ancestors into 
human beings.



Symbols and Community

All human activities are 
symbolic, they consist of, or 
depend on, the use of symbols.  
There are symbols that are 
shared by the whole species, 
symbols that are specific of a 
culture or a community, 
symbols that belongs only to symbols that belongs only to 
small groups, and individuals’ 
symbols. Every human being is 
born into a prefabricated 
environment which comes with 
a complex catalogue of 
messages and stimuli which will 
influence her. 



Human Nature

Individuals belong to multiple groups, 
through birth, assimilation, or 
achievement, and each group influences 
individuals’ beliefs, values, attitudes, and 
perceptions. Human nature is not uniform 
manifestation of an ideal type and so 
cannot be assumed unitary, except in the 
sense that all humans belong to a unitary 
species with the same existential potential species with the same existential potential 
and problems.

When viewed from the individual 
perspective, human nature is not a 
universal constant but a chaotic social 
construct. It is only when viewed in the 
aggregate that human qualities and 
aspirations gain social form and constancy, 
that is, through social construction.



Social Unconscious

The model that I adopt is an original 
model, which partly derives from the 
conceptualisation of the social 
unconscious made by scholars such 
as Castoriadis, Hopper, Weinberg, 
and Taylor. According to this model 
individual and social groups are only 
very limitedly  aware of the symbolic 
systems in which they are plunged, 
very limitedly  aware of the symbolic 
systems in which they are plunged, 
and that they use as a system of 
filters to look at, interpret, and 
create the world.  Indeed symbols 
usually operate without any need to 
be conscious, on the contrary they 
are more powerful when they 
operate below the threshold of 
consciousness. 



The origins of symbols

Some symbolic elements are 
likely to be rooted in the 
biological constitution of the 
human species, in its sensory 
apparatus and neurological 
structure. For instance, current 
research on a particular class of 
neurons, so called “mirror neurons, so called “mirror 
neurons”, illustrate quite well 
narrative and empathic skills 
which are highly specific of the 
human species. Other symbols 
come undoubtedly from early 
individual experiences and 
contribute to constitute the 
“individual unconscious”. 



Social Unconscious

� In between, among the 
biological and the individual 
symbolic systems, there the 
huge area that we could call 
“social unconscious”. Actually 
this is an oversimplification, 
because there is not one 
social unconscious, but there social unconscious, but there 
are as many social 
unconscious as social identity 
groups to which an individual 
belongs. They all contribute 
to create the cultural 
conditioning from which 
individual and collective 
action emerge. 



The three dimensions of privacy 

� The notion of privacy has a 
normative dimension, and 
one could legitimately 
explore to what extent this 
normative dimension is 
shared by different shared by different 
cultures. Yet in a deeper 
sense, the notion of privacy 
should be considered as a 
symbolic construction in its 
three human dimensions, 
say, biological, societal and 
individual. 



The biological dimension of privacy

� Biology provides some 

interesting clues about the 

origins of the concept of 

private sphere in humans, 

chiefly thanks to studies on 

the concept of territory in the concept of territory in 

animals, and studies on 

crowding and isolation.



Territoriality

� The notion of territory is 
crucial to understand the 
behavior of many animal 
species. Animals tend to have 
outside boundaries of their 
movement during the course 
of their everyday activities, 
these boundaries describe an these boundaries describe an 
area which is called by 
biologists “home range”. 
Moreover some animals, 
called “territorial”, show also 
a peculiar attitude to defend 
an area of territory around 
them, which is usually smaller 
than their home range. 



Animal studies

� What happens when animals are 
deprived of their own territory? 
Studies of overcrowding, population 
limitation mechanisms have been 
carried out in a number of animal 
species. There are little doubts that 
among most mammalians, and 
notably amongst primates, the need 
to maintain a certain degree of to maintain a certain degree of 
independence is essential. “One 
basic finding of animal studies is 
that virtually all animals seek 
periods of individual seclusion of 
small-group intimacy”. Most studies 
provide evidence that crowding may 
act as an intensifier of stressful 
condition, and, under extreme 
conditions, can itself induce stress 
reactions or pathological behavior



Isolation

Isolation is much more pathological 
than overcrowding. Since the 
1950s, experiments have been 
conducted on persons in conditions 
of extreme solitude and reduced 
sensory stimuli (e.g. isolated 
prisoners, spaceship crews, polar 
explorers, patients hospitalized in 
burn units, etc). It has been 
explorers, patients hospitalized in 
burn units, etc). It has been 
observed that such persons 
unavoidably tend to develop minor 
signs of temporal disorientation, 
which are usually followed – if the 
isolation persists - by hallucinatory 
sensations, delusive ideation, 
and/or structural delusions. 



Prisoners

� Research on the condition of 

prisoners or hostages held in 

solitary confinement reveal 

brain abnormalities and other 

physiological consequences 

(heart palpitations, insomnia, (heart palpitations, insomnia, 

diaphoresis, weight loss, to 

cite a few) as well as strong 

negative psychological effects 

(symptoms linked to the areas 

of anxiety, depression, anger, 

cognitive disturbances, 

paranoia and psychosis). 



Maternal Deprivation

Studies on total maternal 
isolation of children from birth 
come also to similar conclusions 
on the effects of social isolation. 
After some research that 
produced evidence of the deep 
and sustained health damages 
in neglected babies of some in neglected babies of some 
animal species, it became 
widely accepted that it is not 
just for food and protection that 
children require the assistance 
during the first phase of their 
lives, but also for the normal 
functioning of their brains. 



Mirror Neurons

Since the discovery of a class of 
neurons called “mirror neurons”, which 
are activated both when an animal acts 
and when the animal observes the 
same action performed by another 
individual a number of studies have 
investigated underpinning neurological 
mechanisms of empathy. According to 
the most accredited theories, empathy the most accredited theories, empathy 
is generated by “automatically and 
unconsciously activated neural 
representations of states in the subject 
similar to those perceived in the 
object” , in other words empathy is an 
automatic and unconscious system of 
mimicry. The representation of other 
individuals is then an essential 
component of the self of any animal 
which possesses empathic skills. 



We need other humans

Humans have developed at the 
highest degree such a capacity 
to reproduce the emotional and 
mental patterning of others, 
and this is likely to be one of the 
main evolutionary advantages 
of our species. of our species. 

The other side of the coin is that 
our brain cannot work in 
isolation, we continuously 
internalize other human beings, 
and humanize all external 
objects that we internalize. 



Second Interlude

� Some years ago, Kristine, a 
young lady suffering from 
anorexia, came to my 
observation. She was a tiny, 
pale girl, with slender legs, 
slim hips, small waist, who 
looked no older than fifteen looked no older than fifteen 
although she was almost 
twenty six. Kristine claimed 
that she was attending the 
university, but actually she 
had passed just a couple of 
exams in more than five 
years.



Kristine

� She lived at home with her 
parents and her life was 
completely invaded by a 
complex system of 
psychopathological symptoms, 
including the typical starvation-
induced physical and 
psychological signs. She was 
aware of having some kind of 
psychological signs. She was 
aware of having some kind of 
eating disorder and to be “skinny 
as a toothpick” but she refused 
the diagnosis of anorexia that 
she had received in previous 
psychiatric consultations. She 
claimed that she would have 
been happy to eat if only she did 
not feel sick.



Unpleasant Thoughts

� Kristine was continuously 
fighting against unpleasant 
thoughts which prevented 
her eating, if she ate she felt 
immediately obliged to vomit 
by a violent revulsion of the 
stomach. She could eat only 
when she succeeded in when she succeeded in 
blocking her thoughts. When 
I asked her what kind of 
thoughts she found 
unpleasant, she easily 
admitted that she was 
referring to thoughts with 
some sexual content.



Reading the Mind

� Kristine has never had a 
boyfriend and her sexual 
experience was very limited, 
yet I discovered that she had 
no difficulty in being totally 
explicit when she speaks of 
sexual matters.

After some months of � After some months of 
treatment, Kristine told me a 
bizarre story. She was around 
seven when she started 
having the odd impression 
that her parents were able to 
read her mind and to see her 
feelings.



Anxiety

� Such a conviction developed little by 
little. At the beginning, when she 
started to suspect that her parents 
could understand her thoughts, she 
experienced a very pleasant and 
relaxing state because she felt that 
her wants could be always anticipated 
and met, and she was freed forever 
from the need to ask.

But as time went by, this experience � But as time went by, this experience 
became increasingly painful. Kristine 
was slowly pervaded by a mounting 
sensation of restlessness and anxiety 
thinking that her thoughts were 
somehow public. She did not want her 
parents to discover such an 
uneasiness, she didn’t want them to 
be worried about her, but what could 
she do? They could read her mind!



Epicrisis

� Kristine therefore decided to ban any 
mental content when she was in the 
same room with her parents. From 
that moment on, all her efforts were 
focused on reaching a perfect mental 
emptiness. Like a child Zen master, the 
little Kristine developed a number of 
meditation techniques, which were 
totally private because no one ever 
suspected her uncanny and secret suspected her uncanny and secret 
exercise. With adolescence Kristine 
apparently recovered from her 
delusive belief and she felt free to 
think again, even in the face of her 
parents. But when she was around 
twenty she started suffering from 
“unpleasant thoughts”, which 
prevented her from eating, and her 
“anorexia” began.



Why?

Any stupid psychoanalyst could realize 
that Kristine had turned her infantile 
fight against “public” thoughts into a 
fight against eating and that child mental 
emptiness has become a model for adult 
body emptiness. But the reason why 
Kristine was so afraid by her thoughts 
was still in the dark. Psychoanalysts are 
obvious people and they always think of obvious people and they always think of 
sexual fantasies or traumas but Kristine 
did not suffer from any sexual assault or 
seduction, and her child fantasies were 
the same of thousands of children. Also 
the other card usually played by my 
colleagues – aggressive fantasies – led to 
nothing. Kristine stubbornly repeated 
that there was no reason why she 
should fear that her parents understand 
her thoughts because she had nothing 
to hide.



Nothing to Hide

� It took a long time before I 
understood that she was literally 
right, the problem was indeed 
the she had nothing to hide, not 
only in a more obvious Freudian 
sense (she had no penis to hide) 
but in a deeper sense. Kristine 
was suffering from a constitutive 
deficiency of her private sphere. 
was suffering from a constitutive 
deficiency of her private sphere. 
She felt as though she was truly 
transparent and her child effort 
to create mental emptiness was 
paradoxically her last resort to 
have something to hide, say to 
exist as an individual. In a pun, 
she was desperately hiding that 
she had nothing to hide.



The Cultural Dimension of Privacy

The notion of privacy also
depends on the way in which
the social unconscious shapes
it, say, it depends on the way 
in which any social identity
group contributes to create group contributes to create 
privacy as a symbolic system. 
In such a sense it makes little
sense to pose the question
whether privacy is a western 
value, because one should
first ask what is privacy in 
non western cultures. 



The Lapis Niger

� The Lapis Niger is a large 

piece of black marble in the 

ancient Forum of Rome, 

which covers, according to 

legend, the tomb of Romulus, 

the founder of the city. Under the founder of the city. Under 

the Lapis Niger, there is the 

oldest known Latin 

inscription, dating from the 

sixth century BC, which 

declares the place sacred, and 

threatens all those who enter 

with terrible punishments. 



Sacred Spaces

Originally the word “sacred” meant “to 
be cut away, to be separated”. The 
Latin Templum and the Greek Temenos
were areas that were specifically cut 
off and declared inviolable. These 
spaces were organized into distinct 
parts, each with different access rights. 
The notion of the well ordered sacred 
space has deep religious roots. It dates space has deep religious roots. It dates 
back to early creation myths. God 
creates the world (cosmos) from a 
formless state, (Greek χάος khaos) or 
from an empty abyss (Biblical Hebrew, 

, Tohu wa bohu). As the 
god creator, or the demiurge, creates 
the world out from an indeterminate 
non-being, similarly the ancients 
separated space into sacred, restricted 
zones and everyday, public spaces. 



Human need Places rather than Spaces

In a the context of Roman family 
law, the Latin language expresses 
this same concept by using the 
verb, privo – literally “ I cut away” -
whose past participe is “privatus”, 
private. Sacred and private then 
share a similar etymological origin. share a similar etymological origin. 
They both describe secluded areas, 
which are exclusive property either 
of a god (sacred) or a lord (private). 
The relationship between the 
concept of privacy and old 
cosmogonies is still echoed by the 
so called, Castle Law (a man’s 
home is his castle), which equates 
territorial inviolability to privacy. 



Crowds and Power

In Crowds and Power Elias Canetti 
notes “There is nothing that man 
fears more than the touch of the 
unknown (…) All the distances 
which men create around 
themselves are dictated by this 
fear” But what does it happen 
when we cannot create such 
sacred, inviolable, private spaces? 
when we cannot create such 
sacred, inviolable, private spaces? 
There is still a strategy that we can 
adopt to avoid being sucked down 
into the abyss. It is still Canetti who 
speaks, “it is only in a crowd that 
man can become free of this fear 
of being touched. This is the only 
situation in which the fear changes 
into its opposite”. 



The Privacy Paradox

One of the consequences of the 

current processes of secularization 

and globalisation, has been  the 

fragmentation of places. People in 

developed countries are increasingly 

exiled and uprooted people, living 

out of place. The global  relativity of out of place. The global  relativity of 

space dissolve a human sense of 

place.  When private and sacred 

places disappear, or we fail to find 

them, we end up by throwing 

ourselves into a crowd, either a real 

one, or the virtual crowd created by 

the social web. 



Conclusions

At the end of our journey we

are likely to be more 

confused than before. The 

notion of privacy tends

unvoidably to fade away. It

concerns the very foundationconcerns the very foundation

of human beings, their

relations with the 

transcendent and with the 

«external» world, and with 

other human beings. 



Conclusions

Although in a normative 

sense it could make sense to 

pose the question whether

privacy is western value, and 

how balancing it against

other values, if one goesother values, if one goes

more in depth, the notion of 

privacy ends up by including

so many nuances and aspects

that it would make much

more sense to investigate 

them. 



Conclusions

Is this consideration solving any political and 

governance problem raised by today global 

challenges? No, it is not. 

Yet problem solving is not always the mostYet problem solving is not always the most

important issue. Sometimes we should take time 

to reflect on problems rather than searching for 

immediate solutions.  This is what I tried to do 

with you today.




