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Abstract 

 

I argue that one of the significant features of Sigmund Freud’s “Mourning and 

Melancholia,” one hundred years after its publication, is that it provides us with a 

philosophical framework for making sense of and thinking through two types of loss: the 

loss of a friend to death and the loss of a friend because the friendship comes to an end. I 

demonstrate how Freud’s argument in “Mourning and Melancholia” contradicts the moral 

reasoning of the ancient philosopher Seneca when it comes to the question of the death of 

a friend. I display the continuity between Kant’s and Freud’s positions on the question of 

the experience of having a friendship come to an end. In this presentation, I attempt to 

keep Freud’s “Mourning and Melancholia” alive and relevant in the 21st century by 

placing it in a conversation about friendship with the ancient philosopher Seneca and the 

modern philosopher Immanuel Kant. 

 
Argument 

 
Within the Western philosophical tradition, we are given accounts for how to handle the 

death of a friend and our obligations to a former friend. The Stoic philosopher Seneca 

presents an awkward argument of how to handle the death of a friend, but the 

Enlightenment philosopher Immanuel Kant offers prudential guidance in identifying our 

obligations after a friendship comes to an end. Seneca argues that the proper response to 

the death of a friend is not grief but the acceptance of death and openness to another 

friendship. Seneca thinks grief signals too much dependence on another person, and the 

best way to handle the death of a friend involves finding another friend. Kant articulates 

why the most prudent way for dealing with the end of a friendship requires withholding 

negative comments about that former friend. 

 

I argue that one of the significant features of Sigmund Freud’s “Mourning and 

Melancholia,” one hundred years after its publication, is that it provides us with a 

philosophical framework for making sense of and thinking through both types of loss: the 

loss of a friend to death and the loss of a friend because the friendship comes to an end. 

While Freud’s argument in “Mourning and Melancholia” contradicts Seneca’s moral 

reasoning about the death of a friend, I find congruence between Kant’s and Freud’s 

positions in relation to the experience of having a friendship come to an end. I attempt to 

keep Freud’s “Mourning and Melancholia” alive and relevant in the 21st century by 

placing it conversation with the ancient philosopher Seneca and the modern philosopher 

Kant. 

 

Both mourning and melancholia result from the grief we feel in relation to loss, but Freud 

spends most of the essay distinguishing between the two. Mourning relates to an actual 



loss in the external world whereas melancholia relates to the internal response to loss. In 

a way not fully justified by Freud’s own reasoning in “Mourning and Melancholia,” I 

draw the line this way: mourning relates to the death of a friend, and melancholia relates 

the loss of a friend because the friendship comes to an end. My justification for drawing 

the line this way is two-fold: (a) I find a substantial amount of wisdom in Freud’s 

“Mourning and Melancholia” in relation to the Western tradition of philosophical 

reflections on friendship, and (b) the best way to communicate and teach such wisdom 

requires translating Freud’s categories developed in “Mourning and Melancholia” in 

terms found within the Western tradition of philosophical reflections on friendship. The 

result of my interpretation is that Freud’s argument in “Mourning and Melancholia” 

achieves a higher degree of clarity in relation to the question of friendship. The major 

hurdle my interpretation faces concerns Freud’s use of the category of “libido” asserted 

throughout “Mourning and Melancholia.” My interpretation seeks to add to, and not 

substitute for, other interpretations of Freud’s “Mourning and Melancholia.” Michael 

Kahn and Anthony Storr translate Freud’s argument into contemporary psychological 

terms, which helps in pulling Freud’s essay into 21st century practices and theories of 

psycho-therapy. Jonathan Lear and Paul Ricoeur interpret Freud’s “Mourning and 

Melancholia” in terms of how it relates to philosophical conceptions of the self—which 

are two interpretations that I heavily rely upon. I add to these interpretations an emphasis 

on relationality—in particular, the relationships we have that we label as “friendship.” 

Judith Butler politicizes Freud’s “Mourning and Melancholia” and uses Freud’s insights 

to think through the loss we experience due to political power and violence. An 

extremely helpful aspect of Butler’s political interpretation of Freud’s “Mourning and 

Melancholia,” for my own interpretation, involves an epistemological distinction she 

makes: “mourning involves knowing what one has lost…, and melancholia…not 

knowing” (Butler 2006: 22). With this epistemological distinction in place, I claim that 

mourning occurs when knowledge of the loss of a friend is clear through death. Further, 

melancholia occurs when there is a lack of knowledge concerning (all of) the causes that 

end a friendship. 

 

My method for interpreting Freud’s “Mourning and Melancholia” resembles Alasdair 

MacIntyre’s The Unconscious: A Conceptual Analysis (2004). Against Jacques Lacan’s 

warnings (see Lacan 1980: 3-44), MacIntyre attempts an explanation of Freud’s theory of 

the unconscious through the Artistotelian categories of eudemonia, intelligent action, and 

practical rationality. The Aristotelian categories that I employ for interpreting Freud’s 

“Mourning and Melancholia” include the distinction between pleasure and virtue, the 

notion of a friend as an “other self,” and understanding magnanimity as self-sufficiency. 

 

While interpreting Freud’s “Mourning and Melancholia” through an Aristotelian lens 

pushes back against Lacan’s understanding of Freudian psycho-analysis, claiming 

continuity between Freud and Immanuel Kant can be understood as an extension of 

Lacan’s argument found in “Kant with Sade” (1989). Lacan claims that Kant’s 

deontology requires an account of the pleasure we gain from violating the moral law—an 

account provided by the Marquis de Sade. Lacan implements a Freudian interpretation of 

both Kant and Sade in order to make his case. My interpretation of Kant on friendship 



can be understood as a Freudian interpretation of Kant’s moral reasoning, or some might 

claim that I provide a Kantian interpretation of Freud’s “Mourning and Melancholia.” 

 

The closest account of Freud’s “Mourning and Melancholia,” to my own interpretation, is 

a suggestion made by Alexander Nehemas in his book entitled On Friendship (2016). 

Nehemas writes: “Freud thought of mourning primarily as a reaction to the death of a 

loved person. But if we think of being abandoned by a friend as the death of who our 

friendship has made us, the end of a friendship is also, at least for the one abandoned, a 

reason for mourning” (Nehemas 2016: 277). What Nehemas labels as mourning, in his 

provocative yet underdeveloped suggestion, is better categorized as melancholia because 

Nehemas uses the word “death” metaphorically in this passage. He means the end of a 

friendship through either abandonment or an explicit separation. Because we cannot and 

do not know all of the causes for this abandonment or explicit separation, this type of loss 

fits better with Freud’s explanation of melancholia. 

 


