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action unaccountably produces harmful consequences. We
praise courage; a man is destroyed by his own courageous
act. We praise honesty; one's honesty brings the ruin of his
friend. In the moral life, the hard problems arise not when
good clashes with evil or virtue with vice but when good
runs against good and virtue against virtue. Then goodness
and justice appear under the aspect of radical ambiguity.
Can we find no surer guide through this ambiguity than
Aristotle, who canadvise usonly to shun excess, to take care
for the context of action, and push nothing past its limits?

The source of this danger lies in taking particular
virtues or vices as the subject matter of ethical study. The
philosopher isolates, say, courage or honesty from their sur
roundings and takes them to his workroom. There he dis
sects them, hoping to lay bare their inner structure. Having
done that, he has already committed the error that fore
closes further understanding. A virtue or a vice taken by it
self is ambiguous and loses its ambiguity only when it is
seen in context. This context has two parts: the character
structure of the actor, and the stage of action on which he
plays his role.

The stage of action is as variable as life itself, so vari
able that no two situations are ever exactly the same. Hence
the theorist can do little with this sector of the context of
ethical study beyond keeping himself open to its hetero
geneity and variability. He can at best think of typical con
texts in which man must live. The theorist might, for
example, treat of domestic virtue, virtue in the life of busi
ness, ethics in wartime and ethics in peacetime, virtue in
public life, the ethics of friendship, and so forth. Such a
classification must remain very rough, however, and the
theorist must recognize that none of his arguments or ex
amples can have universal application. He must be prepared
to see each of his prescriptions modified by circumstance.
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It is possible to say that a prescription can be at once uni
versal and modified by circumstances. A number of old
natural law theorists, such as Aquinas, as well as a number
of modern writers, such as Stammler, with his search for a
"natural law with a changing content," have said sub
stantially this. That, however, is not a solution to the prob
lem posed by the discontinuity between ethical situations,
but only a way of stating it.

The theorist can do a good bit more with the sector of
context which is made up of the character structure of the
person of whom the virtue is predicated. Like events and
situations, persons come in an infinite variety. Yet it is
possible to talk about types of men in a language precise
enough for ethics. Pythagoras divided those who came to
the Olympic games into three types. Plato arranged the
citizens of a state into three classes. These were early char-
acterologies, that is, classifications of men on the basis of
their salient talents, traits, and attitudes. Each category
represented a certain way of looking at the world, a typical
relationship to things and men, a style of life.

Recent developments in psychology make possible
great advances toward the achievement of a subtle and
scientific characterology. Such an achievement, quite obvi
ously, holds great promise for the advancement of ethical
philosophy. Depth psychology in general, and psychoan
alysis in particular, have illuminated large and hitherto
impenetrable areas of the psychology of ethics. Freud's ex
plorations of the dynamic unconscious, and the analyses of
such psychic processes as rationalization, sublimation, pro
jection, and repression—thesei and similar advances make
possible great strides in our understanding of ethical sub
jectsand in the development of ethical philosophy.

It is evident that the promise of depth psychology for
the development of positive ethical systems has not been
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fulfilled. On the whole, the application of psychoanalysis to
ethics has meant a savage debunking of the latter. Psycho
analysis has been used to unmask ethical pretensions, to
strip away theobjectivity ofethical claims, to reduce ethical
positions to rationalizations of instinctual demands. The
application of psychoanalysis to ethics has been destructive
rather than constructive. Perhaps this was inevitable, given
the orientations of the early analytic movement. Or, it may
be only a particular manifestation of the temper of our
age, which is analytic and critical, rather thansynthetic and
constructive. Whatever the reasons, the fact itself is indis
putable. Psychoanalysis has certainly contributed much
toward a greater honesty in our attitudes toward ethics,
but it has not contributed much toward the construction
of sound and positive conceptions of the good life.

This suggests part of the interest and importance of
Fromm's work. The chief strength of his approach to
ethics is that it rests on a sensitive appreciation of the fact
that any discussion of virtue or vice is ambiguous unless
the discussion proceeds from the recognition that the mean
ing of a virtue or vice is a function of the character of the
person of whom the virtue or vice is predicated. Fromm
opens his study of ethics with a theory of character, for,
as he puts it, "the virtuous or the vicious character, rather
than single virtues or vices, is the true subject matter of
ethical inquiry." 2Fromm's theoryof character, and the con
ception of the good man which flows from it, represents
one of the few attempts to apply psychoanalytic principles
and concepts to the construction of a portrait of the good
man and a conception of the good life.

The theory of character compels attention for another
reason: its breadth. It represents a bold attempt to blend
the dissimilar geniuses and insights of Marx and Freud. To
this basic stock, just add a little Hippocrates for dramatic
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color, some Harry Stack Sullivan for that uniquely Amer
ican tang, a dash of Rousseau for piquancy, and you have
it. The mixture is remarkably successful. It is the finest part
of Fromm's work, the one part of which it can be said with
out qualification that his eclecticism has issued in a fruitful
synthesis. No single component of the theory is original
with Fromm, but the ingredients are blended in such a
way as to produce a new whole which is greater than the
sum of the parts. The originality and strength of the theory
come, I think, from the brilliant way Fromm makes one
science mirror another. In this part of his work there is
something more than a section of psychology, one of soci
ology, and another of economics—the usual result of inter
disciplinary attempts in the social sciences. Rather, each
science is reflected in the other and all are made to bear

upon a single problem. Fromm achieves this integration of
the several sciences through a closely knit fabric of defini
tions and conceptions which is at once descriptive and
normative.

The Theory of Character

The theory of character starts with a definition of
personality, which is "the totality of inherited and acquired
psychic qualities which are characteristic of one individual
and which make the individual unique." 3 In the main,
inherited or constitutional qualities are synonymous with
temperament, and acquired qualities are synonymous with
character. Following Hippocrates, Fromm distinguishes four
temperaments: choleric, sanguine, melancholic, and phleg
matic. Hippocrates connected each of these with a specific
somatic source, and modern researches on temperament,
such as those of Kretschmer and Sheldon, still retain this
basic link between temperament and somatic processes. As
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a concept, temperament refers to the speed and intensity
of one's typical reaction to experience. The choleric's re
action, for example, is "quick and strong." Temperament,
since it is constitutional, is unchangeable. One does not
choose or make his temperament, he inherits it. Hence
"differences in temperament have no ethical significance." *

If we know a man's temperament we can say in general
how he will react, but we cannot say what he will react to.
To know that, we must know something about his char
acter as well, for while temperament determines how one
reacts, character determines both the kinds of persons,
events, and situations he reacts to and the general content
of his reaction.

Character, unlike temperament, is a social product. It
is formed primarily by one's early experiences, though it
can be changed to some extent by new insights and new
experiences. It is the great problem of dynamic psychology
to understand the processes bywhich character and culture
interact. It is, similarly, the great problem of ethics to
develop a critical characterology, for differences in char
acter "are expressive of the degree to which an individual
has succeeded in the art of living." 5

Fromm's conception of character differs from both the
behaviorist and the Freudian conceptions. Behaviorist psy
chology considers character traits as synonymous with be
havior traits. Character is simply a pattern of behavior: a
man's character is the cluster of behaviors typical of him.
Freud, on the other hand, developed a penetrating theory
of character as a system of strivings which underlie, but are
not identical with, behavior. He appreciated the decisive
point, which is that character traits underlie behavior and
give behavior its real meaning. He also understood that the
basic entity in character is not the single trait but the total
character organization or orientation from which the single
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traits follow. Further, Freud recognized the conative and
dynamic nature of character traits. He knew that a person's
thoughts, feelings, and actions are in great measure deter
mined by the structure of his passions and are not merely
the results of rational responses to realistic situations:
"man's fate is his character." Finally, with the insight of
genius, Freud found that the seething energies which form
the core of character inhabit a realm of psychic life which
lies far below the rind of consciousness.

Fromm follows Freud on all these points—and disagrees
on the fundamentals. In his view, Freud saw much that no
man before him had seen, but he saw it all aslant. Freud,
the greatest psychologist who ever lived, was just funda
mentally wrong about human nature. His basic error,
Fromm thinks, was to conceive of man as a closed system
of biological forces rather than as a being who is funda
mentally socially conditioned. This means that while
Freud's clinical observations were strikingly keen and of
great importance, his explanations and interpretations were
profoundly wrong.

In contrast to Freud's biologism, Fromm sees man as
essentially a social product. "Man's nature, his passions, and
anxieties are a cultural product; as a matter of fact, man
himself is the most important creation and achievement of
the continuous human effort, the record of which we call
history." 6This difference in starting points has important
consequences for psychology in general and for character
ology in particular. Given the premise that man is primarily
a social being, it follows that all psychology is at bottom
social psychology. Here is Fromm's statement of the point.

Freud's essential principle is to look upon man as an
entity, a closed system, endowed by nature with certain
physiologically conditioned drives, and to interpret the
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development of his character as a reaction to satisfac
tions and frustrations of these drives; whereas, in our
opinion, the fundamental approach to human person
alityisthe understanding ofman's relation to the world,
to others, to nature, and to himself. We believe that
man is primarily a social being, and not, as Freud as
sumes, primarily self-sufficient and only secondarily in
need of others in order to satisfy his instinctual needs.
In this sense, we believe that individual psychology is
fundamentallysocial psychology or, in Sullivan's terms,
the psychology of interpersonal relationships; the key
problem of psychology is that of the particular kind of
relatedness of the individual toward the world, not that
of the satisfaction or frustration of single instinctual
desires.7

For characterology, the difference means that the basis of
character is to be found in the fundamental style of a per
son's relations with the world and not, as Freud thought, in
various types of libido organization. Fromm offers two defi
nitions of character, each of which emphasizes the differ
ences between his own and Freud's conception. "Character
... is the specific form in which human energy is shaped
by the dynamic adaptation of human needsto the particular
mode of existence of a given society." And: "Character can
be defined as the (relatively permanent) form in which
human energy is canalized in the process of assimilation
and socialization." 8

"Assimilation" and "socialization" are technical words

for Fromm. In the process of living, a person relates to the
world in two ways: (1) by acquiring and using things; and
(2) by relating to other people and himself. The former
process Fromm calls assimilation, and the latter socializa
tion. The two processes, patently, are closely related, and
each has a number of forms. In anticipation of later discus-
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sion, it will be enough at this point simply to note that each
process has five forms or orientations. The orientations in
the process of assimilation are the receptive, the exploita
tive, the hoarding, the marketing, and the productive. The
five styles of socialization are masochism, sadism, destruc-
tiveness, automaton conformism, and love. The orientations
in both processes are respectively related as listed above:
the person whose assimilative style is that of receptiveness
will usually follow the masochistic way of socialization; the
hoarding character is destructive; and so on.

The task of psychology, then, is to understand how the
conditions of life make character and how character in turn

molds history. Fromm's solutions to these problems are
straightforward. To live, man must work and produce. It is
through work that man is brought into the stream of so
ciety and assigned a certain place in relation to other men.
Work isalways concrete, a specific kindofwork in a specific
kind of economic system: one works as a slave in ancient
Athens, a serf in feudal France, a salesman in modern
America. Different kinds of work require and create differ
ent character types. Fromm holds with Marx that a man's
character is a function of his position in the system of pro
duction and distribution: "the mode of life, as it is deter
mined for the individual by the peculiarity of an economic
system, becomes the primary factor in determining his
whole character structure, because the imperative need for
self-preservation forces him to accept the conditions under
which he has to live." 9 In summary, Fromm's psychology,
which is fundamentally social psychology, is specifically
Marxian social psychology.

Fromm agrees with Freud that the early experiences
are crucial in molding character, though he does not give
them all the weight that Freud does. At first glance, this
seems to run counter to Fromm's insistence that society,
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and especially its economic institutions, molds character.
How can the child, who after all does not workand who has
little contact with the life of society, be molded by it? The
answer is, through the family, which transmits society to
the child. "The character of the child is molded by the
character of its parents in response to whom it develops.
The parents and their methods of child training in turn
aredetermined by the social structure of their culture. The
average family is the 'psychic agency' of society. . . ."10
Thus, the core of the child's character becomes similar to
that which is common to the members of his class and cul
ture. Fromm calls the complex of traits thus acquired the
"social character," which he formally defines as "the core of
a character structure common to most people of a given
culture. . . ." The social character is "the essential nucleus
of the character structure of most members of a group
which has developed as the result of the basic experiences
and mode of life common to that group." "

Around this common core cluster all the variations
which make of each human being a unique individual. The
variations arise from many sources: personality differences
between parents; material and psychological differences be
tween environments; genetic differences; and so forth. The
relation between social and individual character may be
thought of as a linear scale or continuum. On one end of
the scale are people whose characters are composed almost
entirely of social norms and conventions. At the other end
are the extreme deviants, those who depart widely from
the conventional patterns.12

At this point it is necessary to say again that Fromm's
purposes are always both scientific and moral. His analyses
of the social character and of the forces that make for indi
vidual variation are scientific, but his final concern is moral.
Every society has a social character, but what matters is
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whether that social character is good or bad. Every indi
vidual deviates to some extent from the social character,
but what matters ethically is not the amount of deviation
but its direction. The deviant may be a creative genius or
an ineffectual eccentric. Fromm's ultimate purpose is not
merely to understand social and individual character but to
make them good. He wants to build social conditions which
will assure both that the social character will be good and
that individual deviations from it will go in a productive
direction.*

This part of the theory of character concludes with a
treatment of the functions character performs for the indi
vidual and for society. One's character does for him what
instinct does for the lower animals. It channels his energy
and relieves him of the impossible burden of having to
make a deliberatedecision to cope with every situation. One
need not think out his behavior in every situation: he acts
"true to character." A person's character also conditions his
perceptions, ideas, and values, thereby stabilizing the en
vironment and making it appear consistent and reasonable.
Character also provides the individual with motives for
doing what his social position requires him to do and offers
him psychological rewards for performing the role which
societyassigns him. As Fromm puts it, "the subjective func
tion of character for the normal person is to lead him to

* One passage in the above should be modified. It is correct in principle
to say that Fromm does not value individual differences from the social
character merely because they are differences. But when the social character
is radically bad, as it is in modern America, for example, then individual
departures from it, even in a nonproductive direction, are valuable as such.
This explains Fromm's admiration of the neurotic, for the neurotic is one
who has not given in to the deadening demands of an evil social character.
The neurotic knows he is sick and his differences from the mass make him
feel the pain of his sickness. His pain provides the power which can move
him toward a cure. But for the masses who share the sickness of a sick social
character there is little hope. They do not feel the pain of sickness because
they are like everyone else and hence do not even know they are sick.
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act according to what is necessary for him from a practical
standpoint and also to give him satisfaction from his activity
psychologically." 13

From the standpoint of the social order, character func
tions as a powerful cementing force. Through his incor
poration of the social character, the individual "acquires
that character which makes him want to do what he has
todo. . . ."14 ("Makes him want to do what he has to do"
in order for the social system to work, one should add, not
to be sane, or good.) The modern industrial system, for
example, requires that our best energies be given to work.
The industrial discipline to which we submit seems light
only because we are so thoroughly accustomed to it. If the
workers did not voluntarily accept their tasks the whole
system would either break down under its own frictions or
else would have to be held together by force. But modern
man does not haveto be driven to work by external authori
ties. He has internalized a number of attitudes about the
value and duty of work which are far more effective in
controlling his work behavior than any authorities set over
him could ever be. These attitudes are part of the social
character, andeach individual shares them to theextent that
he shares in the social character. From the standpoint of
the social order, then, "the social character internalizes
external necessities and thus harnesses human energy for
the task of a given economic and social system." 15

Under normal conditions, the psychological forces
which are channeled through the social character cement
the social structure. But under abnormal conditions what
was once cement becomes dynamite. This happens when
changing economic conditions produce situations in which
the traditional character traits are no longer useful and may
be actual handicaps. Fromm made this notion of character
lag the key concept in his analysis of the rise of fascism in
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Germany. He traced the process by which the traditional
middle class virtues of frugality, industry, prudence, and
obedience became irrelevant or of limited utility in the
rising new industrial and business system, so that only a
minority of the sons of the middle class could successfully
use their character traits in their economic pursuits. The
lag between economic and psychological evolution caused
the psychological forces to become unfastened from the
economic structure and made available for deployment in
the political andmilitary spheres. Only now, the old virtues,
freed from all restrictions and energized by insecurity, frus
tration, and resentment, were transformed into the vicious
energies which powered the German effort in World
War II.

This completes the basic theory of the formation and
function of character. On this foundation, Fromm builds
a typology of character styles which will be presented in a
moment. First, a few comments on the theory as developed
to this point.

Fromm's theory of character formation is an excellent
instrument of description and analysis. This part of his
work represents one of the most successful of all attempts
to bridge different levels of analysis and combine different
styles of approach to social problems. Fromm achieves far
more than a psychosocial parallelism. He shows that indi
vidual psychological experiences and social events do not
just form two parallel cause and effect series. Rather, the
series converge and interpenetrate, so that an understand
ing of individual problems and tensions requires an under
standing of social problems and tensions, and vice versa.
In this sense, Escape from Freedom, which was based upon
the concept of character formation which has been briefly
set forth here, is one of the finest examples in modern
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social science of what C. Wright Mills calls "the socio
logical imagination." 16

The second comment is in the nature of a question.
Is it as easy as Fromm thinks to assert that "differences in
temperament have no ethical significance"? Fromm is right
when he says that ideas, values, and actions have an emo
tional context and that they take their meaning from this
context. Part of the context is provided by temperament.
Hence it follows that love, say, will mean quite different
things to the choleric and the melancholic man. What is
even more troublesome is that it is doubtful whether spon
taneity, which in Fromm's view is the mark of the full life,
can have any meaning at all to the phlegmatic man, who
by definition is . . . phlegmatic.

Temperamental differences can have another kind of
ethical significance, the nature and importance of which
are suggested by the close attention which such great polit
ical thinkers as Plato and Machiavelli gave to the question
of the whole personality of the ruler. The four tempera
ments differ in the ease, speed, and strength of their reac
tions to events. Assume a situation in which prompt and
vigorous action is required to stop an injustice, or forestall
a social catastrophe, or exploit a fleeting opportunity. To
have a phlegmatic man in charge of affairs in that situation
could be disastrous. He might be unmoved by the injustice
or unimpressed by the emergency until it was too late. This
is not a far-fetched example. Fromm at one point suggests
that German labor, despite its socialist and libertarian con
victions, failed to act at the critical moment of Hitler's
advent to power because of the prevalence of authoritarian
character traits among the workers. Apart from other con
siderations, such as bureaucratic leadership and a con
servative, rigid trade union organization, Fromm's analysis
does not persuade one that the phlegmatic temperament
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of the German workers had nothing to do with the failure
to act. Other examples could be provided, but one ought
to be enough to show that temperamental differences can
have moral significance.17

Turning to the scientific side of the theory, two com
ments should be made. The first again takes the form of
a question. How strictly should one construe Fromm's for
mulation of the relations between the conditions of work

and the formation of character? Read strictly, Fromm
would seem to be saying that one's mode of work deter
mines his character. To demonstrate that thesis would take

far more, and far more systematic, knowledge concerning
class differences than we now have. To be sure, there is a
great amount of information available on differences of atti
tudes and opinions among the classes, but such differences
are not the same as characterological differences. Also,
nearly all the work that has been done on class-correlated
characterological differences (e.g., the work on the authori
tarian personality) suffers from enough methodological
weakness to make its interpretation a delicate and tricky
matter. Furthermore, in a society such as the United States
where social mobility is high, lines between the classes hazy,
and the voice of the mass media so penetrating, really sharp
characterological, or even opinion, differences among the
classes are already hard to find and seem destined to
diminish. Those who were once called the working classes
have become the blue collar employees, and their collars
get a little whiter each year. It is already hard to tell the
classes apart in the daytime; and in the evening in suburbia
they are practically indistinguishable.

If one construes Fromm's hypothesis strictly, he en
counters hard problems of evidence. On the other hand, a
loose or generous reading of the hypothesis would cause
serious trouble in another part of his work. As will be
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pointed out later, Fromm's constitution for the sane society
revolves around changes in men's relations to work and the
instruments of production. Through changes in the organi
zation of work he hopes to effect basic changes in the char
acter of men. His scheme of social change, then, demands
a strict construction of his hypothesis about the relations
between character and work. This hypothesis seems to be
one of the areas of Fromm's system which needs elabora
tion and clarification.

The final comment I shall make at this point concerns
a certain inconsistency in Fromm's analysis of the relations
between society and character and a certain vagueness
about the source of the power which produces decisive social
change. On the one hand, he offers the concept of char
acter lag to account for tensions—even revolutionary ten
sions—in a social order: when economic development and
social character are out of phase, the psychological forces
which once cemented the social structure become trans
muted into dynamite which can blow it apart. On the other
hand, he gives us the concept of inherent psychic needs to
account for tensions: when a society fails to afford produc
tive satisfaction of the basic needs, men will react against
that society and reform or overthrow it. These two explana
tions can lead in very different directions.

Escape from Freedom revolves around the concepts of
social character and the character lag. Time and again the
argument returns to the central thesis: economic changes
resulted in an ever widening gap between economic reality
and the social characters of the classes, with the result that
the psychological forces were finally unfastened from the old
social structure and made deployable for revolutionary ad
ventures. Assume that instead of anchoring his analysis on
the notions ofsocial character and character lag, Fromm had
used the concept of the basic needs. Then the fundamental
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thesis might have read somewhat like the following: as a
consequence of certain economic and social conditions, the
basic human need for transcendence was fulfilled destruc
tively rather than creatively. Now, whatever else Fromm
might say about fascism, he surely would not say it was
progressive, in the sense that it was dedicated to the fuller
productive satisfaction of the five basic psychic needs. Yet
that is theconclusion toward which theconcept of the basic
needs would push him. The heart of that concept is
Fromm's conviction that men strive for an ever higher and
more productive fulfillment of the basic needs. Fromm
asserts that history is progressive and irreversible. It might
be possible for some persons still to believe, as many Com
munists did before the invasion of the Soviet Union, that
the fascist era was a necessary step forward on the road to
the final victory of humanism and the sane society, but I
fear that another such step would undo us all.

The ambiguity in Fromm's thought concerning the
source of the power which propels social change can be
shown in another way. In Escape from Freedom he seems
to argue that the energy which produces social change is
generated by the tension between new economic conditions
and an older social character structure. In Man for Himself
and The Sane Society he maintains that the need for trans
cendence is what drives man to seek ever better solutions
to the problems of his existence. The former thesis puts the
source of change precisely where Marx put it—in the forces
of production, not in a postulated need for transcendence.
But if Fromm accepts this Marxist view, he unfortunately
also loses its greatest benefit, which is the belief in the
reality and inevitability of progress in history. There is a
curious paradox here. Fromm's notion of the character lag,
with its basically Marxist orientation, denies him the grand
Marxist faith in the inevitable development toward ever

Schaar, J. H., 1961: Escape from Authority. The Perspectives of Erich Fromm, New York 1961, 349 pp. (Harper an Row).
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higher forms of civilization. On the other hand, the notion
of the five basic needs, with its thoroughly un-Marxist
essentialist psychology, permits him to believe in the pro
gressive character of social change. I leave this precisely
where Fromm leaves it-in awoefully paradoxical condition.

When paradoxes are examined closely they have away
of dissolving into apparent paradoxes, or perhaps into mere
tensions. So it is here; and this time I want to use the occa
sion to remind the reader of one of the general features
of Fromm's work. The style of argument followed in the
immediately foregoing paragraphs can be employed at point
after point in Fromm's system because, as was indicated in
the Prologue, the system itself contains a number of con
tradictory principles and concepts. The particular incom
patibles here are social determinism versus an essentialist
psychology. Others will appear in later pages.

Types of Men
The second half of the theory ofcharacter is the char-

acterology. Fromm technically defines character as the
"form in which human energy is canalized in the process of
assimilation and socialization." The names he gives to the
different types of character are those which describe the
processes of assimilation, but it is important to remember
that each character type includes orientations of both as
similation and socialization. To assure clarity on this point,
I shall present in modified form achart which Fromm uses
to show how each character type is a blend of orientations
in both spheres.

Two preliminary comments. First, the characterology
is atonce descriptive and normative. All the nonproductive
orientations are ethically imperfect types. Each represents
a specific thwarting and crippling of man's powers. The
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nonproductive orientations are analogous to Freud's neu
rotic character types. The productive orientation is the one
which expresses the full unfolding of the human powers.
Productive man is the good man, the counterpart of Freud's
genital man.

The second comment is that Fromm's types are ideal
constructions, not photographic copies of real men. Every
real man is of course a mixture of several orientations, and
he isassigned to one or another of the ideal types in accord
ance with the orientation that is dominant in the mixture.

Let us turn now to the characters themselves.18

Character Types 19

Assimilation

I. Nonproductive orientations
A. Receptive

(Accepting)
B. Exploitative

(Taking)
C. Hoarding

(Preserving)
D. Marketing

(Exchanging)
II. Productive orientation

Working

Socialization

Masochistic"!

I Symbiosis
Sadistic J

Destructive'

Automaton

conformity

Loving

Withdrawal

The first of the nonproductive orientations is the recep
tive man. His distinguishing feature is a large and open
mouth, for he is the ever expectant one, the eternal suckler,
the one who locates the source of all good outside himself.
Receptive man does not create, he consumes. He relies not
on himself but on the "magic helper" for the satisfaction
of his needs. By and large, he is an optimistic, friendly sort
of chap, with little malice or suspicion toward his fellows.

Schaar, J. H., 1961: Escape from Authority. The Perspectives of Erich Fromm, New York 1961, 349 pp. (Harper an Row).
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He enjoys helping others and is loyal to his many friends,
but in all his generous acts there is a taint; he really desires
to secure the favor of the helped one in order to put him in
his debt. For receptive man, loving means being loved. Left
to himself, he is paralyzed, for he draws his sustenance from
others. His anxiety is that his source of supply will be cut off.

Like receptive man, exploitative man also feels that the
source of good is outside himself, but unlike receptive man,
he does not look for gifts. He takes what he wants by force
or guile. For him, everything and everyone is an object to
be exploited, an object to be bitten off and ingested. Ex
ploitative man is the man of the biting mouth and the
clenched teeth. When he is fed up, when hehas taken what
he wants from the outside, he discards the rest. Exploitative
man is suspicious, critical, envious. But like receptive man
he is nothing without the others, for whatever he has he
has stolen from them.

Next on display is the hoarder, the one whose arms are
folded tightly across his chest, forming a forbidding barrier
between himself and the world outside. Hoarding man re
lates to the world neither by receiving nor by grasping. He
has little faith in anything outside and is concerned to save
what is in himself. He is the miser. He hoards and saves.
Spending and giving are uncongenial to him for he hates to
let anything escape his grip. His psychic economy is one of
scarcity. From his point of view, the whole world is deter
mined to take from him the things that are properly and
personally his, and he is just as determined to dig a moat
which the others cannot cross to penetrate the fortress
which is himself. His motto is "mine is mine and yours is
yours." 20 For this man, loving means possessing, not shar
ing or creating. He admires order, strict justice, security,
cleanliness.

Next is the marketing man, the man of the friendly
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smile and the casual but correct attire. This one is for sale.
He must give constant attention to the fashion of the
moment in ideas, values, and tastes, for his own value is
determined by how well he meets the demands of the per
sonality market. Marketing man has no real self. His "self"
is a sort of echobox, a hollow receptacle which collects and
magnifies the things which others say about him. He learns
about himself, as it were, only by rumor. If you catch this
man in an unguarded moment you will see his smile twist
into fear and worry, for of all men he is the most insecure.
He knows how fickle the personality market is. Marketing
man also judges others as commodities. For him, a man is
worth what he brings onthemarket. Success is thesovereign
criterion, and success means the approval of the others.
This man is terribly afraid of being "peculiar," out of
fashion. His relations with his fellows, while friendly and
fair, are always superficial. He manipulates and is manipu
lated. The superficiality of his relationships has led him to
put a desperate faith in finding a real union in romantic
love, but "it is an illusion to expect that the loneliness of
man rooted in the marketing orientation can be cured by
individual love."21 Marketing man lives on the edge of
despair, and he fills the emptiness of his life by trivial busy
ness and movement. Meanwhile, as he waits for the Big
Opportunity, helooks more and more like Willy Loman.

This completes the somber collection of the nonpro-
ductives. Fromm adds that one or another of the types
predominates in a given historical period in accordance with
the economic structure and social relations of the era. Thus
the receptive orientation is typically found in societies
where the authority of one group over another is firmly
established. Since the subordinate groups cannot shape af
fairs and direct their own destinies, they look up to the
masters as the providers, as those from whom all blessings

Schaar, J. H., 1961: Escape from Authority. The Perspectives of Erich Fromm, New York 1961, 349 pp. (Harper an Row).

 

 Pr
o

pr
ie

ty
 o

f 
th

e 
Er

ic
h 

Fr
o

m
m

 D
o

cu
m

en
t 

C
en

te
r.

 F
o

r 
pe

rs
o

na
l u

se
 o

nl
y.

 C
ita

tio
n 

o
r 

pu
bl

ic
at

io
n 

o
f 

m
at

er
ia

l p
ro

hi
bi

te
d 

w
ith

o
ut

 e
xp

re
ss

 w
ri

tt
en

 p
er

m
iss

io
n 

o
f 

th
e 

co
py

ri
gh

t 
ho

ld
er

. 
 Ei

ge
nt

um
 d

es
 E

ri
ch

 F
ro

m
m

 D
o

ku
m

en
ta

tio
ns

ze
nt

ru
m

s.
 N

ut
zu

ng
 n

ur
 f

ür
 p

er
sö

nl
ic

he
 Z

w
ec

ke
. 

V
er

ö
ff

en
tli

ch
un

ge
n 

– 
au

ch
 v

o
n 

T
ei

le
n 

– 
be

dü
rf

en
 d

er
 s

ch
ri

ft
lic

he
n 

Er
la

ub
ni

s 
de

s 
R

ec
ht

ei
nh

ab
er

s.
 

 



Zur Kritik des

rinkommens

102 Escape from Authority

flow. The exploitative character, with its motto "I take what
I want," goes back to piratical and feudal origins and
reached its highest development in the imperialistic and
rapacious capitalism of the nineteenth century. In those
days, the great exploiters roamed the earth in search of
power and profit. Supporting them were the hoarders, the
methodical, industrious, sanctimonious middle classes, to
whom property was security and thrift the highest virtue.
Marketing man is distinctly the man of our day, the au
thentic product of the mass market society. He is accom
panied by growing numbers of receptive types, who have
come to expect society to gratify their every felt need and
wish. .... ,

The characterology does not stop with description and
criticism but accepts the perilous task of construction. "In
discussing the productive character Iventure beyond critical
analysis and inquire into the nature of the fully developed
character that is the aim of human development and simul
taneously the ideal of humanistic ethics." 22 Coming from
a man of our day, that is a bold proposal; a proposal, we
cannot help but feel, that only an innocent could make. Our
age is not kind to visionaries and projectors. And when he
deals with productive man Fromm explicitly adopts the
vocation of the visionary, for productive man has yet to be
born. He lives only in Fromm's imagination.

The fact is, Fromm stands almost alone among today's
writers in this effort to paint in detail the portrait of the
good man. To my knowledge, Freud is the only other recent
writer who has built both a penetrating theory of character
and an image of the good man. His clinical descriptions of
the pregenital character types are thorough and brilliant,
and this judgment stands even if one agrees with Fromm
that his theoretical concepts are inneed of revision. Freud's
portrait of the genital character, however, is unfortunately
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vague and shadowy, lacking the precision of his portraits of
the pregenital types. In technical terms, the genital man
is one in whom oral and anal libido have been subordinated
to genital sexuality, the aim of which is sexual union with a
person of the oppositesex. It is not easy to say much more
about him. At most, genital man might be described as
the man who has come to terms with himself and who
recognizes that the inner life must always be a life of con
flict. This conflict, however, can be tempered by self-knowl
edge and curbed by reason. It can be lived with. Genital
man can spare enough energies from the inner battle to
function capably in the public sphere. Freed from extrava
gant hopes and false fears, genital man knows that some
thing of value can still be found in this life. While rather
vague, this is surely not an unheroic ethic*

In an important way, productive man is the equiva
lent of genital man. If we think of Freud's termsymbolically
rather than literally, genital man is the one who produces
new life through union with another person. Productive
man also produces through union. The great difference be-

* Philip Rieff's recent exploration of Freud's thoughtleaves me uncertain
of the accuracy of my sketch of genital man. In his last chapter, Rieff out
lines that new character type known as psychological man, who is replacing
political man, religious man, and economic man as the character ideal of
Western civilization. I am unclear whether Rieff's intention here is to ex
pound Freud or to describe the impact of Freud on the modern mind. In
either case, psychological man does not lookmuch like my brief description
of genital man. Psychological man is the trained egotist, the connoisseur
of the inner life. He lives beyond reason and conscience. He has given up
the publicsphere. He has relinquished all hope of salvation for himself and
others, in this world as well as the next. He accepts the hospital as the
permanent home of man. Rieff's final sentences seem to suggest that this
sickness is health. "Aware at last that he is chronically ill, psychological man
may nevertheless end the ancient quest of his predecessors for a healing
doctrine. His experience with the latest one, Freud's, may finally teach him
that every cure must expose him to new illness." Philip Rieff, Freud: The
Mind of the Moralist (New York: Viking, 1959), p. 357. Carved above the
portals of that gigantic hospital which shelters all Rieff's psychological men
is this emblem: "Abandon hope, all ye who enter here."

Schaar, J. H., 1961: Escape from Authority. The Perspectives of Erich Fromm, New York 1961, 349 pp. (Harper an Row).
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tween the two is that productive man persists in Christian
man's praise of faith, hope, and love. So productive man is
not a new type on the earth, but the realization of a very
old type. He speaks in modern accents, however, and this
makes a difference.

"Productiveness" is the term that counts here, and to
avert misunderstanding, I shall repeat one of Fromm's
fullest definitions of it.

Productiveness is man's ability to use his powersand to
realize the potentialities inherent in him. If we say he
mustuse his powers weimply that he mustbe free and
not dependent on someone who controls his powers.
We imply, furthermore, that he is guided by reason,
since he can make use of his powers only if he knows
what they are,how to use them, and what to use them
for. Productiveness means that he experiences himself
as the embodiment of his powers and as the "actor";
that he feels himself one with his powers and at the
sametime that they are not masked and alienatedfrom
him.28

Productive man can be known by his works, for he is the
doer, the builder, the creator. The artist is "the most con
vincing representative of productiveness," 24 but do not be
discouraged if you cannot paint great pictures or compose
great symphonies. To do those things requires gifts which
few have, while to be productive requires only a set of atti
tudes whichall mayhave. Fromm saves us all by saying that
productive man's noblest product is himself. He lives to
live, that is, to actualize his potentialities: "by far the most
important object of productiveness is man himself." 25

Productive man's guide on the journey of self-realiza
tion is his conscience. A word must be underscored: his
conscience. Fromm believes there is a true or humanistic

and a false or authoritarian conscience. "The authoritarian
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conscience is the voice ofaninternalized external authority,
the parents, the state, or whoever the authorities in a cul
ture happen to be." 26 This is the equivalent of the super
ego, and Fromm agrees with Freud that it is a hard master.
It governs by fear ofpunishment andhope for reward. Guilt
is its harsh sanction and approval its dubious reward. Its
most cruel and subtle weapon is repression, by which the
victim unknowingly turns his fears and desires back upon
himself, until they consume his finest powers and leave him
pale and drawn. He grows deaf to his own inner voice, so
cut off from the truth about himself that his whole life
becomes a sterile hypocrisy. Worst of all, the authoritarian
conscience conquers its victims while they are still too young
to resist. For his unavoidable transgressions the child re
ceives not mild correction and loving forgiveness but a con
ditional pardon, which makes his guilt and his need for for
giveness all the stronger. Thus the will is paralyzed and the
powerssapped. The prisoner of the authoritarian conscience
serves a life sentence, confined by his own desire to gain
the pardon of theauthorities. It may happen that the com
mands of the authoritarian conscience are also "good."
Then, of course, the subject will move toward the good. But
what matters is that the authoritarian conscience imposes
its commands in the interests of the authority rather than
those of the subject, so that any similarity between the dic
tates of the authoritarian conscience and the true good is
purely accidental.*

* It is strictly correct to say that in Fromm's view any similarity between
the dictates of the authoritarian conscience and the true good is purely
accidental. But the tenor of his work suggests that lean accuracy is not
enough here. In a very real sense, Fromm goes beyond the view that might
and right may accidentally correspond, to the view that might is always
wrong. The dictates ofauthority are wrong even when they may begood for
the subject, because the authority always has his own interests foremost in
mind. The interests of thesubject aresecondary. Thisviolates the canon that
no man should be treated as a means. It also violates Fromm's canon that

Schaar, J. H., 1961: Escape from Authority. The Perspectives of Erich Fromm, New York 1961, 349 pp. (Harper an Row).
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Fromm believes that "this is only one form of con
science or, possibly, apreliminary stage in the development
of conscience." 27 Another and truer conscience also calls to
each of us, if we will but listen for it. "Humanistic conscience
is the reaction of our total personality to its proper function
ing or dysfunctioning. . . . Conscience judges our func
tioning as human beings; it is (as the root of the word con-
scientia indicates) knowledge within oneself, knowledge of
our respective success or failure in the art of living. bo
emphatic is Fromm's advocacy of this notion that I must
quote extensively from his fullest formulation of it.

Actions, thoughts, and feelings which are conducive to
the proper functioning and unfolding of our total
personality produce a feeling of inner approval, of
"rightness," characteristic of the humanistic "good
conscience. . . . Conscience is thus are-action of our
selves to ourselves. It is the voice of our true selves which
summons us back to ourselves, to live productively, to
develop fully and harmoniously—that is, to become
what we potentially are. It is the guardian of our in
tegrity. ... If love can be defined as the affirmation
of the potentialities and the care for, and the respect of,
the uniqueness of the loved person, humanistic con
science can be justly called the voice of our loving care
for ourselves.29

Productive man breaks out of the circle of loneliness
through love, which is the only way one can unite with
others and still retain his and their uniqueness. Love is a

we ought to love and care for others as for ourselves. In addition, submission
to authority is also always wrong, because any act of submission means a
crippling of one's human powers. Fromm's view on this comes close to say
ing that might is always wrong, that there can be no right in an authoritarian-
inegalitarian relationship between two men. Where there is a supenor-
inferior relationship there is evil.
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feeling made up of care, responsibility, respect, and knowl
edge. Love for self comes first, for without that no man
can love another, but self-love by no means excludes love
of others. "On the contrary, an attitudeoflove toward them
selves will be found in all those who are capable of loving
others."30 In Fromm's view, the injunction "love thy
neighbor as thyself" is no stern command against selfish
ness. It is, rather, the only real meaning of love and the
attainment ofany man who has affirmed his own life. "Love
of one person implies love of man as such."31 A mere
egoisme a deux, or a primary love for one's family, say, is
not authentic love but its caricature. Whoever loves, loves
all mankind.

Like all other men, productive man has faith. He has
religion too. Productive man's faith is a "certainty of con
viction based on one's experience of thought and feeling,
not assent to propositions on credit of the proposer." 32 His
religion, by whatever name he calls it, is in content human
istic; that is, it is a religion which furthers his powers and
develops his capacities. Insofar as his creed is theistic, God
is not a symbol of power over man but a symbol of man's
own finest powers. Insofar as his religion is productive and
humanistic, it will have the following articles, which,
Fromm says, express the core of ideas and attitudes com
mon to all the great spiritual teachers from Lao-tse to—
Fromm?

Man must strive to recognize the truth and can be fully
human only to the extent to which he succeeds in this
task. He must be independent and free. ... He must
relate himself to his fellow men lovingly. If he has no
love, he is an empty shell even if his were all power,
wealth, and intelligence. Man mustknow the difference
between good and evil, he must learn to listen to the
voice of his conscience and to be able to follow it.33

Schaar, J. H., 1961: Escape from Authority. The Perspectives of Erich Fromm, New York 1961, 349 pp. (Harper an Row).
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That is the message of humanistic religion, the message at
the heart of the inspirations of the great spiritual teachers.
All religions are at bottom one, and poor mankind would
never have lost sight of this truth had not subtle meta
physicians, vested authorities, and the superficial differences
of time and place conspired to conceal it. Again Fromm
speaks in the authentic accents of Rousseau. "As soon as
the nations took to making God speak, every one made him
speak in his own fashion, and made him say what he him
self wanted. Had they listened only to what God says in
the heart of man, there would have been but one religion
upon earth."34

Productive Man Re-examined
So rare are portraits of the good man in our time that

each deserves a careful examination. For this reason, and
not because of its inherent excellence or its superiority over
the portraits of the nonproductive types, I shall look with
some care at Fromm's model of the productive man.

He is a smiling figure, and the smile tells us at once
that here is aman who has affirmed life. He is able to think
for himself and he can enjoy the sensuous pleasures with
out guilt and anxiety. He enjoys and respects his fellows
and does not regard their lives as instruments to the ad
vancement of his own. All these amiable traits make him
quite pleasant and attractive. He is no hero, certainly, but
he does seem a sane and competent fellow; and if he never
does anything heroic, neither will he do much that is
vicious. He is decent, responsible, and generous, the sort of
chap who would fit comfortably into any fairly liberal circle.
There is that troublesome little thing about becoming like
God, to be sure, but one feels confident that productive
man would never commit any of the more desperate sins of
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pride, just as he would never lose his head in any passion
or for any cause. He is not angular and tense, given to
extreme actions. On the contrary, he is well-rounded, buoy
ant, sympathetic, at peace with himself and his brothers.

That is one's first impression. A second look brings a
disturbing discovery: the face of productive man is empty.
It lacks character.

What passions, what conquests and defeats, what joys
and sorrows have etched their lines on his face? What does
productive man live for? Fromm answers that he lives for
himself, he lives for living. It is not easy to understand
what that statement means. Does it mean that productive
man is at bottom the sensualist? In a certain sense, yes. Pro
ductive man is a sort of prudent sensualist. He wants to
experience as much as he can—within certain limits of
safety. He has no taste for extreme experiences as such,
and there is no danger that he will consume himself in any
Verlainean explorations of the bizarre and the grotesque.
Although open and sensitive to experience, like a delicate
hi-fi, he is not quite preoccupied with the gadget of the
self. He knows instinctively that when one conceives of the
self primarily as a marvelous receiving instrument, he in
evitably experiments with ways of increasing the current to
the set, thinkingin that way to heighten its fidelity. He may
get 6nly noise. I suspect that is what Itchy Dave, that new
anti-hero of the Beat, got when he "turned on":

Sometimes it isa heightened sense of selfthat is sought
[through the use of marijuana]. ... As Itchy Dave
Gelden expresses it, "It's like this, man, we need more
awareness of the I. It's like, before I light up I'm drug
with the ten thousand things . . . you can't concen
trate," but when you light up you can "follow the song
ofyourself. You're listening and you're hearing the song
and you're swinging along with it." "... I never really

Schaar, J. H., 1961: Escape from Authority. The Perspectives of Erich Fromm, New York 1961, 349 pp. (Harper an Row).
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heard the music till I started listening with pot," is
something you hear often in beat circles Its lite
switching from an old-fashioned phonograph to hi-fa.

Itchy Dave is not totally unlike productive man, in
this as in other ways. Both live for living; or, at leas ,both
seem unwilling or unable to formulate ameaning for li e
beyond the living of it. Both also seek to open the self to
awhole range of deliciously novel experiences. Both share
the ethic of spontaneity and productiveness, and give not
adamn for the world's judgment of their products. Both are
resolutely dedicated to developing the potentialities of their
selves With Rousseau, both could say "I may not be better
than any other man, but at least I am different.

The foregoing sentences, I know, have serious connota
tions. Is productive man really a Beatnik in disguise? Is
Fromm really the philosopher of the Beat, when a1along
he has seemed to be saying something else? About the first
question, one can say at least that, while productive man
might not quite be a Beatnik, he would certainly be at
home among them. About the second question, I can say
that my own modest researches among the Beatniks con
vince me that Fromm is read and admired by them, though
he certainly is not their foremost hero. - ,, A.

But this is a theme which could lead us far afield. At
the moment, I am concerned to make only one point about
the injunction "live for living." To say that productive man
lives for living is to say something that is wrong on its face.
Truly productive men do not live for living. They live for
ends for purposes outside themselves. This mar, lives for his
work that one for his family, and the one over there for
his god The greatest, the freest, the most creative men live
in obedience to some unfulfilled, perhaps only vaguely
understood, purpose. Alife without some purpose larger
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than its own cultivation is a life without direction and
meaning, for aman realizes himself through working toward
his ends. To make "live for living" the categorical impera
tive is to counsel man to emptiness. It is to counsel him
either to a vulgar Epicureanism or to a kind of moral dilet
tantism.

The previous sentence is not quite correct. It needs a
qualifying phrase. The imperative "live for living" is an
invitation "to a vulgar Epicureanism or to a kind of moral
dilettantism" under the modern conditions of economic
abundance and the prevalence of the marketing orientation.
This phrase suggests both that "live for living" may mean
different things under different social circumstances, and
that it may have a broader import which has not yet been
examined. The first needs no argument or illustration:
moral imperatives are colored by their social contexts. The
second needs a fuller discussion, which can be best opened
by examining the imperative under the light of another of
Fromm's favorite concepts, the concept of "life as an art."
This formula, which at first glance seems only an evocative
phrase, even if not a new one, has an importance in
Fromm's thought which is more than rhetorical.

The attitude toward life which is implicit in the notion
of life as an art is one which a moralist can maintain only
by denying his own vocation, for it is an attitude which
assumes that the canons of one field, esthetics, can be
applied in another field, ethics. This is an assumption which
no moral philosopher can grant—unless the intention of
his teaching is moral anarchy. Ethics and esthetics are dif
ferent subjects, each with itsown canons. When the canons
of either field are promiscuously applied in the other,
grievous confusion must result. When the perspectives of
esthetics are substituted for those of ethics in the judgment

Schaar, J. H., 1961: Escape from Authority. The Perspectives of Erich Fromm, New York 1961, 349 pp. (Harper an Row).
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of the quality of human life, the necessary result is some
thing that verges on moral anarchism. It is easy to see
how that happens.The ways of art-both its methods and its ends-are
diverse and numerous, perhaps infinite. The artist is a
creator, and the stuff of which he creates his world of art
comes only in part from the external world. The rest comes
from the secret depths of his own being. From these ma
terials he fashions a world which is governed by its own
laws, which he also creates. What is lawful in his artistic
world may not be lawful in the real world, and vice versa;
just as what is true in his artistic world need be true only
there, and not in the real world. This means that esthetic
criticism must start from the premise that the only ques
tion which may legitimately be asked of a work of artis,
did the artist succeed in doing what he set out to do? 1he
success or failure of awork of art can properly be measured
only by the standard of how well the artist used the means
he chose for his task and how closely he came to the end
he set for himself. The question of whether the end chosen
is agood or abad one is beyond the province of esthetics.
Since the artist is God in his own world, he enjoys an
enormous latitude in the choice of ends and means alati
tude far greater than that permitted to the moralist. The
point that matters here can be summarized mthe follow
ing form: the chief canon of esthetic criticism is that there
is no such thing as the good work of art; the chief canon
of moral criticism is that there is such a thing as the good
life

"Now to see life as an art is to see itwithin an esthetic
framework. This is an attitude toward life which has re
linquished every hope that life might have apurpose fixed
in the nature of things, an end and meaning outside itself
toward which it ought to be directed, and by which it may
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be judged. When life is seen within this esthetic frame
work, each individual is permitted complete freedom in his
choice of means and ends. The only question that may
properly be asked is how well did the individual do what he
set out to do. The question of whether the end chosen was
good or bad is foreign to the esthetic perspective. There
can be many ends—in principle, as many ends as there are
individuals—but from the point of view of life as an art
there is no such thing as the end, no summum bonum.
There are only good lives and bad ones; and the question
of whether a particular person's life was a good or a bad
one can be answered only by the data and the criteria
internal to that life. In short, to conceive of life as an art
is to accept a latitudinarianism in the choice of the means
and ends of living which is indistinguishable from moral
anarchism.

This, I think, is the necessary tendency of Fromm's
esthetic orientation toward moral questions. I am quite
aware that this is notapparent onthe surface ofhis thought;
and the reason it is not is clearenough: he has not thought
through the implications of the esthetic position. In fact,
he has concealed these implications under a superficially
attractive picture of the good man who would emerge from
such an orientation toward life. Here Fromm does what
almost all the writers who have adopted this idea of life as
an art have done. The few writers who have seriously at
tempted this theme have been restrained by their own train
ing and their inherited decency to create and treat in their
art only decorous and decent men—men like themselves.
(Henry James is an excellent example of this.) Such writers
rarely treat of the "terrible ones." But this is a limitation
imposed by the artist's temperament and training, not by
the concept of life as an art. From the esthetic point of
view, there are no good orbad men in a moral sense. There

Schaar, J. H., 1961: Escape from Authority. The Perspectives of Erich Fromm, New York 1961, 349 pp. (Harper an Row).
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are only good or bad men in an artistic sense. Artistically,
Hamlet is no greater and no better than Macbeth; Iago is as
good as Othello. And, if life is an art, then Caligula was
as good as Aurelius, Savonarola as good as St. Francis, Hitler
as good as Roosevelt, for all these men worked consum
mately with the means at their disposal and all in a large
degree realized their capacities and achieved the ends they
had set for themselves.

It is only at this point that some of the larger impli
cations of Fromm's well-known idea of "positive freedom"
become apparent. In Escape from Freedom, he developed
the distinction between negative and positive freedom, or
freedom from and freedom to. Modern man has won the
former, Fromm argued, but the victory has turned to ashes
because he has not won the latter. Negative freedom has
left men isolated, anxious, powerless, eager to escape into
new submissions. Salvation lies in adding positive freedom
to negative freedom. "To know how to free oneself is noth
ing," Gide wrote in L'Immoraliste, "the arduous thing is
to know what to do with one's freedom." "What to do
with one's freedom"-that is the precise question which the
moral and political philosopher, or any man whose vocation
is the cure of souls, must be able to answer. When Fromm
says that positive freedom means "the realization of [the]
individual self; that is, theexpression of [one's] intellectual,
emotional and sensuous potentialities,"36 he provides no
substantive answer to the question of freedom for what.
He supplies only the form and not the content of an
answer. In a very real sense, Fromm is a moralist without a
conception of the moral life.

Fromm worships Eros; and for the followers of Eros
the meaning of life is sensation-fuller, closer, warmer feel
ing—not for the sake of some end, but for the sake of the
sensation of living itself. This is a view of life as a voluptu-
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ous Strauss waltz, or a kind of Balinese love play, an un
dulating surge and counter-surge of emotions and energies
which never break outward in one direction, but remain in
a ravishing equilibrium: stimulation without climax. In its
slightly tarnished innocence, this idea, it seems to me, is
deeply expressive of a specifically American sentimentality
about man and life. No other of Fromm's ideas shows more
clearly the triumph of America over the Marxist and Freud
ian elements of his thought. We cannot be sure what
answer the modern age will finally give to the question of
freedom for what—beyond the freedom to enjoy more of
the pleasures of consumption—but wecan be surethat when
the answer comes it must contain more than a hollow "live
for living."

The imperative "live for living," furthermore, is in
compatible with one of the finest of Fromm's own concep
tions, the conception of a "negative psychology," a psy
chology which aims not to force the secret of man bya full
and positive knowledge of man's soul, but to remove the
distortions and illusions which keep each of us from know
ing himselfand others. The internalized voices of the others,
the cares andhabits of the daily round, and all the forgotten
pains and sorrows build layer upon layer of sedimentary
materials over the bedrock of the psychic life.The authentic
self, the I which underlies the countless things one does
and means and says each day, can in time become entirely
buried. Each day we see men who are totally guided by
what they think they ought to be, and we know that such
men are nothing more than the demands of others. A man's
greatest despair, as Kierkegaard said, is "choosing to be
another than himself." So the most serious search of one's
life is the search for the self he really is. The important
point, however, is that this search is done negatively; it is a
work of stripping away the things that one is not. In this
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process one comes closer to knowing who he is, but he does
so by finding out who he is not. That is a very different
matter from Fromm's positive formulation of the produc
tive man's creation of himself.

The task of stripping away the sedimentary layers is
the first and the hardest duty of the man who would find
himself. In this work he begins to discover what he is not.
He also begins to realize that he is much more than he
had known, and he begins to accept that "much more" as
belonging to him. He begins to explore hitherto unknown
reaches of his psyche, and he learns to respect its infinite
depths. Such a man knows that the command to realize his
potentiality is foolish, for he isa being of infinite potentiali
ties, only some of which he can realize, often at the pain
of thwarting others. In a brief essay, Carl Rogers, who ap
pears to share Fromm's basic perspectives on the nature
of man and the method of approaching him, has given a
good account of the kind of person onebecomes as a result
of this process.37 The person becomes more open to experi
ence, both of himself and of the world around him. At the
same time he becomes more realistic and discriminating.
He can tolerate ambiguity and variety because he has de
veloped an internal locus of evaluation which rests upon a
trust in his own organism as a suitable instrument for
choosing the best behavior in changing situations. Purified
of distortions and illusions, the person knows he is a process
rather than a product, and he accepts this, rather than the
achievement of some fixed and final state, as the necessary
condition of man. In short, a self begins to come to life. But
what matters is that the process of birth is primarily nega
tive, a matter not of trying to create oneself but of trying
to rid oneself of what he is not.

I hope I shall not be misunderstood on this. In the
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previous chapter I tried to show that there are severe defects
in Fromm's essentialist psychology. In particular, I argued
that his explanation of evil and destructivenessas the results
of thwarted primary urges toward love and creativeness is
not convincing. On this topic, Fromm's thought expresses,
albeit in a different vocabulary, something like the frustra
tion-aggression hypothesis of early stimulus-response psy
chology, and suffers from about the same defects. Another
way to put this point would be to say that Fromm has no
real appreciation of the concept of sublimation; or, at least,
the idea plays no important part in his thought. In the
immediately foregoing passages I argued that the injunction
"live for living" and the conception of productive man
producing himself are also unconvincing. But nothing in
the previous chapter and the foregoing passages should
be taken as a denial of something that everyday observa
tion confirms: there are men who have a powerful drive
toward a certain goal, or who have a compelling urge to
test some capacity of their nature. Such capacities must be
realized, or at least tested, or else life is indeed diminished.
In this sense, there are life-demands which are peculiar to
one's nature and which must be expressed: as Milton put
it, there are talents which it is "death to hide." If such
talents are thwarted, the personality may be arrested and
life may go bitter and dry. Destructiveness may result. On
the other hand, the person who is blocked in one sector of
his life may divert the blocked energies into magnificent
creativity in another sector. Or, the one who has seen his
powers crippled may develop a loving sympathy for the
other crippled ones around him and may strive to ease their
pains and smooth their paths. There are, I think, no general
rules here, certainly none so general as Fromm's "destruc
tiveness is the outcome of unlived life." Nor are there any
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so general as to give us confidence that his "live for living"
provides auseful ethical guide for the living of alife. That
is as far as the foregoing passages are meant to go.

What has been said thus far suffers from a certain dis
tortion, which must now be corrected. My critique of pro
ductive man is based not on the man Fromm has in mind
but on the man who would naturally emerge from the moral
premises he lays down. Fromm's emphasis on life as its
own end is to be explained by his hatred of authoritarianism,
which posits an end outside of and imposed on man. The
motive power here is repulsion from, not attraction toward.
What drives Fromm to the position that life is its own end
is not so much the attractive power of the "live for living"
idea, as the repulsive power of the authoritarian idea. But
in backing away from authoritarianism, with its imposed
and alien ends, Fromm stumbles into a formulation which
leaves man no ends at all. I have argued that the implica
tions of this conception are shabby, but I have not argued
that he accepts them, only that they are inherent in his
own premises. This means that Fromm can be criticized
for failing to find a good solution to the question of what
ends a man should live for, but he can not be criticized
for consciously recommending a shabby solution.

The conception of productive man as his own chief
product would be less troublesome if one were more confi
dent of the existence and the nature of what Fromm calls
the humanistic conscience. Fromm seems to agree with
Rousseau that "there is ... at the bottom of our hearts
an innate principle of justice and virtue, by which, in spite
of our maxims, we judge our own actions or those of others
to be good or evil; and it is this principle that I call con
science." 38 Fromm speaks of this innate principle almost
as though it were a faculty or sense in the meaning of
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Jefferson: "This sense is as much a part of [man's] nature,
as the sense ofhearing, seeing, feeling; it is the truefounda
tion of morality. . . . The moral sense, or conscience, is as
much a part of man as his leg or arm. It is given to all
human beings in a stronger or weaker degree, as force of
members is given them in a greater or less degree. It may
be strengthened by exercise, as may any particular limb of
the body."39

This makes Fromm's usage understandable, if not ac
ceptable. In this sense, the creation of oneself is a sort of
psychic exercise. The athlete of the productive life trains
himself to understand the voices from within and to follow
their directions. Creation of oneself is, strictly, a process of
discovery. One brings to life what is already there: it is
analogous to the Platonic anamnesis. This usage is con
sistent with Fromm's essentialist conception of the selfand
his teleological metaphysic. Unfortunately, the conception
of the moral sense is a postulate of reason and not an idea
of experience. It is an attempt to "explain" certain phe
nomena by positing an underlying psychic force or agency
which brings them into being and gives them meaning.

Perhaps Fromm does not mean to postulate a moral
faculty in Jefferson's sense. What then might he mean?
If by the distinction between the authoritarian and the
humanistic conscience he means only to distinguishbetween
ethical norms which are good for man and those which are
not, then we must permit him to stipulate meanings as he
wishes, although the stipulation may not strike us as a
particularly useful one. But Fromm also says that the con
tent of norms in the authoritarian and humanistic con
sciences may bethe same, with the difference being that in
the first case one obeys the norms out of fear of an external
authority while in the second case he obeys out of respect
for himself. At this point meanings again become clouded,

Schaar, J. H., 1961: Escape from Authority. The Perspectives of Erich Fromm, New York 1961, 349 pp. (Harper an Row).
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for it is doubtful whether Fromm can show a consistent
ethicalsuperiority in actions undertakenin response to some
moral code absorbed in the process ofsocialization. Further
more, it is probably impossible to tell just when an indi
vidual obeys himself and just when he only seems to obey
himself, while actually obeying an internalized command of
his group or authority. For Fromm, with his tension be
tween essential human nature and social determinism, this
is probably an insoluble problem. At least, it is for him a
far harder problem than it ever could be either for a thor
oughgoing individualist like Freud or for a thoroughgoing
social determinist likeDewey. To use the language of social
science, Fromm does not seem to take into account the
work that has been done in reference group theory. To use
an older language, he fails to come to grips with Pascal's
maxim that "custom is our nature."

It is clear, also, that Fromm wants to make something
more than a subjective or nominal distinction between the
authoritarian and the humanistic consciences. He believes
that movement toward the humanistic conscience is in
herent in the moral evolution of the race. The authoritarian
stage may have been a necessary step toward the creation
of the humanistic conscience, but what matters is that
moral evolution progresses inevitably toward the full flower
ing of the humanistic conscience. Fromm even suggests
that, after a certain point, we can leap intermediate stages
and go directly to the highest stage:

Julian Huxley has pointed out that acquisition of an
authoritarian conscience was a stage in the process of
human evolution necessary before rationality and free
dom had developed to an extent which made human
istic conscience possible; others have stated this same
idea with regard to thedevelopment of the child. While
Huxley is right in his historical analysis, I do not be-
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lieve that with regard to the child, in a nonauthoritarian
society, the authoritarian conscience has to exist as a
precondition for the formation of humanistic con
science; but only the future development of mankind
can proveor disprove the validityof this assumption.40

Athens and Sparta existed side by side, until they
finally set out to destroy each other. The two cities still
symbolize opposing conceptions of the good life. But the
two cities were coeval. How can we talk about moral evolu

tion here? The citizens of Athens certainly had as much
freedom, gave as much admiration to reason, and were as
magnificently productive as any citizenry before or since.
Which way has moral evolution been running? Finally,
Plato, who had someappreciation of the moral life, thought
that authoritarian Sparta was morally superior to human
istic Athens, while his student Aristotle was, on balance,
inclined toward the opposite view. Why should two phi
losophers hold opposed views on a question which, accord
ing to Fromm, has the same logical status as an empirical
question?

Before leaving this conception of the innate human
istic conscience, one further point, which is probably al
ready obvious, ought to be made explicit. Here I shall
only state the point and defer fuller discussion of it to a
later section.

Few writers on ethical subjects have let us believe that
the way of righteousness is easy. It may well be the highest
immorality to say that morality is easy. "All noble things
are as difficult as they are rare," wrote Spinoza, and his
melancholy reflection epitomizes a dominant theme in
ethical thought. Man is weak and lacking in knowledge.
He is driven to evil by forces he cannot master and exposed
to temptations which he lacks the will to resist. Man must

Schaar, J. H., 1961: Escape from Authority. The Perspectives of Erich Fromm, New York 1961, 349 pp. (Harper an Row).
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prepare for the good life as for a battle. He must train,
develop discipline, study the wiles of the enemy who is
both within and without. He must make himself hard so he
might endure in the endless and relentless fight against evil.
The evil is always within one, waiting to lead him into
error and wrongdoing, and he must constantly wage war
against himself. He must recognize that authority-laws,
judges, punishments-is absolutely necessary in this struggle,
and he must learn the virtue of obedience. He will lose more
battles than he will win; therefore, both to help him and to
protect others, society needs codes and sanctions, punish
ments and repressions. <

Fromm rejects this whole orientation. He denies the
need for external as well as for internal authority in the
moral life. He repudiates the judge and the hangman. For
him, asociety makes its members virtuous not by punishing
evil but by creating the conditions of good. Since both the
meaning and the conditions of the good are known, this is
no impossible task. The fight against evil can lead to no
victory, for there is no enemy. Rather, if there is an enemy,
it is the very idea that evil inheres in human nature, the
idea that men must take precautions to see that it is con
fined there and not freed to attack other men or society itself.
As Fromm puts it:

Virtue is proportional to the degree of productiveness a
person has achieved. If society is concerned with mak
ing people virtuous, it must be concerned with making
them productive and hence with creating the conditions
for the development of productiveness. The first and
foremost of these conditions is that the unfolding and
growth of every person is the aim of all social and po
litical activities. ...

Every increase in joy aculture can provide for will
do more for the ethical education of its members than
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all the warnings of punishment or preachings of virtue
could do.41

Here only one thing need be said about this. Fromm's
vision of a society actively engaged in creating the condi
tions of the good life and in providing "increases of joy"
echoes a theme which runs as far back as Plato's Republic
and Aristotle's Politics. This implies a very "positive" view
of the state, a view which assigns the state an enormous
range of functions and responsibilities. This is no mere
welfare state view; and it goes far beyond anything like
T. H. Green's conception of the role of the state as the
hinderer of hindrances to the good life. But along with
broad functions and heavy responsibilities goes great power.
And that opens a theme which will require more attention
when we cometo Fromm's vision of the good society. Here
it is enough to suggest that Fromm's generous conception
of human nature and his notion of the humanistic con
science lead him—though he will not admit it—toward the
perilous conclusion of the omnicompetent state. If the state
is to create the conditions of the good life it must acquire
enormous powers, at least during the transitional period
between the old order and the new. In political life, such
transitional periods have a way of becoming permanent.

This hint of the omnicompetent state would arouse
little concern were the Frommian state frankly impossi-
bilistic or hopelessly Utopian. But it is not. In Fromm as
well as in others, Eros strains toward satisfaction and will
have it. The familistic state is always a possibility, for men
are always cold. The ideal of the all-embracing state has
always been a feature of erotic thought. In this part of his
work, Fromm continues the tradition of Rousseau and
Comte.

For the moment, let us return to productive man.

Schaar, J. H., 1961: Escape from Authority. The Perspectives of Erich Fromm, New York 1961, 349 pp. (Harper an Row).
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There are two further observations to make about him. The
first concerns his style of religion, the second his style of
love.

The notable feature of Fromm's view of religion is its
thoroughgoing pragmatism, aword I shall use here exactlya" Jam sd^l in nislmous essay in definition.*2 James wrote
th tthe term meant both amethod of settling philosophy
disputes and a certain theory of truth. As a method, t
means the attempt "to interpret each notion by tracmg its

practical consequences. What difference would it
practically make to any one if this notion rather than that
notion were true?" It means an "attitude of looking away
from first things, principles, 'categories; supposed necessi
ties; and of looking towards last things, frints consequences
tacts" As atheory of truth it means "that ideas . . . be
come true just in so far as they help us to get into satis
factory relation with other parts of our experience.
Any idea upon which we can ride, so to speak; any idea that
wffl carry us prosperously from any one part of our experi
ence to any other part, linking things satisfactorily, working
securely, simplifying, saving labor; is true for ,ust so much,
true i/so far" forth? true instrumental^." In this view the
true and the good are not distinct categories. Rather truth
is a species of good. "The true is the name of whatever
proves itself to be good in the way of belief. . . . As James
promised-the promise must seem adire threat to devout
relisionists-pragmatism thus understood may be ahappy
harmonizer of empiricist ways of thinking with the more
religious demands of human beings.

Productive man turns out to be James shappy harmo
nizer. Productive man has a religion, of course ,ust as all
other men have, but his main concern is not with the truth
of his religion but with its utility. Nor is he interested in
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the question of the existence of God; that hypothesis he,
like Laplace, no longer needs. For productive man, God is
a symbol "whose significance is essentially historical."*3
Thus Fromm offers a definition of religion which carefully
excludes a theistic component. .Religion is "any system of
thought and action shared by agroup which gives the indi
vidual a frame of orientation and an object of devotion." **
It is evident that this definition would embrace, say, a polit
ical ideology as easily as it would the doctrines and institu
tions ordinarily included in the term religion.

What matters to productive man is not whether his
religion is true in some objective sense but whether it is
useful. Does it liberate your powers and help you grow?
If it does, then it is true and good in exactly the sense James
had in mind. Pascal asked what do you stand to gain or
lose by accepting or rejecting the hypothesis of God. Fromm
asks what do you stand to gain or lose by choosing one
meaning of the God symbol rather than another. It is clear
that religion can do without all the paraphernalia of the
ology, authority, and organization that traditional religions
have always had. In Fromm's view, religion and the church
are not just in tension; they are incompatible.45 It will
come as no surprise to learn that the religious tendency
Fromm admires most is mysticism, in which the seeker
crashes through all barriers to a personal union with God,
becomes indeed one with God.* It is not easy to see how

*Here too Fromm joins James, though this time the harmony is psycho
logical, not logical. In the Varieties of Religious Experience, James almost
totally ignored anything that has to do with churches and organized religion.
He conceived of religious experience as a heightened or intensified psychic
state, verging on the pathological. He treated of conversion experiences, re
ligious visions, mystical union, inspired prophetic utterance, morbid gloom,
and the like—as though the religion experienced among men and in an
enduring congregation were somehow not "real" religion. Real religion
means enthusiasm or special grace. Fromm also comes very close to this
conception of the religious life.
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Fromm can square his admiration for mysticism with his
distaste for symbiotic relatedness and his admiration of
individuality; the mystical union, after all, is the complete
absorption, the total disappearance of the one in the One.
It is even harder to determine what he might mean when
he says that mysticism is the "highest development of ra
tionality in religious thinking." 46 Whatever else one might
say about mysticism, he should not confuse itwith arational
enterprise. "By love, He may be gotten and holden," wrote
the author of The Cloud of Unknowing, "but by thought
of understanding never." 47

These eccentricities in Fromm's thought are not cen
tral to my purpose, so I shall not pursue them. My purpose
was to show Fromm's pragmatic view of religion. It may
seem curious that Fromm, who believes in the objectivity
of ethical norms, should hold such a view of religion, but
here I only point out that he does. The picture becomes
clearer when one merely says that when Fromm talks about
religion he is really not talking about religion at all but
about ethics. He has reduced religion to ethics; or, if that
expression seems pejorative, he has incorporated religion
into ethics. Let us turn to Fromm's real religion, which is
love.

Love is a risky and compromising subject, for when a
man writes about love he necessarily writes about his own
loves. And when we know a man's loves we have caught a
glimpse into the secret center of his being. Everything you
say about a man's conception of love you say de hominem
and ad hominem. I feel uncomfortable about this, for it
comes too close to confession on the one side and prying
on the other. Hence I shall restrict myself to the most
general comments on the broadest features of Fromm's
conception of love.
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Start with the central conception, which is Fromm's
idea of the universality of love: "Loveof one person implies
love of man as such."48 The implications of this can be
summarized in the formula "all are capable of love and all
who love, love all." Then add a formulation which is mani
festly inconsistent with the first one and the problem is
set: erotic love "is by its very nature exclusive and not uni
versal. . . ." *9 These two conceptions can never come to
gether, unless we force a word entirely out of shape. Is love
universal or is it exclusive? The answer to this question
decides all the others.

Fromm will not tolerate exclusiveness: the magic circle
of love must be opened. So in the end he denies the essen
tial exclusiveness of erotic love and fuses it with universal

love. "Erotic love is exclusive, but it loves in the other
person all of mankind, all that is alive. It is exclusive only
in the sense that I can fuse myself fully and intensely with
one person only. Erotic love excludes the love for others
only in the sense of erotic fusion, full commitment in all
aspects of life—but not in the sense of deep brotherly
love." 50

What has happened is clear: this is another of those
places in his work where Fromm juggles opposites. He will
not choosebetween two diametrically opposed conceptions.
He refuses the choice and asserts that the two conceptions
are "basically" one. The necessity of this refusal is apparent
in all aspects of his thought, as are its consequences. At
bottom we are dealing with aristocratic and democratic
orientations toward life, and Fromm is a democrat. He will
not abide exclusiveness and privilege. He would make all
men equal. This is the theme of what I shall say about
Fromm on love.

How else can we account for the paleness, the lack of
color and vigor, of Fromm's treatment of erotic love?

Schaar, J. H., 1961: Escape from Authority. The Perspectives of Erich Fromm, New York 1961, 349 pp. (Harper an Row).
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Fromm understands the fundamental point in any discus
sion of love, which is that love is the most total act of a
human soul, but he will not go on to accept the obvious
corollary, which is that the nature of aman's soul will deter
mine the character of his love. Aman's love is as he is. If
he is shallow, his love will not be otherwise. If he is coarse,
or inconstant, or noble, so will his love be. Aman's way of
love expresses his total constitution-his vital energy, his
perceptiveness, his intelligence, his ability to communicate.
Hence love has degrees of psychic pressure, depth, and tem
perature, and these variations reflect the powers of the being
who loves. It is misleading to conceive oflove as a capacity
which all may possess in the same degree. Love is a talent,
and just as some men have agreat talent for poetry, others
have a great talent for love. There are aristocrats of love
just as there are aristocrats of painting, music, politics.
Whether the love be erotic, religious, or brotherly, an ex
traordinary love reflects an extraordinary person. By making
love the birthright of all, Fromm necessarily denatures it.
That, I think, accounts for the paleness of his treatment
of love.

Fromm makes love synonymous with sympathetic rela
tions among men. This of course is one of the character
istics of our day, which has agreed to make love mean affec
tion, loyalty, care, and concern, as it usually does, for
example, in the state of matrimony. This strips love of the
aura of mystery and enchantment which has always sur
rounded it. Again, it must be insisted that the enchanted
circle does not protect only profane love, where the idea is
captured in the motifs of the magic potion, the philter, and
the secret formula, but is just as powerful in sacred love.
In the Bible, love is the ultimate mystery, the mystery of
mysteries, impervious to reason and analysis. The simple
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words "For God so loved the world, that he gave his only
begotten Son . . ."81 are as "reasonable" on the hundredth
as on the first reading: they yield nothing to reason.

Fromm's rational and democratic conception of love
rests on a confusion. He confuses love with its consequences.
Many things, such as the care, responsibility, respect, and
knowledge which Fromm speaks of, grow from love, but
they are not love itself. They are its products. They pre
suppose love because they arise from it. To take them for
love itself is to take accidents for essence. Or, if I may adapt
a metaphor from Kierkegaard, "the tree is known by its
fruits," each tree by its own fruits. We do not say that the
tree is the fruit, however, but only that we can learn some
thing about the nature of the tree by its fruit. The inward
secret life of the tree is unknown to us. We know only that
the life of the tree becomes partially manifest in the fruit.
So too with love, which may also be partially known by its
fruits, but which is not one and the same with them. The
essence of love is mysterious, graspable by only a few rare
spirits. Most men never truly love another nor are they ever
truly loved by another on this earth. We can accept that
sadness or we can with Fromm try to conceal it by equating
sympathy with love.

What is worse, sympathy may falter. Fromm's demo
cratic conception of love grows from his desire to establish
solidarity among all men. He thinks that love is the only
force capable of forging that bond. But I doubt whether
this sympathy-love of Fromm's is adequate to its assign
ment. Human feelings are inconstant, and a bond forged
of them alone becomes brittle or soft with changes in the
psychic temperature. It is for this reason that I must dis
agree with Fromm's formulation of brotherly love. He
claims to express the Biblical conception:

Schaar, J. H., 1961: Escape from Authority. The Perspectives of Erich Fromm, New York 1961, 349 pp. (Harper an Row).
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The most fundamental kind of love ... is brotherly
love. By this I mean the sense of responsibility, care,
respect, knowledge of any other human being, the wish
to further his life. This is the kind of love the Bible
speaks of when it says: love thy neighbor as thyself.

" Brotherly love is love for all human beings. ... If I
have developed the capacity for love, then I cannot help
loving my brothers.52

The Bible, however, does not "speak of" love in quite
this way. All Fromm has left out of the Biblical expression
is its foundation and its middle term, that is, God. In the
Biblical conception, God's love is both the ground of all
love and the middle term in the love between man and man.
From God's love and back to it all lesser loves flow. Chris
tianity teaches that all human love, no matter how intense
or pure, is still but the reflection of the eternal love, still but
the shadow of God's love. Indeed, the Christian teaching
starts with a terrible secret question: do men really love
themselves and their neighbors, or is it that they desire to
be loved? In answer to the question, neighbor-love is made,
not the first, but the second commandment, because men
are capable of loving their neighbor, or even of desiring that
their neighbor be loved, only when they themselves are
assured of the love of God. That is the pain of trying un
aided to love one's neighbor, for the demands of human
love cannot be satisfied by men alone at all.

As the peaceful lake is grounded deep in the hidden
spring which noeye can see, so a man's love is grounded
even deeper in the love ofGod. If there were at bottom
no wellspring, if God were not love, then there would
be no quiet lake or human love. As the quiet lake is
grounded darkly in the deep spring, so is human love
mysteriously grounded in God's love.63
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Fromm has left out something else; two words which
are decisive to the rest, the words: "Thou shalt." It is crit
ical here that we remember the precise context in which
Christ gathered up the Old Testament witness to a God of
love. One of the Pharisees, thinking to tempt and confound
him, asked Christ this question: "Master, which is the
great commandment in the law?"

Jesus said unto him, Thou shalt lovethe Lord thy God
with all thy heart, and with all thy soul, and with all
thy mind.

This is the first and great commandment.
And the second is like unto it, Thou shalt love

thy neighbor as thyself.
On these two commandments hang all the lawand

the prophets.54

The whole context is one of law, duty, obligation. Man is
commanded to love. Furthermore, he is commanded to love
Godand the neighbor unequally. The "first and great" com
mandment is, not to love God as the neighbor, but "with
all thy heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy mind."
One need only love the neighbor as himself. The Christian
teaching recognizes degrees of love, and the highest degree
is owed to God. To love man as much as God is for the
Christian not the delicious vision of a poet, but blasphemy.
Central to the conception is the idea that man is indebted
to God for the limitless love God gives man. Hence man
must strive to repay the debt through love. The Biblical
conception further requires the presence of a God who loves
and judges and punishes as a father loves and judges and
punishes.

There is in the Christian command no pretense that
it is easy to love our neighbor and no easy assertion that he
who loves, loves allmankind. We know from all experience

Schaar, J. H., 1961: Escape from Authority. The Perspectives of Erich Fromm, New York 1961, 349 pp. (Harper an Row).
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that such an assertion is just not true. Human love is partial,
selective, erratic. We believe, I think rightly, that our love
is avaluable thing, not to be thrown about indiscriminately
and given to all men regardless of merit. We believe we act
unjustly toward those few who deserve or have won our love
if we put all others on alevel with them. We believe that
if we broadcast our love there will bebut a meager portion
for each. We feel, perhaps rightly, that some men have a
stronger claim to our hatred than to our love. The Biblical
formula recognizes all these hard objections, and then-
commands. The command is on its face anything but rea
sonable and just. It is in the highest degree unreasonable
and unjust. This is the brotherly love of the Bible, but it
plainly is not the brotherly love of Erich Fromm. In the
end one has to say that Freud, for whom the whole business
of religion was afraud, understood the spirit of the Biblical
command in away that Fromm, with his easy and generous
religion of man, has not. Freud's reflections on the "Thou
shalt love thy neighbor as thyself" are those which any
ethical man (in Kierkegaard's sense) must make.

We will adopt anaive attitude towards it, as if we were
meeting it for the first time. Thereupon we find our
selves unable to suppress a feeling of astonishment, as
at something unnatural. Why should we do this? What
good is itto us? Above all, how can we do such athing?
How could itpossibly be done? . . . What is the point
of an injunction promulgated with such solemnity, if
reason does not recommend it to us?

When I look more closely I find still further diffi
culties. Not merely is this stranger on the whole not
worthy of love, but, to be honest, I must confess he has
more claim to my hostility. ... If it will do him any
good, he has no hesitation in injuring me. . . .

I imagine now I hear a voice gravely adjuring me:
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"Just because thy neighbour is not worthy of thy love,
is probably full of enmity towards thee, thou shouldst
love him as thyself." I then perceive the case to be like
that of Credo quia absurdum.55 *

Freud's soliloquy suggests that a certain form of genetic
argumentcanbe brought against Fromm's thesis that "love
for one person implies love for man as such." I hesitate to
approach such exalted subjects as love with such mean
devices as genetic argument, but here, for whatever it may
be worth, is the argument.

Fromm would have to agree that for love to grow the
lover must first have knowledge of the existence of the be
loved. Hence to love mankind requires knowledge of the
existence and nature of mankind. What is the source of
knowledge of "mankind"? Unless Fromm is prepared to
show(and of course he isnot) that suchknowledge is innate,
he must admit that it comes through experience. But if
knowledge of mankind is not innate, neither is love for it.
Both love and knowledge of mankind must derive from
experience. Here it issufficient to say that only under certain
conditions and only in certain contexts does knowledge of
mankind lead to lovefor it. Suppose that the only men out
side the small circle of family and kin one has ever had
close knowledge of are the foreign soldiers who burned
his crops and ravished his women. How will that victim be
led to loveall mankind, regardless of how lovingand produc
tive his small group relationships may be? t

* There is a tantalizing hint of stealth in Freud's argument. Is the case
really "absurd"? The absurdity would seem to be that precisely because
enmity of the neighbor is like the enmity of the self toward itself, there is
no way to feel toward the neighbor which does not reflect self-orientations.
That "voice gravely adjuring" sounds like the voice of the analyst—Freud
speaking to Freud?

t This argument can be used to clarify another tendency of Fromm's
thought. Fromm could reply to my genetic argument along the following
lines. He might say, with Hobbes, that one can read mankind in himself:

Schaar, J. H., 1961: Escape from Authority. The Perspectives of Erich Fromm, New York 1961, 349 pp. (Harper an Row).
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The Biblical conception ofbrotherly love can make the
sense of human solidarity vital and compelling in a way
that no purely secular and ethical conception can. Further
more, is it really true that the only way we can achieve care,
concern, and respect for our fellows, and ultimate affirma
tion of their right to live and grow, is through love? It is
entirely possible to find delight, just simple delight, in tak
ingpeople as they are, in enjoying their infinite and motley
variety, and not asking any man to be other than he is. But
this does not mean loving them. It means only taking pleas
ure in them. Love, I think, must remain secret and mys
terious, the talent and the privilege of the few. It must also
remain exclusive, except in that specific Biblical sense,
which includes some elements which Fromm will not
accept.

To me it seems that Fromm loves love. With Augus
tine, he cries from the depths: "Out of a deep-seated want,
I wanted, in lovewith loving." What is lovedmatters little:
all men are at once equally deserving and capable. This is
dangerous counsel today, when the mass media have cos-
meticized sensualism and sold it for love. It is dangerous

knowledge of self is knowledge of man. Access to such knowledge comes
through listening to the voice of the humanistic conscience. Unfortunately,
most men never gain such knowledge, because they live in sick societies,
societies which block access to the humanistic conscience and stifle or pervert
the satisfaction of the basic psychic needs. This would be a sound reply to
the genetic argument. But it proves too much. Fromm cannot say that
every man can accurately read mankind in himself. Rather, only productive
men can do so, for all other types of men are as alienated and cut off from
the truth about themselves as they are alienated and cut off from true knowl
edge about other men. Hence only productive men have knowledge of and
love for mankind. But where shall we find productive men? Only in sane
societies; you cannot have productive men without having sane social condi
tions. But that comes back to the basic point of my genetic argument: you
cannot expect a man to love mankind unless his social experience of man
kind has been an experience of productive men living in sane societies. Here
again Fromm is attempting to juggle incompatibles, this time social deter
minism versus essential human nature.
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counsel for a people who, as Fromm himself has so in
cisively shown, are coming to regard all pleasures as their
due and to think of their every desireas a command which
the world ought to gratify. Fromm has called us the ever
expectant ones, theeternal sucklers, theones who have only
to uttera need to have that need become a command upon
the universe. An age of the sucklers is exactly the one to
confuse desire with love and to fall in love with love. In such
an age, it is precisely the duty of one who is concerned with
the quality of life to insist on the exclusiveness of love and
the importance of its object.

Look at the choice here, and the opportunity Fromm
has lost. He takes issue with Freud for "seeing in love
exclusively the expression—or a sublimation—of the sexual
instinct, rather than recognizing that the sexual desire is one
manifestation of the need for love and union." 56 The criti
cism of Freud may or may not be sound; that does not
matter here. What does matter is that while he specifically
criticizes Freud's reductionof love to sexuality, Fromm him
self commits an error that is remarkably like the error of
Freud's pan-sexualism. Fromm fails to see that the exact
difference between the sexual instinct and love is that the
former is undiscriminating and universal while the latter is
discriminating and particular. The sexual instinct craves
satisfaction: any object will do. The amorous sentiment is
entirely different. Its essence is choice: only this unique
object will do. Love is a choice not on all human beings
but on this particular human being. It is true, as Frommhas
shown, that love completely affirms its object and defends
its right to exist. But it affirms itsobject. Love is the affirma
tion of a certain type of humanity, a beautiful humanity
with a noble future. It sees that humanity and that future
already existing in the one other being who is the object
of love. That is the whole point: love is not an affirmation

Schaar, J. H., 1961: Escape from Authority. The Perspectives of Erich Fromm, New York 1961, 349 pp. (Harper an Row).
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of all mankind; it is the affirmation of a certain good and
beautiful mankind which exists now in one person, the
beloved.

Hence the essential feature of love is choice, decision,
discrimination. It is false to think that the one who loves
affirms mankind as such, respects all men equally, and takes
everybody into his care and concern. Indeed, I think it is
quite the other way round. It is true that the one who loves
sees the world through rose glasses. His smile falls graciously
on those around him, and seems warm and generous for all
mankind. But look at that smile more closely. Does it really
fall on the beholders with love, or is there in it a note of
benevolent superiority, perhaps even a hint of amused arro
gance? Does the smile really embrace the beholders, or does
it seem to hint that the smiling one looks down on the
smaller ones from a supreme height they cannot reach?
Perhaps the smile expresses the joy of a man who is above
the world, immune to its cares and desperations. The lover
smiles on men not because he loves and affirms them but
because he really has no intercourse with them. When the
lover smiles on those around him his smile does not mean

he has affirmed them, but that he has fundamentally over
looked them. His smile is really a projection onto others
of his own well-being, not a genuine concern for theirs.
Why, this smile of the lover expresses not universal love,
but Byronic disdain, for surely there is no higher disdain
than failure to see the defects, the pains, and the limitations
of others. The lover disdains the whole world. If you doubt
this, if you think the lover's generous smile affirms you, then
try to keep him from his beloved. Try to detain him or send
him somewhere else. Try merely to interest him in your
affairs. He will thrust you aside—forcefully, without remorse.
I want to emphasize that this is true of love as a passion,
not onlyof erotic love. Try detaining the mystic or the man
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whoconceives himself to be in a state of grace. He will push
you aside as firmly as the erotic lover.

So I think Fromm's democratic conception of love is
wrong both in itself andbecause ofitspossible consequences
in our age. His great error is to confuse the products of
love (care, respect, etc.) with love itself. He makes this error
because he refuses to see that love is a talent which only a
few possess in the highest degree. He also fails to see that
the lover affirms not the whole of mankind as it now is but
a future beautiful mankind. "Loveis a desire for generation
and birth in beauty." That is how Plato defined the divine
madness; and in his formulation lies the heart of love's
mysterious creativity. Love is a desire that is consummated
only in the birth of beauty.

In denying the mystery of love, Fromm tries to make
love rational. That is the import of the emphasis he puts
on knowledge as one of the dimensions of love. And yet,
though the emphasis is there, its meaning is not entirely
clear. In Fromm's analysis, knowledge apparently has two
main relations with love. The first is that we cannot know
another person unless we love him. That, I think, is the
meaning of the following passage:

To respect a person is not possible without knowing
him;care and responsibility would beblind if theywere
not guided by knowledge. Knowledge would be empty
if it were not motivated by concern. There are many
layers of knowledge; the knowledge which is an aspect
of loveis one which does not stayat the periphery, but
penetrates to the core. It is possible only when I can
transcend the concern for myself and see the other per
son in his own terms.57

The first infinitive clauseis untrue. My Webster defines
respect as "to consider worthy of esteem; hence, to refrain

Schaar, J. H., 1961: Escape from Authority. The Perspectives of Erich Fromm, New York 1961, 349 pp. (Harper an Row).
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from obtruding upon, as a person's privacy." As synonyms
it offers "honor," "revere," "venerate." In this sense, one
respects many people heknows little ornothing about. I re
spect Erich Fromm though I know him not at all. The
second sentence is dubious. I can know a good bit about
people without having much concern for them. It is even
possible that the more I learn about a man, the less concern
I will have for him. Finally, it is hard to say whether the
passage as a whole means (1) knowledge is impossible with
outlove; (2) love is impossible without knowledge; (3) both;
or (4) neither. I have taken it to mean that we cannot have
full knowledge of another without love for him.

The second relation Fromm posits between knowledge
and love is that love is the only way to gain full knowledge
of another without violating him. There is a "specifically
human desire," Fromm asserts, to know the secret of man,
to fathom the inmost recesses of the human soul. There are
twoways to know the secret. The first is to gain power over
a man and force him to submit to your probes and experi
ments. The other path is through love, not thought about
love, but the act of love. "The only way of full knowledge
lies in the act of love: this act transcends thought, it trans
cends words." 58 "However," he continues, "knowledge in
thought, that is psychological knowledge, is a necessary con
dition for full knowledge in the act of love." Thus objective
knowledge about a person is the first step on the ladder to
loving union with him, just as thought about God is the
first step toward mystical union with Him. This leads
Fromm to the bold conclusion that just "as the logical con
sequence of theology is mysticism, so the ultimate conse
quence of psychology is love." 59

Here Fromm has found the right words for a discourse
on love. And notice how emphatically those words convey
the themes of exclusiveness, mystery, incommunicability.
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Fromm's guiding analogy here is with mysticism, which is
the perfect sacred counterpart of profane love. Now, the
way of the mystic has always been lonely and secretive, and
whatever discoveries he makes he cannot communicate. The
mystic's knowledge, unlike the knowledge usually called
scientific or rational, is essentially private and inward. "The
mystic may say—is indeed bound to say—with St. Bernard,
'My secret to myself.' Try how he will, his stammering and
awe-struck reports can hardly be understood but by those
who are already in the way." 60 So it is with the lover.

But Fromm will not accept the full implications of his
own analogy, which, to say it again, is the correct analogy.
The "logical consequence" of theology is not mysticism at
all. The mystic and the theologian go separate ways, and
each has always mistrusted the other. Theology fears mys
ticism for mysticism has no need of theology and usually
feels hampered by it. Nor does this mutual animosity have
anything to do with the old and complex question of the
relationship between reason and faith: it is a matter of dif
ferent kinds of reason and different kinds of faith.

This suggests similar ideas with regard to profane love.
Fromm says the "ultimateconsequence of psychology [that
is, scientific knowledge of human nature] is love." The folk
adage says "love is blind." It seems to me that the adage
comes closer than Fromm to understanding the relations
between knowledge and love. It is not true that love re
quires "objective knowledge" of the beloved. Like the
mystic, the lover has no need of that and most likely will
be impatient with it. Love never asked for facts nor con
sulted learning. The lover, as Stendhal's notion of crystal
lization makes clear, in a very real sense invents, that is,
creates thebeloved. Again we runupagainst the ineluctably
exclusive and aristocratic meaning of love.

Fromm regards loveas producingan enrichment of the

Schaar, J. H., 1961: Escape from Authority. The Perspectives of Erich Fromm, New York 1961, 349 pp. (Harper an Row).
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mental life. The lover knows more deeply, sees more clearly,
senses more vitally than the one who does not love. In one
sense that is true and in another it is false. The lover is one
who has concentrated his whole being on one object. All
the rest is shut out or perceived only in relation to the
object of love. Hence the poets describe love as a mama, a
madness, an intense concentration of energy upon one
object. The lover feels his life to be richer than before, his
psychic and emotional faculties keener, but this feeling of
enrichment is partly a function of the fact that his whole
being has become fixed on one center. His life is richer be
cause it is narrower. Thus what from the point of view of
the lover seems an enrichment of the psychic life is from
the point of view of the outside observer an impoverishment

1Iam arguing, in summary, that Fromm's universalistic
conception of love overlooks essential dimensions of the
meaning of love. Rather, Fromm does not actually over
look those other dimensions; he just will not give them full
importance in his thought. This is a consequence of his
wholly admirable desire to vindicate the brotherhood of
man But I have also argued that love, excepting the
Biblical and specifically theistic expression of it, is not suited
to that end. Human love is essentially exclusive and attempts
to universalize it run two risks; the risk of diluting it, and
the risk of confusing itwith its consequences. I have argued
further that to praise love in the style of Fromm is in our
day to run the risk of adding to a debased conception of
love as the right to be accepted as one is and the right
to have one's sensual wants gratified. We must all m this
age of national parochialisms long for the day when man
kind realizes its larger solidarity. But I think we must work
for that community with the methods that, m Thoreau s
phrase, raise the individual to ahigher power. That means
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we should respect greatness, learn to delight in the variety
and uniqueness of men, and above all strive toward a tact
and a respect in our relations with our fellows that will
make it possible for each to work toward his own destiny
without violating the private destinyand the inner universe
of another. Tact, respect, pride in achievement, delight in
variety, admiration of excellence—these, and not sympathy
and sincerity disguised as love, are the basic constituents
of that larger and nobler community of human excellence
toward which our age can aspire.

Our agehas silently but massively resolved against the
conceptions of lovewhich dazzled the Western imagination
and seared the Western heart for centuries. We have ended
both the epic of Christian love and the dream of romantic
love which succeeded it. We have chosen sympathy-love
over the stern imperatives of Christian love, and we have
chosen sentimental love over the agony of romantic love.
In these respects, Fromm's work is an appropriate epilogue
to the story of Western love. In Fromm's pages, Christian
love appears only as a bland residue of sympathy and
benevolence left over after all the stringent elements of
duty, debt, and sacrifice have been distilled out. Romantic
love, too, has lost its perfume, its mystery, and its terror in
his work, and remains only as a wispyhaze of sentiment for
the brotherhood of all mankind. In the Western story of
romantic love, individualism found its supreme expression.
And as the individual grew more and more spiritually
autonomous, and hence, as Fromm himself has shown,
more and more lonely, he came to worship Eros as the only
god capable of breaking through the individualistic isola
tion. The romantic lover sought in the beloved not merely
a beloved, but salvation. But this charged love with un
manageable spiritual demands, so that in the end romantic
love had to be an agony, a shipwreck of the soul. Fromm

Schaar, J. H., 1961: Escape from Authority. The Perspectives of Erich Fromm, New York 1961, 349 pp. (Harper an Row).
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has lifted this burden from love and assured us that we
can all be happy in the benign aura of fellow-feeling. In
Fromm's pages on love, we can see on display some of the
deepest resolutions of the modern mind-its conviction that
the visible world it comprehends is the only real world there
is, its wish to risk only small stakes in the game of life,
its faith in the reality of happiness.

Pleasure and Happiness
With that ringing word happiness I come to my last

series of remarks on productive man. In the following pages
I shall discuss Fromm's thought on those two central terms
in ethical discourse, pleasure and happiness. I shall be par
ticularly concerned to examine his attempt to solve the
problem of subjectivity in ahedonistic ethic by recourse
to the sovereign notion of productiveness.*

Authoritarian ethics, Fromm begins, has the virtue of
simplicity: it solves all problems by making authority sdic
tates the standard of good and evil and by making obedience
synonymous with virtue. Humanistic ethics, which rejects
the authoritarian solution, has one great difficulty: in
making man the sole judge of values it would seem that
pleasure or pain becomes the final arbiter of good and evil.
The humanistic solution thus understood is obviously no
solution at all, for it is radically subjectivistic and can lead
to grotesque and self-destructive results. Are we left then
with a choice between two grossly bad alternatives?

Fromm thinks not. He thinks that "this alternative be
tween submission to authority and response to pleasure as

• Fromm's treatment appears in Man for Himself, pp. 172-197. Since I
shalUtaHis case brgely in his own words, it would be tedious to footnoteSen quotaton. Unles! otherwise noted, all quotations mthis secbon wdl be
found in the aforementioned pages.
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guiding principles is fallacious." It is fallacious because it
fails to recognize that "pleasure, satisfaction, happiness,
and joy ... are different and partly contradictory phe
nomena." With the aid of psychoanalytic methodsand find
ings, we are finally in a position to solve the ancient prob
lem of humanistic ethics, the problem of the qualitative
analysis of pleasure, in a way that overcomes subjectivism
and results in an objectively based ethics. Thus Fromm
undertakes an analysis which will show that "happiness
and joy although, in a sense, subjective experiences, are the
outcome of interactions with, and depend on, objective
conditions and must not be confused with the merely sub
jective pleasure experience. These objective conditions can
be summarized comprehensively as productiveness."

For the better appreciation of the newwisdom, Fromm
turns first to some older writers on pleasure and happiness.
He starts with Aristippus and ends with Spencer, bowing
along the way to Epicurus, Plato, Aristotle, and Spinoza.
His treatments of these writers are so brief as to be value
less in themselves (Aristippus gets a short paragraph, Epi
curus, Plato, Aristotle, and Spinoza get medium para
graphs, and Spencer a full page), so it will do to summarize
Fromm's findings before moving on to the new science.

The concepts of Plato, Aristotle, Spinoza, and Spencer
have in common the ideas (1) that the subjective experi
ence of pleasure is in itself not a sufficient criterion of
value; (2) that happiness is conjunctive with the good;
(3) that an objective criterion for the evaluation of
pleasure can be found.

All these theorists were handicapped by the fact that
they wrote before psychoanalysis had been invented. They
built on coarse data, data not refined by subtle techniques
of observation and study. Aided by such techniques, Fromm

Schaar, J. H., 1961: Escape from Authority. The Perspectives of Erich Fromm, New York 1961, 349 pp. (Harper an Row).

 

 Pr
o

pr
ie

ty
 o

f 
th

e 
Er

ic
h 

Fr
o

m
m

 D
o

cu
m

en
t 

C
en

te
r.

 F
o

r 
pe

rs
o

na
l u

se
 o

nl
y.

 C
ita

tio
n 

o
r 

pu
bl

ic
at

io
n 

o
f 

m
at

er
ia

l p
ro

hi
bi

te
d 

w
ith

o
ut

 e
xp

re
ss

 w
ri

tt
en

 p
er

m
iss

io
n 

o
f 

th
e 

co
py

ri
gh

t 
ho

ld
er

. 
 Ei

ge
nt

um
 d

es
 E

ri
ch

 F
ro

m
m

 D
o

ku
m

en
ta

tio
ns

ze
nt

ru
m

s.
 N

ut
zu

ng
 n

ur
 f

ür
 p

er
sö

nl
ic

he
 Z

w
ec

ke
. 

V
er

ö
ff

en
tli

ch
un

ge
n 

– 
au

ch
 v

o
n 

T
ei

le
n 

– 
be

dü
rf

en
 d

er
 s

ch
ri

ft
lic

he
n 

Er
la

ub
ni

s 
de

s 
R

ec
ht

ei
nh

ab
er

s.
 

 



Rainer Roth

Zur Kritik des

linkommens

144 Escape from Authority
attempts to push the discussion of pleasure as anorm for
living beyond its traditional scope.

At the outset, psychoanalysis joins the opponents of
hedonistic ethics in the view that "the subjective experi
ence of satisfaction is in itself deceptive and not a valid
criterion of value." As examples, Fromm mentions the
psychoanalytic insight into sadistic and masochistic striv
ings Although satisfaction of such strivings is accompanied
bv pleasure psychoanalysis can show that both the striving?lPtrPTea^ are "objectively harmful" to the total per
sonality. He also mentions the psychoanalytic discovery o
the ambiguous dynamics of repression. The discovery that
pain and pleasure, unhappiness and happiness can be un
conscious as well as conscious leads to an important prin
ciple, the principle that "happiness and unhappiness are
expressions of the state of the entire organism, of the total
personality. Happiness is conjunctive with an increase in
vitality, intensity of feeling and thinking and productive
ness; unhappiness is conjunctive with the decrease of these
capacities and functions." This principle is important be
cause it permits Fromm to say that aman can be unhappy
despite his belief that he is happy. It is not enough to have
the "illusion of happiness." There must be real happiness,
which is aproduct of certain definable objective conditions.
Fromm would take as nothing an affirmative verbal response
to the question "are you happy?" He would insist that a
valid answer to that question must come from an analysis
of the person's total personality and social situation.

At this point Fromm turns to the analysis of the quali
tative differences among the various kinds of pleasure. This
analysis is "the key to the problem of the relation between
pleasure and ethical values." The argument can be best
developed by presenting a number of definitions.

Satisfaction. Fromm defines this as the sub]ective
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feeling of pleasure which accompanies the relief of physio
logical tensions, such as hunger, thirst, the need for sexual
release, and the like. Satisfaction can be very intense, and
it is the easiest, the most common, and for many men the
only kind of pleasure attainable. Desires for this kind of
pleasure are rhythmic and satiable; that is, such desires ap
pear only when a physiological need is unfulfilled, and they
disappear when the need has been met. Such pleasures are
perfectly normal. Many writers, Freud among them, have
made the mistake of thinking that satisfaction is the essence
of all kinds of pleasure.

Irrational pleasure. This type of pleasure also comes
from relief of tension, but from irrational psychic tension
rather than from physiologically based tension. This kind
of tension often manifests itself in physiological forms, but
the origin remains psychic. Thus, the need for drinking is
often not due to thirst but to some psychic dysfunctioning.
An insecure person who has an intense need to prove his
worth to himself may try to do it by "making" others sexu
ally. He may rationalize his desire as due to the virile
demands of his body, but it is really due to his need to
justify himself or to dominate others. It is in the very nature
of such irrational psychic tensions that they cannot be
"satisfied." They spring from a basic deficiency within one
self; hence they are insatiable. Such pleasures are an indi
cation of pathological desires and basic unhappiness.

Gratification. This is the pleasure which accompanies
the accomplishment of any task one has set out to do-
making a sale, building a boat, writing a book. Achieving
a desired goal is gratifying, even if the goal is not a pro
ductive one, because the achievement gives proof of one's
powers and shows his ability to cope with the world.

Pleasure. Fromm reserves this word for the one type
of good feeling which is based not on effort, but on relaxa-

Schaar, J. H., 1961: Escape from Authority. The Perspectives of Erich Fromm, New York 1961, 349 pp. (Harper an Row).
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tion. It accompanies effortless but pleasant activity. It
means rest and relaxation, easeful activity.

Happiness and joy. Both satisfaction and irrational
pleasure are part of a"system of scarcity." They are types of
pleasure which result from fulfillment of some lack, and
the lack itself is the basis of the pleasure. Satisfaction is the
pleasure which accompanies fulfillment of a physiological
lack. Irrational pleasure comes from the temporary mitiga
tion of apsychic lack, alack which is always "rooted in the
fundamental lack of productiveness."

Beyond the realm of scarcity rises a nobler realm, the
realm of abundance. In this higher realm, not satisfaction
and irrational pleasure but happiness and joy prevail. This
is "the realm of productiveness, of inner activity, this
realm comes into existence only to the extent that the
province of scarcity is diminished, so that men need not
consume their best energies in the struggle for subsistence.
"The evolution of the human race is characterized by the
expansion of the realm of abundance All specifically
human achievements of man spring from abundance.

The pleasures of the realm of scarcity are pleasures of
satisfaction. Those of the realm of abundance are pleasures
of joy The distinction between the two realms is to be
found in all spheres of life-work, love, eating, sex, and the
rest To clarify his point, Fromm offers a number of ex
amples One will suffice here. "Hunger is aphenomenon of
scarcity, its satisfaction, a necessity. Appetite is a phe
nomenon of abundance; its satisfaction not a necessity but
an expression of freedom and productiveness. The pleasure
accompanying it may be called joy." He goes on to say that
joy and happiness are the same in quality and differ only
in usage: "joy refers to a single act while happiness may
be said to be a continuous or integrated experience of
joy. . . ." The sequence closes with adefinition of happi-
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ness, which is "the indication that man has found the
answer to the problem of human existence: the productive
realization of his potentialities. . . ." Happiness is thus the
feeling of pleasure which accompanies productive living. As
such, it is "the criterion . . . of virtue in the meaning it
has in humanistic ethics."

Let Fromm state the conclusions of the analysis.

We are now in a position to formulate our view on
the ethical relevance of pleasure. Satisfaction as relief
from physiologically conditioned tension is neither
good nor bad; as far as ethical evaluation is concerned
it is ethically neutral, as are gratification and pleasure.
Irrational pleasure and happiness (joy) are experiences
of ethical significance. Irrational pleasure is the indica
tion of greed, of the failure to solve the problem of
human existence. Happiness (joy), on the contrary, is
proof of partial or total success in the "art of living."
Happiness is man's greatest achievement; it is the re
sponse of his total personality to a productive orienta
tion toward himself and the world outside.61

This theory of the "ethical relevance of pleasure" pre
sents a distressingly large number of complex questions, so
the first task is to limit the scope of the discussion. First of
all, since the theory isonly a special application of Fromm's
general theoryof good and evil, it is not necessary to retrace
the arguments of the first chapter. That already removes
most of the basic questions from the present discussion.
Secondly, I shall limit the discussion by directing most of
my remarks to the relations between the theory of the
ethical relevance of pleasure and the concept of produc
tiveness. My argument will move toward one conclusion:
in the end, productive man is without anything that can
be meaningfully called moral obligation, either to himself
or to his fellows.

Schaar, J. H., 1961: Escape from Authority. The Perspectives of Erich Fromm, New York 1961, 349 pp. (Harper an Row).
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At the outset, it should be said that Fromm's distinc
tions among the types of pleasure make a real contribution
to ethical discourse. They make possible an accuracy of ex
pression which is often lacking and always valuable in
ethical study. It seems to me too that the distinctions rep
resent real differences in the realm of experience. Fromm
has made a contribution to the understanding of pleasure
as well as to the language of ethics.

Useful as the distinctions may be, however, they are
not watertight. This is especially clear in his treatment of
"satisfaction" and "irrational pleasure." It is impossible to
tell just where physiologically based needs leave off and psy
chologically based needs begin. Take even the simplest case,
the need for food or sleep. Even here no purely scientific
measurement will quite do the job. And when we come to
sex, the intermixture of the psychological and the physio
logical is so intimate that no filter, no matter how fine, can
separate the two components and measure their respective
weights with much accuracy. This ambiguity seriously weak
ens Fromm's contention that "satisfaction . . ;> is neither
good nor bad . . . [but] ethically neutral. ..."

Fromm's dismissal of satisfaction-pleasure as ethically
neutral permits him to avoid two of the central problems
of moral philosophy: (1) by what methods should satisfac
tion-pleasure be pursued and achieved; and (2) given acon
dition where supplies (food, for example) are scarcer than
the demand for them, by what principle should the avail
able goods be distributed among needy claimants. As soon
as one poses such questions, he is compelled to realize that
satisfaction-pleasures are not ethically irrelevant at all;
rather, they go to the heart of moral and political philos
ophy, for it is precisely in this area that the hard problems
arise,'the problems men have to face in this world. Consider
the tortuously complex ethical and moral questions raised
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by the legal and customary regulation of property owner
ship, say, or of sexual behavior. Here, where men must live
and work and concern themselves with distributive justice
and social well-being, Fromm coolly tells us that ethical
philosophy can offer no counsel.

This is one aspect of the thoroughly Utopian (in the
bad sense, meaning artificial, unrealistic) character of
Fromm's treatment of these matters. Another is his distinc
tion between the realm of scarcity and the realm of abun
dance, and his assignment of happiness exclusively to the
latter. This is a cruelly Utopian distinction, for it informs
those who endure shortages that happiness can be theirs
only after scarcity is abolished by abundance. Meanwhile,
the life that must be lived in the realm of scarcity—and
that of course is the life of most of us—is just "ethically
neutral." It is hard to think of a doctrine with harsher con
sequences than this one. Taken seriously, it would put an
end to the moral ties among men, abolish all ideas of social
justice, and return us to a kind ofHobbesian state ofnature.
We are dealing here with a secular chiliasm; and chiliasm
has always meant rejection of this world.

"All specifically human achievements of man spring
from abundance." When one reads that memorable
Frommian sentence for the first time, he is warmed by its
generosity. It is radiant with love for mankind, humble
with respect for the grandeur of the human enterprise,
powerful in its affirmation of the nobility of man. We feel
that all the author's instincts are with the right and human
cause. Successive rereadings do not destroy that impression,
but they do evoke others less pleasant. The sentence rests
on a special use of the adjective human which is all the
more ruthless precisely because of its face nobility and
generosity. The sentence epitomizes the unintentional
cruelty and the terrible blindness of the Utopian.

Schaar, J. H., 1961: Escape from Authority. The Perspectives of Erich Fromm, New York 1961, 349 pp. (Harper an Row).
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Men have done an infinite number of things. Is
Chartres cathedral a more specifically human achievement
than the Kremlin? The one may in some sense be specifi
cally French and the other specifically Russian, but surely
both are generally human. What does itmean to talk about
specifically human achievements? Presumably, it means
that some (small) portion of the actions of men is human
while another (much larger) portion is, perhaps, nonhuman
orinhuman or subhuman. This distinction would define the
works and lives of most men out of the human realm.
Somehow, this seems less "humanistic" than the ancient
"nothing human is foreign to me."

What does it mean to say that all specifically human
achievements "spring from abundance"? This really seems
to suggest that men behave in a "specifically human" way
only after they have fulfilled their drives for gratification,
satisfaction, and pleasure. This is incomprehensible. What
of the prodigious works of pride? Are they not human?
And if they are, in what meaningful sense can we say that
they spring from abundance? What of the achievements
of sacrifice? Do they not suggest that men are often willing
to forego abundance? What of the enormous achievements
that have been made in the face of extreme scarcity, or
perhaps at the cost of abundance? Taken seriously, Fromm's
notion would simply deny that most of history is "human"
history.

It seems that Fromm has accepted the very modern
idea that men begin to act like good men only after they
have gained something called security—a strangely material
istic idea for one who calls himself a humanist. Further
more, where could one find the evidence that would sup
port the thesis of a direct and positive correlation between
degree of abundance and degree of happiness or virtue?
Many teachers have thought the opposite was the case: It
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is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than
for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God. Fromm him
self has charged that our riches have corrupted us. My only
point is that we just do not know much about these mat
ters; certainly not enough to support Fromm's thesis that
abundance is the necessary foundation of happiness. We
do know one thing for sure, and it is a thing which brings
into question Fromm's whole distinction between the
realms of scarcity and abundance: scarcity and abundance
are both social definitions, which vary widely from place
to place. What is scarcity at one time or for one people
may seem abundance at another time or for another people.
In such matters, we must be content with relatives and can
not hope for absolutes.

From these particular considerations I now move to
two more general matters which will, hopefully, lead to the
promised conclusion that productiveman really has nothing
that can properly be called a moral or ethical code.

The first of these matters is what may be described as
the static quality of Fromm's treatment of the "ethical
relevance of pleasure." The point can be developed by com
paring Fromm with a man he doubtless does not admire,
Thomas Hobbes. I shall try to show that although the two
start from just about the same point, Fromm never moves
much beyond it, while Hobbes, of course, does reach con
clusions, baleful though they be.

The details of Hobbes's general psychology need not
be inquired into here. What is most relevant is his prin
ciple that the human organism inherently, instinctively,
strives to maintain and to increase its vitality. This rule gov
erns all behavior, and from it may be built a whole psy
chology and a theory of value. Every stimulus, every condi
tion in the environment, affects vitality either favorably or
unfavorably. If the stimulus enhances vitality, man moves

Schaar, J. H., 1961: Escape from Authority. The Perspectives of Erich Fromm, New York 1961, 349 pp. (Harper an Row).
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toward it; that is, he tries to gain and preserve the favor
able condition. If the effect is unfavorable, the organism
retreats or tries to modify the deleterious condition. Move
ment toward an object Hobbes calls desire; movement
away, aversion. Whatever a man desires he calls good, and
whatever he hates he calls evil. Hence there is nothing
good or evil as such, for each man calls that which he desires
good. There is also no final end, or summum bonum, but
only a succession of ends which a man from time to time
desires. Success in achieving one's ends Hobbes calls felicity,
and since there is no final end felicity is always a condition
of movement or activity, not of calm or rest. One is always
striving after felicity. He never attains it once and for all.
In the pursuit of felicity, certain habits of mind are useful
and others are detrimental. The former Hobbes calls vir
tues; the latter he calls defects. The means or abilities a
man uses to attain felicity Hobbes comprehensively calls
powers. Hence the struggle for felicity is virtually identical
with the struggle for power. Men perpetually strive to in
crease their power, for that is the only way to assure success
in the pursuit of felicity:

I put for a general inclination of all mankind, a per
petual and restless desire of power after power, that
ceaseth only in death. And the cause of this, is not al
ways that a man hopes for a more intensive delight,
than he has already attained to; or that he cannot be
content with a more moderate power: but because he
cannot assure the power and means to live well, which
he hath present, without the acquisition of more.62

Hobbes's bleak description of the state of nature fol
lows ineluctably from this account of human motivation.
That description need not detain us. What matters is that
Hobbes recognized that in such a state there is neither right

Character and Goodness 153

nor wrong, justice nor injustice. The only rule of life is
"that to be every man's that he can get; and for so long,
as he can keep it." Hobbes recognized too that such a state
is a state of fearful insecurity. Men must use their reason
to build a civil order that can overcome the anarchy of
nature. To build a civil order means that men must estab
lish rules and conventions, and they must erect a sovereign
who can see that the rules are obeyed.

The similarity between Hobbes's and Fromm's funda
mental psychological premises is remarkable. Fromm shares
Hobbes's principle that the human organism acts to in
crease its vitality. He also shares the idea that to live and
to develop one's powers are one and the same. His defini
tion of virtue is almost exactly that of Hobbes: virtue is
that which increases man's powers. But there the similarity
ends. Fromm will not unfold the implications of these dy
namic premises. He will not face up to the social conse
quences of a psychology which defines man as the creature
driven to preserve and fulfill himself, the creature who must
always increase his powers to achieve his ends. Instead,
Fromm concludes—and the conclusion is entirely out of
harmony with his premises—with a static conception of
happiness that applies only in the realm of abundance. He
simply dismisses all problems raised by the search for satis
factions (felicity) in the realmof scarcity. Above all, Fromm
seems unable to understand that the so-called ethic of pro
ductive man is no ethic at all. He fails to grasp Hobbes's
insight that morality consists of a conventional body of
rules which menhavecollectively agreed to obey so that the
interests of each can be secured. This brings me to my last
point.

The point can be opened by developing the answers
to two questions. (1) What is the specific nature or content
of value in Fromm's ethical system? (2) Is the source of

Schaar, J. H., 1961: Escape from Authority. The Perspectives of Erich Fromm, New York 1961, 349 pp. (Harper an Row).
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value in Fromm's ethical theory internal or external to the
individual?

In answer to the first question, it is obvious that
Fromm's ethic is not hedonistic, whether pure or modified.
He rejects the naive hedonism of Aristippus as well as the
more prudent and sophisticated hedonism of Epicurus.
Fromm's position is closer to that of Spinoza. Like Spinoza,
he regards happiness (joys) as both the reward of and the
evidence for the productive, that is, the good life. Produc
tiveness is its own end and the only end. Happiness accom
panies it; happiness is the feeling-state which is produced
by productiveness. Since this is so, happiness is also the evi
dence or indicator of productiveness. Happiness is not an
end in itself; rather, it is "proof of partial or total success
in the 'art of living.' " 63 In sum, Fromm's ideal is an ideal
of health or hygiene. Physical and psychological fitness,
vibrant growth and expansiveness-these are the summum
bonum, the highest end and good. Happiness is merely their
reward and indicator.

The answer to the second question is unequivocal.
Time and again Fromm has said that the individual is the
sole source of value. The consequences of this simple affir
mation are profound. In a basic sense, "ought" loses all its
traditional meaning, for it no longer refers to anything out
side of the individual. "Ought" implies a source and locus
separate from the actor. It has no meaning when it is self-
contained. In Fromm's ethics, to say someone ought to do
something is like saying God ought to do something-an
idea which, given the notion of God, is absurd. From the
point of view of ethics, there is no metaphysical difference
between an ethics of pure pleasure-seeking and one of
health, self-realization, self-denial, or anything else, so long
as these refer to nothing outside of the individual. If noth
ing outside of me is a source of value for me, I can be
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obliged to no man, nor he to me. We are each alone and
sovereign;we are to each other as man is to man in the state
of nature.

Let me offer an example. A number of American sol
diers taken prisoner in Korea were confined in a small hut
in North Korea under extremely harsh conditions. Inside
the hut, there were filth, malnutrition, cold, crowding, de
spair. Life was reduced to the struggle for survival. Outside
the hut, the temperature was far below freezing, and the
ground was covered with snow. One of the prisoners was
stricken by a noisome and debilitating diarrhea. He needed
attention and care which the group could not provide him
without danger and sacrifice to itself. One of the soldiers
whose bunk was next to that of the sick man, fearing for
his own health and no longer able to endure the stench,
threw the invalid out of the hut, where he died. The soldier
who committed the act might have reflected as follows.
This man is the sole source of value for himself, justas I am
for me. His "ought" does not extend to me, nor mine to
him. And there is no source of "oughts" outside of and
above us both. I conclude that I owe him no help. There
is no moral reason why I should care if he dies. Now, of
course, Fromm argues that I will care, if I am a productive
man; and if I do not care I am by definition unproductive,
that is, sick. Given Fromm's meaning of productiveness,
this is probably true. But note what has happened here.
There is still no moral obligation to help this man, my
injured neighbor. Any inclination I may feel to help him is
merely an accidental manifestation, a by-product of my
productiveness. Furthermore, I would repeat, though it is
not necessary to my thesis here, that I tried to show some
pages back that the brotherly care and concern which
Fromm thinks would move me does not even necessarily
result from productiveness. More broadly, I suggested that

Schaar, J. H., 1961: Escape from Authority. The Perspectives of Erich Fromm, New York 1961, 349 pp. (Harper an Row).

 

 Pr
o

pr
ie

ty
 o

f 
th

e 
Er

ic
h 

Fr
o

m
m

 D
o

cu
m

en
t 

C
en

te
r.

 F
o

r 
pe

rs
o

na
l u

se
 o

nl
y.

 C
ita

tio
n 

o
r 

pu
bl

ic
at

io
n 

o
f 

m
at

er
ia

l p
ro

hi
bi

te
d 

w
ith

o
ut

 e
xp

re
ss

 w
ri

tt
en

 p
er

m
iss

io
n 

o
f 

th
e 

co
py

ri
gh

t 
ho

ld
er

. 
 Ei

ge
nt

um
 d

es
 E

ri
ch

 F
ro

m
m

 D
o

ku
m

en
ta

tio
ns

ze
nt

ru
m

s.
 N

ut
zu

ng
 n

ur
 f

ür
 p

er
sö

nl
ic

he
 Z

w
ec

ke
. 

V
er

ö
ff

en
tli

ch
un

ge
n 

– 
au

ch
 v

o
n 

T
ei

le
n 

– 
be

dü
rf

en
 d

er
 s

ch
ri

ft
lic

he
n 

Er
la

ub
ni

s 
de

s 
R

ec
ht

ei
nh

ab
er

s.
 

 



Rainer Roth

Zur Kritik des

rinkommens

156 Escape from Authority

mere sympathy and pity for the pains f^$X£
not provide the roots of secure mutual aid. As La Kocne
SS, chill maxim has it, "we all have strength enough
to endure the troubles of others."

Thus it turns out that all this talk of pleasure irra
tional pleasure, satisfaction, and the rest xs really not very
important The important thing about Fromm sethics i
This choice of productiveness;0»P^£^£
over pleasure but his choice of the individual as the sole
oTrce ofvalue. It is now possible to see,» afu£ hgh

the meaning of a statement quoted earlier, the statement
hat™ ^alternative between submission to authority and

response to pleasure as guiding principles is fallacious.
Sre sa course between authoritarian and hedom^
etW sand Fromm has found it in his ethic of health.* But
the course is just not very significant. Fromm took the
decisive step when he centered value in the individuah
After that, definite and severe consequences follow, no
matter what the content of value may be
" This is the ultimate expressionol»^SET*and the measure of the failure of his ethical theory By
SnisnTng all moral authority external tothe — ;h
banishes all inter-individual morality. ™^J*?*^ °
banish all morality whatever. Fromm has simply faded o
come to grips with that hardest of all problems for atheo t
whT hke Hobbes or Locke, starts from individualistic
premises^ problem of forging moral links among mdi-
vdS Hobbe's and Locke attempted the problem. So far
afl can see, Fromm has not. He refuses to introduce.nto
his theory of ethics any element of convention of art, ot
Sefof Induct which men rationally make and agree to
Slow There is adistressing paradox here: Fromm, who

*Actually, there are many such courses, but they are not germane to tins
discussion.
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explicitly vaunts reason, implicitly discards it as an element
in the moral life and encourages us to return to nature.

Not all the way back to nature, however. Fromm will
not do that, even though the price of not doing so is to
leave the major problem without a solution. It must be
emphasized that the root of the problem here is Fromm's
individualism. Starting from such premises, he must either
go forward and confront the problems which Hobbes and
Locke confronted, or he must go back and accept one of
the two solutions to this problem of forming bondsbetween
menwhich Erotic thought has developed. The first of these
solutions is to maintain the passionate connections among
men by assuring that the desire for closeness never reaches
absolute fulfillment, thereby binding the members of the
community together in a tense network of constant yearn
ing and unfulfilled desire. (The previous remarks on the
Balinese love-play quality of Fromm's ethic are relevant
here.) The high effectiveness of this solution is suggested
by the findings of Shils and Janowitz in their work on
cohesion in the Wehrmacht.es Fromm cannot accept this
solution because for him love (desire, yearning) must come
to completion. The second Erotic solution is to stamp out
individuality altogether, to build a community which has
no notion of difference, of distinctness, of separateness. In
sucha community, no membercan calculate the utility and
the advantage of action for himself alone, distinguished
from the group. The purest forms of this typeof community
appeared in the ancient world, before the notion of indi
viduality had developed. The Band of Thebes is an excel
lent example; the army of Sparta another. Compare either
of these with the squabbling, selfish, unruly, and yet in
some way more admirable pack which Xenophon described
in the Anabasis, and the contrast will be clear. Fromm, of
course, cannot accept this solution because it abolishes the

Schaar, J. H., 1961: Escape from Authority. The Perspectives of Erich Fromm, New York 1961, 349 pp. (Harper an Row).
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individual. Rejecting both of these primitive and "incestu
ous" solutions, and failing to come to grips with the prob
lem of a rational morality, Fromm is left with no solution
at all. . , ,

Having dissolved morality in productiveness, the only
social adhesive he has left is the natural tendency of pro
ductive individuals to love and care for each other. Seen in
this light, the necessity of his theory of love to his whole
system becomes apparent. Perhaps too it is now clear why
I spent so much time discussing the aristocratic element in
love and the element of command in Christian love. That
was my way of preparing the conclusion that Fromm s
theory of love, which is basic to his whole system, is wrong.
We do not look for allies when we love; rather, we set our
selves apart. I would repeat here that even if Fromm is
right on the nature of love, even if productive individuals
will care for one another, this care is a non-moral phe
nomenon. Fromm indeed banishes all morality in the
grand hope that, given abundance, men can get along
harmoniously by their good will and natural generosity.
That is the ultimate meaning of the "morality" of produc
tiveness. In the meantime, as we endure in the realm of
scarcity, any talk of values is merely empty, or perhaps
deceptive. One is compelled to Auden's lines:

All the ideals in the world won't feed us
Although they give our crimes a certain air.66

With this, I leave productive man and move to the
next question, which is, why are productive men so scarce?

CHAPTER III

Alienation

The question which ended the previous chapter can
be answered in a few words: productive men are scarce be
cause modern society is sick. This answer raises two further
questions, which this chapter will explore. The first one,
which will be treated very briefly, is, in what sense can a
society be sick? The second is, what, in Fromm's view, is
the specific sickness of modern society?

Can Society Be Sick?

In what sense can a society be called sick? What are
the symptoms of social disease and social health? How can
a social sickness be diagnosed? This decisive question is the
first one that any doctor of social reform ought to explore,
carefully and at length. It is remarkable how few have done
so. Plato did, and so did Aristotle, Machiavelli, Hobbes,
Marx, and Durkheim. This completes the list of names of
the first rank, and one needs only a glance to see how vari
ous the answers are. Plato, for example, thought social
sickness meanta derangement in the proper relations of the
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classes, while Marx thought it lay in the very existence of
classes. Hobbes saw social sickness as alack of shared mean
ings among men, alack which could be remedied only by
the creation of an absolute rule maker. Durkheim on the
other hand, thought social sickness was expressed in the
very growth of the state power. When such wise doctors dis
agree, not much can be expected from anovice I shall try
only to show how Fromm approaches the problem and to
indicate some of the difficulties of his approach.

At the outset, it should be noted that the problem is
an important one in Fromm's thought. His use of such
terms as social pathology, sick society, and sane society is
not metaphorical. He means such expressions literally, and
he means them scientifically. Basic to his thought is the
idea that asociety as well as an individual can be in various
degrees and states of sickness or well-being. Further, thanks
to modern social science, it is possible to determine ob
jectively the state of health of asociety. Once the diagnosis
is made, remedial measures can be scientifically prescribed.

Fromm believes there are universal and objective cri
teria of mental health. He further believes that we know
what these criteria are. It follows that mental well-being is
measured not by the degree to which one is ' admsted to
his society, but by the degree to which he fulfills the ob
jective criteria. In formal terms we can say that the mentally
healthy person is one who has achieved a productive ful
fillment of the five basic psychic needs. In more substantive
terms, Fromm defines mental health as follows:

Mental health is characterized by the ability to love and
to create, by the emergence from incestuous ties to clan
and soil, by a sense of identity based on one's experi
ence of self as the subject and agent of one's powers by
the grasp of reality inside and outside of ourselves, that
is, by the development of objectivity and reason.2
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To the degree that one meets these criteria, he is
healthy. Whether or not he will be healthy, however, is a
matter largely out of his hands. It is determined by the
society in which he lives. A healthy society makes healthy
men and an unhealthy society makes unhealthy men. A
healthy society can be defined as one which provides the
conditions for the productive fulfillment of the basic needs.

A healthy society furthers man's capacity to love his
fellow men, to work creatively, to develop his reason
and objectivity, to have a sense of self which is based
on theexperience ofhis own productive powers. An un
healthy society is one which creates mutual hostility,
distrust, which transforms man into an instrument of
use and exploitation for others, which deprives him of
a sense of self, except inasmuch ashe submits to others
or becomes an automaton.3

Alarge gap appears in the system at this point. Fromm
nowhere explains how one should conduct a diagnosis of
society. Of course, a certain amount of direction is implicit
inhis analysis. You could presumably tell whether and how
society is sick by looking at a sample of individuals in it.
Toknow how society was making men sick you would prob
ably look first at the conditions of work and then at the
family, since the former largely determines the social char
acter, and the latter transmits it to the new generations.
Beyond that, Fromm says little about the art of social
diagnosis.

Finally, the cure of social pathology follows the same
procedures as the cure of individual pathology. As Fromm
puts it at the beginning of his discussion of "roads to
sanity":

If this chapter is to discuss . . . methods of cure, we
had better ... ask ourselves what we know about the
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nature of cure in cases of individual mental diseases.
The cure of social pathology must follow the same prin
ciple, since it is the pathology of so many human beings,
and not of an entity beyond or apart from individuals.

The conditions for the cure of individual and social pa
thology, then, are the same. These conditions are: (1) a
development must have occurred which conflicts with the
requirements of human nature; (2) this development causes
suffering, conscious or unconscious; (3) the sick person or
society must be made aware of this suffering and of the re
pressed or shut out or thwarted sectors of the psyche; (4)
awareness of suffering becomes fully effective only if the
sufferer goes on to alter the realistic situation and the norms
and values which produced the pathological tendencies in
the first place. With this, the cure is complete.*

All this seems clear enough; but it is not without diffi
culties. Two appear right away. First, Fromm's description
of the characteristics of the healthy society is very loose
and general. He employs terms whose meanings must be
specified more carefully than they have been before we

*The fourth point again indicates the gulf between Freud and Fromm
For Fiomm cure is complete only when the sufferer has altered the nabsbeSuatton which poduced the sickness. And, since Fromm stresses the ide-
vance of ^rrcntL opposed to early childhood) situations in the production
ZS it Mows that current realities are the on.wkhmu be
chaneed This is an emphatically political conception, one which calls torhrgKanges in the social order. In his conception of acure, Fromm^ heds
thfmantle of the doctor of the soul and takes up the sword of the reformer
TheTa er of the Freudian persuasion, on the other hand, includes no suchJolitSelement in his formation of the conditions of cure He= does^
«iv "change reality"; he says "recognize reality. Furthermore, he stresses
the realfte o?e3y life ov£ current realities. Fromm wants to tell people
how to ive- The Freudian wants to help people understand ^at reality i
so That they themselves may learn to choose apath through it. Iknow th,
overstates the case, because the Freudian also recognizes that curren.real,tes
must sometimes be changed for treatment to be meaningful but * does use
fully point up the differences in time orientations and the relative pohbcalness
of the two schools.
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can be confident that we know what he has in mind. The
second difficulty is closely related. Loose and ambiguous
though it is, Fromm's description of the healthy society
makes it clear that no actual society has ever been very
healthy. We are confronted with something like the Pla
tonic problem. There may bea model of the perfect society
laid down somewhere in the objective law of nature, but
since no actual society has ever very closely approximated
this model, how shall we gain knowledge of the perfect
society? Such knowledge, clearly, must come from methods
which are designed tostudy something other than historical
or actual social systems.

Fromm's reply to this question, presumably, would
take the form of saying that we can recognize the sane
society by inspecting its members: if they are good, it is
good. Put another way, the good society is the good man
writ large. Under most circumstances, this expression need
be taken only as a convenient shorthand statement of a
social-individual parallelism; but inthis case, it can be used
to open an interesting difficulty in Fromm's conception of
social health and sickness.

The formula ". . . social pathology ... is the pa
thology of so many human beings, and not of an entity
beyond or apart from individuals," rejects the decisive idea
that society or the social system is in some sense an entity
or unit subject to its own laws and different from the
individuals who compose it. Fromm recognizes only one
kind of body, as it were, and that is the body of the indi
vidual human being. It follows that, if heis tobeconsistent,
all he can mean by social pathology is something like "indi
vidual pathology in the plural." When he speaks of a sick
society he can mean only that so many members of a group
are sick that it is convenient to call the group sick. To speak
of a sick society in this sense is like speaking of a nation

Schaar, J. H., 1961: Escape from Authority. The Perspectives of Erich Fromm, New York 1961, 349 pp. (Harper an Row).
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of shopkeepers, say, or a nation in arms. It refers to a con
dition which exists widely among the members of a collec
tivity. Agood example of this isFromm's ideaof the socially
patterned defect, which is a defect that is widely shared
among the members of a group. A socially patterned defect
is, in this special sense, a social neurosis.

This is not a conception of social pathology at all, in
any sense other than a statistical one. By denying the exist
ence of an "entity beyond or apart from individuals,"
Fromm is left with nothing but individuals. Only indi
viduals can be sick, for they are the only entities there are.
If this analysis is correct, it makes no sense to talk about
diagnosing the pathology of a society, for the idea of pa
thology assumes the existence of some entity which can be
sick, and Fromm denies that society is such an entity. Nor
can he talk meaningfully and consistently about the social
causation of individual pathology, for the idea of causation
requires both a causal entity and a condition which is
caused. In denying the existence of society as an entity,
Fromm is left with no causal entity.

Here we reach a logical dead end. Starting from a
radically nominalistic conception, a conception which sees
society as nothing but a convenient name for a number
of individuals, it is impossible for Fromm to answer the
question: How does society produce neurosis in individuals?
What makes men neurotic? Fromm can answer only that
men make themselves neurotic, or that some men make
others neurotic. But does this not run in the face of his
thesis that there is in all men an inherent "primary" urge
toward self-realization and health? Does this not suggest
that in some men the secondary urges arestronger than the
primary ones?

No writer can long endure such frustration. He must
escape it, even at the cost of inconsistency. That is the
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price Frommpays. Frommassuredly does havea conception
of society or the social system as an entity which is in some
sense real and apart from the individuals who compose it.
While he never offers a formal statement of this concep
tion, the conception itself appears on page after page of his
work. Consider the following passage, in which the terms
"society," "social structures," and "social system" are
patently used in a realistic rather than a nominalistic sense:

Each society is structuralized and operates in certain
ways which are necessitated by a number of objective
conditions. These conditions include methods of pro
duction and distribution which in turn depend on raw
materials, industrial techniques, climate, size of popu
lation, and political and geographical factors, cultural
traditions and influences to which society is exposed.
There is no "society" in general, but only specific social
structures which operate in different and ascertainable
ways. Although these social structures do change . . .
they are relatively fixed at any given historical period,
and societycan existonlyby operatingwithin the frame
work of its particular structure. The members of the
societyand/or the variousclasses or status groupswithin
it have to behave in such a wayas to be able to function
in the sense required by the social system.5

What should one do when he catches a writer with his

consistency down? A gentleman would proceed as though
the misfortune had not occurred. A critic, however, must
take the opportunity to see what the exposure reveals about
the writer's thought.

So powerful is the realistic theme in Fromm's writing
that one's instinct is to dismiss the nominalistic expression
as just an accidental aberration. Fromm's whole work, after
all, is an attempt to chart the relations between character
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and social structure, and such work presumes the real
existence of society as something other than a number of
individuals. A closer look, however, shows that each of
Fromm's two usages of "society" serves a special function
in his thought. . ,

The nominalistic usage, the essence of which is the
denial of reality and value to society as such, provides the
foundation for Fromm's program of radical change. In this
view, society is acollection of individuals acting in concert
-nothing more, nothing less. Since each individual has an
inherent urge toward self-realization, neither asingle person
nor acollection of them will long persist in ways of behavior
contrary to human nature. When men feel that something
is wrong with their behavior, they will try to change it. All
that is required is the concentration of natural intelligence
and the will to self-realization upon the present ways of
behavior This nominalistic conception, in brief, denies all
value to tradition, to vested interests, to established insti
tutions, customs, and beliefs and sees only the present It
also denies the need for any special science of society. That
is to say, it excuses Fromm from examining the hard ques
tions of the relations between social structure and character
from the point of view of the possibility of social change.
And it excuses him from doing so precisely at the point
where he is trying to convince men of both the possibility
and the desirability of vast social change. It relieves his
advocacy of the burden of answering such questions as the
following: Can society be sick while individuals are well;
that is, is social sickness amanifestation of something other
than the sickness of individual members of the society? Can
individuals be sick without impairing the functioning of
society? Just how, and why, does social malfunction cause
individual malfunction? These matters would have to be
examined in any real diagnosis of social sickness, and they
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cannot be examined without calling on a real "science of
society." Fromm avoids this through his nominalistic usage.
All that is needed is knowledge of the laws of human
nature,which canthen be used to orderthe relations among
men after the model of human nature. The nominalistic
conception, in short, at once provides that radical denial of
the value of the established order and nourishes that faith
in human perfectibility without which the revolutionary
would lack confidence. Fromm's nominalism is the fulcrum
of his radicalism.

The realistic usage, whose essence is the belief in the
independent existence and value of society as such, serves
the same end, but in a very different way. Fromm employs
this conception in two large divisions of his thought, first
in his analysis of the origins and development of the mod
ern crisis, and again in his construction of Utopia. Between
history and utopia lies the excluded middle of the revolu
tionary present, when he always reverts to the nominalistic
conception. By employing the realist conception in his
torical analysis, Fromm is able to identify certain concrete
structures, such as"capitalism," "Calvinism," "private prop
erty," "the market," and talk about their "essential proper
ties," their "real character," and their vicious influence on
human life. He is able to identify the forces that chain man
and corrupt his finest powers. Men are thus given real
powers and structures to contend against, real institutions
to blame for felt unhappiness.

The realist conception is useful in the construction of
utopia because it enables Fromm to fall back onhis premise
that a "real" society really does mold character, and that if
men would only build certain institutions, along thelines he
suggests, they would have established theconditions for the
good life.

In summary, Fromm's talk of the "sick society" and

Schaar, J. H., 1961: Escape from Authority. The Perspectives of Erich Fromm, New York 1961, 349 pp. (Harper an Row).
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the diagnosis of social pathology is to be understood not as
the language of social science but as the rhetoric of social
reform. So strong is the magic of science in our day that
even the reformer must make his case in its terms. I have
argued before that this appeal to science clutters Fromm's
case and confuses his arguments. Fromm has a great sub
ject—humanity as it ought to be—and he has a solid core
of "data" from which to start—humanity as it actually has
been in a few of its noblest representatives—but confusion
enters when he superfluously tries to dignify his subject and
universalize his data by the appeal to science. An important
theme and a keen sense of the data relevant to one's theme
are essential to all good work. Beyond that, only insight
and passion and intelligence can make a good work great.
Like many generous men before him, Fromm is outraged
by the moral and esthetic niggardliness of his world. He
hungers for righteousness and yearns for love. He would
build a spacious social mansion fit for the noble human soul.
He refuses to see why he must live among men who are
wretched and crippled, unable to love and be loved. These
are enough strengths for a moralist. Science does not add
to their power.

Diagnosis of the Modern Condition

Fromm brings three assets to the task of understand
ing the modern condition. The first is his appreciation of
the problem of the present as a problem of history, his
recognition that present conditions can be fully understood
only in the light of their origins and developments. The
second is his possession of a generous measure of the socio
logical imagination, the ability to detect the social causes
of personal troubles. The third is his possession of a body
of convictions, even a dogma—if that word is understood

T*"
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as something other than a term of abuse—about the rela
tions between character and social structure. Fused into one
compound, these three elements form the substance of his
method of diagnosis. His Marxist convictions lead him to
focus on economic institutions as the chief personality-
molding force. His historical orientation andhis sociological
imagination lead him to analyze changes in economic insti
tutions and social character through time. Fromm's theme
is the impact of the changing nature of capitalism on the
character of man.

The problem, then, of the socio-economic conditions
in modern industrial society which create the person
ality of modern Western man and are responsible for
the disturbances in his mental health requires an under
standing of those elements specific to the capitalistic
mode of production, of an "acquisitive society" in an
industrial age.6

Although I am most interested in the modern period, at
least the outlines of the historical analysis ought to be pre
sented.*

Capitalism, Fromm begins, has been the dominant
economic system of the West since the seventeenth cen
tury. During all this time, and despite all changes, capital
ism has had four common and enduring features: (1) the
existence of politically and legally free men; (2) the fact
that free men sell their labor to the owners of capital on
the labor market; (3) the existence ofthe commodity market
as the mechanism by which prices and the distribution of

* Fromm presents his fullest history of capitalist development in The
Sane Society, pp. 83-103. My account draws heavily on those pages. Of
course, much of hiswriting is concerned with one or another aspect of this
problem. The whole of Escape from Freedom may be read as a treatment
of the social psychology of capitalism.
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the social product are regulated; and (4) the principle that
each acts to seek his own profit, andthat bythis competitive
self-seeking the interests of all are advanced.

Fromm then divides thehistory ofcapitalism into three
periods, each with its distinctive features.

The early period, covering the seventeenth and eight
eenth centuries, had two distinctive features. The tools and
techniques of production were still quite primitive. A resi
due of medieval ethical ideas restrained economic practices
and kept the competitive ethic within some limits.

In the nineteenth century the system triumphed, and
man lost. This was the century of capitalism rampant, of
capitalism coming close to a realization of the wildest
Utopian scheme that men had ever entertained.7 The most
characteristic element of nineteenth-century capitalism was
the ruthless exploitation of the workers. Man had lost his
central place in society and had become just another com
modity. The principle of the use of man by man prevailed
across the whole social order, and capital, the dead past,
ruled labor, the living present. The market was freed of all
restrictions and its laws determined the price of everything.
The competitive ethic supplanted all others and was per
ceived to have a redemptive power. Technique grew apace.
The goal of production was not use but profit. Owing to
the supreme authority of the market and the ethic of profit
and competition, allgenuine human solidarity and reciproc
itybroke down. Income lost all relation to the amount and
social value of work. Finally, on the institutional level, nine
teenth-century capitalism was still private capitalism, not
yet the capitalism of huge corporations which nobody
really owns.

Along with these institutional and ideological features
went a certain social character, which Fromm describes as
the hoarding orientation. The core of this character type
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was its love of saving and its pride in property and in
mastery over things. Around this nucleus other traits clus
tered: competitiveness, individualism, aggressiveness, and
exploitativeness. Characterologically, then, this was a period
of repression and exploitation.

On his way to the twentieth century, Fromm pauses to
observe that the reform movements of the nineteenth all
started from these symptoms. The socialists wanted to end
the exploitation of man by man. The liberals worked to
liberate man from the irrational authorities who dominated
him. Concentrating on sexuality, the forbidden land of the
nineteenth-century bourgeois mind, Freud brought a heavy
attack against the ethic of repression. Then Fromm notes
what numerous observers before him had noted: to a re
markable degree, the programs of nineteenth-century re
formers—socialists, liberals, and psychoanalysts alike—have
been realized. In addition, our century has enjoyed an
almost undreamed-of material prosperity. According to the
lights of the nineteenth century, then, the life of the twen
tieth ought to be beautiful. Such is not the case. "In fact, it
seems that in spite of material prosperity, political and
sexual freedom, the world in the middle of the twentieth
century is mentally sicker than it was in the nineteenth
century." 8 Like Tantalus, we grasp for the cooling drink
and the delicious grape, only to see them slip away. This
is the condition that Fromm would diagnose and cure. Not
for a moment does he seriously consider the thought that
the condition of Tantalus might be the condition of man.
Fromm does not forsake the eighteenth century.

Fromm turns next to the economic and social features
which characterize the new capitalism. In a ruthlessly sum
mary form, which loses much of the depth and power of
Fromm's analysis, these are: the technological revolution,
which is already well into the stage of automation; high

Schaar, J. H., 1961: Escape from Authority. The Perspectives of Erich Fromm, New York 1961, 349 pp. (Harper an Row).
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concentration of capital and the separation of ownership
and control (Fromm follows the classical analysis of Berle
and Means); the declining number of independent, self-
employed entrepreneurs, and the consequent rise in the
number of employees of the great corporations; the prac
tical disappearance of the old middle class, with a conse
quent increase in the rise of a new employed middle class,
whose members increasingly manipulate not things but
people (Fromm follows C. Wright Mills here); and, finally,
the "miracle of production," which has made increasing
consumption the vital principle of the economy, and which
has brought in its train a whole new industry designed to
manufacture the desire to consume.

Bridging the gap between socioeconomic structure and
character structure, Fromm asks:

What kind of men, then, does our society need? What
is the "social character" suited to twentieth-century
Capitalism?

It needs men who co-operate smoothly in large
groups; who want to consume more and more, and
whose tastes are standardized and can be easily influ
enced and anticipated.

It needs men who feel free and independent, not
subject to any authority, or principle, or conscience—yet
willing to be commanded, to do what is expected, to fit
into the social machine without friction.9

Alienation: Hegel, Marx, Fromm

Fromm's description of the social character of the
capitalist era is at once precise and impressionistic, subtle
yet comprehensive. Nothing important is excluded, yet the
description escapes superficiality because the whole canvas
is bound together by one theme. Despairing of the possi-
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bility of a useful condensation of Fromm's pages, I shall
move directly'to that theme. The sickness of modern man
is the sickness of alienation:

Byalienation is meant a mode of experience in which
the person experiences himself as an alien. He has be
come . . . estranged from himself. He does not experi
ence himself as the center of his world, as the creator
of his own acts—but his acts and their consequences
have become his masters, whom he obeys, or whom he
mayeven worship. The alienated person isout of touch
with himself as he is out of touch with any other per
son. He, like the others, is experienced as things are
experienced; with the senses and with common sense,
but at the same time without being related to oneself
and to the world outside productively.*

Alienation has reached plague proportions in modern
society. It pervades man's self-perceptions and his relations
with his fellows. It contaminates the spheres of work and
consumption andpoisons man's relationships to politics, the
state, and the social structures and forces which shape his

* The Sane Society, p. 120. This diagnosis goes beyond that offered in
Fromm's first book, the broad theme of which was that "European and
American history since theend of the Middle Ages is the history of the full
emergence of the individual. It is a process which . . . only now seems to
have come to a climax. . . . But while in many respects the individual has
grown, has developed mentally and emotionally, and participates in cultural
achievements in a degree unheard of before, the lag between 'freedom from'
and 'freedom to' has grown too. Theresult ofthis disproportion between free
dom from any tie and the lack of possibilities for the positive realization of
freedom and individuality has led ... to a panicky flight from freedom
into new ties orat least into complete indifference." (Escape from Freedom,
p. 37.) Escape from Freedom was written under the shadow of Hitlerism.
Fromm was trying to analyze the anguish that led a nation to flee freedom
and embrace fascism. In The Sane Society, he tries toexplain the "complete
indifference" to freedom which he finds in the United States today and
especially to explain that indifference to the moral powers and the moral
demands of the self which is the essence of alienation.

Schaar, J. H., 1961: Escape from Authority. The Perspectives of Erich Fromm, New York 1961, 349 pp. (Harper an Row).
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destiny. Nor has religious life remained pure; it is as tainted
by alienation as all the relationships of secular life. In all
sectors of existence, "man does not experience himself as
the active bearer of his own powers and richness but as an
impoverished 'thing; dependent on powers outside of hinv
self, unto whom he has projected his living substance.

In some of its meanings, the idea of alienation is as old
as literary history. The outsider existed before Colin Wilson
made ahero of him, and there were strangers before Camus
Meursault. Homer had written of the "tnbeless, lawless
hearthless one," the one outside the fellowship, doomed
to work his way through the desolate regions beyond the
friendly fires of clan and kin. The motif of the eternal
wanderer begins in the dawn of Jewish tradition and
weaves in and out of the whole subsequent history of West
ern religion. Abram is the prototype and universal symbol
of alienated man. Separated from his family, his nation, and
his national religion, he wanders without a home msoil,
society, or faith. He is the nomad, unable to love and be
long Unable to love, he subjects himself to atranscendent
power and substitutes law for communion, subordination
for love. Estranged from himself, Abram projects all that is
good in him unto a strange absolute being, which is no
longer his absolute being. In return for this, he gains anew
identity, which is symbolized by the change of his name to
Abraham. All this was long before the modern Existentialist
teaching that alienation is rooted in the human condition.

What is distinctive about our era, however, is that
alienation is increasingly coming to be one of the words that
men use to describe the temper of the age. "Homelessness
has become a world fate," Heidegger wrote, and his words
state the theme of a swelling current of modern writing. In
poetry and the novel, theology and philosophy, and even
in sociology, the theme of alienation is used to describe the

Alienation 175

inquietude of pur age. So Fromm's work must be seen as
one current of a much larger stream of tendency: It is a
current whose sources are in Hegel and Marx. In order to
understand Fromm, it will be useful to look first at the con
cept of alienation in these two writers.

A "few words" about Hegel are nearly worthless. That
original, profound, and grandiose cathedral called Hegelian-
ism cannot be divided into parts for, as its architect wrote
on thecornerstone, thepart has meaning only in thewhole.
The discussion of alienation which appears in a brief sec
tion of the Phenomenology of Mind (1807) is just an ex
plicit statement of a theme which weaves in and out of the
book and which cannot be understood without understand
ing the Phenomenology as a whole. Now, the Phenome
nology fairly heaves with gravid abstractions. Whatever is
there to be delivered, be it a passing remark on current
affairs, a sermon, an account of a philosophical dispute,
a grand vision, or just a fact of history, must struggle for
light and air through a wheeze and murk of language that
chokes all but the fleetest and strongest. It takes a long time
and a firm will to work through Hegel's pages; and you can
never be sure until thevery end that the product was worth
the labor. Too often one gets the feeling that H. G. Wells
reported after he had read Henry James: James's huge sen
tences with their small rewards reminded him of a hippo
potamus struggling to pick up a peanut from the corner of
its cage. Furthermore, the whole work of Hegel is held to
gether by a conception of philosophy and logic which must
seem the grossest obscurantism to a mind at home in the
atmosphere of positivism and pragmatism. A genuine com
prehension of the Phenomenology is beyond me, but in
the faith that Hegel was a great philosopher and not, as
Bertrand Russell would have it, a pompous fool hiding his
confusions and trivia under verbiage, I shall attempt a few

Schaar, J. H., 1961: Escape from Authority. The Perspectives of Erich Fromm, New York 1961, 349 pp. (Harper an Row).
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remarks in the hope that they will set the background for
a discussion of Marx's idea of alienation.

Hegel's philosophic vision is usually regarded as an
optimistic one, and, in the large, that is acorrect judgment.
He achieved a triumph over all change and seeming irra
tionality in his vision of history as objectified reason. But
the optimistic vision itself sprang from a profound pessi
mism. Hegel was bitterly aware of the separation of himself
and his age from both antiquity and Christianity. He wrote
at a time long after the sun of the Greek spirit had set, and
he sensed that the Christian faith had been shattered be
yond all possibility of resurrection. The present was aperiod
of change and purposelessness, which men met with mixed
frivolity and ennui. The future was shrouded, and men
looked toward it with foreboding. In the introduction to
the Phenomenology, written on the eve of the battle of Jena,
when he was thirty-seven, Hegel described his epoch as "a
birth-time, and a period of transition. The spirit of the age
has broken with the world as it has hitherto existed, and
with the old ways of thinking, and is in the mind to let them
all sink into the depths of the past and to set about its own
transformation." " In such anage, the consciousness ofman
is fragmented, and the soul is a scene of conflict and divi
sion. So Hegel's largest question was, how can the conscious
ness of man become total, unified, at rest? His guiding
purpose was to restore meaning and unity to a shattered
world, and the Phenomenology, the Philosophy of History,
and the Logic are his metaphysical account of how the
process takes place. The three books trace the dialectical
progression through which the Spirit realizes itself in his
tory.

Hegel can be understood on alienation if the basic idea
ofthe Phenomenology is kept inview. This is the idea that
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mind is not a simple substance distinct from and existing
independently of the outside world. Rather, it is a complex
entity which develops from the animal stage of mere sense-
awareness through a progression of stages in each of which
more and more of its potentialities are unfolded, until it
finally arrives at a stage of complete self-consciousness. This
ultimate stage loses none of the earlier stages, but absorbs
each of them and fashions them all into a new and larger
synthesis. Trusting the reader to keep this fundamental no
tion in mind, I am going to risk an excursion over Hegel's
description of the main stages which consciousness goes
through on its journey to the ultimate stage of perfect free
dom and self-consciousness, which Hegel usually called
Reason, or Realization. After that, I shall return to the
broader aspects of his conception.

The section in which Hegel sets forth the stages of
self-consciousness is entitled "Freedom of Self-conscious
ness: Stoicism, Scepticism, and the Unhappy Conscious
ness." The historical background of the mental chaos and
dissolution of Stoicism and Scepticism is found in the polit
ical and social chaos and dissolution of the Roman Empire.
Since consciousness could not find fixed and stable objects
outside itself, self-consciousness could not find a permanent
subject in itself. Chaos and division prevail in all realms
of life, internal as well as external, with the result that
man becomes the slave and victim of his own form
less subjective and objective life. The first stage through
which the mind gropes in an attempt to end this slavery is
that of the Stoic consciousness. The Stoic asserts freedom
by holding aloof from the entanglements of real existence.
Self-consciousness closes its gates against the stream of life
and escapes into the freedom of pure thought. This freedom
in thought, however, is not real freedom, not living freedom,

Schaar, J. H., 1961: Escape from Authority. The Perspectives of Erich Fromm, New York 1961, 349 pp. (Harper an Row).
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but merely the notion of freedom, for it lacks the concrete
content of life. The Stoic achieves freedom through refus-
ins to play the game of life. ,g This is only§a transitory stage in the development
mind toward real freedom. Hegel insists f an advance
from freedom in thought to "living freedom. Thenex.step
in this progress is taken in the Sceptical form o«<*^£
ness At this stage, man does play the game of life but with
no ohd conviction that either the self or the world exists in
remand stable form. The Sceptical consciousness regard
htsS and the world as delusions, with **™^^

unable to form a conception of either, and finallybreaks
down through its own contradictions. The recognition of
fhTse ontmdictions prepares the way for the next sage,
that oHhe Unhappy Consciousness. Before turning to that,WvefH^s decisive statements on the contradictions
inThTs eptfcal consciousness ought to be quoted at some
length, both because they convey the flavor of his s^le
and because they are the most difficult passages in the whole
analysis of alienation:

Sceptical self-consciousness thus discovers, in the flux
and alteration of all that would stand secure in its pres
ence, its own freedom, as given by and received from i
own self. ... This certainty does not anse as a result
out of something extraneous and foreign which stowed
away inside itself its whole complex development; are
sult which would thus leave behind the process by which
it came to be. Rather consciousness itself is thorough
going dialectical restlessness, this mel6e of presentations
derived from sense and thought, whose differences col
lapse into oneness, and whose identity is similarly agam
resolved and dissolved-for this identity is itself deter-
minateness as contrasted with non-identity. This; con
sciousness, however, as amatter of fact, instead of bemg
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a self-same consciousness, is here neither more nor less
than anabsolutely fortuitous imbroglio, the giddy whirl
of a perpetually self-creating disorder. This is what it
takes itself to be; for itselfmaintains and produces this
self-impelling confusion. Hence it even confesses the
fact; it owns to being an entirely fortuitous individual
consciousness. ... But while it passes in this manner
for an individual, isolated, contingent, in fact animal
life, and a lost self-consciousness, it also, on the con
trary, again turns itself into universal self-sameness; for
it is the negativity of all singleness and all difference.
. . . This form of consciousness is, therefore, the aim
less fickleness and instability of going to and fro . . .
from oneextreme of self-same self-consciousness, to the
other ofcontingent, confused and confusing conscious
ness.12

These hierophantic sentences work remarkable effects
on the mind. After the first few astonished readings, the
mind balks and yearns for safety and release. At this point,
the words of James Frederick Ferrier, a leading English
student of Hegel, offer comfort. In his The Institutes of
Metaphysics (1854), Ferrier confessed that, although he had
read "most of Hegel's works again and again," he was still
"able to understand only a few short passages here and
there." These few he "greatly admired for the depth of
their insight, the breadth of their wisdom, and the loftiness
of their tone." But for the rest, Hegel remained "as un
penetrable almost throughout as a mountain of adamant."
Give the passage a half-dozen more readings, and a new
effect appears. You become quite convinced that if you
could but penetrate to the center of the mountain of ada
mant, you would find there the key to the mystery of the
universe. That is the dangerous stage; and one should post
pone his interpretation of Hegel until it has safely passed.

Schaar, J. H., 1961: Escape from Authority. The Perspectives of Erich Fromm, New York 1961, 349 pp. (Harper an Row).
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(Most of his commentators, itseems to me, have not heeded
this warning.) Then, it is safe to go back and see whether
there might actually be some meaning to be delivered from
the passage. In the faith that there is, I offer the following
plain version.

The Sceptical consciousness, Hegel seems to be say
ing, appears to be individual and isolated. This seeming
self-certainty is deceptive, however, for the Sceptical con
sciousness cannot establish a basis for itself which is im
pervious to doubt. It also, therefore, cannot distinguish
itself from anything else in the universe. Thus it is the very
opposite of true individuality, which must be able to dis
tinguish itself from everything else.

One might note here that Hegel is right. The Sceptic
must try to prove that the real world exists by the evidence
of his consciousness. But in doubting the real world he also
must doubt his consciousness, which is part of the real
world. Furthermore, he cannot understand the world except
as a part of himself, because whatever he proves can only
be a construct of his own mind. It follows that if he suc
ceeds in proving to his own satisfaction the existence of
the real world, he can no longer distinguish himself from
this "proved" world, which is only anoutgrowth of himself.
Thisseems to be Hegel's argument in the quoted paragraph.
The argument is an excellent special application of his
general fundamental principle, the thesis that an absolute
idea is needed for ultimate knowledge.

Let me now move backward from the conclusion of
Hegel's argument to his description of the life of the
Sceptical consciousness. The Sceptical consciousness arises
through the interplay of thoughts and impressions, which
the mind resolves into a sense of its own identity. But since
the Sceptical consciousness sees itself as a mere collection
of impressions and sensations (Hume's argument on the
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self was well known to Hegel), it must ceaselessly dissolve
this identity into its constituents. Thus an enduring self-
conception is impossible, and all the Sceptic can achieve in
the mental life is the "giddy whirl of a perpetually self-
creating disorder." This means simply that the knowledge
of self which the Sceptichas at any given moment is merely
a conception which will change with each succeeding im
pression. There is no stable self which may come to be
known, for in the very act of knowing the self, the self is
altered.

The remaining stages in the development of the spirit
can be described more briefly. Hegel sets the historical back
ground for the "Unhappy Consciousness" in the life of the
Middle Ages. The craving of the mind for certainty and
stability amidst change and uncertainty was recognized by
the Church, which tried to build a permanent connection
between the insecurity of this world and the perfection of
an Immutable Reality beyond the material realm. The
methods by which the Church attempted to forge the bond
only reflect the great contrast and distance between the two
realms. Moving desperately and uncertainly between these
two realms, repeatedly falling short of the perfection which
it had placed above it in the heavens, the free mind is
tortured. This inner process Hegel calls the "Unhappy Con
sciousness," unhappy because the spirit craves but never
gains complete consciousness of self and complete union
between itself and its objects.

This gives way to the stage of reason, which comes
when the mind realizes that it had closed itself to the real

world and tried to realize itself in the world beyond. The
stageof reason is reached when man enters into the world in
full consciousness that it is not an alien world but his own.
The subject admits the distinction between itself and its
objects but yet asserts that the distinction is not a real dis-

Schaar, J. H., 1961: Escape from Authority. The Perspectives of Erich Fromm, New York 1961, 349 pp. (Harper an Row).
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tinction but one within itself. The contradiction between
subject and object is resolved. In this stage, man realizes
that the world and the soul are alike rational and real. He
then can observe the external world, mental phenomena,
and the nervous organism as a unity, as the common meet
ing ground of body and mind, object and subject. Having
completed its long journey toward self-realization, the soul
is now unified and complete, at rest in the knowledge that
the rational is the real and the real is the rational.

Having followed Hegel's account of the journey of the
spirit toward self-realization, I shall now return to the
broader questions and try to delineate the largest outlines
of his analysis. It should be clear from all the above that
for Hegel the mind is process, activity. Activity of course
produces objects, and the mind best becomes aware of itself
by reflecting on the objects its own activity has brought into
being. In the beginning, the mind sees only opposition and
distinction between itself and its objects. It sees them as
alien. But there can be no mental development at all with
out opposition, without a sense of the distinction between
the mind and the non-mind. Thus Hegel writes of the
"labor of the negative"; and this use of "labor" is not just
a metaphor, for the mind learns about itself not by looking
within itself but by going out into the world which its own
work has produced and reflecting on theobjects ofits labor.
Throughout the Phenomenology Hegel offers concrete ex
amples to show how man's consciousness of himself is im
proved by work and by reflection on the products of his
work—architecture, painting, music, philosophy, religion.
The mind develops only byworking for its living, as it were,
by putting itself into objects and then reflecting on and
drawing meaning from those objects.

This "going outside itself" Hegel calls Entausserung,
alienation. Without it, life is merely animal. Civilization
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cannot exist and develop without opposition and division.
And this division exists in the minds of men, for,, on the
one side, there is mind as externalized in its works; while,
on the other, there is mind that confronts its works and
senses that they are foreign. Hegel discusses certain his
torical epochs when this opposition between the mind and
its works is acute, when the world is seen as totally alien. He
mentions, for example, the position of the early Christians
in the Imperial period. This perception of the gap between
the spirit of man and the world produces felt turmoil and
unhappy divisions in the minds of men, and this unhappy
state of mind Hegel calls Entfremdung, estrangement. Full
freedom is reached only when man transcends these divi
sions and absorbs them into a higher synthesis. In summary,
the major theme of the Phenomenology is the progress of
the human spirit from unreflective living through opposi
tion, labor, alienation and estrangement to ultimate self-
consciousness.

Hegel, then, had set the problem of alienation on a
metaphysical and ideal-historical foundation. Marx bor
rowed Hegel's term and translated it from the language of
metaphysics into the language of sociology and economics.
Thus translated, it became one of the central categories of
his critique of the capitalist era. It is in this form that the
idea has come down to Fromm.*

* Marx's majorstatements on alienation were made in his earlier writings,
especially in the Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts (1844); The
Holy Family (1845); and TheGerman Ideology (1846). Some of these have
not yet fully appeared in English, but substantial extracts may be found in
T. B. Bottomore and Maximilien Rubel, Karl Marx: Selected Writings in
Sociology and Social Philosophy (London: Watts &Co., 1956). Few state
ments on alienation appear in Marx's later, more mature writings, although
the problem receives some attention in the first volume of Capital. This has
led some interpreters to conclude that the concept of alienation was just a
part of Marx's Hegelian baggage, of no decisive importance in his real
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Marx took from Hegel the germinal idea that man cre

ates himself in history through the practical activity of liv
ing and working in society. "The outstanding thing in
Hegel's Phenomenology ... is thus first that Hegel con
ceives the self-genesis of man as a process . . . ; that he
grasps the essence of labour and comprehends objective
man as the outcome of man's own labour."" But Marx
thought Hegel's idealism had led him into a radical mis
understanding of the nature of the process of self-creation
through labor. Hegel had pictured the historical process as
the movement of abstract categories, the activity of pure
spirit of which individuals were merely the masks and
mouthpieces. Marx insisted that the historical process
through which man created himself must be seen as a proc
ess of real work, real labor, not the labor of the abstract
spirit. In conceiving labor as the work of the pure spirit,
Hegel had in fact conceived labor in an alienated form.
This criticism, of course, is less than fair to Hegel, who had
a clear and full conception of the relationships between
actual work and consciousness. #

The broad connection between Hegel's conception ot
alienation and Marx's conception of it will be clear if it is
remembered that what Marx did was to write a huge ana
logue to Hegel, but in the language of sociology and eco
nomics rather than in the language of metaphysics. Note,
for example, how closely Marx's philosophy of history fol
lows the form of Hegel's account in the Phenomenology.

thought It has led others to distinguish between the earlier "humanistic"
and th '̂late? "scientific" Marx. I think that neither of these quite-hib: the
mark though the second comes closer than the first. Alienation needed from
Marx's work as he gave more and more time to technical questions of his
torical ph losoph cfl, and especially economic analysis. But Marxism was
from the beginning a cry of protest against the degradation of man under
cTpTtalism And torn thYs point of view, the idea of alienation stands at the
center of all Marx's work.
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Hegel's theme was the mind's progress from unreflecting
existence through opposition and alienation to ultimate free
dom. In Marx's philosophy of history, man moves from
primitive communism through class conflict to the ultimate
freedom and harmony of the new communism, in which
men finally take full, rational control of their own destinies.
Nothing has changed but the language. Similarly, Marx's
account of the condition of the proletariat in capitalist so
ciety is analogous to Hegel's description of the divided and
estranged mind. Just as Hegel described the estranged mind
which is lost in the world of objects which it has itself
created, so Marx explains how under capitalism men are
crippled and bewildered by a social world which, though
they have created it, appears to them as alien and menacing.
Marx's work is a point-by-point translation of Hegel's meta
physical categories into economic categories. Only at the
very end of his analysis does he depart from Hegel. He
either did not understand, or else willfully rejected, Hegel's
notion of synthesis-though, of course, he used the word
itself. In the whole of Marx's thought there is no real idea
of synthesis, but only of the conquest of one extreme
(capitalists-proletarians) by the other. That, however, is not
of direct concern here.

The historical link between Hegel's idealistic concep
tion of the problem of alienation and Marx's socioeconomic
conception of itwas provided by the materialism of Feuer-
bach. In Das Wesen des Christentums (1841), Feuerbach
set out to interpret religion by the concepts of projection
and alienation. He presented religion as the essence of man
projected outside himself and personified in god-figures: the
capacities ascribed to the gods were really man's own ca
pacities in an alienated form. Marx started from this posi
tion and put the question more generally. He wanted to
know under what conditions men projected their own

Schaar, J. H., 1961: Escape from Authority. The Perspectives of Erich Fromm, New York 1961, 349 pp. (Harper an Row).

 

 Pr
o

pr
ie

ty
 o

f 
th

e 
Er

ic
h 

Fr
o

m
m

 D
o

cu
m

en
t 

C
en

te
r.

 F
o

r 
pe

rs
o

na
l u

se
 o

nl
y.

 C
ita

tio
n 

o
r 

pu
bl

ic
at

io
n 

o
f 

m
at

er
ia

l p
ro

hi
bi

te
d 

w
ith

o
ut

 e
xp

re
ss

 w
ri

tt
en

 p
er

m
iss

io
n 

o
f 

th
e 

co
py

ri
gh

t 
ho

ld
er

. 
 Ei

ge
nt

um
 d

es
 E

ri
ch

 F
ro

m
m

 D
o

ku
m

en
ta

tio
ns

ze
nt

ru
m

s.
 N

ut
zu

ng
 n

ur
 f

ür
 p

er
sö

nl
ic

he
 Z

w
ec

ke
. 

V
er

ö
ff

en
tli

ch
un

ge
n 

– 
au

ch
 v

o
n 

T
ei

le
n 

– 
be

dü
rf

en
 d

er
 s

ch
ri

ft
lic

he
n 

Er
la

ub
ni

s 
de

s 
R

ec
ht

ei
nh

ab
er

s.
 

 



I

Rainer Roth

Zur Kritik des

edingungslosen

rrund-

linkommens

186 Escape from Authority

powers onto forces or entities outside themselves and then
permitted themselves to be ruled by these alien forces which
they themselves had manufactured. How did man's own
powers and capacities become transformed into self-sub-
sistent entities alien to him and in control of his actions?
This problem of alienation, now conceived as asociological
or socioeconomic problem, dominates all his writings.

The foundation of Marx's critical position is an essen
tialist view of human nature, which, regrettably, he never
worked out systematically. Accompanying this is an almost
Aristotelian, or at least a teleological, conception of free
dom. To Marx, the free man was the man who each day
realized the potentialities of his being through works which
gave his inner capacities the form of concrete embodiments.
The great evil of alienation is that it constrains liberty.
Alienation is a form of slavery, an especially vicious form,
because it is one which man unknowingly makes and im
poses on himself. Each of man's activities and products
ought to be so many steps along the road to self-realization;
that is, they ought to be at once the manifestations and
the foundations of man's freedom. Instead, they have be
come alien forces standing outside man and hostile to him.
Instead of enriching man, they deplete him. Instead of
liberating man, they enslave him.

Marx never offered an explicit account of the genesis
and growth of alienation, but it is reasonably clear that he
thought its origins lay in the division of labor: "the division
of labour offers us the first example of how, as long as man
remains innatural society, that is, as long as a cleavage exists
between the particular and the common interest, as long
therefore as activity is not voluntarily, but naturally, di
vided, man's own act becomes an alien power opposed to
him, which enslaves him instead of being controlled by
him." 14 Occasional references to the idea also appear in
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his history of the changing forms of private property. More
frequent references appear throughout his discussions of
political economy as an ideology. These passages, however,
do not substantially alter the general conclusion that he
never offered an explicit and systematic account of the
development of alienation.

At first glance, this omission seems to be a fault. A
closer view shows that what appears as a fault is really a
necessity of Marx's whole analysis of capitalism and his
whole concept of alienation. Alienation is nothing but
capitalism seen from one angle of vision, capitalism seen
from the point of view of its evil impact on man. Hence,
when Marx wrote the history and analyzed the dynamics of
capitalism, he did the same for alienation, because aliena
tion was not an incidental feature of capitalism but capi
talism itself, capitalism in its social-psychological aspect.
From this it follows that alienation advances as capitalism
advances and disappears when capitalism disappears. It is a
superficial view, albeit one shared as often by his ostensible
friends as by his enemies, which sees Marx's work as pri
marily a technical or scientific analysis of the capitalist sys
tem of production and exchange, and his appeal to revolu
tion as a kind of demand for fair sharesand equal treatment.
Marx's scientific work was but an aid to, as his call for revo
lution was but an appeal for, the realization of his moral
vision of man restored, man liberated from the alienations
of capitalist society and in command of his own destiny.

This is not the place to say anything at all about the
whole Marxist system. I just remind the reader that the
concept of alienation is embedded in a complete intellectual
structure. Let me assume a familiarity with that structure,
and especially with those parts of it which deal with the
materialist conception of history, the relations between
existence and consciousness, and the origins, development,

Schaar, J. H., 1961: Escape from Authority. The Perspectives of Erich Fromm, New York 1961, 349 pp. (Harper an Row).
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and nature of capitalism. Let me assume that one has fol
ded Marx through his description of the institution and
\he ideology of mature capitalism and is nowp«p*edto
follow his account of the meaning of work and the character
of human relationships in such asociety. Here the concept
of alienation enters. . , ,.It is possible to distinguish four main forms of dona
tion in Marx's treatment: (1) alienation of the worker from
he process of work; (2) alienation of the workei: fam the
product of work; (3) alienation of each from himself; and
mahenation of each from his fellows. For the purposes ofl}p S, the first two forms can be gathered^ under the
category of "alienated labor," and the second two can be
abbreviated as "alienated human relations."

Alienated labor. Here Marx attempts to show the im
pact of capitalist labor on the psychodynamics of indi
viduals and classes. Under the conditions of capitalism, the
process of work has become external to the worker, not a
part of his nature. Consequently, the worker experiences
work not as fulfillment but as impoverishment Work gives
him not afeeling of well-being and accomplishment but a
f ding of physical and moral debasement. He feels at home
with himself only during his hours of leisure; while at work
he is homeless. Work is not voluntary but forced labor.
"His labour is therefore not voluntary, but coerced; it is
forced labour. It is therefore not the satisfaction of-a need;
it is merely ameans to satisfy needs external to it 1he
alien character of work appears clearly Marx said in the
fact that as soon as there is no compulsion to work, men
avoid it like the plague.

Out of this world of alienated labor grows another
world, aworld of objects. Though created by human energy,
this realm of objects acquires an independent power hostile
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to man. Marx''s decisive statementdeserves extensive quota
tion.

The more theworker expends himself in work, the more
powerful becomes the world of objects which he creates
in face ofhimself, and the poorer he himself becomes in
hisinnerlife. . . . It is justthe same asin religion. The
more of himselfman attributes to God, the lesshe has
left in himself. The worker putshislife into the object,
and his life then belongs no longer to him but to the
object. . . . What is embodied in the product of his
labour is no longer his. . . . The emptying of the
worker into his product means not only thathis labour
becomes an object, takes on its own existence, but that
it exists outside him, independently, and alien to him,
and that it stands opposed to him as an autonomous
power. The life which he has given to the object sets
itself against him as an alien and hostile force.18

In trying to describe man's relation to this world of
commodities, Marx again had recourse to the religious
analogy. The productions of the human mind become rei
fied and projected into a realm beyond the human. In the
mist-shrouded regions of the religious life, the phantoms of
man's brain take on concrete shape and appear as inde
pendent beings with their own indwelling spirit and their
own powers and laws. These phantoms then enter into rela
tions both with one another and with the fearful race of
men. So it is with the world of commodities. The produc
tions of the human hand also seem to take on independent
existence and develop laws and powers of their own. What
is really nothing but the product of definite and specific
social relations between men assumes in the eyes of men
the fantastic form of a relation between things which have
objective characteristics. This phenomenon Marx calls by
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the evocative name of the fetishism of commodities. The
core of the idea is contained in the following extract:

... the mutual relations of the producers, within
which the social character of their labour affirms itself,
take theform ofa social relation between the products.

The mystery of the commodity form, therefore,
consists in the fact that in it the social character of
men's labour appears to them as an objective character
istic, asocial natural quality of the labour product itself,
and that consequently the relation of the producers to
thesum total of their own labour is presented to them
as a social relation, existing not between themselves,
but between the products of their labour. Through this
transference the products of labour become commodi
ties, social things whose qualities are at the same time
perceptible and imperceptible by the senses.17

Alienated human relations. Marx returns repeatedly
to his central theme: capitalism as human tragedy. It has
shattered all genuine community and reduced social life
toa commercial enterprise. Capitalist society is nothing but
a series of bi- and multi-lateral exchanges, a tawdry business
of buying and selling, in which every man is at once asales
man and a commodity. In this vast marketplace, men re
spond to themselves and each other not as vital, free,
precious human beings but as objects, lifeless articles to
be bought and sold and used, and discarded when no longer
useful. Man is no longer in direct contact either with him
self or with his fellows. His "human" relations are now con
trolled by an alien intermediary. This alien intermediary is
money; and again Marx's description of its character and
power cannot be excelled.

Thenature ofmoney is . . . that [in it] themediating
activity of human social action by which man's prod-
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ucts reciprocally complete each other, is alienated and
becomes the characteristic of a material thing, money,
which is external to man. When man exteriorizes this
mediating activity he is active only as an exiled and de
humanized being; the relation between things, and
human activity with them, becomes the activity of a
being outside and above man. Through this alien inter
mediary—whereas man himself should be the inter
mediary between men—man sees his will, his activity
and his relation to others as a power which is independ
ent of him and of them. His slavery therefore attains its
peak.That this intermediary becomes a real godisclear,
since the intermediary is the real power over that which
he mediates to men. His cult becomes an end in itself.
The objects, separated from this intermediary, havelost
their value. . . . This intermediary is thus the exiled,
alienated essence of private property . . . just as it is
the . . . alienated social activity of man.All the quali
ties involved in the production of this activity, which
really belong to man, are attributed to the intermedi
ary.*

Alienationaffects the capitalists as well as the workers,
though in different ways. The owning class is satisfied with
its situation, recognizes self-alienation as the source of its
own power, and retains at least the semblance of a human
existence. The proletarian class, on the other hand, recog
nizes that it iscondemned to an inhuman existence. Caught

* Bottomore and Rubel, op. tit., pp. 171-172. Compare this with a pass
age where Aristotle describes money as a requisite to community, precisely
because it mediates between man and man, and man and commodities:
". . . allgoods must have a price set on them; for then there will always be
exchange, and if so, association of man with man. Money, then, acting as a
measure, makes goods commensurate and equates them; for neither would
there have been association if there were not exchange, norexchange if there
were not equality, nor equality if there were not commensurability." (The
Basic Works of Aristotle, Richard McKeon (ed.), New York: Random
House, 1941, pp. 1011-1012 (Ethics, Bk. V, Chap. 5, 1133").

Schaar, J. H., 1961: Escape from Authority. The Perspectives of Erich Fromm, New York 1961, 349 pp. (Harper an Row).

 

 Pr
o

pr
ie

ty
 o

f 
th

e 
Er

ic
h 

Fr
o

m
m

 D
o

cu
m

en
t 

C
en

te
r.

 F
o

r 
pe

rs
o

na
l u

se
 o

nl
y.

 C
ita

tio
n 

o
r 

pu
bl

ic
at

io
n 

o
f 

m
at

er
ia

l p
ro

hi
bi

te
d 

w
ith

o
ut

 e
xp

re
ss

 w
ri

tt
en

 p
er

m
iss

io
n 

o
f 

th
e 

co
py

ri
gh

t 
ho

ld
er

. 
 Ei

ge
nt

um
 d

es
 E

ri
ch

 F
ro

m
m

 D
o

ku
m

en
ta

tio
ns

ze
nt

ru
m

s.
 N

ut
zu

ng
 n

ur
 f

ür
 p

er
sö

nl
ic

he
 Z

w
ec

ke
. 

V
er

ö
ff

en
tli

ch
un

ge
n 

– 
au

ch
 v

o
n 

T
ei

le
n 

– 
be

dü
rf

en
 d

er
 s

ch
ri

ft
lic

he
n 

Er
la

ub
ni

s 
de

s 
R

ec
ht

ei
nh

ab
er

s.
 

 



i

Rainer Roth

Zur Kritik des

edingungslosen

rrund-

linkommens

192 Escape from Authority

in the contradiction between their "humanity" and their
inhuman situation, the proletarians are forced to revolt
against the degradation which alienation imposes on them.
From the political point of view, therefore, "the property
owners are the conservative and the proletarians the destruc
tive party." 18 Since alienation is endemic to capitalist so
ciety, it will disappear only with the victory of the "destruc
tive party." Marx never showed very clearly how socialism
would end alienation, but if we take strictly his thesis that
all forms of human servitude stem from the relation of the
worker to the privately owned instruments of production, it
follows that alienation will end when the emancipation of
society from private property is complete. If, however, we
also take seriously his hint that the genesis of alienation is
the division of labor as such, it is hard to see how socialism
alone can do much to cure the disease of alienation, unless
the socialists are willing to forego the advantages of the
division of labor and return to a more primitive economic
order.

This exposition will have served its purpose if it has
elucidated the core meaning of Marx's concept of alienation.
The question now is: What does Fromm do with these ideas?
What changes does he work on Marx's formulation?

From one point of view, the answer is that he has not
basically altered the ideas of Marx. He has kept intact the
core of Marx's concept, which, in Fromm's formulation, is
the idea that "man does not experience himself as the active
bearer of his own powers and richness, but as an impover
ished 'thing,' dependent on powers outside of himself, unto
whom he has projected his living substance." 19 This core
identity also can be seen in many of Fromm's specific appli
cations. He retains Marx's four types of alienation, follows
Marx in his treatment of commodity fetishism and the
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worship of money, analyzes the impact of the market on
man just about as Marx did, and accepts the broad outlines
of Marx's discussion of work. In all these areas, Fromm has
added little beyondsome modern illustrationsand citations.

While Fromm has kept the core constant, he has con
siderably expanded the idea at its margins. This expansion
takes two forms. First, he has broadened the idea to cover
a greater range of phenomena. Secondly, he has given the
idea more psychological depth. Put slightly differently,
Fromm has brought Marx's notion up to date by applying
it to modern phenomena and by giving it firmer psycho
logical underpinnings. In this expansion lies Fromm's con
tribution. In it also lies his peril, for in his hands, alienation
becomes so protean a term that it loses some of the preci
sion, and therefore the analytic utility, of Marx's formula
tion.

On balance, I think Fromm has gained more than he
has lost. If this is so, the gain derives from a specific feature
of this analysis: his perspective is that of mass society, not
class society. He liberates alienation from the confinements
of class analysis and discusses it under the conditions of
massness. This liberation at once makes Fromm's analysis
more relevant to modern conditions and permits him to
escape some of Marx's shortcomings. Fromm, for example,
does not romanticize and glorify the proletariat. Similarly,
when he comes to offer a cure for alienation, he avoids
Marx's narrowclass solution and offers a more broadlysocial
and moral remedy.

These points will appear more clearly in later discus
sion. At the moment, I want to turn to a few of Fromm's
applications of the idea of alienation. What follows is not
intended to be a full exposition of his usage of the concept,
for such an account would be as long as his critique of capi
talist society. My purpose is to convey a reasonably full

Schaar, J. H., 1961: Escape from Authority. The Perspectives of Erich Fromm, New York 1961, 349 pp. (Harper an Row).
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sense of Fromm's broadened and deepened idea of aliena
tion. . .

Fromm starts by saying that alienation is at bottom
the same thing as idolatry. Idolatrous man spends his ca
pacities on building an idol and then worships this idol as
though it were an independent being and not merely the
lifeless creature ofhis own hand. What the idol gams, man
loses. In contrast to this, Fromm argues, the central prin
ciple of Old Testament monotheism is the idea that God
is indefinable and infinite. Since man is made in God's
likeness, man too is the bearer of infinite qualities. Hence
in worshiping God man escapes the error of hypostatizmg
one partial quality of himself into the whole, and then sub
mitting to it. Unfortunately, Fromm complains, Protestant
Christianity itself regressed to aform of idolatry, for in the
theology of Luther and Calvin man was commanded to
yield his own finest powers to God and then trust to grace
that these powers will be returned to him.*

In our time, the major organized religions have escaped
active idolatry only by emptying religion of spiritual con
tent. Religion is just another of the commodities on display
in our sumptuous show windows. Some of us buy it, while
some do not; on the whole, it is probably better if one has
it, but it is certainly not one of the things we simply could
not do without. It is a good prestige item in most circles,
and for agreat many of us it is a pleasant leisure time activ
ity; but neither of these should be confused with the real
religious meaning of the Jewish-Christian ideal, which is the
search for salvation and the quest for answers to the deep-

*I forego comment on this, for an adequate comment would have to be
very extensive. Although psychologically sound, Fromm s analysis is disas
trously wrong from the religious and historical points of view. After all, Old
Testament monotheism assumes the real existence of a transcendent being:
God isnot merely the symbol of man's powers.
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est problems of our existence. "Our culture is perhaps the
first completely secularized culture in human history. . . .
The majority of us . . . take it for granted that God exists.
The rest . . . take it for granted that God does not exist.
... In fact, whether a man in our culture believes in God
or not makes hardly any difference either from a psycho
logical or from a truly religious standpoint. In both instances
he does not care—either about God or about the answer to
the problem of his own existence." 20 God has been pro
moted. He is the man upstairs, the benevolent general di
rector of the corporation who will watch out for you as
long as you do your part. As some wit has put it, when a
man of today tells you he knows God, you can be pretty
sure he is only name-dropping.

Turning to the state, Fromm finds the same phe
nomena of idolatry-alienation. Masses of men have abdi
cated their own powers and bestowed them on a political
leader or on the state. "In Fascism and Stalinism the abso
lutely alienated individual worships at the altar of an
idol. . . ." 21 Other masses simply haveno or little interest
in and no real knowledge of public and political matters.
Fromm thinks this is the situation in most of the Western
republics. In those countries, everyone has the right to ex
press his will, but what does this right mean if individuals
have no real will of their own, if their will is merely an
echo of the chorus around them, or a product of the
machinery of opinion formation? In Fromm's view, our
politics has become just another commodity, to be mer
chandized like automobiles or soap. The only difference is,
not as many people care as much about politics as they do
about automobiles. Fromm accepts Schumpeter's judgment
that the typical citizen has little sense of reality and no
effective volition toward the great issues of politics. These

Schaar, J. H., 1961: Escape from Authority. The Perspectives of Erich Fromm, New York 1961, 349 pp. (Harper an Row).
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factors in turn account for the monumental ignorance and
lack of judgment the average citizen displays in political
matters.22 , t. ..

Fromm also turns his attention to bureaucratization
"one of the most significant phenomena in an alienated
culture." 23 The reality and the spirit of bureaucracy pervade
the whole of modern society-business, government, reli
gious life, the trade union, education, the political party^
More and more people earn their living as bureaucrats, and
more and more people come under the sway of the bureauc
racies Bureaucratized human relations are alienated human
relations. The bureaucrat deals not with real living indi
viduals but with abstract quantities which can be manipu
lated in various ways. If the market has made man an
article to be exchanged, bureaucracy has made him an object
to be manipulated.

Some of Fromm's most telling pages are devoted to a
description of alienation in the sphere of consumption Our
mass production economy is directed almost exclusively by
the principle of production for profit rather than for use. As
such it devotes prodigious effort to stimulating the desire
for consumption goods. Modern capitalism has been instru
mental in creating what Fromm calls the principle of
nonfrustration, "the principle that every desire must be satis
fied immediately, no wish must be frustrated." 24 Consump
tion is inculcated as both a duty and a right, with the
consequence that we have become the most voracious con
sumers in history. This orgy of consumption dominates out
leisure hours and fills our dreams of heaven.

Modern man, if he dared to be articulate about his
concept of heaven, would describe avision which would
look like the biggest department store in the world,
showing new things and gadgets, and himself having
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plenty of money with which to buy them. He would
wanderaroundopen-mouthed in this heaven of gadgets
and commodities, provided only that there were ever
more and newer things to buy, and perhaps that his
neighbors were just a little less privileged than he.25

The heaven of consumption, however, is in the end unsuit
able for human occupation. The act of consumption should
be a rich and vitally human act, an act involving all our
senses, our needs, our esthetic capacities. The act of con
sumption should be a humanly meaningful and productive
experience. In our culture, there is little of this. "Consum
ing is essentially the satisfaction of artificially stimulated
phantasies, a phantasy performancealienated from our con
crete, real selves." 26

Fromm, in short, pushes the concept of alienation into
every sector of life. Indeed, he even uses it to help account
for death: he believes that many suicides are caused by "the
boredom and monotony . . . which is engendered by the
alienated way of living. . . ." 27 But it is not necessary to
provide additional examples. Let me conclude this exposi
tion with a few remarks on his discussion of alienation and

mental health. A few remarks will do, for it follows from
Fromm's view of human nature that alienated men can be

neither happy nor healthy.
The core of alienated man's sickness is the loss of the

senseof the self. The characteristic symptom of his sickness
is anxiety. Since alienated man is worth to himself only
what he thinks he is worth to others, he must ceaselessly
strive for approval. This he does through conforming to the
prevailing fashions. Yet, insofar as he is human, he cannot
help straying from the herd from time to time. Hence he
anxiously expects disapproval all the time, and he strives
ever harder to merge with the herd. So desperate is this

Schaar, J. H., 1961: Escape from Authority. The Perspectives of Erich Fromm, New York 1961, 349 pp. (Harper an Row).
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situation in our time that it is not excessive to say that to
the degree that one is human, he will suffer the pains of
acute neurosis, and to the degree that he is alienated, he will
enjoy the narcotic pleasures of conformity. Fromm agrees
that the proper label for our age is the "age of anxiety. He
adds that this anxiety is produced by alienation, by the
lack of genuine selfhood.

Another symptom of alienation is guilt, which Fromm
thinks is widespread and deep-rooted in our culture. This
guilt comes from two sources. The first is the feeling that
one is a deviant, different from the rest, poorly ad]usted.
The second springs from the core of man's own true
(humanistic) conscience. The voice of conscience tells
alienated man that he is wasting his powers and dissipating
his substance. One cannot help feeling guilty for this waste.
This is the cruel rack of alienated man in an alienated
society: he "feels guilty for being himself and for not being
himself, for being alive and for being mi automaton, for
being a person and for being a thing." 28

Despite his protestations, alienated man is unhappy.
Considering the nature of man and the conditions of happi
ness it could not be otherwise. "Having no faith, being deat
to the voice of conscience, and having a manipulating in
telligence but little reason, he is bewildered, disquieted and
willing to appoint to the position of a leader anyone who
offers him a total solution."29 This, Fromm says, is the
objective state of alienated man. He concludes with awarn
ing that we must beware of doctors of the soul who tell us
that alienated man is real man, and as happy as he can be.
Much of modern psychiatry is itself an alienated ideology.
"Our current psychiatric definitions of mental health stress
those qualities which are part of the alienated social char
acter of our time: adjustment, cooperativeness, aggressive
ness, tolerance, ambition, etc." 30 Fromm singles out Harry
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Stack Sullivan's work as the most instructive example of
an alienated psychiatry, but Sullivan is by no means alone.
Just as Marx thought that political economy was the per
fect ideological expression of alienation in his time, Fromm
thinks that most modern psychiatry performs that role in
his. Just as Marx thought that political economy had mis
taken the shopkeeper for man, so Fromm thinks that mod
ern psychiatry has mistaken marketing man for man.*

* The definition of marketing man (alienated man) as the man who has
no self raises a hard problem for the definition of a cure in psychoanalytic
work. Here I can only outline the problem, without exploring its ramifica
tions. As I understand it, the classical definition of the role of the analyst
is to help the patient strip away the accretions and repressions which cloak
his identity. Through the insight thus gained one becomes aware of his true
self, of the real values which make up his true identity, and of the real
philosophy of life which he stands for. All this assumes an identity that was
already there and that had only to be discovered. Marketing man faces the
analyst with a totally different problem. Marketing man is precisely the man
who has no identity. He comes before the analyst not because his identity
has been lost but because the method of conforming to the others as a sub
stitute for identity has failed him. If the analyst peels away the accretions
and repressions of marketing man, he will discover not an identity but a
vacuum. Hence the problem for marketing man is not to discover his identity,
but to create one. But no psychoanalyst is equipped to do this, for psycho
analysisis a method of investigation and not a way of life. The psychoanalyst
is a healer of souls, not a maker of them. Fromm would try to escape this
dilemma with the aid of his essentialist notion of the humanistic conscience:
there is in each of us a noble godstruggling to emerge. I have already treated
this idea in an earlier chapter. Here it is enough to remember Orwell's re
mark: in every thin man a fat man struggles to emerge.

This dilemma, which is inescapable in the Frommian system, gives the
Freudian far less trouble, for the simple reason that he would not diagnose
absence of self in marketing man. There are some clinical types which ap
proach selflessness in the Freudian sense,but they are too few to form a social
character style in Fromm's usage, and they overlap with the Frommian
categoryof the marketing man in an apparently random fashion. The "im
postor" is a case in point. Here there is good clinical evidence of an incom
pleteness of self;but the impostor'scharacter orientationmay be exploitative
(competitive, status-seeking), hoarding (accumulating a cache by fraud and
guile), or even productive (the fewimpostorswho actuallyseem to transcend
their limitations through their pseudo-identities, and who use these new
powersskillfully and constructively; the archetype might be Thomas Mann's
Felix Krull). Anotherexample of a selfless one in Freudian diagnosis is the
"as-if" personality. But these types are quite rare, and they cut across all

Schaar, J. H., 1961: Escape from Authority. The Perspectives of Erich Fromm, New York 1961, 349 pp. (Harper an Row).
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