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TJTE ANATOMY OF BUMAN DE
STRUCTIVENESS. By Erich Fromm.
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THIS IS A MAJOR BOOK from the pen of
a major writer. Over the years, Erich
Fromm has been enormously productive;
and his linkage of psychoanalysis with.
politics and sociology has been a fruitful
and stimulating contribution to modern
thought. This new book examines the
whole question of human destructive-
ness; and, although I cannot agree with
everything he writes on the topic, I grate
fully acknowledge his erudition, his skill
as a writer and his never-failing human
ity.

Fromm begins by taking Konrad Lorenz
and B. F. Skinner as representing two op
posite poles in theory; and disagrees with
both. For Skinner, all of man's aggression
is the product of environmental
conditioning; for Lorenz, aggression is
built-in, instinctive and ineradicable,'or
so Fromm alleges. Fromm maintains that
there is indeed built-in, "defensive ag-

ANTHONY STORR is the author of Hu-
.man Aggression and Human Destructive-
ncss, among other books.

gressiou.'* which protects human-, as it
does other animals, when vital itusrests
are threatened. He distinguishc-j this
from "malignant aggression," a .variety
peculiar to man, which leads to man's ex
traordinary destructiveness and cruelty
towards his own species. This, Fron;ni be
lieves, is not derived from instinctual
sources, but is the product of ' the inter
action of various social conditions with
man's existential needs." Thus, modern
capitalism leads many people to feel
bored, powerless and futile. "Being' con
demned to ineffectiveness . .. is/one of
the most powerful and almost intolerable
experiences which man will do almost
anything to overcome, from drag and
work addiction to cruelty and murder."

In addition, Fromm delineates a char
acter type which ho names "necrophi
lous" a term which he takes over from the
Spanish philosopher Unamuno, Natu
rally enough, Hitler is the supreme exam
ple of this type; and Fromm gives us an
extensive case history and character
study of him. There have, of course, been
several such studies in the past; but

1Fromm's acute awareness of sociological,
as well as family influences up<m the-
growth of character adds a dimension of
ten missing from psychobiography. Who
can doubt that Hitler's repeated defeats

' in his early years in Vienna, his fceiing of
being an outcast from society, interacted
powerfully with his narcissistic and para
noid character structure to make hin. the
revengeful monster he later becuma? He"
was indeed "necrophilous"; that is'; pos
sessing . a "passionate attraction to all
that is dead, decayed, putrid, sickly; it is
the passion to transform that which is
alive into something unalive; to destroy -

. for the sake of destruction; the exclusive
interest in all that is purely mechanical."

In Fromm's view, Hitler and those like
him have failed to develop any warm at
tachment to the mother in infancy and
early childhood, with the consequence
that they not only fail to achieve warm, af
fectionate ties with others in laterHife,,
but remain fixated upon a fantasy mother

whose embrace is death. Thus, depth it
self is conceived as a kind of union which
will at last overcome the intolerable lone
liness of narcissism. World-destructive
fantasies, so characteristic of both schizo
phrenics and alienated characters like
Hitler, are ultimately derived from a "ma
lignant incestuous" attachment and, at
one level; represent a striving after death
by drowning or reabsorption into the
mother who was never really loved as a
warm and separate person. Without fur
ther exposition, this may sound fantastic,
until one recalls Swinburne's paean to
death, "The Garden of' Proserpine,"'
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where "even the weariest river, Winds
somewhere safe to sea," and adds to this
the fact that Swinburne was an acknowl
edged sado-masochistic pervert. Whether
we really need a new clinical term "ne
crophilous" in addition to all the other
jargon analysts have provided seems
doubtful; but Fromm's understanding
and depiction of cold, cruel, power-rid
den characters is certainlyvaluable.

Fromm, intent on demonstrating that
malignant, destructive aggression is not
innate, brings'evidence from anthropol-

ogy which supports (he idea lhat some
cultures are much more h-ale-provoking
than others. No one, I believe, has any
doubt of this; but small societies are hard
to compare with big; and to my mind
Fromm plays down the human tendency
to form dominance-submission hierar
chies. In line with this is Fromm's atti
tude to the famous experiments on obedi
ence by Stanley Milgram, which so many
of us have quoted. Milgram demonstrated
that normal volunteers consented to give
painful, dangerous electric shocks to a
subject when told to do so by an experi
menter as part of a learning experiment.
Fromm is the only writer I know to regard
Milgram's findings as hopeful, in that a
good many of those who were obediently
cruel showed some evidence of conflict
and conscience about their harmful acts.
Fromm is unfair to Lorenz. who, as I un
derstand him, does not regard "malig
nant aggression" as innate, but as a dis
tortion of what is innate. Both Lorenz and
many other writers, including myself,
think there is much more of a continuum
between "malignant aggression" and
defensive! aggression" than Fromm ad
mits. Unfortunately, very many human
beings seem capable of "malignant ag
gression." In my own book on Human De
structiveness (1972) I make the same kind
of distinction between the positive and
negative aspects of human aggression as
Fromm does; but take the more pessimis
tic view that, however benign their early
rearing, men carry into adult life memo
ries of being for so" long helpless in the
hands of those more powerful than them
selves that the exercise of power over oth
ers is unfortunately attractive. And the
supreme power over others is the power
of life or death. The truth is that we un
derstand human destructiveness to little
that there is still plenty of room for de
bate. Fromm has made a notable, weighty
contribution to the subject which no one
concerned with it must overlook. This is a
rich and provocative book which de
serves all the success it. will undobtedly
achieve.

 
Storr, A., 1973: Review Fromm, E.: The Anatomy of Human Destructiveness (1973a, English): Narcissus as Necrophile, In: The Washington Post, Washington (25. 11. 1973).
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