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54 Alan Curling

32. Cf. Equality 'irrespective of work, effort or contribution to the community
is not a socialist dream but other people's nightmare of socialism'. Gordon
Brown, 'Why Labour is Still Loyal to the Poor', The Guardian, 2 Aug. 1997,
cited in Jordan (note 15).

33. See Roemer (note 30) ch. 5.
34. It is only part of what it means since allocation according to need might

involve compensation for past deficits in external resources (e.g. past access
to education) as well as current deficits of internal resources.

35. I do not pursue here the question whether efficiencyis a further core value,
or whether it is an expression of the problem of jointly optimising the exist
ing four values. The latter would be true for example if the only reason to
be concerned at the loweraggregate capabilityin brain surgerywould be the
effect on the autonomy of the patients denied treatment as a result of the
egalitarian surgeon-training policy. The trade-off presented in the text as a
trade-off between justice and efficiency would then be represented more
accurately as a trade-off between equality and autonomy.

36. Equality of Opportunity (note 30) pp. 5-6.
37. Ibid. ch. 4.

38. See A Future forSocialism (note 7) passim.
39. The analogy with skills and earned income is not perfect, since investment

income presumably depends on the quality of the investment decisions (and
also luck), and not just the amount of effort devoted to the process (e.g., the
amount of time spent reading The Financial Times). Havingsaid this, it may
be that the analogy is perfect after all, because (a) there is no luck in the
deterministic world of Roemerian social theory and (b) equal opportunity
demands the equalization of investment skills levels.

The Ethical Marxism of

Erich Fromm

Lawrence Wilde

Only if man masters society and subordinates the economic
machine to the purposes of human happiness, and only if he
actively participates in the social process, can he overcome
what now drives him into despair - his aloneness and his
feeling of powerlessness (Erich Fromm, 1941).'

The coincidence of the centenary of the birth of Erich Fromm
(1900-1980) and the dawn of a new century provides a timely oppor
tunity to reassess his largely neglected contribution to socialist theory.
Fromm is one of the most widely read theorists associated with the
Marxist tradition, but for the most part this popularity rests on the
attraction which books like The Art ofLoving hold for those in search of
individual paths to enlightenment in a rather unloving world.2 Fromm
was very concerned by the possibility that his work could be read solely
for individual therapy, with the socialism pushed to one side. Shortly
before the publication of his final book, To Have Or to Be? (1976), he
withdrew a section on 'Steps Towards Being' for fear that it might
encourage individualistic responses to conditions which require struc
tural transformation.3 Indeed he condemned many of the books which
purport to show the way to well-being as harmful by their fraudulence,
'exploiting the new market that caters to people's wish to escape their
malaise'.4 Metaphorically, the intention here is to relocate Fromm from
the burgeoning 'Spiritual Paths' shelves of the radical bookshop to the
dusty and diminishing space reserved for 'Socialist Theory'. I will argue
that in developing the ethical and psychological implications of Marx's
theory of alienation and applying it to the conditions of his day, he
made an immensely valuable yet underestimated contribution to social
ist theory. Its ethical force has immense resonance today, in the era of
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'super-capitalism' which he anticipated back in the 1950s.5 Although
his interventions on aspects of social and political life covered several
areas, I will focus solelyon his discussions of working life as an example
of how socialist humanistic ethics can assume a practical relevance in
a politics of everyday life.

Fromm developed a fusion of Freudian psychology and Marx's social
theory in Frankfurt in the late 1920s and early 1930s.6 He sought to fill
a lacuna in socialist theory by analysing how and why the conscious
ness of social groups developed in the way that it did. At the outset of
his work he was convinced that socialist theory had concentrated on
the economics and politics of social transformation at the expense of
understanding how peopleresponded psychologically to social change.
From his own autobiographical account we gather that the carnage of
the First World War and the bellicose mentality it generated had a pro
found effect in urging him towardsways of understanding the madness
that had been unleashed.7 He trained in Freudian psychoanalysis in
Munich and Berlin in 1928 and 1929 and his early work shows him
struggling to link a Marxian conviction in the primacy of socio
economic conditioning with Freudian libido theory based on biologi
cally grounded instincts.8

On his appointment as a social psychologist at the Institute for Social
Research at Frankfurt School in 1930, Fromm commenced work on an
empirical study of the character-types of working-class people. The
project had clear links with Marx's interest in what the working class
thought about their place in the world. Towards the end of his life Marx
had put together a detailed questionnaire to gather evidence from the
working class about a range of issues concerning their working and
living conditions, from wage levels and trade union activity to what
their children were taught in school.9 Fromm'sstudy involved a detailed
questionnaire, distributed to over 3000 workers in Germany during
1929-31, the period when millionswerethrown out of work. The analy
sisof the 1100 responsesconcluded that 20 per cent of respondents were
'authoritarian' in nature and that only 15 per cent werepassionate sup
porters of left-wing views.10 The majority were therefore more passive
than communists or socialists liked to think, and were quite likely to
acquiesce to an authoritarian 'solution' to social ills. The work was a

pioneering endeavour to fuse Marxist class analysis and psychological
character analysis, as well as a chilling indication that the prospects for
resisting the rise of German fascism were unfavourable."

The Nazi seizure of power forced Fromm and his fellow members of

the Frankfurt School into exile, first in Geneva and then New York, and

it was here that he made a decisive break with Freud's theory of
instincts, along with other founders of the 'culturalist' school of psy
choanalysis, Karen Homey and Harry Stack Sullivan. The break with
Freud was not acceptable to his colleagues in the Frankfurt School, and
Fromm departed in 1938. Although Marcuse later attacked Fromm as a
'neo-Freudian revisionist',12 John Schaar is closer to the mark when he
states that Fromm was a revisionist of Freud much as the Prince of Dark

ness was a revisionist of the Prince of Light.13 However, even though
Fromm proceeded to develop his concept of social character based on
cultural conditioning rather than biological determination, his charac
ter types retain a similarity to Freud's, and he always maintained a
respect for the breath and bravery of Freud's discovery of the uncon
scious. But Fromm's most profound and enduring debt was to Marx.
Early in his career he describes Marx as 'the greatest sociologist of all',14
but his admiration was deepened on encountering the Economic and
Philosophical Manuscripts, published for the first time in 1932. Accord
ing to Fromm, it was Marx's 'interactionist' account of human devel
opment which was the decisive influence on his development of the
concept of social character in the course of the 1930s.15 Not only did
Fromm share Marx's rich philosophical humanism, but he did much to
publicize this 'alternative Marx' by having the English translation pub
lished in the United States in 1961 and editing a popular collection of
papers in the socialist humanist tradition.16

Social character and human essence

Fromm's development of a distinctive social psychology and a human
istic ethics culminated in The Tear of Treedom (1941) and Man For
Himself: An Inquiry into the Psychology of Ethics (1947). In the appendix
to The Fear of Freedom he outlines his key concept of social character,
that part of the character structure of individuals which is common to
most members of a particular social group, developed in response to
their conditions of life, '[t]he social character comprises only a selection
of traits, the essential nucleus of the character structure of most members of
a group which has developed as the resultof the basic experiences and mode
of lifecommon to thatgroup'.u Social character is shaped by the dynamic
adaptation of needs to social reality, and, in its turn, social character
conditions the thinking, feeling, and acting of individuals. In a later for
mulation, Fromm argues that the concept of social character helps to
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IDEAS AND IDEALS

n
SOCIAL CHARACTER

ft
ECONOMIC BASIS

Figure 3.1 Fromm's notion of social character as intermediate between material
basis and ideas

explain the link between the material basis of society and the ideologi
cal superstructure. It is the 'intermediary' between the socioeconomic
structure and the ideas and ideals prevalent in society.18

Setting down the position of social character in terms of causal flows
runs the risk of implying deterministic relationships, but Fromm is
careful to stress the dynamism of human adaptation and our capacity
to change the world. In later writings he emphasizes the complex inter
action between human nature and the nature of the external condi

tions, stating that humanity is not a 'blank sheet of paper on which
culture can write its text'.19 So, despite his analysis of the various ways
in which humanity has turned away from real freedom in the modern
era, he maintains that the ideal of positive freedom endures and is mani
fested in the dignity and decency of many individuals.20

The Fear of Freedom is concerned with the psychological effects of the
socio-economic changes of modernity on various social classes from the
time of the Reformation to the mid-twentieth century. On the one
hand, modernity is characterized by the genuine advance of freedom
from the 'political, economic and spiritual shackles that have bound
men',21 but on the other hand the dissolution of old securities is so
frightening that people in different social classes have grouped together
behind a variety of belief systems and movements which bind them to
new forms of domination and submission. So, in the course of modern

history, the authority of the Church is replaced by the authority of the
State, which is in turn replaced by the authority of conscience, and
finally, in the twentieth century, the authority of conscience is replaced
by the 'anonymous authority of common sense and public opinion as
instruments of conformity'.22

j iic ^uucui muixism u\ ncitn iTOfflffl 3V

Writing at a time when fascism was still in the ascendant, Fromm is
naturally concerned with the development of the authoritarian charac
ter in the middle classes, from the point of view of both those who lead
and those who follow.23 However, the final chapter is devoted to
freedom and democracy, and here Fromm is chiefly concerned with the
'illusion of individuality', pointing to the pressures in modern society
which discourage critical thinking, spontaneity and authenticity.
Fromm lambasts such practices as the suppression of the emotions, rote
learning in education, mass advertising, and the trivialisation of news
presentation. In general he bemoans the increasing Toss of self which
increases the need to conform and is typified by a profound feeling of
powerlessness as modern 'man' gazes towards approaching catastrophes
'as though he were paralysed'.24 These themes are now widely associ
ated with the Frankfurt School theorists, but it was Fromm's book which
first brought them to the attention of a wide readership. In sharp con
trast to his erstwhile colleagues, Fromm's warnings about the illusions
of modern freedom are tempered with words of hope. This takes the
form of a commitment to the real possibility of self-realization, the
development of the potential present in everybody but expressed all too
rarely. Positive freedom is defined as 'the spontaneous activity of the
total, integrated personality',25 and, furthermore, it is expressed only
through solidarity with others.26 While democracy is a prerequisite for
development towards this positive freedom, it must be extended from
the political to the economic sphere, and the manipulation of people
must be replaced by co-operation.27

The historical social psychology presented in The Fear of Freedom is
really a brilliant elaboration of Marx's work on alienation and com
modity fetishism, disclosing the mechanisms through which the
'freedom' of developed capitalist society leaves people isolated and dom
inated by forces beyond their control. At this stage Fromm is more
intent on posting warnings than identifying potential progressive
movements, but in the historical circumstances this is understandable.
Marcuse's judgement that Fromm offers no more than the 'power of
positive thinking' in response to the curtailment of freedom in our
society is somewhat harsh.28 In fact, Fromm fully accepts Marx's injunc
tion to change the world, and from the publication of The Sane Society
in 1956 his work moves increasingly towards an engagement with social
and political action which might contribute to a radical transformation
of values.

In Man For Himself Fromm boldly sets out tcKp^ovide an 'objectively
valid' humanistic ethics.29 In the process he elucidates a view of human
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essence and also elaborates in some detail the character-types or 'ori
entations' which are left vague in the previous work. Fromm spurns the
'rules and principles' approach which has dominated the philosophical
treatment of ethics for two centuries and instead propounds what might
be termed a 'character ethics'.30 Alisdair Maclntyre has argued persua
sively that the Enlightenment attempt to justify morality was bound to
fail because it jettisoned the central element on which all moral thought
from Aristotle up to that time had been based, namely, the idea of a
human nature and a human re/os.31 The abandonment of the idea of an

essential human nature striving towards a telos leaves a vacuum, for
moral precepts cannot be derived from a view of untutored human
nature. More often than not, Enlightenment ethics assumes that to be
moral is to overcome human nature, and what is natural to humanity
is often seen as 'an enemy within', something to be suppressed if good
is to be achieved. Fromm explicitly criticizes not just Luther and Calvin
for promoting this perspective but also Kant, for whom the pursuit of
happiness was not an ethical consideration.32

Ultimately, for Fromm, a humanistic ethic requires that we love our
selves, in a non-egotistical sense, in contrast to most modern ethical
philosophy which regards self-love as a sin or a failing. His concep
tion of human essence is the premise on which he bases his commit
ment to value ourselves as co-operative, creative beings. He commends
Aristotle's espousal of the goal of eudaemonia or happiness based on
the full development of our human potential, and also on Spinoza's
commitment to freedom and the productive use of powers as the only
criteria of value.33 Fromm identifies a similarity between Spinoza and
Marx in their conceptions of human essence, citing the passage in
Capital in which Marx derides Bentham's utilitarianism. Marx argues
that to talk about what is good for man requires a view of human nature
in general, in the same way that to talk about what is good for a dog
requires a knowledge of dog nature. Marx explicitly distinguishes
between human nature in general and human nature as 'historically
modified'.34 In his later work, Fromm comments that Marx had arrived
at the most significant definition of the species character of 'man' as
'free, conscious activity'.35 Fromm considered the phenomenon of alien
ation to be incoherent without a conception of the essence from which
we are alienated. Commenting on a passage in Capital in which Marx
depicts the worker becoming distorted into a 'fragment of a man',
Fromm comments that Marx must have had a concept of human nature
from which man could be 'crippled'.36

For Fromm, humanistic ethics is based on the principle that 'good' is

what is good for man and 'evil' is what is detrimental to man, and the
sole criterion of ethical value is man's welfare.37 'Good' is regarded as
the affirmation of life through the unfolding of man's powers and
'virtue' as responsibility to our own existence, whereas 'evil' is the crip
pling of our power and vice is irresponsibility toward oneself.38 In the
discussion of social character in Man For Himself Fromm contrasts pro
ductive and non-productive orientations.39 The non-productive orien
tations are presented as the receptive, exploitative, hoarding and
marketing types, the latter being the most recent development whereby
the character is dependent on the requirements of the market.40 Where
the non-productive orientations prevail the result is 'dysfunction and
unhappiness',41 and when this happens on a widespread scale it gives
rise to a 'socially patterned defect'.42 It is important to note that as the
concept of social character is a dynamic one; the various non
productive sub-orientations are not mutually exclusive, and nor are pro
ductive and non-productive orientations. Rather it is a question of
which orientations predominate and why. In his account of the pro
ductive orientation he effectively maps out a modern equivalent of what
the Ancient Greek philosophers referred to as the virtues.43 Productive
ness involves the development of our human powers of rationality and
love while avoiding exercising power as domination over others.
Through productiveness we resolve the paradox of human existence
by simultaneously expressing our oneness with others and our unique
ness.44 Later, in To Have or To Be?, he lists the qualities of the character
structure of the 'new man', emphasizing the need to take full responsi
bility for our lives, to reduce greed and hate, and to exercise our
imagination in the struggle to remove intolerable circumstances.45

Fromm distinguishes between 'universal' and 'socially immanent'
ethics. He notes that universal principles such as 'thou shalt not kill' or
'love thy neighbour as thyself have been amazingly similar in all cul
tures, but there are also principles which are specific to particular cul
tures and even social classes within cultures whose virtues need to be

adhered to if the social entity is to survive.46 Ultimately, there will
remain a conflict between the two different types of ethics 'as long as
humanity has not succeeded in building a community in which the
interest of "society" has become identical with that of its members'. The
contradiction between absolute and immanent principles will tend to
disappear only if society becomes progressively free and human.47 This
formulation is almost identical to a passage by Marx in TheHolyFamily
in which he declares that 'private interest mtfstbe made to coincide
with the interest of humanity'.48 Fromm's account of the major moral
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problem of the age - 'man's indifference to himself - is, in effect, an
ethico-psychological analysis of what commodity fetishism does to
human relations and mental health. He argues that the pursuit of
money, prestige and power prevents us from recognising the interests
of our real self, and he bemoans the fact that we bow down to the

'anonymous power of the market' and 'of the machine whose servants
we have become'.49 Boldly, he claims objective validity for his ethics on
the grounds that living is an art and that like all arts there are objective
norms against which we make judgements. Humanistic ethics, he
claims, is the applied science of the art of living based on the theoreti
cal 'science of man'.50 However provisional the truths of this science,
Fromm argues that it is possible to use the tools of psychological and
other research to reach an understanding of human nature.

In giving his account of the virtuous character and distinguishing it
from non-productive character types, Fromm's ethics makes explicit
what Marx hinted at in his contrast between the self-realized person and
the alienated one. It seems to me that more than any other Marxist

Fromm has developed a humanistic ethics which builds faithfully on
the ethical foundations of Marx's thought, even though Marx deter
minedly shunned the language of moralism.51 In the long introductory
essay to Marx's Concept of Man Fromm makes clear his enthusiasm for
the normative implication of the alienation thesis:

For Marx, as for Hegel, the concept of alienation is based on the dis
tinction between existence and essence, on the fact that man's exis
tence is alienated from his essence, that in reality he is not what he
potentially is, or, to put it differently, that he is not what he ought to
be, and that he ought to be that which he could be.52

Throughout his work, Fromm emphasizes that in common with Marx
he is committed to the idea that humans ought to live directly for them
selves and for others, rather than for money, status, nation, God, or
anything alien and alienating. He summarizes Marx's conception of
socialism as the destruction of the idols.53 He endorses the passage from
Marx's Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts in which he laments that
in capitalist ideology 'the less you are, the less you express your own
life, the more you have, the greater is your alienated life'.54

Marx wrote of an alienation which was accompanied by deep poverty,
but Fromm recognizes an 'affluent alienation' which can be equally
dehumanising.55 His driving concern is with how this alienation was
manifested in social character, the extent to which it prevailed, and the

possibility of its supersession through the creation of a libertarian social
ist society.

Although Fromm endorses Marx's idea of human essence, he puts a
psychological spin on it. Marx emphasized our capacity for premedi
tated and co-operative production, and production becomes his key
concept. Fromm points to the dynamic development of the relationship
between essence and existence, between human nature in general and
human nature as historically modified, in terms of our constant striv
ing to extend our faculties. For Fromm, the human essence is to be
found in the contradiction of being in nature and at the same time tran
scending nature through our awareness of ourselves, others, and time.
Striving to overcome this contradiction, humans may regress, by doing
away with the specifically human qualities of reason and love and
becoming slaves, slave-drivers, or automata, or they may progress
towards a new unity with fellow humanity and nature by creating a
world in which human potential can be freely developed.56

To Have or To Be? brings together many of the themes developed in
previous works. Rejecting the equation of technology and consumption
with progress and freedom, he argues that unlimited production,
absolute freedom and unrestricted happiness amount to a new religion
of Progress which he dubs 'The Great Promise'. This is based on the psy
chological premises that radical hedonism and egotism will lead to
harmony and peace.57 The promise, of course, can never be met, for
it is premised on not delivering general satisfaction but encouraging
acquisitiveness, and the individual can never be satisfied because, as
Fromm says, 'there is no end to my wishes'.58 Indeed the logic of
accumulation also encourages a constant fear of losing what we have
gained.59 Fromm's analysis of the 'having mode' reads very much like a
socio-psychological extension of Marx's commodity fetishism; at one
point he claims that it 'transforms everybody and everything into some
thing dead and subject to another's power'.60 For Marx, alienation in
the accumulation process operates at the very basis of social life, and
Fromm is concerned to show how thoroughly this is transmitted in the
practices of daily life. There is a tendency for the will of individuals to
be broken by 'a complicated process of indoctrination, rewards, pun
ishments, and fitting ideology', but in such a way that most people
remain convinced that they are following their own will.61 The pres
sures to conform and compete are increasingly hard to resist. It is not
simply the case that greed and envy are so strong because of their inher
ent intensity, argues Fromm, but because of the way they are enmeshed
in our social relations, producing an urgency to be 'a wolf with the
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wolves'.62 Fromm is concerned with the impact of an ultra-competitive
social structure on the psyche of individuals, and, on the basis of his
view of human nature, contrasts it with an image of an authentic life,
the 'being mode'. Although he accepts that the having mode is socially
dominant, he argues that only a small minority are governed entirely
by it. There are still aspects of most people's lives in which they are gen
uinely touched by non-instrumental feelings for their fellow human
beings.

Fromm's socio-political contributions are designed to explore how we
might maximize our productive potential to move us closer to a society
in which the being mode prevails. Although his former collaborator
Michael Maccoby considers that Fromm's inclination towards messian-
ism diverts us from developing feasible strategies to make the world a
better place,63 there is a great deal of evidence in Fromm's work to resist
that conclusion. The remaining part of this chapter will outline his chief
socio-political concerns, in particular his interest in the politics of the
world of work.

What sort of politics?

Fromm was no idle dreamer and quotes the betting odds on the
prospects of social 'salvation' at about fifty to one, adding that no rea
sonable person would stake their fortune on it.64 But a slight chance, he
argues, must be translated into a 'real possibility' when it is a matter of
life or death. This requires political intervention, for, as Fromm admits,
it is not possible to construct a submarine by reading Jules Verne, or a
humanist society by reading the prophets.65 In many respects his mature
political perspectives are similar to many New Left radicals of the 1960s
and 1970s - the demand for radical democracy,66 resolute opposition to
bureaucracy,67 support for movements focusing on ecology and con
sumer awareness,68 enthusiasm for feminism, which he first advocated
in the early 1930s,69 economic redistribution in favour of the third
world,70 and unilateral nuclear disarmament.71 Before moving on to
consider his comments on the organisation of work, let us first look
at the general principles which underpin his politics of an ethical
Marxism.

Perhaps the most important principle which permeates Fromm's poli
tics is that a radical change of values must precede and develop with
radical economic and political change. Fromm appeals for a 'humanis
tic religiosity'. He refers not to theistic religion with dogma and inst
itutions but to a spirit of 'devotion' which can contribute to the

'necessary energy to move men and women to accomplish drastic social
change'.72 He insists that our actions today must anticipate a more
ethical world, so that 'we can experience the future as if it were the here
and now'.73 For Fromm, social democracy and communism had turned
socialism into a purely economic concept, placing the emphasis on effi
cient production and improved levels of consumption. This limited per
spective is so far removed from the vision of a non-alienated society
that Fromm is moved to assert that 'even the words socialism and com

munism are compromised'.74
Fromm considers that in order for people to develop a consciousness

which could challenge the economic logic which governs our lives we
need to engage in the Utopian practice of portraying alternatives. He
complains that earlier socialists, including Marx and Lenin, refused to
be drawn into concrete plans for a socialist society. In the absence of
such concrete goals, compromise and accommodation can have a dead
ening effect. Fromm argues for a social science that deals with the
future, an array of 'designs, models, studies and experiments that begin
to bridge the gap between what isnecessary and what ispossible'.75 Heargues
that on purely economic grounds 'a new ethic, a new attitude towards
nature, human solidarity and cooperation' is necessary if the Western
world is not to be wiped out.76 Fromm was willing to seize on ideas
which could attract support without presupposing the wholesale trans
formation of the capitalist system. His comments on the world of work
are particularly interesting because they bring in many of his other con
cerns such as the demand for the radical extension of democracy, the
appeal for sane consumption, and the problem of distorted communi
cation. Work is of central significance for Fromm, as it was for Marx. It
is our unique creative ability which distinguishes us from other animals,
and our finest products and cultivations are expressions of 'the creative
transformation of nature by man's reason and skill'.77 Furthermore,
Fromm insists that the desire to be active, creative and co-operative is
'inherent and deeply rooted'.78 However, the golden age of medieval
craftsmanship has long departed, and Fromm views the modern work
experience as stultifying and inimical to the development of the pro
ductive character.79 For the manual worker, de-skilling has destroyed
interest in the process of work, engendering a 'socially patterned syn
drome of pathology' manifested in apathy, boredom, lack of joy and a
vague feeling that life is meaningless.80 The majority of workers suffer
from the dictatorial authority structures of majorcorporations, in which
managerial elites display virtually unlimited power. It is, according to
Fromm, the very opposite of the democratic process, a situation of
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'power without control by those submitted to it'.81 In this situation
managements create their own organizational culture and rewards
accrue to those who enthuse about it, rather than to those most recep
tive to the needs of the workers. 'Only in exceptional cases', he writes,
'is success predominantly the result of skill and of certain other human
qualities like honesty, decency, and integrity'.82 In addition to direct
managerial pressure, the insecurity of the labour market means that
those in work live in fear of offending management or feel obliged to
adjust their behaviour to conform to the organizational culture. Those
who want to move into new occupations in mid-life have little oppor
tunity to do so and become 'trapped' for decades in work which holds
no interest for them.

What is to be done? Fromm is quite clear that these problems would
not be adequately resolved before the realization of the final goal of
socialism, democratic control of all economic activities, free co
operation of all citizens and the reduction of central state activity to a
minimum.83 But he is also well aware of the need to present 'interme
diate' socialist goals which could be pursued meaningfully by broad sec
tions of working people. These intermediate goals concerning the world
of work, many of which he articulated as early as the mid-1950s, deserve
closer examination.

The idea of a Guaranteed Income for all is one of the ideas supported
by Fromm in the 1950s, and one which has resurfaced in a variety of
schemes in recent years.84 Fromm sees it as a means to removing one of
the greatest limitations on human freedom, 'the threat of starvation
against all who were unwilling to accept the conditions of work and
social existence that were imposed upon them'.85 It is important to note
that for Fromm the implementation of any such scheme needs to be
matched with greatly diminished working hours for all and measures to
discourage socially damaging consumption. He talks of a move from
'maximal' consumption to 'optimal' consumption, without which those
on the minimum basic income would feel frustrated and worthless.86
Ideally, the Guaranteed Income would be a step towards liberating
people from the domination of the world of work so that they would
have the time to confront the critical questions about the direction in
which society was travelling and the values it embodied.87 One of the
merits of Fromm's suggestion is that it exposes the hollowness of the
liberal claim that the labour contract is a 'free' exchange and indeed
challenges the link between private property and freedom which tends
to be glossed over in modern liberal theory.

Another approach which Fromm considers significant is the work on

human relations management pioneered by Elton Mayo in the late
1940s. In his study of the various experiments in management
conducted at the Chicago Hawthorn Works of the Western Electric
Company, Mayo demonstrates that the output of workers increased con
siderably not primarily because their conditions were improved but
because they were involved in the decisions to set the conditions of
work. Participation in decision making not only improved their job sat
isfaction but also improved productivity.88 Although it is possible to be
sceptical about human relations management on the grounds that it is
merely another device to raise productivity, the demand for greater par
ticipation in decision making poses a direct threat to authoritarian man
agement systems. Evidence of the greater efficiency of participatory
schemes also challenges the commonly held management assumption
that workers will perform better only when harassed and pressured. In
his socialist manifesto he demands workers' participation in the man
agement of big corporations and a greater influence for democratic trade
unions, particularly on issues surrounding working conditions.89 Ulti
mately, Fromm wants to see drastic curbs on the right of stockholders
and the management of big enterprises to determine their production
solely on the basis of profit and expansion,90 but he sees increased
workers' participation as a step towards challenging the omnipotence
of corporate management. Where it can be shown that autocratic man
agement is inefficient and damaging, the possibility of raising more con
sensual alternatives is opened.91 If democracy is now widely seen to be
not simply the least dangerous but also the most efficient form of politi
cal decision-making, why should it not be similarly perceived in the eco
nomic sphere?

Fromm's observations on the world of work were made largely before
the end of the postwar boom and the return of mass unemployment.
However, in The Sane Society he did anticipate an era of 'super capital
ism' based on performance related pay and other forms of individualised
incentives.92 Thishas developed with the intensification of competition
not just between firms but within organizations, accompanied by ruth
less short-termism and an oppressive jargon of the sort that Fromm
deplored. Interestingly, the demands in his socialist manifesto for
workers' participation and stronger trade unions are followed immedi
ately by an entreaty to support all attempts to restrict 'hypnoid sug
gestion in commercial and political propaganda'.93 He is even more
emphatic on the need to prohibit such 'brainwashing' in To Have or To
Be?, describing it as a serious danger to mental health.94

In the world of work today workers are subjected to a whole new
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lexicon of managerial 'buzz words' which set the culture to which they
must conform even though there is widespread awareness that this
rhetoric is twaddle. However, as Fromm points out, propaganda of this
sort is never wholly successful, for people continue to be aware of the
numerous occasions in when they are lied to, cheated, or treated with
contempt.95 Despite the assault on labour and the hubris of modern
management, progress has been made in combating sexism and racism
in work as well as exposing the managerial bullies. Fromm provides
ethical criteria for supporting these struggles and for rejecting the fun
damental elements of inter-personal relationships in the having mode
- competition, antagonism, and fear.96 In recent years the campaigns in
favour of workers' participation and consultation, reduced working
hours, and more respectful working practices challenge the 'survival of
the fittest' ideology of late capitalism. The nature of trades unions and
the focus of their work has altered along the lines Fromm hoped for,97
and their development contributes to a broader movement of re-
regulatory political economy which will play a vital role in challenging
global corporate power in the coming century.

Conclusion

Marx once commented that 'correctly understood interest is the prin
ciple of all morality'.98 He anticipated a world in which the producers,
pursuing their class interests, would recognize their exploitation and
free themselves from it, in the process freeing humanity at large to
realize its full potential in a global, ethical community. Fromm was
among those who recognized that the revolutionary class consciousness
which Marx had hoped for had not materialized, and that the question
of consciousness had to be addressed directly for emancipatory social
ist politics to succeed. Fromm regrets Marx's underestimation of the
complexity of human passions and his neglect of 'the moral factor in
man'.99 However understandable it may have been for Marx to eschew
moral argument in favour of scientific analysis, there can surely be no
justification for such neglect today. Fromm's work has gone some way
to filling this lacuna. With great care he explicates the ethical under
pinnings of Marx's social theory, extends it to analyse the affluent alien
ation of the late twentieth century, and searches for new ways of
contesting it.

Speaking in 1962, long before 'globalization' became fashionable in
social science discourse, Fromm declared that the emergence of the 'one
world' was not only inevitable but probably the most revolutionary

event in the history of mankind. The question, he says, is whether that
one world will be a liveable world or a world battlefield.100 Since his

death in 1980 the globalization of capitalism has developed apace and
the bombs continue to whistle down. But a politics of new social move
ments has developed throughout the world and has had a not incon
siderable impact in raising awareness of global inequalities and global
interdependence. The struggles against racism, sexism, environmental
degradation and third world debt pose anew those big questions about
the purpose and direction of social life to which Fromm dedicated his
life. He was right to recognize that the transformation of values was a
prerequisite for the achievement of human freedom and solidarity, and
that only through active engagement at every level of public life can
this be achieved. The hope that the one world might indeed become
liveable in the coming century is to be found in the ongoing work
which has produced a number of global summits, schemesfor develop
ing democratic global governance, demands for global economic re-
regulation and redistribution, as well as in the myriad struggles which
oppose oppression in everyday life and assert instead the paramountcy
of human dignity.
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