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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

Education as a Valuing Enterprise

In a simple society where there is general agree

ment as to what is good, bad, right and wrong, the

normative function of the educative institution is fairly

clearly defined and prescribed. However, in a modern,

pluralistic society the abundance of conflicting and

ambiguous values complicates problems regarding this

normative function and people heatedly argue about solutions,

One solution frequently offered is that the schools

should ignore normative problems and take a neutral stance

on issues requiring ethical consideration. Although its

simplicity is appealing, such a stance is not feasible

since education is a valuing enterprise. In making de

cisions about what to teach and how to teach it, we are

engaged in assessing and assigning values to the various

alternatives. We are trying to make the products of

educative experiences, and therefore the future, "come

out" a certain way. Group preferences concerning goals

and objectives of education necessarily involve ethical

considerations. As Dewey has pointed out, "... the
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educative process is all one with the moral process."'

Ethical neutrality is impossible at the individual

level also. A teacher, by virtue of the fact that he is

human, cannot turn on and off his moral self. As the

existentialists frequently point out, to be means to be

making choices. The teacher is not just a sterile con

tainer through which knowledge passes. How students

are taught has just as much impact on their value prefer

ences as what they are taught. Problems in ethics are

not just amusing parlor games played by philosophers,

theologians, and mystics. Whether or not we are aware

of it, ethical considerations are inherent in nearly all

of our behavior.

A number of writers, in both general philosophy and

philosophy of education, have attempted to formulate

ethical systems in the hopes of influencing others.

It seems defensible to contend that a writer in ethics

who is widely read, but whose position has undergone

little systematic examination, would be appropriate as

a topic for a study of this kind.

John Dewey, Reconstruction in Philosophy (New York:
Henry Holt & Co., 1920), p. 18*f.
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Erich Fromm as a Topic of Study

In terms of popularity among both laymen and scholars,

there has probably been no twentieth century writer more

significant than Erich Fromm. The catholicity of his

published works is somewhat surprising in an age when

scholars selfishly confine themselves, and others, within

rigid areas of academic specialization.

Since his formal academic training was in sociology

and psychoanalysis, much of Fromm's writings have been

in these areas. In The Sane Society. Fromm looks at

modern western civilization through a psychoanalytic

perspective. In The Forgotten Language, he offers a

brief history of dream and myth interpretation and con

trasts his own position with those of Freud and Jung.

In Siqmund Freud's Mission. Fromm examines Freud's person

ality and influence. Again, Fromm writes as the historian

of ideas in Marx's Concept of Man and Beyond the Chains

of Illusion. In the latter work he compares Marx and

Freud.

Fromm has written a considerable amount on religion

including Psychoanalysis and Religion, Zen Buddhism and

Psychoanalysis. "The Dogma of Christ," and "The Prophetic

Concept of peace." In The Art of Loving he examines the

nature, objects, and function of love. In that book he
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considers man's capacity for good. In The Heart of Man

he deals with man's capacity for evil. Both of these

defy convenient categories since in these he draws freely
from the social and behavioral sciences. Other works

by Fromm include Mav Man Prevail? (international relations),
"The Present Human Condition," "Sex and Character," and

"The Revolutionary Character."

Erich Fromm is truly a child of this century. His

writings represent an almost staggering sampling of topics
of particular concern to modern man: religion, democracy,

psychoanalysis, Zen Buddhism, Marxism, love, authoritarian
ism, freedom, sex, foreign policy, and the survival of

individualism in mass society.

The breadth of Fromm's interests has not diminished

his stature among reviewers of his books. Escape From

Freedom, his first and most popular book has been called,

"... required reading for everyone who hopes that

human reason may understand and ultimately control the

processes of history."2 The book was said to show "...

real penetration and knowledge ..."3 The same reviewer

2Garrett Mattingly, The Saturday Review of Literature,
XXIV (August 30, \9k\), 6.

3Frank H. Knight, American Journal of Sociology.
XLVIII (September, 19^2), 299.

 

 

Propriety of the Erich Fromm Document Center. For personal use only. Citation or publication of 
material prohibited without express written permission of the copyright holder. 
 

Eigentum des Erich Fromm Dokumentationszentrums. Nutzung nur für persönliche Zwecke. 
Veröffentlichungen – auch von Teilen – bedürfen der schriftlichen Erlaubnis des Rechteinhabers. 

 

McGrath, M.,1969a: An Examination of Erich Fromm's Ethics with Implications for Philosophy 
of Education, University of Kentucky Dissertation 1968, Lexington 1969, 120 p.



attributed to Fromm "... unusual insight and ability

to get below the surface to realities."^ Margaret Mead
judged the book "important and challenging," and "fresh

and well thought out."5 She also wrote that Fromm's thought

may "... bridge the gap between systems of value and

empirical science."°

Throughout Fromm's works, the reader notes a theory

of morality, sometimes implicit, sometimes explicit. A

system of ethics is most explicit in Escape From Freedom,

The Sane Society, The Heart of Man, and Man for Himself.

In these works the author is primarily concerned with

trying to establish what man is and what man should be.

Man for Himself, Fromm's most important book on ethics,

was hailed as "... a fascinating volume. . . . magnifi

cent in implications, a new trend in the study of man."'

Ruth Benedict also reacted favorably: "His reasoned

argument will support those who are seeking to re-examine

morality today in the light of all that modern students

*lbid.

^Margaret Mead, New York Herald Tribune Books, XVIII
(September 21, \9k\), p. 18. ~

6lbid.

^Asher Brynes, The Saturday Review of Literature,
XXXI (February 7, 19^), 25"6.
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have learned about man's mind and emotions."0 That Fromm s

ethics is not to be taken lightly is furtner supported

by a review in a leading journal in philosophy which

Identified Man for Himself as "Courageous and thoughtful

... has a great deal to offer ..." to the philosopher.9

Purposes and Procedures

The layman typically believes that his conscience

tells him what is right and that opinions which differ

from his are necessarily wrong or perverse. Yet one

cannot overlook the fact that many people have systemati

cally examined the possible sources of ethical knowledge

and the criteria for judging the good and the bad. Need

less to say, there have been many different conclusions

reached.

For example, some have held that a given value, say

justice, has an objective existence in the form of ideas,

or essences. These values exist independently of man

and are unchanging. A position similar to this is that

right and wrong can be objectively verified but their

existence lies within acts or objects. They are discovered

and verified through reason.

8,*Ruth Benedict, New York Herald Tribune Weekly Book
Review. XXIV (May 30, 19^8), 6.

9Milton Singer, Ethics. LVIII (April, 1948), 220-21.
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Others have belived that values represent only

preferences and that one's behavior should be In accord

with the preferences of the most powerful (the state)

since this insures survival under the protection of the

most powerful. The position of the hedonists also holds

that values are relative. By maximizing reward and mini

mizing punishment one leads the good life. Another form

of this position shifts the focus from the individual to

the collectivity. That which affords the greatest reward

or pleasure for mankind is right. That which reduces

this happiness for humanity is wrong.

Some have contended that ethics can be treated

only in an economic context--that discussions of the good

life must take into consideration the means of production

and distribution of goods. Only in a classless and property-

less society can one achieve the ultimate good. In the

same vein, still another ethical viewpoint sees ethics

related to the social context. The good is identified

in terms of social consequences which contribute to growth,

both individually and collectively.

Some contemporary thinkers reject the idea of, say,

goodness, being "out there." According to them, man, the

individual, creates his own values, and his essence, in

the act of making free choices.
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Perhaps the most "hard nosed" of the various ethical

positions is that of the logical positlvists. According

to them, most ethical assertions are nothing more than

statements of needs and emotions or attempts to persuade

others of the merits of particular preferences. Some

propositions can be subjected to confirmation, at least

in principle, through observation; other propositions

through the application of formal rules (logic). However,

most propositions about how man should behave cannot be

translated into one of the two above categories. Philo

sophically they are meaningless since there is no con

ceivable means by which they can be verified. These then

are significant only in that they give expression to

personal preferences.

One can see from this hasty sampling of ethical

positions that a number of approaches have been attempted.

A guided tour over the many philosophical paths which

have been blazed is not imperative in a study of a particu

lar position. This is not attempted in this study.

However, when one attempts to present a system of ethics,

he should be aware of the strengths and weaknesses of the

various positions and especially aware of the problems

posed by those who deny the possibility of ethical knowledge.

When one attempts to examine, or evaluate, a given normative
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system, he should be prepared to recognize whatever

similarities it might have with other positions and to

determine to what extent it escapes the criticisms leveled

against those positions. This is especially necessary

in examining a normative system proffered by a non-

philosopher.

The purpose of this study is to make explicit the

ethics of Erich Fromm. Where his position is found to

be similar to others, the task is to examine the relevance

of criticisms which have been made of these positions

and to determine the extent to which Fromm can be said

to have adequately dealt with these criticisms. Such

an approach seems approp'iate since Fromm is not a philosopher

and may have overlooked serious philosophical considerations.

Fromm's system of ethics hinges on his view of those

needs and qualities which are peculiar to man. He further

contends that ethical knowledge is gained as we learn

more about the nature of man. The naturalistic contention

that value judgments are derivable from statements of

fact has been criticized by many philosophers. The most

devastating criticisms have been those of Hume and Moore,

who have exposed the logical gap between what is, on the

one hand, and what ought to be, on the other. Criticisms

of this position are significant and cannot be overlooked
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by any serious thinker engaged in normative discourse.

The focal point of this study is to present Fromm's

position and to examine the extent to which Fromm deals

with, or can claim exemption from, these criticisms.

The groundwork of Fromm's position is presented

in the next chapter. In the preparation of the second

chapter attention has been given to all of Fromm's writings,

With the foundation established, the third chapter makes

explicit Fromm's ethical system. The fourth chapter deals

with the empirical evidence Fromm draws on to support

his view of human nature as well as his epistemological

stance. Special consideration is given to the challenge

of the logical positivist and to the naturalistic fallacy.

The fifth and concluding chapter takes the form of

an epilogue. In it the problem of ethical knowledge is

treated in a more general way. To spell out the impli

cations for education of Fromm's writings would by itself

comprise a complete dissertation. Such an undertaking

does not lie within the scope of this study. However,

in the concluding chapter some consideration is given

to the aims and objectives of education as well as norma

tive ethics and education.
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CHAPTER II

ELEMENTS OF FROMM'S SYSTEM

To adequately judge an architect's design of a

building one need not consider whether or not the beams

he actually intends to use are infested with termites.

We need to know the kinds of materials he plans to use

and how he intends to use them. In examining the blue

prints of Fromm's normative system the focal point In

this and the following chapter is the kinds of materials

and how they are put together— stresses and strains in

the structure. An analysis of defects in the heating,

plumbing, and wiring is left to experts in the behavioral

sciences.

Fromm contends that ethical knowledge is dependent

on and has its source in what we know about the nature

of man. To understand his theory of ethics one must

first have a grasp of Fromm's psychological perspective.

Therefore, those formulations which Fromm considers

essential to understanding human nature are dealt with

in this chapter. Special attention is given to those

formulations which are capable of translation into ethical

terms. Such a translation is attempted in the following

II
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chapter. The topics included in this chapter are:

authority, conscience, man's basic needs, nonproductive

character orientations, and the syndrome of decay.

Authority

Irrational Authority

According to Fromm, authority refers to "... an

interpersonal relation in which one person looks upon

another as somebody superior to him."1 Irrational authority

is based on power and fear and is used for exploitation.

The exploited feels hostility toward the exploiter, al

though this is frequently repressed. Since irrational

authority serves the interests of the exploiter and is

backed up by power, the superiority-inferiority distinction

is maintained or intensified over a period of time.

Criticism of the authority is not allowed.

Rational Authority

"Rational authority has its source in competence."

Through its competence this kind of authority serves

those who have conferred it, rather than exploiting them.

^rich Fromm, The Sane Society. (Greenwich, Connecti
cut: Fawcett Publications, Inc., 1955). P« 90.

2Erich Fromm, Man for Himself (Greenwich, Connecticut;
Fawcett Publications, Inc., 1947), p. 19.
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Rational authority is based on love and gratitude rather

than fear and power. The superiority-inferiorIty distinc

tion is not intensified over a period of time since

"... the person subjected to the authority becomes

stronger and thereby more similar to the authority."3
To be effective, rational authority requires criticism

and scrutiny.

Conscience,

Authoritarian Conscience

Fromm defines authoritarian conscience as " . . .

the voice of an internalized external authority, the

parents, the state, or whoever the authorities in a

culture happen to be."4 His term, "authoritarian con

science" needs little elaboration here since it is es

sentially the same as Freud's well-known concept, super

ego. Ten years after he wrote Man for Himself, quoted

above, Fromm confirmed this:

By authoritarian conscience I mean, more or less,
what ~~ " ~ "" u
popu

ta

at Freud meant by superego, a term much more
pular today than the term "conscience." Authori-
rian conscience, or superego, is the internalized

power of the father, originally; later it is the
internalized authority of society.5

3The Sane Society, p. 92.

Man for Himself, p. 148.

^"Medicine and the Ethical Problem of Modern Man,"
in Erich Froran, The Dogma of Christ and Other Essays
(Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday Anchor Books, 1963), p. 176.
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Though internalized, the origin of the authority
is external. "Good conscience" refers to having pleased

the authority. "Guilty conscience" results from not

having pleased the authority.

Humanistic Conscience

Humanistic conscience "... is our own voice,

present in every human being and independent of external
sanctions and rewards."6 It is "... a reaction of

ourselves to ourselves. It is the voice of our true

selves which summons us back to ourselves ..."

Humanistic conscience is the overseer of the individual's
true self-interest. One's humanistic conscience "bothers"

him not because of moral issues in acts of commission and

omission, but because in these acts he has failed to be

true to himself.

Man's Basic Needs

Man shares with other animals physiological needs

which must be minimally satisfied if he is to survive.

Yet even if these are satisfied man is affected by other

drives and passions. According to Fromm, these other

°Man for Himself, p. 162.

7ibid., p. 163.
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needs are the essence of his uniqueness.
Q

Although there are certain needs, such as hunger,
thirst, sex, which are common to man, those drives
which make for the differences in men's characters,
like love and hatred, the lust for power and the
yearning for submission, the enjoyment of sensuous
pleasure and the fear of it, are all products of
the social process. The most beautiful as well
as the most ugly inclinations of man are not part
of a fixed and biologically given human nature . .

These distinctly human drives are the needs for

relatedness, transcendence, rootedness, identity, and

a frame of orientation.

The Need for Relatedness

Every individual has a need for a sense of belonging,

or communion with others. This relatedness is not neces

sarily achieved by being among many other people. The

stranger with a rural background in a large urban area

may experience strong feelings of isolation and alone-

ness. The need for relatedness is at least partly met

through identification with group values, symbols, or

gods since these form an important link with others.

The need for relatedness may even be fulfilled in com

plete isolation. The preservation of man's sanity is

dependent on the fulfillment of this need. An individual

can achieve relatedness through submission to an external

8r_:Erich Fromm£ Escape From Freedom (New York: Avon
Books, 1941), p. 27.
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authority. "In this way he transcends the separateness

of his individual existence by becoming part of somebody

or something bigger than himself ... "9 Another way
to achieve union with others is to have power over them;

make them submit.

Still a third way of achieving union with others is

through love, which, if it is to be productive, implies

care, responsibility, respect, and knowledge. When it

involves equals Fromm calls it brotherly love. When

inequality or dependence is present it is motherly love

(Fromm does not restrict this to feelings toward one's

offsprings). Brotherly love and motherly love can be

generalized to include even strangers. However, the

third type, erotic love, one experiences with only one

individual at a time. Inequality and dependence are not

defining characteristics. The object of erotic love

is most frequently a member of the opposite sex.1

The Need for Transcendence''

Like other organisms man did not plan or request

his presence in the world. Nor does he usually consent

9The Sane Society, p. 36.

,0Fromm has written a great deal on the functions
and objects of love. Cf., Man for Himself, pp. 102-113,
124-138; The Art of Loving (New York: Bantam Books,
1956), pp. 32-69.

nFromm's use of the word "transcendence" is con
fined to the naturalistic world. It should not be confused
with the usage by certain mystics, idealists, and "transcen
dental ists."
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to his removal. Yet unlike other organisms, man has

consciousness, that is, self consciousness. He does not

like to believe that he is a helpless victim of nature,

an atom of dust caught in the wheels of a cosmic machine.

"He is driven by the urge to transcend the role of the

creature, the accidentalness and passivity of his exis

tence . . . "12 Creativity is the key to transcendence.

Man creates children, flowers, crops, tools, products,

art, ideas. He creates love. Through creative acts he

transcends himself, "... raises himself beyond the

passivity and accidentalness of his existence into the

realm of purposefulness and freedom."'3

The Need for Rootedness

The third psychic need described by Fromm is that

of rootedness. As the individual is thrust from his

mother's womb, breast, arms, and eventually her presence,

he must replace the security of these natural roots through

other sources. Man "... has to overcome the deep

craving to remain tied to mother."'4 We see this pattern

in the development of civilizations. Primitive man had

his ties with nature, with the earth (with "Mother Earth").

The Sane Society, p. 41.

13lbid.

14lbid.. p. 44.
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He worshipped trees, plants, animals, the soil. As he

developed tools and manipulated objects he created drawings

and idols to represent his gods. He later found rooted

ness with his church, with his nationality, and with his

country (with the "Mother Country"). The most human form

of rootedness he finds in the experience of the universal

brotherhood of man.

The Need for the Sense of Identity

Another basic need for man, the individual, is to

identify himself as a separate entity. He must experience

himself, confirm his existence. Other animals are within

nature and have no need for a sense of identity since

they do not transcend nature. Man recognizes an out-there

world, separate from himself and thus must recognize

himself as a distinct being. Fromm makes a good case

for this:

As long as I have not established my own identity,
as long as I have not fully emerged from the womb,
from the family, from the ties of race and nation--
in other words, as long as I have not fully become
an individual, a free man, I cannot throw away this
individual and thus experience that I am nothing
but the drop of water on the crest of the wave, a
separate entity for a split of a second.15

15'Erich Fromm, Beyond the Chains of Illusion (New
York: Pocket Books, Inc., 1962), p. 162.
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The Need for a Frame of Orientation and Devotion

During early childhood a human being learns to co

ordinate his motor and sensory experiences into a mean

ingful whole--a frame of orientation. As he develops

reason and acquires knowledge he must make sense out of

his experiences through the use of meaningful reference

points. Man's frame of orientation bridges the gap be

tween him and objective reality. The more rational he

is the more sophisticated is his frame of orientation and

thus the more accurately he perceives reality. This frame

of orientation operates at affective as well as cognitive

levels of his being; it is more than just beautiful words

on paper under the heading, "What I believe."

/Mar\7 has to react to the dichotomy of his existence
not only in thinking but in the total process of
living, in his feelings and actions. Hence any
satisfying system of orientation contains not only
intellectual elements but elements of feeling and
sensing which are expressed in the relationship to
an object of devotion.16

Animism and totemism are examples of primitive systems

of orientation and devotion. One's system can be theistic,

such as Christianity, or non-theistic, such as Buddhims.

It can be theological or philosophical, sacred or secular,

such as nationalism. One cannot maintain sanity unless

he has a frame of orientation and devotion which is sub

jectively satisfying.

16The Sane Society, p. 66.
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Character Orientations

Fromm defines character as the relatively stable

" . . . form in which human energy is canalized in the

process of assimilation and socialization."1? character

orientation provides the individual with a relatively

consistent and stable way of behaving; of relating to

the world. It is the basis of adaptation. For most

organisms this stabilizing quality is provided by instincts,

such as a spider's web-building which is essential to his

"adjustment" to the world. Character serves the same

function for man as instincts for other organisms.

Character is not to be confused with temperament,

which is inherited and largely unchangeable. Individual

character is the result of inherited characteristics,

such as physical constitution and temperament, and ac

quired characteristics, both psychological and cultural.

Even if the environment is nearly the same there can

be a wide range of differences between the individual

18

'Man for Himself. p. 66.

'8|n his Escape from Authority (New York: Harper
Torchbooks, 1961), John Schaar states that "In the main,
inherited or constitutional qualities are synonymous
with temperament, and acquired qualities are synonymous
with character." (p. 85.) This is a misunderstanding
of Fromm's position since inherited characteristics
are considered to be a key part of character. Schaar's
lapse results from his failure to distinguish between
individual and social character.
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characters of two people since the subjective experience

of the environment by each of them is affected by con

stitutional traits. Social character refers to those

elements of character which members of the same culture

or social class share with one another. As Fromm puts

it, the 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 result
of the basic experiences and mode of life common
to that group.19 " "

Fromm classifies five character orientations according

to their assimilation process, which he rather briefly

defines as the way man orients himself "by acquiring

and assimilating things."20 Each character orientation,

and therefore each assimilation process, has a corres

ponding socialization process. The latter refers to the

way man orients himself "by relating himself to people

(and himself)."2! The following listing clarifies the

relationship between the assimilation processes and the

socialization processes.22

'9Escape From Freedom, p. 305.

20Man for Himself, p. 66.

21 Ibid.

22Adapted from Ibid., pp. 116-17.
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NONPRODUCTIVE CHARACTER ORIENTATIONS

Assimilation Processes Socialization Processes

A. Receptive Masochistic )
> Symbiosis

B. Exploitative Sadistic J

C. Hoarding Destructive
3 I Withdrawal

D. Marketing Automaton
conformi ty

The Receptive Character

The receptive orientation is characterized by a

frame of reference through which one sees others as a

source of supply of sustenance and love. A person of

this character sees the problem of love as essentially

that of being loved, rather than loving. He is very

sensitive to what others can do for him, rather than

what he can do for others and so he is sensitive to

another person's withdrawal of affection. He may at

times appear helpful -toward others but this is only to

obligate them, to put them in his debt. If religious,

he sees God as sort of a magic helper, someone to turn

to when he is in a jam. He does not create, he receives;

he is the eternal suckler.

The above describes the receptive character orien

tation in terms of the assimilation process, that is,
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how he acquires and assimilates things. In the socialization

process, that is, how he relates to himself and others,

the dominant trend is submissiveness, masochism.23 If

he submits to others, or to God, they will give him things.

He finds security through attachment to others. His

submissiveness is justified through rationalizations

about duty, obligation, or love. This predominant need

for attachment to others is a symbiotic form of related

ness. The symbiotic relationship "is one of closeness

to and intimacy with the object, although at the expense

of freedom and integrity . . . "2/+ For the masochistic

orientation in the process of socialization, this sym

biosis is achieved by attaching oneself to others, by

becoming a part of them, by being "swallowed" by them.

To summarize, some of the distinguishing character

istics of the receptive character orientation include

being passive, opinionless, submissive, parasitical,

unprincipled, unrealistic, loyal, cowardly, gullible, •

and sentimental. The receptive character orientation is

one of the dominant types found in twentieth century

capitalism. A person of this character is never weaned;

23|f he is sexually deviant his deviancy will most
frequently take the form of masochistic perversion.
However, as used here, "masochism"^is a more general
term, applying to more than sexuality.

24Man for Himself, p. 115.
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he is constantly consuming, swallowing, taking in food,

drinks, books, movies, entertainment, sights, people,

tobacco, and so on. For him, the world is a big bottle,

a big breast, a constant source of satisfaction for his

voracious appetite.

The Exploitative Character

Although it is still with us, the exploitative

character orientation is the nineteenth century counter

part of the receptive character orientation. Persons of

both orientations feel that whatever is good is outside

of themselves, since they cannot produce anything.

However, the exploitative type does not passively receive;

he actively takes things from others through force or

cunning. He "loves" only premising objects of exploitation.

When they have nothing else to be taken he discards them

like a banana peel--it has been stripped of its value.

The means by which he acquires and assimilates things

(the assimilation process) is summed up by the expression,

"Stolen fruits are the sweetest."

In terms of the socialization process, the exploitative

orientation is similar to the receptive in that they both

rely on symbiotic relatedness, or close attachment to

others. The source of good lies outside the individual

and one receives it through close attachment with others.
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In the masochistic socialization process, characteristic

of the receptive orientation, this is achieved by allowing

oneself to become a part of others, by being "swallowed"

by them. The exploitative character achieves symbiosis

by making others become a part of him, by "swallowing"

them. This is the sadistic form of the symbiotic social

ization process.25 while force and cruelty are common

means for bringing about the submission of others, the

sadism is frequently disguised as benevolent domination,

love, or manipulation. The person made to submit is seen

as an object, not a human being who is an end in himself.

The object of his dominance need not be meek, mild, and

downtrodden. It is even preferable that the other person

be successful, talented, and popular. This way he has

more to be taken. What is important is that the other

person not be free and independent.

In summary, a person of the exploitative character

orientation tends to be arrogant, rash, egocentric, ag

gressive, manipulative, and seductive.

The Hoarding Character

The clinical picture of what Fromm calls the hoarding

character orientation is similar to what Freud called

25See chart, p. 22.
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"anal character." While it is still with us, this type

of social character had its predominance during the nine

teenth and early twentieth century. As indicated in

the preceding discussion, the receptive and exploitative

characters in the assimilation process share an exaggerated

concern for what they can get from others. The hoarding

character is different in that the exaggerated concern

is with what he already has. He is miserly and stingy

not only with money and objects but also with his feelings,

love, thoughts, memories, and energy. He behaves as if

these were of very limited supply and should be protected

and preserved. He values and clings to feelings and

experiences of the past rather than those of the present.

He is overly concerned with orderliness since this is

his way of having mastery over the world. If everything

can somehow be put and kept in its place it is less likely

to be lost or stolen. He is overly concerned with cleanli

ness. Other people and their possessions are dirty and

are avoided. He tends to be rigid and conservative

since new things, new ideas, and new people threaten his

security.

As described earlier, the symbiotic form of the

socialization process, characteristic of the receptive

and exploitative characters, is one of closeness and
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intimacy with others; the attachment may be achieved by

becoming a part of them (masochistic) or by making them

a part of you (sadistic). In contrast, the hoarding character

prefers distance and withdrawal from others. In protecting

his vault of precious items he is hostile, negative, and

suspicious toward others. He may achieve his withdrawal

through destruction, whether verbal or physical. Since

he cannot produce he may destroy; to protect himself and

his possessions he may destroy.

Some of the distinguishing features of the hoarding

character orientation include being miserly, unfriendly,

suspicious, obsessional, possessive, rigid, and destructive.

The Marketing Character

Unlike the character orientations discussed above,

the marketing character is of recent origin. This social

character is a result of modern capitalistic societies.

A person of this orientation sees himself as a commodity;

he is for sale. Much of his behavior, happiness, and

anxiety turns on whether or not he can "sell" himself.

As with the latest soap or automobile, he has to be in

style, he has to be tuned in to the expectations of

others."1 As with commodities, his acceptability is as

dependent on advertising and packaging as it is on the

qual ity of the product.

There are many obvious parallels between Fromm's
marketing orientation, Whyte's organization man, and
Riesman's other-directed character.
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The assimilation process of the receptive character

is through accepting. For the exploitative it is through

taking, and for the hoarding it is through preserving.

For the marketing orientation the assimilation process

is characterized by exchanging and the socialization

process is characterized by automaton conformity. The

marketing man must "... find the conviction of identity

not in reference to himself and his powers but in the

opinion of others about him."2? Similarity and "equality"

are prized over uniqueness:

The meaning which the word peculiar has assumed is
quite expressive of this attitude. Instead of de
noting the greatest achievement of man--that of
having developed his individuality--it has become
almost synonymous with queer.26*

Men of other generations were affected by a sense

of guilt with reference to sin. For the marketing man

the sin is being different or unaccepted, and the guilt

is replaced by feelings of inadequacy and insecurity.

Since he does not see himself as the locus of evaluation

he is estranged. His self-esteem and self-concept are

determined in the market place, over which he has no

control. In this respect the marketing orientation is

quite different from the others discussed. For example,

2?Man for Himself, p. 80.

28lbid.. p. 81.
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the hoarding character maintains "control" of himself

and the world through orderliness but the marketing character

is handicapped by a type of relatedness which lies outside

himself when he says, "I am as you desire me." He feels

he has no essence since his capacities lie outside himself,

alienated from himself. While alienation can be found

among people of the other character orientations, "... it

has a particular affinity to the marketing orientation.1

The alienated person

..29

. . . does not experience himself as the center of
his world, as the creator of his own acts . . . The
alienated person is out of touch with himself as he
is out of touch with any other person. 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.30

The marketing variety of the alienated person does

not say, "I am me," since his self-identity is so dependent

on peculiarities in the supply and demand of the market

place. Although Fromm does not identify these as such,

the aspects, or phases, of this type of alienation seem

clear. First, the person judges goods and services not

so much in terms of their function or how they can con

tribute to his happiness, but in terms of their economic

value and how "good of a deal" he got in the exchange.

29

30

The Sane Society, p. 129.

Ibid., p. 111.
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At the words, "I can get it for you wholesale," his interest

is aroused not just because there might be a substantial

savings but also because "getting a good deal" contributes

to his self-esteem. The second step is extending this

pattern of thinking to other objects, that is, assessing
non-commodities in terms of their economic value. Fromm

gives an excellent example of this pattern in these com

ments about Gertrude Stein's expression, "A rose is a

rose is a rose." For the marketing character

... a rose is not just a rose, but a flower in
a certain price range . . . even the most beautiful
flower, provided it is a wild one, costing nothing,
is not experienced in its beauty, compared to that
of the rose, because it has no exchange value.-"

Given the first two, the third aspect is perhaps

inevitable: the marketing person's evaluation of himself

and others is not a result of a realistic and human

.assessment of emotions, convictions, and potential.

Rather, his values and therefore his self-concept and

self-esteem are distorted by a disproportionate emphasis

on the value of his role in the market place. The marketing

man admires and aspires to be like a doctor or lawyer not

because such a life could be interesting and productive

but because it represents economic success. The artist

who does not sell his paintings and the unpublished writer

31 Ibid., pp. 106-107.
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are considered to be a joke.

In summary, the marketing character tends to be

unprincipled, undiscriminating, indifferent, mercenary,

inconsistent, and opportunistic. In interpersonal re

lations this type of person tends to be withdrawn and

indifferent to others. Yet he is afraid of being alone

since "... his security lies in conformity, in never

being more than two feet away from the herd."32

Character Orientations as Ideal Types

The character orientations have been described as

separate entities for didactic purposes only. They should

be seen as ideal types since it would be foolish and

inaccurate to think that most people are exclusively one

of these. For example, there may be frequent blending

between, say, the receptive orientation and the exploita

tive orientation. Both types are characterized by symbiotic

attachments to others. One achieves this through maso

chism, the other through sadism. A given person may

switch back and forth between the two types of symbiotic

relatedness. He might be sadistic and domineering with

his friends and family but passive and submissive in his

relations with his superiors and others in positions of

authority.

3 Erich Fromm, "The Present Human Condition," in
The Dogma of Christ and Other Essays, p. 101.
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That a certain amount of blending exists is apparent

in Fromm's descriptions of the character orientations

since one could not be productive, or even survive, without

sometimes accepting, taking, preserving, and exchanging.

Fromm's claim is simply that for most people one of the

orientations is dominant and that the other forms of the

assimilation and socialization process are not so evident.

The Syndrome of Decay

Fromm uses the concept of the syndrome of decay

to refer to a particular mode of relatedness in the

socialization process. The syndrome of decay has three

characteristics, or orientations: necrophilia, narcissism,

and incestuous symbiosis. The characteristics of the

syndrome of decay have correlative characteristics in

the assimilation process but these are identified as

such on only one page in all of Fromm's books.33 The

following discussion of the characteristics (orientations)

of the syndrome of decay deals with the socialization

process.

"Necrophilia" is a term most commonly used to refer

to a form of sexual perversion characterized by a desire

to have intercourse with a corpse. Fromm uses the term

33Cf., The Heart of Man (New York: Harper £• Row,
1964), p. 113.
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in a more general way, referring to a hatred of life and

an attraction to death. A necrophilous person dwells

in the past rather than the present and the future since

the past is "dead" while the present and future are

"alive." He tends to be authoritarian since through force

he has the power to kill--not just in the sense of taking

another's life but also taking his freedom or possessions.

He approaches life mechanically; he desires to transform

the organic into the inorganic by treating people as

objects. He is obsessed with law and order, the "machinery"

of justice. The story of the woman who accepted King

Solomon's judgment that the child be divided evenly

provides an illustration of necrophilia. She raised no

objection to the prospect of the child's death since "justice"

would be served.

Narcissism is not to be confused with self-love

since the latter is "... the affirmation of one's

own life, happiness, growth, freedom . . . "34 The dif
ferences between the two are qualitative, not quantitive.

To some extent nearly all people are narcissistic. They

like their own faces and bodies and spend considerable

money and time on cosmetics and their application.

They do not regard the sight and smell of their own

34The Art of Loving, p. 50.
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feces objectionable yet those of other people are considered

to be disgusting. However, narcissism refers to more

than just vanity. The narcissistic person is hypersensi

tive to criticism, incapable of understanding or empa

thizing with others (since he does not 1isten to others),

and is afflicted with a distorted picture of himself and

the world. Some political examples of narcissistic people

would include Caligula, Julius Caesar, Nero, Napoleon,

Hitler, Stalin, Trujillo, and Sukarno. Megalomania

accompanied by political power adds the advantage of being

able to discredit or eliminate those who are critical.

Hitler's frequent tactical errors resulting from over-

estimation of the German military and underestimation

of the strength of his enemies no doubt stemmed from

his narcissism.

Social narcissism is the same as the individual

variety but the object of passion is a group such as

one's religion, race, or nation. Members of other groups

are considered to be cruel, perverse, stupid, dirty, and

so on. For example, some social studies teachers in

this country give their students the impression that

throughout history the United States has acted as an

agent of God and our enemies have been embodiments of

Satan. Another example is the current hysteria regarding
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the desecration of the flag. If someone were to publicly

propose the mass murder of a given group in our country,

such as Negroes, Jews, Orientals, "hillbillies" or the

aged, he might be ignored or jeered--in some cases cheered.

Yet if he were to publicly burn the flag he would probably

run a much greater risk of being beaten or even killed.

A third orientation which is part of the syndrome

of decay is incestuous symbiosis. "Genetically, mother

is the first personification of the power that protects

and guarantees certainty. But she is by no means the

only one."35 If this symbiotic form of relatedness is

intensified and extended to other persons or groups,

one's freedom, responsibility, and independence are under

mined. One's critical judgment of the object of the

incestuous fixation is impaired and distorted. Distortions

stemming from national or religious fixations are not

likely to be corrected since they are shared and supported.

As is obvious from the above discussion, the three

orientations within the syndrome of decay are subject

to considerable blending. Like the character orientations

discussed earlier, these are ideal types, treated as

separate entities for purposes of communication. These

orientations occur on various levels of regression and

the more severe the regression, the more likely all three

35The Heart of Man, p. 98.
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are to be present in a blended form. For example, the

hypochondriac is necrophilous since he is so concerned

with illness and death. He is narcissistic in that

his attention is turned inward and he is obsessed with

the condition of his body. Incestuous symbiosis may be

present since his hypochondria may stem from a relation
ship with an overprotecting and neurotic mother, always

interested in his sickness, frailties, and failures--in

short, his decay.

Fromm provides us with moving words on those who

suffer from the syndrome of decay:

They will tend to rationalize their orientation as
love of country, duty, honor, etc. But when the
forms of normal civilized life have broken down,
as happens in international war or civil war, such_
people no longer need to repress their deepest desires;
they will sing hymns of hate; they will come to life
and unfold all their energies at times when they
can serve death. . . . it is . . . necessary to
learn one thing: not to take words for reality, and
to see through the deceptive rationalizations of
those who suffer from a sickness that only man is
capable of suffering from:, the negation of life
before life has vanished.iK>

This chapter has been a presentation and synthesis

of the elements essential to Fromm's normative position:

authority, conscience, man's basic needs, types of social

character, and the syndrome of decay. In the following

36 Ibid., pp. 110-11.
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chapter Fromm's use of these elements in his ethical

system is made explicit and two additional elements,

the productive character orientation and the syndrome

of growth, are introduced.
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CHAPTER 11 I

ETHICAL PERSPECTIVES

The Rationale of Fromm's Position

Many contemporary thinkers feel that the role of

the philosopher is to examine the questions raised by

man and distinguish between problems and pseudo-problems.'

They feel that questions and propositions should have

empirical referents or be put in operational terms-

otherwise they are meaningless. Words like "Tightness,"

"wrongness," "goodness," and "badness" have no empirical

referents unless they are used in a stipulative way.

If they are meaningless they should be committed to the

academic garbage-heap or turned over to the poet since

they are not philosophically significant. According

to this view, if only a supernatural source can answer

our questions, we should refrain from asking them. To

ignore these cautionary words lends futility to our

inquiry. Throughout history men have posed pseudo-

problems and then taken great pains to answer the unanswerable,

'The idea that we cannot have ethical knowledge
receives more consideration in the following chapters.
It is mentioned here co lend perspective to Fromm's
position.

38
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solve the unsolvable, verify the.unverifiable, and know

the unknowable.

According to this argument, the philosopher should

analyze propositions and attempt to put them in veri

fiable forms. For example, the proposition, "Ground beef

is good," does not, at a glance, appear to be verifiable

since it cannot be checked against an objective, uni

versal quality of goodness. However, the speaker may

only mean to say, "I like the tast of ground beef."

This is verifiable. In this case, the speaker means

"good" within a context, although this context may be

unstated. Perhaps if we question him, the speaker might

claim that he meant that ground beef was curative ("good")

for dogs that are shedding. His assumed value is a

preference for dogs which do not shed and his position

includes a concern about dogs which do. In this case

the consumption of ground beef has a "goodness" which

could be verified by reputable veterinarians through

appropriate experimental means. In conclusion, this

position contends that statements about how man ought

to believe and behave are significant, or arguable,

only if another value, or system of values, is presupposed.

The practice (or art) of veterinary medicine is

based on an assumed or presupposed value regarding the
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health of animals. Given this value, a veterinarian

makes specific assertions and propositions about what

one ought to do in a given situation regarding an animal's

health. These propositions are meaningful since they

can be verified through existing evidence or future

research in the biological and physical sciences. In

any given art, or practice, one can make many "ought"

statements which are capable of verification. In evaluating

an engineer's plans for a bridge we can make many judgments

about right and wrong, good and bad, with the confidence

that these judgments can be, at least tentatively, proven

or disproven through examination of the available knowledge

in physics and mathematics. Judgments of value in edu

cation are frequently of this kind. "Good" and "bad"

behavior connected with the teaching of, say, the multi

plication tables, can be identified by drawing from avail

able evidence concerning the principles of teaching.

The above examples are helpful in understanding

Fromm's position with regard to ethics since he contends

that ethics is a sort of "applied" science which deals

with the art of living and draws from the "pure" science

of man. Using the above examples, the art of living

is parallel to the art of healing animals, the art of

bridge-building, and the art of teaching; the "applied
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science" of ethics is parallel to veterinary medicine,

engineering, and pedagogy; and the science of man Is

parallel to biology and chemistry (medicine), math and

physics (engineering), and psychology and sociology

(teaching). This reasoning is clarified by the following

chart. Liberty has been taken in the use of such terms

as "pure," applied," and "art." Nor are the listings

complete. What is important here is that this kind of

analogy is inherent in Fromm's ethical theory.

ART APPLIED SCIENCE

Animal healing Veterinary medicine

Bridge-building Engineering

Teaching Pedagogy

Living Ethics

PURE SCIENCE

Biology, chemistry, etc.

Physics, mathematics, etc.

Psychology, sociology, etc.

Science of man2

Fromm's reasoning then, is something like this:

one can make "ought" statements and value judgments

without fear of uttering what some would call unverifiable

nonsense since they stem from an "applied science" (ethics)

2This is a broader term than that used by anthro
pologists. By "science of man" Fromm refers to knowledge
about human nature gained through empirical study of man's
behavior. The appropriateness of this term is discussed
in chapter four, pp. 58-67.
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which has its origin in the science of man. Ethical

propositions do have an empirical base and can be ob

jectively verified. True, this knowledge is never "per

fect" but theories and concepts in engineering and medicine

undergo change too. Nor do we have the right (or the

need) to claim that truths are absolute and unchanging-

water does not always boil at 212°F.

Given the above, Fromm's contention is that the

object of normative discourse is to explore the findings

in the science of man, deduce ethical "laws," and apply

these in the art of living. Some of these findings, at

least Fromm's findings, have been introduced in the

preceding chapter. The rest of this chapter is devoted

to translating his findings into ethical terms. According

to Fromm such a translation is not difficult since— and

this definition is important— good is " . . . the affirmation

of life, the unfolding of man's powers. Virtue is re

sponsibility toward his own existence. Evil constitutes

the crippling of man's powers; vice is irresponsibility

toward himself."3 In examining the elements of Fromm's

position, it becomes evident that his is an individual

self-realization theory of ethics.

3Man for Himself, p. 29.
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The Elements of Fromm's Position

Authority

Irrational authority cannot be morally justified

since it serves only one party in the interpersonal

relationship. It contributes to the "crippling of man's

powers" since it is inhibiting and results in the treating

of another (the exploited) as a means, rather than an

end. Every human being is an end in himself and rational

authority is the only kind which contributes to this end-

to man's growth and the fullest development of his potential.

Irrational authority tends to perpetuate itself and

become intensified since it serves the selfish interest

of the exploiter. An example of this is the master-

slave relationship where what works to the advantage of one

generally works to the disadvantage of the other. If the

master is to "get the most" out of the slave he must

see to it that the slave is completely dependent on

him and without freedom to realize his potential. On

the other hand, in a relationship where rational authority

is present the purpose of the relationship is the develop

ment and growth of the party in the "inferior" position.

Unfortunately, not all instances of authority are

easily identified and classified. Many people submit

to a "magic helper," whether it be the state, the church,
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God, parents, or one's superiors. This relationship

can be just as crippling as that of the slave-master:

"The intensity of the relatedness to the magic helper

is in reverse proportion to the ability to express spon

taneously one's own intellectual, emotional, and sensuous

potentialities."4
The problem today is not what it was in previous

centuries--that of overt irrational authority. Modern

man must contend with, and resist, anonymous authority—

the authority of conformity, of the market place. Accord

ing to Adlai Stevenson, "We are not in danger of becoming

slaves any more, but of becoming robots."5

Conscience

The ethical standards of authoritarian conscience

"... are not determined by one's own value judgment

but exclusively by the fact that its commands and tabus

are pronounced by authorities."6 Having internalized
the authority, the victim of authoritarian conscience

"... takes over the role of the authority by treating

himself with the same strictness and cruelty. Man thus

Escape From Freedom, p. 198.

5Speecn at Columbia University, 1954, quoted in
The Sane Society, p. 96.

6Man for Himself, p. 149.
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becomes not only the obedient slave but also the strict

taskmaster who treats himself as his own slave,"' Since

"No power transcending man can make a moral claim upon

him,"8 one who is successful in the art of living listens

only to humanistic conscience, the overseer of the indi

vidual's self interest, the voice of his true self.

As implied by the above discussion an interesting

paradox emerges with regard to the authoritarian conscience.

,|f one acts spontaneously and independently on what he

believes he will have a "guilty" conscience. If his

actions are determined by his dependence and submissive

ness to an internalized authority, he will have a clear,

or "good" conscience. What is healthy, and therefore

"good" is defined as "bad" by the authoritarian conscience.

What is unhealthy, and therefore "bad," for man— dependence,

submission, inhibit ion--is defined as "good" by the

authoritarian conscience. Fromm is convincing on the

effects of authoritarian conscience:

C\tJ is a slave driver, put into man by himself.
It drives him to act according to wishes and aims
which he believes to be his own, while they are
actually the internalization of external social
demands. It drives him with harshness and cruelty,

7Ibid.. p. 155.

8lbid.. p. 174.
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forbidding him pleasure and happiness, making his
whole life the atonement for some mysterious sin."

Man's Basic Needs

Given Fromm's position that the good is equivalent

to the fulfillment of human potential, it is easy to

anticipate his ethical stance with regard to man's basic

human needs. In order to know what is best, or good,

for man, we must understand human nature. To frustrate

man's needs is a violation of human nature. They must be

satisfied if man is to realize his potential. Those needs

which make man unique are not fixed and biologically

determined as are the needs of other organisms.

. . . inasmuch as man is human, the satisfaction
of . . . instinctual needs is not sufficient to
make him happy; they are not even sufficient to
make him sane. The archimedic point of the specifically
human dynamism lies in this uniqueness of the human
situation; the understanding of man's psyche must
be based on the analysis of man's needs stemming
from the conditions of his existence.10

The need for relatedness may be met through submission

to others, by making others submit, or through love.

Only the latter form of relatedness provides a productive

fulfillment of this need since this is the only form

which maintains his freedom and individuality. Symbiotic

9Escape From Freedom, p. 118.

l°The Sane Society, p. 32.
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forms of relatedness do not contribute to the individual's

inner strength and self-reliance.

Man meets his need for transcendence, for rising

above nature, by having control. Transcendence can be

achieved through productiveness, or creativity. One

who cannot be productive chooses another, unhealthy,

alternative; destructiveness. If he cannot create he

can destroy. Through destructiveness one may meet this

need, yet this alternative is self-defeating since it

leads to suffering, both of others and the one who destroys.

The need for rootedness is man's need to replace the

security of his natural roots (his mother's protection)

through other sources. He must sever the psychic umbilical

cord connecting him to his mother since incestuous re

lationships are binding and do not allow him the freedom

to grow. For many the family, race, nation, or church

serves the function of the protective mother. These

alternatives are not productive since they encourage

phenomena such as ethnocentrism, racism, nationalism,

and religious fanaticism. Any form of rootedness which

puts a group, nation, or idea above humanity is morally

wrong. The morally superior form of rootedness is based

on human solidarity and justice, a universal brotherl iness.

To put a part of humanity above all of humanity cannot

be ethically justified.

 

 

Propriety of the Erich Fromm Document Center. For personal use only. Citation or publication of 
material prohibited without express written permission of the copyright holder. 
 

Eigentum des Erich Fromm Dokumentationszentrums. Nutzung nur für persönliche Zwecke. 
Veröffentlichungen – auch von Teilen – bedürfen der schriftlichen Erlaubnis des Rechteinhabers. 

 

McGrath, M.,1969a: An Examination of Erich Fromm's Ethics with Implications for Philosophy 
of Education, University of Kentucky Dissertation 1968, Lexington 1969, 120 p.



48

The need for a sense of identity is satisfied through

confirmation of one's existence, one's selfhood. One

can identify himself through abstractions, such as patriot,

Christian, Southerner, Republican, white, and so on, or

through an inventory of his distinctly human qualities.

For many people in modern western civilization this sense

of identity is established largely by meeting the expec

tations of others, by catering to the values of the

herd. However, automaton conformity is not satisfactory

in meeting this need since it leads to alienation and

self-estrangement. The automaton's capacities and powers

are seen to lie outside himself, beyond his reach, beyond

his control. The ethically superior alternative to "I

am as you desire me," is "I am me."

The need for a frame of orientation and devotion

exists on two levels. The first of these is the require

ment to have some, any, framework of meaning, whether

true or false, rational or irrational. The second level,

which is less immediate, or crucial, includes the re

quirement that the frame of orientation approximate

reason. That is, the frame of orientation must not

contiadict the individual's view of reality. That it

must approximate reality is indicated by the phenomenon

of rationalization. No matter how stupid or "immoral"
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an individual's behavior is, he tends to find "reasonable"

explanations which justify his acts. A sense of meaning

which has as its source totemism, animism, dogma, or

any form of authority is less rational, and therefore

less satisfying to man, than one based on reason and

knowledge.

Character Orientations

Differences in temperament are without moral sig

nificance since they refer only to modes of reaction

rather than specific behavior. The moral significance of

the differences between Hitler and Schweitzer do not emerge

from an analysis of which one was phlegmatic or choleric,

introverted or extroverted. However, differences of

character are ethically significant since "... they

are expressive of the degree to which an individual has

succeeded in the art of living."" They can be judged

by the extent to which they facilitate the realization

of man's potential. According to Fromm, we can say with

some assurance that some social character orientations

are bad since they inhibit "... the unfolding of his

powers according to the laws of his nature."'2 Their

11Man for Himself, p. 59.

Ibid., p. 29.12
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existence does not prove that badness is inevitable in

all people; it proves only that some people have not had

the chance to develop themselves. Nonproductive types,

such as the receptive, exploitative, hoarding, and marketing

orientations, are merely examples of perverted potencies.

They are fertile seeds which have been thrown into the

wind or planted in the desert. In the description of

character orientations in the preceding chapter one sees

examples of stunted growth. The productive orientation

is an example of maximum growth and completes the chart

of Fromm's characterology.

CHARACTER ORIENTATIONS

Assimilation Processes Socialization Processes

I. Nonproductive Orientations

A. Receptive Masochistic)
V Symbiosis

B. Exploitative Sadistic J

C. Hoarding Destructive^
I Withdrawal

D. Marketing Automaton l
conformityJ

II. Productive Orientation

Creating, working, producing . . . Loving, Reasoning

The reasoning behind Fromm's move from individual

self-realization to an interpersonal theory of ethics
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becomes more clear as we consider the characteristics

of the productive person. In the way that Fromm uses

the term, "productiveness" refers to more than mere

activity. It refers to creativity and accomplishment.

All activity is not necessarily productive. A person

can be very active and expend a great deal of energy

trying to move a building with his hands; yet this is

not productive. Nor are some reactions to anxiety pro

ductive, although they usually involve activity. Another

example of nonproductive activity is the behavior of one

under hypnosis. He "acts" yet he is not the author of

his activity since he has no control over his behavior.

The hypnotist acts through him.

The productive person is productive in the sense

that he maximizes his human potential. He may produce

ideas as well as material things but "... by far the

most important object of productiveness is man himself."'3

The productive person differs from the other types described

above in the way that he relates to himself:

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 same time that they are not masked and alienated
from him.14

13

14

Ibid., p. 97.

Ibid., p. 91.
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Productiveness is man's realization of the potentiali
ties characteristic of him, the use of his powers.
. . . With his power of reason he can penetrate the
surface of phenomena and understand their essence.
With his power of love he can break throughthe wall
which separates one person from another._ With his
power of imagination he can visualize things not yet
existing; he can plan and thus begin to create.15

With regard to interpersonal situations, this type

of person can relate productively to others because he

is at home with himself. This relatedness is characterized

by love and reason. The marketing man is preoccupied

with being attractive so he can be loved; the productive

man is attractive because of his capacity to love. In

productive love, we find care and concern for the other

person. V/e find a sense of responsibility; Cain's question,

"Am I my brother's keeper?" is not even raised. Knowledge

is present too since love without knowledge is not pro

ductive. For example, during the plagues which swept over

Europe such as the Black Death of the fourteenth century,

the clergymen would gather the people together in the

town square to pray for their survival. In view of the

highly infectious nature of the plague, such behavior

seems curious to us. The love of the well-meaning clergy

was incomplete without knowledge. Nor is knowledge

without love sufficient. There are many examples in the

15 Ibid., p. 9^-5.
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history of man where torture and death were carried out

through application of the latest scientific methods.

One of the main characteristics of productive re

latedness to others is objectivity, not as scientific

detachment but as respect. In productive relatedness

the loved one is seen not in terms of the extent to which

he meets our expectations but in terms of his individu

ality and uniqueness. The other person is viewed objec

tively in that he is seen as he is, rather than as we

might wish him to be since "... care and responsibility

would be blind if they were not guided by the knowledge

16of the person's individuality."

In the assimilation process the productive person

is not the passive recipient, the exploiter, the hoarder,

or the exchanger. He is the creator, the producer. In

the socialization process, he relates to others not

through submission, domination, or indifference, but through

love and reason; through care, responsibility, respect,

knowledge, and objectivity.

Syndromes of Growth and Decay

In the preceding chapter the three forms of related

ness (necrophilia, narcissism, and incestuous symbiosis)

16
Ibid., p. 107.
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of the syndrome of decay were dealt with at some length.

The three forms of relatedness characteristic of this

syndrome have corresponding forms which make up the

syndrome of growth. The syndrome of growth is ethically

superior since it is not a malignant phenomenon. The

syndrome of decay is a part of psychopathology, the study

of perverted potency.

"Biophilia" refers to "love of life" and is the

opposite of "necrophilia" which refers to "love of death."

Necrophilia is the counterpart of Thanatos; biophelia,

of Eros. A simple form of biophilous behavior is that

of plants leaning toward the source of sunlight. Necro

philia is the answer to life which opposes life; bio

philia confirms and promotes life. The biophilous person

produces rather than destroys, creates rather than hoards.

He is more interested in living things, such as nature and

other people, than he is "dead" things such as sports-

cars and spaceships. He resists the many necrophilous

tendencies of the twentieth century such as abstractifi-

cation, bureaucratization, massification, and intellec-

tualization. For biophilia to develop, a person must

not be physically deprived, if he must constantly ward

off the threat of starvation his love of life will be

stunted. He must not live in a society where his race
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or his class is abused or exploited. He must be treated
as an end in himself, not a means to the ends of other

men. Another necessary condition is freedom--freedom

to create, build, produce, and think. In short, he

must be free to be productive.

In narcissism the object of love is one's self or

one's group. The corollary to this in the syndrome of
growth is love of others, whether neighbors or strangers.

The energy, or intensity, of the love is not reduced;
it is the object of the feelings which is different.

The altruistic person sees the human condition as es

sentially the same for himself and for others, despite
differences in color, language, nationality, opportunity,

and intelligence. He is truly empathic since he sees

others through himself and himself through others:

When Iexperience myself fully, then I recognize
that I am the same as any other human being, that
I am the child, the sinner, the saint, the one who
hopes and the one who despairs, the one who can
feel joy and the one who can feel sadness. I dis
cover that only the thought concepts, the customs,
the surface are different, and that the human
substance is the same. I discover that I am^every
body, and that Idiscover myself in discovering my
fellow man, and vice versa.1'

Incestuous symbiosis, the third orientation in the

syndrome of decay, is characterized by three pathological

'7Beyond the Chains of Illusion, p. 186.
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symptoms: distortion of reason and objectivity, lack of

capacity to love, and dependence. The corresponding

orientation in the syndrome of growth is characterized

by maximum objectivity and rationality, the ability

to empathize and identify with others, and genuine in

dependence and freedom.
18The normative implications of the following chart10

are clear, since "good is reverence for life, all that

enhances life, growth, unfolding . . . /and7 evil is all

that stifles life, narrows it down, cuts it into pieces."'9

The chart also illustrates that the three orientations

tend to blend as they converge at the poles.

Syndrome ^ . .
or Decay %. Narcissism

syr^rr^'Os >s

Syndrome
of Growth

This chapter has been an explication of Fromm's

argument that the "science of man" provides a framework

'^Adapted from The Heart of Man, p. 114.

19lbid.. p. 47.
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for normative discourse. His contention is that the

good is synonymous with the development of man's potential

and the bad is synonymous with man's psychological disin

tegration.- Fromm's ethical system is evaluated in the

following chapter.
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CHAPTER IV

EMPIRICAL AND EPISTEMOLOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS

Fromm's Empirical Base

in most of his writings Fromm examines the nature

of man and the nature of society. As can be seen from

the two preceding chapters, Fromm's ethical system is

built on his conclusions regarding the nature of man.

In view of this, it seems appropriate to examine the

empirical evidence Fromm draws from in reaching his

conclusions.

Fromm contends that the first step in normative

discourse is to explore the findings in the "science

of man." To do this one must "... observe the reactions

of man to various individual and social conditions and

from observation of these reactions to make inferences

about man's nature."' Although human nature cannot be

observed as a distinct entity, it " . . . can be inferred

from empirical study of the behavior of man."2

Fromm frequently makes remarks such as these in

dicating his concern with the need for drawing from

'Man for Himself, p. 33.

2lbid.

58
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empirical evidence. For example, he states that "The

traditional treatment of freedom has suffered from the

lack of using empirical, psychological data ..."

In another book he is critical of Spinoza's psychology

since it " . . . established no method for testing its

theories by empirical investigation and exploration of

new data concerning man."4 In discussing Plato, Aristotle,

Spinoza, and Spencer he contends that their "... theories

of pleasure and its role in ethics suffered from the fact

that they were not constructed from sufficiently refined

data based on precise techniques of study and observation."5

Fromm takes Freud to task with the statement that one

of the latter's concepts "... was at best an unproved

speculation."6
Are Fromm's works "based on precise techniques of

study and observation"? Does his psychology establish

a "method for testing its theories by empirical investi-

gation'1? Do his works "suffer from the lack of using

empirical, psychological data"? Are his concepts nothing

3The Heart of Man, p. 124.

4Man for Himself, p. 39.

5Ibid.. p. 182.

6The Heart of Man, p. 49.
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more than "unproved speculations"? The answers to these

questions are not what one might expect. Most of Fromm's

books do not contain a single reference to empirical evi

dence gathered by him or others in the behavioral sciences

"based on precise techniques of study and observation."'

Nor is Fromm a trail blazer in proposing new research in

the "science of man" since in all of his books there

is only one suggestion for further research0 and even

this suggestion seems rather feeble since it is relegated

to a footnote. When Fromm does draw from others his

sources tend to be the "classics" rather than contemporary

sources supported by research. In Man for Himself, the

work in which he devotes the most space to the "science

of man," Fromm refers to Aristotle, Spinoza, Nietzsche,

and Spencer more than fifty times and refers to living

sociologists, psychologists, and anthropologists less

than five times. Even in his most recent book on the

"science of man" (The Heart of Man, 1964), with references

from Aquinas to Zarathustra, he fails to mention contem

poraries such as Maslow, Riesman, and Rogers. It seems

'Perhaps this statement is not quite as devastating
as it appears to be. Fromm could argue that he draws from
a variety of reliable sources and is guilty only of
failing to make clear what they are.

8Cf. Ibid., p, 11 In.

 

 

Propriety of the Erich Fromm Document Center. For personal use only. Citation or publication of 
material prohibited without express written permission of the copyright holder. 
 

Eigentum des Erich Fromm Dokumentationszentrums. Nutzung nur für persönliche Zwecke. 
Veröffentlichungen – auch von Teilen – bedürfen der schriftlichen Erlaubnis des Rechteinhabers. 

 

McGrath, M.,1969a: An Examination of Erich Fromm's Ethics with Implications for Philosophy 
of Education, University of Kentucky Dissertation 1968, Lexington 1969, 120 p.



61

odd that Fromm ignores writers such as these since they

have had considerable impact and seem to share his senti

ments. If we were to judge from the index of the book

mentioned above, the living writer most worthy of reference

is Erich Fromm himself, with eighteen references.

With the above in mind the reader is faced with

at least two explanations: (1) Fromm really does not

believe what he says about the importance of the "science

of man" as a basis for ethics; or (2) Fromm's actual

use of the expression, "science of man" is quite different

from the way he defines it. The second explanation

seems to be the most appropriate:

For over thirty-five years I have beer, a practicing
psychoanalyst. I have examined minutely the behavior,
the free associations, and the dreams of the people
whom I have psychoanalyzed. There is not a single
theoretical conclusion about man's psyche, either
in this or in my other writings, which is not based
on a critical observation of human behavior carried
out in the course of this psychoanalytic work.9

Fromm's use of the term "science of man" seems inapprop

riate since he does not use it in the anthropological

sense nor does he use it as a broader term since he

ignores, to a considerable extent, the social and be

havioral sciences. Regardless of how interesting psy

choanalysis may be as a field of study, and regardless

°Beyond the Chains of Illusion, p. 10.
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of how elaborate its therapeutic claims may be'0 it

hardly seems to qualify as being "based on precise tech

niques of study and observation."

In fairness to Fromm, it should be noted that his

psychoanalytic perspective is not as narrow as that of

Freud. Fromm does take into account social and cultural

influences in the shaping of personality. However,

Fromm's almost exclusive use of psychoanalysis as his

empirical base contributes to several weaknesses in

his writings. The first of these weaknesses concerns

his sometimes ambiguous and frequently vague use of

language. One who is involved in and familiar with

research in the behavioral and social sciences usually

recognizes the necessity for a certain amount of pre

cision and consistency in his use of terms. For example,

to establish the existence of, measure, and evaluate

such things as basic needs, the nature of the concepts

involved must be clearly stipulated.

Unless otherwise defined, "need" seems to refer

to a condition, an empirical fact, about a given organism.

Even the therapeutic claims for psychoanalysis
have fallen into disrepute. Cf.: H. J. Eysenck, Uses
and Abuses of Psychology (Baltimore; Penquin Books, 1953),
pp. 193-241; and H. J. Eysenck, "The Effects of Psycho
therapy: ar Evaluation," The Journal of Consultant
Psychology. 1952, XV 1, 319-32^.
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A need cannot exist separate from the organism nor can

the organism exist for long unless the need is minimally

met. Man's "need for transcendence" does not seem to

qualify in this respect. This kind of error is evident

also in his discussion of the "assimilation process"

and the "socialization process." As a sociological term, .<-

"assimilation" refers to a process whereby individuals

or groups once dissimilar become similar. Fromm uses it

in a more general sense: to incorporate, or absorb.

As a sociological term, "socialization" refers to the process

of acquiring group values by the individual. Yet Fromm's

usage seems more nearly equivalent to what sociologists

mean by "social association." Fromm employs neither the

sociological nor the general meanings (being with or

cultivating friends) of "socialization." Fromm does

not even restrict its meaning to interaction with others;

he is also referring to how the individual relates to

himself. Nor is "process" very appropriate since he

uses it to refer to a pattern, method, or form. "Modes

of relatedness" more accurately conveys what he means

by "socialization process."

Fromm's writings are frequently convincing and <'

sometimes even moving. However, on closer examination,

they are often unorganized, vague, and confusing. In
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order to get a clear idea of what he means by certain

words and phrases the reader frequently is forced to

search extensively through several of Fromm's books.

Even the most conscientious search may bog down in the

Frommian jungle. What is the difference between pro

ductivity and creativity? Can we be one without the

other? What is the difference between "self-interest"

and "true self-interest"? What is the difference between

a drive and a need, and are there five and only five

needs? Exactly what is the need for transcendence?

Isn't the need for relatedness just a part of the need

for rootedness? At times Fromm's categories seem too

vague; sometimes too rigid.

In addition to unanswered questions and vague use

of language, another consequence of the lack of an em

pirical base (other than psychoanalysis) in Fromm's

works is that he occasionally makes assertions which

appear to be absurdities. Even if they are not absurdities,

they certainly seem to qualify as "unproved speculations"

similar to those he attributes to Freud. For example,

in describing character types, Fromm does not confine

himself to their personalities. Of receptive types we

are told that "The mouth is an especially prominent feature,

often the most expressive one; the lips tend to be open,
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as if in a state of continuous expectation of being fed.""

In his treatment of the exploitative character he asserts

that, "This orientation seems to be symbolized by the

biting mouth which is often a prominent feature in such

people."'2 Fromm seems pretty sure of himself as a mouth-

watcher: "One can recognize these people too Z~the hoarding

orientation7 by facial expressions and gestures. Theirs

is the tight-lipped mouth . . . "'3

Fromm also tells us that the necrophilous person .

"... is cold, his skin looks dead, and often he has

an expression on his face as though he were smelling a

bad odor."'4 Narcissism can be spotted toos

Often we find a kind of glow or smile, which gives
the impression of smugness to some, of beatific,
trusting, chi1dlikeness to others. Often the nar-
cissum, especially in its most extreme forms, mani-
fests itself in a peculiar glitter in the eyes . . .'5

Assertions such as these might have some validity and

may even be verifiable. However, with empirical support

lacking, they seem to be "unproved speculations" at best,

absurdities at worst.

"Man for Himself, p. 71.

12lbid., p. 72-73.

13

14.

Ibid., p. 73.

The Heart of Man, p. 42.

Ibid., p. 72.15
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In addition to the use of vague and ambiguous language,

unanswered questions, and instances of "unproved specu

lations," another weakness results from his lack of

expirical data. While the first three mentioned apply

to his writings in general, the fourth one threatens the

structure of his ethical system. Even if we grant Fromm

the assumption that moral judgments are valid if based

on human nature—man's basic needs, character types,

and so on—we have no way of knowing, without empirical

data, that Fromm has accurately described the human

condition nor do we know whether or not his description

of human nature merits any claim to universality. This

is not to say that our knowledge of human nature must

be complete, exact, and irrefutable before we can take

an ethical stance. Even the "exact" sciences are not

so exact. However Fromm is still charged with the re

sponsibility of offering some substantial evidence that

his view of human nature is reasonably accurate. A

gifted and frequently convincing pen is an inadequate

substitute for "refined data based on precise techniques

of study and observation." In this respect, Fromm has

failed to meet his own standards.
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Epistemological Considerations

The Challenge of the Logical Positivists

The philosophical position of the logical positivists,'

as represented by such writers as Carnap, Russell, Ayer,

Feigl, Wittgenstein, Schlick, and Stevenson'6 is not so

much an ethical position per se as it is a position about

ethics. That is, the positivist holds that normative

discourse is largely nonsense; his is a position of

ethical skepticism.

According to this position, philosophically meaningful

propositions are of two kinds; synthetic and analytic.

Propositions are classified not according to whether or

not they appear to be true or false, but according to

how they are verified.

Even if a number of writers are willing to accept
the same philosophical label, and these apparently have,
it is both risky and foolish to assume that their re-
spective positions are identical. For example, Wittgen
stein, though very influential, published very little
on ethics (or anything else) during his lifetime. Schli
extends the function of language analysis well beyond
that of the others by ascribing cognitive content to
ethical assertions through translation of normative
definitions into factual definitions. Stevenson also
extends the function of language analysis and introduces
a cognitive element in ethical disagreement through his
distinctions between beliefs and attitudes. Despite
their differences they share a common position and would
probably agree that any defensible theory of ethics
would have to accept the challenge of the positivistic
position as presented here.

ck
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The positivist argues that empirical evidence

properly interpreted and evaluated represents the only

reliable source of knowledge available to man. Other

than analytic propositions, discussed below, meaningful

propositions must say something about the world of ex

perience. These are synthetic propositions. If, through

experience, they can conceivably be verified, they are

meaningful; if not they are meaningless. As Ayer would

put it, the meaning of a proposition is its mode of

verification.'? "The earth is flat" is a meaningful

proposition since it does make an assertion about the world

of experience and it can be tested through experience.

"Dandelions will grow on Venus in 1984" is also verifiable,

although not at this time. "Angels dance on the moon"

is not a synthetic proposition if by "angels" we mean

something which lacks extension into time or space.

We can formulate nothing significant about their behavior

in the world of experience. Their characteristics,

behavior, and existence are confined to the pages of

literature and are of historical, literary, or religious

significance (or meaningfulness) but cannot be included

in a philosophically significant empirical proposition.

17Cf., Alfred Jules Ayer, Language, Truth and Logic
(New York: Dover Publications, 1946), pp. 5"16, 35"38.
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A synthetic proposition is, at least in principle, em

pirically verifiable.

Unfortunately, sense experience does not represent

a completely reliable source of information. The earth

does appear to be flat; railroad tracks seem to merge

in the distance; a partially submerged object appears

to be bent; distant objects appear to be smaller than

they actually are; some people are color-blind, and so

on. However, we do not discover these errors through divine

revelation, intuition, authority, conscience, or faith.

Errors in perception are discovered through further sense-

experience; through careful and systematic interpretations

of sense-experience.

"Reasoning" and logic are rejected by the positivist

as sources of knowledge since they say nothing about

reality but are tools to symbolize and clarify propositions

about reality. They are methodological tools which

help us obtain knowledge. An analytic proposition is

meaningful since it is verifiable. It is not proven or

disproven through the world of experience but through

analysis of the terms used in the proposition. If the

logical subject includes all the possibilities of the

logical predicate, then the proposition is analytic and

can be verified through an examination of the consistency
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of terms of the proposition itself. They add nothing to

our knowledge of reality; they are functional notions

or concepts useful as tools in analyzing, organizing,

and clarifying experience. Following are some examples

of analytic propositions:

A straight line is the shortest distance between
two points.

A bird has bird-like characteristics.

I.Q. = MA x 100

A zilch has zilch-like characteristics.

Since analytic propositions add nothing to our

knowledge about reality, they are not a source of ethical

knowledge. If there are such things as ethical truths

"out there," they exist in reali ty and we must be able

to formulate synthetic propositions about these truths.

Many propositions about ethics are analytic, or tautologi

cal, but are disguised as synthetic propositions. Following

are some examples of normative propositions which seem

to have no descriptive content and are, therefore,

tautologies:

The aim of an educational system . . . is to improve
man as man.'°

A system that seeks bad values is bad.'9

18
Robert M. Hutchins, "The Basis of Education,"

Readings in the Philosophy of Eoucation, ed. John Martin
Rich (Belmont, Calif.: Wadsworth Publishing Co., Inc.,
1966), p. 17.

19 Ibid., p. 19.
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The good society ... is a community of good men.20

For ethics, the significance of the positivists'

criterion of verifiabi1ity goes far beyond merely ex

posing tautologies disguised as descriptive propositions.

Their ethical skepticism emerges from a distinction

between cognitive and non-cognitive elements in the

language; between descriptive (synthetic), analytic, and

normative statements. Descriptive statements, according

to the positivists, assert putative truths about the

empirical world. Such propositions, therefore, deal with

what J_s the case and not with what ought to be the case.

Definitional or logical propositions are analytic and

simply assign meanings to words and clarify the meaning

and logical structure of language. The ascription of

truth or falsity to synthetic propositions is justified

through direct or indirect observation. The ascription

of truth or falsity to definitional or logical propositions

is justified through the application of formal rules.

Normative statements are subject to neither procedure.

Since they are not subject to verification they are

meaningless. They express endorsements of ends, purposes,

or norms. They indicate what ought to be the case.

20
Ibid.

 

 

Propriety of the Erich Fromm Document Center. For personal use only. Citation or publication of 
material prohibited without express written permission of the copyright holder. 
 

Eigentum des Erich Fromm Dokumentationszentrums. Nutzung nur für persönliche Zwecke. 
Veröffentlichungen – auch von Teilen – bedürfen der schriftlichen Erlaubnis des Rechteinhabers. 

 

McGrath, M.,1969a: An Examination of Erich Fromm's Ethics with Implications for Philosophy 
of Education, University of Kentucky Dissertation 1968, Lexington 1969, 120 p.



73

In the examples given in the previous chapter, It

was pointed out that the veterinarian's proposition,

"Ground beef is good," is verifiable, and therefore

meaningful, only if we accept his preference for dogs

which do not shed and his concern for those which do.

As described earlier, Fromm claims that ethical propo

sitions have a status similar to those in veterinary

medicine, engineering, and pedagogy. Like those areas,

ethics is an "applied" science which has a parallel

"art" (the art of living) which corresponds to other

arts such as animal healing, bridge-building, and teaching.

According to this argument, judgments about the goodness

of, say, Schweitzer or Hitler may be subjected to veri

fication as are judgments about animal vaccines, bridges,

and classroom learning. Admittedly, value judgments

about men are not stated as precisely nor can their

proof be as convincing as those regarding bridges.

Still, such an argument is not easily dismissed and

seems to offer a valid base for ethical assertions.

Even if this step is acceptable, however, the

positivist can still argue that ethical propositions

are meaningful only if another value, or system of values.

is presupposed. Engineers may concoct laws, rules, and

theories for bridge-building as well as precise standards
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They give expression to value preferences. The statement,

"Hitler was bad" is philosophically no more significant

than "I like ice cream." According to some positivists

a statement such as "Hitler was bad" serves only to

give expression to emotion; according to others, it

represents an attempt on the part of the speaker to

convince the listener that he too should feel the same

way. Whatever their interpretation, most positivists

would agree that the speaker gets into epistemological

hot water if he thinks he has said anything philosophically

meaningful.

The challenge of the positivists is a very formidable

one, and attempts to resolve the problems they have

raised with regard to ethical knowledge are bound to be

risky. Even if such attempts have some substance, they

may not please most philosophers, least of all the

positivists themselves. The problem is compounded by

the fact that in none of Fromm's works does he directly

cope with the positivists nor does he even mention them,

collectively or individually. In view of this the

following discussion has as its aim not a final resolution

of the problem of ethical knowledge but only an indication,

tentative and tenuous, of how Fromm's position can be

considered to be defensible against the positivistic

position.
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for judging the finished product. However, implicit
in all of this is the assumed value that we should be

building bridges in the first place. That we ought to

build a given bridge cannot be verified except through

recourse to other assumed values. That is, the positivist

might argue that we can prove that a given bridge ought

to be built in a given place only if we assume that it

is "good" to facilitate transportation between the two

points connected by the bridge. That this transportation

should be facilitated is also justified only with reference

to other assumed values and the engineer's entire argu

ment becomes an extended exercise in circular reasoning.

The contention that careful examination of the logic

of ethical systems reveals elaborate forms of question-

begging is a serious one, usually applied with devastating

results. This charge, simple or elaborate, implicit

or explicit, is present in many of the positivists'

analyses of ethical positions other than their own.

Fromm's position is no irore defensible than that of the

engineer in the example above unless he can claim ex

emption from the accusation of having committed circular

reasoning. Such an exemption may be justified since

the function of ethics differs from engineering and

veterinary medicine in one significant respect: There
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have been societies in which people did not value building

bridges or healing animals—yet there have been no societies

in which the members did not value survival. Every

organism seems to have an inherent drive to live and

instances where death is chosen over life do not con

tradict the rule since these are usually cases where the

quality of living is perceived to have deteriorated

significantly or where the organism's death is necessary

to insure the survival of others. In man, this drive to

maintain life pushes him beyond a mere desire to preserve

his heartbeat. According to Fromm, all men are committed

to minimizing those situations which impair, and maximizing

those which promote, "fullest" living. Not everyone

is interested in the art of bridge-building but everyone,

despite frequent ineptness, seeks to expand his effec

tiveness in the art of living. Ethics is a body of know

ledge, admittedly very incomplete, from which one draws

to expand this effectiveness in the art of living.

In concluding this section, it should be noted

that Fromm's position cannot be considered to be a final

resolution of the problems posed by the positivists.

For example, he does not support his assertion that all

organisms have an inherent drive to live or that this

drive is found in all men. Also, the term "survival"
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might be used so broadly as to vitiate its meaning.

The purpose here has been to show that Fromm's position

does have merit and that points of view which differ

from the positivists' are not necessarily absurd.

The Naturalistic Fallacy

A philosophical position which claims that ethics

has an empirical, or cognitive base is usually labelled

"naturalism." The naturalist contends that empirical

sciences, such as sociology and psychology, form the

basis for meaningful, descriptive propositions regarding

the Tightness or wrongness of a given act. According

to this position, ethical judgments are derivable from

knowledge of human character and experience, rather than

supernatural phenomena, such as God's law. Naturalist

positions frequently base values on standards such as

individual self-realization or social utility. The

preceding chapters have made it obvious that Fromm's is

a naturalist position of the self-realization type.

Neither advocates nor critics of this position are new

in philosophical circles. Perhaps the most serious, and

certainly the most popular, criticism of the naturalist

position is that of G. E. Moore. 21

Cf., Moore's Principia Ethica (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1959)-."Ethics (New~York; Henry Holt
£• Co., 1912); Philosophical Studies (Paterson, N.J.:
Littlefield, Adams & Co., 1959); and Paul Arthur Schilpp,
ed. The Philosophy of G. E. Moore (Chicago: Northwestern
University Press, 1942).
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The feature of Moore's position most important for

the purposes of this discussion is his notion of the

indefinability of good.22 According to Moore, a complex

notion (idea, or word) is defined through analysis of

the parts which compose it. Goodness, when ascribed to

a particular thing (such as a good book, a good car, a

good school), is a complex notion and may be definable.

However, when good is used as a predicate, an ultimate

term standing for the simple idea of good, it is indefinable.

Moore clarifies this point by using the color yellow

as a simple idea which defies definition.23 We may

point to things (particulars) which are yellow, we may

attempt to describe it in terms of light waves, or we

may tell where it can be found in the color spectrum.

Yet we cannot convey the experience of the color to

one who has never experienced it for himself. According

to Moore, it is erroneous to define a simple idea in

terms of complex ideas since the former are ultimate,

or irreducible terms. He claims that one makes this

error when he tries to define "good" (a simple idea) as

it is found in good acts or good men (a complex idea).

22Cf., Principia Ethica, pp. 2-36.

23lbid., p. 10.
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Moore asserts this indefinabi1ity very bluntly:

If I am asked "What Is good?" my answer is that
good is good and that is the end of the matter.
Or if I am asked "How is good to be defined?" my
answer is that it cannot be defined, and that is
all I have to say about it.24

To confuse things which have good, or are good,

with good as a simple idea results in several fallacies

which Moore collectively referred to as "the naturalistic

fallacy." There are two versions of which positions

such as Fromm's seem most guilty.25 The first of these

is called a "definitional fallacy." This is the idea

that a normative term is equivalent to an empirical term,

or terms. For example, a naturalistic position may

include a definition of "good" as meaning "desired,"

"giving pleasure," "more evolved," or "socially approved."

Such definitions are inappropriate since normative terms

function in a way unlike empirical terms. A normative

term cannot be equivalent to an empirical term since the

latter names a property; the former does not. When we

judge, place value on, or prescribe something, we are

not merely attributing empirical properties to it.

Judgments, valuations, and prescriptions take on meaning

24Ibid., p. 6.

25Cf. Paul W. Taylor, Normative Discourse (Engle-
wood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1961), pp. 240-251 and
William K. Frankena, "The Naturalistic Fallacy," Mind.
XLVIII (1939), 103-114.
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only if we have first established certain standards.

Fromm may be said to commit this definitional fallacy

in that he assumes that self-realization, an empirical

term, is equivalent to ethical terms, such as "good."

A problem of primary concern is whether or not Fromm

advances any legitimate arguments to defend against the

accusation of his having committed a fallacy. In view

of the depth and breadth of knowledge attributed to

Fromm by reviewers of his books, one is surprised to

note that in none of his books does he deal with, or

even mention, the naturalistic fallacy. Fromm seems

to commit a definitional fallacy and, as Moore might

put it, "that is the end of the matter."

A second accusation frequently leveled against

ethical naturalists is that they commit a deductive

error2" since they attempt to draw normative conclusions

from empirical premises. Directed against Fromm, such

an argument would be as follows: "You have made certain

statements of fact about the nature of man, how he be

haves, and so on. On the basis of your findings you

claim to know what man should be. Yours is a fallacious

argument since your premises contain only jhs statements,

yet your conclusion contains ought statements." According

26Cf. Normative Discourse, pp. 246-249.
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to this argument, Fromm's position is as follows:

Self-fulfillment and the realization of human potential
is desired by all men; therefore, self-fulfillment
and the realization of human potential is good.

Clearly, this is fallacious since the premise contains

only statements of fact but the conclusion contains an

ethical term. A term which does not appear in the premise

is introduced in the conclusion. However, this accusation

is not so devastating since Fromm's position can be

restated in this way:

Sel f-ful fil Iment and the realization of Jiuman potential
is desired by all men.

What is desired by all men is good.
Therefore, self-fulfi1Iment and the realization of

human potential is good.

In this case, no term is introduced in the conclusion

which does not appear in the premises. The logic of

this position is not fallacious since the conclusion

necessarily follows from the premises. However, such

a defense is weak since the argument still seems guilty

of the definitional fallacy; it equates the empirical

(what is desired by all men) with the normative (good).

In conclusion, Fromm's task is perhaps far more

difficult than he seems to realize. One who proposes

a theory of ethics based on human nature, man's potential,

basic needs, self-fulfi1Iment, and so on, is charged with
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the responsibility of describing these in a value-free

way. As is evident from the discussion of his empirical

base, Fromm has not achieved this. Even if we accept

as accurate his description of the nature of man, ethical

prescriptions do not logically follow. Fromm's ethical

assumptions should be more clearly articulated since

his normative conclusions cannot be derived solely from

facts about the nature of man. In order to know what

is good and bad in the world, we must first establish

our assumptions about standards of valuation.

In dealing with the challenge of the positivist and

the naturalistic fallacy, other, more general problems

have been raised in the area of ethical knowledge. In

the concluding chapter some of these will be given at

tention along with implications for philosophy of education.
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CHAPTER V

EPILOGUE

Implications for Education

When people are asked what their philosophy is,

they frequently respond with a vacuous cliche ("Live and
let live, Ialways say,") or they might respond by claiming

that they have no philosophy. But although they may not

be conscious of it, everyone seems to have a philosophy,

a set of values, principles, and attitudes which affects

their behavior. One's philosophy is what enables him

to make sense out of the world and his relationship to

it. Without this capacity for philosophizing, group

life would be chaotic, or, at best, instinctual and

mechanical as with a school of fish or a flock of birds.

In examining the process and outcomes of the educational

system, we must try to discover the extent to which
philosophy plays a part. This is especially crucial since
the main functions of the educative process involve

guiding, molding, informing, and preparing the younger

generation. It is important that those most directly
involved and responsible for the educative process have

a definitive philosophy if we are to avoid chaos or

82
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the mechanical behavior characteristic of lower forms

of life.

Yet, as some educators have pointed out' too many

teachers behave as if examinations were the beginning

and end of education and, to a great extent, see their

role as casting pearls before passive learners. It is

not evident that the typical American public school

teacher has a systematic and relatively consistent set

of attitudes and values which governs his classroom

behavior with regard to guiding, molding, informing,

and preparing his pupils. Too often, the teacher seems

to unquestioningly accept a "ground to be covered" view

of his task. If a teacher sees his role only in terms

of "coverage" determined in advance by the adoption

of a particular text, or predetermined by curriculum

experts, then there is great risk that his pupils will

see the learning process as being tedious, boring, and

irrelevant. As Conant pointed out, the "mere acquisition

of information" does not provide "the broad basis of

understanding which is essential if our civilization is

to be preserved."2 Without a philosophy, a wel tanschliung

'cf., John Holt. How Children Fail (New York: Pitman
Publishing Corp., 1964), and Banesh Hoffman, The Tyranny of
Testing (New York; Collier Books, 1964).

2James Bryant, Conant, General Education in a Free
Society (Cambridge; Harvard University Press, 1962), p. vim.
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in educational terms, a teacher would seem to be more

likely to see his role as that of teller, of information

giver:

We have been content to assume that if we train
the teacher in the academic subjects and train
him by practice to pass them on to his pupils,
we have discharged our responsibility both to the
educational system and to the society.3

Unfortunately, many of the recent changes in education,

especially at the secondary level, have involved the

means of transmitting information rather than focusing

on a reassessment of the role of the teacher as a dis

penser of information. Some of these innovations include

team teaching, ungraded schools, "new" math, use of

teacher aides, programmed instruction, the core curriculum,

and devices such as educational television, overhead

projectors, tape-recorders, and teaching machines.

Arthur Combs maintains that teachers "are almost ex

clusively preoccupied with" providing information.4

. . . we go on forever adding things; more subjects,
more homework, more teaching machines, more audio
visual equipment, more languages, more math, more
science, more physical education, more, more, always

3Harold Taylor, "Peace, War, and Education," Social
Education, XXX (January, 1966).

4Arthur W. Combs, "Humanizing Education: The Person
in the Process," in Hur,ianizing Education. Robert R. Leeper,
editor (Washington, D.C.: Association for -rvision
and Curriculum Development, 1967), p. 73.
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more. . . . Our failures are almost never failures
of information. Rather, they are human problems,
breakdowns of personal meaning.5

Getting students to learn and recall information

is certainly an important part of the function of the

teacher. The danger 1ies in the teacher thinking that

this activity is his sole responsibility or that the

subject matter is more important than the learner. It

seems probable that such an attitude, when communicated

to the pupil, would have a dehumanizing effect. Even if

this attitude did not lead to depersonalization, and

even if we could show that students can amass and recall

a great deal of information, we would still have no

guarantee that they would live as responsible and con

tributing members of society. Knowing about the good

life does not insure that one will live the good life;

. . . few of us misbehave because we do not know
what we ought to do. We know what we ought to eat,
but we don't eat that. We know how we ought to
drive, but we don't drive that way. We know we
ought not be prejudiced, but we are. Most of us
need more information about these things like we
need a hole in the head. Yet, whenever we want to
improve education, we go right back to the thing
we already know so well how to do. We provide
still more information in the hope that if a little
is good, surely a whole lot more would be better.6

5lbid., pp. 73-74.

6lbid., p. 74.

 

 

Propriety of the Erich Fromm Document Center. For personal use only. Citation or publication of 
material prohibited without express written permission of the copyright holder. 
 

Eigentum des Erich Fromm Dokumentationszentrums. Nutzung nur für persönliche Zwecke. 
Veröffentlichungen – auch von Teilen – bedürfen der schriftlichen Erlaubnis des Rechteinhabers. 

 

McGrath, M.,1969a: An Examination of Erich Fromm's Ethics with Implications for Philosophy 
of Education, University of Kentucky Dissertation 1968, Lexington 1969, 120 p.



86

A teacher has not fulfilled his responsibility by

mechanically dispensing information. Since ethics

ultimately involves interpersonal relationships, the

implications of Erich Fromm's writings are especially

appropriate with regard to the teacher-pupil relationship.

Rogers emphatically stresses the important of the inter

personal aspect:

. . . unless we give strong positive attention
to the human interpersonal side of our educational
dilemma, our civilization is on its way down the
drain. Better courses, better curricula, better
coverage, better teaching machines, will never
resolve our dilemma in a basic way. Only persons,
acting like persons in their relationships with
their students can even begin to make a dent on
this most urgent problem of modern education.7

Perhaps the most important determinant of the

nature of the teacher-pupil relationship is the way in

which the teacher interprets authority. Fromm distinguishes

between two types, irrational and rational authority.

The former is based on power and fear; the latter on

competence and love. The use of irrational authority

by a teacher is easily understood, especially if he

lacks confidence, whether due to his own inadequacies

or the attitudes of the students. Perhaps the most

beneficial result of the use of irrational authority

'Carl R. Rogers, "The Interpersonal Relationship in
the Facilitation of Learning," in Humanizing Education.
pp. 15-16.
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is decorum: the teacher, the students, and the facilities

are "secure"; everything and everyone is held "in check."

However, it is likely that the development and growth

of the student is restricted and the inferior-superior

distinction is maintained.

On the other hand, in a relationship where rational

authority is present, the teacher's objective is to

minimize the student's inferiority. In a relationship

based on irrational authority, the teacher is pitted

against the student; if based on rational authority,

the teacher is with the student. In the ideal teacher-

pupil relationship the interest of both parties is the

same; the growth of the pupil. If this occurs they

have been successful and the degree of success is pro

portionate to the extent to which the element of authority

in the relationship has moved toward being dissolved.

That is, the teacher's aim is to help the student acquire

growth-inducing characteristics such as openness to

new ideas, curiosity, and knowledge; as these develop

the need for authority diminishes. "The task of the

teacher is not one of prescribing, making, molding, forcing,

coercing, coaxing, or cajoling; it is one of ministering

to a process already in being."8

o

°Arthur W. Combs, The Professional Education of
Teachers (Boston; Allyn and Bacon, 1965), p. 16".
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If the students have had limited experience with

rational authority a teacher might be overly firm and

behave in a way resembling irrational authority. However

the distinction between the types of authority described

by Fromm is based on the objective of the relationship,

not the means. Some restrictions are necessary in almost

every formal educational setting. However, this does not

• • • inevitably lead to suppression of spontaneity
if the real aim of education is to further the inner
independence and individuality of the child, its
growth and integrity. The restrictions which such
a kind of education may have to impose upon the
growing child are only transitory measures that^
really support the process of growth and expansion.9

Another reason why manipulative behavior is not

desirable is that it prevents the teacher from behaving

in a spontaneous way. To value the spontaneity charac

teristic of productive personalities, pupils must experience

it through the behavior of the teacher:

The only way a teacher can teach these things is
to be these things. You cannot exhort the student
to do it; you have to be it. You have to be a
model on the one hand and it is only by being this
that one can have the courage and the trust and the
openness to let students experiment themselves with
being.1°

"Escape From Freedom, p. 267.

'°Donald Michael, "Tomorrow's Sources of Actualization
and Alienation," in Humanizing Education, p. 40.
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Traits such as spontaneity cannot be "taught"; they

must materialize in the person of the teacher to be

meaningful to pupils. The teacher is more than a mere

mediator between a body of knowledge and his pupils.

He is an exemplar, conveying attitudes, not just data.

The teacher holds his position of authority not only

because of his knowledge and opinions in a given area

but also because he possesses intelligence, the mastery

of processes and attitudes which lead to informed opinions

and knowledge. A teacher must be willing to expose this

part of himself to his pupils. It is important that

pupils experience vigorous personalities, in teachers

as well as in subject matter:

If one thinks back to his own school days, one will
probably remember that the good teachers one has
had in one's lifetime did not all behave alike

or even with great similarity. Rather, each stands
out as a person, an individual, some for one reacon,
some for another. Each had his own peculiar methods,
values, and techniques. Good teaching is like that,
an intensely personal thing."

Summarizing some research on effective teaching, Combs

further states:

Good teachers are more likely to be self-revealing
than self-concealing. They are willing to disclose
self. They can treat their feelings and shortcomings

11
The Professional Education of Teachers, p. 7.
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as important and significant rather than hiding
or covering them up. They seem willing to be
themselves.12

Another way in which irrational authority, as the (

basis for teacher-pupil relationships, restricts growth

and self-realization is that it contributes to the

development of an authoritarian conscience on the part

of the student. Though internalized, authoritarian t-

conscience, according to Fromm, is a "foreign" element

in one's personality. In view of the possibility of

the pupil's development of authoritarian conscience,

Fromm would seem to be in agreement with some aspects

of the existentialists' view of the ideal teacher:

The existentialist teacher is not an "actor on the
stage." He does not seek imi tators— in fact, he
tends to discourage imitation. But, then, neither
is he simply a piece of furniture to be seen and
not heard. He is himself a person, but he does
not impose his personality on the child so as to
overpower the child.'3

The teacher should not impose on his pupils his own

standards of right and wrong nor should he appeal to

standards that may have already been imposed on the

pupil by his parents, church, peers, or other teachers.

Such behavior encourages dependency on external authority

as a basis for behavior and for the student's judgment

l2lbid.. p. 85.

'3Michael Belok, et. al.. Approaches to Values in
Education (Dubuque; Wm. C. Brown Company, 1966), pp.' 154-5.
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of the behavior of others. Rather than promoting growth,

such a dependency may even produce anxiety and guilt

feelings—especially if the internalized standards are

unrealistic, ambiguous, or conflicting.

Standards of right and wrong which are a part of

one's humanistic conscience are also external in origin

since, like the standards of authoritarian conscience,

they are affected by agencies of socialization. The

difference between the two lies in the fact that the

norms of one's humanistic conscience are freely chosen

by the individual rather than being imposed on him

through force or manipulation. The teacher can facili

tate the cultivation of humanistic conscience by being

non-judgmental about the specifics of the student's

beliefs but at the same time challenging him to critically

examine the bases, implications, and consequences, of

his choices. If the pupil perceives that the teacher's

own values are subject to re-examination and held in

a tentative way, he is more likely to feel that no person

or group holds a monopoly on ethical truths; that no one

can make moral choices for him; and that he is individually

responsible for his choices.

The way in which a teacher uses or abuses his

authority is also important with regard to the student's
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fulfillment of the need for relatedness. Symbiotic

forms of relatedness, characteristic of relationships

based on irrational authority, do not contribute to the

individual's self-reliance. Teachers, particularly

those in the elementary grades, can be very influential

in determining whether the pupil meets this need through

submission to others or having others submit to him.

According to Fromm, this need is best met through love.

A warm, friendly, and accepting classroom atmosphere,

free from threat and criticism, would seem to enhance

this kind of productive relatedness, among students as

well as between teacher and student. 14

According to Fromm, man meets the need for trans

cendence through creative acts. Teachers should strive

to establish a classroom atmosphere conducive to creativity.

The authors of Perceiving, Behaving. Becoming list a

number of factors which hinder creativity, including:

preoccupation with order; overemphasis on evidence,

support, and the "scientific method"; intolerance of

14Cf., Carl R. Rogers, "The Facilitation of Signifi
cant Learning," in Contemporary Theories of Instruction,
L. Siegel, ed. (San Francisco: Chandler Publishing Co.,
1966); and David N. Aspy, "A Study of Three Facilitative
Conditions and Their Relationship to the Achievement
of Third Grade Students" (unpublished Ed.D. dissertation,
University of Kentucky, 1965).
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mistakes; and overemphasis on conformity.'5 Regarding

the latter they say that "... conformity and creativity

are essentially antithetical--what produces one tends

to destroy the other."'6 Perhaps this statement is

too strong. Even so, an overemphasis on conformity

can have stifl ing effects on the progress of the elemen

tary school pupil learning the three R's as well as that

of the graduate student as a scientist:

The attitudes, the independence of thought, and
the willingness to persist in one's own interests
and beliefs that characterize good research work
are often the very traits that lead an individual
to resist actively pressures toward conformity
to a given pattern of study, toward mastery of
given areas of knowledge, or toward acceptance
of given ways of thinking. Consequently, the im
position of standardized patterns may often operate
to exclude individuals with traits desirable for
research.1'

Meeting the need for rootedness has also received

attention from educators, especially the pragmatists,

who argue that social consequences should be judged

according to the extent to which they contribute to the

extension of common interests and goals among men. In

^Arthur W. Combs, ed., Perceiving, Behaving. Be
coming, 1962 ASCD Yearbook (Washington, D.C.: Association
for Supervision and Curriculum Development, 1962), pp. 145-46.

16 Ibid.. p. 144.

'"Education for Research in Psychology" (Report of
a Seminar group sponsored by the Education and Training
Board of The American Psychological Association), The
American Psychologist. XIV, 173.
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their view, meeting this need promotes both social

solidarity and the enrichment of personal life. Studies

of children who grow up apart from others indicate how

dependent man is on associations with others.'" In

meeting this need, the teacher should emphasize subject

matter and activities which contribute to common interests

and purposes, since "self-realization must be achieved

in relation to other selves."'9 j0 some extent the

need for rootedness is met by identifying with one's

ethnic group, nation, or church. However, Fromm argues

that such identification may put a part of humanity

above all of humanity. Nuclear physicist, J. Robert

Oppenheimer, contends that such identification is out

dated:

The global quality of the world is new; our knowledge
of and sympathy with remote and diverse peoples,
our involvement with them in practical terms and
our commitment to them in terms of brotherhood.
What is new in the world is the massive character
of the dissolution and corruption of authority,
in belief, in ritual and in temporal order.20

Cf. J. A. L. Singh and Robert M. Zingg, Wolf
Children and Feral Man (New York: Harper & Brothers,
1S42), and Kingsley Davis, "Final Note on a Case of
Extreme Isolation," American Journal of Sociology. LII
(March, 1947), 432-437.

'9Earl C. Cunningham, "First Principles for a
Modern Philosophy of Education," Educational Theory,
V (January, 1955), 11 .

20,Quoted in Taylor, "Peace, War, and Education."
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According to Fromm, regional, national, religious, and

racial narcissism should be replaced by an emphasis

on the heritage of the human race. Teachers should

encourage the development of

a citizen of the world whose loyalty is to the
human race and to 1ife, rather than to any exclusive
part of it; a man who loves his country because
he loves mankind, and whose judgment is not warped
by tribal loyalties.21

Group narcissism is also inadequate in meeting the

need for identity, since this need is met through an

inventory of the individual's qualities, rather than

those of his group. Morris agrees with Fromm's argument

that one does not meet the need for identity through

abstractions, such as his occupation, religion, or

nationality. Morris contends that if we know only his

social associations, we dc not know him; "Only my

affiliations are understood. These, my affiliations,

are recognized, but I am not."22 Morris goes on to say

that the "craving for recognition . . . represents a

desire that the worth as well as the fact of our exis

tence be somehow acknowledged."23 In contemporary

2'Beyond the Chains of Illusion, pp. 193"94.

22Van Cleve Morris, Existentialism in Education
(New York: Harper & Row, 1966), p. 36.

23lbid.. pp. 36-37.

 

 

Propriety of the Erich Fromm Document Center. For personal use only. Citation or publication of 
material prohibited without express written permission of the copyright holder. 
 

Eigentum des Erich Fromm Dokumentationszentrums. Nutzung nur für persönliche Zwecke. 
Veröffentlichungen – auch von Teilen – bedürfen der schriftlichen Erlaubnis des Rechteinhabers. 

 

McGrath, M.,1969a: An Examination of Erich Fromm's Ethics with Implications for Philosophy 
of Education, University of Kentucky Dissertation 1968, Lexington 1969, 120 p.



96

society, where "conformism and adjustment are more

dominant modes of life,"24 there is a tendency for

recognition to be confused with approval, which leads

to the development of Fromm's marketing orientation

or what Riesman calls the other-directed character.

Current trends such as increased urbanization, lack

of meaning in one's work, growth of government and

business, and the pervasive influence of the mass media

increase the possibility of being submerged into what

Riesman calls "The Lonely Crowd." Living on the surface

of life through overemphasis on approval and adjustment

may lead to alienation:

The cost of adjustment in today's society
usually comes very high, for it frequently means
giving up a position of one's deeper self and blotting
out inner feelings, both from oneself and from others,
for the sake of respectable role playing. One is
no longer natural, spontaneous, and responsive to
all his feelings; he loses an inner sense of self-
direction and a feeling of autonomy in the frenetic
pursuit of group acceptance.25

The fact that someone is adjusted does not mean that

one is morally autonomous nor does it insure that his

behavior can be ethically justified, since he might be

24John Martin Rich, Education and Human Values
(Reading, Massachusetts; Addison-Wesley Publishing Co.,
1968), p. 79.

25lbid.. p. 117.
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adjusted to societal norms such as those of Nazi Germany.

Even in a society not so pernicious as that, blind con

formity can lead to ethical complacency and, therefore,

ethical irresponsibility:

What is so paralytic about our century is not that
we conform but that we have talked ourselves into
thinking it could be no other way and that there
fore we are not ultimately responsible for our
choices. The task ahead is not to protest against
conformity or conventionality but to demonstrate
to men that they must take charge of their own
1ives.26

In order to adequately meet this need for a sense

of identity, the teacher must be careful to avoid over

emphasizing group approval and group acceptance and

focus on the pupil's self-understanding and self-acceptance.

This is best brought about if the teacher can be under

standing and accepting of the pupil.2? Yet the teacher

is handicapped if he is not aware of his own need for

a sense of identity:

A teacher cannot make much headway in under
standing others or in helping others to understand
themselves unless he is endeavoring to understand
himself. . . . The process of gaining knowledge
of self and the struggle for se]f-fulfi1Iment and
self-acceptance is not something an instructor

26
Van Cleve Morris, "Freedom and Choice in the Edu

cative Process," Educational Theory. VIII (October, 1958),
237.

2?Cf. the earlier cited works, "The Interpersonal
Relationship in the Facilitation of Learning," and Per
ceiving, Behaving. Becoming, pp. 99-140-.
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teaches others. It is not something he does to
or for them. It is something in which he himself
must be involved.28

The last of Fromm's basic human needs, the need .'--

for a frame of orientation and devotion, has received

a great deal of attention from the existentialist movement

in philosophy and the humanistic movement in psychology.

That a framework of meaning is the key to understanding

existentialism is indicated by Morris in his Existential ism

in Education. In the very first sentence of that book,

Morris bluntly states that "Existentialism is a theory

of individual meaning."29 Viktor Frankl seems to reflect

the thinking of many of the "third-force" psychologists

with his contention that the wi11-to-meaning has replaced

Freud's will-to-pleasure or Adler's will-to-power as the

dominating drive in man, whose "... main concern is

not to gain pleasure or to avoid pain, but rather to

see a meaning in his life."30 Frankl goes on to say

that

Every age has its own collective neurosis . . .
the mass neurosis of the present time can be described

28
Arthur T. Jersild, When Teachers Face Themselves

(New York: Teachers' College Press, 1955), pp. 13-14.

29Existentialism in Education, p. 1.

30Viktor Frankl, Man's Search for Meaning (New York:
Washington Square Press, 1963), p. 179.
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as a private and personal form of nihilism; for
nihilism can be defined as the contention that
being has no meaning.31

Huston Smith, a philosopher at M.I.T., agrees with Frankl,

a psychoanalyst: "What seems indisputable is the fact

that something in the order of a crisis in this area of

meaning is upon us."32

Smith contends that four developments have con

tributed to this crisis: rapid social change, more

contact with other cultures, growing impersonal ism,

and an increasing restriction of convictions to science

and the methods of sciences.33 A teacher cannot reverse

trends such as these but he can help meet a pupil's

need for a sense of meaning. However, meaning cannot

be taught, since it is a personal thing which the student

discovers for himself. Also, the teacher must av( 't4

over-emphasizing subject matter as an end in itself,

rather than as a means to an end. According to Jersild,

much of what is "taught" in our schools is without

meaning, "because we have assumed that knowledge has

value apart from its meaning for the one who acquires it."34

31 Ibid., p. 204.

32Huston Smith, Condemned to Meaning (New York:
Harper & Row, 1965), p. 70.

33ibid.. p. 67.

34When Teachers Face Themselves, p. 81.
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Too often the pupil is asked what he learned,

rather than how he feels about what he learned, or what

meaning it has to him. As with the other needs, the

teacher must be cognizant of his role as an examplar.

He must himself have a sense of meaning and he must

communicate this in the way that he teaches and the way

that he lives, without imposing it on his pupils. He

should focus on subject matter which has relevance in

the lives of his pupils and, through a tolerant, accepting,

and probing classroom atmosphere, he should encourage

the students to raise questions of meaning which they

discover in the subject matter.

It would be a very difficult task to exhaust the

possible implications for education which could be drawn

from Fromm's ethical position. In addition to the many

omissions which would be necessary, one who undertakes

such a task must contend with the fact that, even separated,

none of the main topics involved--Fromm, ethics, education-

lends itself to precise and systematic explication.

Precision is not becoming in philosophy of education

since, at the level of classroom implementation, a number

of contingencies are involved regarding the nature of

the students, the teacher, the school, and so on. One's
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philosophy is only one of the factors which should determine

how and what one should teach. The other contingencies

can be anticipated only in a general way. In discussing

morality, justice, and politics, Aristotle cautions us

to be

. . . satisfied with a rough outline of the truth
and . . . content with broad conclusions. ... It
is a mark of the educated man . . . that in every
subject he looks for only so much precision as
its nature permits.35

One of the purposes of this section has been to

chart some of the main directions in education which

seem to follow from Fromm's normative position. One

evident conclusion is that a curriculum should not be

seen as a fixed body of information, the communication of

which is an adequate end in itself. Another direction

which seems evident is that the teacher should not see

himself as a sterile mediator between his pupils and subject

matter. He should be an exemplar, sharing with his

pupils his own values.

Another purpose of this section has been to show

that when Fromm's normative position has been translated

into educational practice, it is in harmony with some

current trends in education as well as in philosophy

35
-The Ethics of Aristotle, trans, J. A. K. Thomson

(Baltimore! Penquin Books, 1953), pp. 27-28.

 

 

Propriety of the Erich Fromm Document Center. For personal use only. Citation or publication of 
material prohibited without express written permission of the copyright holder. 
 

Eigentum des Erich Fromm Dokumentationszentrums. Nutzung nur für persönliche Zwecke. 
Veröffentlichungen – auch von Teilen – bedürfen der schriftlichen Erlaubnis des Rechteinhabers. 

 

McGrath, M.,1969a: An Examination of Erich Fromm's Ethics with Implications for Philosophy 
of Education, University of Kentucky Dissertation 1968, Lexington 1969, 120 p.



102

and psychology. Some thinkers of prominence agree with

Fromm's thesis as presented in this section: society should

be concerned with the development of healthy and productive

character and our educational system is in a strategic

position to help bring this about.

Normative Ethics and Modern Philosophy

Many modern intellectuals seem to accept the doc

trine of ethical relativism and its conclusion that

there are no objective standards of good and evil. The

difference between Schweitzer and Hitler is considered

similar to the difference between Coca-Cola and Pepsi-

Cola—some people prefer one and some prefer the other.

One result of such a position is that these people develop

a specious line of argument which might be called the

"tolerance" school of ethical thought. The position

is something like this: Ethical relativism means that

one can not say that certain human values are objectively

superior to others; therefore, my values are not ob

jectively superior to those of other men; therefore, I

am obligated to respect the values of all men as much

as my own. Although it is not usually stated this

explicitly, such an argument is clearly fallacious in

that the conclusion is inconsistent with the premise.
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The premise states that no particular values are objec

tively superior to others; yet the conclusion seems

to be saying that one value, tolerance, \s_ superior

to others. What is surprising is how many modern in

tellectuals accept such an argument and so delude them

selves as to the consequences of ethical relativism.

Such a position is not uncommon among contemporary

philosophers in both the analytic and the existential

movements.

One serious consequence of this position, especially

evident in the writings of the various species of posi

tivists, is that philosophers have become overconcerned

with problems in metaethics rather than normative ethics.

Educated people have traditionally looked to philosophers

for moral guidance; for wisdom regarding the good life.

It does not seem to be an overstatement to say that many

contemporary philosophers have largely abandoned this

normative function. A review of contemporary journals

in philosophy leads one to believe that linguistic and

logical analysis have become ends rather than means to

other ends. One sadly notes the difficulty of extracting

from this literature any implications for living. Even

where such deductions are possible, they are hampered

by the fact that much of the philosophical dialogue is
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unintelligible to the non-philosopher. In one recent

article two philosophers discussed whether "There are

brown things and there are cows," is best expressed by

"(lx)Exw(lx)Exy," or by "(Ix)Bx.(lx) Cx."36 This is

not to say that every philosophical utterance need be

intelligible to the layman nor can it be denied that there

are crucial problems in metaethics which have implications

for normative ethics. Still, the more philosophers talk

only to each other the less they will contribute to man's

knowledge about the life good to live.

Perhaps one of the most important contributing

factors to the avoidance of normative ethics by contem

porary philosophers is the verification principle of

the logical positivists. According to this point of

view, a proposition is meaningful only if there is a

method of verification. They claim that propositions

which express, say, a humanitarian ethic, are only indi

cations of a personal disliking of cruelty. Such a

preference is assigned the same status as a statement

regarding one's disliking the taste of vinegar. The

impact of the verification principle on contemporary

philosophy seems to be a curious phenomenon since it

36Hilary Putnam and J. S. Ullian, "More About 'About,
Journal of Philosophy, LXII (June 10, 1965), 305"3H.
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can be discredited by applying the principle of veri

fication itself.

Joad3? has pointed out that the positivists formu

late no inductive process to establish the truth-content

of the verification principle nor is it easy to imagine

what kind of sense experience or empirical data would

"prove" the verification principle. In fairness to the

positivists, it should be noted that, in what is perhaps

the most articulate and popular formulation of their

position, Ayer states that the verification principle

should "... be regarded, not as an empirical hypothesis,

but as a definition . . . "3° Yet it does appear to be a

descriptive (and therefore synthetic) proposition since

it describes meaning; it makes an empirical observation

about the nature of meaning.

However, if we accept Ayer's contention that it

is not synthetic but analytic (i.e., its truth or falsity

is established through analysis of the terms of the

proposition), the distinction seems to sink the positivists'

C. E. M. Joad, A Critique of Logical Positivism
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1950), p. 66.

3°Language, Truth and Logic, p. 16.
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position rather than salvage it.39 The verification

principle is a definition, a definition of meaning.

The definition is stipulative, as when a criminologist

states, "For purposes of this study I will use the word

'criminal' to refer to any adult who is serving time

for the conviction of a felony." As a stipulative defi

nition it has only the status accorded to such a definition:

it is not permanent; it is subject to criticism; and it

may have to compete with a number of other definitions.

It is interesting to note that the status of the verifi

cation principle as a mere definition was not stated,

or even suggested, in the first edition (1935) of his

book. The principle was initially presented in a very

39Joad's argument, not accepted here, is that propo
sitions expressing the verification principle are neither
synthetic nor analytic. His reasoning is specious for
a number of reasons. He first contends that Ayer does
not define the word, "tautology" in Language, Truth and
Logic. Since it is not defined Joad" claims the right
to use a dictionary definition; "saying again of what
has been said." He concludes that the principle is not
a tautology since the statement of the principle does
not "say again what has been said." True, Ayer does
not define "tautology" but he does make it clear that he
uses the word synonymously with "analytic propositions."
(Cf., Language, Truth and Logic, pp. 16, 31, 78-80.
Also, no references are given in the index of the book
after "tautologies"; only the note, "See analytic propo
sitions.") Ayer states that "... a proposition is
analytic when its validity depends solely on the definitions
of the symbols it contains ..." (p. 78). Joad's argu
ment is unfair in that he imposes upon Ayer a definition
which serves to misrepresent the positivists' position
so that it will be more susceptible to criticism.
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arbitrary way, as if it were a revelation, and anyone

who chose to ignore it was a philosophical Don Quixote,

dueling with metaphysical dragons. It was not until

the appearance of the second edition (1946), with a new

preface, that the principle was identified as a definition.

This discussion of the use of language is related

to another problem which has hampered positions such

as Fromm's. This is the charge that naturalistic ethics

argues from facts to values. Even if it can be shown

that the naturalistic argument is not fallacious, one

has only established that the argument does not violate

formal rules of logic. John Schaar, a critic of Fromm,

refers to " . . . Hume's undermining of the logical bridge

between fact and value /and7 G. E. Moore's demolition

of it."4' Perhaps this finality can be regarded as

inappropriate and the judgment premature if it can be

shown that the gap between the "is" and the "ought"

is more apparent than real. Once again, it depends on

our use of language. The problem seems to hinge on

which side of the "gap" we put modifiers such as "good."

40Language, Truth and Logic, p. 16. Even here Ayer
hedges. He states that the verification principle is
not "entirely arbitrary." The adverb, "entirely,"
serves to minimize the principle's arbitrary nature.

41 Escape From Authority, p. 20.

40
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For example, if one were to say, "Beer is good,"

we might then ask if he thinks that beer should be con

sumed by everyone. The answer is certainly not implied

by his initial statement. He might answer our question

in the negative on the grounds that some people just

don't like beer, or because some people "can't hold their

beer." Or, he might answer "Yes" on the grounds that

drinking beer helps people become more at ease and spon

taneous. On the other hand, if a person stated that

"Schweitzer was a good man," it would be redundant for

us to ask whether or not he thinks that people should

be more like Schweitzer. If this example"is typical of

ethical judgments we can say that the "ought" (or "ought

not") is part of the meaning of the valuing word or

phrase. As propositions they are advanced with the

conviction that they are in some sense true, and as

true propositions they are charged with a moral force

to make them binding. The presence or absence of the

"ought" is dependent on the ethical content of the

valuing statement. We do not use good and bad, right and

wrong, in an ethical context when we talk about airplanes,

vinegar, and the multiplication tables, when we moralize

our judgments about people and acts we seem to be saying

more than when we communicate how we like our eggs cooked.
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Ethical judgments are not necessarily the same as "Ooohs"

and Aaahs." They are descriptive in that they categorize

or describe a given person or act in a specific way.

They may be verifiable too, providing we are communi

cating adequately about the nature of the terms and

categories used. Of course, these judgments are relational

and their verification is possible only within a context.

But the truth of many empirical propositions is contingent.

As with "good," terms such as "intelligent," "talented,"

and "fast" lack precision unless the context is made

explicit. "Tall" means one thing to a Tokyo tailor;

another to a coach of a professional basketball team.

That ethical judgments may be relational is not a suf

ficient reason to deny the possibility of ethical know

ledge. Perhaps the gap between facts and values is not

so wide. As Michael Scriven puts it:

. . . C\J sin in the spirit of naturalism in that
A7 derive moral principles from the facts of social
and personal life, as the best strategy with which
to handle the dilemmas and exploit the possibilities
of life. , . . the desire to win, while not good
or bad strategy in chess,' is presupposed by all
strategy and generates the "ought" of good play
from the "is" of the pieces' positions.42

Normative Ethics and Education

The purpose of the preceding discussion has been to

deal with metaethical problems in such a way as to allow

42Michael Scriven, Primary Philosophy (New York:
McGraw-Hill, 1966), p. 301n.
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for a defensible position with regard to systems of

normative ethics. Unfortunately, Fromm does not under

take such a task. However, his failure to deal with

metaethics does not seem as serious as the contemporary

philosophers' failure to deal with normative ethics.

The possible impact of efforts such as Fromm's on education

is great since ethics and education share a common commit

ment; contributing to the optimum development of man.

Despite its deficiencies, Fromm's position is

especially relevant to education in that it serves to

overcome the fear of ethical relativists that accepting

an ethical system means accepting a set of rigid and

dogmatic "thou shalt nots." With regard to prescriptive

statements, Fromm does not make the mistake of trying

to categorize specific acts as to their goodness or

badness nor is he susceptible to the other extreme, that

of being general and abstract to the point of being

vague.

Fromm's writings might well serve as a model for

philosophers of education interested in its normative

functions in that formulations about the good life are

most susceptible to translation in terms of aims and

objectives. A commitment to promoting productive per

sonalities is more "real" and "alive" than a commitment
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to promoting such things as justice or virtue. Further

more, Fromm claims that

The subject matter of ethics is character, and only
in reference to the character structure as a whole
can value statements be made about single traits
or actions. The virtuous or the vicious character,
rather than single virtues or vices, is the true
subject matter of ethical inquiry.43

Unfortunately, some public school teachers are reluctant

to admit that they are making a conscious effort to

"mold" a given type of behavioral characteristic. Even

when such an admission is heard it is frequently in

terms of cliches, such as "responsible citizens." For

some teachers "responsible citizen" is a largely unexamined

concept roughly conforming to the collective ignorance

and prejudices of the community. Some social studies

teachers, for example, are not willing to accept the

consequences of defining a responsible citizen as one

who obeys all of the laws since they would be faced with

the possibly unpleasant fact that racial discrimination

in public accommodations, school desegregation practices,

and prayer and Bible readings in the schools are illegal.

Even if such a situation did not exist, inflexible con

cepts are poor as a basis for normative thics in edu

cational theory. For example, many philosophers would

43Man for Himself, p. 42.
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consider people such as Mahatma Gandhi, Bertrand Russell,

and Martin Luther King responsible citizens, even though

they sometimes intentionally broke the law.

The format of Fromm's ethical system seems to have

merit in that descriptions of psychological well-being

are easily translated into ethical terms with special

relevance to philosophy of education. Presumably teachers

who are committed to facilitating psychological health

as a fundamental educational objective are better able

to make decisions with regard to the disciplinary standards,

methods of enforcing these standards, the treatment of

controversial issues, the nature and kind of pupil in

volvement, and so on.

Even if Fromm (or Maslow, Riesman, Rogers, Combs,

and others) cannot answer the challenge of the positivist;

even if he is guilty of philosophical misdemeanors such

as the naturalistic fallacy; and even if his formulations

lack strong empirical support, one could still justify

the promotion of psychological health as an ethic basic

to our educative efforts. Just as healthy eyes represent

an optimum road of visual development, healthy personality

represents an optimum road for man's development in the

art of living. The relativist might object that there

are various theories of psychological health. There
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are also various theories of physical health but this

does not keep us from believing that there are objectively

valid reasons for going to a qualified medical doctor

rather than a witch doctor. The fact that no knowledgable

individual (including, presumably, relativists) would

be content to accept the prescriptions of a witch doctor

rather than that of a medical doctor seems to be prima

facie evidence for disregarding this objection of the

relativist. If the idea of healthy vision is only the

result of cultural factors, it still seems preferable to

astigmatic vision.

In conclusion, it seems justifiable to say that

educational theorists should accord ethics the same

respect they do science, allowing for the fact that

ethics can not aspire to the precision and predictability

of scientific propositions. Educational theorists who

refuse to grant non-scientific knowledge objectivity

do so largely because they suffer from a bias favoring

relativism, a bias which can be discredited. Since the

possibility of ethical knowledge is rejected, many

scientists confine themselves to their laboratories and

proclaim that how their discoveries are to be used is

a matter for others to debate —this in a world in which

their discoveries threaten to be used to exterminate
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mankind. Consider too the pallid role of the modern

social scientist. Because of his specialized knowledge

of society, he should espouse the role of social archi

tect, of drafting a blueprint for reform designed to

improve society. But since he considers the problem

of the good society to be non-scientific, he confines

himself to describing and measuring social phenomena.

Finally, consider the dilemma that tortures modern man,

the personal torment endured by a man who loves humanity

and yet feels forced to accept the doctrine of ethical

relativism. He loves humanity but feels that his values

are no more valid than those of a lynch mob. As Dante

said, the hottest places in hell are reserved for those

who take a position of neutrality in a time of moral

crisis.

Conclus ion

It has been shown in this study that Fromm's norma

tive position suffers from some empirical and philosophical

oversights. Yet these do not seem devastating nor do

they make his description of the good life unique in

its shortcomings, since flaws seem to be characteristic

of all such descriptions. Despite the logical pitfalls

which descriptions of the good, the true, and the beautiful

are heir to, it does seem self-evident that standards

 

 

Propriety of the Erich Fromm Document Center. For personal use only. Citation or publication of 
material prohibited without express written permission of the copyright holder. 
 

Eigentum des Erich Fromm Dokumentationszentrums. Nutzung nur für persönliche Zwecke. 
Veröffentlichungen – auch von Teilen – bedürfen der schriftlichen Erlaubnis des Rechteinhabers. 

 

McGrath, M.,1969a: An Examination of Erich Fromm's Ethics with Implications for Philosophy 
of Education, University of Kentucky Dissertation 1968, Lexington 1969, 120 p.



115

of ethical value must be based on man's welfare. While

the analytic movement in philosophy has contributed

a gre&L deal, its preoccupation with language meanings

rather than life meanings seems to have created a vacuum

in normative ethics—a vacuum which has been filled by

writers in the social and behavioral sciences. Since

ethics cannot have theprecision of science, misdemeanors

related to ambiguity, inconsistency, and verifiabiIity

are perhaps inevitable.

Many writers of other times and other cultures

have tried to describe the good life. In our age these

attempts seem to focus on mental health. Perhaps we are

expecting too much if we demand a single acceptable

description of mental health. Despite its long history,

the medical profession has not adequately described

perfect physical health. Despite their imperfections,

contemporary descriptions of the good life are relevant

to educational aims and objectives. Perhaps education

will not save the world but it can be an important agent

of social progress. "The purpose of education," according

to Kant, "is to train children, not with reference to

their success in the present state of society, but to

a better possible state, in accordance with an ideal

conception of humanity."44

44
Quoted by M. Michael Grupp, "The American Classroom:

The End of Excellence and the Birth of Mediocrity," The
Ethical Platform (May 29. 1966), p. 4.
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