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For those of us who have been inspired and in-
fluenced by Erich Fromm’s critical theory and 
psychoanalytic insights, it has always been 
somewhat of a mystery to explain how his rep-
utation declined so dramatically after the early 
1960s, especially in the United States and Eng-
lish-speaking world. There are the obvious usu-
al suspects responsible for attacking Fromm un-
fairly, spreading half-truths, distortions and 
out-right lies about his ideas and politics in or-
der to discredit his social theory: orthodox 
Freudians, dogmatic Marxists, neo-conservative 
critics of his radical humanism and critiques of 
American foreign policy and positivist social 
scientists more concerned with academic legit-
imacy than critical ideas. There is consensus 
that the Fromm-Marcuse debate in Dissent 
magazine in the mid 1950s (Fromm 1955b; 
1956b; Marcuse 1955; 1956b) was a particular-
ly important intellectual event that played a 
central role in undermining Erich Fromm’s intel-
lectual reputation, as part of the Frankfurt 
School feud between Horkheimer, Adorno and 
Marcuse and Fromm that went back to the 
1920s when they worked together in the dying 
days of the Weimar Republic and again in the 
1930s in exile in New York City (Burston 1991; 
Braune 2013; Friedman 2013; Funk 1982; 
McLaughlin 1998a; Rickert 1986; Durkin 2014). 
But somehow the remarkable way that this 
short exchange in a prestigious but ultimately 

low circulation and relatively marginal Ameri-
can left wing magazine in the middle of the 
1950s would be so influential in damaging the 
reputation of a major intellectual figure of 
Fromm’s stature remains a mystery. If we 
somewhat playfully think of reputational dam-
age as a crime, I think I know who did it. 

This essay will argue that of all the various fac-
tors that helped damage Fromm’s reputation in 
North America it was not the Fromm-Marcuse 
debate itself that was key but the influence of 
Russell Jacoby’s Social Amnesia: A Critique of 
Conformist Psychology from Adler to Laing 
(1975b) and, to a lesser extent, The Repression 
of Psychoanalysis: Otto Fenichel and the Politi-
cal Freudians (1983) that was pivotal. Usually 
one thinks of reputational damage being done 
by powerful gatekeepers and famous scholars 
but Jacoby was an obscure American radical 
historian during the late 1960s and early 1970s 
who had trouble landing an academic position 
and wrote a number of polemical essays in the 
relatively marginal American radical journals, 
particularly in Telos, an important outlet that 
was formed in 1968 and played an instrumental 
role in introducing Frankfurt School style critical 
theory in America. So this is a double mystery 
because Jacoby himself at the time was mar-
ginal as a historian who did very little archival 
research, if any, and largely wrote highly theo-
retical and polemic essays and books making 
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the case for Western Marxism, Adorno and 
Frankfurt School radicalism. The historian Mar-
tin Jay had written the most influential study on 
the Frankfurt School three years before Social 
Amnesia (1975b) in The Dialectical Imagination 
(1972), a competent if biased work based on 
archival sources and interviews that both se-
cured his reputation as a scholar and created 
room for the next generation of Frankfurt 
School historians and critical theorists (Bronner 
1994; Wheatland 2009; Wiggershaus 1986). 
Clearly the rising tide of critical theory scholar-
ship in the 1970s that Jay helped create partly 
explains the success of Social Amnesia (1975b), 
but it is important to not read later history into 
our historical understanding of these intellec-
tual events. In the late 1960s Jacoby was on the 
intellectual margins in America, and his writings 
were a hybrid mix of polemics, history and the-
orizing that left him stranded in the spaces be-
tween disciplines and thus largely unemploya-
ble in major research universities at the time. 
How could it come to be that Jacoby’s book in a 
relatively minor left wing press in the United 
States could have such an influence? Jacoby’s 
polemics against neo-Freudians, particularly 
Fromm, saved his career, and significantly 
damaged the reception of Fromm’s work, par-
ticularly in America and in the English-speaking 
world, a story to which we now turn. 

Marcuse’s Critique of Fromm: 
Conformist Revisionist? 

Fromm scholars have long known about the 
importance of The Fromm-Marcuse debate in 
Dissent for damaging Fromm’s reputation, but 
it is important to remember that it became so 
influential also because of interaction between 
two major intellectual currents and one polem-
ical book: the orthodox Freudians in America, 
the political movement of the New Left and 
Russell Jacoby’s Social Amnesia (1975b). Mar-
cuse was not a Freudian or psychoanalyst and 
most of Freud’s followers in America were not 
political radicals, but in 1955 when the Fromm-
Marcuse debate was published, the psychoana-
lytic movement was facing major challenges 
that made the exchange relevant to broader 

publics beyond the New York Left. Psychoanal-
ysis had grown in status in America throughout 
the 1930s and then again in the immediate post 
war years, but by the end of the 1950s it was in 
decline. The rise of behaviorism and then the 
cognitive revolution in psychology, the attacks 
on Freud launched by feminists in the early 
1960s, growing hostility to psychiatry and grow-
ing medicalization alongside of the emergence 
of new drug regimes had soon led to the mar-
ginalization of psychoanalysis in American aca-
demic and intellectual culture. Fighting an in-
ternal battle with various alternative version of 
psychoanalysis from Adlerians, to Jungians and 
then the Neo-Freudians represented by Hor-
ney, Sullivan and Fromm, classical Freudians 
were on the intellectual defensive. 

In this context then, many orthodox Freudian 
psychoanalysts and intellectuals influenced and 
shaped by classical libido theory picked up on 
Marcuse’s critique of Fromm and popularized it 
in various books, articles and essays. Fromm 
indeed was a major critic of both orthodox 
Freudian theory but also the professional prac-
tice of the traditional psychoanalytic institutes 
(Burston 1991; McLaughlin 1998b; 2001). The 
fact that he was being attacked for his revision-
ism by an obscure German philosopher with a 
prestigious pedigree and a radical sensibility in 
a magazine of the intellectual left was an event 
that gave Freudians an opportunity to try to 
marginalize one of the major heretics from 
Freudian orthodoxy by highlighting and ampli-
fying Marcuse’s critique (Roazen 1996).  

The truth is, however, this debate remained 
largely a marginal New York Intellectual event 
until nearly a decade later when we saw the 
emergence of Marcuse as a major intellectual 
celebrity of the New Left, especially after the 
publication of One Dimensional Man (1964). 
Even then, most intellectuals and scholars were 
too focused on the Vietnam War and violent 
protests on American campuses to care all that 
much about this debate. Marcuse was a guru 
for the New Left and had a certain left celebrity 
status, to be sure, but his writings and specific 
critique of Fromm remained relatively obscure. 
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It was not until the New Left generation of radi-
cal started to focus their energies on building 
academic careers that there then appeared a 
new set of writings on the Fromm-Marcuse de-
bate as the Frankfurt School institutionalized it-
self in the academy throughout the 1960s and 
1970s. Leading the commentaries on the 
Fromm-Marcuse debate in a way that set the 
tone for the reception of Fromm among the 
New Left generation was Russell Jacoby’s books 
Social Amnesia: Conformist Psychology from 
Adler to Laing (1975b) and The Repression of 
Psychoanalysis: Otto Fenichel and the Political 
Freudians (1983). Jacoby is an excellent writer 
and consummate polemicist and he, more than 
anyone, was responsible for making Marcuse’s 
critique of Fromm the conventional wisdom for 
a generation of critical theory scholars and elite 
intellectuals.  

How Jacoby sold Marcuse’s critique of Fromm 
to American academics and intellectuals 

Jacoby’s Social Amnesia (1975b), in particular, 
repeated all of Marcuse’s major criticisms of 
Fromm - that his revisions of Freudian theory 
purges its most radical elements, that Fromm’s 
humanism and politics is conformist, and that 
despite Fromm’s objections it is useful and ap-
propriate to see his ideas as part of the Neo-
Freudian tradition. But Jacoby took the critique 
up a notch with style and bite. 

Writing twenty years after the original debate 
gave Jacoby the opportunity to amplify the cri-
tique by making the case that Fromm’s book 
The Art of Loving (1956a) proves Marcuse’s 
point. Writing before male leftists had to take 
seriously the feminist point that the personal 
was the political, he mobilized a late 1960s era 
sensibility to add to his political critique of 
Fromm’s activities after the debate, and ad-
dressed Fromm’s later criticisms of Marcuse as 
a "nihilist" that he articulated in various writ-
ings in the 1960s and 1970s. Jacoby writes that 
Fromm’s allegedly liberal perspective suggests 
that "with a little effort at home anyone can be 
spared a deadly and loveless world" (Jacoby 
1975b, p. 37). Characterizing Fromm’s with his 

trademark sarcasm and wit, Jacoby writes, 
"Love and happiness are repairs for the do-it-
yourselfer" in contrast to the view of critical 
theory where "these exceptions are confirma-
tions of the very brutality and injustice they 
ideologically leave behind" (Jacoby 1975b, p. 
37). For Jacoby, amplifying Marcuse’s critique 
with a new level of sharpness and vigour, sensi-
tivity and warmth for the few, and coldness and 
brutality for the rest, is one of the stock notions 
and realities that feed the ongoing system. 
Love within a structure of hate and violence 
decays or survives only as resistance. The neo-
Freudians escape the social contradictions that 
sink into the very bowels of the individual by 
repressing them (Jacoby 1975b, p. 37).  

Jacoby links Fromm both to the Neo-Freudians 
and the broader tradition of "ego psychology," 
suggesting that "The ‘positive appreciation’ of 
the ego is the song and dance of social amne-
sia; it forgets the pain by whistling in the dark" 
(Jacoby 1975b, p. 42). Instead of a truly critical 
theory of the Freudian unconscious, Fromm 
"champions" "notions" that are "borrowings 
from everyday prattle: the self, values, norms, 
insecurities, and the like" (Jacoby 1975b, p. 45). 
After the Fromm-Marcuse debate, Fromm had 
become more public in his critiques of Freudian 
orthodoxy, particularly when he published 
"Psychoanalysis: Scientism or Fanaticism" in the 
mass-market magazine Saturday Review (1958) 
and the book Sigmund Freud’s Mission: An 
Analysis of his Personality and Influence (1959). 
Jacoby’s Social Amnesia thus had a ready-made 
audience among orthodox Freudians who saw 
Fromm as a serious threat to classical psychoa-
nalysis. It is one thing, of course, to critique or-
thodox psychoanalytic theory in obscure psy-
choanalytic journals as most critics of Freud 
had done in the 1930, 1940s and early 1950s 
but when Fromm took these debates to maga-
zines that potential clients might actually read, 
this was psychoanalytic civil war and Fromm 
paid a reputational price for it within Freudian 
institutes. 

Jacoby also had a bigger target to attack in the 
world of radical politics than Marcuse did in 
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1955 because in the middle of the 1950s, 
Fromm was just entering into more than a dec-
ade long period of intense political activities 
that included work with the American Socialist 
Party, global activism around both nuclear dis-
armament and human rights and anti-Vietnam 
activities and electoral campaigning in the 
United States. Social Amnesia was effective in 
amplifying Marcuse’s critique of what he 
viewed as Fromm’s political reformism by 
drawing on some quotes and examples from his 
book The Revolution of Hope (1968), a book 
written as part of Fromm’s work for Eugene 
McCarthy presidential primary run in the mid-
dle of the most militant protests against the Vi-
etnam war in the United States, the riots at the 
Chicago Democratic Convention and in the an-
gry aftermath of the assassinations of Kennedy, 
King and Malcolm X. Fromm had outlined a set 
of political views in The Sane Society (1956a) 
and had been active in the disarmament issues 
throughout the 1950s (the anti-nuclear weap-
ons organization SANE bears the name of 
Fromm’s book), and he wrote a manifesto that 
he wanted the American Socialist Party to 
adopt in the early 1960s.  

One of the things we learn from Lawrence 
Friedman’s biography of Fromm The Lives of Er-
ich Fromm: The Prophet of Love (2013) is that 
Fromm played the role of left wing philanthro-
pist in the post war and Cold War periods, do-
nating large amount of money to various politi-
cal causes particularly Amnesty International 
partly because of the jailing of his radical cousin 
by the East German state (Friedman 2013). 
Fromm had been living in Mexico since the ear-
ly 1950s, but remained active in American poli-
tics speaking for political causes on college 
campus, and he had thrown himself into the 
Democratic Party nomination campaign for Eu-
gene McCarthy (Friedman 2013).  

As a part of that political activity, he had writ-
ten the book The Revolution of Hope (1968) as 
essentially the practical and philosophical coun-
terpart to the critique of modern society he had 
penned in The Sane Society (1955a), the book 
Marcuse had attacked in the Fromm-Marcuse 

Dissent debate. Jacoby’s critique of Fromm’s 
political ideas in Social Amnesia was brilliantly 
polemical, sarcastic and played an important 
role in discrediting Fromm among many New 
Left era radicals. Fromm’s The Revolution of 
Hope (1968), while written 13 year later, was 
not unconnected philosophically to the Fromm-
Marcuse debate, because Fromm viewed Mar-
cuse’s radicalism as problematic partly because 
his invoking of the "Great Refusal" represented 
a way of refusing political engagement by not 
being "concerned with steps between the pre-
sent and future" (quoted in Jacoby 1975b, p. 
14). Fromm had articulated a set of political 
ideas in The Sane Society (1955a) essentially 
based on some of the ideas in the anarchist, 
utopian socialist and communitarian socialist 
traditions. Fromm was deeply shaped by Marx 
and Marxism, but one of the major reasons 
why he became a "forgotten intellectual" 
among the left was that he was always a critic 
of orthodox Marxism, Stalinism and Maoism 
(McLaughlin 1998a). Soviet Marxists were 
Fromm’s most vicious ideological opponents, 
and Althusser and Fromm were bitter intellec-
tual and political enemies (Anderson 2015). 
Fromm did not do well with New Left activists 
who were attracted to Maoist politics (he had 
critiqued Maoism in detail in May Man Prevail 
(1961b)). And he made his opposition to Stalin-
ism very clear in his best selling book Marx’s 
Concept of Man (1961a), the first widely availa-
ble translation of Marx’s early human 1844 
manuscripts in North America that included a 
long Fromm introduction that defends demo-
cratic socialist humanism against Stalinism.  

In many ways then, The Revolution of Hope 
(1968) was a political not an intellectual contri-
bution, where Fromm was attempting to mobi-
lize Americans active in the anti-Vietnam war 
protests and the New Left activism away from 
what he viewed as nihilist destructive politics 
that would lead to Weatherman inspired bomb-
ing or a withdrawal from politics in face of the 
right wing reaction represented by Richard Nix-
on. And he was passionately attempting to cre-
ate a democratic socialist current in American 
intellectual life, fighting against conservatives, 
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liberals and Stalinists. Jacoby’s wing of the in-
tellectual New Left opposed precisely this kind 
of "reformism" so Fromm was easy pickings for 
a polemical attack. 

The reality is, however, that Fromm was not 
temperamentally oriented to practical party 
politics despite his willingness to put in time 
and money to the cause, something he himself 
acknowledged (Friedman 2013). And by 1968, 
Fromm was in his late 60s and had exhausted 
himself with effort, and was on the verge of a 
heart attack that would force his withdrawal 
from these political activities, and his eventual 
retirement to Switzerland for the decade of his 
70s (Friedman 2013). The political options for a 
democratic socialist in America in the late 
1960s were grim, with Martin Luther King dead, 
and the student movement in a period of mili-
tant opposition to the Democratic Party and 
their war in Vietnam, and with Richard Nixon in 
the wings speaking for the "silent majority" and 
their backlash to the civil rights, student, anti-
war and feminist movements. Fromm was on 
the verge of entering into a period of political 
despair, and the practical ideas he outlined in 
The Revolution of Hope (1968) were simply not 
very politically compelling, certainly to young 
radicals who had seen the American state re-
press the Black Panthers and the anti-war 
movement in a context where the Democratic 
Party was clearly bankrupt and Nixon and then 
California Governor Ronald Reagan on the rise.  

Jacoby tore apart Fromm’s political ideas in So-
cial Amnesia (1975b) and the reputational con-
sequences for Fromm in Frankfurt School cir-
cles were immense. The first chapter of Social 
Amnesia (1975b) is entitled "Social Amnesia 
and the New Ideologues," and he made Marcu-
se’s critique of Fromm more powerful by linking 
him to broader intellectual currents than the 
neo-Freudians and by using Fromm’s practical 
suggestions for social chance against him. 
Jacoby quoted from The Revolution of Hope 
(1968) where he had written "if people would 
truly accept the Ten Commandments or the 
Buddhist Eightfold Path as the effective princi-
ple to guide their lives, a dramatic change in 

our whole culture would take place" (cited in 
Jacoby 1975b, p. 14). Jacoby mocks Fromm 
with a tone common in the late 1960s and 
1970s among radicals, writing "If this dramatic 
change" seems unlikely or impractical Fromm 
has some other ideas on how to reach the fu-
ture more quickly and efficiently (Jacoby 1975b, 
p. 14). And then Jacoby discusses the proposal 
floated in The Revolution of Hope (1968) for the 
formation of National Council called the "Voice 
of the American Conscience" of 50 or so Ameri-
cans of unquestioned integrity who would de-
liberate and issue statements on major social 
issues that would gain media attention and 
shape debates. Fromm had argued in The Sane 
Society (1955a) that the localism syndicalist and 
communitarian socialist tradition should be 
drawn upon to create local discussion groups to 
help move the public away from the propagan-
da promoted by the corporate dominated me-
dia and the self-interest of professional politi-
cians and political parties. In The Revolution of 
Hope (1968) Fromm developed these earlier 
ideas, suggesting the creation of local clubs to 
debate social issues, feeding into the National 
Council. Jacoby was not wrong to suggest these 
ideas were not well developed, but he was 
scathing in his critique of Fromm’s suggestion 
that schemes of this nature could play a role in 
changing society, arguing that Fromm’s critique 
of Marcuse for not articulating concrete steps 
for social change were invalidated by his sug-
gestion that this scheme could "alter the nature 
of society" (Jacoby 1975b, p. 14) and that "The 
advocate of immediate practice, impatient with 
critical theory, turns into the homespun philos-
opher promoting the miracle effects of a little 
elbow grease” (Jacoby 1975b, p. 14).  

Moving from critique to mockery, Jacoby then 
went on to talk about the last page of the book, 
where there was a tear-out to be send in with 
proposed candidates for the National Council, 
where Fromm emphasized that the lack of a 
stamp was a conscious choice since "even the 
first small step requires initiative at least to ad-
dress the envelope yourself and spend the 
money for a stamp” (cited in Jacoby 1975b, p. 
15). Returning to Fromm’s critique of Marcuse 
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in the Dissent exchange, Jacoby writes that "So-
cial change for the cost of a stamp is the wis-
dom of the humanist denouncing as nihilism 
the theory exposing the post-card mentality” 
(Jacoby 1975b, p. 15) and "the revolution of 
hope is a Walt Disney production” (Jacoby 
1975b, p. 15). And Jacoby circles back to Mar-
cuse’s defense of "human nihilism" in the 
Fromm-Marcuse debate, approvingly quoting 
Marcuse that "Nihilism as the indictment of in-
human conditions may be the truly humanist 
attitude" (Jacoby 1975b, p. 15). 

Jacoby success in damaging Fromm’s reputa-
tion among critical theorists can also be ex-
plained by the fact that Fromm’s attacks on 
Marcuse in the years after the 1955 debate 
were so angry, personal and excessive that he 
had left himself vulnerable to Jacoby’s acerbic 
polemics. Lawrence Friedman suggests that 
Fromm perceived that he had lost the exchange 
in the court of intellectual opinion (Friedman 
2013). And it is certainly the case that Fromm 
responded with anger in his writings through-
out the 1960s and 1970s, often taking polemi-
cal shots at Marcuse. Jacoby quotes Fromm’s 
attack on Marcuse from The Revolution of Hope 
(1968) where he psychoanalyses his former col-
league as "an alienated intellectual who pre-
sents his personal despair as a theory of radi-
calism" (Jacoby 1975b, p. 14). There is also an 
extended critique of Marcuse in Fromm’s The 
Crisis of Psychoanalysis (1970) that Jacoby ref-
erences and, additionally, negative remarks in 
The Anatomy of Human Destructiveness (1973). 
These polemics made Fromm look bad, an 
opening that Social Amnesia (1975b) exploited. 
Fromm had legitimate and I think quite compel-
ling answers to the specifics of Marcuse’s ar-
gument both about Freud and politics. But 
when Fromm went beyond critiques of ideas to 
offer a psychoanalytic interpretation of Marcu-
se’s personality at the time when he became 
famous as a militant representative of the New 
Left, he left himself vulnerable to Jacoby’s bril-
liant polemics that suggested that Fromm had 
collapsed the political into the therapeutic.  

Jacoby’s historical imagination and the quality 

of his writing, moreover, allowed him to con-
textualize Marcuse’s critique of Fromm in the 
broader history of the Freudian movement, the 
topic of his next major book The Repression of 
Psychoanalysis: Otto Fenichel and the Political 
Freudians (1983). The Repression of Psychoa-
nalysis was published not by the alternative 
Boston press Beacon as was Social Amnesia but 
by Basic books, a major New York based com-
mercial press. Jacoby was on the path towards 
writing about public intellectuals as he did in 
the book that would bring him academic fame, 
The Last Intellectuals (1987) also published by 
Basic. And the path he took of deepening Mar-
cuse’s critique of neo-Freudianism led him to 
write the history of the left wing Freudians, 
starting with Otto Fenichel, a Viennese émigré 
Marxist psychoanalyst who, along with Wilhelm 
Reich, had pioneered just the kind of Marxist-
Freudian synthesis based on libido theory that 
Marcuse argued was so important for the radi-
cal project. Marcuse’s critique of Freudian or-
thodoxy had originated with Adorno in the 
1930s when Fromm was centrally involved with 
the Horkheimer circle, but neither Marcuse or 
Adorno had extensive clinical knowledge of 
Freudian practice so Fromm’s response to Mar-
cuse on this point had a certain power and res-
onance. But Jacoby succeeded in changing the 
subject. 

Jacoby played such an important role in diffus-
ing the Marcuse critique of Fromm and helping 
him became a "forgotten intellectual," at least 
in the English speaking world (McLaughlin 
1998a), because Jacoby did the historical dig-
ging that identified Marxist Freudians who op-
posed Fromm’s revision of libido theory. The 
Repression of Psychoanalysis highlighted a psy-
choanalyst who had known both Freud and 
Fromm and who had died young in exile in the 
United States, as did Reich. Intellectual move-
ments love heroes who die young. And Jacoby 
succeeded in taking the Marcuse critique of 
Fromm out of the personal animosity that so 
cleared motivated both of them, particularly 
Fromm, and making the issue a larger political 
question about the radical Freudian tradition, 
something that had appeal for many American 
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radicals in the 1970s and early 1980s. Jacoby 
gave this generation of critical theorists two 
Marxist Freudian heroes, Reich and Fenichel in 
the years of the 1960s and 1970s sexual revolu-
tion and Fromm became the foil as an alleged 
cultural conservative in ways that were devas-
tating to his reputation. 

The broader cultural reception of psychoanaly-
sis in America at the time was a key dynamic 
operating in the reception of the Jacoby version 
of Fromm-Marcuse debate. Marcuse’s original 
critique had found an audience outside of radi-
cal circles, because orthodox Freudians in the 
1950s in America hated Fromm and the neo-
Freudians because they were looking for allies 
for their own rather arcane internal battles for 
control of psychoanalytic institutes and train-
ing. Both Horney and Fromm had written ex-
tensively, very publically and critically about 
both orthodox Freudian theory and the practic-
es of the psychoanalytic establishment, and 
proponents of Freudian ideas in America were 
pleased to see such an attack on Fromm in a 
high status journal of the New York democratic 
left. The great liberal literary critic Lionel Trilling 
at Columbia University was a relatively ortho-
dox Freudian, as was, in a different way, Erik 
Erikson, teaching at Harvard. And both Trilling 
and Erikson contributed to the de-legitimization 
of Fromm’s ideas. And when feminists started 
to attack Freud in the early 1960s, starting with 
Betty Freidan’s The Feminist Mystique (1963), 
Freud’s defenders in America were happy to try 
to further marginalize Fromm because he had 
been one of the first to publically critique 
Freud’s patriarchal thinking. It is not an acci-
dent indeed, that the historian, public intellec-
tual, orthodox Freudian and militant anti-
feminist Christopher Lasch picked up Jacoby’s 
reading of Marcuse’s critique of Fromm in his 
The Culture of Narcissism (1979) and he had ac-
tually done the preface for Jacoby’s Social Am-
nesia, helping sponsor Jacoby into the intellec-
tual elite. It required some fancy footwork to 
hide the conservative political views of many of 
the critics of Fromm in making the case for 
Marcuse’s critique of neo-Freudianism, but 
Jacoby pulled it off brilliantly. Largely because 

of the Fromm-Marcuse debate, and with 
Jacoby’s help and Lasch’s seal of approval, 
Fromm became widely known in America as a 
conformist, simplistic, conservative and shallow 
thinker as he was written out of the "origin 
myths" of the Frankfurt School (McLaughlin 
1999). 

An Irony, A Pardon and Two Happy Endings 

There is a remarkable irony here, the need for 
an intellectual pardon and the potential for two 
happy endings. The irony is that Jacoby helped 
ruin the reputation of Fromm, critical theory’s 
great public intellectual, before going on make 
his own reputation arguing against just the kind 
of arcane obscure writing that was exemplified 
by Adorno and Jacoby’s own first articles and 
books. A re-read of Jacoby’s early writings in 
the critical theory journal Telos help us under-
stand why he had difficulty getting an academic 
job in the early years of his career; the essays 
are pompous, narrowly framed around obscure 
philosophical questions, difficult to make sense 
of and marred by self-indulgent ultra political 
polemics that do not read well today in Trump’s 
America (Jacoby 1971; 1975a; 1980). When 
Jacoby wanted to write well, he could, but 
when he was in his Adorno worship mode his 
writing was appalling. Jacoby’s two books in the 
seventies on Freudian "radicalism" were far 
better written and had allowed him to develop 
some academic voice and stature and made his 
reputation, but his first book in the early 1980s 
published now by Cambridge University Press 
entitled Dialectic of Defeat: Contours of West-
ern Marxism (1982) remains largely impenetra-
ble as prose and as more or less irrelevant as 
both scholarship and politics as his earlier writ-
ing. 

It was only after Jacoby wrote The Last Intellec-
tuals (1987), a brilliant polemical critique of the 
academic form of writing that the American re-
search university produced, that his career took 
off and he secured a job at UCLA as the scholar 
who popularized the concept of the "public in-
tellectual". It is for this reason that if I had the 
powers of ultimate pardon in the intellectual 



 

Property of the Erich Fromm Document Center. For personal use only. Citation or publication of material pro-
hibited 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. 

 

 
 

page/Seite 8 of/von 11 
McLaughlin, N., 2017a 

Who Killed off Fromm’s Reputation in North America? 

world that a certain American president is 
claiming in the political-legal world, I would 
grant a full and unconditional pardon to Jacoby 
for the sloppiness and intellectual incoherence 
of Social Amnesia (1975b) and for all his bad 
writing before The Last Intellectuals (1987). It is 
true that the unfairness to Fromm in his earlier 
works caused damage even beyond Fromm’s 
reputation because the most unhelpful aspect 
of his argument was his dual suggestion that 
theoretical adherence to a particular Freudian 
theory had inherent political implications and 
his excessively sharp division between politics 
and therapy. The truth is, one can be a political 
radical, conventional liberal or cultural con-
servative and believe in libido theory. The same 
can be said for objection relations, interperson-
al, Kleinian or even Lacanian theory;  one can 
hold a variety of political positions while being 
rooted in these theoretical traditions. The theo-
retical and clinical issues need debated out on 
their own terms, leaving broader political issues 
to be discussed on political terms. Moreover, 
there is a real danger to be avoided of turning 
political issues and a structural analysis of soci-
ety’s social problems into self-help, therapeutic 
or excessively individualistic questions. One can 
argue out the question of whether Fromm 
found the right balance, and reasonable people 
can agree to disagree. But the idea that trying 
to help individual human beings deal with their 
personal pain, interpersonal relationships and 
moral dilemmas through clinical practice is 
somehow a neo-liberal or even a conservative 
political act is absolutely absurd. Jacoby’s ar-
guments were incoherent here, but he should 
be forgiven because everyone has a right to be 
wrong and he did much good later in his career, 
contributions worth celebrating and building 
on. 

Happy ending number one then is that Jacoby is 
now a well regarded, if grumpy social critic and 
writer, who has made useful contributions to 
the culture war debates in the United States in 
The end of utopia: Politics and culture in an age 
of apathy (Jacoby 2000) and Dogmatic wisdom: 
How the culture wars divert education and dis-
tract America (Jacoby 1994) that read in a style 

far closer to Fromm than to Adorno. And if you 
are a young radical intellectual interested in de-
flating the pomposity of overly academic ten-
ured Marxists there is no-one who writes po-
lemical book reviews better than Russell 
Jacoby, as can be seen in his hysterically funny 
if more than a little unfair take-down that 
scores many direct hits, ironically again pub-
lished in Dissent magazine, of Marxist sociolo-
gist Erick Olin Wrights book Real Utopias (2010) 
in "Real Men Find Real Utopias." (Jacoby 2011). 
Jacoby has found his place in the American ac-
ademic and intellectual field and in my view his 
almost single-handed creation of the debate 
about the public intellectual in America was 
and remains an enormous intellectual and po-
litical contribution, despite legitimate criticisms 
of his viewpoint and a massive literature on 
how the concept does or does not travel well 
outside the United States. All is forgiven Rus-
sell. 

And indeed, this leads to potential happy end-
ing number two. The creation of the term "pub-
lic intellectual" has played a significant role in 
helping revive Fromm’s reputation, as scholars 
and intellectuals today now have a category for 
understanding his work that was not available 
in the 1960s when he was seen as too popular 
to be a major academic figure and part of the 
intellectual elite.  Jacoby rose in stature in the 
late 1980s with his argument for clear writing 
and Fromm’s reputation is being revived as I 
write, helped along by the current that began in 
the late 1980s and early 1990s when many 
journalists, scholars and intellectuals were tir-
ing of just the kind arcane jargon and academic 
insularity that Jacoby was rooted in during the 
first two decades of his career, as one of Ador-
no’s major supporters in the United States.  

And the story is not over, indeed, because 
there is now a Fromm revival happening, with 
general books being published on Fromm 
(Braune 2013; Durkin 2013; Friedman 2013; 
Funk and McLaughlin 2015) and serious at-
tempts to restore his reputation within psycho-
analysis (Carveth 2017; Corina 2015; Frie 2003; 
Funk 1993; Gojman de Millán and Millán 2015), 
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sociology (Durkin 2014), political theory 
(Bronner 1994; Wilde 2004), social work, criti-
cal theory (Kellner 2016; McLaughlin 2008) and 
education. There is a revival of interest in psy-
chosocial perspectives in North American soci-
ology led by Catherine Silver (Cavalletto and 
Silver 2014) and Lynn Chancer that draws gen-
erously albeit critically on Fromm’s insights 
(Chancer 1991; Silver 2014; 2017). Moreover, 
intellectuals who were trying to understand 
what Fromm was about and what he was do-
ing, knowing that he was not simply being an 
academic social scientist, a clinician exclusively 
focused on healing or political activist linked to 
social movements, now have a category where 
Fromm fits very nicely into. For all the distor-
tions of his writings on Fromm, Jacoby’s legiti-
mation of the concept of the public intellectual 
will help enormously in the reconstruction of 
Fromm’s reputation by providing us with a cat-
egory that helps explain and legitimate 
Fromm’s own contributions to our public social 
and political debate. Of course Fromm was also 
an academic scholar and a psychoanalyst but in 
the end, his great contribution to ideas and pol-
itics was as public intellectual, who operated 
both within and between the academic, clinical 
and political fields. Intellectual history, like hu-
man history itself, is full of surprises and it is 
worth keeping track of and building on the pos-
itive and hopeful ones, something Fromm 
would certainly approve of. Jacoby was terribly 
wrong on Fromm, but he helped keep alive the 
critical theory tradition in America and created 
a new appreciation for the importance of the 
public intellectual, a combination of contribu-
tions that can only benefit the revival of Erich 
Fromm’s vitally important insights and legacy.  
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