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MODERN ALIENATION AND THE GOOD OLD DAYS
Alan Grey

Our contemporary Western society has been so frequently accused of causing
alienation that anyone repeating the criticism is in far greater danger of evoking yawns
than arguments. Sometimes, however, old cliches demand reexamination if only
to protect ourselves against the accumulation of wisdom that is not quite true. A re-
view of the literature about alienation — and there is a great deal of it — suggests
that the evidence in the case is more on the level of an indictment than of a thoughtful
verdict which is made after a full sifting of the evidence. Anyone who has not already
reviewed the situation for himself might check such studies, collections of papers, and
critical essays as those by E. and M. Josephson,’ K. Keniston,? R. Nisbet,® and N. J.
Baker.*

That problems of alienation merit careful study is attested to not only by the
wealth of literature on the subject, but also by the considered judgments of those who
have explored it. Erich Fromm, for instance, asserts that “The concept of alienation
seems to me to touch upon the deepest level of modern personality . . . it is the most
appropriate if one is concerned with the interaction between the contemporary socio-
economic structure and the character structure of the average individual.”s The present
paper will compare available empirical cross-cultural evidence to study the question of
whether alienation actually is more prevalent in our industrial society than in pre-
industrial ones.

The idea that technology is alienating is hardly new. An impressive assortment of
thinkers, including Tocqueville, Marx, and the existential philosophers, have seen the
industrial revolution as a kind of pact with the devil, a gaining of material comforts at
the cost of emotional well-being. One indication of the vigor of this theme is that the
New Yorker, a magazine primarily addressed to entertainment for the literate, recently
ran aseries of three articles on the subject, the last of which presented this psychological
malaise in the following terms:

Alienation is the diminution of human life through man’s subjection to his own creations — an

enslavement that begins, Marx wrote, “when the life he has given to the object sets itself against

him as an alien and hostile force.” It is alienation of the self from the self. . . . To the extent
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that one’s existence belongs to another — to an individual or to an institution — one's wants are

no longer one’s own, even if they are experienced as matters of personal urgency and desire.

For that matter, 2 man who is apparently content despite submission to an external authority

affords evidence that his wants emerge from, and are created by, the state of alienation.

[Pp. 54-55]¢

Nor is it an accident that the New Yorker version of alienation, by R. N. Goodwin,
is so much in accord with the preceding quotation from Fromm. What might be called
the “Marx-Fromm’ thesis is shared by many psychoanalysts and is a most widely
accepted view of the problem among laymen and social scientists. To assess it more
carefully requires that we examine how it is defined. In The Sane Society, Fromm sees
alienation as “a mode of experience in which the person experiences himself as an
alien . . . out of touch with himself as he is out of touch with any other person.” One
experiences oneself only 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.”®

Clarification of Conceptual Ambiguities

This statement by Fromm falls somewhat short of an ideal definition, in depicting
the alienated person both as “out of touch with himself” and as one who “experiences
himself” as out of touch. While that may seem a trivial internal contradiction, it can
cause confusion in actual empirical application, for it falls to discriminate between two
significantly different modes of psychological functioning. For example, consider the
individuals Goodwin portrays as “apparently content despite submission” because
they are unaware of any conflict between their personal desires and the social norms
to which they are conforming. Such people function quite differently from those who
do experience their own discontent and helplessness, while still pursuing a token sub-
mission to social forms in a transparently apathetic fashion. A key to the difference
lies in the extent of self-awareness. The former are conformists, alienated from self,
and the latter are “uncommitted,” as Keniston? aptly puts it, aware of themselves but
estranged from others.

What is required, then, is that we speak of at least two types of alienation, namely,
noncommittment and overconformity. Noncommittment is a form of alienation in
which the individual has a sense of estrangement from others, particuiarly from those
who actively maintain the prevailing social order. Although he is aware of his own
inner experiences, the noncommitted person makes no serious effort to satisfy the
requirements of others or even to achieve hisown fulfillment. Observing such individuals
on an American university campus, Keniston notes: ‘“To an outsider these youths do
not appear extraordinarily self-estranged; indeed it could be argued that they are in
closer touch with their ‘real selves’ or ‘creative potentials’ than most young men of
their age. Yet they have a strong sense of ‘self-estrangement’ . . . [and of] the loss of a
compelling positive vision of the individual and collective future.”? They are not “self-
estranged,” despite any self-characterizations to that effect; they are, however, not
committed to the prevailing values of their society. This confusion within non-
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committed youth about their own self-awareness is similar to that in Fromm’s definition.

Overconformity, by contrast, is a form of alienation in which the individual is
functionally out of touch with his own feelings and wishes without being aware that he
is. His concern is directed toward requirements set by others, with little or no aware-
ness of his own needs insofar as they diverge from those requirements. A perusal of the
“self-estrangement” literature quickly pins down this syndrome as the one attributed
by Marx and his followers to the machine age. Marx sees technology as producing
“stupidity and cretinism.” In Marx’s writings, people are depicted as becoming like the
very machines they tend, an image repeated in Fromm’s description of ‘“‘automaton
conformity.” It is, Fromm says, “the solution that the majority of normal individuals
find in modern society.”® Karen Horney views the alienated as those whose “inner
experiences do not penetrate to awareness.’”®

These new definitions afford us a somewhat clearer statement of the Marx-Fromm
theory, which attributes self-alienation to the impact of urban industrial society.
Spelled out a bit further, this theory predicts that conformity without self-awareness is
more characteristic of people in technologically advanced societies than of those in
more traditional ones. To assess the veracity of this assertion it is necessary to examine
whatever relevant facts are available, not only about the state of affairs in our con-
temporary Western world, but also about how people function in cultures less exposed
to the impact of modern technology.

There can be little doubt that alienation of both the overconforming and noncom-
mitted varieties occurs in our society. But both types can also be found elsewhere. To
establish the validity of the widely accepted Marx-Fromm psychosocial theory requires
something more than anecdotal eloquence. It calls for assessment of the relative fre-
quency of alienation under industrial versus preindustrial conditions, and beyond that,
it requires assessment of the type of alienation we have called overconformity. ldeally,
the people to be compared with the Western population should be ones living according
to life styles that are relatively unaffected by modern technology.

The distinction we propose for our comparison is between traditional cultures and
industrial ones. This distinction is widely used in the social sciences; among the more
familiar alternative labels for it are folk-modern, rural-urban, mechanical-organic,
gemeinschafft-gessellschaft, sacred-secular, and status-contract. Because such labels
usually involve a tangle of factual and theoretical assumptions about the phenomenon
of alienation, they are best avoided here. For purposes of our own inquiry, the terms
“traditional” and “industrial” are intended only to provide a crude distinction between
societies whose methods of production resemble those that existed in the West at the
outset of the industrial revolution and societies that rely on the more advanced tech-
niques of the present day.

Descriptive Observations of Alienation

One society which readily qualifies as traditional is India. In its modes of produc-
tion, status structure, folk practices, and occupational roles, India is more like medieval
Europe than like the contemporary Western world.'® Put into quantitative terms,

Grey, A. L., 1975: Modern Alienation and the Good Old Days,
In: American Journal of Psychoanalysis, Vol. 35 (1975), pp. 123-133.



Propri_ety 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 fiir persénliche Zwecke.

FROMM-E)n[ine Verdffentlichungen — auch von Teilen — bedtrfen der schriftlichen Erlaubnis des Rechteinhabers.

126 ALAN GREY

when forty-five countries were rated by Reissman for extent of industrialization, using
the four criteria of manufacturing, income, urbanization, and literacy, India ranked
thirty-eighth, behind Northern Rhodesia.!! Two periods of residence in India (1962-63
and 1970-71) afforded me opportunities for naturalistic observation in everyday
situations and in the clinic, where my attention was first called to the particular nature
of alienation in that traditional culture. What | observed prompted me to undertake
extensive inquiry and research in an attempt to better understand the issue.

What repeatedly struck my attention in contacts with university students and
patients was their difficulty in describing personal feelings. Beyond that, there was a
puzzlement about the very nature of such inquiry. Whenever | asked my Hindu infor-
mant about his feelings toward his parents he would become confused. “How is that?”
he might respond. “Do | talk about personal problems with my father? Do | feel com-
fortable about it? | don’t understand. Of course | do. He is my father, isn’t he?”” Then,
as an afterthought, he might unknowingly contradict himself with “Nobody speaks of
such matters with parents.” A similar inquiry addressed to an equally educated Western
youth will, at the very least, be acknowiedged as intelligible. He will accept that one
may have feelings of mistrust of parents even if that is counter to what is prescribed
and even if he denies that he himself mistrusts. 1t is certainly not uncommon to en-
counter the expression of critical attitudes toward older kin in Western society.

Lest one suspect that this Indian style of reply is merely an adroit defense against
intrusion, it should be added that the same informant who is puzzled about negative
feelings may be quite ready to describe instances of disapproved behavior, such as an
argument within the family or even a tale of incest. Nirod Chaudhuri, who himself
grew up as a Hindu, depicts such dissociation as quite characteristic of Indians in his
lively, award-winning study, The Continent of Circe.'? The title implies that his
countrymen are under a spell which dulls their awareness; Chaudhuri calls the
phenomenon “double consciousness.” He offers the following as an example of self-
estranged marital interaction, a phenomenon which the Marx-Fromm thesis treats as
indigenous to industrial societies:

The parallel mental states are seen particularly in married life, and naturally the wife exhibits
the split personality most typically. In one of her personalities she does not seem to remember
any grievance, and goes about quietly doing her work, and even shows affection to the
husband. But once a quarrel has begun, it does not remain limited to the occasion; every
quarrel since the day of wedding is recalled. . . . Listening to the words, one would naturally
imagine that a resumption of married life could not take place, and as long as the fit lasts both
husband and wife also think so. But, in actual fact, no such calamity comes about, because the
Nature of Things in India sees to it that this does not happen. {P. 277]

The ‘“Nature of Things” in Indian culture is the traditional joint family. An
authoritative definition by Karve describes that institution as “a group of people who
generally live under one roof, who eat food cooked at one hearth, who hold property
in common and who participate in common family worship and are related to each
other as some particular type of kindred.”'® ldeally, such a family is not only
patriarchal but patrilocal; it includes all male kin of the head of the family in one
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household, along with the nuclear families. However, this large group often subdivides
in response to various exigencies. The resulting smaller units continue to honor the
joint-family ethic of corporate identity and mutual responsibility for dealing with
decisions and hazards in living.

Within the family, each member’s role is determined primarily on the basis of sex,
age, and birth order rather than personal characteristics. Thus one person’s judgment
enjoys precedence more by virtue of seniority than wisdom, and certain aunts and their
nephews engage in mutual gallantries as a matter of good form rather than of private
choice. Anthropological generalizations should be tempered with a grain of salt, but
perhaps this is less necessary when discussing almost feudal societies where the rules
are felt to be sacred. Those able to picture the minds of our own European forebears
of several generations back may capture some sense of a milder version of this tradi-
tional orientation. Life in small towns offers a better glimpse of such conventionality
than does life in big cities.

As Ross puts it: ‘“The stable character of the joint family means that its roles are
precisely and clearly defined, but on the other hand, it also means that little or no
initiative or independence is possible for its members.”'* in the traditional world,
autonomy is traded off for security. Patients who fear intimacy lest it burden them
with rigid obligations often are responding to certain realities of traditional family life.
However, their difficulty lies in confusing the closeness of traditional bonds with
intimacy. Such closeness typically rests on self-subordination rather than on self-
expression.

Knowing the circumstances of Indian family life helps to explain as an adaptive
response the self-estrangement Chaudhuri calls “double consciousness.” The eruption
of quarrels, neatly encapsulated when emotions are shut off again, is a safety valve
which does not threaten conformity, but makes conformity liveable. This safety-valve
theory is suggested by how well both the Indian family and the larger society have
managed to maintain their impressive stasis over so many centuries. By expressing and
then ignoring his own protests, each person can find relief without leaving the protective
cocoon of family and caste. By ignoring his own protests, he can continue to honor
rules and rituals which magically safeguard him in this world and afterward. Indeed,
the protection of family membership is more than magical in the traditional world. Life
without such affiliations would be difficult, if not impossible, in a feudal village.

With awareness repressed to preserve routinized conformity, even conflict between
subcommunities emerges only sporadically. Yet the newspapers often report violence
between various Indian factions. Westerners are left to puzzle at the double image of a
nation which simultaneously espouses the highest ideals of peace and stages some of
the bloodiest mass conflicts in the world. Perhaps it is difficult to understand that
people who live in physical proximity do not necessarily live in psychological proximity
(however, certain parallels may be seen in the West, for example, in relations between
the sexes and among various racial and ethnic groups). Concern can be so focused
within one'’s own designated subgroup, bounded by convictions of ritual pollution,
that others with whom one works side’by side may be experienced not so much as like
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oneself but as creatures with whom one engages in certain preordained interactions.
Why not, when one even relates to oneself in a similar fashion? Visitors to India often
have commented on what appears to be the Hindu indifference to the suffering of
others.'® Some have explained such indifference as the result of material limitations
which curtail the exercise of charity. Surely this is a factor, but to stop there is to
ignore the psychological necessity for emotional encapsulation imposed by traditional
social institutions. The mark of self-estrangement is everywhere. “In literature, the
novel which requires prolonged dwelling in the minds of other persons is poorly
developed, biography is likewise in a rudimentary condition, and empirical sociology
which depends on empathy is practically nonexistent.”*% In philosophy and religion,
self-love is even more heretical than in the West.'® In short, self-estrangement is basic
to the functioning of this traditional society. Only if and when the economic structure
begins to afford more options will there be rewards in the exercise of self-awareness.
In that sense, material circumstances ultimately play an important role in shaping the
limitations imposed by a traditional technology.

The case of India would suggest that Marx and his followers are correct in their
insistence that economics is destiny or at least that it is a substantial influence in mold-
ing character orientation. But the Indian example also suggests that the Marxian view
of technology as producing the alienation of overconformity is the reverse of the truth.
It seems that where technology is limited, social organization is also limited. Too-small
units with tight internal social networks demand great conformity for their mainte-
nance. The picture recalls medieval Europe. It also suggests that while economic con-
ditions effect psychological outlooks, more than a knowledge of economics is required
to understand those psychological effects.

Systematic Studies of Alienation

While the cross-cultural basis for these assessments does add to our perspective,
admittedly the data examined thus far have been informal and impressionistic. They
lack the safeguards of facts gathered systematically, such as epidemiological informa-
tion about how various types of mental disorder are distributed in traditional and
industrial societies. International statistics on psychiatric disorders are available, but
the sad fact is that existing studies contradict each other, based as they are on debatable
nosologies whose diagnostic and sampling procedures are unreliable and mutually in-
consistent.!” Moreover, the basic orientation of Kraepelinian categories is so geared
to the individual in vacuo, so disconnected from the ways in which we relate to each
other and to the world, as to make translation from mental disease terminology to
interpersonal events very hazardous (one might say that the APA diagnostic manual is
alienated). However, some systematic studies with clearer implications for the
phenomena of alienation do exist; they are less than definitive but are able to throw
light on the issue at hand.

Among them is the collaborative ethnographic project undertaken at Cornell,
Harvard, and Yale for systematic, direct observation of child-rearing practices in six
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cultures.'®'? Especially pertinent here are the findings for a North Indian Rajput
village, described by Minturn and Hitchcock,2® which may be compared with a similar
study by J. L. and A. Fischer of a New England town in the United States.?!

In essence, the Indian study brings us a picture of a family life in which autonomy
and self-awareness are consistently discouraged in favor of mutual dependency and
conformity. Thus Minturn and Hitchcock note: “Whereas a mother who conceives of
her child as a unique individual emphasizes how he differs from other children, the
Rajput mother, for whom all people are but transient elements in a permanent group
structure, insists that ‘all children are alike’. . .. a good child is one who obeys.’’2® These
observations convey a sharply different flavor from those gathered in the United
States, although the American families studied also lived in a small town.

Societal circumstances in the New England community of “Orchard Town” en-
couraged parents to view each of their children as having a unique “potential” with a
“fluidity” and capacity for improvement which is seen as retained in some measure
until death.?! To preserve this unique potential, parents believe they should follow a
policy of “noninterference” insofar as possible. A fostering of the capacity to exercise
personal choice clearly is more functional in a society that requires choices than in one
that sharply limits them. If the comparison thus far seems biased against Indian culture,
that is only added evidence that we as members of an industrial society are thinking in
terms of our values which emphasize autonomy rather than mutual loyalty. Objec-
tively, the notion that individual potentials should be fostered to the brink of the grave
is as much a value judgment as is the opposing conviction that they should be sub-
ordinated to family cohesion.

In short, the American family was found to support values of personal fulfillment
and happiness via self-reliance. This is essentially in accord with the informal data
already reviewed, suggesting that overconformity is less characteristic of industrial than
of traditional societies. Moreover, it implies that the American interest in psycho-
analysis and other forms of psychotherapy reflects not only relative affluence but a
whole social orientation toward self-awareness not necessarily shared by affluent
maharajahs. The point here is not that industrial cultures achieve more personal
happiness but that they value it more than group survival and that they expect to find
it in the autonomous self rather than in conformity to sacred rules. This is true, at least
until disappointment with ‘progress’” sets in (this eventuality will be considered
below).

Other systematic studies might be cited to support the generalization that traditional
Hindus are far more committed to family authority, to conformity, and to denial of
personal feelings than are Westerners of similar socioeconomic levels.2224 But these
studies serve more to buttress the evidence than to reformulate the concept. | have
concentrated on India because it is the traditional society | know best from personal
experience and therefore the one whose interpersonal processes | can most readily
elucidate. My concentration does not imply a belief in the identical nature of all
traditional societies or in the adequacy of evidence from a single instance to test a
generalization about all preindustrial cultures.
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However, additional and very relevant evidence is available to mitigate this defici-
ency. The final study to be touched upon here concerns six traditional societies —
Turkey, Lebanon, Syria, Egypt, Jordan, and Iran — and is based upon a decade of field
work conducted under the auspices of the Columbia University Bureau. The question
explored was “characterological transformation required by modernization,” and the
findings are presented in Daniel Lerner’s The Passing of Traditional Society.*®

Briefly, the findings once again indicate that “transitionals” or people dwelling in
more industrialized settings are characterized by greater awareness of personal desires
and more emphatic ability than are traditional people. Interpersonal awareness, observes
Lerner, is “the basic communication skill required of modern men.” In urban societies,
people must move about more among strangers, engaging in transactions with them, and
therefore must trust personal awareness skills in the absence of group judgments.

Implications of the Evidence

What conclusions are to be drawn from this array of information? The data support
Marx and Fromm in their conviction that the economic institutions of a culture help
to shape the nature of the characterological patterns which emerge in it. What is not
confirmed is that part of the theory which recognizes only one form of alienation,
namely, automation conformity, and which asserts that such alienation increases with
industrialization.

The evidence indicates that there are at least two types of alienation, and perhaps
more. Each arises under particular societal conditions, since each society may be ex-
pected to offer imperfect answers to the needs of at least some of those who live within
it. Another aspect of the Marx-Fromm theory that is rejected is its expectation that
automaton conformity will increase with greater use of mechanical automata. Instead
it appears that the use of machines has reduced the extent to which humans are em-
ployed at brutalizing, machine-like tasks.

Not all of the newer occupations are to be preferred to traditional work roles. At
the same time, even a casual examination of census reports over the past hundred years
in any Western country or a comparison of any Western country with any preindustrial
society will show that increased technology brings a greater availability and variety of
skilled occupations, increased production, greater social and physical mobility, and,
consequently, more choices. Industrial society has neither invented nor eliminated
peonage, but it has confronted most of its members with increased options concerning
what work to do, where and with whom to live, and what products to use.

This state of affairs cannot be proven to mark an advance in human happiness, par-
ticularly in the absence of clear measures. It breeds its own difficulties, its own form
of noncommitted alienation. Noncommittment, however, is quite unlike automaton
conformity. The latter is discouraged by the progressive erosion of clear and simple
guidelines in our pluralistic, inconsistent, and changing society. Our social difficulties
are real enough, and if our own shoes pinch, it may impel us to seek a return to
traditional ways. Indeed, the variety of “religion freaks™ suggests that such a solution

Grey, A. L., 1975: Modern Alienation and the Good Old Days,
In: American Journal of Psychoanalysis, Vol. 35 (1975), pp. 123-133.



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

Eigentum des Erich Fromm Dokumentationszentrums. Nutzung nur fiir pe!séinliche Zw_ecke.
Verdffentlichungen — auch von Teilen - bediirfen der schriftlichen Erlaubnis des Rechteinhabers.

FROMM-Online

MODERN ALIENATION AND THE GOOD OLD DAYS 131

has occurred to many. But there is little evidence that these older forms are freer of
alienated modes of living or that they will support populations of the present magnitude.

These inferences from my examination of alienation seem essentially conservative,
even obvious. They serve primarily to challenge the acceptance of simplistic formulae
about our contemporary dilemmas. Can anything more be said on the basis of our
evidence? Perhaps so, but only in the spirit of hypothesis, of guidelines for further
inquiry.

When | compare the overconformists of yesterday with the noncommitted of today,
it seems possible to go beyond the bare statement that they differ. The specifics of
these differences will suggest implications for how the prevailing character styles may
respond to future social changes. The noncommitted are not merely different from the
alienated of earlier times, but more aware.

Of what, precisely, are they more aware? Whether they are among the affluent and
educated or live in a ghetto, they are dwellers in a pluralistic urban society with widely
available information media and are aware of the feasibility of alternative ways of
living and believing. They know that life is conducted differently down the street and
in other parts of the world, and that yesterday’s mores are dissolving before their eyes.
They understand the relativity of culture, not in an abstract theoretical way, but in
terms of everyday realities. About twenty-five years ago, L. K. Frank celebrated the
discovery of the culture concept in these words:

It is possible that this discovery of the human origin and development of culture will be
recognized as the greatest of all discoveries, since heretofore man has been helpless before
these cultural and social formulations which generation after generation have perpetuated the
same frustration and defeat of human values and aspirations. . . . Now man is beginning to
realize that his culture and soclal ofganization are not unchanged cosmic processes but are
human creatlons which may be altered.2®

The discovery does indeed have the positive potential for designing more rational
societies. It excited L. K. Frank and also the hopeful “transitionals” found by Lerner
in the early phases of developmient in the Middle East. But as noncommitted Westerners
have come to relize, this knowledge is a two-edged sword. If man-made culture can be
changed, it also can fail becausé man.has no sacred magic to guarantee progress. As
individuals with Particular types of lifé éxperience, the noncommitted are especially
sensitive to the possibility that they do not have the wisdom to identify better solutions
to present social ills or the power to implement good solutions even if they were
available. The noncommitted have discovered helplessness.

Like Erich Fromm’s Germans,® the noncommitted lost any conviction of magical
safety with the passing of a stable traditional order, even if their material circumstances
are realistically better then Germany afforded in the 1920's. So long as rapid change
continues all over the globe, we all are vulnerable to this realization. We must be pre-
pared for continuing upheavals, over an unpredictable time span, which render obsolete
our painfully learned skills and cherished life styles. Even worse is the secular meaning
of such change. It is governed by no benevolent providence and carries no guarantee of
salvation. The implied hazards spur a kind of social movement seen everywhere now-
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adays, the search for new magical formulae to combat the sense of helplessness — new
myths, new cults, resurgent traditionalism.

Although there are pitfalls in drawing simple analogies between persons and societies,
it would seem at least as destructive to encourage magical cultural solutions to present
social problems as to encourage magical solutions to the problems of individual
patients. Science itself is not the source of present catastrophes; rather, we have
attached fantasy expectations to science out of a lack of other sources of worship.
Altogether more promising are the serious efforts in various sectors of our society to
relieve the sense of powerlessness in realistic ways. These efforts involve patient test-
ing of creative social remedies and working toward extension of informed participation
in the decision-making process.

Such a program calls for determination in the face of anxiety. Paradoxically, it seems
to me that the noncommitted type of alienation which besets us now, has greater
promise of developing into responsible autonomy than did earlier overconformist
styles. That is because the noncommitted are so much closer to awareness of the
limitations of magic, even while so many of them run from their own burdensome
insight.
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