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THE NEO-MARXIST FRAMEWORK OF ERICH FROMM
. By
ASHA XKAUSHIK®

It is a poins of dispute whether Erich Fromm is primarily a New-
Freudian or a Neo-marxist. Surprisingly, he is a strange combination of both.
As a psychologist, be is a Neo-Freudian in that he disagrees with the basic
Freudian theoy of ‘Libido’, as the sole determinant of human behaviour, and
asserts that human nature and behaviour is determined by the historically
conditioned objective circumstances. As a sociologist, Erich Fromm is a
Neo-Marxist, in the sense that he tends to re-interpret the sogic-economic
situations of the present century, which has traversed long the conditinns
depicted by Marx a century back, without tampering with the basic Marxian
principles of ‘Dialectic’ and ‘communism’. It seems, as if Erich Fromm i
trying to incorporate a few sociological aspects in Freudian psychology and a
few psychological dimensions in Marxian economics.

This paper is an attempt to highlight the Neo-Marxist aspect in Xrich
Fromm's tbinking, although interactive aspects of Freudian-psychology
cannot be ruled out, In this context it is felt that the crux, wherein lies the
utmost utility of Marxism is the idea that ‘Mawm’ is the centre of universe.
This crucial idea has been operationally interpreted differently in western
democratic systems and communist systems. However, alienation has been a
consequence in all socicties, in whatever measure. Contemporary incidence
of alienation is far more serious than depicted by Marx for the simple reason
that techno-industrial transformation has been phenomenal. The trend of
improvigations in the Marxian frame-work could be discerned in this context,
In fact, this ‘digression’ if it may be so called, is inherent in marxian ‘dialec-
tice’ itself, which objectifies continuous developmens of history, changes,
transformations, continuities and discontinuities—all leading to the goal of
fruision of ‘communism’.

The core concept in the Neo-Marxist framework of Erich Fromm iy
Alienation. The concept of alienation is not originated by Fromm, nor does
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it owe iteolf to Marx, primarily. The history of the concept can be traced
back to Hegal and Fauerbach or even carlier to Judeo-christianinlt,? Hegel
developed the concept of,alicnation in spiritual and philosophical terms.
Karl Marz made it into an explicit economic category, embracing the
manifestations of men’s estrangement from nature and himself on the one
hand and the expressions of this process in the relationship of man-mankind
and man.man on the other. Marx discusses alienation in terms of a ‘dialectical
pracess’. Alienation in the first stage (alienation from nature) is a positive
self.mediation, which is historically 2 necessary stage. But the intensification
of the social antagonism between private property and labour demonstrates
the innermost contradiction of the given productive system. And alienation
overtakes both the property-owner and the labour, encompassing the whole
society, in turn. Communism as fully devcloped humanism and paturalism,
becomes an antological neccessity to negate and transcend alieration, in the
dialectics of Marx.®

Fromm, however, discusses the concept of alienation in psychological
terms, as the gravest human pathology, history has ever witnessed. Ironically,
alicnation is seen as co-inciding with the achievement of freedom. The prin.
ciples of economie liberalism, political democracy, religious autonomy and
individualism in pcrsonal life, gave expression to the longing for frecdom.
And, the dominatioz of nature of the church and of the absolustist state,
began to be overthrown by man, corresponding with the belief in man as a
rational being. Protestantism became a symbol of religious freedom. Capita«
lism came as an alternative to feudal economic bondage. Democracy sought
to free him from political ties. But together with religious, economic and
political ties, individual was also freed from those ties, which gave him
security and a feeling of belonging. Individual was free, and yet, aloue,
isolated, threatened an all sides, resulting in ‘nothingness’ and ‘helplessnen’.
In the name of frecdom, life lost all structure; it was composed of many
listle picces, cach separate from the other and lacking a semse of purpose.
The individual was left along, as if were, with pieces of jigsaw puzzle.*
Consequently, man started fearing freedom and escaping from it.

1. Xstvan Meszaros, Mars’s Theory of Alisnation (London, 1970), 28.

2. Karl Marg, Heononic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844, (Moscow, 1974}, 61-69
and 90-92,

3. FErich Fron.m, Tho Fear of F'reedom (Londen, 1842) 52-53,

4. B, Fromm, Zscape from Frecdoms {New York, 1265), 277,
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Therefore, what was once an urge to emerge from the Womb (Natuse),
from bondage to freedom, began reverting back to the womb, to certainty, tz
security.5 This ‘regression’ from the previously attained ‘progression’ was ng?
possible now. And, twentieth century gave opportunity for another escape. 2
was felt that perhaps lack of the sense of choosing the ‘right need’ as human
need was an important variable in the fear of freedom. For instance, the
choice between relatedness versus narcissism, manifesting in sadistic ¢z
masochistic tendencies, hetween creativeness versus destrictiveness, between
brotherliness wersus incest, between individuality versus herd-conformity,
and, between reason wersus irrationality, Various answers have been given t
man’s need for a system of orientation : firstly, primitive systems such 3
animism and totemism, in which natural objeets or ancestors represes
answers to man’s quest for meaning; secondly, non-theistic systems, li%c
Buddhism, which are usually called religious, although in their original form,
there is no concept of God) thirdly, purely philosophical systems, like stoi-
cism; fourthly, the monotheistic religious systems which give an answer o
man’s quest for meaning in reference to the concept of God.® The specific
orientation patterns, as Marx said, depend upon how human-relations arc
determined in a social system.

Erich Fromm further diagnoses the corresponding incidence of freedom
and nlienation, in the context of developinent of capitalism. The seventeent)
and eighteenth century capitalism was characterized by the existence ef
politically free man, the selling of labour by contract between employer aed
the employee, the existence of the commodity market determining prices ned
exchange, and the principle of secking profit for oneself. The ideas of medic-
val culture still had 2 considerable influence on economic practices of thi
period. In nineteenth century capitalism, man lost his central place in the
system. Business and production replaced man. Exploitation of the wosker
was regarded as the natural and social law, negating all kinds of solidarity
between the owner of capital and the workers. The competitive fight among:?
equals, the capitalists, was equally ruthless. Anonymous laws of marke:
seemed to govern the attitude toward life, as manifested in ‘Marketis;
orientation.’” The motive for production was no more social usefulness, naz

5. E.Fromm, The Sane Society, (L.ondon, 1956), 27.

6, Yor detailo, oee : B, Fromm, Psychoona'ysis ond Religisn (Yale Univerity Pec,
1950),

7. E.Fromm, BMan For Himsolf (London,1975), 67; Fromm, in this book discucso
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This, in

mtisfaction in the work process, but profit derived from investment. Lo,
ization

turn, led to ‘hoarding orientation’ on the one hand, and institutiona 2t
¢f exploitation, on the other. ¢Things’ as Tawney remarks, ‘bec?me kng-eir
¢hap man’. A number of reform-movements and reform theories, ranging
from liberalism and anarchism to scientific sociali-m, could only analysa;
thege ills; the ills were not mitigated. The anah{sis .of Karl Marx u.ras, o
course, applied later on. How far it raitigated the 11.1s, is 2 matter of dxspt'nt;.
1o might be added here that Marx’s core theoretical framev./ork noﬁwn.-
ctanding, how i0 was interpreted and, consequently, put into systemic

operationalization, because of an exercise in plurality and, often, diversity.

the ills took a different and more dangeroud

In the twentieth century, ;
mpass the whole socicty to the extent

ghape. Technical change began %o enco : .
Adlal Stevenson was tempted to remark : ‘we are not in danger of becoming

dloves amy more, but of becoming robots’.? The major character?slics of the
¢wentieth century copitalism are : the disappearance of feudal traits, .conceno
teation of capital and expanse of business, separation of ownership fromm
sanagement and alienation $s am all-encompassing tendency.

in the twenticth century, man has become ‘estranged from §1in.sself %
to an un-precedented degree. Though Fromm starts with the Man‘xnst inter-
pretation of alienation,® he differs in particulars from the latter in the sp.ihelref
of production, man is owned by his own creation and has lost ow{nershlp o
bimself. Work has become repetitive and thoughtless. The won:kelr is mo m?rc
th0p an cconomic atom. The manager feels aliepated in the n.ndft of growing
bureaucratization. Even the owner of capital, as Marx put it 1s reduced to
o commodity-man, a commodity-producer. Secondly, the process of consump-
tion, has been made monotonous by the possession of mc.aney,l 9 because the
woy of acquiring things is separated from the way of using them. .Ple?ou;'e,
in posscssion inotead of use, is emphasized more, .becausc possession is tz 80
gelated to status in society. Conscquently, man is mcessanﬁly- cons.umpafomu
hungry. The hoarding oricntation is blended with the receptive orientation,

typology of crientotions, determining the character of mon; cg.; receptive beaeding,

explolative, mogketing oricntations. (62-67). .
8. Bp:ech at ('}a!mnbia Undversity, 1954, Quoted in Tho Sm.e S:wew, 62-67. "
9, To Mars, clicaotion is that condition of ma.n where hio '_own act becoscn:o .
alien powee, stonding over ond agoingt him instead o'f being ruled by him®,
Capitel If (Leipzig, 1932), 25; Quoted in L'he Savfo Socdety, 121,
10, Kast Marz, Heonomso end Phélosophioal Manuscripts, 1844, 118-123.
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because the taste of man is also manipulated. In the course of modern
history, the authority of the Church has been replaced by that of the state,
that of the state by that of conscience, which in turn, and in our era, hag
been replaced by the anonymous authority of common-sense and public
opinion as instruments of conformity.!?

Thirdly, the relationship among fellow-men is a relationship between
abstractions, living machines, who use one another as commodity. Withowt
much love or hate, the relationship are characterized by superficial friendli-
ness, indiffercnce and distance. In the absence of social bonds, characteristis
of medieval society, individual is reduced to the stature of an atom, cut away
and isolated from the rest of the saciety.

Fourthly, even the relationship of man to himself is an alicnated
relationship, Fromm subtly sums up this situation : “Things have no self and
men who have become things can have no self.”!? This selflessness is the
result of routinization and repression of the awareness of the basic problem
of human existence. The interpretation of life as an enterprise has not anly

deepened alienation but also worsened the situation in the context of suicide
rates in the west,!3

In addition, processes of quantification and abstractification, preva-
lence of anonymous authority resultant from conformity, insatiable desires and
yet apathy for feeling and expressing dissatisfaction, leading to a situation of
non-frustration, monotony in work, conscience, religion and reason, heighten
alienation to an extent as would justify Riesman’s analysis in The Lonely
Crowd.'¢ Theretore, Fromm’s pathological analysis of alienation necessitates
eradication of the malady rather than mere preventive measures.

It might be noted here that Fromm, like Marcuse, does not claim

Goxe
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legitimized by Fascism, Nazism and Stalinism that could be seen iu Fromxfn"u
critique of Stalimism,! ‘‘characteriz d by a quick accumulation of capital
and by a ruthless exploitation of the workers.”’18 Another remedy suggested
is the concept of Super-Capitalism, «mphasising the piinciple of rewmd} of
punishment, according to the perfc: mance : ‘sharing of profit’ and ‘sharing
of work® are the motives of the concept of super-capitalism. Socialism is the
most propagated remedy of alienation. In this context, Erich Fromm does
ot talk of Marxian socialism elone. He covers utopian, syndicalist and guild
cchools of socialism, as also anarchism. However, scientific socialism hag
weightage is Fromm®s framework, though not to the degree in which 0o

obvious in Marcusian thesis.

As a psychoanalyst, Fromm intends to follow therapeutic approach,
which believes in the ultimate therapy, as stated above, rather than im
tcatative sedatives. Fromm’s alternatives are : Firsily, econuinic transformae
tion will be characterized by the principle of communitarian socialisny,¥
eccording to which cvery working person would be an active and responsibic
participant; where work would be attractive and meaningful; where capital
would not employ labour, but labour would cmploy capital, accompanied
by acquisition of techmical knowledge by the worker; where restriction of
property rights would bz genuine so as to humanize work-conditions and
reduce unnccessary consumption.!® Secondly, political transformation wiil
give cach individual an opportunity to express convictions. Modern demo-
cracy, instead of articulating the voter, has alienated him. Therefore,
gigantic political organizations of modern democracy must be replaced by
old Town-Meeting concept, comprising not more than five-hundred people
each. In such small groups, issues of stake can be discussed thoroughly. The
decisions of such a composite group should have a direct bearing on decision-

originality of diagnosis. He gives credit to the diagnoses of Burkhardt, Prou- 15, Of . Herbert Marcuse, Sovéet Maraiam (New Yor', 1958) Also sce : Feor of Froedom,
dhon, Jack London. Tolstoy and Thoreau in the twenticth century traditior, . 179'.206.

R. H. Tawney, Elton Mayo, F. Tannenbaum, L.Mumford, A, R, Hereo, 16, P. M.Joka% statement *‘Having lost their moorings, the shadow of alienation fults

Huxley, Schweitzar and Albert Einstein are discussed claborately. between the copitalist demands of individual egolom, which lacks social recporsive st

ond the burenucratic dictntes of communist collectivism where individund burmaa

Fromm is equally concerned at the trends of Authoriterion Idolatry destiny is et the mercy of party bosses,”. Marz on Alienation (Calcutta, 1976), ix.
- —_— - - 17. It might be zecolled here that Fromm, in the beginning, called this concept, de:nosrae
11, The Fear of Freedom, 218. tdo-socsaliom, Later on, be switched over to this term. See—Eacapo From F rocdess,
12, T'he Sane Sooiety, 143, 299,
18, Ibid,, 8.9, 18, Cf,, Mearcuse’s concept of ‘Reduction in Production’ H. Mearcuse, One Dimer-iczal

14 D, Riesman et, al., The Lonely Orowd (Yele University Press, New Haven, 1950). Mao, (London, 196¢), 245.
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making exercised by a cuntrally clected executive. This can be done through
organization of various committees, performing allotted functions. A combis
nation of centralized and decentralized aspects of political system is, thus
visualized by Fronun. Thirdly, cultural transformation need not propound
an altogether new ideals. The cultural heritage of the past needs be preser-
ved. The harmful separation between theoretical and practical knowledge
must be done away with. A new idea of ‘collective art’ is envisaged by
Fromm to respond to the world with our senses in a meaningful, skilled,
productive, active, and shared way. This will require climination of the spilt
between reason and nature.

This, in Erich Fromm®s vision is truly the ‘Sene society’, in which no
one will be means to another’s objectives, in which all economic and political
activity will be subordinated to man’s life, and which will further human
solidarity, will unfold reasons and will give expression to man’s inner needs
in collective art. 'This is the real transcendence of alienation on the one hand,
and attainment of positive freedom on the other. This positive freedom is the
spontancous activity of the total persomality. This, in the true sense, is the
productive orientation, characterized by Reason on the theoretical level, by
Art on practical level and by love on emotional level.!® The function of
*Reason’, in this contexi converges with that of Art.2° This notion is akin to
those of Plato and Hegel.

Erich Fromm, in this way, begins his diagmosis of modern society with
Freud, joins Marx in analysing the socio-cconomic reality, but by the time
he moves towards kis objectives, he parts company with both Freud and
Marx; however, close to the end, he again comes acruss Marx, but leaving
him behind, he moves in his distinct way of communitarian socialism, This
communitarian socialism in the beginning seems closer to Guild-socialism,
when Fromm idealizes the medieval concept of primary group.?! In the
ultimate analysis, it seems closer to Marxian ‘communism’ when Fromm
visualizes transcendence of alienation through the construction of a no-
repressive society.?? Although being a close witness to the ‘industrial culture’
(of the U. S. A.), Erich Fromm diagnoses and analyses the ills of industrial

19. For details, refer to : E, Fromm, Fhe Art of Loving (London, 1974), 14-36.

20, Of., Herbert Marcuse, Op, cit., 238,

21. 0Of., R. A. Nisbet's idea of 'Jommunity’, in his Oommunity And Power (Oxford
Uviversity Press, 1962)

22. 0f.,Karl Marx The Munuscripts, 30-100,
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yet, he leaves certain qu-arries- u:nanswercdi :
Figstly, it is inconceivable how one could accept ‘du'ﬂec;lcs ofw %:rs;i;:
isolation without the course of ‘materialism;‘.’ 3 Th‘e l\ﬁ::l:;a:;::c pri;sny
-work, cannot be taken in parts. Fromm ignorcd that bas¥ y-
;:Zo:dal:eas opp’osed to an economic category of 'Marx, alx;nauxon is ;ak:; ::;
such a comprehensive context by Fromm that .xt almost ccomes bpmmea
man’s life. If every aspect of life assumes alienated .post.ute, ;t l-e e
commonplace. Thirdly, the remedy visualized for eradication o : 1ex‘|;rec-
looks attractive. The same, however, does not apply t? prc_mpeces (;, 'res rec-
tion of sane society. How is the objective to.be re.ahzed in She a .elt}; ore
viable mechanism ? The remedies, despite being hlg?-sounémglarfa 1‘ e; Zvo_
remain utopian. Radical reform, without total syster_mc and ld]t:o :;'gl:cta  revo
lution is inconceivable. Evolutionary refc rms are hkel).' to ?a eh i abo zce <
vague courses, A revolutionary ideal might not be .ren.hzed ;n tdeba ;e ce 0
revolutionary means. Also, the new vista of socxety,. out meF y ‘Mro . k;
cannot possibly be attained in the absenf:c of .drastxc steps. Four y,t ”
Marcuse, Fromm also discusses the whole x.ssue in t‘he super-power cox; ehe:
as if the prospective transformations in the international syg(em are perip -
gence of Japan and China on the \tvorld scene is a phen?mc:;e
worth takiog note of. Fifthly, like Marcuse, Erich Fromm also .melnuon:; he
Afro-Asian systems, but does not take into ac-count.thc patbologxcla prof ean
these systems face. And, lastly, though the diagnosis of.the. patho ;gy ‘o ?ﬁc
and society in the tweatieth century is meant to be objec.uve dan s;‘:.le;n A i;
done with the help of sophisticated tools of psycho-analyjsts a.n psycbm ry, '
is doubtful if the objectives of Fromm would be realized in .the a semc;I ot
sustained and consistent efforts. Or, would it be a correct u-:fcrence t, ;a
Fromm seems to be more concerned with the pathology of an insane sociely

rather than the curative paradigm ?

gsociety in an involved manner,

ral. The emer

23. Of ,P. M. John'’s conclusion : *If one is able to diating\.ninh me‘.a diagzto;:'m of th:
‘ bhuman malady from his prescription for cure, Marx's project of radical cnnc;n: nml
his desire to stay close to the sensuous reality of man, may tufn t.mt to be usc l:u;ce s

for theology in its concern to¢ ppraise the renlity f man ond its effort to ten: * orm

een in its wider context, Marx's encounter may even explain .thc

alicnation : Mare on Alicnation,

the given reality. S :
elusiveness of the contemporary experience of

op cit, 211,

Kaushik, A., 1978: The neo-Marxist framework of Erich Fromm, In: Indian Journal of Political Science, Lucknow Vol. 39 (No. 2, April-June 1978), pp. 202-209.





