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Concern with "the wave of
deslructiveness engulfing the
world" moved Erich Fromm
to devote the first volume of a
proposed comprehensive work
on psychoanalytic theory to
the study of aggression and
destrucliveness. Man, lie con
tends, is the only animal that
can feci intense pleasure in
killing and torturing. He as
sembles impressive evidence
to support this contention and
his belief that the passion to
destroy life has developed
with the rise of urban civiliza
tion.

"The history of
civilization," he reminds us,
"from the destruction of Car
thage and Jerusalem to the
destruction of Dresden, Hiro
shima, and the people, soil
and trees of Vietnam, is a
tragic record of sadism and
destructiveness."

Fromm's approach to "The
Anatomy of Human Destruc
tiveness" is. of course, psy
choanalytic. Collating frequent
ly cited evidence from neuro
physiology, animal behavior,
paleontology' and anthropolo
gy, he effectively lays to rest
any instincUvist theory of ag
gression. Evidence from ob
servable behavior alone he
dismisses as unreliable: "the
behavior itself is different, de
pending on the motivating im
pulse, even though for superfi
cial inspection the difference
may not be visible."

In essence, Fromm's thesis
.is that man, the only animal
gifted with self-awareness,
reason and imagination, lives
in existential conflict: he is
part of nature, subject to her
physical iaws, yet by virtue of
bis self-awareness and reason
he transcends nature. He can
not escape this dichotomy of
his existence. This conflict
produces certain nv.-chic
needs — exinlential need s.
Fromm calls them, because
they derive from the very
conditions of human exist
ence. Their fulfillment is as
necessary for sanity as the
satisfaction of organic drives
is essential for life. The ways
of fulfillment are manifested
in passions—love, tenderc&s,
striving for justice, inde
pendence, hate, "narcissism.

THE ANATOMY OF HUMAN
DESTRUCTIVENESS, by Erich
Franim (521 pages; Holt, Rine-
hart &JVinston; $10:95)1 '

sadism, masochism, destruc
tiveness.

•'What all men 'have in com
mon," Fromm states, "are
their organic drives . . . and
their existential needs. What
they do not'have in common
are the kinds of passions that
are dominant in their respec
tive characters—characler-
rooled passions."

Character is the individual's
specific organization of moti
vating energy, organized in
accord with his- dominant
goals. The sadistic passion,
for instance, "is not common
to all men, but only to those
who share the same charac
ter." Differences in character,
although influenced by geneti
cally given dispositions, are
largely due to social condi-'
tions.

Fromm's most important
theoretical contribution to the
problem of human aggression
lies in his distinction between
banign and malignant aggres
sion. Benign aggression in an
imals and man is biological
ly adaptive, phylogentical-
iy programed, defensive
against threat. Its incidence is
gieater in man because man
is capable of foreseeing future
threats beyond the "clev and
present danger," is capable of
being persuaded by propagan
da to perceive threats which,
in reality do not exist, has a
much wider range of vital in
terests to be threatened.

Malignant aggression is bio
logically lionadaptive, charac
teristic only of man, manifest
ed in cruelty and destructive
ness, pleasureful in itself
without other purpose. The
most common expression of
the destructive character is
kkuV>!i. b'rumrn departs from
Freudian orthodoxy in con
tending thai sadism, in all its
manifestations, is the "pas
sion to have absolute and un
restricted control over a liv
ing being." On the factors
that generate sadism the au
thor is vague, insisting that
they are "too complicated to
find an adequate answer in
this book." but like all pas
sions they derive largely from

social conditions.
A less frequent form of ma

lignant aggression is necrophi
lia, love of the-dead. Fromm

. describes cases of both sexual
and non-sexual necrophilia in
the traditional sense. of per
verse acts, and then develops
his .concept of the necrophi-

• lous character—"the passion
ate attraction to all that is
dead, decayed, putrid, sickly:
it is the passion to transform
that which is alive into some
thing unalive: to destroy for •
the sake of destruction: the
exclusive interest in ail that is'
purely me chanicaI." (My
italics.)

In his description of the var
ious manifestations of the ne- -
croplulous character, particu
larly the "unintended" necra-
philic acts and in his discus
sion of the. connection between
necrophilia and the worship of
technique, the author "taxes
credibility. One can agree
that the devastating of the
land aih! people of Vietnam -
and the mass killing of Jews
•by the Nasisin the gas cham
ber both have a necrophilous.
quality in. common—the tech-
nicalization of. destruction.
But it would seem to be
stretching tho concept rather
far to suggest that those indi- •
viduals "whose interest in ar
tifacts has replaced their in
terest in what is alive and'

. who deal with technical mat
ters in a pedantic and unalive
way" are manifesting necro
philous tendencies.

It is in this vein, however,
that Fromm bacomes most
provocative. He asks the ques
tion: "Is necrophilia really
characteristic for man in the
second ha if of the 20th centu
ry in the United States?" His
answer.is not pleasant:

"This new type of man . . .
turns his interest away from
life, persons, nature, ideas—in
short from everything that is
nlive: ho transforms all lite
into things . .-. Sexuality be
comes a technical skill •. •. .

. joy, ihe expression of intense
aliveness, is replaced by 'fun'
or excitement: and whatever
love and. tenderness man has
is directed toward machines
and gadgets . . .

"The world of life has be
come a world of 'no-life'; per
sons have become 'non-per
sons', a world of death . ; .

eSchi

The confused thinker

Man, in the name of progress,
is transforming the world into
a stinking and poisonous place
•. . .He pollutes the air, the
water, the soil, the animals—
and himself He knows the
facts, but in spite of many
protesters, those in charge go
on in the pursuit of technical
'progress' and are willing to
sacrifice all life in worship of
their idol ... it is the necro
philous element in his charac
ter that prevents him from
making use of the knowledge
he has."

Fromm sees in modern soci
ety a socially patterned low-
grade schizophrenic process.
It is not likely to generate
manifest destructiveness
among those who are well-
adapted to the social systems
but those, particularly among
the young, who are not fully
integrated into the social
process,- may show active de
structiveness more frequently
and more dangerously. But
the picture is not without
hope. He believes that:

"Simultaneously with the in
creasing necrophilous develop
ment, the opposite trend, that
of love of life, is also develop
ing. It manifests itself in many
forms: in the protest against
the deadening of life, a pro
test among people of all social
strata and age groups,, but
particularly by the young

Fromm concludes with an
"Epilogue: Or. the Ambiguity
of Hope." In it he expresses
"rational faith in man's ca
pacity to extricate himself
from what seems the fatal
web of circumstances that he
has created." This demands
the construction of a society in
which no one is threatened, in
which exploitation and manip
ulation are replaced by condi
tions favorable to the full de
velopment of man's needs and
capacities.
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