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1. Introduction and research question 

Erich Fromm's work and his thinking are difficult to assign to a single science due 
to his interdisciplinary theory, which involves psychology, sociology and philoso-
phy. It remains to be seen whether he belongs more to psychology or the social 
sciences, possibly social philosophy. It is undisputed that Erich Fromm cannot be 
classified as an educationalist or pedagogue. 

However, the fact that his thinking and his theories are significant and helpful for 
educational science is shown by the collection of essays on Erich Fromm's theory 
and its significance for education published by Johannes Claßen (see Claßen1987, 
1991, 2002). In individual essays, educational practitioners from all areas of edu-
cation, social work, social pedagogy, university pedagogy and educational psy-
chology have described how, where and why they draw on Fromm's theories, 
thinking and insights in their work. The spectrum of topics and fields of applica-
tion covers a wide range of pedagogy and educational science. Starting with the 
definition of basic concepts of educational science such as learning and educa-
tion, through family education, psychological counselling in schools, socialization 
of small children, socialization in everyday school life to questions of obedience 
and fear in education or education on environmental issues, a wide variety of 
educational topics are dealt with. Fromm's thinking and theory have proven help-
ful, useful and applicable for the theory and practice of educational science and 
pedagogical action (cf. Bierhoff 2013; Wehr 2015). 

The initial question of this study is the significance of Fromm's analytical social 
psychology and social philosophy for pedagogy. This can be clearly answered by 
looking at the diverse literature on pedagogical aspects in Fromm's work: 
Fromm's thinking is helpful and significant for pedagogical thinking and action. 
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This becomes clear in two respects: Firstly, he examined individual subject areas 
that are important for pedagogy, such as parent-child love, authority relation-
ships, the structure of human conscience, forms of aggression, the promotion of 
peace and the problem of humane alienation in modern technological and indus-
trial societies. Secondly, Fromm's theory is essential for pedagogy because it rep-
resents an interdisciplinary theory that can combine philosophical, sociological 
and psychological perspectives. The many individual topics that are important for 
pedagogy cannot be dealt with here, but the significance of his interdisciplinary 
approach for pedagogy will be discussed. 

Fromm's thinking combines philosophical anthropology, humanistic ethics, mate-
rialistic-historical sociology and psychoanalysis; it is thus able to take a differenti-
ated look at questions and problems of upbringing, socialization and education 
because pedagogical thinking and action must deal with questions of an anthro-
pological, ethical, sociological and psychological nature. 

The anthropological question is: What makes a person human and what specific 
human needs must be taken into account in education? The ethical question is: 
What values and goals should pedagogical action be guided by? The sociological 
question is: What social living conditions and circumstances influence education? 
The psychological question is: Which mental dynamics and structures, both con-
scious and unconscious, must be taken into account in education? Pedagogical 
thinking and action must therefore answer questions and problems of anthropol-
ogy, ethics, sociology and psychology in a unifying way. Fromm's theory makes 
this possible, as he combines these and brings them together in his character the-
ory. Fromm's character theory is the pivotal point that makes his thinking so im-
portant for pedagogy. This will be presented below. 

2. Fromm's interdisciplinary theory of character 

Fromm's character theory encompasses an anthropological, ethical, sociological 
and psychoanalytical perspective. These perspectives and aspects are presented 
below. 

a) Anthropological aspects of character theory 

The concept of character itself is the result of an anthropological insight: with the 
decline of human control through instincts and the development of a specially 
trained brain in the process of human history, humans are dependent on the de-
velopment of a character in early childhood that replaces the function of instincts. 
Character, with its needs, emotions, feelings, passions, values and norms, makes 
it possible for the individual to lead a life and control himself within a social 
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community and a complex world with which the child and the young person 
would be overwhelmed if such character-related patterns of perception, thinking, 
feeling and behavior were not learned and adopted from the social environment. 
With this character and through the developed brain, a capacity for language, 
self-confidence, imagination and distinct perception develops. Humans know 
themselves as mortal beings and think about their place in the world as well as 
their relationship to their fellow human beings. This distinguishes them from an-
imals: they are aware of the fragility, uncertainty and finiteness of their existence. 
Every individual must thus shape and live his life himself; he is not guided by in-
stincts and character does not solve the question of how to lead a successful life 
(Fromm 1947, p. 38–50; Fromm 1955, p. 20–26). 

This specifically human life situation gives rise to specifically human needs in or-
der to cope with this situation: Humans can not endure an isolated or lonely life 
as a small being in a large and dangerous world; they need social ties and rela-
tionships with other people. They want to shape their limited and unique exist-
ence themselves and therefore strive for individuality. In order to live a structured 
and fulfilling life, people need a sense of purpose with fixed values, and in order 
to perceive themselves as active beings, they need an activity and an action that 
allows them to feel their self-efficacy. As beings with well-developed senses, they 
are dependent on sensory perception in order to feel and sense themselves. 
These anthropological needs are part of the human character and go beyond an-
imal needs such as thirst, hunger, sleep and sexuality. Due to their lack of instinct 
and their specifically human needs, humans are dependent on socialization, up-
bringing and education. These needs point in conflicting directions: Young people 
want security in relationships but also to become individual and independent. 
They want fixed, unchanging orientations, but at the same time, they want to 
become active and change things. This conflicting constellation of needs makes 
parenting and growing up a conflictual, difficult and crisis-ridden process.  

b) Ethical aspects of character theory 

Fromm’s humanistic ethics arise from philosophical anthropology. His ethics aims 
at the development of the individual by specifically developing human needs for 
social relationships, individuality, meaningfulness, self-efficacy and sensual per-
ception. Man and his life are a value in themselves: Human beings possess dignity. 
A person who works to develop this dignity in the course of their life or to realize 
it as far as possible has a productive or biophilic character orientation. Fromm 
knows that this can never be achieved completely but is a lifelong process. 

Humanistic ethics can be found in character. According to Fromm, humans have 
two consciences: the so-called authoritarian conscience, which is the rules, 
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commandments and norms that are adopted and internalized by the world 
around us, and the so-called humanistic conscience, which is the reaction of the 
self to its own life in terms of whether it succeeds or fails. The self perceives cog-
nitively and emotionally whether it is trying to develop its humanity in the course 
of life or not. This means that every person has two consciences, both of which 
are part of their character, partly overlapping in terms of values and norms but 
also contradicting each other. This is because conformity to society demanded by 
the authoritarian conscience does not always correspond to the individual's need 
to develop their humanity. For Fromm, this ambivalence in matters of conscience 
is part of the character. However, Fromm's term authoritarian conscience should 
not lead to the mistake of equating it with an authoritarian character orientation. 
Fromm is concerned with the fact that the rules and norms that prevail in society 
are first adopted and internalized. That is why the term social conscience would 
be more appropriate.1 At the beginning of life, individuals develop an authoritar-
ian conscience in order to find their way in life and must then increasingly replace 
this with a humanistic conscience. If he does not succeed in this, he remains ex-
ternally determined and does not realize his humanity (Fromm 1947, p. 143–
158). People then try to compensate for this by seeking refuge in conformity, au-
thority, fanaticism or egoism and developing a non-productive and destructive 
character orientation. Education is essential and necessary to prevent these de-
structive tendencies.  

c) Sociological aspects of character theory 

Fromm's theory of conscience leads to the sociological side of his theory of char-
acter. Man is a social being; he is only viable through and in a society but is also 
only able to develop his humanity in society. Individuals are first and foremost 
determined by the way of life of their society. The respective way of life, in turn, 
depends heavily on how the means of survival are produced or acquired. The re-
spective society-specific work process determines the respective way of life. The 
behavioral expectations, norms, values and ideas of society are adopted and in-
ternalized in the so-called social character and authoritarian conscience. This en-
sures for society that the individual functions in the way society needs them to. 
The knowledge and skills gained from work processes and the organization of life 
are passed on from generation to generation so that every person is, first and 
foremost, determined by the historical and material conditions of their society. 
They are socialized and educated in society. But for Fromm, the ability to think 
and self-awareness enable people to reflect on and judge themselves and their 

 
1 I owe this important tip to Rainer Funk. 
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lives once they have been socialized and educated. An educational process begins 
that enables people to recognize and change their social conditionality. In this 
way, people change themselves but also have a transformative influence on their 
society. Here, people no longer act according to their social character and their 
authoritarian conscience but can make reflected decisions based on their human-
istic conscience and their ability to think (Fromm 1941, p. 304–327; Fromm 1962, 
p. 71–87). 

d) Psychological aspects of character theory 

Such a development from a socially determined being that internalizes the ways 
of perceiving and thinking and the passions, values, norms, and ideals of society 
and initially makes them part of its character to an increasingly self-determined 
person refers to psychology. It must be clarified which inner psychological pro-
cesses first take place during the internalization of social patterns of perception, 
thought and feeling, how these consciously but also to a large extent uncon-
sciously  determine the character, and which inner dynamics lead to psychological 
contradictions, inner conflicts and stressful feelings during the development of 
the young person. The negative and unpleasant feelings, thoughts and desires are 
partly repressed into the unconscious by psychological defense mechanisms or 
projected or transferred onto other people. What is significant and special about 
Fromm's analytical social psychology is that he distinguishes between an individ-
ual character and a social character, each with an individual and social uncon-
scious, so that the social influences, patterns of perception, thinking and feeling 
can be addressed and recognized. In the process of developing an individual's hu-
manity, it is not a question of distancing oneself from the internalized aspects of 
social character and eliminating them, but rather of becoming aware of them as 
far as possible, reflecting on them, evaluating them and either deciding for them 
or against them and, if necessary, changing and improving them. Knowledge of a 
dynamic psychology is essential in order to prepare such a process of self-devel-
opment through socialization and education and to accompany it through educa-
tion (cf. Fromm 1955a; Fromm 1979, pp. 22–69). 

The first conclusion that can be drawn here is that Fromm's theory is so important 
for pedagogical thinking and action because his theory of character makes it pos-
sible to take an interdisciplinary view on processes of socialization, upbringing 
and education. Fromm's analytical social psychology or social philosophy makes 
it clear how complex the aspects and areas are that need to be taken into account 
in pedagogical thinking and action and how difficult it is to keep an eye on them 
all at the same time. It also makes it possible to shed light on, become aware of 
and reflect on the errors, limitations and possibilities of pedagogical action.  
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3. Errors, limits and possibilities of pedagogy 

Fromm's approach helps us recognize misguided paths in pedagogy as such. The 
complex interweaving of anthropological, ethical, psychological and sociological 
aspects is often not taken into account in pedagogy, which leads to individual as-
pects being regarded as absolutely essential and decisive, which is not wrong, but 
in the absolute setting of one aspect becomes wrong because all other areas and 
aspects are neglected or not taken into account. This problem leads to pedagog-
ical trends and fashions emerging time and again, in which one aspect is singled 
out and stylized as the solution to all pedagogical questions and problems. In the 
long term, such supposed solutions with partial correctness always turn out to be 
wrong, which leads to other partial aspects being selected and declared to be the 
very latest patent remedies. The initial euphoria gives way to frustration, and 
those who failed to implement the new fashion are often blamed for the failure. 
Here are some of the common mistakes made by one-sided overvaluation of as-
pects: 

The authoritarian misguided path emphasizes the instilling of an authoritarian 
conscience and conformity to society as essential and thus disregards all other 
specifically human needs. The opposite is the laissez-faire fallacy, which assumes 
that individuality and a humanistic conscience are natural dispositions that de-
velop on their own if people receive little or no education. The need for social 
relationships and the initial orientation towards reference persons as authorities 
is not recognized. The institutional fallacy overemphasizes the sociological aspect 
and assumes that people automatically socialize in appropriately organized insti-
tutions. The structure of the institution is essential; all psychological, ethical and 
anthropological aspects are neglected. The knowledge transfer fallacy assumes 
that people can orient themselves in the world if they receive enough knowledge. 
This can either be knowledge of content, i.e. stocks of knowledge, or only me-
thodical knowledge, i.e. ways and techniques of acquiring knowledge. Human de-
velopment is reduced to the accumulation of knowledge. In the psycho-techno-
logical fallacy, a technique or theory of psychology is used or applied for educa-
tional work in the conviction that if this method is successful in another psycho-
logically relevant area, it must also work in education. 

These approaches are not really wrong because they recognize important aspects 
of the complex pedagogical process, but unfortunately, they are also not entirely 
correct because, at the same time, they ignore other equally important aspects. 
Fromm's approach can help to recognize and understand this. It also makes it 
clear that pedagogical work is a complex, complicated and ambivalent process for 
which there are no simple explanations, patent remedies or solutions. 

Fromm's approach also makes it possible to determine the limits and possibilities 
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of pedagogical action. Here, too, it helps to consider the fields of anthropology, 
ethics, sociology and psychology. 

The anthropological perspective makes it clear that education cannot create or 
invent a new and better human being. There are biological and specifically human 
needs that cannot be changed by education. This is a clear limit, but it is also an 
opportunity for education to promote the development of specifically human 
needs for social bonding, individuality, meaningfulness, self-efficacy and the abil-
ity to experience. 

The ethical perspective shows that socialization and education are not yet possi-
ble without the internalization of an authoritarian conscience. In development, 
an authoritarian conscience is a prerequisite for the development of a humanistic 
conscience because this is where we learn to internalize rules and implement 
them deliberately and purposefully. This means that education without authority 
is not possible, but a rational relationship with authority in education promotes 
the formation of a humanistic conscience. 

The sociological perspective makes it clear that education cannot create a better 
society, as Fromm's social psychology shows that social and economic structures 
strongly influence the way in which socialization, upbringing and education take 
place. Only by recognizing and reflecting on this social conditionality of education 
can it be changed in such a way that people are enabled to shape and change 
their society together through education. 

The psychoanalytic perspective of Fromm's thinking makes us aware that educa-
tion cannot create mentally, emotionally and cognitively perfect people; rather, 
dynamic character theory shows us that education is a communicative, conflict-
ual, ambivalent, emotional and misunderstanding-ridden process in which the 
development of a productive or biophilic character orientation should be sup-
ported wherever possible. Crises, mistakes and misunderstandings cannot be 
abolished – this is where we find a limit – but they must be discussed and re-
flected upon and thus used for the possibility of character development. 

4. Conclusion 

It can be concluded that Fromm's interdisciplinary theory of character is useful 
and helpful for pedagogical thinking and action because, on the one hand, it 
makes it possible to recognize and understand essential aspects of socialization, 
upbringing and education and, on the other hand, it can point out errors, limits 
and possibilities of pedagogy.  

Fromm's approach also makes it clear that although pedagogy is a science and 
pedagogical action is dependent on scientific methodology, research, experience 
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and theory, in practice, it is an art that must be learned and practiced and in which 
mistakes are made time and again that must be recognized, reflected upon and 
improved. Fromm names four prerequisites through which an art can be learned: 
It requires discipline to practice it consistently and consciously, it requires con-
centration to devote oneself fully to it, it requires patience to endure the long and 
often frustrating learning experiences and the subject devoted to the art must be 
supremely important to people (Fromm 1956, p. 84–86). If education really is im-
portant to our society, then it is high time to devote ourselves to an art of educa-
tion in Fromm's sense.  
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