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ABSTRACT: 

The general aim of this thesis is to provide an exposition and critical analysis 

of aspects of the political philosophy of Erich Fromm. As such it is a study in 

systematic political theory. The specific objective of the thesis is an 

investigation of the way in which Fromm redefines Marx·s historical 

materialism by recourse to Freud's psychological theory in an effort to 

comprehend the relationship between the economic substructure (base) and 

the ideological and cultural superstructure more adequately. In so doing, it 

critically examines the following problematic: In what way did Fromm 

synthesize Freudian psychological insights with a Marxist sociology, and how 

were the concepts of both Marx and Freud transformed in the process? 

·i. In chapter 1 the origins and background to Fromm's synthesis is examined. 

Chapters 2 and 3 deal with Fromm's concept of social character and the social 

unconscious as an attempted synthesis of Marx and Freud. Chapter 4 is a 

close examination of Fromm's concept of human nature. 

The main focus of the thesis is on Fromm's thought as an unorthodox 

amalgamation of Marx and Freud. It indicates how Fromm, working from an 

initial Freudian position reworked and revised Freud so as to better 

accommodate his psychoanalytical insights within a basically Marxian 

sociology. With respect to the Marxian component of Fromm's synthesis the 

thesis contrasts Fromm's use of Marx with that of the then prevailing 

theories of the Second and Third Internationals. It demonstrates how 

Fromm's emphasis and use of the Hegelian elements in the works of the 

younger Marx distinguish him from these theorists and how it was also due 

to these Hegelian elements that Fromm could make a connection with Freud. 



The thesis takes the form of a critical exegesis of extracts of Fromm's own 

work while at the same time distiUing elements from the prevailing 

secondary literature. The thesis in no way attempts to be a thorough 

inteUectuaJ history but rather seeks to be an explication and indepth 

analysis of the elements of Fromm's work crucial to his Marx-Freud 

synthesis. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The general aim of this thesis is to provide an etposition and critical analysis 

of aspects of the political philosophy of Erich Fromm. As such it is a study in 

systematic political theory. The specific objective of the thesis will be to 

investigate the way in which Fromm redefines Mart's historical materialism 

by recourse to Freud's psychological theory in an effort to comprehend the 

relationship between the economic substructure (base) and the ideological 

and cultural superstructure more adequately. In so doing, it will critically 

etamine the following problematic: In what way did Fromm synthesize 

Freudian psychological insights with a Martist sociology, and how were the 

concepts of both Mart and Freud transformed in the process? 

The main focus of the thesis will thus be on Fromm's thought as an 

unorthodot amalgamation of Mart and Freud. It will indicate how Fromm, 

working from an initial Freudian position, reworked and revised Freud so 

as to better accommodate his psychoanalytical insights within a basically 

Martian sociology. With regards to the latter, the thesis will seek to contrast 

Fromm's use of Mart with that of the then prevailing theories of the Second 

and Third Internationals. It will demonstrate how Fromm's emphasis and 

use of the Hegelian elements in the works of the younger Mart distinguish 

him from these theorists and how it was also due to these Hegelian elements 

that Fromm could make the connection with Freud. 

As any thesis begs the question as to its choice of subject let us etamine 

briefly some of the reasons why Fromm and his Mart-Freud synthesis is our 

topic of analysis. Erich Fromm was an eitremely popular and influential 
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writer and thinker. His books The Art of Lavina: The Fear of Freedom: To 

Have or to Be? and The Sane Society are often still to be found on the best 

seller shelves. He also has been credited with originating the slogan "Make 

Love not Wart" universally popular during the 1960's and 1970's. Although 

this kind of popularity is often considered symptomatic of inteUectual 

shallowness, Fromm's enormous literary output (see bibliographical 

appenda) and the academic response they have elicited indicate the 

contrary. A glimpse through introductions to the Frankfurt School (e.g .. M.Jay 

and D.Held) and contemporary psychoanalysis (e.g .. J.A.C. Brown) will suffice 

to show the ettent of his influence. 

Fromm's importance can in part be attributed to his ambition of 

synthesizing Freud and Marx. As any description of the importance of these 

two thinkers cannot but be understated, and as the majority of their vast 

followings would consider them wholly separate fields - his task must be 

significant. In this respect Fromm's project, while innovative, was not unique 

(e.g. Wilhelm Reich) and the value and relevance of his theory must be seen 

in terms of its influence and longevity. The Frankfurt School have 

acknowledged Fromm as the initiator of their project of incorporating 

psychoanalysis into their "critical theory", even though they later came to 

differ with his formulations of this (due to Fromm's considerable revisions of 

Freud). Even this difference is indicative of Fromm's influence. Herbert 

Marcuse, for instance, s~ts out in particular to answer Fromm's arguments 

and the ettent of his polemic (see the introduction to Eros and Civilization) is 

a measure of the weight of Fromm's writings. 

Considerable academic attention has been given to Fromm in the realm of 

aitical examination and dissertations (e.g. V.I.Dobrenkov, R.Funk, 
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N.A.C.Heuer, A.Kaushik, M.Maccoby, j.H.Schaar etc.) and this thesis hopes to 

further e1tend this literature by shedding light upon the particular way in 

which Fromm links Freud to Marl. To this end it will seek to distil elements 

from the prevailing secondary literature while offering an in-depth 

examination of extracts of Fromm's own work. The thesis will in no way 

attempt to be a thorough intellectual history but rather an explication and 

ciritical analysis of elements of Fromm's work crucial to his Marx-Freud 

synthesis. 

The structure of the thesis will be the following: 

In Chapter One we will investigate the origins and background of Fromm's 

synthesis. This chapter will enquire why Fromm found it necessary to join 

Marx and Freud in the first place. It will briefly e1plore the context of 

Fromm's entry into the subject (the 1920's- 30's), though it must be made 

clear that this thesis in no way attempts to offer a full intellectual history of 

this period. It will merely sketch the general dissatisfaction with Orthodo:r 

Mar:rism which prevailed in certain intellectual circles at the time as the 

relevant background to Fromm's own project. The origins and thought of the 

Frankfurt School are dealt with only in so far as these bear on the particular 

answer Fromm devised to the dilemmas facing Marxism at the time by 

linking Freudian psychoanalytical theory to a Marxist approach. To start 

with, it will be necessary to provide basic accounts of both Freudianism and 

Mar:rism which will be used as a theoretical background for the rest of the 

thesis. 

In Chapter Two we will e:rplore more specifically Fromm's notion of "social 

character" as an attempted synthesis of Marl and Freud. In this chapter the 
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thesis will examine the first of the two pillars of Fromm's mediation 

between the economic base and the ideological and cultural superstructure 

i.e. the concept of social character. As this concept exemplifies the interface 

Fromm establishes between Marx and Freud, the thesis will seek to explain 

and critically examine it as fully as possible. In what way does the notion of 

social character enable Fromm to link Freud and Marx? How does this 

concept distinguish Fromm's Marxist theory from the then prevailing 

theories of the Second and Third Internationals? 

In Chapter Three we will investigate Fromm's concept of the "social 

unconscious". The thematic exegesis begun in the preceding chapter will 

continue in the examination of the related motif of the social unconscious. 

This chapter will thus seek to explain and critically appraise Fromm's 

description of the "unconscious forces" linking the economic base and 

ideological and cultural superstructure. Again our aim will be to reconstruct 

Fromm's synthesis of Marx and Freud, while contrasting this with the views 

expressed by the Marxist theorists of the Second and Third Internationals. 

Chapter Four is concerned with Erich Fromm's concept of "human nature". 

Owing to the fact that both the concepts of social character and the social 

unconscious are dependent upon Fromm's underlying concept of human 

nature, this chapter will offer as full a treatment of this issue as possible. It 

will explore Fromm's no~ions on the origins and history of mankind, and will 

seek to eludicate and criticize this anthropology in terms of the problematic 

of synthesizing Marx and Freud, while again contrasting this concept with 

the formulations-of the Marxists of the Second and Third Internationals. 
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Finally the conclusion will offer a recapitulation of the major points 

established in the course of the thesis and will seek to draw a final 

evaluation of Fromm's synthesis of Marx and Freud. 
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CHAPTER I : THE ORIGINS AND BACKGROUND TO 

FROMM'S SYRTHESIS. 

1.1 INTRODUCTION: 

The purpose of trus chapter is to examine the sources and reasons which 

gave rise to Erich Fromm's synthesis of Marx and Freud. To do this, it will 

examine certain aspects of the intellectual milieu in which Fromm's thought 

germinated, though it must be made clear that this will not be a full 

intellectual history but merely an attempt to identify the relevant 

antecedents of rus paradigm. Particular attention will be paid to 

circumstances in the 1920's and 1930's which Jed to the formation of the 

Institut for SoziaJCorschuna and the Frankfurt School's specific interest in 

linking Freud and Marx as a background to Fromm's relations with the 

Institut, and to his particular Marx-Freud synthesis. 

So as to facilitate trus examination and also for the purposes of comparison 

throughout the course of the thesis, this chapter will begin with succinct 

precis of some essential tenets of both Freudian and Marxian theory. This 

will then lead to a discussion of the problems which faced intellectuals in the 

1920's and 1930's in coping with certain inherent defects wruch had been 

exposed in these theories. From this it will be shown firstly, how the Critical 

Theory of the Institut for Sozialforschuna was a specific response to these 

dilemmas; secondly, how the work of Fromm originally was an aspect of trus; 
- .. 

and thirdly, how rus particular conclusions led him away from the lnstitut's 

corporate position to the unique position he later held. 

1 .2. PRBUDIANISM: 

To grasp the structure of Freud's work, it is useful to view his theories as 
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falling roughly into the following three categories: 1) His clinical theory of 

psychoanalysis , with its psychopathology, its accounts of psychosetual 

development and character formation and the like; 2) that which Rapaport 

( 1950) has called the general theory of psychoanalysis. also called 

metapsychology; and finally 3) what has been termed Freud's phylogenetic 

theory which contain philosophical conclusions on such subjects as the 

nature of society and civilization, war and religion.For the purposes of this 

precis we will deal with 1) and 2) together in a survey of the main elements 

of psychoanalytic theory and then consider the relevant aspects of 3) as 

Freud's social philosophy. 

1.2.1 BLBMBNTS Of P5ICBOANALUIC TBBOIJ: 

According to J.A.C.Brown lll there are five postulates which form the 

underlying matrii of Freudian psychoanalysis: 

( 1) Freud's application of the principle of causality to the study of 

personality in the form of a literal and uncompromising psychic determinism 

which accepted no mental happening as accidental. For Freud there appeared 

to be a logical continuity in the mental life of the individual, and therefore 

irrational symptoms were not mysterious incursions from without but rather 

etaggerated etpressions of processes common to everybody which revealed 

the specific stresses of the patient. They were not fortuitous in the classical 

sense, and their causes c;ould be uncovered by analysis. 

2) The unconscious is seen by Freudians as a dynamic force which plays a 

dominant part in mental life, taking its energy from instinctual drives (the 

life and death instincts: Eros and Thanatos). The contents of the unconscious 

are kept out of awareness not because they lack significance but because 
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they may be so signll'icant as to constitute a threat to the ego. This 

'repression' can result in unconscious feelings finding e1pression only by 

devious means (e.g .. in symptoms, character traits, slips of the tongue, etc). 

These represent compromise solutions to a conflict between primitive drives 

seeking an outlet and learned ego and superego behaviour patterns 

inhibiting them. Repression is itself an unconscious process, and in their 

disguised form the true nature of the drives remain unknown to their 

possessor after their transformation by the ego defences. Simply understood, 

Freudians describe this as the Reality Principle opposing and halting the 

Pleasure Principle which urges the organism toward drive gratification. The 

energy of the latter is not dissipated however, and must then seek its outlet 

in other ways. Neurotic symptoms are thus, in this view, unstable 

compromises, attempts at drive gratification inhibited by learned responses 

as incompatible with other dominant personality trends. (l) 

The most signll'icant aspects of Freud's complel doctrine of the unconscious 

is summarised by The International Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences as 

includ.ing 

"the general proposition that cognitive and other psychological eYents can go on 

outside ofavareness; the .iJlflueJlce ofuJlCOJlscious 'motivatio1l OJl behaviour'; ud 

the special qualitative chancterist.ics of uJlconscious processes- the primary 

process and symbolism. The primary process is the ki1ld of primitive functioning of 

the "psychic apparatus• that characterizes the UJlCOJlscious id. i1ldeed it is the 

priacijtal property by meus ofvhich the latter is def.iJled. Processes characterized 

by magical rather thali rationa11ogic ud by vishfutness- a seeking for immediate 

&ratificatio1l of crude seiUai or aaaressive impulses- are catted primary. Freud 

emphasized the concepts of displacemeJlt ud coJldensation of psychic eneray i.n 

his coJlceptu&li.zation of the primary process ud Jloted that it oJl.eJl mates use of 

symbols. vhich differ from other types of disp1aceme1lt substitutes in having beeJl 

shared by muy penoJls for aenerations. These vere the main theoreticaJ 
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resources Freud c&Ued upon to expJ&iJl drea.m.s. Aeurotic symptoms. psychotic 

thought ud language, Aormal character traits, myths. creative thought. art. ud 

humour • (3J 

3) The postulate that all behaviour is motivated and goal directed: Freud's 

early studies of hysteria had shown that symptoms could be understood in 

terms of psychic determinism and also that they had a purposiveness of 

their own. The patient with hysteria would forget events which were painful 

or would appear discreditable to the conscious self. The symptoms of 

hysteria could then be seen as a form of wish fulfilment. The contention here 

is in Groddeck's phrase: "we are lived by our unconscious" l41 It is the 

function of the Reality Principle to channel this energy into modes of 

e1pression in accord with the demands of society and objective reality.ll21b. 

of which are mutually inconsistent variables. The unconscious is thus 

understood to be constituted by biological drives. capable of almost infinite 

variation through e1perience. Thus it is the contention of Freudian theory 

that to understand the unconscious one must understand the individual's 

e1perience; 

4) A developmental or historical approach to the how and why of human 

behaviour. The fact that present symptoms appeared to be connected to 

past events inevitably led to a search for origins necessitating the 

replacement of a aoss-sectional view of the patients present reactions with 

a longitudinal one which presented the problem historicaiJy and 

developmentally: 

"He showed the Aecessity of .tnowiAa facts of develoJ)meAt 

iA order to uAde.rstand penoAality; the importance of the eveAts of early lite 

for the mai.G features of character. iAcludiAa the specific syAdromes of the oral ud 

the role of ideatificatioa as a priAciple of loaraiAaand clevolopmeat; the 
imJ)Ort&nce of drive delay and coAtrol iA clevoloJ)mont; and tho Aaturo of 
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psychopatholoiY as re1ression alon1 a developmental path." (5) 

While it is generally accepted that the child is the rather to the man. Freud 

thus insisted on the overwhelming importance ot inCancy and early 

childhood as the period during which the undifferentiated psyche ot the 

newly born child is moulded and takes on the directions it will later follow. 

5) The biological orientation and libido theory. Here the practical issue is 

that for Freudians personality is based on biological drives (e.g. the drive for 

self -preservation, mainly sexual in nature, rooted in the body with its 

unalterable hereditary constitution) passing ine:rorably through certain 

staaes or development- the oral, anal, and aenital (with its subsequent 

latency stage, incorporating the Oedipus comple:r) - during the first five 

years and then ceasing to develop but continuing to influence behaviour 

throughout life. These component drives combined to form seiuality. This can 

be delayed, transformed or fliated, and interest can be shifted from one 

"component drive·· to another. This appears, as Freud discovered. early in ure 

(infants masturbate. have se:rual curiosity etc) and follow a typical 

developmental sequence. As a result, bisexuality and "polymorphous 

perversity" are universal endowments or potentialities; and se:rual 

perversions are e:rplained as pathological developments or fllations. 

1.2.2 PIBUD"S SOCIAL PBILOSQPBI: 

V.I.Dobrenkov .,, shows that Freud's phylogenetic theories eitrapolate 

conclusions drawn from analyses or the behaviour or individual patients to 

social or ethnic groups and even to whole peoples. In the Freudian view, the 

healthy individual dirters from the neurotic only In so far as the former is 

subject to a socially useful form of neurosis. Neurotic phenomena are thus 

not coincidentaL but rather universal and intrinsic to aJJ men without 
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exception, at all times. The conclusions drawn by Freud from the analyses of 

individual behaviour are used by him to characterize social phenomena, to 

interpret laws of historical development. Hence Freud's belief that we "can 

treat peoples as we do the individual neurotic". l?J 

When considering the evolution of Freud's ideas pertaining to social 

philosophy, Dobrenkov laJ notes that Freud was led through his study of 

nervous disorders to view the social conditions of human existence as the 

main obstacles to mental health, and that eventually he reduced the 

problem of the cause of neuroses to the conflict between man's natural 

instincts and society. Freud maintained that man's sexual and aggressive 

impulses, inherent in his very nature, always conflict with social necessity 

and contradict the moral demands and values of society. The main cause for 

the emergence and progression of nervous diseases in Freud's opinion was 

excessive suppression and bridling of sexual instincts by social morals. 

While it is with reference to the "theory of instincts" that Freud attempted 

to disclose the causes of man's mental activity, it was to the "theory of 

repression" that he turned in order to explain the dynamics of human social 

behaviour. According to Freud, the harsh demands of self -preservation 

oblige man to suppress his instincts and direct his energies along socially 

acceptable channels. "Our civilization is, generally speaking, founded on the 

suppression of instincts" l9J the mental energy of which is diverted from its 

original sexual goal and redistributed to satisfy various socially useful 

needs. Freud then went on to conclude that "from these sources the common 

stock of the material and ideal wealth of civilizations bas been 
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accumulated". UOJ Freud refers to trus capacity of man to rechannel his 

se:rual impulses under pressure of social demands as sublimation. He writes; 
"Sublimation of instinct is an especi&Uy conspicuous feature of cultural 

development; it is what mates it possible for hiaher psychical activities. 

scientific. artistic or ideoJoaical, to play such u importut part in civilized 
life." UIJ 

The degree of sublimation is deter milled by the capacity of trus or that 

illdividual in question, which in its turn depends on the strength of IUs 

se:ruaJ instinct. When the demands of civilization are in e:rcess of the 

individual's capacity for sublimation, Freud argues, that is when criminals 

or neurotics are made. According to Freud, to men who are prey to strong 

instincts demanding satisfaction,there are three paths open in Society. If 

his inner impulses are not held in check at all he becomes a criminal; if they 

are suppressed he becomes neurotic; and fillally if they are sublimated in 

socially useful activity, he is able to live in the given society without any 

friction. In order to rule out the first two possibilities, which inevitably 

illtroduce discord ill social life, two types of therapeutic measures are 

essential in Freud's view. Firstly, society must somehow be brought to 

reduce the demands it makes on the illdividual, thus rela:rilla the unduly 

rigorous repression of instincts. And secortdly, the power of man's 

COftscioumess ill the struggle with his instincts must be enhanced and his 

capacity for sublimation increased by means of improved rational COfttrol. 

Freud tllJ saw the sear~ for the individual's optimal adaptation to social 

demands as the oruy acceptable solution for the conflict between man's 

biological nature and society. He was convinced that the qualitative 

diversity of human behaviour could be reduced to aspects of the process of 

instinct repression, to the various types of conflict between man's biological 
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nature and IUs social environment. 

In Freud's writings, an individually unchangeable system of e1ternal social 

conditions is thus seen in conflict with a static system of man's inner world 

in the form of immutable instincts. This rigidity was to pose a significant 

problem to later psychologists, like Fromm, who found this incompatible 

with their own observations. Furthermore the interaction between the 

internal and the e1ternal is also depicted in terms of polar opposites. Freud 

saw the conflicts between human nature and society not as a dialectical 

whole and interpenetration of opposites but merely as a confrontation of 

two separate sides that were not dependent on each other. For Freud the 

e1ternal social conditions of man's e1istence did not in any way determine 

his mental activity; he considered that they merely impeded the 

manifestation of that activity, holding back the realization of man's 

instinctive urges. Freud's socio-psychological interpretation ol the 

relationsrup between human nature and society thus amounted to a 

dilemma wruch be found himselt unable to resolve: on the one band he saw 

the bridling and rejection of instincts as one of the essential conditions for 

the very e1istence of society, indeed of civilization as such, and on the other, 

be postulated the unimpeded and total satisfaction of instincts as an 

essential condition for man's mental health. 

Freud saw society as the. product of three independent variables: 

( 1) necessity (ananche) stemming from Nature; (2) a dualistic pair of 

instincts: love and death (Eros and Thanatos); (3) various institutions and 

ideals which constitute the social environment or society. The advance of 

civilization is shaped by the interaction oC these three variables. Society is 
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seen by Freud as a profoundly tragic phenomenon. for not only is it 

unstable and unreliable, but the synthesis and reconciliation of these three 

components not only will never be effected but is in principle quite 

impossible. Despite the fact that society seeks to make use of man's 

instinctive impulses so as to preserve and consolidate social life. aU it can 

really do is establish a dubious balance. that is always exposed to the 

danger of man's unbridled instincts. On frequent occasions Freud ca11s 

attention to the inner contradictions intrinsic to society, stressing, as he does 

so. the impossibility oC surmounting them.U 3J 

"Civilization is a proce• i4 the service of Eros. whose purpose is to combine sin ale 

humu. iJldividu&ls, 1.11d after that families, then rues, peoples 1.11d nations i!lto 

one area unity, the unity of mu.tiJld. Yby this bas to happen, we do not bow; 

the wort of Eros is precisely this. These collections of men are to be bound 

libidi!lally to one 1.11other. Necessity alone. the advutaaes of wort i4 common. 

will not bold them together. But mu.'s nawralaagressive instinct. the hostility or 

each apiJlstaU ud all&&aiasteach, oppoaes this pro1ramme or civilization. This 

&&lrusiVe instiJlct is the derivative &Ad the aWa representative or the death 

insdJlct nich we have round &lonaside Eros ud which shares world-dominion 
..... l•· (141) Wtwa u. . 

The existence of a variety of social systems. too, is in Freud's eyes "a result 

of the inborn conflict arising from ambivalence. of the eternal struggle 

between the trends of love and death".U.5J In this connection the American 

psychologist Norman Brown aptly observes that on Freud's interpretation 

"history is shaped, beyond our conscious wills, not by the cunning of Reason 

but by the cunning of Desire".U6J 

Social lite is thus presented by Freud as an everlasting, unending struggle 

between instincts and morality, between the individual's biological needs 
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and the demands made _upon him by the group or society to wbicb be 

belongs. It follows that society for Freud does not answer any real need 

stemming from human nature. His theory thus leads to the paradoticaJ 

conclusion that man is not created for social living but at the same time 

needs society. Freud's ideal would be a society in which no pressures are 

brought to bear on the individual and be would be assured free scope for 

the satisfaction of his instincts. Yet since this ideal is unfeasible, because 

instincts by their very nature are antagonistic to society, Freud asserts that 

violence and coercion are therefore the logical foundation for any society 

that actually etists. 

Freud's theory of human nature bears a close resemblance to oonceptions 

etpounded by Macbiavelli and Schopenhauer; any principle of virtue is 

alien to the human essence and therefore evil, destructive tendencies 

predominate in the world. In Freud's opinion man bas never bad and still 

does not have any naturally humane feelings or impulses, and only fear of 

violence restrains him and holds in check his antisocial nature. 

Freud's view of the prospects for the development of civilization is equally 

pessimistic. He holds that, as civilization develops, the need to bridle 

instincts becomes more and more acute and that eventualy history cannot 

but degenerate into u~versal neurosis. The successes which society scores 

in the course of its development are only acbieved at high cost, namely 

man's growing sense of being unsatisfied, which in Freud's opinion 

permeates the whole history of civilization; "the price we pay for our 

advance in civilization is a loss of happiness through the heightening of the 
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sense of guilt".071 

In his conviction that man has no hope whatsoever of changing the etisting 

state of affairs, Freud recommends that man should submit to the 

inevitable. Life should be courageously accepted such as man finds it. From 

Freud's point of view the world in which we live is the best of worlds onJy 

in so far as it is the onJy possible world. The future is an illusion, which 

means that au fundamental ideals and faith in human progress are also 

illusory. The onJy aim in life according to Freud is the process of etistence 

itself, namely the eternal struggle for survival. This pessimism of Freud's is 

a natural consequence of his psychoanalytical theory of the origin and 

development of civilization. 

Freud's view that man is a self -sufficient individual who is governed by the 

Pleasure principle and limited and modified by the Reality principle held a 

serious defect for thinkers like Fromm, for it did not take adequate account 

of the influence upon the individual, of society's structure and demands. 

This lack of a sociological content and its emphasis on a libidinous structure 

of drives was the major point of issue between Freud and Fromm. Freuds 

absolutization of the biological mechanisms did not take sufficient regard of 

the material living conditions affecting individuals, which to Fromm was 

aucially important: e.g., 

"The absolutization of the Oedipus compJe1 Jed Freud to base the whole 

development of mankind on the mechanism of father hatred and resuJwat 
reactions. Yithout any re1&rd for t.he material IiviA I conditions of the ltoU.P 

under study: U9J 

Fromm's aiticism of Freud implied that not only did Freud misinterpret his 

phylogenetic knowledge, but that he was wrong in his ontogenetic 

interpretation of the Oedipal phase in the child. While Fromm does not deny 
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the significance of the se1ual element, he views this factor to be dwarfed by 

the more powerful and obvious material interests. It is this difference of 

emphasis which formed the fundamental distinction between freud's 

formulation of psychoanalysis and that of Fromm. from this distinction 

would follow all the major and subsequent differences in their theories. 

And if socio-economic conditions are the primary shaping factors in 

personality formation for Fromm (and which immediately separate him 

from freud) then the most obvious model for him to follow would be that of 

Mar1ism. 

1 .3.MAUISM: 

Owing to the immense extent of this topic, the thesis will limit itself to a 

summary account of versions of Marxism which prevailed at the time until 

Erich Fromm had established himself within the field itself. The purpose of 

this will be to show how and from whence the frankfurt School grew and 

that Fromm's particular theory vas a specific answer to philosophical needs 

experienced at the time. 

By 1900 (the year of Fromm's birth) Marxism was a major social force in 

Western Burope and would soon become even more significant in Bastern 

Burope. But for all its growing importance, and this must be emphasized, 

Marxism did not remaip an immutable doama and the early decades or the 

twentieth century becaQle the provina ground of many of Marx's 

hypotheses about revolutionary transformation. During this period Marxism 

both as theory and practice underwent profound changes. The Second 

International ( 1889-191 of) coincided with the peak or Barty Market 
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Capitalism {which was typified by a laissez-faire market established upon the 

principle of supply and demand.) The Western European working class 

appeared ready to assume the revolutionary responsibility that Marx had 

outlined. However, this was not to be the case, due to profound structural 

reasons exemplified by the growth of monopolies, government interventions 

to secure markets, the shift from Adam Smith type economic forces to the 

more appropriately Keynesian model and international political events 

{which might of course be seen as the ultimate working out of the changing 

economic order) especially, the rise of nationalism and its inevitable 

consequence; the First World War. The International had been fragmented 

and the proletariat effectively integrated into bourgeois society. Nationalism 

and the new style economic laws had resulted in the proletariat no longer 

being the fundamental antithesis of bourgeois society. Government control 

had succeeded in preventing the immenent collapse of Capitalism which tbe 

Marxists had predicted given the internal contradictions of the profit system. 

This was exacerbated by the change of focus rendered by the Russian 

Revolution and the Third International. For while the Russian Revolution was 

initially invigorating to Marxists in general, it contradicted tbe Marxist model 

of Revolution (which held that the Communist Revolution would occur .in 

industrialised societies and not agrarian societies lite Russia), and the 

strategies which emerged were often inappropriate to the rest of Europe. And 

as sympathy with the Bolshevik Revolution was synonymous with the 

International, to conflict with these strategies meant breaking with the 

International altogether. This .inflexibility led to a greater fragmentation 

amongst Marxist theorists. These factors, amongst others, led to the 
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International inevitably splitting-up and Marxism evolving in seemingly 

contrary directions, as thinkers tried desparately to comprehend how these 

changes in socio-historical reality had and would effect their theory. 

So as to better appreciate the effect of these changes on Marxist theory, we 

will show what it ideally meant to be a Marxist in the twenty five years 

preceding the First World War. In this regard we will refer extensively to the 

description offered by Leszek Kolakowski in the third volume of his series on 

the Majn Currents of Marxism l20 ) According to Kolakowski, the notion of 

Mariism at that time may be most simply defined by enumerating some 

classic ideas that distinguished Mariists from the adherents of all forms c1 

utopian socialism and anarchism, and a fortiori from liberal and Christian 

doctrines. The typical pre-World War One Mariist was one who accepted the 

following propositions: 

The tendencies of capitalist society, in particular the concentration of capital, 

had activated the natural tendency of the historical process towards 

Communism, which is either the unavoidable or the most probable 

consequence c1 the processes c1 accumulation. 

This Communism involves public ownership of the means of production and 

thereby the abolition of eiploitation and unearned income, of privilege and 

inequality deriving from the unequal distribution of wealth. There must be 

no discrimination of race, nationality, sex, or religion, and no standing armies. 

There must be equal opportunities for education, democratic freedom for all 

- freedom of speech and assembly, popular representation at all levels - and 

a comprehensive system of social welfare. 
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Communism is in the interest of all mankind and will make possible the 

universal development of culture and welfare. The standard-bearer in the 

fight for socialism is the working class as it is the immediate producer of all 

basic values and as it is the class most strongly and directly interested in 

abolishing wage labour. 

The advance towards Communism calls for an economic and political struggle 

on the part of the proletariat, which must fight for the short-term 

improvement of its lot within the capitalist system and must make use of all 

political forms, especially parliamentary ones. In order to fight for socialism, 

the proletariat must organize itself into independent political parties. 

Capitalism cannot be radically altered by the accumulation of reforms, and its 

catastrophic consequences of depression, poverty, and unemployment are 

unavoidable. Nevertheless, the proletariat must fight for reforms in the shape 

of labour legislation, democratic institutions, and higher wages, since these 

make conditions more tolerable and also provide training in class solidarity 

and in the techniques of battles to come. ( NB: This is an obvious 

contradiction in strategy and implies a serious problem in theory. The 

consequences of this problem were profound for the International, for it saw 

the proletariat caught between revolutionary compromise on the one hand 

and revolutionary solidarity and activism on the other (e.g .. typified by the 

streams of thought promulgated by Bernstein with regards to the former and 

Luxembourg, Gramsci, and Lenin et al· with respect to the latter). This of 

course was an underlymg factor contributing to the infighting and subsequent 

fragmentation ol the International.) 

Within the confines of general Mar:rist theory though, capitalism will finaJJy 
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be swept away by revolution, when its internal contradictions and the 

class-consciousness of the proletariat are ripe for thls. The revolution, 

hovever,was not to be a coup d'etat to be carried out by a handful of 

conspirators, but must be the work of an overwhelming majority of the 

labouring population. 

It was a central tenet of Marxist theory that the interests of the proletariat 

are identical on a world scale, and that the socialist revolution will come as an 

international event, (at least in the advanced industrial societies). 

On the materialist view of human history, technical progress is the deciding 

factor in bringing about changes in relations of production and class 

structure, and these changes in turn determine the basic features of political 

institutions and the reigning ideology. 

Marxist Communism is not only a political programme but a world-view 

based on the premise that reality is susceptible to scientific analysis. OnJy 

rational observation can reveal the nature of the world and the meaning of 

history. Religious and spiritualist doctrines are the expression of a 'mystified' 

consciousness and are bound to disappear when exploitation and class 

antagonisms are abolished. The world is subject to natural laws and not to 

any kind of Providence; man is the work of nature and is to be studied 

accordingly, although the rules that govern his being cannot be simply 

reduced to those of the pre-human universe. 

The main lines of Marxist doctrine as thus formulated were, as mentioned, 

open to important differences of interpretation. The changing world situation 

had exposed fundamental flaws in Marxist theory. These led to the formation 

within Marxism of political movements and theoretical positions that were 
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often radically hostile to one another. Marxism was no longer a categoric 

aedo, and its underlying defect lay in the many ambiguities of interpretation 

which the evolving socio-historical context had given rise to. The problems 

arising from this were many and complex, for instance; within the framework 

of the general definition above it was possible to hold quite different views, 

as typified by Lenin and Lukacs, as for example, in the case ol the degree ol 

validity of historical materialism or, e.g .. between Bernstein and Kautsky on 

the relationship between the 'base' and the 'superstructure'. Communism 

might be regarded either as Kautsky did as a 'natural inevitability' or as 

Luxembourg saw it, as a possibility within the historical tendency of the 

capitalist economy which had to be actively assisted. Further more the 

struggle for reform miabt be treated as valuable in itself or merely as 

training for the revolution to come. Another problem was that it was also 

possible to advocate the political exclusivism of socialist parties Qt to admit, 

with greater or less freedom, the legitimacy of alliances of various kinds with 

non-socialist movements. The revolution could be envisaged either as a civil 

war Q[. as the result of non-violent pressure by the majority. There was a 

profound ambiguity as to whether the socialist world-view was an 

all-embracing, self contained system providing the answer to every 

important philosophical question, or whether its philosophical aiticism might 

draw freely on pre-Marxist or non-Marxist thought in respect ol questions 

that Marxism itself did not decide one way or the other. All these differences 

and ambiguities were gravely problematic in defining objectives and policy 

of socialist parties.Ut should be borne in mind that the latter were not mere 

discussion groups but had to take many practical decisions. They were 
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constantly confronted by developments and new situations which Marx's 

doctrine had not foreseen; this obliged them to draw particular conclusions 

from the master's principles which in their immediacy often conflicted with 

long term directives and subsequently aggravated the situation.) 

However, what most members of the Second and Third Internationals did 

agree on was that Marxism is a form of what Engels termed, "scientific 

socialism,"charting laws of societal motion and predicting the collapse of the 

Capitalist system based upon an understanding of these laws. But even within 

this accord, there vas a conflict of view of which Karl Kautsky and Lenin are 

two examples of the main divergent positions which prevailed, for while botb 

endorsed "scientific" models of Marxism, their political programmes differed 

fundamentaUy - for Kautsky advocated democratic means of change and · 

Lenin the dictatorial vanguardism of the Communist Party. 

During the Second International, this scientific concept of Marxism heralded 

the apparently immanent breakdown of the Capitalist economic system. To 

thinkers like Kautsky and the neo-Kantian Austro- Marxists. (and even Rosa 

Luxemburg), capitalism appeared to be reaching the end of its "natural" life, 

beset by deep aises. These thinkers (with the exception of Luxemburg) 

developed versions of "scientific socialism" that likened Marxism to the 

natural and physical sciences in its predictive reliability. This prospect of an 

imminent collapse of Capitalism led Kautsky to an economic determinism in 

which there vas little room for political spontaneity or action in hastening the 

collapse or the system. Kautsky implied an "inevitable" breakdown or the 
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system. This concept of a "scientific socialism" (heralding the immanent 

breakdown of capitalism) was incapsulated in the .Erfurt Programme 

published in 1891. Engels and Kautsky attempted to provide Marxism with a 

scientific legitimacy similar to the natural and physical sciences (ignoring 

Marx's own Hegelian inheritance and his idea of the dialectical method tbat 

was opposed to the deterministic character of the natural sciences). Kautsky 

in particular tried to separate the scientific from the ethical and political 

dimensions of Mar:z's theory, suggesting that the "political" goal of socialism 

must be separated from the methods used to achieve it. Kautsky was in the 

peculiar position of (a) on the one hand upholding a rigorously" scientific" 

conception of Mar:zism, virtually reducing consciousness to material 

conditions possessing a logic and vitality of their own and (b) on the other 

hand advocating a peaceful, democratic model of the transition to socialism. 

Kautsky fiercely opposed the Marxist-Leninist justification of the 

dictatorship of the proletariat and the vanguard model of the role of the 

Communist Party. 

This kind of separation of "political theory" from socialist political movements 

was almost a replication of the stance taken by Mu Weber in his value 

neutral philosophy of the social sciences (Weber argued that the ethics and 

political values of the social scientist must not be allowed to sully his research 

and teaching, and advocated the doctrine of scientific "value-freedom"). The 

scientific Mar:zists of the Second International, led by Kautsky, located 

themselves between Marx and Weber (Weber opposed Marx on political and 

scientific grounds), combining Weber's concern with scientific impartiality 

and Mar:z's ethical-political vision of socialism. 
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f(autsky, in his 1906 work Ethics and the Materialist Conception of History. 

outlined the dichotomy between "scientific socialism" and ethics that 

characterized the thinking of most members of the Second International. 

f(autsky's work on ethics stressed the need for a moral ideal with which to 

orient the struggles of the proletariat. This moral ideal was to appear at the 

end of the historical process, after the proletariat has been emancipated. 

• ... this ideal has nothiJlg to fiJld iJl scientific socialism, which is the scientific 

ei&Dlination of the laws of the development and the movement of the social 
organism .. : (llJ 

Here f(autsky presented the classical distinction between a Mariian ethics 

and Mariian social science. "Science has only to do with the recognition oC the 

necessary," tl2) echoing Hegel and Engels' ooncept of scientific enquiry. Finally, 

"Science stands above Ethics." t23J 

The ethical ideal of Mariism is the abolition ot class conflict, according to 

f(autsky. 

" ... that ideal we can now recognize for the first. tiJae iJl the history of the world as 

& necessary result of the economic development. e.g.: the abolition of class." (24) 

Kautsky intimates that the abolition of class conflict will be a necessary 

result of historical progress; Mariian social science gains insight into this 

necessity. 

f(autsky depicted this historical necessity in terms of the growing 

productivity of industrial technology. 

"The productivity of labour is groYJl so huge that today already a considerable 

dUIUJlution of the labour time is possible for Yorkers." (25J 

He argued that the ethical goal or Mariism is not the elimination or the 

division or labour per se but aboliUon or the distinction between rich and 
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poor. Kautsky suggested that this historical necessity will reveal itself as the 

productivity of labour grows, diminishing human labour time and thus 

freeina workers for socialist creativity. 

The moral ideal of socialism is "won from sober economic considerations .. l26• 

- considerations about economic necessity and the inevitable growth of 

industrial productivity as the source of socialist liberation. Kautsky concluded 

with the sentiment that 

' "socialism is inevitable because the class stru1aJe and tbe victory of the 

proletaria&e is iD.evitable.''(27) 

What this meant is that the Scientific Martists of the Second International 

claimed for Martism the predictive reliability enjoyed by the natural 

sciences. In thus contendina that Mar1ism is a natural science ot history they 

also tended to adopt a relatively passive political stance. For if the revolution 

is bound to happen, and if its happening is beyond the control and choice cA 

individuals, a passive view ot politics is implied. These Mar1ists suggested 

that the most important revolutionary task in the short term is not to devise 

new methods or agencies of class radicalism but to develop a structural 

theory of what will happen during and after the revolution, in the transition 

period between capitalism and socialism. For if Mar1ism is a type ot 

Weberian social science. then theorists need not take an active part in cbanae 

itsell but they might rather stand back and merely comprehend 

predetermined social processes. In this view the duty or a Mar1lst must 

merely be to record reality as reality transforms itsell automatically (throuab 

the allegedly natural automatic collapse or capitalism). These determinist 

Mar1ists thus did not oppose socialist change but rather believed that change 
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would occur as a function of certain natural economic processes - "internal 

contradictions" as Marx termed them - that will force the working class to 

revolt and abolish capitalism. 

The scientific Marxism of the Second International gradually withered away 

as the outbreak of the First World War split the International asunder, giving 

way to the Marxist-Leninism of the Bolsheviks who came to dominate tbe 

Third or Communist International of 1919. 

Lenin, too, argued that Marxism is a form of natural science that "reads" social 

reality in much the same manner as science reads nature. In Materialism and 

Bmperico- Criticism ( 1908), he outlined a theory of Scientific Marxism based 

on the so-called reflection-theory of knowledge. Lenin's scientific Marxism, 

though very important to the development of the Second International, 

served an entirely different political purpose in the hands of the Bolsheviks. 

The theory of science which he had developed in his book, became after the 

Bolshevik's seizure of power, the orthodox/authoritative text of dialectical 

materialism. The foundation of Lenin's argument was that scientific 

materialism was a form of knowledge of the natural necessity of social 

dynamics: 

" ... co.nsciousaess is o.n1y the reflection of bei.na. at best. aa &&~&~ro•ima&ely true ... 
reflecUon of it.· (23) 

This followed from the specific distinction, Marxism- Leninism made between 

dialectical materialism, historical materialism and political strategy. 

Dialectical materialism was the all embracing theory ol the nature and Jaw ol 

things in general- "the science of universal interconnection." l29) Its emphasis 

was on the real and material laws which govern the connection between 
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universal objects and sees every action as being linked to every reaction. 

Historical materialism was the specific eJtension of this understanding of 

nature to include the cognition of human society. Political strategy deals with 

the appropriate use of these laws which govern society for the purposes or 
the correct functioning oC that society, as established by the Party. This 

Political strategy assured the Russian masses that they were incapable of 

theorizing about their own eJploitation; and therefore they needed tight 

discipline and leadership "from without", from MarJist thinkers and 

intellectuals. These leaders were to form a "vanguard" that would lead the 

revolutionary movement and that would then represent the "dictatorship of 

the proletariat" immediately after the coup de tal 

Leninism thus had two integrated components: (a) the theory of the vanguard 

party, required to lead the working class and peasantry towards 

revolutionary and post-revolutionary activity: (b) the system of philosophical 

and theoretical justifications rooted in Lenin's concept of MarJism as a 

reflection-theory that provides insight into the necessities of societal 

"motion". The second component importanUy served to legitimize the elitist 

character of the first component, the vanguard of model socialism. The 

vanguard, in particular. the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, bad a 

tremendous political strength in that aU of its acts were justified because it 

held a monopoly on social scientific truth. 

What Leninism or Bolshevism achieved in this way was to recover Marl's 

own commitment to historical specificity in analysis. Where the Second 

International Mar1ists had grounded their "logical succession of social 

categories" upon a filed theory of productive forces, the Bolsheviks 

reasserted class-struggle as the motor ol historical progress and social change. 

Mariist-Leninism though also purporting to scientific validity, threw out 
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some of the major tenets of Second International dogma. They rejected the 

Second Internationalists postulates that the revolution was an inevitable, 

historically based, scientific necessity; and the conceptual and historical 

separation of Bourgeois and Proleterian revolutions and therewith the stages 

which govern il 

This official Soviet ideology protected the Soviet experiment in that every act 

of the regime could be philosophically and theoretically justified. 

Marxism-Leninism became more than a general theory about how to seize 

power, it became a means for justfying the peculiarities of the Bolshevik 

ascension to power and the centralised, authoritarian version of socialism that 

resulted. After 1919, when the Bolshevik ideologist Zinoviev took over the 

leadership of the Third International, aiticism by Mar:rist/Socialists of the 

Soviet Union became tantamount to treason, anti-marxist. 

This generated grave problems within the ranks of Western Marxism. Not 

only were Leninist political strategies often inappropriate to industrially 

developed and democratic Western Europe, the Soviet concept of "socialist 

truth", defined in terms of allegiance to the Soviet regime, forced Western 

Marxists to fall in line with Moscow or to break ranks and risk 

e:rcom m unication. 

Though Kautstian type scientific Martism and Mar:rist-Leninist Bolshevism 

were the major strains of Martism dominating the Second and Third 

Internationals respectively, they were not the only varients current. Within 

the Second International at least, other and more revisionist perceptions also 

prevailed. To some thinkers, typified by Eduard Bernstein, it seemed clear 

that, for fundamental structural reasons relating to the historical 
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development of capitalism, the "contradictions" of the capitalist system were 

not going to mature as Marx had anticipated and the scientific Marxists 

predicted. In Western Europe the working class had become an integrated 

part of the capitalist system, and not its fundamental antithesis. Advanced 

capitalism seemed to have successfully staved off the revolutionary fate 

predicted for it. It was this observation of the successful integration of the 

working class within bourgeois society, which provided Bernstein with his 

point of departure. He argued, as against scientific Marxism, that capitalism 

was not nearing its final collapse, but was instead gradually changing into 

socialism. To assist this process he advocated a democratic class struggle, 

carried on through parliamentary and electoral means, to aeate a practical 

form of social-democracy. This was a major revision of Mariist revolutionary 

theory. Instead of propagating revolution, Bernstein suggested that the 

proletariat accomadate itself to the process of electoral politics and gradually 

metamorphosize capitalism into socialism. 

To people like Lerun and Luxemburg this was a sell-out, though Luxemburg, 

also, explicitly opposed the theory of the inevitable break -down of capital. To 

her this degraded the contribution to be made by theoretically articulate, 

struggling workers. Luxemburg set out to show how Marxism could be both a 

structural theory of contradictions and a theory of class struggle. She argued 

that there could be no appropriate Marxism without both structural and 

subjective aspects: the system would not collapse of its own accord, nor would 

the system change merely because human beings recognized their own 

alienation. In Luxemburg's eyes the proletariat had to develop an 

action-orientated theory of class radicalism to guide it in the radical 

reconstruction of all capitalist institutions. This implied a symbiotic 
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relationship between the revolutionary working class and certain 

revolutionary leaders. Though for some time Luxemburg sympathised with 

the Bolshevik revolution, she attacked Lenin's concept of revolutionary 

leadership as overly authoritarian and elitist, and argued instead that the 

period of revolutionary transition- the so-called "dictatorship of the 

proletariat"- must be very short and had to be very quickly democratised in 

order to prevent the erection of an authoritarian socialist state (such as arose 

in the Soviet Union). 

After the break -down of the Second International and with the Bolshevik 

domination of the Third International, Marxism in Western Europe effectively 

went underground, in the process also abandoning many of the tenets of 

original Marxism. In response to the failure of the anticipated socialist 

revolution in Western Burope to materialise, many theorists revised and 

rewrote Marx's analysis of revolution, in an effort to comprehend this 

phenomenon. Thus, as a cogent response to Marxist-Leninism and its 

authoritarian logic, Lukacs and Korsch sort to reconstruct Marx by returning 

to his Hegelian roots. Already in the 1920's, Lukacs and Korsch (~ho were 

active members of the Hungarian and German communist parties 

respectively) wrote important works questioning the dominant Marxist 

orthodoxies- the established doctrines of the Communi,st and Social Democrat 

Parties. By challenging ~arxist orthodoxy and by re-examining Marxism in 

the light of contemporary events, they created a basis for a fundamental 

reappraisal of Marxist theory and practice. Initially, both Lukacs and Korscb 

took specific issue with the "determinist" and "positivist" interpretations of 

MarJism. To them such positivism and determinism corresponded to a form 

of thought which Marx had rejected- "contemplative materialism", ie. a 
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materialism which ignored the importance of human subjectivity. Human 

agency was for Lukacs and Korscb the fulcrum of revolutionary activity and 

they set about devising a rationale which would analyse and expose the 

hiatus between actual and possible, between the existing order of 

contradictions and a potential future state. Their theory was thus orientated 

to the development of class/revolutionary consciousness and the promotion 

of active political involvement. 

It is the work oC these men which provided an important context for the 

Frankfurt School's Hegelian Marxism in general as well as Fromm in 

particular. Lukac's concerns of: The interplay between history and theory, the 

importance of theory as a "promotive factor in the development of the 

masses"; (30J the relation of production and culture; the effects of reification 

and the way each aspect of society contains within itself "the possibility of 

unravelling the social whole or totaJity",t3U were perpetuated and more 

deeply e:zplored by the Frankfurt Scbool (and of course, Erich Fromm). 

Furthermore, though the Frankfurt School were inspired by and adopted 

these motivations and premises one oC the most significant differences was 

that they, (the Frankfurt School), bad access, unlike Lukacs and Korsch, to 

Marx's earlier works which became available in the J 930's. 

1.1. TBB INSTITUT POl SOZIALFOISCBUNG: 

The Institute for Social Research located in Frankfurt, Germany in the late 

1920s and earlyl930s was the original site of the development of "critical 

theory," perhaps the most influential form of Western Marxism following the 

First World War. The Frankfurt critical theorists were led by Mu 

Horkheimer, the Director of the Institute from 1930 to 1958, and included 

Theodor W.Adorno (who replaced Horkheimer as Director in 1958), Herbert 
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Marcuse, Erich Fromm, Walter Benjamin, Henryk Grossman and Friedrich 

Pollock. The rise of fascism and with the Nazi assumption of power in 1933 

the position of this predominantly jewish, Marxist institution was 

threatened and the School moved location firstly to Geneva and finally to 

New York City, USA. 

So as better to understand trus, we wm embark on a description, (in the 

main drawn from M.jay's Dialectical Imagination t 32J) of the circumstances 

and problems which led to their genesis and particular inclination of theory. 

A profound repercussion of World War One, particularly in terms of its 

impact on intellectuals, was the transfer of the socialist leadership to Lenin's 

Russia. The unexpected victory of the Bolshevik Revolution seen against 

the fragmentation and failure of its Central European counterpart , posed 

serious dilemmas for those who had previously been at the nub of 

European Mar:rism, the left-wing intellectuals of Germany. For no longer 

could they hold a consolidated front, but were obliged to take a stand on 

one of the following choices: firstly, they could support the moderate 

socialists and their freshly created Weimar Republic, thus eschewing 

revolution and scorning the Russian experiment: or secondly, they could 

accept Moscow's leadership and join the newly formed German Communist 

Party, and work to undermine Weimar's bourgeois compromise. Although 

the war and rise of the ~oderate socialists to power, bad brought these to a 

head, these alternatives in one form or another had been at the center of 

socialist controversies for decades. A third course of action, however, and 

which was almost entirely the product of the radical disruption of Marxist 

assumptions, at the time due to the war and its aftermath, was however 

available. This last alternative was the searching reexamination of the very 
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foundations of Marxist theory, which contained the dual hope of explairung 

past errors and preparing for future action. This initiated a process that as 

jay puts it,"inevitably led back to the dimly lit regions of Marx's 

philosophical past, (33r" which involved a revival of interest in the original 

Idealist formulation of Marx's dialectical method, bringing into light the 

Hegelian foundations of Marx's socialist vision. Theorists like Georg Lukacs 

and Karl ICorsch initiated an approach that became fundamental to the 

Frankfurt School, which stressed the philosophical dimensions of this 

dialectical method in order to avoid both the deterministic fatalism of the 

Second International's prevalent interpretation of Marxism as a form of 

natural science (drawing upon ICautsky and Engels' version of Marxism as 

"scientific socialism"), and the authoritarianism of Martism-Leninism that 

attempted to "speed up" (3 .. , historical dynamics through forced 

industrialization and capital accumulation at the expense of the working 

class and peasantry. 

Lukacs and ICorsch and subsequently the Frankfurt School, felt that the 

deterministic fatalism of the Second International and the authoritarian 

elite of the Third International had a common source in a mechanistic, 

deterministic interpretation of Marxism. These thinkers felt that by 

reinvigorating the Hegelian foundations of Marxism, centered around the 

theory of alienation and the concept of aeative pruis found in the early 

writings of Marx, they could restore the dialectical foundations of Mart's 

vision of emancipation without at the same time re- idealizillg his theory of 

socialist transformation. 

This return to the Hegelian origins of Marx thus also provided an answer to 
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the problem of the relation of theory to practice, or in Marxbt vernacular: 

'pra:ris.' Trus, loosely defined, designated a kind of self -creatmg acHvity, 

wruch differed from the externally motivated behaviour produced by forces 

outside mans control 

Those Hegelian Marxists (and for our purposes we must emphasize the 

presence of the Frankfurt School) who sought to salvage Marx from the 

interpretations offered by the Scientific Marxism of the Second 

International and the Orthodox Marxism-Leninism of the Soviet-dominated 

Third International, argued that the dialectical method derived from Hegel 

preserved both objective-scientific and subjective-philosophical <limensions 

d theoretical analysis. I mplicitJy the subjective-philosophical dimension 

was seen to preserve the notion d ultimate political and moral freedom of 

the individual - drawing upon HegeJ's assumptions that the human being 

must himself confront and overcome his own alienation. 

Although Hegel and Marx differed in their characterization of alienation, 

they shared the belief that human beings can resolve and overcome 

alienation. Hegel in the Phenomenology of the Spirit (l5 'suggested that tbe 

essence of being could be revealed through the philosophical attempt to 

comprehend the self -externalization of human beings and of whole societies 

and rustorical ages. Freedom, be asserted, would arise on the basis ol 

comprehension and reason. Marx argued that human beings could liberate 

themselves by grasping the reason d history, and thus the possibility ol 

their own emancipation, acting upon that vision of possible socialist change. 

To these aforementioned Western Marxists, Marx was Hegelian precisely to 

the degree to which he located self -emancipation wJthjp the activity or 
human beings and not in a deterministic historical process. Followina Hegel, 
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Marx felt that human beings could realize their freedom through productive 

externalizing activity: Pruis. 

In doing this these Hegelian Marxists believed that they were defending 

Marx against those whom they perceived as distorting Marx's basic doctrine 

in the direction of a passive determinism or elitist and authoritarian 

vanguardism. 

In effect, the Frankfurt School thus returned to the concerns of the left 

Hegelians of the 1840's. U6J At first sight, it might seem paradoxical for 

Marxists to turn to the "idealism" of Hegel. On close analysis it appears that 

they were concerned with the integration of philosophy and social analysis 

and with exploring the possibilities of transforming the social order through 

pruis. Hegel's thesis on consciousness, as constitutive of the world thus 

signifies a challenge to the passive materialism of the Second 

International's theorists. Like Sorel, they were concerned with spontaneity 

and subjectivity. 

Though it developed along similar paths to that set by Korsch and Lukacs 

the lnstitut differed rather substantially in outlook. Agger sees this as the 

result of differing economic epoch's. (3?J He sees the Frankfurt School being 

linked intrinsically to the era of growing monopoly capitalism; and that this 

held two significant developments, which separated it from the a-isis-bound 

"early" capitalism which Marx had confronted. According to Agger, these 

were: 

"First. as Lenin recopized. capit&lism became iJilperiali.st in order to eltract 
cheap raY materials from underdeveloped countries and to f"t.nd .neY foreian 

martets for manufactured aoods. Second and most important human tastes could 

be Jll&llipulated in such a Yay that people Yould co.asume e.adlessty. protecti.aa 

the eco.aomy aaains& stapation and thus a fallina rate of profit Man failed to 
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D&Y serious attention to the s!)here of consum!)tion. for he did not foresee that the 

manipulation of taste would become an important factor in sust&ining and 

enhancing profitability and in achievina social control."t381 

The Frankfurt theorists attempted to provide an analysis of the 

consumption sphere and of ideology that orthodox Marxists had neglected. 

They took note of the new roles of ideology and false consciousness in 

dampening working-class radicalism. Horkheimer t39) recognized that the 

"ideological crisis of the proletariat," as Lukacs t-tOJ called it, had grave 

consequences for Marx and Engels' model oC the class struggle and socialist 

class-radicalism. It appeared that the western working classes in the 1930's 

and 1940's were far from being the revolutionary agent that Marx had 

expected in The Communist Manifesto and, later. in CapitaL Reification and 

false consciousness took a heavy toll in manipulating the potentially 

revolutionary spirit of the working class. 

Accordingly the Frankfurt theorists did not agree with the tenor oC Mart's 

(or for that matter. even Lukac's) crisis-theories. for they believed that 

monopoly capitalism. was capable oC forestalling the manifestations of these 

"internal contradictions" supposed to emanate from the growing organic 

composition of capital as well as from its centralization and concentration. 

While in a strict sense they did not suggest that the contradictions had 

disappeared, they argued that the contradictions were now contained 

(mainly via an interventionist state that, as Mart noted, was an "executive 

committee of the bourgeoisie") in such a way as to prevent the emergence 

of destructive crisis-tendencies. 

No longer was there an automatic or even plausible relationship between 

economic contradictions and the political situation of the working class. 

Horkheimer and his colleagues recognized that the rates of profit were not 

falling, and moreover, that the working class was not being immiserated. On 
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the contrary, owing to imperialism, the e1pansion of war economies, and 

unionization, workers were entering into a class compromise with 

capitalists. The service sector in society was growing rapidly, weakening the 

strict distinctions between manual and mental work. These developments, 

coupled with the rise of Keynes' new analyses of the necessity of state 

intervention in the economy and the consequent weakening of economic 

liberalism and the ideology of laissez Caire, threatened to subvert crucial 

aspects of Marl's analysis of economic crisis. 

This issue of the capitalist state's ability to contain and thus diffuse 

"contradictions" is the most telling difference between original Mar1ism, 

whether the scientific socialism of Engels and Kautsky or the Hegelian 

Marxism of Lukacs and Korsch, and post-orthodox Frankfurt Marxism. It 

argued that crises could be contained indefinitely. requiring that Marx's 

entire model of socialist transformation be seriously modified. 

This is not to say that the capitalist system is devoid of crises. However 

these 'crises' were seen by the Frankfurt School, as no longer structurally 

threatening to the capitalist system because advanced capitalism could be 

tecbnocratically ad ministered through the creation of the so-called infinite 

consumer (e.g. Fromm's 'Homo Consumens), deep-seated commodity 

fetishism and false needs. This" administered" consciousness of bourgeois 

everyday life could indefinitely forestall the legitimistic crisis. 

Although the Institut ha~ originally been committed to the Marlist theory 

of intensive contradictions, they thus came to reject this orthodox version of 

crisis and class struggle as a result of their observations that domination -

via the vehicle of the "false consciousness"- actually restructured the very 

character of workers. rendering the prospects of class consciousness very 

dim indeed. 
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To comprehend this development, the Frankfurt School concerned itself 

primarily with analysina the bouraeois superstructure. The Frankfurt 

theory became a aeneralised critique of bouraeois society losina its 

specifically class-based focus. Critical Theory thus in effect caJled into 

question the traditional MarJist formula regarding the relationship between 

the economic substructure and the cultural superstructure. In this conteJt, 

Horkheimer developed a position-piece on Mar1ism entitled "Traditional 

and Critical Theory" ( 1937) l41J in which he attempted to chanae the terms 

of reference of MarJism. He argued that the revolutionary consciousness of 

the workina class could no longer simply be assumed, and that. the class 

struggle would initially have to take the form of political education and the 

critique and demystification of ideologies. The manipulation of 

consciousness had to be countered by a critical theory that abandoned the 

deterministic strains of Marl's Capital. Instead, consciousness would have to · 

be rehabilitated in such 1 way that the false consciousness of bourgeois 

eJistence could be revealed and reversed. 

CriticaJly important in this, was the role of Social psychology. in bridging the 

sap between the individual and society, and for filling in the missing link in 

the classical Mar1ist mode ol substructure and superstructure. 

Under Horkheimer's direction social philosophy could not be understood as 

1 single science in search_ol immutable truths. It was rather to be 

understood as a materialist theory enriched and supplemented by empirical 

work. It would have interdisciplinary synthetic goals which cruciaJly, also 

involved psychoanalysis. 

1.4.Z.Tiae leluaace ol freud aad Puchoaaalytic Theory: 
"The Institut fOr Sozialforschuna's attempt to int.roduce J'SfChO&Ilalysis into its 
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neo-M&rlist Critic&! Theory vas a bold and unconvention&l step. It vas &lso a mart 

of the Institut's desire to leave the tradition&! Mat"list straightjacket behind.t42J 

They claimed that Freudian theory provided concepts and theories which 

revealed a great deal about the socio-psychological formation of the 

individual. Psychoanalysis showed, as Horkheimer wrote, how: 
"the tact of iAdepetldetlce; the deep setlse of itlferiority that afflicts most metl; the 

centeriAg of their "Whole psychic life around the ideas of order and subordination; 

their cultural achievements: are all conditioned by the relations of child to Darents 

or their substitutes ud to brothers ud sisters." {43J 

Marxist social theory, on the other hand provided an analysis of the 

structures and conditions which the theory of identity formation 

presupposed. Each theoretical framework supplemented the other. 

There appears to be universal agreement amongst writers desaibing the 

Frankfurt School that the major force in reconciling Freudian and Marxian 

insights was Erich Fromm, e.g.: 

"It Yas thus primarily throuah Fromm's Yort that the ltlstitut first attempted to 

reconcile Freud ud Marl." (44) 

"It •as Erich Fromm .. Yho •as perhaps the most sianificut sin&le stimulis to 

BortheiJiler's recogtlition of the iJilportuce of Freud's discoveries." t45J 

According to David Held, t46' Fromm, already in his earliest contributions to 

the Zeitschrift. expressed the nature of his interest in psychoanalysis and 

some of his earliest objections to Freud. Utilising Freud's notion of libido 

(the energy underlying the sexual instinct), his early view that sexual and 

self-preservation instincts are at the root of human psychic life, and his 

stress on the significance of early childhood experiences for the overall 

formation of the individual, Fromm sought to show how Freudian theory 

could enrich Mart's concept of man and the whole Marxist enterprise. 

Freud's work, on Fromm's account, presupposed ideas which made it 
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compatible with Marx's sociology; these included Freud's insight that 

individual psychology is simultaneously social psychology. The individual, 

Freud maintained, must be understood in his or her relations to others. But 

Freud, as most psychoanalysts after rum, had not produced an adequate 

account of people's 'social being'. Freud's psychology had to be synthesized 

with Marx's grasp of social structure. Thus, the task of what Fromm called 

'analytic social psychology· became that of understanding social phenomena 

in terms of 'processes involving the active and passive adaptation of the 

instinctual apparatus to the socio-economic situation'. In certain important 

respects, Fromm maintained: 

'the instinctu&l apparatus itself is a biological given; but it is highly modifiable. 

The primary formative factors are economic conditions'. while the family 'is the 

essent.i&l medium through which the economic situation e1erts its .... influence 

on the individual's psyche."l•t?J 

In asserting that the primary formative factors are economic eonditions, 

Fromm was not advocating a mono-causal view of the development of 

psychic life. One could not predict from the economic base the future 

development of the individual or of society. Furthermore Fromm also 

argued that character traits can take a long time to alter and, therefore, 

impede the development of new and radical changes in the economy. 

In the early 1930's, Horkheimer, along with other members of the Institut, 

had been sympathetic to the thrust of Fromm's writings and, especially, his 

critical reception of aspects of Freud's metapsychology. Fromm referred to 

Freud's postulation of the death instinct as a weak 'intermingling of 

biological and psychological tendencies". l48J The death instinct, a notion 

developed late in Freud's working life, contradicted his early view ol the 

instincts as, accotding to Fromm, 'primarily wishing, desiring, and servina 
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man's striving for life'.'491 The early view, Fromm felt, was the correct one. 

Not only was the idea of a death instinct poorly supported by clinical 

evidence but it seemed to lead to a false view of man which could justify 

civilization in its present form. However, in Fromm's later essays, the basis 

was set for the disagreements which were to motivate his departure from 

the Institut. Not only did he totally reject Freud's death instinct (which 

Horkheimer, Adorno and Marcuse constantly maintained as an important 

concept) but he castigated Freud's working life, and contradicted his early 

view of the instincts because it prevented understanding the individual's 

whole personality in its 'social relatedness and isolation·.l50J Furthermore, 

he found and argued that the main elements of Freud's work are bound to 

bourgeois and patriarchal values. Freud's neglect of social structures had led 

him to generalize phenomena like the Oedipus complet into universal 

human mechanisms; which was misleading. It failed to register the 

historical specificity of many of the problems Freud tackled. It also meant 

that Freud failed to capture the particular authority relations that were at 

the root of many social and individual situations. 

As the 1930's progressed, Fromm became less and less committed to 

orthodot Freudianism. From the beginning of his career he had been 

interested in philosophical anthropology. In the mid 1930s he was 

influenced by the work. of johann Bachofen. Mart's 18-f<f manuscripts were 

to become even more important for the development of his views - more 

important even than Freud's ideas. By the time he published Escape From 

Freedom ( 19-fl ), wherein Fromm posited against Freud the notion of an 

original unity between people and nature, the beginnings of his dual 

anthropological and etistentialist approach were already present. 
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In short, Fromm was more and more committed both to the idea of an 

essential human nature, which could of course be perverted and repressed, 

and to the view that Freud's work needed to be supplemented by a more 

sociological and historical approach. 

Fromm's distinction between Freud's clinical findings (which he accepted), 

and his metapsychology (which he increasingly rejected), together with his 

abandonment of the libido theory and other important aspects of Freud's 

thought, began a rift between himself and his Institut colleagues which was 

never reconciled. 

Although Fromm never ceased his efforts to merge psychoanalysis and 

Mar:rism, his later attempts relied less on certain aspects of Freud's work 

and increasingly on his own clinical observations and psychological insights 

that Mar:r himself had anticipated. When he came to write his intellectual 

autobiography in 1962, he declared Mar:r to be a far more important figure 

in his own development: 

"That Mar1 is a fi1ure of world historical si11lificance with whom Freud canJlot 

even be compared i.a this respect hardly needs to be said." t51 I 

"The prophetic notion of universal peace that. he had learned i.a his youth led him 

to appreciate a similar note struck by Marl and to turn away from the less 

affirmative implications of Freud's thou pt. altbou1h he remai.aed faithful to 
many Freudian concepts." (52) 

1.5. CONCLUSION: 

In this chapter we have shown that the Frantfurt SchooJ's philosophical 

inclination filled an intellectual gap which prevailed during the 1920's. The 

Frankfurt School's growth came at a time when there was a profound 

questioning of Marxist dogma. It developed in contra-distinction to both the 

Second and Third Internationals in an effort to answer the problems that 

these movements had either created or not answered. 
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To many thinkers at the time these perspectives were (at the very least) 

insufficiently e:tplanatory. The role and description of the subjective factor 

particularly, was a controversial issue. Developing from similar premises to 

those initiated by Lu:temburg and Gramsci, Lukacs and Korsch began an 

e:tploration into the role of human consciousness which became the 

effective jumping-off point for the Frankfurt School and with it Erich 

Fromm. To these thinkers, the role of the subjective factor was inadequately 

e:tplained by Mar:tism as it was presented by the Second and Third 

Internationals, and they delved deep into Mar:t's Hegelian past to come to 

some appreciable answer to this question. Coincidently to the Frankfurt 

School's search, came the discovery and publishing of ·some of Marx's 

earliest works. These had previously been unavailable and had frustrated 

the attempts of Lukacs, Korsch et al in their respective searches. The idealist 

humanism which prevailed in these earlier works coloured the Frankfurt 

School. In including the subjective-philosophical aspect of the Hegelian Marx 

to its already e:tisting scientific-objective content, with the resultant 

implications for Pruis it contained, it gave Marxism a semantic scope 

previously not had in the formulations of the Second and Third 

Internationals (which were limited purely to the scientific-objective). This 

allowed the Frankfurt School to search in diverse fields in order to 

overcome the problems they still encountered, e.g .. the very fact that 

Fromm not only could contemplate linking Freud and Mar:t but did so, 

e:templified the "open-endedness" of the approach. The Hegelian elements 

they discovered indicated quite clearly to them that the Second and Third 

Internationals were wrong in their assumption of a direct relationship 

between Base and Superstructure. It became obvious that Marx had bad to 

leave this area unresolved, owina to his tact of a sufficient model of 
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psychoanalysis (which only originated as a fully fledged field some time 

later with the work of Freud). Because of this and in the light of Freud's 

discoveries, it was to this area that Erich Fromm,(himself a practicing 

Freudian analysist) applied himself. His efforts showed that; Freudian 

tenets of psychoanalysis could be effectively used to bridge this gap 

between Base and Superstructure which Marl bad left une1plained. In time 

though his own psychoanalytic discoveries would lead him to be less and 

less commited to Freudian and initiate a whole new paradigm based on a 

fusion of diverse psychological and ethico-mystical insights (derived 

eclectically from jung, Bachoven, judaism, Meister Eckhardt, Zen etc.) and 

idealist Mar1ism. For the purposes of this thesis though, we will deal with 

those concepts of Fromm which at least originated from Freud and still have 

some Freudian content. In the following chapter, we will e1amine one of the 

focal points of Fromm's original Freudian reconstruction of Marl, namely 

the concept of Social Character. 
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CHAPtER 2. Fromm·s Notion of Social Character as an 
attempted Synthesis of Man and freud: 
2.1. INTRODUCTION: 

As we have seen in Chapter 1 the intellectual origins of Fromm's thought 

should be located specifically in the problems facing theorists in the broad 

Marxist tradition in the 1920's and 1930's. In the changed economic and 

political conditions of the time they had to cope with the general dilemma 

that the crucial question as to the nature of the relationship between base 

and superstructure had been insufficiently answered by Marx, Engels and 

the Second and Third Internationalists: 

"For those uaorthodo1 Marxists who could aot acce,Pt the offici&l sim,Plistic 
doctrine of su _perst.ructure aad consciousness be ina merely "reflections" of the 

base: one centr&l question remaiJled o_pen: What was t.be nature of t.be liJlt 

beweea ecoao.mJ.c aad cutwral factors?" (I) 

For although Marx had postulated the interdependence between the 

economic base of society and political and legal institutions, its art, religion 

etc. with the former determining the latter (the ideological superstructure), 

Marx and Engels had not shown hQX the economic base is translated into 

the ideological superstructure. To the Hegelian Marxists like the Frankfurt 

School, Marxism in particular did not give enough attention to the subjective 

factor; human personality formation. In their view that was why tbe 

Marxism which had prevailed to date, was incapable of explaining the 

inconsistencies of existent social reality. The Frankfurt School felt that the 

answers to these problems lay somewhere within the "consciousness" of 

society, and the only way of appreciating this "consciousness" would be by 

developing some Marxist model of social-psychoanalysis; in other words 

linking Marxism to Freudian Psychology. This was tbe task of Ericb Fromm 

who attempted to show that by using the tools of psychoanalysis, this gap in 
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Marxism could be filled, thus making it possible to introduce the 

mechanisms through which the economic base and cultural superstructure 

are connected. 

According to Fromm there are two such connections; the one lying in what 

he called the "social character" and the other in the nature of the"social 

unconscious". In this chapter we are going to examine the concept of social 

character in Fromm's mature work so as to exemplify the manner in which 

Fromm links Freud and Marx. It will not be attempted to provide a proper 

intellectual history of the genesis of Fromm's Marx-Freud synthesis in 

general or of the concept of social character in particular. That would 

require a detailed analysis of Fromm's many articles and reviews on these 

and related themes from the early 1930's. (See bibliographical appendix of 

Fromm's writings.) Fromm did not produce any· major and systematic 

statement of his views during this time, and the development of his thought 

would have to be reconstructed from scattered comments in his many and 

diverse incidental publications. This would be a major and :specialised 

exercise in historical exegesis which lie beyond the scope of the present 

thesis. Instead we will proceed by taking as our point of departure Fromm's 

treatment of the concept of social character in three of his mature works, 

The Sane Society (1955), To Have or to Be (1976) and Beyond the (bains of 

Illusion ( 1962). Our discussion and analysis will proceed in two stages. 

First a general expository account will be provided of Fromm's concept of 

social character and its functions based on these three works. Then we will 

proceed to a more critical analysis of these themes as a product of Fromm's 

project of arriving at a MarJ -Freud synthesis. In particular we will be 

concerned with the way in which, and the extent to which, both Fromm's 



51 

Marxism and Freudianism were transformed in the process of elaborating 

this synthesis. It will be shown that Fromm differs fundamentally with 

orthodox Marxism (as presented by the Second and Third Internationals), 

abandoning their rigid materialism for a new theory, rooted ultimately upon 

forces within Man's psyche. This theory, while in itself a fundamental 

revision of Freud's bio-instinctual determinism, postulates the real motor of 

social change in relation to man's instinctual framework (human nature) 

rather than the economic base. It will be concluded that this is in effect, a 

return to a neo-Hegelian position, raising the issue of how one sees Mar:r in 

relation to Hegel. Even in his mature work Fromm's postulates are thus, in 

effect, the consequence of the Frankfurt School's interest and study of the 

then recently rediscovered works of the younger "Hegelian" Marx. Together 

with the Frankfurt School's rejection of the posivitism of the Second 

International and the Bolshevism of the Third International, this led to the 

kind of theory that Fromm produced. 

2.2. TBB CQNgpJ Of SOCIAL CBARACTBI IN FROMM"S 

IIATUU JJOU. 

The concept of social character features prominently in three of the major 

works, The Sane Society ( 1955), To Have or to Be ( 1976), Beyond the Chaips 

of Illusion (1962), which Fromm wrote in his later, American period. 

In his analysis in these books of the psychological aspect of various 

historical societies Fromm drew the conclusion that there is in each of them 

a constant feature. He argued that when it comes to psychological 

properties, individuals in any society, despite their individual psychological 

differences, also have something in common constituting them as typical 

representatives of the given society. It is this common element which 

Fromm referred to as "social character", (2) by which he understood: 
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"the nucleus of the character structure which is shared by most members of the 

same culture in contradistinction to the individual chuacter in which people 

belonging to the same culture differ from each other" .t3J 

Fromm specified that Social Character is not a statistical concept (in the 

sense that it is simply the sum total or character traits to be found in the 

majority or people in a given culture) and that it can only be understood in 

reference to the way it functions within a broad societal contelt. It follows 

that Fromm's concept or social character is not merely a descriptive concept 

or empirical social psychology but actually a theoretical construct derived 

from general social theory. For the purposes or studying and analysing the 

general assumptions and implications oC this theoretical concept in Fromm's 

mature work it will be best to start with some ettended ettracts from these 

books, to give a general flavour oC his thought on these themes, and then to 

proceed to a more detailed etposition. 

In The Sane Society Fromm gives the following general account or the 

nature and function or social character in the larger social conte1t: 

"Each society is structured ud operates in certain ways which are necessitated by 

a number or objective conditions. These conditions include methods or production 

aad distribution which in turn depend on raw materials. industrial techniques. 

climate. size of population. ud political ud geographical factors. cultur&l 

traditions aad influences to which society is uposed. There is not "society" ia 

gener&l, but only specific social structures which operate in different ud 

ascertainable ways. Although these social structures do chuge in the course of 

historical development. they are relatively fised atuy given historical period and 

society caa elist only by operatinawithin the framework of its particular 

structure. The members or the society aad/or the various classes or status aroups 

within it have to behave in such a way as to be able to function in the se~se 

required by the social system. It is t.he function of t.he social character to sha.,e t.he 

eneraies of t.he members of society in such a way t.hat t.heit behaviour is not a 

matter of conscious decisions as to whether or not to follow the social pattern. but 
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one of "yaotioa to act as they have to act and at the same time fiadina 

gratification iJl actiAg according to the requirements of the culture. In other 

Yords, its the social character's function to mold and chpnel hum&A eneru 

within &liven society for the purpose of the continued functioninl of this 

society." (4' lmy italics] 

Fromm's similar account of the nature and function of social character in In 
Have or to Be also aives a aeneral indication how this is supposed to 

overcome the dilemma of finding an appropriate connection between 

material base and the ideological superstructure in Martist terms: 
"To explain the psychic attitudes shared by a society, one must assume a formation 

process of psychic energy. This process of transforming general psychic energy 

iJlto specific psychosocial energy is mediated by the social character .... What is or 

interest. therefore, is not individual peculiarities. which mate the individual 

unique and which are the result of chance factors of birth (such constitutional 

factors as temperament) and particular life ezperiences. Rather. research iAto the 

social character tells us how human energy is channelled and operates as a 

productive force in a given social order. If the energy of most members of a social 

group takes the same direction. it follows that their motivations are the same ucl 

that they are receptive to the same ideas and ideals. From a formal poiJlt of view, 

social character is something lite the transmission belt between the economic 

structure of society and the prevailing ideas. It is only the 'economic basis' which 

creates a ce.rt&i.a social character which iJl tur.a creates ce.rt&i.a ideas. The ideas, 

once created, also i.afluence the social character and, indirectly, the social 

economic structure. The social character thus mediates in both clitections. and the 

concept of social character can be clarified in the foHowina way: 

~economic base '\ 
social character) 

(ideas and ideals j (5J 

We will return below to a more detailed and aitical analysis of social 

character as mediating between the material base and the ideological 

superstructure, but at this stage we may suffice with completing the eJtract 

from his general account in The Sane Society. According to Fromm, the 

actual genesis of the social character thus: 
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"cuaot be uaderstood by .refe.rriag to oae si.JlgJe cause but by uade.rs&udiJlg the 

i1lte.ractioa of sociological &fld ideological factors. Iaasmuch as ecoaomic factors 

are less easily ch&flgeable, they have a cettaiJl predomi1l&flce in this iaterplay. 

This does not meu that the drive for materi&l gaia is the only or eve11 the most 

powerful motivaitn.g force in mao.. It does meu that the iJldividu&l and society are 

primarily concerned with the tast of sutvival, and that only when sutvival is 

secured cu they proceed to the satisfactio11 of other imperative hu.m&Dneeds. The 

tas.t of sutviv&l implies that man. has to produce. that is. he has to secure the 

mi11imum of food and shelter necessary for survival, ud the tools needed for even 

the most .rudimentary process of production. The method of production i1l turn 

determi1les the socialrelatio11s el.isti11g i1l a give11 society. It determi1les the mode 

an.d practice of life. However. religious. politic&l an.d philosophical ideas are not 

purely secondary projective systems. While they are rooted i1l the social character, 

they i1l turn also determi1le, system.ize &fld stabilize the social character .... (to) 

state agaia, iJl speatiJlg of the socio-ecoJlomic structure of society as mouldiJlg 

m&Jl 's character. we speat o11Jy of one pole iJl the iJltercoJlJlectioJl betwee11 social 

orguisatio11 to mu. The other pole to be coasiderecl iJl maD's aature, moldiJll iJl 

turn the social conditio11s in Yhich he lives ... Needs lite the sttiviJla for 

happiJless, harmo11y, love ud freedom are iJlhereJlt iJl his aature. They are also 

dynamic factors iJl the historical process which. if frustrated. tend to arouse 

psychic .reactions, ultimately creati1la the very conditions suited to the o.rigiJlal 

st.rivi1lgs."l61 

On the basis of these passages, and ta.lcing into account other relevant 

aspects of his mature work, we may now attempt to give a more systematic 

account of Fromm's view of the nature and function of social character. It 

will be evident that in Fromm's view there exists a common character 

structure in each society which is intrinsic to it, a structure that is common 

to the majority of groups and classes in that society. This Social Character, 

Fromm sees as the psychological mould of the individual which 

shapes not only his behaviour, but also his thought patterns, emotions, 

indeed his whole perception of the. external world and his relationship to 
~ ...... . 

that world. As such social character is a psychological factor enhancing the 
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stabilization of society's functioning. Fromm maintains that this social 

character system can be considered "the human substitute for the 

instinctive apparatus of the animal" (?J of major significance for the 

adaptive functions of the individual. For the individual as such, the 

significance of social character consists in the fact that it allows him to adapt 

to the requirements of society as effectively as possible, involving the least 

possible psychological disruption. In the words of R.Funk Fromm's views on 

the adaptative functions of social character may be summarized as follows: 

"The individu&lwho. beina a member of a aiven society. has been shaped by the 

character of th&t. society is spared &11 confrontation with the society's demands 

because he 'Yishes to thint. feel. and act as he must (and is happy in so doinl 

because he is behavina iJ1 what is, for him, a psychologic&lly satisfactory 

manner). The social character is the essential stabilizina Csystem-maintainina) 

factor for the survival of the society and its underlyina economic base because"the 

eneraies of people are molded in ways that mate them. into productive forces that 

ue iadispensable ror the runctionina or that society. ' 8 ' 

At the same time social character is itself not an ultimate determinant in 

some idealist fashion, but the product of other forces. The social character of 

an individual or a society is moulded largely by the socio-economic 

conditions of a society and a range of further factors. Social character takes 

shape on the one hand under the influence of such social factors as the 

education system, religion, literature and art and on the other in the process 

of the children's upbringing within the family. The latter fact is particularly 

important because the family is seen by Fromm as the: 

• psychic agency or society, the institution which has the function of traasatiUinl 

the requirements of society to the arowina child •. t9J 

The direct influence or the social character or the parents themselves 

(which has already bee~ shaped) and those methods of upbringing 

sanctioned by the given culture, are the factors which according to Fromm. 
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enable the family to accomplish the task of moulding children's characters 

in such a way as to be acceptable to society. The significance of social 

character lies in the fact that this concept made possible a new 

understanding of social processes which included the psychology of the 

individual 

If we consider the factors that shape the social character, we wHJ in fact 

observe the interplay or the following elements: (IO) 

1. Social and economic factors. which have a certain preponderance 

because it is difficult to change them. 

2. Religious. political. and philosophical views ("ideas and ideals"), which. 

though rooted in the social character. also define and stabilize it 

3. Fundamental human needs such as those for relatedness. rootedness. 

and transcendence, which all must be satisfied and are indispensable to 

successful human life. play an active role in this interplay. 

On the basis or this e1tended theoretical framework. including social 

character as a mediating factor. Fromm developed a theory or social 

change. This was drawn from a Mar1ist sociological framework and a 

Freudian theory or dynamic psychology established upon a system or 
"human needs" all Fromm's own. which derived from the human e1istence 

as such. This last element originated neither wholly from Freud nor Marl, 

but rather derived from.Fromm's own psychoanalytical observations which 

interpreted the drives of man to be rooted fundamentally in his e1istentiaJ 

situation. It was presented though as pivoted upon Marl's concept of 

alienation. 

As long as the interaction between these aforementioned three elements 

remains harmonious and stable, the social character has a predominantly 
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stabilizing function. But if conditions change so that a discrepancy develops 

between the factors that determine social character and the already 

existing social character, the social character becomes an element of 

disintegration, "dynamite instead of a social mortar, as it were." UIJ In 

elaborating this new theory of social psychology and change, Fromm 

postulated the existence of the following types of social character: 

receptive. exploitative. hoarding and marketing types. In addition there 

are specific psychological mechanisms and methods by means of which 

individuals resolve for themselves the problem oC human existence -

masochistic. sadistic. destructivist and conformist- and which underlie 

each of these different types oC character. Fromm referred to these 

mechanisms as defence mechanisms, i.e. compulsive reactions on the part 

of the individual to a frustrating situation, the essential feature or which is 

that it does not allow the individual to realize his natural potential within 

the given social structure. 

Let us examine the implications of this somewhat more closely. Fromm's 

theory amounts to a combination of a general psychological theory of 

human nature based upon man's existential position witb a historical 

account of sociological and psychological change. In terms of the former, 

psychological mechanisms such as masocllism and sadism enable man to 

attain an illusion of independence and power, while either voluntarily 

submitting to, or on the contrary dominating, something or someone. 

Feelings of powerlessness, helplessness or a lack of confidence in the face 

of the existential problem are compensated for by destructivism; the 

individual's urge to destroy or annihilate what appears to him as the 

outside cause of his inner aniiety. The individual himself can in the final 

' 
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analysis be the apogee of destructivist mechanisms. Conformism is man's 

rejection of his own ego through which be lets himself be absorbed into the 

mass, into the crowd. These methods for resolving the e:zistential problem 

were seen by Fromm as universal. Yet, the individual's option for one or 

another method would be predetermined by their respective society. 

Fromm concluded that social conditions always lead to the predomination 

of one of these types of, character. For e:zample, the receptive orientation 

he saw as typical of feudal society; the e:zploitative and hoarding 

orientation becoming widespread under the capitalism of the eighteenth 

and nineteenth centuries, and marketing orientation as typical of modern 

capitalist society. Insofar as each of these character orientations is merely a 

special apparatus for the individual's adaptation to society, (his specific 

reaction to those social conditions in which it is impossible for human 

nature to come fully into its own), so each one of them proves, in Fromm's 

opinion, unproductive, since it fails effectively to solve the problem of 

human e:zistence. 

In his later work Fromm went on to develop a particular normative 

response to this e:zistential problem, not satisfied with a descriptive and 

e:zplanatory account of social and psychological change only. According to 

Fromm, the only reliable and reasonable means of resolving the problem of 

human e:zistence, is through Jove and the productive orientation rooted in 

it. Fromm sees mature love as the union between the individual and the 

world, the individual and another of his kind, in which his integrity and 

individuality are preserved. The main elements of trus love are for Fromm: 

"care, responsibility, respect and tnowledge".U:l) In tJUs condition it 

represents a method for resolving the problem of bum~ e:zistence which 
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does not e1ploit others or prevent the individual from finding his own true 

inner self and actualizing himself. Love is for Fromm the creative 

psychological principle. It is synonomous with the productive orientation 

and it incorporates the "humanistic conscience" l 131 and the "inner 

voice" U4J of human nature. It is this force which actively changes society. 

However, to date, no society has managed to institute that structure of 

social organisation which would allow this orientation to prevail. For once 

change had been effected, men responding to needs within them would 

institute some new authoritarian and conservative social structure. 

Ultimately, both the unproductive character and the productive, as viewed 

by Fromm, play the part of active psychological forces influencing the 

historical process. They differ only insofar as the activity of the first trend 

is in the direction of stabilization and consolidation of the e1isting social 

structure and the second leads to change and negation ot that structure. 

Distilled then; change or revolution is a consequence of the "inner voice" of 

mankind. This "inner voice" comes to the fore, when a discrepency arises 

between the e1ternal forces that determine social character and the 

already e1isting social character. Social character is always a mediation 

between this "inner voice" and social reality. 

Until such time as the productive orientation (mature love) prevails as a 

social character, society ·will be continually disrupted by change. 

2.3. A CIITICAL BIAMINATION Of SOCIAL CBARACTBI: 

Having provided a general e1position of Fromm's views on social character 

based on his later worlcs, we will now address this concept in terms of the 

Mar1-Preud problem i.e. ( 1) To what degree does it overcome the 

theoretical dilemmas in Marl and Freud outlined in Chapter I; (2) To what 
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extent can it be viewed as a Marx-Freud synthesis; (3) How is the 

Mart-Freud position changed in the process. 

To most observers, Mart and Freud are radically different, if not 

incommensurable in the Kuhnian sense. For the one is unequivocably 

grounded in the realm of the economically determined, socio-political 

exterior and the other being no Jess unequivocably grounded in that of the 

individual's psychic interior. Consequently it would appear that Fromm's 

concept of social character - which is drawn from the fusion of Marxist and 

Freudian insights, contains an implicit paradot. Yet Fromm, despite this 

apparent contradiction, felt able to link the two, and in fact pointed out 

that it was the very differences between these theories which made it 

viable for him. Following from this, Fromm envisaged social character to 

be a conceptual netus between Freud's description of the individual's 

psychology and Mart's dialectical description of society, whereby each 

would effectively supplement the other and thus assist in the etplanation 

of that most problematic issue which faced the Critical theorists; what was 

the relationship between the individual and society? In so doing Fromm 

hoped to produce a new and far more profound theory drawn from the 

best aspects of both theories. done in such a fashion so as to overcome the 

problems which Fromm and others like him beheld to be implicit in their 

original form. 

The first indication of a solution to this question as to the "medium" of the 

mediation between socio-economic conditions, and psychic and intellectual 

phenomena, Fromm found in Mart's distinction between the "constant 

drives" and the "relative drives" or "desires". The former for Mart 
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contained the se:~ual drive and hunger, whose form and direction alone 

could be changed by social conditions; and the latter being wholly 

dependent in both origin and content upon the particular prevailing type of 

social organisation. To Fromm this suggested the general idea of 

e:~trapolating Mar:J:'s approach to social psychology: 

" Marl already Hn.ted the relative &J)J)etites vith social structure and conditions of 

production, and communication, and thus laid the foundation for a dynamic 

psychology which understao.ds most human appetites - and that means a larae 

J)att of human motivation - as bein& determined by the J)rocess of 

production." ll51 

The specific psychology which Fromm used for this purpose, however was 

derived from Freud. And the underlying Freudian motif which Fromm 

utilised for his concept of Social Character was what he called: 

"one of the most sianificant of Freud's discoveries: his dynamjc concept of 

character" t 161 

By this Fromm meant that Freud developed an original as well as 

consistent and penetrating theory of character as a system of strivings 

which underlie, but are not identical with, behaviour. Strivings are the 

forces by which man is motivated. Freud recognized the dynamic quality of 

character traits, and that the character structure of a person represents a 

particular form ill which energy is canalised in the process of living. Freud 

interpreted the dynamic nature of character traits as an e:~pression of their 

libidinous source. U?J Character orientation, in Freud's sense, is thus the 

source of man's actions and of many of his ideas. Character is the 

equivalent of the animal's instinctive determination, which man has lost. 

This is the psychological foundation upon which Fromm in turn aeated his 

edifice of social character. While he acknowledged the astuteness of Freud, 
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Fromm was not content merely to accept the latter's principles without 

scrutiny and amendment: With regard to character and the social process 

which moulds it - the injection of Hegelian Marxist precepts and sociology 

created a fundamental difference of definition and conteit. For a start, the 

'sociobiological' angle of Fromm's concept implies that man is primarily a 

social being, moulded phylogenetically and ontogenetically by the social 

conditions in which be lives. This is in sharp contrast to the self -enclosed 

unitary man of Freud's, who is a physiologically driven and motivated 

"homme machine". Freud's physiological and mechanical conception of 

character is transposed into a social dimension. This implies a fundamental 

break with Freud's basic libido theory. In the words of R.Funk: 

"The fundamental difference between Freud and FroJDJD is found in their 

op,POSiAa views of psychic e.ner&Y ao.d its function in the shapin& of mao.. For 

Freud. the libido is a psychic energy that develops as an instinct accordina to its 

own. physiologic&lly determined law so that the development of man's character 

remains tied to the phase by phase development and psychic ener&Y of the libido 

and social processes depend o.n the latter. Fromm on the other hand. believes that 

what .makes man specific&lly human is his relative independence from the 

instincts. Against the libido theory, he sets the vision of an individual and social 

character that mates possible a new understan.din& of soci&l processes and 

therefore of the things that shape man." (I &J 

A further aspect of Fromm's concept of Social Character which implies a 

fundamental critique of Freud is that the analysis of the Social Character of 

certain socioeconomic structures with their corresponding ideas and 

ideologies yields a set of criteria for evaluating the concept of man, of 

history, and of the world. Thus, in Freud's own concept of man as a 

primarily isolated, egoistic being who is forced into relatedness because he 

seeks optimal satisfaction, Fromm recognized a parallel to the "homo 

economicus" of the nineteenth century bourgeois market economy, a 
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being who can satisfy his economic needs only through exchange in the 

marketplace. In both variants, people essentially remain strangers to each 

other, being related only by the common aim of drive satisfaction. 

More generally, Fromm subjects Freud's theory of a duality of life instinct 

and death instinct to a sustained critique. In part, he objects U9J to Freud's 

lumping together of hostility, aggression, destruction, and sadism under the 

death instinct, because reactive aggressiveness for example, stands wholly 

in the service of the preservation of life. Much more important is Fromm's 

critique of the instinctual nature of Thanatos. For Fromm, the death instinct 

is no biological necessity. While Bros must be viewed as the biologically 

normal goal of development, the death instinct should be seen as the 

expression of the failure of normal development and "in this sense as a 

pathological though deeply rooted striving." (20l The affinity for death is 

therefore a secondary pathological phenomenon that occurs when the 

conditions of life make a biophilous unfolding impossible. 

So if one looks more closely at the implications of Fromm's concept of Social 

Character, it amounts to far more than a simple fusion of Freudian 

psychological insights into a Marxian Sociology and vice versa. Instead we 

find that Fromm actually rejects most of Freud's theory and revises it to 

the point that, ultimately the QnJx basic (Freudian) biological drive Fromm 

recognizes in man is the·drive to Jive and to grow. This itself, Fromm 

ameliorates considerably to accommodate his 'notion of' Love. 

If this is what became of Freud in Fromm's work, the question obviously 

arises as to how did he tackle Marx? And how did he accomodate this 

revised Freudian psychology within Marxism? Fromm on frequent 
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occasions repeats the idea that man is above all a social being, and that: 

"the structure of society and the function of the individua.l in the socia.l structure 

may be considered to determine the content of social character" .t21 I 

At first glance, statements of this kind appear to reflect a materialist 

standpoint with regard to the relationship between the individual and 

society. Yet, on closer scrutiny it becomes clear that Fromm's arguments 

develop beyond the Marxist perspective. For when it comes to the 

psychological implications of the concept of social character. as reflected in 

the concrete historical individual, Fromm qualifies character as: 
"the specific form in which huawa energy is shaped by the dynam.ic adaptation 

of human needs to the particular mode of existence of a given society" .t22) 

Consequently social character emerges as being the result or the dynamic 

adaotation of human nature to the structure of a specific society. The form 

of this adaptation and therefore social character, however is variable and 

determined by the type of social structure. So, while, on the one hand, 

Fromm shares an orthodo1 Martist point of view, according to which the 

material base shapes ideas and ideals, he also, on the other hand, declares 

that some ideals are independent and do not stem from society at all. In an 

important sense he sees the ideals of freedom, justice and love as rooted in 

human nature _tZ3J 

Fromm's concept of human nature is a critical departure from Marx and 

this in reinforced by the concept and function of social character. 

Essentially it provides a reverse link between these two points of innate 

human ideals and the base. Through the medium of social character ideas 

and ideals can influence the base. It becomes dear that because Fromm 

views this area of innate "needs" as a perpetual constant, the real nature of 

this reverse influence of ideas and ideals on the base, eventually depends 
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on the former. For according to Fromm it is only those ideas and ideals that 

are rooted in human nature that can produce change in the economic base. 

via the medium of social character. 

In effect this scheme of the interraction of the three factors of base. social 

character and ideas and ideals. in relation to each other within society 

amounts to a radical interpretation of conventional Mar1ist postulates. The 

primary significance in this scheme accorded to the influence of "innate 

human needs and ideals." would be rejected by both Second and Third 

Internationalists and their inheritors. as invalid Mar1ism. In essence it 

amounts to a return to what more appropriately would be a Hegelian 

position. It would seem as if Fromm in his turn "stands Marl on his head" 

and (via Freud) returns to Hegel. For although Marl never rejected outright 

(as did the Second International) the importance and independence of the 

subjective-philosophical factor in history. it was this very point. that 

ultimately. the subjective-philosophical is shaped by socio-economic 

conditions which distinguished him from Hegel. Fromm's conclusion that the 

force of positive and creative change in the social system is ultimately 

dependent upon the e1trahistorical nature of man cannot be deemed truly 

Mar1ist in any orthodo1 sense. Fromm's revisionism becomes clear by his 

insistence that only "man's nature" proffers that system of true values. 

which must guide him to become a "free and active personality".l24J Fromm 

further indicates his non-materialist 'Mar1ist' perspective by contrasting 

"social" factors with all that is essential to man. In his view the social factors 

are always something removed from man. which serve to standardise and 

alienate him from himsetr.l25J Consequently Fromm is negatively disposed to 

all Corms ot social norms and demands which are historically relative in 
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character and, instead, postulates his own system of extra-temporal norms 

and demands. Hereby Fromm rejects that the Marxian interpretation which 

sees any system of norms and values as the product of a concrete historical 

society's productive activity and therefore always of a transient character 

and directly dependent upon the evolution of man's material activity. In 

these terms there can be no extra-temporal factors involved whatsoever. 

In his description of the evolution of mankind, expressed in terms of Social 

Character, Fromm also resembles Hegel. When looking at the total social 

process of thought as a historical reality, Fromm, like Hegel, discerned a 

pattern of meaningful change in il He perceives a gradual movement toward 

greater and greater human self -consciousness l26'; an increasing 

consciousness of the character and interrelationships of natural processes, 

and therefore a movement towards greater freedom of mind to control the 

world through increased understanding of its laws - a conception of freedom 

(like Hegel) realized in the context of necessity. The major difference is that, 

whereas for Hegel the idea of "Geist" l271 emerges as the primary reality of 

the world, becoming self conscious and thus free, for Fromm there is, 

instead, a gamut of Neo-Freudian primary needs and ideals. The nexus 

between all three (Marx, Hegel and Fromm) lies in the fact they all see 

history as a process of the dialectical realisation of freedom, with the idea 

becoming actualised in empirical existence. In this the traditonal antithesis 

between thought and action falls away. This began with Hegel's fusion of the 

two and culminated in Marx's famous remark that until our time 

"Philosophers have only contemplated tbe world: tbe point is to change it." (ll) 

This is Fromm's fundamental and underlying maxim as well. 
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These Hegelian theories and elements in Fromm's Marxism is complicated by 

Marx's own complex and controversial relation to Hegel. Ultimately whether 

one considers Fromm as being primarily a Hegelian or a Marxist, depends 

upon one's conception of Marx. According to W.T.Bluhm: 

"Comm.entators disagree on the extent to which Karl Marx. intellectually formed by 

the Hegelian system. differs from Hegel on the nature of freedom and ultimate 

reality. Some believe that the mature Marl, in his collaboration with Engels. 

radically inverted the Hegelian dialectic by propounding a thoroughgoing 

materialist metaphysic in which economic forces rather than ideas. blindly and 

mechanically determine human events. Others believe that the Marxian emphasis 

on the material forces of production in shaping hudWl life vas merely intended to 

dta11 our attention to the importance or economic factors in society. These 

interpreters assert that Marl remained throuahout his life an Heaelian. and that he 

affirmed the primacy of spirit over matter. These same interpreters. however, sho11 

that Marx also eliminated the reified Hegelian abstraction called "Spirit" (Geist) 

from his philosophy and substituted as ultimate reality the rational action or rree 

human persons. For those who read Marl in this way. he becomes the outstandina 

humanist philosopher of our age, and much more truly a humanist than Hegel." (29) 

In this latter sense, at least, Fromm's reversion to a Hegelian Manism via 

Freud could be construed as in line with the Hegelian origins of Marx 

himself. 

2.4. CONCLUSION: 

Fromm's concept of Social Character which ostensibly was a simple fusion of 

Freudian psychological insights into a Marxist sociology as an effort to 

overcome the inadequacies of Marxism in dealing with the relationship 

between Base and Superstructure: turns out, in the light of our examination 

to be somewhat different. It was found that though Fromm does utilise 

Freud's dynamic concept of character his particular interpretation of human . 
nature sees him depart substantially from the main thrust of Freudian 
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theory. Fromm rejects, in effect, most of Freud's postulates, retaining only a 

semblance to the Freudian instinct of Eros which he transforms to be the 

need to Jive, reproduce and grow. He sees all negative activity, or 

unproductive orientations, as the consequence of this drive being unable to 

find fulfillment. Thanatos is not a biological necessity, it is merely a 

secondary pathological phenomenon occurring when the social reality 

frustrates the development of the positive (biophilous) drive. Eros, too, in 

Freud's terms proved to be insufficient for Fromm's needs. This concept he 

ameloriated to accommodate his notion of Mature Love; that "love" which is 

the fulfillment of the biophiJous drive. This biophilous drive is what Fromm 

sees as being the fundamental motor of mankind. Social character was shown 

to be the mediation betwen this primary drive and social reality. The 

cultural superstructure is the synthesised consequence of this interaction. It 

is a gamut of "symptoms" which indicate the manner of the integration of 

instincts and reality. 

It is the instinctual drive which makes the social character "dynamite as 

opposed to social mortar".UOJ Because it is e:ztra-temporal and endemic to aJI 

of mankind, this concept has profound consequences for Marxism. Fromm, by 

postulating this essential and determining concept of human nature, 

contradicts the essence of the orthodox approach to Marxism. His motor of 

e:ztra-temporal drives is the antithesis to their economic determinism. 

However, in the light of the Frankfurt School's Hegelian Marxism and the 

inspiration they drew from Mar:z's earlier works, this is, to a degree, 

acceptable. The Hegelian idealism which they found within the works of the 

younger Marx gave Fromm a certain elasticity which accommodated his 

premises. The fundamental common denominator between Marx, Hegel and 
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Fromm was that they all saw history as a process of freedom (as an idea) 

becoming actualised in empirical e1istence. 

Marl's influence on Fromm ·s thought, especially with regard to his concept of 

social character, is obvious. The final conclusion we can draw at this stage, is 

that how one sees Fromm's theory in relation to Mar1's, depends on how one 

sees Marl in relation to Hegel. If one sees the Hegelian tenets which prevail 

in the earlier works as being consistent with the rest of Marl's philosophy, 

then Fromm's paradigm can be justified upon the premises he draws from 

these earlier works. Acknowledged as such, one has to aedit Fromm for (in 

the particular case of the social character) producing an illuminating and 

practically useful sociological tool which is infinitely more satisfying in it's 

e1planatory capacity than the crude dialectical materialism of the Second 

and Third Internationals. 

.· .• · 
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CHAPTER 3 : THE CONCEPT OF THE SOCIAL UNCONSCIOUS. 

3.1 INTIODUO"ION: 

Social Character is Qnt of the two mechanisms through which Fromm sees 

the economic base as being connected to the cultural superstructure. The 

other connection, besides social character, lay in what he termed the "social 

unconscious": 

"The Social Character which mates people act and thint as they have to act and 

thint from the stu.dpoint of the proper functioning of their society is only one lint 

between the soci&l structure and ideas. The other lint lies in the fact that each 

society determiJles which thoughts and feelings shall be permitted to arrive at the 

level of awareness and which have to remain unconscious. just as there is a social 

character; there is also a 'social unconscious' " (I J 

It is to the extrapolation of this concept of the social unconscious that this 

chapter is devoted. 

In the last chapter we examined the concept of social character as an 

example of Fromm's method of fusing Freudian psychoanalysis into Marxian 

sociology. Though superficially the concept of social character resembled a 

direct meld of Martian and Freudian insights; our examination disclosed it 

to be something somewhat different: Marx was seen to be returned to his 

Hegelian origins and Freud was reduced to the barest of life drives - the 

single instinct Eros. Most of Fromm's psychological injection turned out to be 

the consequence of his own observations; and that motif of Eros which he 

retained, was itseJf considerably ameliorated to accommodate his own 

concept of Mature Love. Fromm did however retain Freud's notion of a 

"dynamic psychology". 

just as we did in the last chapter with reaard to the concept of social 
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character, we will in this chapter examine Fromm's concept of the social 

unconscious, in an effort to understand the way in which he synthesizes 

Marx and Freud. We will be seeking to uncover the novelties and also the 

inconsistencies of his method, hoping to make clear the distinction between 

his ostensible intentions and what he actually arrives at. We will be 

examining the degree to which he adapts and changes both Marx and Freud, 

and the degree to which the concept of the social unconscious incorporates 

his own views on the matter. 

We will begin, as before, with extensive and definitive quotations from 

Fromm's mature works on the nature of the social unconscious. These will 

then be systematically extrapolated and clarified. Next we will offer a 

critical appraisal of Fromm's concept of the social unconscious as a synthesis 

of Marx and Freud. It will be seen that Fromm's primary concern was to 

demystify the subject of the "unconscious". Because he sees Freud as largely 

responsible for this mystification, he strips Freud's postulates down to the 

most rudimentary framework and rebuilds it with his own psychoanalytic 

observations. It will be seen that Fromm's neo-Freudian concept of the 

unconscious fits successfully into a Hegelian Marxist position and gives it an 

added empirical dimension. The view that the young Marx transmuted 

Hegel's idealism into humanism by dropping the mysterious concept of Geist 

from his philosophical vocabulary, and that he remained a humanist- a 

believer in the irreducable autonomy of human thought and action - gave 

Fromm a considerable elasticity of paradigm compared to the thinkers of the 

Second and Third Internationals. Working in this light; and adopting Marx's 

distinction between "constant drives and relative drives," tlJ allowed Fromm 

to introduce certain precepts of psychoanalysis into Marxism. 
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On this basis we will then embark upon a comparison between Fromm's 

type of theory and that of the Second and Third International's: Fromm's 

notion of the social unconscious and its implications wiU be contrasted with 

the reductionist economic determinism of the Second and Third 

Internationals. Fromm's injection of his neo-Freudian concept of the social 

unconscious will be shown to be an effective and innovative eiplanation of 

the way in which the base and the superstructure interact. The point of this 

comparison will be to show quite dearly the novelty and efficacy of Fromm's 

theory over the economic reductionism of the Second and Third 

Internationals. 

3.2 IBB NAIURB AND DYNAMICS Of TUB SOCIAL UNCONSCIOUS: 

Fromm's fuUest account of the nature and dynamics of the social unconscious 

occurs in Beyond the Chains of IUusion ( 1962). He introduces the term 

"social unconscious" to refer to the functional repression of areas of social 

eiperience: 
"By 'soci&l unconscious' I refer to those areas of repression which are common to 

most members of a society; these commonly repressed elements are those contents 

which a given society cannot permit its members to be aware of if the society 

with its specific contradictions is to operate successfUUy ... " Ul 

However Fromm immediately goes on to qualify the notion of 

"unconsciousness" as a mystification: 
"The term 'unconsciOU$' is actually a mystification. There is no such thing as t.b.t 
unconscious; there are only e1periences of which ve are aware; and others of 

which we are not aware; that. is; ofvhich ve are unconscious .... " {<tJ 

Instead of simply postulating a mystificatory category of the social 

unconscious Fromm sets out to provide an account of the specific and 

concrete determination of consciousness by social forces amounting to a 

socially conditioned conceptual filter: 
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"For any experience to come into awareness it must be comprehensible in 

accordance with the categories in which conscious thought is organized ... Some of 

the categories, such as time and space, may be universal, and may constitute 

categories of perception common to all men. Others such as causality, may be a valid 

category for many, but not for all forms of conscious perception. Other categories 

are even less general and differ from culture to culture ... However this may be, 

experience can enter into awareness only under the condition that it can be 

perceived, .related, and ordered in terms of a conceptual system and of its categories. 

This system is in itself a .result of social evolution. Each society, by its own practice 

of living and by the mode of relatedness, of feeling and perceiving, develops a 

system, or categories, which determines the forms of awareness. This system worts, 

as it were, like a socially conditioned filter: experience cannot enter awareness 

unless it can penetrate this filter ... " (.5) 

Fromm distinguishes different aspects of the "social filter" mediating the 

degree to which experiences are cultivated in a given culture and so arrive 

at social awareness. One such aspect is provided by language: 

'"There are many affective experiences for which a givenlaoguaee has no word, 

while another language may be .rich in words which express these feelings. In a 

language in which different affective experiences are not expressed by different 

words, it is almost impossible for one's experiences to come to clear awareness. 

Generally spea.ting, it may be said that an experience rarely comes into awareness 

for which the language has no word .... but this is only one aspect of the filtering 

function_ of language. Different languages differ not only by the fact that they 

vary in the diversity of words they use to denote certain affective experiences, but 

also by their syntax, their eramma.r, and the root-meanine of their words. The 

whole language contains an attitude of life, is a frozen expression of experiencing 

life in a certain way ... Language, by its vo.rds, its gram.ma.r, its syntu, by the 

whole spirit which is frozen in it, determines which experiences penetrate to our 

awareness." (&) 

A second aspect of the filter enabling awareness is the ~ Aristotelian or 

otherwise, directing the thinking in a given culture: 

"just as most people assume that their language is 'natural' and that other 

languages only use different words for the same things. they assume also that the 
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rules which determine ~»ro~»er thintina are natural and universal ones: that 

what is illogical in one cultural system is i11ogical in any other because it 

conflicts with '.natural' logic." {7) 

The third, and most important aspect of the social filter, crucial to its 

repressive function, is the various social taboos: 

"While language and logic are parts of the social filter which mates it difficult or 

im~»ossible for an e11»erience to enter awareness. the third part of the social 

filter is the most important o11e for it is the o11e that does 110t permit certain 

feelings to reach co11scious11ess ud te11ds to espel them from this realm if they 

have reached it. It is made up by the social taboos vhich declare ce.rt&i.n ideas 

and feelinas to be improper. forbidden. dangerous. and which prevent them 

from even reaching the level of conscioumess .... " (SJ 

The rationality or irrationality of different societies, according to Fromm, is 

thus a product of this mediating filter of language, logic and social taboos, 

which is itself a function of underlying social conflicts: 

"The irrationalities of any given society result in the necessity for its members to 

repress the awareness of many of their feelinas and observations. This necessity is 

the greater in proportio11 to the eite11t to which a society is 11ot represe11t&tive of 

all its members. Throughouthumu history, with the esception, perhaps. of some 

pr.iJDitive societies, the table has been set only for a few, and the vast majority 

received nothing but the remaining crumbs. If the majority had been fully aware 

of the fact that they vere being cheated, a rese11tme.nt might have developed 

which would have e11dangered the elisti11g order. He11ce such thoughts had to be 

repressed and those iJ1 whom this process of repression did not tate place 

adequately were in danger of their lives or freedom. " (9) 

The. converse of this socially functional repression of awareness is the 

creation of ideologies or forms of false consciousness: 

"The repression of aware11ess of facts is. ud must be supplemented by the 

acceptance or many fictions. The eaps whic~ exist because we refuse to see m.a.oy 

things arou11d us must be filled so that we may have a coherent picture ... these 

ideologies ue impressed on the people from childhood 011 by their pue11ts. by the 

schools. churches. movies. television, newspapers and they tate hold of men's 
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minds as if they were the result of the men's own thinking or observation. If this 

process takes place in societies opposed to ours. we call it 'brainwashing' and in its 

less extreme forms 'indoctrination' or 'propaganda'; in ours. ve call it 'education' and 

'information'." UOJ 

Finally Fromm comes to some general conclusions about the anthropological 

significance of the socially conditioned filter and the resultant social 

unconscious: 

"Formally speaking then, what is unconscious and what is conscious depends on the 

structure of society and on the patterns of feeling and thought that it produces. As to 

the contents of the unconscious, no generalization is possible, but one statement can 

be made: it always represents the whole man. The unconscious is the whole mao­

minus that part of him which corresponds to his society. Consciousness represents 

social man, the accidental limitations set by the historical situation into vhich an 

individual is thrown. Unconsciousness represents universal .man, the whole mu, 

rooted in the cosmos; it represents the plant in him, the animal in him, the spirit in 

him; it represents his past, down to the dawn of human e1istence. and it represents 

his future up to the day when man vill become fully human. and when nature vill 

be humanized and man vill be 'naturalized'". To become aware of one's unconscious 

meus to get in touch with one's full humuity and to do away with barrie.rs which 

society erects within each man and consequently, between each man and his fellow 

man. To attain this aim fully is difficult and a rare occurrence; to appro1imate it is in 

the grasp of everybody as it constitutes the emancipation of man from the socially 

conditioned alienation from himself and humankind .... The social and the 

individual unconsious are related to each other and in constant interaction. In fact. 

unconsciousness/ consciousness is. in the last analysis indivisible. What matters is 

not so much the content of what is repressed, but the state of mind and. to be more 

precise the degree of a:vatedness and realism in the individual." lll J 

This then constitutes Fromm's description of the social unconscious, it 

remains now for us to analyse and e1plain this within our own terms: 

3.3. TBB CONCEPT OF THB SOCIAL UNCONSCIOUS AS A SYNTHBSIS 

OF PIBUD AND MAll: 

Fromm himself clearly situated his account of the social unconscious in the 
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dual context of Freud and Marx. Before going on to provide a critical analysis 

of this concept as a synthesis of Freud and Marx, which would involve both 

the questions of how Fromm's concept of the social unconscious ( 1) enabled 

him to overcome the limitations and inadequacies of Freud and Marx, and 

(2) in the process transform the positions of Freud and Marx, we would thus 

do well to consider an extended passage from Beyond the Chains of Illusion 

for Fromm's own discussion of these dual origins. Fromm finds the basic 

common ground in the fact that both Marx and Freud believed: 

"that most of what man thinks consciously is determined by forces which operate 

behind his bact. that is. without man's knowledge: that man e1plains his actions to 

himself as beins rational or moral and these rationalisations (false consciousness, 

ideology) satisfy him subjectively. But being driven by forces unknown to him, man 

is not free. He can attain freedom (and health) only by be co min& aware of these 

motivating forces. that is of reality. and thus he can become the master of his life 

(within the limitations of reality) rather than the slave of blind forces." (I2J 

Fromm also points out the basic difference underlying this common ground: 

"The fundamental difference between Marz and Freud lies in their respective 

concept of the nature of these forces determining man. For Freud they are 

essentially physiological (libido) or biological (death instinct or life instinct). For 

Mar1 they are historical forces which pass through an evolution in the process of 

man's socio-economic development. For Marz man's consciousness is determined by 

his being. his being by his practice of life, his practice of life by his mode of 

producing his livelihood, that is, by his mode of production and his social structure, 

mode of distribution and comsumption resulting from it. " ( 13) 

On this basis, then, Froqtm proposes the task or a synthesis which would 

mold together the relevant insights of both Marx and Freud in a single 

unified theoretical account: 

"Marl's and Freuds's concept are not mutually exclusive. This is so precisely because 

Marz sets out from the real acts of men and on the basis of their real life process, 

includina. of course. their biological and physioloaical conditions. Mu1 recognised 

the sexual drive as one existing under aU circumstances which can be changed by 
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its social conditions only as far as form and direction are concerned. 

Yet while Freudian theory might be incorporated in some fashion into that of Mar:~, 

there remain wo fundamental differences. For Mar:~, man's bein& and his 

consciousness are determined by the structure of the society of which he is a part; 

for Freud society only influences his beina by areater or lesser repression of his 

innate physiological and biological equipment. From this first difference follows the 

second: 

Freud believed that man can overcome repression without social changes. Mars on 

the other hand vas the first thin.t.er who sav that the realisation of the universal 

and a fully awakened man can occur only together with social changes which lead to 

a new and truly economic and social oraanisation of man.tiJld. Mar:~ has only stated 

in general terms his theory of the determination of consciousness by social forces. 

In the follovina I try to show hov this determination operates concretely and 
specifically." U<tJ 

It will already be clear that Fromm proposed to incorporate Freud's 

psychoanalytic notion of the unconscious within the framework of Marx's 

social theory. In what follows we wiJl first consider how the Freudian notions 

are transformed in this process, and then assess to what extent Marx's 

theory has been amplified or itself transformed. 

3.3.1 FllOUII'S DEUYSTIPICATION AND TRANSfORMATION Of 

fREUD'S UNCONSCIOUS: 

As we have seen, Fromm's point of departure for his concept of the social 

unconscious, was Freud's notion of the unconscious. Fromm remarked in a 

letter to Martin jay: 
"I consider the basic achievement of Freud to be his concept of the unconscious its 

manifestation in neurosis. dreams. etc. resistance and his dynamic concept of 

character. These concepts have remained for me of basic importance i.o all my 
wort ... U'J 

Increasingly however, Fromm found Freud inadequate and inaccurate in 

certain areas and came to view Bachofen's matriarchical studies, and 
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Ferenczi and Groddeck's methods of psychoanalysis as superior and 

appropriate for his own purposes. However even if Fromm moved 

substantially from the Freudian position as a whole; he did retain 

specifically Freudian components in his psychoanalytical mechanisms as 

the mediating concepts between the individual and society.U 6J In the last 

chapter we examined the other main mechanism of this mediation, viz. the 

social character; and we saw that the Freudian elements were substantialy 

revised so as to accommodate his psychoanalytic observations and his 

Hegelian Marxist perspective. We are now going to examine the other main 

mechanism of mediation, the social unconscious, so as to ascertain precisely 

how this is transformed in turn. 

The significance of Freud's concept of the unconscious for Fromm lay in his 

recognition that most of what is real within ourselves is not conscious and 

that most of what is conscious is not real And that this repression of 

reality was based upon fear and could be ovecome by the rationalization of 

this fear; in other words, making the unconscious conscious. 

Freud's unconscious, however, was based purely upon physiological and 

biological forces. These were limited in their manifestations to the 

individual in particular. Freud's concept of the unconscious thus did not 

extend beyond the individual, and society was seen only as an objective 

force acting upon the subjective individual.And in this respect Freud was a 

pessimist who held that as civilization grew, so repression would grow and 

that not only would history fail to eliminate repression but, on the 

contrary, reinforce it. Freud did not include society within his psychological 

model. Consequently for Freud the overcoming of repression did not 

necessitate social changes. Furthermore for Freud the role of fear as the 



81 

repressive force was purely the consequence of parent/child setual 

confrontation. 

Fromm's initial concern was thus to demystify the subject of the 

"unconscious", a mystification which he attributed in large part to Freud. 

Fromm considered the very term the "unconscious" to be a 

mystification, for he saw that there is no such thing as the unconscious; 

instead he pointed out that there are only etperiences of which we are 

aware, and others of which we are not aware, in other words, of which we 

are unconscious. U?) 

Fromm found the source of this mystification in Freud's approach to 

personality as the receptacle for "unconscious" biological and instinctive 

desires. These "unconscious desires" US) operated for Freud in a fashion 

contrary to society, for it is society which prohibited their emergence into a 

conscious plain. This ahistorical and asocial view of personality was 

responsible, in Fromm's opinion, for creating the psychological 

interpretation that views the "unconscious" as something with which the 

individual is biologically equipped at birth. tl 9) 

Fromm singled out three fundamental premises in psychoanalysis as a 

specific system of ideas: First, the idea that man, whether he likes it or not 

is obliged in his every day life to suppress his awareness of many feelings 

and emotions; second, the idea that a conflict arises between the 

implications of the unconscious and consciousness, a conflict which nearly 

always results in neurosis, and third, the certainty that this conflict will 

dissappear as soon as the unconscious is brought to the threshold of man's 

consciousness. tlO) 
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Fromm was not so much concerned to dispute or modify any of these basic 

assumptions of classic psychoanalysis concerning the unconscious and the 

mechanisms of repression as to reinterpret them by incorporating them 

into a social theory: First of all, in contrast to Freud, who regarded the 

unconscious as a wholly extra-historical, anti-social phenomenon­

biological by nature, Fromm maintained that the unconscious (like 

consciousness) is also a social phenomenon, functioning as the 

"social filter". t21J Accordingly he centered his attention on the socia1 

unconscious, namely those areas of repression which are not individual but 

common to most members of a society. It is only with the help of a socially 

conditioned filter that society can ensure its stable functioning, given the 

Marxian premise that society has to grapple with specific inner 

contradictions. Experience cannot enter awareness unless it penetrated this 

filter, thus consciousness is only that quotient of perception which has not 

been trapped by society's filtering net. Accordingly, the greater part of 

man's life experiences remain outside the limits of consciousness, that is 

they remain unconscious. With this Hegelian Marxist starting point Fromm 

did not separate the individual and his society. What is unconscious and 

what is conscious depend ultimately upon the structure of a particular 

society or the patterns of feelings and thought it produces. The unconscious 

is the whole man subtracted from that part of him which corresponds to 

society. Fromm emulated Marx in examining social structure as determined 

by economic factors and it followed from this that the psychic structure of 

the unconscious is not also shaped by socio-economic conditions via the 

medium of language, logic and taboo. In connection with the elaboration of 

his socio-psychological method Fromm thus presented the socio-economic 
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structure as dominant over the libidinal/familial relationship. (22J 

Superficially this represents a fusion of Marxist social theory and Freudian 

psychoanalysis; but actually it involves the application of certain selected 

Freudian psychoanalytic insights to a Hegelian Mar1ist understanding of 

social phenomena. In contrast to Freud and others who viewed social 

entities as structured by psychic mechanisms and laws that resemble those 

at work in the individual, and who analyse the psychic structure of social 

entities in analogy to the structural regularities of the individual psyche, 

Fromm maintained that the psychic structure of social entities had to be 

understood through their social structure i.e. through their socio-economic 

situation. The difference between Fromm and Freud lies not so much in 

their respective psychoanalytic methods but in Freud's lack of a sociological 

starting point. For Fromm both the psychic structure of the individual and 

social dynamics are properly grasped only when seen against the 

background of the social structure. For the analysis of social phenomena 

this leads to the following sociological method (23l: The phenomena of social 

psychology can be understood as processes involving the active and 

passive adaptation of the instinctual apparatus to the socio-economic 

situation. In certain fundamental respects, the instinctual apparatus itself 

is a biological given; but it is highly modifiable. The role of primary 

formative factor goes to the economic conditions. With respect to social 

character, the family is the essential medium through which the economic 

situation exerts its formative influence on the individual's psyche; with 

respect to the social unconscious it is the influence of the social filter 

(comprised of the components; language, logic and taboo) which serves this 

function. The task of social psychology is to e1plain the shared, socially 
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relevant psychic attitudes and ideologies - and in particular their 

unconscious roots -in terms of the influence of economic conditions on 

libido strivings. t24J 

As we saw in the opening section of this chapter, the essential ingredients 

of this socially conditioned filter as Fromm sees it, are; (a) language, (b) 

logic, (c) social taboos. The most important of these is the third. The 

function of social taboos is that these actually do not allow certain feelings 

which might threaten the continued survival of society to reach 

consciousness, and to expel them from this realm if they have reached 

it.t25J Certain feelings are improper, forbidden or dangerous and 

consequently prevented from ever reaching the level of consciousness. In 

this way society endeavours to suppress and impede tbe apprehension of 

those sensual experiences whose implications are incompatible with the 

demands of the given society and which constitute a threat to its smooth 

functioning. The existence of taboos makes it easier for society to mould a 

social character such as will consolidate it, and through its influence 

constantly reproduce the main features of that society. Society cannot wipe 

out the workings of hidden human experiences and feelings, anti-social in 

their implications, but it can push them out of consciousness by repressing 

them with the help of the social filter which carries out the role of a special 

censor in social consciousness. This process, of driving out undesirable 

experiences from man's consciousness is, according to Fromm, simultaneous 

with efforts to fill man's consciousness with various sorts of ideological 

fictions. t 26J 

If economic conditions are thus primary factors shaping the unconscious 
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for Fromm, then hls view must differ substantially from Freud's. On 

Fromm's view, psychological agency like the unconscious, as a repressive 

mechanism conditioning man's feelings, thinking and acting decisively, is 

not "natural" but is itself ultimately conditioned by the mode of production 

and the social structure resulting from it. Thus Fromm posed and resolved 

the question of the unconscious differently to Freud. He drew attention to 

the social nature of the factors calling forth the unconscious and regarded it 

as something essentially functional. Unlike Freud, for whom the 

unconscious contained all that is negative in man, Fromm, when defining 

the qualitative implications of the unconscious, stressed the individual's 

'creative, productive potentialities'. In interpreting the unconscious as a 

'good' principle Fromm was akin to views expressed by ~he likes of Horney, 

Sullivan and Erickson. (2?J 

But for all these ways in which Freud and Fromm differed in their 

interpretations of the unconscious, Fromm too continued to rely on basic 

assumptions regarding human nature in relation to history.(Which we shall 

explore fully in the following chapter.) They both presented the essential 

forces of the human ego as being unconscious, extra-historical needs. For 

Fromm these unconscious needs find fulfillment in the process of human 

evolution. History in this light can be seen, for Fromm, as entirely the 

product of the unconscious finding fulfillment. (28• This premise can be 

seen as in line with Fromm's Hegelian Marxism: The ultimate conclusion of 

thls line of reasoning would thus be that when unconsciousness becomes 

conscious, or in HegeUan terms, "when Mind (Geist) grasps its own nature", 

the last stage of history has been reached. Or, as expressed in Marx's 

vision of the fulfillment of Communism, the last stage of history would 
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occur when the human community has entered into its own as a true 

'Gattungswesen': 

"Communism as the positive transcendence of private property. or human 

self-estrangement and therefore as the real appropriation of the human essence 

by and for man; communism therefore is the complete return of man to himself 

as a soci&l (i.e .. human) being- a return become conscious. and accomplished 

within the entire wealth of previous development. This Communism. as fully 

developed naturalism equ&ls humanism. and as fully developed humanism equa.J.s 

naturalism; it is the genuine resolution of the conflict between man and nature 

and between man and man - the true resolution of the strife between existence 

and essence. between objectification and self-confirmation. between freedom and 

necessity, between the individua.J. and the species. Communism is the riddle of 

history solved. a.nd it mows itself to be the solution.(29) 

The connection to Fromm's psychoanalytical observations is quite 

apparent: Fromm rejected Freud's concept of repression based upon a 

generalised notion of fear and instead replaced it with a repression which 

was based upon a specific kind of fear: the fear of ostracism and isolation. 

As opposed to Freud, for Fromm the primary factor which inhibits man 

from awareness of real sensual experiences which are incompatible with 

demands of society is his desp~rate fear of isolation and ostracism. Fromm 

was here developing an alternative psychological theory to that of Freud as 

well as an important connective to the social theory of man. (3D) According 

to this theory man is afraid of finding himself in a position that sets him 

apart from others; the opinion of the crowd acquires for him at times more 

importance than his own ideas. It was Fromm's conviction that the content 

and direction of man's social activity is determined by the norms and rules 

sanctioned by society and subscribed to by the overwhelming majority of 

its members. He held that because man sees the socially acceptable cliches 

. as the criteria for truth, reality and sanity, anything which contradicts 
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these cliches is excluded from man's awareness and is thus relegated to the 

unconscious. Yet simultaneously and paradoxically it was Fromm's opinion 

that society cannot dehumanise and repress man ad infinitum, uo for 

man is more than just a constituent member of society, he is also a member 

of the human race. Man is thus prone to this continual paradox; he is afraid 

of isolation from his social group or society, and he is also afraid of being 

cut-off from mankind, from the generic principle which he bears within 

him and which constitutes human nature This is the paradox from which 

Fromm concluded that society cannot subjugate man to itself completely. 

This concept of belonging to the human race can be seen as an obvious 

corrolary to Marx's motif of the 'Gattungswesen', in which man's true self 

or essential nature is to be a 'species being' (Gattungswesen). Man as 

'Gattungswesen' expresses, however, the end of the historical process­

when man finds his fulfillment - a teleonaturalist wish. The present reality 

is one of estrangement, alienation in which man comforts himself with the 

false consciousness of ideologies, myths and religion, etc., but these are 

merely the expressions of his 'alienated selfconsciousness'. 

This formulation finds obvious expression and parallel in Fromm's 

schemata: Fromm equated alienation and false consciousness to the 

consequence of the "social filter" and suggested that man's need to be a 

"Gattungswesen" lie sub merged in his subconscious. This existent 

contradiction between the aims of a given society and Fromm's so called 

"universal aims of mankind" (to be explored in the next chapter) is 

according to Fromm, one of the main reasons behind the social fabrication 

or various fallacies and illusions concealing that contradiction. l321 

Therefore the ability to act according to one's own conscience depends, 

Fromm suggested on the degree to which one has managed to transcend 
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the limits of one's society and has become a "citizen of the world", in other 

words, on the degree to which one has apprehended the limitation's of 

merely social aims and is using instead the universal human goals as one's 

guide to action. These goals are those in which the essence of human nature 

finds e1pression. Obviously, for Fromm, insofar as man's appreciation of his 

truly human goals threatens not merely to disrupt the functioning of the 

e1isting social system, but also inevitably leads to social actions directed 

towards changing that system, society has to obstruct man's perception of 

his natural essence. l33J And therefore there will be a constant tension and 

conflict between the individual and his society until such stage as the 

ultimate society is instituted. Needless to say this society was for Fromm 

established upon the satisfaction of fundamental human needs. The "final 

revolution " is thus one of arriving at the essence or mankind within each 

man, of making the unconscious conscious, of liberating man from the 

alienation of his blind conformism to society. 

To assist this process, i.e. to overcome the problematic conflict of society's 

control over consciousness and unconsciousness, Fromm emphasized the 

notion of a practical "de-repression", that is, the elaboration or methods of 

social therapy, which in his opinion should free man of the heavy burden 

of the unconscious. Fromm wrote that: 

"Mating the unconscious conscious t.raJlsforms the mere idea of the universality 

of maa into the living e1perience of his universality. it is the experiential 
realization of hum.anismu. t34) 

The solution to this problem of de-repressing the unconscious lies, in 

Fromm's view, firstly in removing and neutralizing fear, which impedes 

man in his feeling and thinking, and freely e1pressing that which he reaJly 

e1periences; secondly in the development of man's faculty for a-iticaJ 
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thought, doubt, independent formulation and resolution of vital questions; 

and finally in the dissemination of humanist ideals that further the 

intellectual development of each individual. The first condition for the 

successful implementation of de-repressing the unconscious is the 

elimination of those psychological barriers (cliches and fictions) which 

society has "erected" in the consciousness of each individual. This will 

enable man to apprehend social reality as it really is. Fulfillment of the 

second condition will make it possible for the individual to understand 

social dynamics and achieve a critical appraisal of his own society from the 

standpoint of universal human values. Finally, compliance with the third 

condition will facilitate the individual's appreciation of the needs inherent 

in his nature that can be satisfied by him through activity directed towards 

the creation of a truly human society. 

This then is how Fromm in his account of the "sociill unconscious" went 

about overcoming the limitations and mystification which he saw in Freud's 

general description of the "individual unconscious". What Fromm did was to 

reduce Freud's psychoanalytic concept to its most fundamental principle of 

awareness - repression based upon fear- and then to redefine this 

mechanism in his own terms after the evidence of his own psychoanalytical 

observations. In this area Fromm rejected Freud's generalised, universal 

atUiety as the "trigger" of the repressive mechanism and replaced it 

instead with a specific kind of fear, namely, the fear of loneliness and 

ostracization or isolation. The introduction of this description of the 

"trigger" of the repressive mechanism revealed Fromm's Hegelian-Marxist 

inclinations. For this kind of "fear" can be seen as deriving from the 

Marxian notion of the essence of man as "Gattungswesen". This ameliorated 
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fear with it's MarJian base is the pivot upon which Fromm's social 

unconscious is established. From it, he can show the strength and influence 

of society upon the individual and the system of mutual dependence which 

eJists between them both. This was of course, an area which Freud (in 

Fromm's view) had neglected and failed to properly account for, and which 

Fromm hereby overcame. It is in this fashion that Fromm fused and 

instilled Freud's "individual unconscious" with certain MarJian premises. 

3.3.2. FROMM'S CONCEPT OF THB SOCIAL UNCONSCIOUS AS A 

TRANSFORMATION OF MAli: 

According to Fromm the task of an analytical social psychologist was, to 

understand unconsciously motivated behaviour in terms of the effect of the 

socio-economic substructure on basic psychic drives. 

This represented a new and radical form of social interpretation typifying 

the Institut for Sozialforschung's attempts to introduce psychoanalysis into 

it's neo-MarJist Critical Theory. It indicated the Institut's abandonment of 

the "traditional MarJist straightjacket" (35) of base and superstructure.In 

Martin jay's words: 

"Marxism, however; vas in need of additional psychological insights, which such 

Manists as Kauts.ty, Bernstein vit.h a naive. idealistic belief in inborn mor&l 
instincts had failed to provide. Psychoanalysis ... could flesh out materialism's 

notion of Man's essential nature." (36) 

In this regard Mari's notion of alienation would be linked to Freud's notion 

of the unconscious. ( jay: "Freud's wort needed to be suppJemented by a more 

socioloaical and historical approach." (37) ) 

It was Fromm who spearheaded the original attempts at fusing Freudian 

psychology with Manian sociology. But the consequences oC his own 
< 
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psychoanalytical studies eventually led him to abandon the strict regimes of 

this project. As with the concept of social character, Fromm received the 

initial impetus for the theoretical r6le of the social unconscious from Marl 

himself. The transmuted notion of Hegel's alienation (and its corrollaries with 

respect to consciousness) so prevalent in Man's earlier writings, was clearly 

at the root of Fromm's concept.BSJ Marl's notion of alienation with its 

description of consciousness, linked to Fromm's strong interest in Man's 

e1istential condition and his growing commitment to the idea of an essential 

human nature (which could be perverted and repressed l39') formed the 

starting point for the concept of the social unconscious. 

The use of these motifs indicate Fromm's view of Marl to be close to the so­

called humanistic or anthropological interpretation of Marl. This orientation 

was typical of the Frankfurt School, whose humanistic concern was 

articulated and substantiated principally in the writings of the young Marl 

(e.g. The Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 18-f-f.) This orientation 

assumed that these earlier works were the key to understanding Mar1 and 

that they indicate that Marl's entire oeuvre constituted an e1plication of the 

humanistic approach. However, this humanistic interpretation stood in 

marked contrast to the interpretations established by the Second and Third 

Internationals, and the novelty of Fromm's kind of approach can only be 

appreciated when seen in contrast to those prevailing dogmas: 

Our e1amination of Fromm's 'social unconscious· so far has indicated that it 

was a comple1 and elaborate concept. If we take an even closer look we 

discover that, Fromm distinguished the unconscious into two types: Firstly, 

there are man's "real" or sensual e1periences, awareness of which, in view of 



92 

its capacity of introducing elements of disorganisation into the functioning of 

society, is subject to strict social censure. (With this type of unconscious, 

Fromm has in mind a socio-psychological behaviour mechanism underlying 

social character). Thus, if man in capitalist society were to become aware 

that his life was meaningless, that everything he does is uninteresting and 

tedious, that he has no real freedom and cannot behave and think in the way 

he would wish, then it would be difficult for him to function correctly in that 

society. 

The second type of unconscious is that which Fromm described as the 

'universal unconscious', and is seen to embrace everything which constitutes 

human nature. (40J Becoming aware of this type of unconscious gives rise to 

that type of activity on the part of the individual which leads to change in 

existing social reality and to the creation of a society more compatible with 

human nature. 

Both types of unconscious, according to Fromm, are influenced and moulded 

by society, as they are the consequences of society's negative function; that 

is, they are the consequences of the repression by society of feelings and 

thoughts actually experienced by individuals, which are undesirable for that 

society. (4JJ However in the case of the second type of unconscious, it is the 

awareness of this very repression that leads to action involving change. So in 

Fromm's analysis of the problem of the unconscious, it emerges that the 

potential needs of human nature, which motivate the social behaviour of the 

individual in a positive direction and which determine in general the 

progressive course of history, lie in the unconscious. Fromm thus attributed 

to consciousness a subordinate role in men's historicaJ activity. He held that 

since consciousness represented social man, it did not reflect the real man 

but rather a compromise between the fundamental "unconscious needs" of 
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mankind and the existent social reality. To the degree that man's social 

inclinations impinge upon his "true self" it was for Fromm a curse. 

Thus everything which goes beyond the framework of the practical needs of 

existing society is seen by Fromm as being unconscious in character and this 

includes too, those ubiquitous extra-historical needs of mankind, which are 

for Fromm the source of all positive change in society. 

The sheer conceptual complexity of Fromm's theory is the most immediate 

difference to that of the Second and Third Internationals; whose simplistic, 

reductionist schemata are incapable of the penetration or detail of Fromm's 

analysis. This difference permeates all levels of a comparison between 

Fromm and the Second and Third Internationals, and in fact the only area 

upon which concord might be reached is on the level of the first type of 

unconscious which Fromm described, where Fromm gave what might seem a 

hardline materialist point of view when he declared that those elements of 

sensual exoerience excluded from man's consciousness because of their 

socially disruptive potential, are of a historically relative character. This 

similarity is superficial and only extends to the realm of the first level of the 

unconscious. For Fromm immediately transcended hardline materialism 

with his creation of the second category of the unconscious, i.e. the 'universal 

unconscious' (parallel to Marx's 'Gattungswesenlin so far as he understood 

the 'universal unconscious' to be rooted in Human Nature and regarded it as 

social only in so far as its expression or repression conforms to society's 

ability to obstruct or further the manifestations of these extra-historical 

needs - he stood in marked contrast to the dialectical materialism of the 

Second and Third Internationals. In the latter's case, any analysis of the 

political, economic and psychological relations must be reduced to the 
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antagonism between ruling minority and oppressed majority. It is this class 

conflict too, which for them held the answer to the 'social unconscious'. 

These Marxists, contra Fromm, do not see the answer as lying in abstract 

psychological notions of the unconscious, but rather in the material relations 

of man and society. According to thls logic it is merely a matter of discerning 

the agents of historical action and establishing whlch class stands to gain 

from suppression of an awareness of social reality and whlch class would 

benefit from and bring about changes in the existing social order. The 

theoretical evidence for the Second and Third Internationalists lay in the so 

called "later works" of Marx, that is, those written in collaboration with 

Engels, as can be seen in this extract, which though a relatively early work, 

already shows a marked change in emphasis: 

"The ideas of this ruling class are in every epoch the ruling ideas: i.e .. the class 

which is the ruling material force of society. is at the same time its ruling 

intellectual force .. the ruling ideas are nothing more than the expression of the 

domina.o.t material relationships. the domina.o.t material relationships grasped as 

ideas: hence of the relationships vhich mate the one class the ruling one. 

therefore. the ideas of its dominance ... (furthermore] ... The class which has the 

means of material production at its disposal. has control at the same time over the 

means of mental productioo.. so that thereby. generally speaking. the ideas of those 

vho tact the means of meo.tal production are subject to it ... The individuals 

composing the ruling class ... regulate productioo. and distribution of the ideas of 
their age ... " (42) 

Accordingly it is only at the initial stage of the emergence of a 

socio-economic formation distinguished by class antagonism, when the 

progressive class assumes power, that its interests, as those of the ruling 

class, for an extremely short period, truly correspond to the interests of 

other classes; 

"under the pressure of hitherto existing conditions its interest has not yet been 

able to develop as a particular interest of a particular class." (H) 
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And at that initial stage of the formation's development a certain shared 

interest can manifest itself, an interest in the elimination of the old society, 

that has outlived its potential, which is subscribed to by the majority of 

classes. However this is no real implication of a latent and shared character -

the 'Gattungswesen' of the younger Mart or the unconscious, fundamental 

human needs of Fromm. 

What emerges from this reductionist method is that the ruling class 

endeavours with the help of certain negative sanctions to suppress the 

opposite class's awareness of the real situation and of realising their real 

material historical needs. It is these material historical needs of the 

oppressed class, needs stifled by the ruling class, which constitute for the 

Second and Third Internationalists and their inheritors, the 'unconscious' in 

class society. Thus for these Martists the nature of the unconscious and its 

role in the historical process can be found not in the depth of the individual's 

mind (as in the abstract etistential contradiction which Fromm postulates), 

but rather as resulting from the material relations (whatever they may be) 

pertaining to man's social life. In terms of this paradigm, it also follows that 

although man's historical activity incorporates, as an essential component, 

unconscious factors, nevertheless the decisive role must be accorded to 

consciousness. And consciousness in this description is that awareness 

produced by material relations. Engels wrote in this connection that: 

"In the history of society ... the actors are ail endowed with consciousness. are 

men actina with deliberation or passion. vortina towards definite aoats: nothina 

happeas without a coascious purpose, without aa iateaded aim" _(H) 

Within this theory the dialectic of the correlation between the 'unconscious' 

and consciousness in men's socio-historical activity is such that the first 
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always gives way to the second, and in the final analysis the latter 

determines men's social and transforming activity. 

Fromm was fundamentally opposed to this view. In this case there is a 

difference in methodology between the Second and Third Internationals 

Marxism based upon its economic determinism and Fromm's humanistic 

Hegelian Marxism based upon an anthropological psychology. For whereas 

the Second and Third Internationals understanding of the unconscious is 

rooted on a very simplistic economic determinism, derived from the 

collaborative works of the later Marx and Engels; Fromm's is a complex 

notion derived from depth psychology and the works of the younger Marx. 

If we look at their respective approaches we discover that the main 

difference between Fromm and the Second and Third Internationals 

treatment of the unconscious lies in Fromm's universalisation of the 

unconscious containing the universal aims of mankind, bearing in mind that 

in Western philosophy the idea of the 'universal' has always been a concept 

of intelligibility, goodness and fulfiJJment. For Kant and Hegel, the universal 

meant 'freedom', so too for Marx- the human being as 'Gattungswesen' is a 

free person. As Marx expressed it: 

"Man is a species being, not only because in practice and in theory he adopts the 

species as his object (his own as well as those of other beings) but also because he 

treats himself as the actual, livi.D.& species; because he treats himself as a 

universal a.D.d therefo~ a free bei.D.g." t45J 

Fromm's notion oC the unconscious's universality, draws its substance from 

this, especially when the term (Gattungswesen) is translated 'community 

being' or 'universal being'. 

This of course contradicts the interpretation established by the Second and 

Third Internationals. They - unlike Fromm who held that at the transition 
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from one historical society to another there always remains some proportion 

of unconscious, as not yet actualised potentialities - maintained that the 

progressive class which is aware of its needs and opportunities in a specific 

socio-economic formation and actualises these in its historical activity 

virtually wipes out that which constituted the 'unconscious' in the preceding 

formation. From this viewpoint the unconscious in the historical 

activity of classes is social both in content and origin. 

This is obviously in profound contrast to the way in which Fromm with his 

"universal unconscious" saw it. This conflict of interpretation can be related 

to the differences in the opposing theoretical views of the critical dialectic 

between base and superstructure, more specifically that of 'consciousness' 

(or unconsciousness) to the economic base. Commentators within the Second 

and Third Internationals, in their application of the dialectic to 

consciousness and unconsciousness as determined by economic factors, view 

any wider interpretation as erroneous, on the grounds that Marx himself in 

his later works refuted his earlier writings. 

Fromm's theory of the social unconscious contested this, and when he 

extends the dialectic to the universal relationship of man and his 

subconscious nature, it is primarily the Marx of the "Paris Manuscripts of 

18ii " etc. who is being appropriated. 

The issue of man's consciousness/unconsciousness has crucial implication for 

the notions of "liberated man" - i.e. of man in his true reality. The Second 

and Third Internationals and their inheritors who judged Marx by his 

mature economic works, believed that man wHl be liberated when he has 

become the master of economic conditions because these economic conditions 

will no longer dominate him as incalculable natural forces. This 
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interpretation places some limitations upon the degree of freedom which can 

actually be achieved - for on this interpretation, freedom is relative solely to 

necessity. In contrast to this view (which limits itself only to the perception 

of the "real possibilities" in socio-economic processes), Fromm's application of 

the critical dialectic to the nexus between man and nature (via the latent 

human needs in the unconscious) allowed a far more encompassing view of 

man's 'true reality'. In this view, it is man's perfection that is at issue - in 

other words man's capacity to exhaust AU his possibilities in complete unity 

with nature. Fromm's notion of the unconscious made consciousness reflect a 

resolution of the conflict between existence and being - between freedom and 

necessity and between awareness and alienation. This was the predominant 

theme in Marx's earlier writings In these, for Mart, man in his concrete 

situation could only be taken seriously if he is understood as moving toward 

a certain perfection and in his capacity to realize it. But although in these 

earlier works he formulated this task, he could not adequately express it in 

psychological terms. He did however provide some important psychological 

insights into man's true reality, and it is Fromm's achievement that he took 

up the questions that the young Mart asked and was unable to answer 

sufficiently- and to have juxtaposed these successfully with the insights of 

psychoanalysis. In a sense, Fromm's specific theory represented a logical 

development of Marx's earlier investigation into man's true reality. It is a 

development in the sen~e that it attempted to take seriously the way in 

which man is dependant and motivated by his psychic needs. Fromm's 

concept of the social unconscious reveals how this psychic influence mediates 

with the economic reality and is forced 'behind men's backs'. Furthermore it 

offers a practical method for overcoming this problem. In the light of this, it 

proved, in comparison, to be a far more sophisticated theory than those of the 
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Second and Third Internationals, having greater scope in explanatory power 

and offering a far more encompassing understanding of man than these 

theories could offer within the limitations of their economic determinism. 

3.4. CONCLUSION: 

Looking back at the chapter as a whole we can see that Fromm's concept of 

the social unconscious proved to be a most controversial and unorthodox one. 

In postulating an extra-historical, 'universal' notion of the 'unconscious· in 

man - it attacked the very nub of the Second and Third Internationals 

economic determinism. This was further exacerbated by the fact that Fromm 

saw the motor force of social change to be rooted in this 'unconsciousness' 

(history for him was seen to be a process of the unfolding of the forces of the 

unconscious - the making conscious of the previously unconscious.) This is of 

course opposed to the very definitely 'conscious' forces of revolution 

advocated by the Second and Third Internationals. 

It was not only in the area of Marxism that Fromm's concept of the 

unconscious proved to be unorthodox: In his effort to demystify the 

unconscious, Fromm was shown to have reduced Freud's psychoanalytic 

concept of the unconscious to its most rudimentary framework, replacing it 

instead with a rather different model based mainly on his own observations. 

This 'amelioration' of Freudian theory was shown to be typified by the 

manner in which Fromm understood the workings of repression; e.g. the 

trigger of the repressive mechanism, which Freud took to be a generalised, 

aspecific 'fear', Fromm restated in a far more definite fashion: For him the 

trigger (stiJl based upon anxiety) was discovered not to be just a generalised 

fear, but a specific kind of fear- namely the fear of loneliness, isolation or 
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ostracization. This reinterpretation of Freud was seen to be an effective 

coroHary to the Marxian notion of the essence of man as 'Gattungswesen' 

(translated as species- community- universal being). This Marxian motif was 

identified as belonging to as the works of the younger Marx. Again it was 

stated that in these works Marx held a strongly Hegelian influenced position. 

It was inferred that Fromm accepted this latent Hegelianism as consistent 

with all of Marx's writing and it is upon this foundation of a materialistically 

orientated idealism which Fromm established his ideological edifice. We 

showed that Fromm thus adopted and was dependent (for theoretical 

credibility) upon the Hegelian elements in Marx. This was shown to be in 

marked contrast to the theories established by the Second and Third 

Internationals. We examined briefly the difference in implication between 

Fromm's theory and that of the Second and Third Internationals, and we 

discovered that while Fromm's theory is wholly unacceptable to these 

theorists (due fundamentally to his suggestion of extra-temporal, 'universal' 

human needs) he did in the final analysis produce a far more comprehensive 

and credible analytical model than these reductionist theories were capable 

of. 

Our major discovery was of Fromm's use of Marx's notion of 'Gattungswesen'. 

This was shown to be the unifying link between Hegel, Marx and Fromm and 

by coroHary, to Freud. It was shown that in using this concept Fromm 

managed to justify his interpretation of Marx as a humanist and by reverse 

implication reinterpreted Freud's notion of fear as the trigger of repression. 

Once again we are obliged to conclude that Fromm, by virtue of the Hegelian 

elements in the writings of the younger Marx, was capable of introducing 

certain specifically psychoanalytical elements into Marxism and produce a 



101 

novel and cohesive theory capable in comparison of a far more 

comprehensive and practical applicability than the theories of the Second and 

Third Internationals. The validity of Fromm's theory, of course, depends, 

agajn on how you see Marl in relation to Hegel. 
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CHAPTER 4: ERICH FROMM"S CONCEPT OF HUMAN NATURE 
"That all mett share the same basic &A&tomic&l &Ad physiological features is 

com.mo11 k11owledge, an.d 110 physician. would thi11k he could 11ot treat every .man.. 

regardless of race an.d colour. with the same methods he has applied to me11 of his 

ov11 race. But does man. have also in common the same psychic organ.ization; do all 

men have itt com.mott the same hum&A nature? Is there such a thittg as a "hum&A 

11ature" ?" .o J 

1.1 INTRODUCTION: 

By implication, Hegel's thesis on consciousness as constitutive of the world, 

which was implicit in the Frankfurt School's HegeHan Marxist reading of 

Marx. challenged both the passive materiaHsm of the Second International 

and the dialectical materialism of the Third International. The Frankfurt 

School argued that Marx's dialectical method preserved both 

objective-scientific and subjective-philosophical dimensions of theoretical 

analysis. They were concerned with spontaneity and the individual, and 

particularly with the possibility of transforming the social order via the 

medium of the actuaHzed individual- through pruis. 

The failure of the international working class to come into its own as 

predicted had caused the Frankfurt School to re-examine the orthodox 

Marxist theory of 'crises· and to challenge it by postulating that the 'crises· 

had been displaced from the economic sector to the cultural and ideological 

sphere. Accordingly the Frankfurt School had concerned itself particularly 

with analysis of the bourgeois superstructure. Their 'Critical Theory· 

increasingly called into question the traditional Marxist views regarding the 

relationship between the economic base and the ideological superstructure. 

In the last two chapters we examined Fromm's notion of the 'social character· 

and the ·social unconscious·. which were the two Jinks he had defined as 
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forming the mediating bridge between the previously insufficiently 

connected poles of material base and ideological superstructure. We examined 

Fromm's ostensible meld of Freudian and Marxian theory, and came to similar 

conclusions. With respect to Freud, we found that Fromm undertook some 

fundamental revisions and in fact retained only the barest framework of 

classical psychoanalysis, which he complemented with his own psychoanalytic 

observations. With regard to Marx, we discovered that, contrary to the Second 

and Third International Marxists, Fromm rejected the reductionist method of 

economic determinism. Instead, he was seen to embrace fully the Frankfurt 

School project of returning to the Hegelian roots of Marx in an effort to 

overcome and comprehend the paradoxes prevailing in the then orthodox 

theories of the Second and Third Internationals. This angle of penetration, 

with its emphasis on the subjective dimension, had allowed Fromm to 

accommodate his psychoanalytical premises with practical analytical success 

within a Marxist social schema. The concepts of 'social character' and of the 

'social unconscious' were seen, in this respect, to be useful analytical tools, 

offering a depth and complexity of analysis impossible to the Second and 

Third Internationals. 

One thing, though, was not sufficiently dealt with: Both 'social character· and 

the 'social unconscious·, were observed to depend upon a pan-historical 

system of human needs and thus on that most nebulous of things -human 

nature. It is to the comprehension of precisely what Fromm understood by 

the concept of human nature that this chapter is devoted. 

As in the preceding chapters we wiU initiate the topic by first providing an 

etplicit account of Fromm's concept of human nature closely based on his own 
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formulations. This will be succeeded by an elaboration and explication of the 

various "needs" which constitute this human nature. Throughout, Fromm's 

understanding of human nature will be explained by examination of the way 

in which Fromm unites Freudian psychological insights with a Marxian 

sociology so as to bridge the gap between the economic base and the 

ideological, cultural superstructure. We will then offer a critique of Fromm's 

concept of these human needs, within the terms of the problematic stated 

above. In so doing, we will show how Fromm's emphasis on certain Hegelian 

precepts prevalent in the earlier works of Marx, allowed him to unite Marx 

and Freud, and how he approached Freud in order to make this synthesis 

coherent. We will display too, how Fromm's formulation stands opposed to 

the then prevailing Marxist theories of the Second and Third Internationals. 

This chapter will bring to a close our examination of the particular way in 

which Erich Fromm overcame the gap between the superstructure and base 

which Marx had left insufficiently explained. 

4.2 A DBSCIIPTION Of PROMM'S HUMAN NATURB: 

In the preceding chapters on his notions of the 'social character· and of the 

·social unconscious· we discovered that both these concepts were based on the 

assumption Fromm makes that man has an essential nature. The question as 

to the nature of this human essence, to which Fromm gave such considerable 

attention and which systematically justifies his humanistic views and informs 

his version or Marxism, is crucial for this thesis. 

Fromm's first efforts in defining the essence of human nature were to 

distinguish his own approach from those of the two prevailing intellectual 

views, i.e. the relativist position - succinctly, this position claims that man's 

nature has no inherent quality lies whatsoever and is nothing but the 
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reflex reponse to external social conditions - and the substantivist approach -

which is based upon an abistorical belief that the nature of man is a 

substance present from the very beginning of history. (21 

As against these prevailing accounts of human nature Fromm presents a view 

established on what he saw to be a synthesis of Marx's and Freud's positions. 

He did this because in his opinion the importance of Man's dialectical 

approach was that he rejected both the relativist and substantivist positions, 

though he never formulated a complete picture of an alternative essence of 

human nature. And though Fromm is critical of Freud because ultimately 

Freud is a substantivist, nonetheless he does think that Freud's concept of a 

'dynamic tension' between the libidinal drives and the social fulfillment of 

them is appropriate for filling this psychological gap in Marxism. In his own 

efforts to define the essence of man, Fromm worked to consolidate Marx and 

Freud on this issue, and so to transcend both the perspective of an 

immutable human nature and the position that human nature is purely 

relative to the environment. Fromm makes a point though of not limiting 

himself to these two theories albethey revised. He makes explicit use of 

findings in contemporary fields of study, as well as his own clinical 

observations. All of these he uses to assert the existence of a human nature -

as opposed to orthodox interpretations of Marx, and to represent this nature 

in terms other than the relativist and substantivist: 

"The main argument iJl favour of the assumption of the e1istence of a human 

nature is that we can define the essence of Homo Sapiens in morphological. 

anatomical. physiological and neurological terms. In fact we give an exact and 

generally accepted definition of the species man by data referring to posture. 

formation of the braia. the teeth. diet aad maay other factors by which we clearly 

differentiate him from the most developed noa-humaa primates. surely we must 

assume. unless we regress to a view that considers body and mind as separate 

realms. that the species man must be definable mentally as well as physically. u(3) 



108 

Fromm proposed a model which he hoped would transcend the difficulties 

and problems of contending theories. It is based, as R.Funk l4J points out, on 

the mathematical idea of constants and variables: 

"One could say that in Man. since he began to be a man. there is something that 

remains constantly the same. a nature. but within man. there is also a. grea.t number 

of variable factors that make him capable of novelty. creativity. productivity and 
progress:·t 5J 

The basic source of Fromm's understanding of the human essence lay in the 

distinction Marx made between human nature in general and the human 

nature that is historically modifiable in each and every epoch. Marx's 

distinction implies that human nature in general can never be seen because 

what one observes are always the specific manifestations of human nature in 

various cultures. But it can be inferred from these various manifestations not 

only what this 'human nature' in general is, but what the laws governing it 

are, as well as what the needs are which man has as man. Fromm understood 

Marx to be saying that the nature of man was a given potential. a set of 

conditions, the human raw material which man through the process of history 

becomes: 
"The whole of what is called world history is nothing but the creation of man by 

human labour. and the emergence of nature for man: he therefore has the evident 

and irrefutable proof of his self -creation, of his oYn origin.s"t6J 

Fromm, though, felt Marx's definition of man's nature was incomplete and 

clumsily formulated; for while Marx defined the species character as "free, 

conscious activity"l7J and saw man as a being that produces with forsight and 

imagination,(&J Fromm still felt that such definitions could not tell us anything 

about man's nature, but only about human traits. 

For Fromm, that which is constant in man, man's essence. can only be 

established in a comparison between man and animal: 
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" ... One must look for a concept of Man's nature in the process of human evolution 

rather than in isolated aspects." (9J 

Palaeontologically speaking, Fromm arrives at an understanding of man's 

nature based on the blend of the two fundamental biological conditions that 

mark the emergence of man. According to Fromm these were the ever 

decreasing determination of behaviour by instincts and the growth of the 

brain (especially or the neo-cortex). In other words the genetic precondition 

for the appearance of man as such. was the decline in his animal biological 

adaptability to the environment. which took place at a specific stage or the 

natural world's evolution. (This view on the evolutionary foundation or 

human anthropology was not peculiar to Fromm, but was also developed at 

the time and later by various other German philosophers, such as Arnold 

Gehlem, AdolC Protman and Helmuth Plessner.) 

"Man can be defined as the primate that emerged at the point of evolution where 

instinctive determination had reached a minimum and the development of the 

brain amwmum." uo, 

Fromm continues to argue that as the biologically most helpless and frail of 

all animals, the more inadequate his biological apparatus for instinctive 

adaptation to the world proved, the more man's brain and capacity for 

thought and conscious powers of orientation developed. This growth of the 

brain not only enabled man to increase his "instrumental intelligence" but to 

acquire an entirely new quality- that of self -awareness and its related 

aspects, e.g .. the ability to remember the past, conceive of the future, and 

symbolically denote objects and acts (logos) etc. Thus from the biological 

perspective, man is the most helpless animal But it is this very biological 

weakness which also makes possible his specific human qualities-

self -awareness, reason and imagination: 

"Man's thinking has acquired an entirely new quality. that of self-ayareness. Man 
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is the o.nly a..nim.al who .not o.nly knows objects but who knows he knows. Man is the 

only animal who has .not only instumental intelligence. but reason. a capacity to 

use his thinking to understand objectively. 

Gifted with self-awareness and reason. Ma..n is aware of himself as being separate 

from .nature a..nd from others: he is aware of his powerlessness. of his ignorance: he 

is aware of his end: death." ( 11 J 

These distinctive human qualities preclude interpreting man whoHy 

according to instinctual, animalistic or biological categories. Man understands 

himself adequately when, as he defines who and what he is, he makes his 

specific human qualities his point of departure and asks what their relevance 

for his self -understanding is. 

But it is these new qualities that have destroyed the harmony between man 

and nature, and this break with nature has made man into a strange 

abnormality, into the 

"freak of the universe. He is part of nature. subject to her physical laws and unable 

to change them.. yet he transcends Aature. He is set apart while being apart; he is 

homeless. yet chained to the home he shares with all creatures. Cast into this world 

at a accidental place and time. he is forced out of it accidentally a..nd against his will 

... Man's life cannot be lived by repeating the patterA of his species; he must live. 

Man is the oAly animal who does Aot feel at home in nature. who can feel evicted 

from paradise. the only a..nimal for whom his own eliste.nce is a problem that he has 

to solve and from which he cannot escape." ( 12J 

At the same time. this break can be viewed as the birth of mankind. 

analogous to the birth of an individual man (in this connection, Fromm 

emulates a view expressed earlier by Schopenhauer and Rilke that man is an 

abberation produced in the course of history, cursed with self -consciousness). 

It is apparent that the original break with nature was by no means abrupt. 

Man in the beginning was stiU closely bound to "mother nature" and aeons 

had to pass before his distinctive human nature began to emerge. Though the 

break was not sudden, it ~prevent man from succeeding in any attempt 
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to return to the 'womb', to regain the purely animal harmonies: 

"He cannot go back to the prehuman state of harmony vith nature. and he does not 

know where he will arrive if he goes forward. " (I 3' 

The emergence of man endowed with reason and self -awareness thus 

disrupts his natural, primitive links with the natural world, annulling the 

original harmony between early man and Nature and gives rise to the 

eiistential contradiction which Fromm postulates as the central problem of 

human eJ:istence: 

"Man's existential contradiction results in a state of constant disequilibrium. This 

disequilibrium distinguishes him from the animal vhich lives. as it vere. in 

harmony with nature ... " ( lotJ 

Human nature thus amounts to a basic paradox; man is at once part of nature 

and subject to its physical and biological laws. and he has also overcome the 

limits imposed on him by nature, confronting it as a self -aware agent. While 

being a part of nature, the individual is at the same time also in conflict with 

it. (There is a close resemblance in this formulation to Paul Tillich's man who 

"finds himself, together with his world in existential estrangement."U5J) 

So to Fromm, it is the confHct (which is based on the anthropological 

contradiction between man and nature which expresses the universal 

condition and problem or human existence), that determines the psychological 

needs which together make up the genetic essence or man: 
"I propose that Man's nature ca.nnot be defined in terms of a specific quality. such 

as love. hate. reason. good or evil, but ooly in terms of fuodameotal cootradictions 

that characterise huma.n e1istence and have their root in the biological dichotomy 

between missin1 iostincts and self-awa.reness." ( 1"' 

These existential contradictions give expression to the specific character and 

.. implications of the 'human situation' in which each individual finds himself, 
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regardless of the historical conditions of his existence. The existential 

contradictions, also form the underlying mechanism in the drive for progress: 

"Indeed vhat has often been considered Man's innate drive for progress is his 
attempt to find a new and if possible better equilibrium." { 17 J 

Man cannot return to the condition of 'pre-human' harmony with nature and, 

therefore, Fromm claimed that man must continually seek a new unity with 

nature by developing and perfecting his rational, truly human capacities. This 

in effect represents the fulfilment of positive freedom. This need to resolve 

the problem of human existence becomes, as Fromm infers, the need for the 

individual to find higher forms of unity with nature (including with other 

individuals and himself). It is simultaneously for Fromm the source of all the 

peculiarly human feelings, emotional reactions and actions. All man's inner 

psychological potentialities are, according to Fromm, determined by his 

endeavour to find a new harmonious correlation between himself and nature, 

to replace the original relationship which he had lost, peculiar to the 

'pre-human', namely purely animal existence. In similar fashion to the 

recurring theme of the german idealist poet, M. R. Rilke,U8) Fromm envisions 

man as the only living creature for whom his own existence presents a 

problem and who must come to terms with it, for only that can make him 

truly human. This existential contradiction places before every individual a 

vitally important question, how should the conflict inherent in human 

existence be resolved? Or, what needs to be done and how should man live so 

as to set himself free from these intolerable tortures of loneliness and fear of 

abandonment so as once more to be at one with the world and himself? 

Fromm held that -the answers which every man must give to this question 

differ not only within the scope of one specific historical situation, but also in 

the process of the historical evolution of the conditions of human existence. 
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He stressed that none of these answers as such constituted the essence of 

man but that what does constitute the essence of man is rather the question 

and the need for an answer (not the answers themselves) in other words the 

various forms of human existence are not in themselves the essence but they 

are merely the answers to the conflict which in itself is the essence. 

The source of man's mental activity, of 'the specifically human dynamism', 

thus lies for Fromm in the uniqueness of the human situation, which forces 

man to ask questions about his existence. All man's activity, both in the 

process of his ontogenetic and also that of his phHogenetic development, are 

subordinated to a single aim which is the resolution of this constant problem 

of human existence. In Fromm's view, the process of man's historical 

development is a reflection of the dynamics of this search for new solutions. 

A process which will continue until man reaches the final goal of becoming 

fully human and being in complete union with the world. 

By defining man's nature or essence as a contradiction {as we shall now 

examine) containing the potential for its own resolution, Fromm avoids 

substantivism on the one hand and total relativism on the other. The specific 

human qualities of self-awareness, reason and imagination both give rise to 

this contradiction and are at the same time the conditions for its resolution. 

However whether these specific human qualities are actually employed to 

bring about an optimal and positive solution depends on a variety of factors, 

not least among them being an appropriate ethical goal. What this indicates 

is that although the specifically human qualities give rise to a state of 

contradiction between Man and his world, and the means of resolving it, the 

number of variables involved prevent them from being sufficient to 
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constitute the whole essence or nature of Man. Consequently for Fromm it is 

rather the state of contradiction itself, which represents the essence of Man. 

The root of this definition lies, as Fromm explains, in the fact that while there 

exist solutions to these contradictions, the contradictions themselves cannot 

be abolished. They are problems which man cannot annul but to which he can 

react in various ways, relative to his character and his culture. 

These perennial contradictions, are what Fromm terms the "existential 

dichotomies." U9J They are the fundamental facts of existence; i.e. the 

realization that we are born without choice and must ultimately die; and that 

our abilities can never reach far beyond the limits set by the level of culture 

attained at that time. 

The existence of these dichotomies and their correlories, Fromm explains, 

generates complex needs in an effort to establish some form of equilibrium 

between Man and nature. It is these needs that we wilJ be examining below. 

4.3 FROMM ON HUMAN NliliDS: 

As mentioned above, Fromm describes the essence of Man in terms of 

existential contradictions. These dichotomies are explications of the situation 

and of the peculiar circumstances of human existence. They indicate that Man 

is biologically and naturally fixed yet 

"transcends all other life because he is for the first time; life aware of itself." (lO) 

This conflict is Man's essence and it both aHows and forces him to find an 

answer to his dichotomies. These existential dichotomies must be 

distinguished from what Fromm calls "historical contradictions." (20 As 

opposed to the existential dichotomies that constitute Man's essence because 
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they are inextricably part of his existence, there are those needs or 

dichotomies which are experienced by Man at a given time in human history 

when some or other constituent aspect of the given reality contradicts the 

equilibrium of Man's existence. These latter needs, given time and the will to 

solve them, may possibly be overcome (e.g. the problem of war, of hunger in 

the midst of plenty, of sickness etc.) 

The difference between the existential and the historical dichotomies is 

important. It shows which contradictions in the individual's life and in 

Mankind as a whole can be resolved given sufficient consideration and which 

constitute Man's essence and can only be reacted to as his specifically human 

qualities dictate. A further distinction has to be made between existential 

needs and "inhuman needs".l22J These are artificially produced and are best 

equated with what Marx termed "false consciousness". 

Returning to the existential needs of Man Fromm says: 

"Man's existential conflict produced certain psychic needs common to aU men. He 

is forced to overcome the horror of separateness, or powerlessness and of lostness 

and find new forms of relating himself to the world to enable him to feel at home. I 

have called these psychic needs e1istential because they are rooted in the very 

conditions of human existence. They are shared by aU men, and their fulfillment is 

as necessary for Man's remaining sane as the fulfillment of organic drives is 

necessary for his remaining alive. But each of these needs can be satisfied in 

different ways, which vary acccording to the differences of his social condition. 

These different ways of satisfying the existential needs manifest themselves in 

passions. such as love. tenderness. striving for justice. independence. truth. hate. 

sadism. masochism. destructivism. narcissism." U3J 

Thus it is Man's existential conflict which produces the psychic needs that are 

common to all men. These needs derive from the fact that Man is forced to 
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overcome the "horror of separateness" (from both nature and therefor each 

other too) of powerlessness (loss of instinctual mechanisms etc.) and of 

lostness (life aware of itself in an incomprehensible universe) and find ways 

of relating himself to the worJd which compensate for these feelings and 

make him "feel at home". Fromm termed these psychic needs "eiistential 

needs" as their source is in the very conditions of human eiistence. As with 

physiological needs, the existential needs are common to all men and have to 

be satisfied if the individual is to remain healthy. But unlike physiological 

needs they can find fulfiUment in many different ways, depending on 

prevailing social conditions. These differing responses express themselves as 

a variety of character traits and character orientations which Fromm 

classified as either "rational" or "irrational" . depending on whether they are 

productive (based on love, justice, compassion etc.) or unproductive (deriving 

from hate, sadism, destructivism etc.). These character orientations are 

extremely powerful and even the physiological needs are subject to their 

influence. For although like aJJ members of the living world, Man's life 

functions are imperative for survival (i.e. thirst, sexuality, hunger), unlike the 

rest of nature (though Konrad Lorenz and others would disagree) Man's 

character has the capacity for overriding - even contradicting these 

physiological needs (consider suicide by starvation, celibacy in certain 

religious orders etc. ). 

Returning to the eiistential needs of Man, we find that Fromm identifies 

these, but is not consistant as to their number or names (e.g .. in The Sane 

Society he lists five such needs, whereas, in The Anatomy of Human 

Destructiveness he lists six.}. After the fashion of R.Funk, {2-tJ we will isolate 

and consolidate the six needs as listed below: 
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1. The need for relatedness: 

The severance of primary ties - i.e. the instinctual unity with nature - makes 

it necessary for man to create distinctly/specifically human forms of 

relatedness to nature, to other men and to himself. This is assisted by his 

specifically human qualities of Jove, reason and imagination etc. When this 

need for relatedness is not satisfied, human life becomes impossible. 

For without this reponse, man becomes psychotic, "spiritually iJl". However 

the necessity to repond to this need is not sufficient to ensure that the form 

that this relatedness takes will be appropriate to the specific human situation, 

for only productive relatedness can do full justice to this need and the human 

situation that creates it.(25j 

2. The need for transcendence: 

This is a need closely connected with the preceding one. It concerns man's 

situation as a naturally situated being yet simultaneously endowed with 

specific qualities that oblige him to transcend this very state of a passively 

determined being, and become either a creator, or a destroyer and dominator 

of things. These two reactions, though fundamentally different, are both 

methods for transcending nature. In the first case; of the productive reaction, 

the individual in question becomes a creator by creating life and culture, and 

in the second instance, the nonproductive man seeks to destroy life and 

creation. As Fromm suggests, to destroy life is as transcendent as to create 

it. {26j 

3. The need for rootedness 

As a consequence of being born, man physically loses that safety and security 

which until that event had been assured to him by his physiological 

"rootedness" (gestation) in nature. However, in a psychic sense he has to 

actuaJly renounce his rootedness in nature before he can become truly human 
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by creating new roots which are appropriate and peculiar to him. It is only in 

this new rootedness that Fromm feels man can actually begin to feel at home 

in this world.(27' Ontogenetically, this rootedness in nature is realized in an 

elemental sense in the child's tie to his mother. The child's development to 

maturity is a continuous birth, the ever-renewed cutting of the umbilical cord 

that symbolizes rootedness in nature. Ontogenetically and phiJogeneticaHy, 

man's birth amounts to the acquisition of genuine independence and freedom, 

which are realised when man reacts to the need for rootedness by planting 

new human roots for his eiistence. As in the case of all the needs that Fromm 

defines, man has two possibilities in his reaction to this need for 

rootedness. These are to either persist in what Fromm caJls man's craving to 

regress and to pay for it by symbolic dependence on "mother" (28' (and on 

symbolic substitutes, such as soil, nature, God, the nation, a bureaucracy), or 

to progress and to find new roots in the world by his own efforts. This last 

alternative is achieved by the individual eiperiencing the "brotherhood" of 

all men and by freeing himself from the insularity of his tradition and 

history. Again, in this connection we find a variety of possible reactions, both 

negative (all forms of incestuous fiiation) and productive. With the latter, 

being ultimately a rootedness in the eiperience of a universal brotherhood 

which will transform man's world into a truly human one.(29' 

4. The need for an eiperience of identity or unity: 

This need is very similar to the preceding need. In his eiistentiaJ separation 

from nature, and in being endowed with reason and imagination, man has to 

form a concept of himself as "I am I" - an awareness of himself as a 

subjective entity.(30' For Fromm, this problem of the eiperience of identity is 

not only a phHosophicaJ one that concerns inteUect and thinking. It also takes 

in the entire person and eipresses itself as the search for the eiperience of 
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unity with oneself and with the natura! and human environment. The ways of 

realising the need for this experience of identity or unity are very closely 

related to the degree of both mankind's and the individual's development. 

The more closely the possibility of the experience of identity is tied to the 

consciousness of a social grouping, the less developed and productive this 

experience of identity wHl be (for the self will literally be "forgotten" so as to 

conform). Conversely, it may be said that the need for an experience of unity 

or identity is satisfied most strongly when man experiences his individual 

identity as productive activity, because then it is in Hne with the specific 

human qualities of love and reason. 

5. The need for a frame of orientation and an object of devotion: 

The conditions from which this need derives are the specific human qualities 

that cause man to become aware of his break with nature. Fromm's man, 

being endowed with reason, must orient himself intellectually in his world if 

he is to understand himself and the meaning of his life. (31 J In this process, it 

does not matter initially whether the interpretation he gives himself, his life 

and his world is correct or false. At first, there is simply the necessity to find 

a form of orientation for his existence, whatever that might be, so that he 

may react to the dichotomies inherent in that existence. Such frames of 

orientation or systems can be religious, or philosophical in nature, or even 

world views like the striving for money, prestige, success etc. (32J It is only 

with regard to the object of devotion that the question concerning the 

content and the truth of such frames of orientation arises. For Fromm the real 

answer to this need depends on the capacity for seeing the world, nature, 

others, and oneself objectively, as they are. This means that reality must be 

grasped by reason and not veiled by iJJusions and rationalisations. The more 

reason and the less irrational elements determine the content of the frame of 



120 

orientation, the more adequate the answer to this need wiU be, and the more 

fully will man realise his own distinctive qualities.t33l This need is an 

essential part of man and must be satisfied. As with the preceding needs the 

kinds of reactions to this need which can be elicited differ considerably 

between being regressive or progressive in inclination. Man can devote 

himself to the most diverse of goals or idols, or, he can find fulfiUment in 

lovipg and of being productive. 

6.The need to experience oneself as an effective being: 

The loss of harmony with nature when man is born is a consequence of the 

loss of instinctive adaptation to nature. The break with nature not only 

signifies man's superiority over nature, but also nature's superiority over that 

"defective being" tHJ which is man. And this superiority is experienced as 

life-threatening. The human need for effectiveness is the expression of this 

dichotomy between nature and man. Man needs to experience himself as an 

"effective being". Someone who can accomplish things. There are many ways 

of responding to this need. If the need for effectiveness is frustrated by 

prohibitions, it can express itself in a variety of flawed forms in which what 

is forbidden or even impossible, has a special attractiveness. Basically, two 

opposite reactions can be observed here as well: In human relationships the 

fundamental alternative is either to feel the potency to effect love or to effect 

fear and suffering. In a more univeral situation, the alternative is between 

constructing and destroying. With the correct response to the need for 

effectiveness, man is productive in a manner suitable for his continued and 

harmonious existence. 

What must be understood, is that for Fromm, in this case and in respect to all 

the preceding needs the need itself does not predicate a specific reaction. The 

needs themselves are neutral, but the designations for the reactions to the 
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needs are value terms that acquire their positiv~ or negative quality from 

Fromm's psychoanalytic ideas about what constitutes a sick and a healthy 

psyche. 

1.1. A CRITICAL EXAMINATION OF FROMM'S NOTION OF HUMAN 

NATURB 

The conceptual origins of Fromm's anthropological-philosophical 

interpretation of man and his nature lie in a meld of the Freudian principle of 

a psychological dynamic tension between the individual's instinctual and 

existential needs and society's capacity for fulfilling these; and Marx's 

description of the dialectical relationship between man and his society. 

This foundation allowed Fromm to avoid the defects of both the prevailing 

theories of relativism and substantivism; and it also enabled him to 

overcome the equaUy narrow, economic reductionism (in itself a relativist 

theory) of the Second and Third Internationals. 

At one level, Fromm's theory can simply be seen as a mediation between the 

theories of Freud and Man, according to which; on the one hand, man 

embodies innate panpsychic needs [physiological or existential) and, on the 

other, he is the product of the historical process. In this light Fromm's 

conception of human nature can be seen as a compromise between their 

theories as to the essence of Man - a philosophy of the golden mean aimed at 

distiHing and reconciling the best of these diametricaHy opposed definitions 

of the essence of man, rather than advancing beyond them. 

Yet while Fromm's efforts were established on a fusion of both these 

theories, he also made a point of extending beyond their limitations by 

incorporating many of his own insights and the insights of others. He also 

emphasized the selectiveness of his use of Freud and Marx. (35, Marx and 
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Freud then become, for Fromm, a carefuUy constructed, eclectic skeleton for 

the body of his arguments. 

Fromm's ability to do this is attributable to his development of the Hegelian 

elements within Marx. This pursuit, typical of the Frankfurt School, held that 

Marx shared the view of Feuerbach (in an inversion of the Hegelian 

dialectic), that man in the process of history, although subject to change, at 

the same time actualizes some unchanging innate potentiality. Acording to 

this view, Marx not only accepted the existence of an independent nature of 

man separate from his social one, but also attributed decisive significance to 

that independent nature. Furthermore, in this Hegelian-Marxist perspective, 

Marx himself drew the distinction between a "modified" nature of man, and 

human nature in "general" and accordingly he divided man's needs into being 

"relative" and "constant". l361 

But, in Fromm's eyes, Marx, although an opponent of both substantivism and 

relativism, never developed his own theory concerning the nature of man in 

full. This would effectively have transcended these theories - this point is 

taken up very seriously by Norman Geras, who in his book Marx and Human 

Nature (3?J presents a most detailed and powerful argument based on Marx's 

sixth thesis on Feuerbach, wherein he refutes outright the traditional Marxist 

belief that Marxism denies the existence of human nature. Geras goes on to 

show that quite the opposite is true, that the entirety of Marx's oeuvre is 

informed by an idea of a specifically human nature, which fulfills both 

explanatory and normative functions. At the time, however, Fromm's own 
/ 

theory and his interpretation of Marx {based upon the earlier works), 

proved extremely controversial 

To Marxists of the Second and Third Internationals, Fromm's neo-Freudian 
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Hegelian Marxism with its humanistic emphasis, was anathema. It was 

incompatible with the positivistic orientation of their "scientific" Marxism that 

Marx should ever have acknowledged any abstract, extra-historical human 

nature of the kind Fromm attributed to him. In their view, Marx (and, of 

course, Engels) was severely critical of any such subjective, idealist 

speculations concerning "human nature" in general. They insisted that Marx 

and Marxism was committed to the view that the development of man 

proceeded simultaneously with changes in society itself and that there could 

be no such thing as "human nature in general" but only a historically 

determined human nature modified in each new epoch. According to the 

Marxism of the Second and Third Internationals the needs of the "concrete 

historical individual, which eventually become the individual's life forces, 

express the demands of evolving social reality. Consequently, on this view, 

the changes in human 'needs' always coincides with change in his social 

environment. Psychological needs therefore are not existential, but are 

shaped in the process of man's own modification of the historical conditions in 

which he finds himself. Man is the creator of his own psychology via the 

dialectic of his relationship to society. The human essence is merely the 

ensemble of the social relations within which man finds himseJf. 

Against these theories Fromm's formulation clearly indicates that society does 

not create the fundamental needs of man, but is rather that influence which 

determines which of the limited number of potential passions are to become 

manifest or dominant. Society, in Fromm's description, as opposed to those 

theories, only developes or deforms that which is already potentially inherent 

in mans very nature. Society is both the product of, and also beyond the 

needs stemming from human nature; it constitutes an entity superimposed 
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upon man's essence, which both fulfills and contradicts it at the same time. 

The fact that, for Fromm, the e1istence of these inherent needs is 

eltra-historical and not dependent upon the concrete historical situation, is 

contradictory to Second and Third International logic. As opposed to their 

version of historical materialism, Fromm views the historical process as the 

dialectical relationship between the e1istential psychological and 

physiological needs of human nature and the possibility of their satisfaction 

within a concrete social structure. History in Fromm's opinion, bears witness 

to the degree to which these needs are satisfied and to the nature of the 

influence of a given social structure on these needs. Fromm's psychological 

needs emerge, against the model offered by the Second and Third 

Internationals, not as the mere reflections of the contradictions of an evolving 

social world, but rather as deriving from an e1istential situation which 

Fromm distinguishes from both the "biological" and the "social." 

The key concept l38J for Fromm in his polemic against Scientific Mar1ism and 

to making the connection to Freud, lay in Marl's concept of alienation. 

Marl's notion of alienation came most directly from Hegel, though the origins 

of this concept are much older. To Hegel,l39• reality was Spirit realizing itself. 

In time Spirit perceived this world to be its own creation. Spirit, which 

e1isted only in and through its productive activity, gradually became 

conscious that it was e1terna1ising or alienating itself. Alienation, for Hegel, 

consisted in the failure to realize that the world was not e1ternaJ to Spirit. 

Alienation would therefore cease when men saw that their environment and 

culture were creations of Spirit. When men saw this, they would be free, and 

this freedom was the aim of history. Mart summed up what he conceived to 

be Hegel's view as follows: 
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"For Hegel. the human essence. man. is the same as self-consciousness. AU 

alienation of man's essence is therefore nothing but the alienation of self­

consciousness. The alienation of self-consciousness is not regarded as the 

expression of the real alienation of man's essence reflected in k.nowledge a.nd 

thought. The real alienatio.n (or the one that appears to be real) in its inner 

concealed essence that has first been brought to the light by philosophy. is 

nothing but the appearance of the alienation of the real huma.n essence. self­

consciousness. ( 40 J 

Marx's fundamental criticism of Hegel was that alienation would not cease 

with the realization of the world as not being external. The external world, 

according to Marx, was part of man's nature and what was vital was to 

establish the right relationship between man and his environment. 

An objective bei11g (Marz wrote) has a.n objective effect a.nd it would not have 

a.n objective effect if its being did not include an objective element. It only 

creates and posits objects because it is posited by objects. because it is by origin 

natura.l. Thus in the act of positing it does .not degenerate from its 'pure activity' 

into cre&ti11g an object; its objective product only confirms its objective activity, 

its activity as an activity of a.n objective natural being.(4 1J 

Marx thus rejected the notion of Spirit (as does Fromm) and replaced its 

supposed antithesis to the external world by the antithesis between man and 

his social being. 

Fromm interpreted alienation as an existential problem, and in this way 

established a link with Freud while simultaneously transcending the latter. 

For Fromm, as we have seen, the definition of man's nature was expressed as 

a contradiction inherent in human existence. While acknowledging both a core 

of biological impulses and the dynamic tension between society and the 

individual through which these impulses find satisfaction, Fromm reduces the 

biological aspect to a secondary significance. In fact he established the 

existence of primary needs, (the e1istential dichotomies) precisely on the 

demise of the instinctual framework which was so important to Freud. 
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According to Freud there was an irreconcilable antagonism between the 

individual (possessed of a specific set of biologically determined needs) and 

society (whose rule is limited to thwarting, suppressing or sublimating these 

needs). As against this Fromm held that society performs not only a negative, 

repressive function, but also a "creative" one. 

Fromm's description sought to prove that Freud's formula of the dynamic 

tension was not sufficiently fulfilled. Freud's description only covered one 

side of the dynamic tension. which in reality has a reciprocal equation 

through which man has the ability to influence society (and thereby 

inevitably himself): 

"man's nature. his passions and an1ieties are a cultural product. as a 

matter of fact. man himself is the most important creation and achievement 

of the continuous human effort. the record of which we caU history ." (42) 

What Fromm would convince us, is that all these characteristics of Man are in 

actual fact, qualifications of a more general notion of alienation (and in the 

inferrence they are effectively reduced as such) as described originally by 

Hegel. 

From this follows Fromm's point that all men, sane or neurotic are forced to 

find a means for overcoming this alienation, and find an answer to the 

question of human etistence. For to do this means to move beyond the state 

of uncertainty and loneliness, which mankind faces by the very fact of their 

separation from nature. 

Precisely because of this, Fromm does not accept the Freudian conclusion that 

man's behaviour can be etplained as simply the result of the repression or 

sublimation of the individual's instinct. 
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Furthermore, and this is a consequence of his Hegelian Marxist humanism, he 

rejects Freud's manichaean idea that good and evil (a rewording of Freud's 

primary drives of Eros and Thanatos ) are simultaneously present within man 

and constantly warring against each other. 

Fromm proposes that human nature is completely neutral in the ethical sense 

- "neither good nor evil". (43J How man will evolve in the concrete historical 

conditions of a given situation will depend on the external conditions in which 

he finds himself. The progressive and regressive answers are both inherent 

potentialities and are neutral with regard to each other. The so-called 

primary potentiality, to which he refers in his work, "The Heart of Man" as 

biophilia ,(44l is actualized if normal social conditions are at hand; and the 

secondary potentiality, referred to as necrophilia. is actualized in case of 

abnormal, pathogenic conditions which impede the actualization of the 

primary potentiality. This means, in Fromm's view, that both potentialities 

equally express man's nature and that ... "evil has no independent existence 

of its own, it is the absence of the good, the result of the failure to realize 

life." (45) This is reminiscent of the Neo-Platonist doctrine that evil is merely 

the absence of good. 

The realization of the primary potentiality coincides, in Fromm's view, with 

the actualization of the "good"; the "human" principle. The realization of the 

secondary potentiality, is none other than ... "man's loss of himself in the 

tragic attempt to escape the burden of his humanity". (46l In conditions which 

. obstruct the realization of the primary potentiality, this coincides with the 

actualization of the "evil" or "animal" principle. Fromm's proximity to 

existentialism is very clear: a Sartre in Les Mouches "Human freedom is a 

curse but that curse is the unique source of human dignity". (47) 
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Thus in respect to Freud's understanding of human nature, Fromm 

undertakes some serious revisions : firstly he relegates the 'biological' or 

'physiological' needs, which were of primary significance to Freud, to being 

actually dependent on a far more profound system of needs, i.e. the needs 

deriving from man's existential dilemmas (which are essentially the 

consequence of a fundamental 'alienation'). Secondly, he rejects Freud's death 

wish, Thanatos, as a primary drive, and instead describes it as the frustrated 

and internalised consequence of the positive, 'progressive' drive when it 

cannot find fulfillment or its appropriate release. Thirdly, Fromm reworks 

Freud's concept of a "dynamic tension," until it is accommodated as an aspect 

of a more extensive Hegelian Marxist dialectical process. 

4. 5 CONCLUSION: 

The entire edifice of Fromm's theory is centred inevitably upon his 

description of human nature. This description formed the apriori foundation 

from which the two fundamental pillars ( the social character and the social 

unconscious) of his theoretical bridge between the base and superstructure 

are drawn. In this chapter we examined what this "human nature" was. We 

found that it was an attempt by Fromm to fulfill what he saw to be an idea of 

human nature which Marx might have postulated, had he had the requisite 

psychoanalytical frame of reference. In this it does not so much depart from 

Man, as try to recreate from him this vision of human nature, which was 

suggested in his earlier works. Consequently our examination centred about 

those elements of Mart from which Fromm drew his substance: The basic 

source of Fromm's description of human nature was discovered to derive 

from the distinction Mart made between human nature in general, and that 
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human nature which is historically modifiable in each epoch. Fromm 

interpreted Marx's human nature in Hegelian fashion, to be a certain potential 

inherent in mankind which in the course of history is fulfilled. This 

formulation as it stood, was too vague for Fromm and we showed how he set 

about redefining this in biological and palaentological terms. In effect what 

Fromm did here, was to take the Idealist formulation of the young Marx, and 

give it a materialist base through recourse to contemporary discoveries in 

biology and anthropology etc. This series of postulates we saw, led Fromm to 

conclude that man's evolutionary situation had led him to a position of 

simultaneous "self -awareness" and "instinctual helplessness", bearing 

profound psychological implications for both the individual and mankind in 

general. This biologically definable position, Fromm was shown to conclude, 

presented intself as the most significant existential problem. This problem 

and its corollaries were seen to be the essence of what Fromm held to be 

human nature. Human nature in Fromm's terms, boiled down to a complex 

cluster of existential needs finding fulfillment in historical process. While 

expressing these needs in psychological terms, and using Freud's "dynamic 

psychology" as his foundation for these, Fromm was seen to differ quite 

radically from orthodox theory. It became clear that Fromm rejected the 

Freudian view of an individual, innately equipped with a specific set of 

biological drives either being satisfied or frustrated by a society which is 

essentially external to the individual. If we look back at Fromm's formulation 

of psychology we can see that it was based on the two assumptions: a) That 

the fundamental problem of psychology has nothing to do with the 

satisfaction or frustration of' any instinct per se, but is rather that of the 

specific kind of relatedness of the individual towards his world and b) that 

the relationship between man and his society is constantly changing and not 
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as Freud suggested- a static one. Fromm's human nature was seen in 

contrast to Freud's to be a cultural product which may be limited by but 

cannot be completely explained in terms of man's biological nature. 

Man, in Fromm's opinion, was seen to be creating his own nature, via the 

passage of history, based upon the way he resolved the fundamental 

existential dichotomies which face him. Fromm's ability to link the realm of 

man's existential needs to the Marxian dialectic was shown to be dependant 

upon his use of the Marxist concept of alienation. This description of 

alienation was shown to be rooted, although in a revised materialist fashion, 

in the original formulations of Hegel. Alienation in Fromm's terms became the 

fundamental social and existential problem, and it was shown that it was 

through this concept that Fromm linked Freud and Marx. 

At the outset of this chapter we had noted that Fromm's synthesis of Marx 

and Freud grew out of an intellectual need felt by, amongst others, the 

Frankfurt School, that the relationship between base and superstructure in 

Marxist theory had been insufficiently explained. And that the then 

prevailing theories of the Second and Third Internationals were inadequate 

to deal with this. We saw in the course of this chapter how Fromm's 

description of Human Nature effectively overcame this "gap" in Marxism and 

how it contrasted with the formulations offered by the Second and Third 

Internationals. We showed how Fromm differed from these theorists and how 

he set out to and superseded the bourgeois alternatives of relativism and 

substantivism. 
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5. CONCLUSION: 

As stated in the introduction, the specific objective of this thesis was to 

e1amine the way in which Erich Fromm redefined Man's historical 

materialism by using Freud's psychoanalytic theory in an effort to 

comprehend the relationship between the economic substructure (base) and 

the ideological and cultural superstructure more adequately. The 

problematic which we have pursued throughout was: In what way did 

Fromm synthesize Freudian psychological insights with a Manist sociology? 

In order to arrive at a final evaluation of this problematic it may be helpful 

to provide a retrospective presentation of some of the major points which 

we have established in the course of this thesis. 

Initially we e1amined some areas of the intellectual milieu from which 

Fromm's unconventional theory grew. To most observers, Marl and Freud 

would appear radically different- Mariism being unequivocably grounded 

in the realm of the economically determined, and Freudianism being no less 

unequivocably grounded in that of the individual's psychic interior. This 

fundamental difference in orientation would appear to make them 

incommensurable in the Kuhnian sense, and therefore any attempt at a 

reconciliation of these paradigms would seem to contain an implicit paradoi. 

Whence then Fromm's attempt at a synthesis of such incommensurables? To 

understand this we situated Fromm within the Frankfurt School. We 

discovered that Mariism at the time was eiperiencing profound problems 

in both strategy and theory: The changes in the world situation during the 

early part of the century had fundamentally altered the structural 

relationship of Europe (as this was understood by Mariists). The 

proletariat at last seemed ready to assume its revolutionary responsibility -
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transcending the passive positivism of the Second International's scientific 

Marxism - and yet the rise of nationalism, consumerism, government 

intervention into markets, World War 1 etc., effectively shattered this hope. 

The International was fragmented and the proletariat effectively integrated 

into bourgeios society. The internal contradictions of the capitalist system 

which Marx had analysed had fundamentally altered. Added to these 

problems was the sudden change of focus produced by the Russian 

Revolution and the authoritarian vanguardism of Soviet Communism. To 

many Marxists the alternatives of the "scientific Marxism" of the Second and 

Third Internationals, i.e. either a passive determinism {as typified by 

Kautsky in the Second International) or the dictatorial elite of the Third 

International's Marxism-Leninism, were unacceptable. 

We proceeded to the responses made by Korsch and Lukacs in their effort to 

revitalise a Humanist Marxism, and we saw how this project led them to a 

reappraisal of the Hegelian elements in Mart. We showed how Korsch and 

Lukacs took issue with the scientific Marxism of the Second and Third 

Internationals on the grounds that these positions either corresponded to a 

form of thought Mart had categorically rejected- "contemplative 

materialism" - which ignored the importance of human subjectivity; or 

which totally overrode the area of subjectivity in its "vanguard of 

intellectuals" directing the revolutionary movement. 

Following from this we looked at the critical theory of the Institut for 

Sozialforschung {the Frankfurt School). Here we saw how the Institut took 

up the Hegelian Marxist initiative set by Korsch and Lukacs. They agreed 

that Marxism had to be rescued from the deterministic fatalism of the 

Second International and the authoritarian elite of the Third International 

by reinvigorating its Hegelian origins. To this end, the Frankfurt School 
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centered their attention upon the earlier works of Marx (then recently 

rediscovered) with the theory of alienation and of praxis that these 

contained. The Frankfurt School thus argued that Man's dialectical method 

preserved both objective-scientific and subjective-philosophical dimensions. 

This is crucial for our appreciation of Fromm's synthesis, for it is from this 

background that his union of Marx and Freud is drawn. 

With a view to our problematic, it was also important that the Frankfurt 

School not only produced a rejection of the orthodox variants of Marxism 

but that it also set out to comprehend the unforseen structural changes that 

had taken place in European society. The changes in the sphere of 

consumption and ideology which had confounded Marxism led the 

Frankfurt School to reject the orthodox interpretation of crises and to query 

the relationship between economic base and cultural superstructure. In 

their view there was no longer a plausible explanation for the economic 

survival of advanced capitalism and the political situation of the working 

class. Their "critical theory" called into question this traditional Marxist 

formula. We saw how it became clear to them that Marx had had to leave 

this area unresolved, due to his lack of a sufficient psychological theory. As 

a consequence it was of crucial importance for them to establish a social 

psychology to bridge this gap. It was to Freud, as the most viable and 

appropriate psychoanalytical theory, that these theorists turned. At this 

point it becomes clear that- Fromm's synthesis was not such a strange and 

incongruous phenomenon as it initially appeared to be. It was in fact part 

and parcel of the Frankfurt School's social philosophy, which sought to be as 

open-ended as possible -a materialist theory enriched and supplemented 

by interdisciplinary synthesis, particularly by that of psychoanalysis. 
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What, then, were the main features and achievements of Fromm's specific 

synthesis of Mari and Freud's? The thesis focused on the two concepts, 

social character and the social unconscious, which Fromm constructed as the 

mediating mechanisms through which the economic base is translated into 

the cultural and ideological superstructure; and on the underlying view of 

human nature upon which these concepts were based. 

With regards to social character, we concluded that this notion of Fromm's 

was something more than a simple fusion of Freudianism and Mariism. For 

while adhering to Freud's dynamic concept of character, Fromm was seen to 

reject the Freudian system of fiied biological needs and a static society. 

Instead he posited his own notion of a primary drive (established upon a 

reworking of Freud's "Eros" instinct) encountering a malleable society. The 

interface of this primary drive and social reality resulted in the ideas and 

ideology which prevail in society. This relationship eipressed itself in terms 

of the social character which effectively was the link transmitting the 

economic base of the society to the cultural and ideological superstructure 

and vice versa. We showed that it was this reciprocal equation which was 

the difference between Fromm's theory and that of the Second and Third 

Internationals. Against their mechanistic and deterministic "scientific 

Manism," Fromm's formulatio,n with its implications for praiis proved a 

return to the Hegelian elements of Marx begun by Lukacs and Korsch and 

subsequently adopted by -the Frankfurt School. 

Our eiamination of the social unconscious dealt with the other half of 

Fromm's mediating mechanism between base and superstructure. Here it 

was found that with respect to Freud, Fromm's major concern was to 

demystify the Freudian formulation of the unconscious by giving it a 
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sociological frame of reference. Fromm thus substantially revised the 

entire fabric of Freud's mechanism of the unconscious; e.g. the unconscious 

in Fromm's terms did not represent merely the repressed expression of 

biological desires but incorporated the whole of mankind's potential nature. 

In this connection, Fromm's notion of the "trigger" of the unconscious also 

differed substantially from Freud's. Here Fromm rejected the more 

generalized account of Freud's libidinally based fear and replaced it with a 

specific fear of loneliness and ostracization derived from his reading of the 

Hegelian Marxist concept of "Gattungswesen". This concept of 

"Gattungswesen" formed the pivot of Fromm's notion of the unconscious. 

Here is the justification for his view that the unconscious is merely that 

awareness which is not conscious - i.e. the awareness that society represses 

via its "social filter" because it is threatening to it. Consequently it follows 

for Fromm that man's eventual liberation into the Communist state means 

man's liberation from neuroses (hence his "sane society")! The task of the 

analytical social psychologist was to understand unconsciously motivated 

behaviour in terms of the effect of the socio-economic substructure on basic 

psychic drives. But it was also in his acceptance of the influence of basic 

psychic drives that Fromm differed fundamentally from the Second and 

Third Internationals. Disputing their economic reductionism, Fromm 

postulated the real motor of change in society to lie in the unconscious. We 

showed how, in Fromm's description of the social unconscious, progress is 

the bringing to consciousness of previously suppressed and therefore 

unconscious needs. Furthermore, we saw how he delegated consciousness 

which in Second and Third International terms is of decisive significance 

(because it is the real awareness produced by concrete material relations) to 

a subordinate position. In that the unconscious, or potential needs of man 
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and their fulfillment corresponded to the notion of "Gattungswesen," Fromm 

rejected these theorist's simple class-based description of the unconscious 

and returned to the Idealist formulations of the Hegelian Marx. Fromm thus 

extended Marx's early investigation into man's reality (which was not 

fulfilled due to the latter's lack of a proper psychoanalytical framework), with 

an albeit revised Freudianism. 

Both the concepts of social character and the social unconscious were seen to 

be dependent upon a certain vision of human nature. On examination it 

appeared that Fromm's construction of human nature was a meld of the 

following elements: 1.) The Freudian principle of a psychological dynamic 

tension between the individual's instinctual and existential needs, and 

society's capacity for fulfilling these; and 2.) Marx's description of the 

dialectical relationship between man and his society. These were based upon 

a redefined series of needs drawn from Marx's notion of alienation which was 

e:ztended to accommodate fromm':t own p:tychoanaJyticaJ ob:servation:s. The:te 

needs were described by Fromm as originating from man's existential 

situation - a situation produced as the consequence of man's biological 

evolution. 

What Fromm was doing, was thus to reject the description of man's nature in 

Second and Third International terms (as being merely the product of 

economic relations). Instead he returned to what these theorists would 

consider as an Idealist formulation of the essence of man (derived from the 

concept of alienation in the earlier works of Marx) and gave this formulation 

a materialist proof based on contemporary physiological and biological 

evidence. In this enterprise, we witnessed Fromm logically recreate and fulfiH 

an idea of human nature which he saw suggested in the earlier works of 

Marx. This effort, we saw, distinguished him from the then prevailing 
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orthodox Marxist theories. 

Implicit within the problematic explored in this thesis are a number of 

questions relating to the coherency and consistency of Fromm's synthesis as 

Freudian and Marxist theory, and to its ability to resolve the problems 

described in Chapter One. With regard to these, we discovered through the 

course of the thesis, that Fromm's description of Marx differed substantially 

to the views expressed by the Second and Third Internationals but that 

within its own bounds it remained consistent to an understanding of Marx 

discovered within the latter's earlier works. Furthermore we found that in its 

formulation of these Marxist postulates it might be that Fromm's theory can 

be considered selective but that it was nonetheless coherent and fashioned in 

a manner logical to his synthesis of Freudian elements. 

Fromm's use of Freud was more problematic. He was seen to utilise Freud 

very selectively, and even these elements were revised considerably. It was 

this, which led him to differ so substantially with the Frankfurt School in due 

course. Freud in Fromm's paradigm occupied a lesser position to Marx, giving 

way on the whole to Fromm's own psychoanalytical observations. As Fromm 

was described as beginning rus project from a Freudian position and 

subsequently revising these premises, it can be concluded that Fromm is not 

consistent in rus use of Freud. However, Fromm does retain some Freudian 

elements viz. a dynamic psychology and need motivated behaviour and 

although these are revised to the point of being almost incomparable to their 

original form, in his use of these he does coherently fuse them to Marx. 

This, of course, can be attributed to Fromm's attempt to fulfill a description 

of human nature begun by Marx, but never completed. Obviously as a 

consequence, Freud's description of this is rejected. 
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Fromm's enterprise was ostensibly an attempt to overcome certain problems 

discovered in the then prevailing descriptions of both Man and Freud. As has 

been seen in this thesis, Fromm to a large extent managed to overcome these. 

Even though his formulation is far from perfect (as V.I.Dobrenkov at length 

points out) it does suffice to make the principles of historical materialism 

more comprehensible via the incorporation of an albeit revised Freudian 

psychology. The extent of its success can be measured in terms of its 

influence upon thinkers (e.g. the Frankfurt School) and the neo-Freudian 

trends of H.Sullivan, K.Horney and M.Maccoby etc. 

From this recapitulation we can now state our conclusions: The synthesis of 

Freud and Marx, which Fromm presents as a redefinition of Marx's historical 

materialism, is controversial and unorthodox but is one which is plausible and 

coherent in its formulation. It is seen, as opposed to those critics (e.g. 

V.I. Dobrenkov) who would view Marx and Freud as being incommensurable 

and therefore irreconcilable, as following from and contributing to the 

"critical theory" of the Frankfurt School, while at the same time going beyond 

their parameters (with Fromm's revision of Freudianism). It called into 

question, and successfully resolved the traditional Marxist formula regarding 

the relationship between economic base and cultural superstructure. 

Fromm's synthesis is a conceptual nexus between elements of Freud and 

Man, assisted by his own observations and formulations which, in its 

distillation of these elements produces a new and profound theory. 

While it is definitely revisionist and somewhat eclectic in its use of Freud, 

Fromm's synthesis does retain the most crucial elements of classical 

psychoanalysis. By introducing the Freudian elements of a "dynamic 

psychology" and "need motivated" behaviour into Marx's social theorem, 
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Fromm provided a theorem which revealed a great deal about the 

socio-political formulation of the individual. 

Furthermore, social character and the social unconscious are significant and 

practically useful analytical tools for explaining and overcoming that "gap" 

between the superstructure and the base which the Hegelian Marxists had 

found so problematic. Also, in that it was based upon a socio-economic 

materialism, it offered a practical means of analysis into the structure and 

conditions of society which Freud's theory of personality formulation had 

taken for granted and was thus incapable of explaining. 

The mechanisms of social character and the social unconscious, by including 

the individual as a significant aspect of a now enlarged dialectical process, 

was an answer to the fatalistic determinism and closed positivism of the 

Second International and the dictatorial, mechanistic determinism offered by 

the Third International. In including the individual it took cogniscence of the 

subjective-philosophical dimension which the orthodox dogmas had 

neglected. This had important implications for the Frankfurt School project of 

"praxis": For in his synthesis Fromm could explain social structures in such a 

way as to facilitate class consciousness aimed at liberating the individual 

from the fetters of false consciousness and other socially induced "neuroses". 

Fromm's description of social character and the social unconscious were a 

profound contribution to the Frankfurt Schools effort to rescue Man from the 

orthodox interpretations and re-establish his Hegelian humanism. It located 

emancipation within the activity of individuals and not in a deterministic 

historical process. In a Hegelian fashion it explained, how ideas can motivate 

change. It also offered a working analysis of contemporary consumer 

orientated society and ideology which Marxism had not explained and which 

had effectively staved off any immanent revolution. Fromm's synthesis of 
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Man and Freud and its workings, as understood within this thesis, offered a 

complete and illuminating analysis of contemporary society in which the 

major defects and problems, (as described in Chapter One), produced and 

faced by the then prevailing theories (both sociological and psychological) 

were overcome. 

In the final analysis, Fromm's synthesis effectively resolved the "gap" 

between base and superstructure by a logical continuation of the Idealist 

postulates formulated in the works of the young Hegelian Marx and given a 

new materialist proof by contemporary discoveries in psychology, 

palaentology, biology and anthropology. Its validity then as an exercise in 

political theory depends on the way one sees Hegel in relation to Marx. 
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