
ERICH FROMM’S VIEW OF THE SELF AND ITS INFLUENCES 

 
by 

 
 

Shamim Hunt 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 APPROVED BY SUPERVISORY COMMITTEE: 
 
 
 
 ___________________________________________ 
 Dr. Nils Roemer, Chair 
 
 
 
 ___________________________________________ 
 Dr. David F. Channell 
 
 
 
 ___________________________________________ 
 Dr. David A. Patterson 
  
 
 
 ___________________________________________ 
 Dr. Stephen G. Rabe 

 



Copyright © 2018 

Shamim Hunt 

All Rights Reserved 

 



To my son, Shoaib 

 



 
 

 

ERICH FROMM’S VIEW OF THE SELF AND ITS INFLUENCES 
 
 
 
 

by 
 
 
 
 

SHAMIM HUNT, BA, MA 
 
 
 
 
 

DISSERTATION 

Presented to the Faculty of 

The University of Texas at Dallas 

in Partial Fulfillment 

of the Requirements 

for the Degree of 
 
 
 

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY IN 
 

HISTORY OF IDEAS 
 
 
 
 

THE UNIVERSITY OF TEXAS AT DALLAS 
 

December 2018 



 
 

v 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

I thank Dr. Rainer Funk, the intellectual estate holder of Erich Fromm, for giving me full access 

to the Erich Fromm archive at the Erich Fromm Institute in Tübingen, Germany, and for 

allowing me review Fromm’s personal library, his unpublished works, his hand-written notes on 

various of his works and in books Fromm owned. The trip to Fromm archive would not have 

been without the encouragement and financial support provided Dr. Nils Roemer. I also want to 

thank Dr. Nils Roemer for his gentle guidance zin helping me during the writing and editing of 

my dissertation. 

 
October 2018   

 



 
 

vi 

ERICH FROMM’S VIEW OF THE SELF AND ITS INFLUENCES 
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ABSTRACT 

 
 
 Supervising Professor:  Dr. Nils Roemer 
 
 
 
 
This dissertation analyzes Erich Fromm’s ideas in the light of the books he was reading on 

Vedanta philosophy, especially Max Müller’s book Vedanta Philosophy. Fromm mentions Max 

Müller’s book Vedanta Philosophy only once in the footnotes on page 226 of his 1966 work, You 

Shall Be as Gods: The Radical Interpretation of the Old Testament and its Tradition. In that 

footnote he even quotes from page 62 of Müller’s Vedanta Philosophy. Scholars have thus far 

argued that Fromm was influenced by Hebrew Bible, but they have not analyzed his ideas in the 

light of Hebrew Bible. I argue that Fromm even reinterprets the Hebrew Bible in the light of the 

Vedanta philosophy.  

Fromm’s engagement with Vedanta Philosophy shaped his ideas of self, love, society, human 

nature, freedom, productive orientation, biophilia and necrophilia. If we examine his ideas in the 

light of Vedanta philosophy Fromm can be understood better. Fromm scholars so far have only 

been either psychoanalysts or sociologists and they have measured his ideas only from these two 

perspectives. Fromm has been ignored as a philosopher who was interested in more than 

psychoanalysis and sociology. He was engaged in economics, politics, as well as in religion.  
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Fromm was a German Jewish thinker who had immigrated to the US during the Holocaust. In his 

published works in the US he remains focused on the issue of authority and how it can make an 

individual into irrational automatons who are capable of great evil. Even in his discussion of 

capitalism and society, he remains concerned with the issue of authority. When people follow 

society’s norms, for instance, keep making money even if they do not need more, just because 

everyone else is doing it instead of thinking for himself, they conform to what Fromm calls an 

anonymous authority. He wants individuals to develop themselves and achieve freedom by 

looking within, in stillness, and being present. I will argue that he is advocating Hindu 

meditation, even though he never mentions it explicitly, as a solution to alienation of man from 

Himself, and from others. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 

“With great self-disciple, Fromm meditated every day and analyzed his dreams.”1 

 

Figure 1: Erich Fromm meditating taken with his permission from Erich Fromm: His Life and 
Ideas by Rainer Funk 

 

                                                
1 Funk, Rainer, Erich Fromm: His Life and Ideas. p. 132. 
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This image of Erich Fromm suggest that he might have been a practicing Hindu. Rainer 

Funk, his assistant who wrote his biography, relates that Fromm meditated every morning from 

eleven in the morning to noon.2 He also informs us that Fromm acquired training in Hindu 

meditation exercises from Nyanaponika Mahathera during his annual visits to Locarno, 

Switzerland.3  

 

Figure 2: Nyanaponika Mahathera, taken with his permission from Erich Fromm: His Life and 
Ideas by Rainer Funk 

                                                
2 Funk, Rainer, Erich Fromm: His Life and Ideas. p. 132. 
3 Funk, Erich Fromm: His Life and Ideas. p. 162.  
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He also obtained regular instruction from Katya Delakova in Tai Chi.4  

 

Figure 3: Katya Delakova in Tai Chi taken with his permission from Erich Fromm: His Life and 
Ideas by Rainer Funk 

 
Funk further enlightens us that “Fromm was committed to a society that completely 

incorporated religious principles, thus making religion the very foundation of life rather than a 

separate institution.”5 However, Fromm acknowledges that he left his father’s orthodox Jewish 

                                                
4 Funk, Erich Fromm: His Life and Ideas. p. 163. 
5 Funk, Rainer. Erich Fromm: The Courage to be Human. On the cover.  
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religion at the age of twenty-six,6 and that he did not believe in a personal God.7 In the last 

chapter of his work, The Sane Society, which was published in 1955, Fromm’s road to the sane 

society is basically reiterating the four noble truths of Buddha without naming them. He, 

however, explicitly mentions the “fourfold truth”8 of Buddha in his earlier work, Man for 

Himself, written in 1947. If I am trying to point out Fromm’s influence from Vedanta 

philosophy, Fromm’s mention of Buddha is important to understand in this regard.  

 There are important differences between the two even though both Buddhism and 

Hinduism have their origins in India because Buddha came from a Hindu family, and Hindus 

consider Buddha to be a reincarnation of their God Vishnu. Hinduism believes in Atman, the soul 

or self which is part of Brahman which is eternal. In Buddhism, however, there is no concept of 

the self or I and salvation involved in realizing this fact through Buddha’s eight-fold truth to 

achieve nirvana, that is to realize that there is no self and it is only an illusion. Fromm never 

mentions, the concept of no-self, nor the eight-fold truth. He only mentions the four-fold truth 

which are important to Hinduism and important for Fromm to understand Fromm’s concept of 

self. Hinduism recognizes that there is suffering in human life, but one can attain divine bliss by 

discovering the truth about Atman and Brahman.  

Thus, Fromm’s road to sane society emphasizes the importance of knowing the self and 

loving all. I will argue that he means knowing self as Atman and loving because all are part of 

one reality, that is, Brahman. One can see this concept in his earlier work, his 1947 book Man for 

Himself. Man for himself is an existential concept because like other existentialists such as Sartre 

                                                
6 Funk, Rainer, Erich Fromm: His Life and Ideas. p. 8. 
7 Fromm, You shall be as Gods: A Radical Interpretation of the Old Testament and Its Tradition. p. 7.  
8 Fromm, Man for Himself. p. 103.  
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and Heidegger, Fromm is arguing for man to return to who he is and be for-himself rather than 

being-itself or being-for-others. Fromm’s return to one’s root is not to tradition of one’s 

nationality as it is Heidegger, nor is it to accept one’s facticity as it is for Sartre, but to return to 

the oldest tradition of the ancients, that is to Hinduism and not Judaism. I argue for this because 

if we read the admiration Fromm offers for Vedanta philosophy and calls them the ancients in a 

footnote in his1966 work, You Shall Be as Gods: The Radical Interpretation of the Old 

Testament and its Tradition.  

Why older conceptualizations are carried along, even though the substance behind the 

thought has changed, is beautifully expressed by Max Müller in his Vedanta Philosophy 

(London: Sugil Gupta, India Ltd, 1894): “We all know from our own experience that 

what has been handed down to us as very ancient, and what as children we have been 

taught to consider as sacred, retains through life a fascination which is difficult to shake 

off altogether. Every attempt to discover reason in what is unreasonable is considered as 

legitimate as longs as it enables us to keep what we are unwilling to part with.” (page 

62).9 

The fact that he mentions Vedanta philosophy in his interpretation of the Hebrew Bible 

illuminates that by ancients he does not mean the Hebrew tradition, but Vedanta philosophy. I 

argue that Fromm’s radical interpretation of the Hebrew Bible is that when he is insisting that 

God in the Bible wants people to not believe in the God of the Bible who is authoritarian, but 

free themselves from such an external authority. Fromm thinks that man is free to create himself 

because if he looks within he will realize that he is himself a god as Atman which is the lower 

                                                
9 Fromm, You Shall Be as Gods: The Radical Interpretation of the Old Testament and its Tradition, p. 226.  
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Brahman. The evidence of this is that the above mention footnote of Fromm belongs to this 

statement of Fromm, “Man, the obedient servant, becomes the free man, who makes his own 

history, from God’s interference and guided only by the prophetic message, which he can either 

accept or reject.”10 I argue that it is not the case Fromm ideas are influenced by the Hebrew 

Bible, as all of Fromm’s scholar suggest; rather, his ideas a so influenced by the Vedanta 

philosophy that he even interprets the Hebrew Bible in the light of the Vedanta philosophy.  

I argue that Erich Fromm’s ideas such as self, love, society, humanism, freedom, 

productive orientation, biophilia and necrophilia are influenced by Vedanta philosophy and they 

only seem coherent if we see them as such. But this claim cannot be based on one footnote that is 

mentioned above. There is concrete evidence that Fromm not did not merely take the idea of 

ancients as Hinduism from Max Müller Vedanta Philosophy from page 62 of his work, but he 

takes all his from that book. Fromm had not only underlined all the major ideas on every single 

page of his book and he wrote down those page numbers and ideas at the back pages of that book 

in his hand-writing. We know that it is Fromm’s hand-writing because Fromm’s assistant and 

intellectual property holder knew that it was Fromm’s hand-writing and he confirmed it to me. 

The ideas he writes down in that book are the ideas that he expresses in all his works, even 

though he never gives credit to Vedanta philosophy for these idea except for that one footnote 

which admires the ancients and quotes page 62 of this book. He wrote page numbers from that 

book and the ideas that he found to be important. See Figure 4 below. 

                                                
10 Fromm, You Shall Be as Gods: The Radical Interpretation of the Old Testament and its Tradition, p. 226. 
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Figure 4: Erich Fromm’s hand-written notes copied from the back pages of Vedanta Philosophy 
by Max Müller with permission of Rainer Funk. 
 

I have typed these notes to decipher them:  

• 18 Self → Brahman 

• 19 Brahman = What breaks forth  

• Atman = soul of man is god 

• 20 Upanishads = sitting near a person 

• 22 Development of God idea. 
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• 26 Consideration of the true philosopher. (Vedantists were true philosophers). 

• 34 Immortality as soon as man knows himself. 

• 35 Fear of birth 

• 37 Thoughts cause the round of new birth, what a man thinks that he is; this is the old 

secret.        

• 56 Knowledge is liberation 

• 62 Fascination of childhood belief and attempt to make it reasonable 

• 63 Buddha-against authority 

• 68 Phenomena of god as real god 

• 72 Higher Brahman only negatively described  

• 72 Self-knowledge → Brahman 

• 73 Brahman = Knowledge 

• 75 Thought = Language 

One can notice that Fromm underlines page 62, which he quoted in the footnote of You 

Shall Be as Gods: The Radical Interpretation of the Old Testament and its Tradition as I 

mentioned above. He also underlines page 63 which mentions Buddha in terms of Vedanta 

philosophy which demonstrates my point that he refers to Buddha to express Hindu view that 

man is Brahman and uses it to argue that man should be against the authority of God. Fromm 

also underlines words “that he is” to suggests that Being is eternal if we see Fromm as an 

existentialist who is arguing for the being of beings to be a being (Atman) that comes from the 

eternal Being that is Brahman. For Hinduism all things have this being because of their view of 
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reincarnation of beings into any material form. Thus, Fromm’s admiration of life expressed in his 

view of biophilia, and his aversion to necrophilia, as I will explain.  

Furthermore, we can understand his work To Have or to Be? In the light of Vedanta 

philosophy Fromm seems to be claiming that instead of trying to find happiness in the worldly 

things as having things, one can find happiness in being with oneself as one can have 

compassion for all being which can help to avoid alienation. In being present in meditation, one 

is looking within one’s heart is not being emotional or desiring something, but one’s self is 

hidden in one heart. In observing oneself a person can access one’s self. Fromm explains that 

“reason involves third a dimension, that of depth, which reaches to the essence of things and 

processes.”11 Its function is to know, to understand, to relate oneself to things by comprehending 

them. By using reason, one can examine if his thoughts are his own or is he just been reiterating 

what the society wants him to think. In other words, his thoughts are not him. When one 

meditates, one observes one’s passing by and practice detaching oneself from one’s thoughts and 

get a hold of oneself and achieve tranquility and stillness that does not attach to thoughts about 

the world.  

This reading of Fromm in the light of Vedanta philosophy yields an extremely important 

contribution not only in the understanding Fromm, but in creating new categories of the parts of 

the human soul, other than what Freud or Plato had described. We can redefine the concepts of 

Reason and feeling and understand them completely differently than the Western notions of 

Reason and feeling. Reason becomes not as opposed to feeling but identified with feeling and as 

opposed to thinking and intellect. Cartesian thought is not the rational soul anymore, but the soul 

                                                
11 Fromm, Man for Himself. p. 102.  
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is the eternal reality that observes thoughts pass by instead of attaching to them. Reason requires 

a sense of self because a rational person is able to examine his thoughts objectively as if his 

thoughts are not him, and he is observing his thoughts. His thoughts are not the who of him. 

Fromm distinguishes Descartes’ view of knowing the existence of oneself by thought as if the 

self is thought. Fromm seems to emphasize knowing from the heart, by being present to oneself. 

Knowing from the heart is a rational way to know oneself because one can connect to the core of 

one’s being. One can know from the heart by feeling, that is experiencing within. Feelings are 

not one’s desires either because, like thoughts, one detaches oneself from one’s desires as well. 

So, even though Fromm does not say it explicitly, one can see three distinct parts of the soul in 

Fromm, Reason (the experience of feeling, and judging), thought (intelligence to operate 

machines), and desires (of having things in the world).  

Fromm scholars so far have studied Fromm’s ideas from the perspective of either 

psychoanalysis or sociology such as the Frankfurt School of Critical Theory. Psychoanalysts 

such as Daniel Burston critiques Fromm that his theories do not say much about psychoanalytic 

theories such as anal or oral regressions. In his article, “Myth, Religion and Mother Right: 

Bachofen’s Influence on Psychoanalytic Theory” Burston mentions Fromm’s influence from a 

nineteenth century law professor Johann Jacob Bachofen who proposed a theory of the mother 

right. However, Burston dismisses Fromm’s views by arguing that he did not develop any 

psychoanalytical theory based on it. He deems this a weakness of Fromm’s ideas.  

Furthermore, I will redefine and develop Fromm’s terms and explain how these concepts 

are connected to a philosophical view of human and his/her role in the society. I will use the 

word man throughout this dissertation to denote to humans because Fromm does not use a 
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gender-neutral term because he lived in a time where the word man was used for human being. 

Fromm does not exclude women from being rational human beings as Aristotle does. Vedanta 

philosophy helps to understand Fromm’s ideas. No one has written about the idea of self in 

Fromm. Fromm never wrote a book called “The Concept of Self,” in which he could have 

defined the idea of Self and what he meant by it. Fromm uses the word self, but it has been taken 

to mean an individual by the psychoanalysts and sociologists. Instead, the notion of Self in 

Fromm is based on the ideas found in the book on Vedanta philosophy which I discovered in 

Fromm’s personal library.  

Fromm, however, attributes his ideas such as loving others and freedom to his 

reinterpretation of the Hebrew Bible. In fact, he reinterprets the Jewish scriptures in the light of 

the Vedanta philosophy without giving credit to the Indian thinkers. Fromm scholarship, 

including Rainer Funk, grant the influence of Jewish thinking on his ideas, but no one mentions 

Hindu influence. In Fromm’s personal library in Tübingen, Germany, there are many books on 

Hinduism that Fromm was reading, including a copy of The Upanishads. They even contain 

underlines and his hand-written notes in them. When I inquired Rainer Funk, Fromm’s 

intellectual estate holder, if Fromm was influenced by Hinduism he replied that Fromm was 

“quite familiar with the Upanishads and learned a lot about Hindu philosophy through Annis, his 

wife whom he married in 1953. Before Annis married Erich Fromm she lived with her former 

husband in India for some years and was very fond of the spirituality there. (This husband died in 

1952).”12  

                                                
12 Funk, in reply to my asking him whether Fromm was influenced by Upanishads, Funk emailed me on May 31st 
explaining this.  
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It seems that there could be three reasons why Fromm never acknowledges his 

indebtedness to Hindu thinking: First, he was a very secretive person about his personal life;13 

second, he judged Hindus to be inferior; and third, maybe he didn’t realize that he was 

borrowing. Both Hinduism and Hasidic Judaism are mystical, and when Fromm reinterpreted the 

Hebrew Bible, he had appropriated the Hindu views and interpreting the Hebrew Bible according 

to these views which made sense to him. Harold Bloom in his 1973 work, Anxiety of Influence, 

argues that each writer is influenced by other thinkers, but if the major writers are unwilling to 

give credit to their precursors and appropriate their ideas, they feel guilty. He suggests that 

“nothing is got for nothing, and self-appropriation involves the immense anxieties of 

indebtedness, for what strong maker desires the realization that he has failed to create 

himself?”14 What Bloom is arguing is that influence is inevitable, and if the influence is not 

credited, it produces anxiety in the writer because of the guilt of not acknowledging their 

indebtedness. The second argument for not giving credit to Hindu thinking for his ideas could be 

Fromm’s racism. In his work, Vedanta Philosophy, Max Müller argues that the idea of the 

Brahman could be prior to the Greek philosophy, Jewish philosophy, and Christian philosophy, 

and that the great idea of the logos is what Brahman means, the beyond being of all things.15 

After writing a book arguing for it, Müller then dismisses this idea as impossible since the “dark-

skinned inhabitants of India two or three thousand years ago” could not have been so high in 

their thinking.16 Since Fromm had read this book and marked this particular passage, one can 

                                                
13 Dr. Funk mentioned at the seminar in Berlin on June 21 that he was so secretive about his personal life that he 
never discussed his way of psychoanalysis with his students.  
14 Bloom, Harold. The Anxiety of Influence: A Theory of Poetry, p. 5. 
15 Müller. F. Max. Vedanta Philosophy. p. 76-78.  
16 Müller. F. Max. Vedanta Philosophy. p. 90.  
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infer that he might have been too embarrassed to admit his debt to the Vedanta philosophy, even 

though he did not shy away from borrowing his main ideas from the Indians. Fromm only 

mentions Max Müller’s Vedanta Philosophy once, and only in the footnote on page 226 of his 

1966 book, You Shall Be as Gods: The Radical Interpretation of the Old Testament and its 

Tradition, and quotes page 62 of Muller’s book. However, Fromm, freely acknowledges his 

influence from Zen Buddhism, especially of. D.T. Suzuki who was also familiar with Western 

philosophy and was a renowned and respected Zen Buddhist thinker.  

Fromm critiques Western society and develops the ideas of Freud and Marx. He was 

interested in the problems of the Western capitalist societies and how individuals are affected by 

it. Freud had analyzed the individual’s psyche and makes it the basis of society’s pathologies, 

while Fromm explored individuals’ character as merely a reflection of the society’s character. 

Thus, Fromm idealizes the society in the Middle Ages in the Western world in which individuals 

were part of the community without a choice of changing their economic lot. Fromm, however, 

does he advocate the return to the feudal system as a solution to the problem of modern man’s 

alienation in the Western capitalist society. Rather, he thinks that certain individuals can be 

enlightened and change society. And only if the society changes than the rest of the individuals 

will be changed as well because they are simply the reflection of the society.  

Fromm looks back at history to examine how the economic condition of the Western 

capitalist societies became so pathological that man became alienated from himself. Fromm finds 

that modern capitalism influences many aspects of human life including interpersonal 

relationships in a negative way. Man becomes selfish and competitive which makes him 

miserable because naturally man is a compassionate being, if we consider Vedanta philosophy’s 
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influence on Fromm; Fromm’s solution must lie in man’s becoming aware of himself as an 

Atman or soul that is one with everything else. For Fromm, man is part of the society, yet he is 

also an individual with his unique integrity. Man must realize that blindly following the norms of 

society as if they are the divine truths and conforming himself to these norms, he risks losing 

himself.  

Chapter 1 analyzes the problem of existence as the problem of alienation. Even though 

Fromm wants to make the individual aware of himself, he is also interested in the question of 

alienation of groups. In his first book, which came out in1941, entitled Escape from Freedom, he 

discusses personal alienation and the problem of freedom. However, starting from his second 

book, which was published in 1947, entitled, Man for Himself, Fromm is concerned about man’s 

dignity and the importance of thinking for oneself. Even though Escape from Freedom discusses 

authoritarian character and destructive traits in man. It is beginning with Man for Himself, 

Fromm is troubled by man’s thoughtlessness and the evil it might cause, such as the Holocaust, 

by blindly following other people.  

Another important shift occurs in Fromm’s life and his thinking in the way he grapples 

with Judaism and the idea of the divine. In 1934, Fromm emigrated to the United States of 

America; and, like most Jews, he must have struggled with the idea of God. How could a good 

and loving God would allow such a tragedy on His chosen people, and why did not God 

intervene to save His people. In the 1940s, he was introduced to D.T. Suzuki, a Zen Buddhist 

master, and from his personal library we know that he was reading books on Hinduism, and on 

Jewish mystical philosophy called Kabbalah which I will list in chapter 1. Since there are 

similarities between Hinduism and Kabbalah, Fromm reinterprets the Hebrew Bible in his 1966 
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work entitled, You Shall Be as Gods: The Radical Interpretation of the Old Testament and its 

Tradition. What is not so obvious is the influence of Hinduism on his reinterpretation of the 

Hebrew Bible. Hindu view gives him a way to talk about the divine that is a principle rather than 

a personal deity, and it offers man dignity if they are deemed part of that divinity. To know God 

would be to look inwardly. It brings solidarity to humanity because all beings are part of the 

same reality, the Brahman. To look within, by meditation, one to know and love everyone is the 

solution for alienation.  

Chapter 2 explains Erich Fromm’s view of freedom. Fromm’s idea of Freedom is 

indebted to Hindu thinking. Freedom is a very important concept for Fromm and he explains 

what true freedom is for an individual. He also explains why people in the Western world are 

afraid of true freedom. Fromm provides the history of how we got to here, as insane people, and 

why we fear alienation, and attach to groups to escape from freedom. Fromm claims that 

Western man only has an illusion of freedom and thinks his ideas are his own.17 Most people 

never develop their own thoughts; they blindly follow society. This can be very dangerous for an 

individual and for the society in many ways: First, an individual never becomes himself, that is, 

he never develops according to his own peculiar potentialities. Second, since no one really thinks 

about what the right thing to do is for the betterment of each individual and for the society, 

society as a whole becomes insane, that is, thoughtless. Third, this insanity threatens the very 

existence of the organized humanity on earth, and therefore, it is evil.  

                                                
17 Fromm, Escape from Freedom 1941, pp. 22-23. 
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Fromm notices how in the twentieth century, love has become love of life itself which is 

calls “biophilia,”18 that is, infatuation with prolonging one’s physical existence. Hate has become 

a desire for destruction for its own sake, that is manifested in the love of all things lifeless, such 

as technology, and our fascination with violence which can be seen in the violent films and 

games. Fromm calls this love for what is dead “necrophilia.”19 Fromm claims that humanity’s 

future depends on whether we choose love of life or love of death. By love of life Fromm does 

not mean merely prolonging our physical life, nor does he mean life after death. He means life 

well-lived as a loving social human being who pay attention to heart instead of brain. That is, 

instead of rationalizing everything in terms of selfish motives, one must develop oneself as a 

loving being. Fromm sees biophilia and necrophilia as character structures based on gender 

characteristics. It is not the case that women act a certain way, and men the other way, but that 

these gendered characteristics can be found in either gender. For instance, a mother, even though 

characterized in some cultures as biophilous can also be necrophilous. A mother who is 

constantly obsessed with her children’s sickness and worried about them can be reckoned as 

necrophilous. This mother only notices when the child is sick and ignores when the child is sick 

of aliveness.20 Some people, like the necrophilous mother are more interested in talking about 

death than talking what is good in their life or could be good in the future. In his article called 

“Reconciliation in our Nation”, written on June 13th, 1968, Fromm begins with a passage from 

the book of Deuteronomy, 30:19, in the Bible, “This day I call the heavens and the earth as 

witnesses against you that I have set before you life and death, blessings and curses. Now choose 

                                                
18 Fromm, On Disobedience and Other Essays, p. 130.  
19 Fromm, On Disobedience and Other Essays, p. 130.  
20 Fromm, On Disobedience and Other Essays, p. 130.  



 

 17 

life so that you and your children may live.”21 Fromm quotes from the Bible to give weight to his 

ideas.  

Fromm claims that like necrophilia and biophilia are not just traits, they are represented 

in a person’s whole orientation in everything he does, thinks, and feels. It is not merely a will to 

survive, but the total unfolding of the biophilia is represented in the productive orientation.22 

This person loves to create and is not stuck in the past but loves the adventure of living. He is 

influenced by love rather than force. Fromm explains the concept of biophilic ethics and its way 

of looking at good and evil by interpreting the Hebrew Bible’s verse, “Because thou didst not 

serve thy Lord with joy and gladness of heart in the abundance of all things.”23 Fromm suggests 

that the Bible judges it to be the sin of the Hebrew people when they had to force themselves to 

do good rather than doing good with their being. Force implies necrophilia against oneself. The 

biophilous conscience involves “strengthening the life-loving side of oneself.”24 Fromm’s use of 

the word strengthening implies that one can change one’s character trait, and that is why it is 

immoral to not do good with joy because it is a matter of choice. Fromm explains that biophile 

does not dwell in guilt because guilt is self-hatred, which is a necrophilous trait, rather biophile 

quickly turns towards doing good.  

Chapter 3 develops the concept of self in Fromm which is not merely a social self, but 

this social self is also an individual apart from the society. Even though the self is developed in 

the society and according to society’s character, one can transcend it by meditating on oneself 

and concentrating on one’s heart, which Fromm considered to be reason, by separating oneself 

                                                
21 Bible, Deuteronomy, 30:19. 
22 Fromm discusses productive orientation in his work, Man for Himself.  
23 Bible, Deuteronomy, 28:47 
24 Fromm, The Heart of Man, its Genious for Good and Evil. p. 47. 
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from thinking. In his 1957 work, The Sane Society, Fromm claims that man’s behavior is the 

reflection of society as a social unconsciousness, rather than of individual unconsciousness 

which can be opposed to the society, as Freud had suggested. What Fromm argues is that 

individual unconsciousness only reflects what society values. If the society values what is not 

conducive to man’s development and his psychic needs, and what is good for human nature, then 

the whole society feels alienated and becomes insane, and this insanity becomes normalized. For 

example, feeling stressed, sad, lonely, unloved, and unfulfilled becomes a normal state of being 

because everyone feels this way. However, by meditating, one can see this pathology and raise 

their concern and suggest solutions to overcome the insane society.25  

Fromm’s criticism of modern man’s anxieties and alienation is rooted in the capitalist 

societies’ influence on individuals’ total personality. Man develops certain characteristics which 

keeps him from developing his potentialities and keeps him unsatisfied. Despite his criticism he 

comes across as extremely optimistic and utopian. He believes in human nature to be capable of 

doing good because it has originated from the reality that is Good. However, the problem lies in 

the Western culture’s institutions formed by the capitalist system and Protestant ideas of human 

nature that man is not capable of doing any good apart from God’s grace. However, the US penal 

system presumes innocence until proven guilty, but this is reserved mainly for the White people. 

The minorities are presumed guilty until proven otherwise. Fromm, however, is concerned with 

humans’ inner peace which can only be achieved by meditation. If one relies on things to make 

one happy, one cannot be truly happy.  

                                                
25 Fromm argues for this in his Four Lectures given at the Institute of Social research in 1953 titled “Modern Man’s 
Pathology of Normalcy”, published in Pathology of Normalcy, pp. 15-75.  
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In conclusion I will explain how my three chapters, The Problem of Existence, Individual 

Freedom and The Society, and, Individual Outside the Social Consciousness explain Fromm’s 

theory of self in the light of the Vedanta philosophy that he borrows from Max Müller’s book 

Vedanta Philosophy. I will discuss how his ideas of freedom, necrophilia, biophilia, productive 

orientation, matriarchic principle, and love related to one other and how they help explain 

Fromm’s theory of self.  

Review of the Secondary Literature 

There has been a lot written about Erich Fromm, such as biographies and essays, but 

Fromm has only been thought about either by psychoanalysts or sociologists. He has never been 

written about as a philosopher, much less as a practicing Hindu whose writings are influenced by 

Vedanta philosophy. Fromm was an eclectic thinker and interested in more than psychoanalysis 

and sociology. He was also interested in economics, politics, as well as in religion. In reviewing 

the secondary literature, first, we should review the major works written by psychoanalyst Rainer 

Funk because he was Fromm’s assistant and he is Fromm’s intellectual estate holder. In an 

unpublished paper which Funk presented at the Trinity College in Dublin on December 5, 2002 

entitled The Jewish Roots of Erich Fromm’s Social Psychology, Funk cites Jewish references in 

Fromm works. Fromm has even written a book called You Shall Be as Gods: A Radical 

Interpretation of the Old Testament and Its Tradition (1966), and Funk argues for the Jewish 

influence on Fromm’s writings. Funk mentions Fromm’s growing up in a Jewish home and his 

early Jewish education. Funk informs us that when Fromm went to college in Heidelberg his 

main interest was Talmud besides the discipline of sociology. He studied for five years under a 
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Chabad Chasidic scholar, Salman Baruch Rabinkov.26 Funk relates that Fromm attributes his 

outlook on life to his great grandfather, Seligman Baer Bamberger (1807-1878). Bamberger was 

a leader of Orthodox Judaism in Germany and his ruling passion was to study and teach Torah.27  

Funk has also written articles on Fromm as a psychoanalyst such as “Erich Fromm and 

the Intersubjective Tradition,” in International Forum of Psychoanalysis (2013). In this article, 

Funk talks about the interpersonal psychotherapy approach Fromm advocated which was 

different from Freudian approach of a therapist’s role of being a listener and interpreting the 

thoughts and dreams of the patient.  

Funk also wrote an article entitled “Erich Fromm's Concept of Social Character” in 

Social Thought and Research (1998). In this article Funk explains Fromm’s psychoanalytical 

thought. He explains that, “the significance of this term in Fromm's approach to psychoanalysis, 

how he understands it, how it is molded and what its function is will be the topic of this paper.”28 

Funk’s also wrote an illustrated biography of Fromm entitled: Erich Fromm: His Life and 

Ideas (2000). In this book he mentions his Jewish and Buddhist influences, besides his life story, 

but there is no mention of Hindu influence on Fromm’s thought. 

Funk, in his book, The Erich Fromm Reader (1999) summarizes the ideas in Fromm’s 

various works and reiterates them as Fromm has explained them in his books. Funk does not 

interpret Fromm’s ideas in the light of Vedanta philosophy.  

                                                
26 Funk, Rainer, The Jewish Roots of Erich Fromm’s Social Psychology, paper presented at the Trinity College in    
Dublin on December 5, 2002, p. 2. 
27 Bamberger, M. L. 1953, p. 185 
28 Funk, Erich Fromm's Concept of Social Character, p. 216. 
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In his book, Erich Fromm: The Courage to Be Human (1982), Funk describes the “X 

experience” that Fromm talks about.29 Funk mentions Fromm’s study of Buddhism in the 

twenties and explains that the X experience is a nontheistic humanistic mystical experience that 

any human can experience. It is “not equated with a movement toward a transcendent God but 

refers rather to the transcendence of a narcissistic ego-that is, to a goal within man himself.”30 

Funk further explains that when man comes to himself man “becomes wholly free from external 

determinations, and oneness of all human beings is realized.”31 Funk does not explain how is this 

experience mystical if this is how human being know other humans by knowing that they are 

themselves humans like everyone else. Funk never mentions this knowing self might be a Hindu 

idea, that if humans can meditate on themselves they can realize that all humans are divine 

because their souls emanate from the Brahman. Funk never mentions Fromm’s reading of books 

on Hinduism even though there are books on Hinduism in Fromm’s library that Funk now owns 

and maintains.  

In his article, "Psychoanalysis and Human Values" published in the International Forum 

of Psychoanalysis (2002), Funk never mentions Hindu influence either but deals with 

psychoanalysis of Fromm.   

Besides Funk’s biography of Fromm two other authors have written Fromm’s 

biographies. Gerhard Peter Knapp, a literature professor, writes a biography of Fromm entitled, 

The Art of Living: Erich Fromm's Life and Works (1989); and Lawrence Friedman, a 

psychologist, writes a biography entitled, The Lives of Erich Fromm: Love’s Prophet (2013). 

                                                
29 Funk, Erich Fromm: The Courage to be Human. p. 112-115.  
30 Funk, Erich Fromm: The Courage to be Human. p. 113.  
31 Funk, Erich Fromm: The Courage to be Human. p. 114.  
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Knapp lists Erich Fromm's teachers and colleagues. He mentions Fromm as a member of 

the Frankfurt School from 1930 to 1939, and that Fromm became an American citizen in 1940 

and worked as a psychoanalyst in the United States. He mentions his relationships with 

psychoanalysts Karen Homey and Harry Stack Sullivan. Knapp thinks of Fromm as an eclectic 

thinker who was influenced by Talmud, medieval mysticism of Eckard, by Martin Buber, and by 

Zen Buddhism, but Knapp thinks that Karl Marx and Sigmund Freud were his major influences. 

Knapp also points out Fromm's "unflagging faith in humanity."32 Knapp misunderstands Fromm 

and thinks of his ideas as imprecise, impractical, irrationally hopeful, and unrealistic. If he 

understood him as a Hindu then Fromm would not sound so utopian to him because if 

“productive orientation” of Fromm is one’s attitude towards oneself and the world, it is 

something one can master by practicing meditation.33  

Another biography of Fromm is undertaken by a Harvard psychologist Lawrence 

Friedman, entitled The Lives of Erich Fromm: Love’s Prophet (2013). This is a very honest and 

colorful biography of Fromm that is well researched. Friedman refers to the letters he discovered 

in Fromm archive in Tübingen, Germany and his correspondence with Rainer Funk. For 

example, Friedman mentions Fromm’s extra marital affairs, his second wife, Henny Gurland’s 

suicide, which was kept a secret by Fromm, which Funk never mentions in his biography of 

Fromm, but acknowledges to Friedman.34 Friedman also argues that Fromm was a narcissist who 

looked down upon the Mexicans when he lived in Mexico.35 Friedman does not analyze 

Fromm’s ideas and neither does he mention his influence by Hinduism.  

                                                
32 Knapp, Gerhard Peter. The Art of Living: Erich Fromm's Life and Works. p. 223.  
33 Fromm discusses productive orientation in his work, Man for Himself.  
34 Friedman, Lawrence. The Lives of Erich Fromm: Love’s Prophet. p. 141. 
35 Friedman, Lawrence. The Lives of Erich Fromm: Love’s Prophet. p. 158-159.  
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Another Harvard psychoanalyst, Daniel Burston also sees Fromm from the point of view 

of a psychoanalyst. In his book, The Legacy of Erich Fromm, Burston sees Fromm as a confused 

psychoanalyst whose theories makes no sense from the psychoanalytical point of view.  

Other psychoanalysts have also written about Fromm’s contribution to psychoanalysis, 

such as J.A.C. Brown in his book, Freud and the Post-Freudian describes Freudians 

psychoanalyst and examines Fromm as one of the Freudian psychoanalysts.  

Psychoanalysts Mauricio Cortina, and Michael Maccoby in their work, A Prophetic 

Analyst: Erich Fromm's Contribution to Psychoanalysis have complied essays written by various 

psychoanalysts, including an essay by Rainer Funk, Entitled, “Erich Fromm’s Concept of Social 

Character and Its Relevance for Clinical Practice. All the authors in the book examine Erich 

Fromm as a psychoanalyst.  

Another author, John H. Schaar, wrote a book entitled, Escape from Authority: The 

Perspectives of Erich Fromm. Schaar discusses various concepts of Fromm and reiterates what 

Fromm had said. For example, whether society can be sick, which Fromm argues in his work 

The Sane Society. Schaare also discusses alienation from the perspectives of Hegel, Marx, and 

Fromm, Schaar also argues that Fromm is an utopian among other utopians such as Mark Twain, 

Henry Adams, Eugene O’Neil, and Fitzgerald. Schaar does not analyze Fromm’s ideas in the 

light of the Vedanta philosophy.  

One more author, Lawrence Wilde, in his book, Erich Fromm and the Quest for 

Solidarity explains Fromm’s concept of Humanism in Fromm’s book To Have or to Be. Wilde 

argues that Fromm’s view of Humanism is “Marx’s vision of bringing production under common 
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control.”36 He fails to understand what Fromm means by being rather than having. What Fromm 

argues is that one should enjoy life without having the need of having things. Lawrence Wilde 

does not consider Fromm’s example of seeing a flower. For Fromm, the having mode is the 

desire to kill and have for oneself. To pluck the flower and take it, therefore killing it sooner than 

its natural life. The being mode is when a person just let the flower be, acknowledging the right 

of the flower to be in the world.37 Even though Fromm had argued that man should not be slave 

to technology, and technology should be for man,38 he does not believe in destroying nature just 

because man wants to have things.39 Wilde has completely missed the point of Fromm’s ideas of 

having and being. If Wilde would have looked at Fromm’s influence from Vedanta philosophy, 

he would have understood what Fromm meant by being. In Vedanta philosophy things are one 

including nature and human beings, and one has compassion on everything rather than 

destroying them.40 

                                                
36 Lawrence Wilde, Erich Fromm and the Quest for Solidarity. p. 145.  
37 Fromm, To Have or To Be? p. 16.  
38 Fromm, The Revolution of Hope: Toward a Humanized Technology, p. 27.  
39 Fromm, The Sane Society, p. 25. 
40 Müller. F. Max. Vedanta Philosophy. p. 29.  
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CHAPTER 1 
 

THE PROBLEM OF EXISTENCE 
 
 

Many thinkers of the twentieth century have dealt with the problem of existence in terms 

of alienation. However, the problem of alienation takes a different turn for post Holocaust 

thinkers such as Erich Fromm. Fromm is not only concerned about personal alienation but 

alienation in terms of peoples. In his first book, which came out in1941, entitled Escape from 

Freedom, he discusses personal alienation and the problem of freedom. However, starting from 

his second book, which was published in 1947, entitled, Man for Himself, Fromm is concerned 

about man’s dignity and the importance of thinking for oneself. Even though Escape from 

Freedom discusses authoritarian character and destructive character traits. It is with Man for 

Himself, that Fromm is troubled by man’s thoughtlessness and the evil, such as Holocaust, can 

result by blindly following other people.  

Another important shift occurs in Fromm’s life and his thinking is that he begins to 

grapple with Judaism and the idea of the divine. In 1934, Fromm emigrated to the United States 

of America; and, like most Jews, he must have struggled with the idea of God. Fromm 

reinterprets the Hebrew Bible in his 1966 work entitle, You Shall Be as Gods: The Radical 

Interpretation of the Old Testament and its Tradition. What is not obvious is the influence of 

Hinduism in his reinterpretation of the Hebrew Bible. For instance, on page 227 of this book, he 

interprets Jewish Hasidic story-telling not to be about hearing the words of wisdom from the 

master, but to “see how he ties his shoelaces.”41 What he means is that each individual can take 

                                                
41 Fromm, You Shall Be as Gods: The Radical Interpretation of the Old Testament and its Tradition, p. 227.  
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the signs and learn from it because each individual can experience god differently and 

personally. If we read Muller’s Vedanta philosophy, it is clear that everyone must experience god 

himself by meditating because one is god himself, as a lower Brahman. As we noticed in 

Fromm’s hand-written notes that self equates to Brahman.  

Hindu view also gives Fromm a way to talk about the divine that is a principle rather than 

a personal deity, and it gives man dignity if he is accepted as part of that divinity. It also brings 

solidarity to humanity because Hinduism is inclusive as all the religions are thought of as 

different paths that lead to the same reality, the Brahman. Hinduism also provides a solution for 

alienation from oneself and from others. One can look within, by meditating, and be able to 

know and love everyone. 

The problem of alienation begins with the Enlightenment philosopher John Locke in the 

eighteenth century, whom Fromm had read. In his Essay Concerning Human Understanding, in 

book four, Locke argues for the Tabula Rasa, or the empty mind.42 That human beings have five 

windows to the outside world, that is, five senses, through which humans acquire knowledge. 

Since man only experiences the sense data as perceptions in the mind, one cannot know the 

world as it really is, but only as it appears to the mind. This creates a problem of solipsism which 

is a philosophical worry that it is possible that only I exist, who is the perceiver. Because man 

cannot experience other minds via sense perception, and it is the only source of our knowledge, 

one feels alienated from others, even if one can believe in the existence of others.  

This problem of alienation finds its cause, in Karl Marx, in the Capitalist system rather 

than in the human mind and in epistemology. While Marx tries to propose a solution in the 

                                                
42 Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding. p. 7.  
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abolition of the capitalist system and in the development of the Species Self, and in each person 

creating according to his abilities,43 he does not address the issue of relatedness of man to each 

other. Sigmund Freud found the problem in the tripartite human psyche which conflicts with 

itself and with the world and it has irrational demands of loving others,44 including one’s 

enemies, even if this enemy is Hitler. His solution was psychotherapy which could help to realize 

this conflict, therefore, solving the problem of unhappiness. However, only a few people can 

afford such expensive psychotherapy sessions to uncover the archeology of the human mind, 

while the rest are doomed to gloom.  

In twentieth century, existentialists such as Martin Heidegger and Jean-Paul Sartre deal 

with the issue of alienation and each propose a very different solution. For Heidegger, individual 

must think for himself and care for himself, but he must think for his or her own group as well to 

be authentic because humans are part of something bigger.45 Heidegger is nationalistic, while 

Fromm and Hannah Arendt are humanists who include care for all humans.46 However, for 

Heidegger, even care seems to be an existential category. When he explains the character of 

conscience he asserts that discourse as communication can be accessible only to Mitda-sien.47 

But such a being-with-others is still alienated from himself and feels guilty about it. The 

surrounding and the immediate world is always already part of one’s thought. “The others” of 

whom I am part of, are “those from whom one mostly does not distinguish oneself.48 One is one 

of the others or with others. “With and “also” are objective ontological categories, but the 

                                                
43 Fromm, Marx’s Concept of Man, p. VIII.  
44 Sigmund Freud, Civilization and its Discontents, pp. 108-109. 
45 egger, Being and Time, p. 19. 
46 Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition, p. 126 
47 Heidegger, Being and Time, p. 251.  
48 Heidegger, Being and Time, p. 111.  
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existential being-in-the-world is also situation.49 The world is which I always already share with 

the others, which I did not chose in the first place. Heidegger explains that the world of Dasein is 

a “with-world” and being-in is being-with others. “The innerwordly being-in-itself of others is 

Mitda-sein.50 However, each individual is still alienated from himself and from others.  

Although Heidegger asserts that the character of conscience is existential because one can 

only be part of the surrounding language to be able to understand others, he leaves out the rest of 

the human world as part of one’s care, which makes his thinking immoral or amoral at least in 

his work Being and Time. Even when he talks about others, he talks about not others as others 

but as part of me. It is not that one should care for others, but one interacts with the world from 

one’s perspective as care. Unlike Arendt, conscience, for Heidegger does not mean character, but 

“conscience calls the alienated self from the they.51 What Heidegger means is that Dasein is 

always part of this world without thinking about it, yet it feels alienated and guilty that it can be 

more than the they self. However, when one realizes this situation, Dasein choses what is already 

given and makes his own. One does not realize himself unless one returns to one’s root which is 

already given to one.52 That is, one chooses one’s tradition without ever discovering one’s own 

self or relating to others with love, while keeping one’s own integrity. 

Unlike Heidegger’s solution of transcending oneself by accepting one’s group, Sartre 

argues for radical freedom. Sartre, in his Being and Nothingness: An Essay on Phenomenological 

Ontology claims that one can transcend one’s being-in-itself, that is one’s facticity or facts about 

                                                
49 Heidegger, Being and Time, p. 111. 
50 Heidegger, Being and Time, p.112. 
51 Heidegger, Being and Time, p. 253.  
52 Heidegger, Being and Time, p.19 
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oneself that one didn’t choose, by making them one’s own. He calls it Being-for-oneself. It is a 

human attitude. Sartre explains, 

Consciousness is consciousness of something. This means that transcendence is the 

constitutive structure of consciousness; that is, that consciousness is born supported by a 

being which is not itself. This is what we call the ontological proof. No doubt someone 

will reply that the existence of the demand of consciousness does not prove that this 

demand ought to be satisfied. But this objection cannot hold up against an analysis of 

what Husserl calls intentionality, though, to be sure, he misunderstood its essential 

character. To say that consciousness is consciousness of some-thing means that for 

consciousness there is no being outside of that precise obligation to be a revealing 

intuition of something-i.e., of a transcendent being. Not only does pure subjectivity, if 

initially given, fail to transcend itself to posit the objective; a "pure" subjectivity 

disappears. What can properly be called subjectivity is consciousness (of) consciousness. 

But this consciousness (of being) consciousness must be qualified in some way, and it 

can be qualified only as revealing intuition or it is nothing.53 

What Sartre is saying is that one can transcend oneself as pure subjectivity, but this 

subjectivity cannot be objectively expressed in words but only felt. In this way, the individual 

takes a hold of itself, and takes responsibility of its being. This is not possible if judged 

objectively because it is an inner attitude, it is awareness of consciousness. It is intentional, that 

is, it is about something, it is phenomenological. One can transcend the facticity about oneself by 

                                                
53 Sartre, Being in Nothingness: An Essay on Phenomenological Ontology, p. 37.  
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merely choosing to live their lives, rather than committing suicide. By living one’s life, one can 

make it their own.  

Fromm was also familiar with Martin Buber and mentions him several times in various of 

his works. In his 1923 work, I and Thou, to address the problem of alienation, Buber exposits on 

the idea of oneness of everything including nature as the “eternal You.” By the word You he 

expresses how things can be one yet separate.  

Three are the spheres in which the world of relation arises.  

The first: life with nature. Here the relation vibrates in the dark and remains below 

language. The creatures stir across from us, but they are unable to come to us, and the 

You we say to them sticks to the threshold of language.  

The second: life with men. Here the relation is manifest and enters language. We can give 

and receive the You.  

The Third: life with spiritual beings. Here the relation is wrapped in a cloud but reveals 

itself. It lacks but creates language. We hear no You and yet feel addressed; we answer-

creating, thinking, acting: with our being we speak the basic word, unable to say You 

with our mouth. But how can we incorporate into the world of the basic word what lies 

outside language?  

In Every sphere, through everything that becomes present to us, we gaze toward the train 

of the eternal You; in each we perceive a breath of it; in every You we address the eternal 

You, in every sphere according to its manner.54 

                                                
54 Buber, Martin. I and Thou. p. 57.  
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Furthermore, Buber quotes from Max Müller as well, which Fromm had also read. Müller 

quotes Khandogya Upanishads, III. 14. 4: 

He from whom all works, all desires, all sweet odors and tastes proceed, who embraces 

all this, who never speaks and who is never surprised, he, my self within the heart, is that 

Brahman…thus said Sandilya yea, thus he said, the all-embracing is my self in the inner 

heart.55 

And “That is the actual, it is the self, and that you are.”56 Buber also quotes from Khandogya 

Upanishads VI, 8.7: “It is the True. It is the Self, and thou, O Svetaketu, art it.”57 

Erich Fromm had read all the works mentioned above; they are on the shelves of his 

personal library at the Erich Fromm Institute in Tübingen, Germany. Like Buber, Fromm 

borrows from the Upanishads, but unlike Buber, Fromm never gives credit to this source.  

Fromm’s scholars have been mainly psychoanalysts and sociologists who try to 

understand Fromm’s ideas in terms of regressions or the relationship between the individual and 

the social without having a background in philosophy. Fromm is mainly thought of as a 

psychoanalyst, even by Rainer Funk. Fromm indeed practiced psychoanalysis, and he saw 

patients. However, his doctoral dissertation was in sociology under the supervision of Alfred 

Weber.58 Fromm’s dissertation entitled Jewish Law: A Contribution to the Sociology of the 

Jewish Diaspora at the University of Heidelberg followed Weber’s tradition of philosophy of 

                                                
55 Buber, Martin. I and Thou. p. 132. 
56 Buber, Martin. I and Thou. p. 133. 
57 Buber, Martin. I and Thou. p. 133. 
58 Funk, Rainer, The Jewish Roots of Erich Fromm’s Social Psychology, paper presented at the Trinity College in    
Dublin on December 5, 2002, p. 4. 
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history. Influenced by Weber, Fromm psychoanalyzes current society’s malaise and locates their 

historical evolution.  

However, Fromm’s views cannot be understood unless his concepts are defined in the 

light of their influence. His main influences are considered Marx, Freud, Judaism, Zen 

Buddhism. No one has argued for his influence from Hindu Vedanta philosophy. Fromm himself 

never mentions this indebtedness, neither in his published, nor in his unpublished works. We 

know from Fromm’s personal library that he read Buber’s I and Thou, who mentions Müller’s 

Vedanta Philosophy. Fromm also owned and read this book. His copy is filled with underlining 

throughout and his hand-written notes at the back of the book. Besides Müller’s Vedanta 

Philosophy who quotes from the Upanishads, Fromm owned a 1970 copy of The Upanishads by 

J. Mascaró. In addition to The Upanishads, books obtained from his personal library in 

Switzerland, where he died, there are several books on Hinduism, mostly in English, and all of 

them are dated after his exile to the U.S. The dates of these publication suggest a shift in 

Fromm’s thinking towards Hindu philosophy.59 The earliest one is published in 1938, entitled: 

Indische (Hindu) Astrologie, written by B. V. Raman. Some are published in the 1940s, such as 

The Gospel of Sri Ramakrishna by Swami Nikhilananda which was published in 1942, Hinduism 

and Buddhism by Ananda K. Coomaraswamy’s published in 1943, Essence of Hinduism by 

Swami Nikhilananda published in 1946. A copy of The Bhagavadgita which was published in 

1948. He had several books on Yoga starting in the1950s: Yoga: The Method of Re-Integration 

by Alain Danielou which was published in 1951, Yoga, Immorality and Freedom by Mircea 

                                                
59 The books from his library in Mexico were not recovered and are not included in the Fromm Archives in 
Germany. 
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Eliade which was published in 1954, Tibetan Yoga and Secret Doctrines by W.Y. Evans-Wentz 

which was published in 1958. He seems to have continued his interest in Yoga in the 1970s; he 

owned a copy of The Secret of Yoga Gopi Krishna which was published in 1972. He also had 

several books on Hinduism that were published in the 1960s after he had met Suzuki at a 

conference in Mexico in 1957. For example, Hinduism by Amartya Sen which was published in 

1967, The Philosophy of Life by Swami Krishnananda which was published in 1969, Methods of 

knowledge According to Advaita Vedanta by Swami Satprakashananda which was published in 

1965. Fromm was also interested in relation between Western psychotherapy and Hindu 

philosophy. He owned Western Psychotherapy and Hindu-Sâdhanâ: A Contribution to 

Comparative Studies in Psychology and Metaphysics by Hans Jacobs which was published in 

1961. Fromm was also interested in the freedom of the spirit from the Hindu perspective. He 

owned a copy of Hinduism: Its Meaning for the Liberation of the Spirit by Swami Nikhilananda 

which was published in 1958. 

Even though Fromm was raised in an Orthodox Jewish home, he called this environment 

“the medieval atmosphere”60 when he was in his eighties. He meant this in a positive way 

because he tended to look to traditional texts “to the perfection of man, to the spiritual values.”61 

His Jewish environment was set in Germany where he attended school from childhood until he 

received his PhD from the university of Heidelberg. However, he felt unease at both 

environments, in the Jewish tradition and in German influence he received as a boy.62 He left the 

                                                
60 Funk, Rainer. Erich Fromm: His Life and Ideas. p. 8.  
61 Funk, Rainer. Erich Fromm: His Life and Ideas. p. 6. 
62 k, Rainer. Erich Fromm: His Life and Ideas. p. 10. He said this in the TV interview in 1977 in Baden Baden, from 
Locarno, Switzerland.  
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orthodox Judaism at the age of twenty-six,63 but continued to engage with the Jewish scriptures 

and reinterpreting them in the light of his new way of thinking. He remained a Jew in the sense 

that he used the Bible for authority of his ideas, but he was also a practicing Hindu. He even 

meditated daily.64  

Fromm was very eclectic; besides the religious philosophies of Hinduism and Judaism, 

he engages with the two very dissimilar but both secular Jewish thinkers, namely, Karl Marx and 

Sigmund Freud and builds on their ideas. The problem of alienation and knowing self seems to 

be most important to Fromm, and he finds the solution in oneness of everything, which must 

bring love and compassion, found in the Vedanta philosophy, even though the does not give 

credit to it.   

To know the self as an existent human being it is important to contemplate the problem of 

existence. The problem of existence is a problem of human condition. It is a problem only for 

humans because only humans, among other beings in nature, are aware of their awareness.65 This 

awareness can create separation anxiety, from being apart from nature and from others, because 

human beings are also social beings and are shaped by the society in which they find themselves. 

Thus, man tends to forget his individuation and becomes one with society which creates 

alienation from himself, forgetting his own potentiality of being a free individual. Modern man 

has a problem of his existence and he is not even aware of it. It is not the same as repression, but 

never been aware of it,66 or never having seen the self, or being enlightened. Fromm explains 

that as humans we are aware of our awareness, and everything is in us, but we do not sense it, 

                                                
63 Funk, Rainer, Erich Fromm: His Life and Ideas. p. 8. 
64 Funk, Erich Fromm: His Life and His Ideas. p. 132.  
65 Fromm, Beyond Freud: From Individual to Social Psychoanalysis, p. 75, also, in his Escape from Freedom, p. 24  
66 Fromm, Beyond Freud, From Individual to Social Psychoanalysis. pp. 83-85. 
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that is why when truth or reality is pointed out we know it; we know yet we don’t know.67 Man 

is capable of knowing the truth, and truth will make him free.68 Unconsciously we know 

everything, and yet we don’t.69 Man is both determined by his own society and culture but has 

the potential to be himself. The awareness of the possibility of such freedom frightens the 

modern man because he feels fear of being alienated not merely from society but from himself 

because he is afraid to find his authentic self whom he can love and then share this love with his 

fellow human beings. Thus, he remains anxious and feels guilty because he cannot develop his 

individual potential.70 The worst part is that modern man is not even conscious of this 

conscience. In a 1956 lecture entitled: Psychic Needs and Society, Fromm claims that man has to 

live his own life, but unless he is related to others, especially by love, he will psychologically 

die, which he equates with insanity.71 He explained this in his book, The Sane Society, that man’s 

needs are not just bodily and instinctual, but are “rooted in the very peculiarity of his 

existence.”72 Man is alienated because his existence is alienated from his creative essence.73 

What Fromm is trying to say is that a person’s productive orientation is creative, which keeps 

changing.  

 For Fromm, society has a character and unconsciousness and human’s unconsciousness 

is rooted in this societal unconsciousness. Social character is the “character structure which is 

shared by most members of the same culture in contradiction to the individual character in which 
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people belonging to the same culture differ from each other.”74 What Fromm is saying is that 

even though humans are different from each other, they share characteristics that are common 

among the people of a certain society. In other words, people are born into a character structure 

and they adopt it as their own. For example, a society can be materialist, and a person born in 

such a society tends towards being materialistic and does not even ponder that his culture might 

have affected his character. If an individual is born into a patriarchal culture, he becomes part of 

it and thinks that these views are his own. This is what Sartre calls the facticity.75 For Sartre, a 

person can be free if he chooses to live this life with an attitude that this facticity is his own 

choosing because a person always has a choice of getting out the situation; suicide is always an 

option. For Fromm, however, one can transcend one’s facticity, say of being born in a certain 

culture, by realizing that he is part of the bigger unconsciousness, not that of a society, but of the 

whole of being. By bigger unconsciousness Fromm means the Brahman, as we have noticed 

from his hand-written notes in Vedanta Philosophy. When man realizes that he is Brahman, he 

realizes that he has the potential to create himself and stand outside of this society and can 

challenge it. He creates himself according to his potential and becomes free from the bounds of 

the society’s character. Since society is made of people, by changing himself, he has the power 

to create a different society. He has the power to change capitalist society in which people are 

competing, not just in the economic life, but in personal lives as well, to a society that embraces 

peace, and love for others.  

                                                
74 Fromm, The Sane Society, p. 78. Italics are Fromm’s.  
75 Sartre, Being and Nothingness: An Essay on Phenomenological Ontology, p. 79-80.  



 

 37 

Fromm takes his definition of alienation from Marx and reinterprets it: Man does not 

experience himself as a creating being but transfers his own attributes to his creation.76 What 

Fromm is getting at is that instead of experiencing himself as an agent of change, he becomes 

passive, a thing, rather than acknowledging the reality or truth of the potentiality of becoming, 

the potentiality he possesses because he is a human being, a free human being. In his 

unpublished work titled, Concerning the Philosophy of Existence,77 Fromm explains the relation 

of being and thought. That is, thought (reason) and being (the objective, out-there reality) were 

thought of identical by the Greek philosophers. Fromm, however, does not believe thought and 

being are identical. For Fromm, only an idea of a thing is real.78 Fromm laments that Greek 

thinking ends when Stoics claim that man cannot be free unless he is isolated from society. For 

Fromm, only in relatedness and loving others one can realize himself.79 Fromm explains that the 

stoic individualist philosophy ends Greek philosophical ethics that used one’s reason in deciding 

how to live. What Fromm seems to be saying is that if an individual think of himself apart from 

the society, as the stoics did, he cannot be ethical. Fromm seems to ignore the fact that stoics did 

not keep themselves apart from the society nor from the politics as the Epicureans did. Stoics 

were even willing to kill themselves if their lives were no longer benefitting the society, as in the 

case of Seneca, who killed himself at the order of Nero. Stoics were concerned about keeping a 

calm attitude to keep their souls tranquil, but they deemed themselves as part of the whole, from 

which everything originated.  
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For Fromm, “thought separates itself from ethical concerns and becomes scientific 

thought after the Middle Ages.”80 He is alluding to Aristotle’s view that man must use his reason 

for the benefit of the society, which bring happiness for all.81 Thought becomes scientific thought 

instead of concerning itself with Ethics. Humans started to objectify things and even people as 

things, to study and categorize them. This undermines the dignity of things and people. To use 

one’s capacity to think only for dominion over others is unethical. It would be unethical if 

everything is divine, that is, have its own right to exit as it wants. For instance, a tree has a right 

to exist without being torn down for research, or a monkey has a right to exist without being 

experimented upon.  

Likewise, labeling people and putting them in categories takes away man’s dignity. That 

is why when Fromm calls the society narcissistic, he proposes that individuals can transcend this 

societal character. Fromm seems to distinguish intellectualization and experiencing. In scientific 

thought, everything becomes an object, a thing, to be used. When one starts to understand 

everything using his mind he cannot understand, which is intellectualization. What Fromm is 

getting at is that one can experience another person emotionally, physically, and intuitively 

rather than intellectually. For example, in Western culture, a couple tries to know one other by 

talking to each other, sometimes for years before deciding whether to love and marry. In the 

Indian culture couples fall in love instantly, with a first sight, and never leave each other, no 

matter what. They know, by intuition, that they are to be with each other, soul mates, not 

metaphorically, but literally. For Hindus, people marry a person not only in one birth but seven 
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births. We can see this in Kalidasa’s story Shakuntala and the Ring of Recollection, when 

Shakutala and King Duyanta fall in love at first sight.82 In Hindu culture, people marry for seven 

lives, not just one, so they recognize this person and fall in love at first site. They just know, not 

intellectually, but in their experience. Likewise, Fromm advocated against thinking about 

something with the patient and instead helping the patient experience the truth about his past that 

is also true in the present. That is, to become aware or conscious of dissociated material, 

experience in his body. One experiences physical symptoms with psychological disorders, 

likewise, paying attention to the body and to the breathing helps a person to come back to present 

and helps cure ailments such as Post Traumatic Stress Disorder.  

Fromm defines the problem of existence, and the nature of man, and suggests that his 

defining characteristics are not just reason, but his emotions: “the problem of man’s existence is 

that he has fallen out of nature, yet still in it. He is partly divine, and partly animal; partly 

infinite, partly finite. The necessity to find ever-new solutions for the contradictions in his 

existence, to find ever-higher forms of unity with nature, his fellowmen and himself, is the source 

of all psychic forces which motivates man, of all his passions, affects and anxieties.”83 This 

passage is seminal in Fromm and it needs explanation because it will help to understand 

Fromm’s other ideas such what it means to be free. In Müller’s Vedanta Philosophy found in 

Fromm’s personal library, Fromm has underlined most of the passages in this book. Some 

passages he has underlined multiple times. In some of these passages Müller explains that, 
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In the Upanishads gods are put aside to make room for the One Supreme Being, called 

Brahman. The same Upanishads explains the relation between that Brahman and the soul 

of man. The soul of man was called Atman, literally the self, also Jivatman the living 

self; and after the substantial unity of the living or individual self with Supreme Being or 

Brahman has been discovered that Brahman was called the Highest Self or Parama-

atman.84 

In another passage Müller write, 

The sages of the Upanishads discovered at last true relation between what we call Divine 

or the Infinite, as seen objectively in nature, and the Divine or the Infinite as perceived 

subjectively in the soul of man.85 

And, 

The Brahman is both the material and the efficient cause of the world, that the world is 

made not only by God, but also of God.86 

In the light of these passages which were read by Fromm, one can understand what Fromm 

meant by the problem of existence. Man has fallen out of nature, yet he is still in it. That is, man 

is part of nature because everything is Brahman, the material world, which includes man’s body, 

and man’s Atman (soul). Man has fallen out of nature because Man has been born, he is aware of 

his awareness and he can move himself. But he is not free from his body, and has passions and 

desires and instincts, yet because of his awareness of his soul as independent, he has higher 

desires of love and relatedness, to become one with other men and nature. Man must achieve 
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“the productive orientation” that is “the active and creative relatedness of man to his fellow man, 

to himself and to nature.”87 In the capitalist society man develops marketing orientation and 

develops anxieties because his psychic needs of love are not met. He associates with others in 

non-productive orientation. People blindly follow the masses  instead of acting according to 

one’s abilities. Fromm calls this attitude towards the self a market personality.88 An individual 

doesn’t know who he or she really is. The marketing personality is free from individualities and 

peculiarities.89 This attitude then dominates all domains of a person’s life and alienates a person 

not just from himself but from others as well. 

Fromm suggests that man should not be narcissistic and think of himself as rational and 

look down on other humans as irrational beings, and not think of himself a competitive 

individual being, but he must form conscience, objectivity, and brotherly love.90 This will 

resolve the contradictions in man because he will be one with nature again, this time, with full 

awareness and realization that he is part of nature, as Brahman. However, after man’s awareness, 

man is not passively part of nature, but actively, as a creator of himself and his environment all 

the while realizing he is still part of everything, but since he is actively realizing it, he can be an 

ethical person loving all being instead of using everything for his own benefit. However, he must 

not sacrifice himself because he is also part of the Brahman and must love himself as well. This 

objectivity is an awareness of oneself. Brahman is an idea, but this reality is also real in the 

world. Just as gods are also real as the Lord Isvara, even though they are only in the mind of the 

Brahman, they are the lower Brahmans. Müller does an excellent work explaining this in his 
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work Vedanta Philosophy. He explains, that “the Brahman may be worshipped as Isvara or Lord, 

as a conditional personal God, and yet be known as in his substance high above all conditions 

and limits inherent in personality.”91 If only ideas are real, one can ask, what does Fromm mean 

by this objectivity? We can understand this if we turn to a passage in Müller, which Fromm 

underlined twice, for emphasis, in Müller’s book. Müller explains: 

For physical purposes a dream is just as good as real life, the only difference is in 

vividness and coherence. As long as we live we dream, and our dream is real as long as 

we dream. But when we die, or rather when we awake, and our eyes are opened by 

knowledge, a new world, a new reality rises before us. This does not mean that the 

phenomenal is altogether noting, no, it is always the effect of which Brahman, the source 

of all reality, is the cause, as according to the Vedanta, there cannot be any substantial 

difference between cause and effect, the phenomenal world is substantially as real as 

Brahman, nay is, in its ultimate reality, Brahman itself.92  

When Fromm talks about brotherly love in the context of Western societies, he is inclusive of all 

classes and races who should love each other. Fromm uses the word brother in the Biblical sense 

which includes all humanity. Fromm is mindful of including everyone because as a Jew himself 

he has seen discrimination and the resulting Holocaust. However, it is interesting that does not 

give credit to the Indians for the ideas he clearly borrows from them.  

Fromm’s Theory of Love and its Importance for Human Existence 
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Fromm explains that to avoid the feeling of alienation after becoming apart from nature, 

man conforms himself to the rules of the world, groups, another person, institution, or God. 

However, it is only one passion that can unite man to the world while preserving his 

individuality, and this passion is love. He defines love in these words, “Love is union with 

somebody, or something, outside oneself, under the condition of retaining the separateness and 

integrity of one’s own self.”93 It is important to retain the integrity and love of oneself because 

one’s own self is the temporal atman, but “the temporal self is the same as the Self of the 

Lord.”94 However, “the subjective soul, the witness or knower, or the Self, can never be known 

as objective, but can only be itself, and thus be conscious of itself.”95 So, in love man must retain 

each other’s integrity, instead of becoming obedient or dominant in non-productive way. Fromm 

is not talking about merely erotic love, though it is that too. He was married three times, but he 

was fully committed to each one of them.96 Fromm explains that love is the experience of 

sharing the inner being with the other. It allows one to transcend one’s own individualized 

existence, while having the experience of active act of loving.  

In reflecting the importance of love in Fromm, one cannot ignore his views on 

matriarchal and patriarchal social characters. Rainer Funk writes in the introduction of Fromm’s 

book, Love, Sexuality, and Matriarchy: About Gender, that “it is impossible to overestimate the 

importance Bachofen’s work Mother Right had for the development of Fromm’s thought.”97 
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When Fromm distinguishes the characteristics of the sexes, he is not suggesting that man and 

women are different in their character traits. He regards them both as human beings who might 

develop certain characteristics because societies expect certain behavior from each sex which can 

become the being of men and women. However, this being, or essence is fluid, and can be 

changed, if one becomes aware or enlightened of the influence of society and the individual 

human potential to change themselves and change the society with them. What he is suggesting 

is that both men and women should develop these characteristics to be complete and perfect 

human beings. In other words, there are certain characteristics that are maternal and certain 

characteristics that are assumed paternal because society attributes them to each sex. It is not the 

case that mothers and fathers necessarily have different characteristics, rather it is our cultural 

association of each sex to have different characteristics.  

Fromm in his essay The Male Creation compares biblical and Babylonian creation myths. 

He explores the connection between sex and character, and in his 1943 essay titled Sex and 

Character he acknowledges that biological differences between men and women lead to certain 

characterological differences.98 Fromm claims that there is a need of a motherly character in our 

society.99 He further suggests that characterological differences between men can also be the 

result of social factors, which in Fromm’s words are “much stronger in their effect and can either 

increase, eliminate, or reverse biologically rooted differences.”100  

In 1949 Fromm delivered a lecture titled Man-Woman, which was published in 1951.101 

In this essay Fromm solidifies his view, unlike in the essay Sex and Character, in which he 
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emphasized that differences in man and woman are not due to a difference in biological sex, but 

because the different characteristics are human traits that are the result of a social character. What 

he means is that society has a social character which is adopted by its members. For example, 

there are patriarchal and matriarchal cultures and each culture expects different genders to act in 

the ways expected by the society. This is where Fromm takes the issue that people don’t have to 

follow the culture blindly without pausing to think for themselves. He insists that people should 

not merely use reason, but by they should use their feelings and experiencing for themselves 

what they need to be. Fromm critiques the twentieth-century Western culture, which was his time 

and era. He describes the social character of his time in which people do not look to their 

intrinsic individuality but are ruled by the market, and by the role they are supposed to assume. 

Fromm describes the connection between sex and character in opposite terms as Freud, “in my 

view, sexual behavior is not the cause but the effect of a person’s character structures.”102 What 

Fromm is saying that in cultures that are ruled by the patriarchal principal there is a fascination 

with force as a nation. While in matriarchal cultures’ love of life can be a dominant social 

character if it was not in myth only.  

In his analysis of the twentieth century culture of force in the post WWII and Holocaust 

and the threat of annihilation of the world by an atom bomb, Fromm wanted to bring the message 

of love. He does a philosophical analysis of love and its importance in the twentieth century. In 

his exploration of love, he was greatly impressed by a nineteenth century law professor Johann 

Jacob Bachofen and his theory of the mother right. What Bachofen meant by mother right is that 

motherhood is the source of society’s morals and religion. Bachofen uses the term matriarchal 
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religion to explain the religions that are governed by the goddesses. in his autobiographical 

unpublished notes, Fromm said about Bachofen, “Bachofen’s discovery gave me a key not only 

for understanding history, not only for understanding so many things in our patriarchal society in 

which love is made dependent on performance, but also for understanding what I have come to 

see more and more as the central problem in individual human development: What meaning—in 

women as well as in men—does our longing for a mother have? What constitutes the bond to the 

mother?”103 

Unlike Freud, Fromm is interested in the importance of one’s relationship to mother and 

a mother’s influence on a child and society. Freud’s Oedipal complex is about being like the 

father in “sexual rivalry.”104 The mention of mother in the Oedipus complex is only as an object, 

for the male desire. There is nothing in the mother, in Freud, that needs to be developed in all 

humans (male and females). Freud argues for the existence of death drive, and its fusion with sex 

drive, that moves man’s actions, and argues that man had created God because they need the 

powerful and loving father figure. Fromm suggests that Freud was patriarchal and insists on the 

need for the development of higher mother within us. He distinguishes the matriarchal and 

patriarchal structures in man. When Fromm talks about these structures, he does not mean real 

historical father or mother which could have existed, but abstract or ideal types.105 The ideal man 

must have good aspects of both. Fromm refers to Bachofen and explains that,  

Bachofen saw both the negative and the positive aspects of the attachment to the mother 

figure. The positive aspect is a sense of affirmation of life, freedom, and equality which 
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pervades the matriarchal structure. Because men are children of nature, and children of 

mothers, they are all equal, have the same right and claims, and the only value that counts 

is that of life.106 

The positive aspects of the matriarchal figure are the sense of affirmation of life, 

freedom, and equality. The negative aspects of the matriarchal structure are being bound to 

nature, and to blood and soil, which keeps man from developing individuality and his reason.107  

Fromm judges the matriarchal theory to be profound in the history of philosophy. Fromm 

suggests that if motherly world is pre-rational, it is also the realm of freedom and equality, while 

patriarchal world although rational, it is hierarchical. His philosophy can be posited in a form of 

dialectical evolutionary history, matriarchy, patriarchy, and then matriarchy-patriarchy principle 

will rule. Man must return to equality, but also include love.108 In this new society both men and 

women can have both positive matriarchal and patriarchal principles.  

If we think of Bachofen’s influence on Fromm, it is important to understand what 

Bachofen says about the mother right. His mention of the myth of an Indian queen Candace and 

his interpretation is telling. Bachofen borrows a story from an eleventh century Persian writer 

Abolqasem Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh of an Egyptian queen Qaydafeh.109 In Ferdowsi, Qaydafeh is 

exalted as a virtuous queen who is forgiving and kind, yet she defends her kingdom. When she 

discovers that Alexander the Great is planning an attack on her kingdom, she asks for his portrait 

to be made so that she can recognize him if she confronts him. When Alexander pretends to be a 

servant and enters her kingdom, she recognizes him leaving Alexander in a shock and worried 
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for his life. Qaydafeh, however, keeps his secret and sends him off with an admonition that he 

should not attack a wise queen as her or else he will regret it. Bachofen, changes the story and 

makes Qaydafeh an Indian widow Candance. The word widow implies that she did not choose to 

be independent, but her husband died and was left in that situation of ruling. Then he claims that 

when Candace recognizes Alexander she keeps the secret and admires him as a “supreme model 

of bravery. She desires him for a son and gives him her crown and all the insignia of kingship, 

and the hero, escorted by Candace’s satraps, starts on his journey homeward.”110 Bachofen then 

acknowledges that this story “no doubt originated in Egypt” but gives no explanation why he 

creates Candace as an Indian queen. What is shocking is the interpretation Bachofen provides,  

It embodies the conflict between the higher masculine and the lower feminine principle. 

In the Orient the two principles meet. Candace is the representation of the mother right, 

as recognized particularly in Egypt and Ethiopia; Alexander embodies the higher 

standpoint, to which mother right is subordinated.111 

With this story and interpretation, one can see that Bachofen has negative view of 

women, and Fromm follows suit in that he does not think men and women are equal, but they 

both have qualities that both men and women should acquire. Bachofen who explains the ideal 

type of mother, “Raising her young, the woman learns earlier than the man to extend her loving 

care beyond the limits of the ego to another creature. Woman at this stage is the repository of all 

culture, of a benevolence, of all devotion, of all concern for the living and grief for the dead.”112 

Fromm suggests that love, care, and responsibility for others are the creations of the mother. In 
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Fromm’s dialectical, universal humanism develops from motherly love, since it is by following 

the mother one can learn to love unconditionally and equally. As Bachofen suggested, “the idea 

of motherhood produces a sense of universal fraternity among all men, which dies with the 

development of paternity.”113 Fromm builds on it and claims that mother-centered cultures will 

be based on freedom and equality, of happiness and the unconditional affirmation of life.114  

Fromm’s idea of a principle that has both matriarchy and patriarchy is not that if only 

patriarchal cultures should mix matriarchal principles and a universal humanism would be 

achieved. Rather, the good and the bad in each can be sorted out and the good from each can be 

taken and combined to create a new humanistic principle for all humanity, not just for particular 

cultures. Fromm believed in universal morality.115 Fromm expounds the negative aspects of 

matriarchism, its bondage to blood and soil, lack of rationality, and progress; and suggests that 

these lacks should be replaced with the positive aspects of patriarchism, such as reason, law, 

science, civilization, and spiritual development. While the negative aspects of patriarchy such as 

hierarchy, oppression, inequality, and inhumanity should be eliminated and matriarchal positive 

aspects to should be added to matriarchal-patriarchal principle. These positive traits of 

matriarchy are equality and unconditional love.116 For Fromm, equality of men and women does 

not mean that women become like bourgeoisie men,117 but both men and women’s souls or their 

essence become loving. Bachofen applied his theory to individuals, but Fromm applies his theory 

to the society and its institutions.  
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Fromm explains that Bachofen sees religion as a specific trait of matriarchy. “Worship of 

the dead is inseparable from respect for one’s ancestors, and the latter is inseparable from love of 

tradition and a past oriented outlook.”118 To understand what Bachofen is saying one needs to 

study one of the cultures that worship Goddesses such as India. For instance, untouchables are 

untouchables not because of who they are as individuals, but as part of a whole they are 

connected to their ancestors. It is who they are because of their blood, which comes from the 

mother, and they cannot transcend who they are. Fromm explains that in Bachofen’s conception 

of the matriarchal psychic structure and the chthonic religion related to it is a feature of 

matriarchal society toward nature and toward material things as opposed to intellectual and 

spiritual realities, which are the feature of patriarchal societies, which can break the bonds to 

soil.119 To understand this view of Fromm’s one needs to understand the Western thinking about 

mother’s and father’s contribution to the child, starting from Aristotle. Aristotle had argued that 

women merely provides catamenia matter to the baby, and the father is more important for the 

being of a child because father provides the form, the soul, or the spiritual substance.120 The 

essence of the child. Therefore, Western religion emphasizes father figure as a God. There is one 

God, to emphasize the authority, as opposed to Indian religions of Goddesses in which there is 

no one Goddess who is the supreme Goddess. Furthermore, Bachofen ignores the fact that 

cultures that have Goddesses also have Gods, and their supreme deity is sexless, the notion of 

Brahman, which is beyond being.121  
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 Fromm, however, appreciates Bachofen’s distinction of men and women having distinct 

characteristics as opposed to the idea of the equality of men and women in attributing bourgeois 

man’s qualities to women. In explaining the connection of mother and nature, Fromm does not 

think of women to be inferior as Aristotle does. He advocates that the positive character traits of 

both man and woman needs to be developed, what I call, matriarchal-patriarchal principle. He 

explains that, “two traits characterize the relationship of matriarchal society to nature: passive 

surrender to nature; and recognition of natural and biological values as opposed to the 

intellectual ones.”122 These would fall into the negative aspects of matriarchism. The matriarchal 

trait that of attachment to nature is a negative trait for Fromm. Man must separate from nature to 

be human, that is, man must not be passive, as if he is a thing. Since this detachment can produce 

alienation and separation from something bigger than oneself; man can eliminate this alienation 

by attaching to other humans, not by blindly following social rules, but by loving people 

unconditionally, which for Fromm includes loving oneself.123 Loving all including oneself is 

important for human flourishing because it is the only way to transcend oneself into the larger, 

the Brahman.  

Loving oneself is important because one’s own self is also a human being. One can 

transcend oneself in loving oneself because loving oneself means developing in oneself the 

human qualities of caring for others. Loving is a mystical experience of union. “In the act of 

loving, I am one with all, and yet I am myself, a unique, separate, limited, mortal human being. 
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Indeed, out of the very polarity between separateness and union, love is born and reborn.”124 And 

if one follows this logically, the union of two different set of characteristics of men and women, 

the matriarchal-patriarchal principle will be love itself. If love becomes humanity’s defining 

characteristic, humanity becomes a unity, loves itself, a selfless love that is inclusive and 

respectful of the diversity within itself. Thus, oneself becomes love, which is giving and caring. 

Matriarchal theory and matriarchal culture support the idea of loving oneself because it promotes 

the socialist agenda of loving all, just as the mother loves her children equally. Since matriarchal 

principle is earthly and patriarchal principle is spiritual,125 the earthly material happiness plays a 

role in a matriarchal society. Man is not waiting to find happiness in the afterlife, but cares about 

the here and now. It proposes social happiness and sits well with the socialists. If the basic need 

of sexuality is satisfied, man can then intensely turn to demand the satisfaction and happiness for 

other parts in life, such as material equality.  

Matriarchal theory separates itself from the bourgeois agenda, including the idea that 

there is no difference in sexes. Fromm embraces the idea of sexual difference between men and 

women not only to emphasize different potentialities, but to use them as societal structural 

theories. It is the matriarchal theory that can throw a light on the patriarchal structures that are 

deemed human nature but are patricentric principles.126 Fromm suggests that Matriarchal theory 

underlines the relativity of human relations as opposed to absolute truths about human relations 

provided by societies governed by patriarchal principles. He insists that the idea of monogamous 

marriage was a social structure created to restrict human sexuality. It is not natural, but only 
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deemed natural by humans so that they will not feel ashamed that their natural state is not to be 

monogamous. If matriarchy is natural, then it allows for humans to be natural and not have to 

live in monogamous relationships.127 Fromm seem to be advocating open relationships, he 

himself had many extra-marital affairs. He is highlighting the naturalness in matriarchal theory 

versus politically constructed social structures that are created to restrict humans. In the world of 

phenomena, the distinctions of matriarchy and patriarchy exist, but in the higher realm of the 

Brahman there is no distinction. Since the phenomenal world of lower Brahman is the shadow of 

the higher Brahman, both sexes in the realm of the phenomena can represent the best 

characteristic in each gender. In other words, the positive aspects of the matriarchy can be 

incorporated in the patriarchal social structures. This can be done by everyone adopting the 

positive characteristics of each gender. So, a man must express his emotions too instead of 

hiding them, and a woman can be bold in expressing her intelligence instead of being apologetic 

of being an intellectual too.  Fromm wants to collapse this distinction. 

What Fromm is arguing, interestingly, is that without the sexual freedom and satisfaction, 

humans cannot completely develop intellectually, and all of man’s potentialities are 

suppressed.128 Man’s optimum development of his psychic and intellectual independence is 

dependent on the absence of sexual restraint.129 It is the patriarchal society that restricts sexuality 

to keep the social order. The sexuality restricted through the means of making people feel guilty 

by declaring it sinful. It is the guilt feelings that are extremely important to control the social 

order in other areas of social structure as well. If people suffer, the sufferings can be blamed on 
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their sexual feelings or desires as just punishment and social organizations remain intact and not 

blamed. This kind of emotional abuse keeps people from developing their intellectual capacities 

and become emotionally attached to the social morality. What Fromm is emphasizing is that it is 

the sexual desires that are the social productive forces,130 and are socially conditioned for the 

purposes of keeping the masses in their place without complaining. Sexual satisfaction helps in 

the development of individual creative potential and thus creates a happy society. Fromm makes 

these connections to matriarchal principle to form a happy society.   

Fromm calls love as one way to express “the productive orientation: the active and 

creative relatedness of man to his fellow man, to himself and to nature.”131 Fromm provides three 

ways to express the productive orientation: in the realm of thought, by understanding world 

through reason. In the realm of action, in productive work such as art and craftsmanship. In the 

realm of feeling, the productive orientation is expressed in love, by experiencing the union with 

another person, with all men, and even with nature, while at the same time keeping one’s sense 

of independence. Love in this sense is never restricted to one person. What he means is that love 

of one person should not alienate the lover from other human beings. Beloved should not restrict 

the lover, and lover should not restrict himself to loving only the beloved. Again, he is 

advocating open relationships like Sartre, and that love should include all in the sense of caring 

about your neighbor. But it is unlike the Christian self-sacrificing love. It includes self-love, but 

it is the opposite of selfishness. Selfishness is the lack of concern for oneself because it includes 
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the negative trait of greediness. “In the experience of love lies the only answer to being human, 

lies sanity.”132  

Fromm also gives us a new insight into self-love. His article Selfishness and Self-Love 

which appeared in journal of psychiatry in 1939 was his most important essay. Here he develops 

a theory of self in which, unlike Freud, he maintains that one’s relatedness to oneself always 

corresponds to one’s relatedness to others. Emphasizing the need for a positive relatedness to 

oneself, namely self-love. Fromm explains that Freud assumes that man is primarily self-

sufficient and only secondarily in need of others only to satisfy is instinctual needs.133 Freud is 

referring to sexual drive. Fromm, however, believes that “man is primarily a social being, and 

that individual psychology is fundamentally social psychology or, in Sullivan’s terms, the 

psychology of interpersonal relationships.”134 Fromm often composed sentences that adopt an 

individualistic perspective, consistent with the existentialists such as Sartre. Fromm suggests that 

“positive freedom...is identical with the full realization of the individual’s potentialities, together 

with his ability to live actively and spontaneously.”135 Because he theorized dialectically, he also 

expressed opposing views in other sentences, namely, the need to develop individual self and the 

need to develop social relationships. The paradoxes of Fromm’s dialectic instantiate the 

coincidentia oppositorum of mystical thinking, that is, individual self is simultaneously a social 

self. Fromm calls selfishness or self-love (not the love of self) greediness.136 Being greedy for 

food, affection, possessions, fame, or comfort. Love of self is the loving, friendly, and 
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affirmative attitude towards oneself. When a person can love himself, he can love others as well, 

that “love is something indivisible.”137 This idea of love being indivisible will make more sense 

if we examine Fromm’s Hindu background. According to Vedanta philosophy from the books 

that Fromm was reading, everything is part of the Brahman. Even though humans are part of the 

Brahman, they are also individuals in the realm of the phenomena as lower Brahmans. According 

the Vedanta Philosophy that Fromm was reading, “the true nature of Brahman is the eternal 

reality of the world.”138 One’s own self, or atman, is part of the Brahman,139 “‘the Self,’ is 

smaller than small, greater than great, is hidden in the heart of the creature.”140 and loving 

Brahman would mean loving everything, including oneself. Since Brahman is indivisible, love is 

indivisible.  

To understand this mystical union of the individual self and the social self, in Fromm, it 

is important to see the connection of human nature and its roots in the society. There is a 

misunderstanding about Hinduism that if one realizes oneself as Brahman there is no self that 

remains to be loved. There is a temporal self,141 the individual self, that if one realizes that he is 

part of Brahman he loves everyone including oneself. This is what freedom is,142 but the soul can 

only be completely free and becomes one with the light of the Brahman after death.143 For man’s 

separation from nature as a thinking being is not just his separation from the plant souls, and 

animal souls, but as society developed, man separation from other beings. Since man has been 
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part of the whole, of his groups, his nature is the social nature. Which implies that human nature, 

of his being ethical, lies in man’s nature. In other words, man is naturally ethical in his 

relationship to others, which implies that selfishness is learned behavior. Fromm took up the 

problem of wholesome ideals in his second English book.144 Having rejected the ethical 

relativism,145 Fromm asserted that “the sources of norms for ethical conduct are to be found in 

man’s nature itself... moral norms are based upon man’s inherent qualities, and...their violation 

results in mental and emotional disintegration.”146 That is, for Fromm man’s nature is inherently 

good, man is satisfied in being ethical towards others, and if this need of being ethical is not met 

it upsets him, and if being unethical is the norm in society, which it is in current capitalist 

societies, man stays insane, but his mind becomes healthy if he can actualize his potentiality of 

being good to others.  

For Fromm,147 what was important was not the structure of the psyche, but the criterion 

by which “the normal, mature, healthy personality”148determines good and evil. Echoing both 

Freud’s “Lieben und Arbeiten” and Marx’s concern with productivity, Fromm proposed the 

concept of a “productive character.”149 The “productive orientation” of personality refers to a 

fundamental attitude, a mode of relatedness in all realms of human experience. A person 

experiences himself as the embodiment of his powers and as the actor, he feels himself one with 

his powers and while they are not masked and alienated from him.150 Several conditions must be 
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met for productiveness to be possible. The individual must enjoy freedom to act, must be guided 

by reason, and must know the powers that are available for use.151  

Fromm’s interpretation of Jewish theology in the light of the Vedanta philosophy to 

develop his Theory of Love 

Applying the criterion of productivity to love, Fromm conceptualized love as an action 

rather than an experience. He asserted its essential unity whether devoted to a child, a fellow 

human being, or a sexual partner.152 In all cases, love is a type of union. What influenced Fromm 

the most was his being brought up in an orthodox Jewish family, even though he later left 

Orthodox Judaism, he always referred to the Bible as his authority even when he reinterprets the 

biblical concepts in the light of Hindu idea of the Brahman. Fromm’s interprets the biblical 

passages such as Leviticus 19:18, “Love your neighbor as yourself” as a divinely command of 

loving the other human being in the concrete act of giving.  

The idea expressed in the Biblical “love thy neighbor as thyself” implies that respect for 

one’s own integrity and uniqueness, love for and understanding of one’s own self, cannot be 

separated from respect for and love and understanding of another individual. For Fromm, love of 

others and love of oneself are not alternatives.153 He suggests this because it is a Hindu idea that 

one’s atman is divine.154 Fromm then assumes the truth in this idea and claims that only when 

this need of self-love is thwarted, selfishness and narcissism arise as forms of compensation for 

the lack of self-love. He emphasizes the importance of self-love because self is part of the 

Brahman. The self is part of the Brahman in a sense that everything comes from the Brahman. 
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The self, that is the atman is the lower Brahman, the shadow, but it is still real, in the world of 

the phenomena. Fromm insists that when society demands self-sacrifice, instead of loving 

oneself as a subject which transcends oneself in loving others, one develops pathologies such as 

narcissism, self-hate and guilt because the need of self-love is not met in a healthy way. He finds 

that the same logic connecting love of self and love of others applies to hate and speaks of both a 

reactive and character-conditioned hate. Fromm idea of self-love is important for his view of 

alienation in a capitalistic society. When one loves the self, one cares about the human ethics and 

would not be selfish in his dealing in the market but be ethical and not lure customers from 

another seller. There were laws against such an unethical behavior in Germany, France and 

England in eighteenth century. There was also the principle that society and economy existed for 

man, not man for them.155 If one starts loving oneself in this way, which includes loving others, 

he will not be selfish.  

In his 1966 book, You Shall Be as Gods: The Radical Interpretation of the Old Testament 

and its Tradition, Fromm’s logic goes like this: If loving means uniting with the object of love, 

loving God also means becoming one with the divine. Then loving god means loving oneself as 

both god and self are one, and if loving self includes loving others, as in love thy neighbor as 

yourself, then loving God means loving others including oneself. One can clearly see that this is 

Hindu thinking because all is divine. However, Fromm traces the history of the word man in the 

human history since Adam and Eve, which can mean that since all humans originate from one 

source, they are one race, and the I can reflect itself in the history of Adam. Fromm is of course 

not concerned about the doctrine of “original sin” of Augustine, in fact Fromm thinks that even 
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in his disobedience man becomes free, which is a good beginning. This is also a Hindu idea 

because everything including both good evil “burst forth the Brahman.”156 Man needs to not stop 

there and must become free in developing his self in the image and likeness of God,157 that is, 

self-respecting, but also loving.   

Fromm explicitly says this in one of his unpublished works that I discovered in the 

Fromm archive tiled Beyond Egotistical Religion. It is a copy of the lecture that he gave at the 

First Unitary Church in Philadelphia around 1957. In this lecture, he explains that the idea of 

monotheism suggests man must not worship anything or anyone because doing so will limit his 

possibilities of freedom.158 That is, man is divine, and he should not limit himself by thinking of 

himself lower than anything or anyone. This is clearly not an orthodox Jewish idea of 

monotheism because monotheism does not mean everything emanated from the One God, and 

everything is God. Orthodox Jewish idea of monotheism is that man should not worship anyone 

or anything, other than the creator God, who also has a name, YWWH. In this lecture, he defines 

monotheism as the principle of one-ness that is behind all the laws of the visible phenomena, that 

there is a unity of everything.159 This, of course, is a not an orthodox Jewish view but a Hindu 

view of the one God or reality that is a principle. Fromm further explains that this knowledge 

comes from reason and feeling and not by a revelation from God. He explains that this principle 

of one-ness means “the experience of solidarity between all human beings—or if we follow 

Buddhist thinking, between all that is alive. The principle of one-ness means that we are all 
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one.”160 He mentions Judaism and Buddhism to express a Hindu idea without giving credit to it. 

But his acknowledgment of Buddhism, which is born out of Hinduism, proves the basis of his 

thinking is borrowed from Hinduism. There is a major difference between Hinduism and 

Buddhism in that in Hinduism there is Atman and the Brahman, and the eternity of self. In 

Buddhism, there is no concept of the self that needs to be realized or to be awakened because 

everything is absolute unity. Even though Fromm never explicitly mentions a concept of self 

which is divine, it is important to see the influence of Hinduism on Fromm to understand his 

view of self.  

In fact, the only way Fromm’s thought makes sense is if we examine Fromm’s 

reinterpretation of Judaism in the light of his influence of Hinduism. His thought is Jewish in a 

sense that he uses biblical terms and concepts to express his Hindu thinking because he is not 

willing to acknowledge himself as a Hindu. Fromm thought of himself essentially Jewish 

because he was bought into the prevalent idea of his time that one’s physical characteristics 

makes one who is he or she is. In one of his untitled unpublished notes from 1957, Fromm says 

that he is obviously Jewish because he as a Jewish nose.161 Furthermore, his great maternal 

uncle, Nehemia Anton Nobel, was a Talmud scholar, a mystic, and a Kantian Enlightenment 

philosopher.162 Even when he went to college in Heidelberg his main interest was Talmud 

besides the discipline of sociology. He studied for five years under a Chabad Chasidic scholar, 

Salman Baruch Rabinkov.163 Rabinkov was also interested in sociology and was in contact with 
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Alfred Weber, who directed Fromm’s doctoral dissertation.164  Rabinkov was quite radical in his 

interpretation of Judaism, just as Fromm was. Fromm’s dissertation was also influenced by this 

form of Judaism. Fromm acknowledges the influence of Rabinkov in his life and works: 

Rabinkov influenced my life perhaps more than any other single person, and his ideas 

have remained alive in me, although expressed in different forms and concepts... Perhaps 

Rabinkov's attitude to life could be described as that of 'radical humanism'. It was 

characteristic of his teaching approach that he both sought for and found this radical 

humanistic stance anchored in the Jewish tradition, whether in the prophets, the Talmud, 

Maimonides, or in a Hasidic tale...[He] interpreted Judaism as a system attaching a high 

value to equality, justice, and the dignity of the individual.165 

I argue, that his interest in sociology is also influenced by Rabinkov and the emphasis of 

loving God and loving one’s neighbor (society). It seems that Fromm’s main emphasis in his 

oeuvre is love, that is, loving self (developing one’s potentialities) and loving others (in 

developing loving relationships) to overcome one’s own alienation. In fact, his whole life was 

influenced by the notion of humanism (loving self and others, as one). Fromm also acted 

according to his values. He was a democratic socialist who wanted to be a voice for the equality 

of all. Fromm was also co-founder of American peace movement called SANE to bring peace 

among all the humanity. 

Fromm’s dissertation was about Jewish law’s influence on the communities of Jewish 

diaspora both on Reform Judaism and on Hasidism. Fromm saw the Jewish law as the “social 
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cement” in the saturation of Jewish bodies among the alienated communities of Europe that 

made them one.166 Likewise, Fromm thought of himself an alienated one in the capitalist 

societies and he attributes his outlook on life to his great grandfather, Seligman Baer Bamberger 

(1807-1878). Bamberger was a leader of Orthodox Judaism in Germany and his ruling passion 

was to study and teach Torah.167 In an interview H.J. Schultz, Fromm relates this story about 

him: 

One day he was offered a chance to earn more money if he would do a little traveling. He 

had a lot of children, and that didn't make his lot any easier. His wife said to him: ‘maybe 

you should think about taking this opportunity. You'd be gone only three days a month, and 

we'd have a little more money.’ And he said: ‘Do you think I should do that and lose more 

than three days of study a month?’ She replied: ‘For God's sake, of course not!’ And that was 

the end of that. So, my great-grandfather sat in his shop and studied the Talmud. Whenever a 

customer came in, he would look up and snap at him: ‘Isn't there some other shop you can go 

to?’ That was the world that was real to me. I found the modern world strange.168 

Because of his Jewish upbringing, he was able to see the world as an outsider and was able 

to critique it. Moreover, he could not say that he was part of the insane Western society who 

needed to be changed along with the rest of the society. He knew all too well by living in the 

Jewish communities how a sane society would like in which people love each other, and care 

about law more than caring about money.  
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In an interview with Gerard Khoury, he gave shortly before he died, he acknowledges that 

since he was a child, 

I found it very strange that people devote their life to making money, and I was very 

embarrassed when a man had to admit in my presence that he was a business man, in other 

words, that he spent his whole time making money... While I went to a German school, took 

part in German culture as every other boy or student did who lived in Germany, nevertheless 

I was-not a complete-stranger but I was a stranger very definitely so and I never regretted 

that.169  

       Fromm practiced what he preached in terms of not making money as the goal of life. That is, 

making money to using this money to make more money, and to make that one’s goal of life. In 

this sense, he lived in the German culture, but was not of that culture. Although he was alien to 

it, he was not alienated from himself, nor from other people. This is reflected in his theory of 

psychoanalysis. He preached interpersonal relationship with his clients rather than merely 

listening to them as Freud had practiced.170 However, it is not clear if he practiced it. According 

to Funk, “there is no record of his psychoanalysis practice, and his students have never heard of 

him talking about his cases either, like Freud did, because Fromm was a very secret person.”171 

Nevertheless, like the prophets of the Hebrew Bible, who practiced what they preached, Fromm 

followed their example,172 in terms of caring about people than money. He practiced orthodox 

                                                
169 Fromm, interview with Gerard Khoury: Erich Fromm: from the Talmud to Freud, in: Le Monde Dimanche, Paris 
(21.10.1979), pp. XV. Cf. also 2000f [1979]. – [French]. 
, pp. 16-17 
170 Fromm, Love in Psychotherapy, Merrill-Palmer Quarterly (1954-1958), Vol. 4, No. 3 (Spring, 1958), p. 1. 
171 This comment was made during the Fromm seminar, June 21st, 2018.  
172 E. Fromm, “Prophets and Priests,” in: R. Schoenman ed. Bertrand Russell. Philosopher of the Century: Essays in 
His Honor, London (George Allen and Unwin) 1967, pp. 67-79.  



 

 65 

Jewish religious tradition and later incorporated this view of love, borrowed from Hinduism, in 

his interpretation of humanism. He affirms this indebtedness:  

More than anything else, I was moved by the prophetic writings, by Isaiah, Amos, Hosea; 

not so much by their warnings and their announcement of disaster, but by their promise 

of the ‘end of days,’ when nations ‘shall beat their swords into plowshares...’ (Is 2:4); 

‘when all nations will be friends...,’ (Is 11:9).173  

Even though Fromm attributes his ideas to Judaism, they are Hindu ideas. For example, 

Fromm explicates that Jewish concept of man, who is made in the image of God, suggests that 

one nameless God unites all men in the complete freedom of individuals.174 However, the Jewish 

God is neither nameless nor does he allow each man limitless freedom. For Fromm, Freedom 

consists in recognizing the fact that accepting one God to be worshipped restricts man freedom 

to create himself.175 This view is the antithesis to the Jewish view of God.  

Fromm’s ease at interpreting Hebrew Bible in the light of Hinduism seems to come from 

Hindu view that all religions are basically one with different paths to it. He says, “it seems rather 

clear to anyone who studies various religions of the East and the West which has arisen in the 

thousand years between 1500 B.C. and 500 B.C. I say, it seems rather obvious in observing these 

religions that the differences between them are by far not as great as the adherents of these 

religions believe and want others to believe.”176  

Besides attributing his Hindu ideas to Judaism another way to understand the 

development of the theory of love in Fromm is to examine D.T. Suzuki’s influence that made 
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Fromm change the definition of unconsciousness that Freud had proposed. Suzuki was a Zen 

Buddhist scholar from Japan who was also familiar with the Western philosophy. Freud’s 

concept of unconscious is individualistic. While for Fromm, unconsciousness includes all human 

beings who as one, like a network, are connected and influence each other, and need each other. 

It is universal mystical concept of self. This Hindu idea of the Brahman underlies all reality.177 

Fromm also disagrees with Carl Jung that Europeans cannot understand the concept of Satori, 

which is an enlightenment experience, but it cannot be talked about. Jung wrote this in his 

foreword to Suzuki’s work: An Introduction to Zen Buddhism.178 Fromm explains that we are 

unconscious of the fact that we are universal human beings. Humanity has a consciousness and 

we are unconscious of it. The self as universal consciousness seems to be a new way of thinking 

about unconsciousness, but this idea was also proposed by the Greeks such as Plato, and 

Pythagoras, Parmenides and even Plotinus. However, it is not really a Greek idea, it is an Indian 

idea borrowed by the Greeks, as Sir Williams Jones also acknowledges.179  

According to Funk, Fromm got acquainted with Suzuki in the forties for the first time, 

even though their most impressing meeting was during the seminar in1957 in Cuernavaca.180 

However, we see the Indian influence on Fromm’s works earlier than 1957. For instance, Fromm 

mentions Buddhist “fourfold Truth”181 in his 1947 book, Man for Himself which was his second 

book. His first book, Escape from Freedom came out in 1941 in which he is concerned with the 

history and influences of the authoritarian regimes such as Hitler of the Nazi Germany. He 
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explains how the influence of Christian thinkers such as Calvin and Luther can produce 

authoritarian people. If we consider Fromm’s influence from Vedanta philosophy, and with the 

awareness of this universal human unconsciousness, it comes to fore that humans cannot be 

healed of their psychological alienation by Freudian psychotherapy which only assumes the 

unconscious selfish desires drives individuals. Fromm’s psychotherapy includes humanity’s 

troubles and makes other’s problems one’s own. With this kind of psychotherapy not only 

humanity can be healed, but one’s self can be healed. Fromm view contrasts with Nietzsche’s 

view who believes pity to be a negative thing because it increases the sufferings if one suffers 

with others. For Fromm empathy does not increase suffering by many people suffering for an 

individual trauma. In fact, such empathy fills the hearts with love, and unites human beings as 

part of the whole, and eliminates the alienation among humans.  

Fromm notices how in the twentieth century, in his time, and it is still true in the twenty-

first century, that love has become love of life itself which he calls “biophilia.”182 It is the 

infatuation with prolonging physical existence, or life, and hate has become a desire for 

destruction for its own sake, that is manifested in the love of all things lifeless, such as 

technology, which includes our fascination with violence, and in our time violent films and 

games. Fromm calls it love for what is dead “necrophilia.”183 Fromm claims that humanity’s 

future depends on whether we choose love of life or love of death. By love of life Fromm does 

not mean prolonging our physical life, and he does not mean life after death either. He means life 

well-lived as a loving social human being who pays attention to heart instead of brain. That is, 
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instead of rationalizing everything in terms of selfish motives, one must develop oneself as a 

loving being. Fromm sees biophilia and necrophilia as character structures based on gender 

characteristics. It is not the case that women act a certain way, and men the other way, but that 

these gendered characteristics can be found in either gender. For instance, a mother, even though 

characterized in some cultures as biophilous can also be necrophilous. A mother who is 

constantly obsessed with her children’s sickness and worried about them can be deemed 

necrophilous. This mother only notices when the child is sick and ignores when the child when is 

well.184 Some people, like the necrophilous mother are more interested in talking about death 

than talking what is good in their life or could be good in the future. Fromm, begins his article 

called Reconciliation in Our Nation, written on June 13th, 1968, with a passage from the book of 

Deuteronomy, 30:19, in the Bible, “This day I call the heavens and the earth as witnesses against 

you that I have set before you life and death, blessings and curses. Now choose life so that you 

and your children may live.” It is no wonder that Fromm keeps giving credit to Bible for his 

ideas because of the similarity to the idea of choosing life. 

Fromm claims that like necrophilia, biophilia is not a single trait, but it is also 

represented in a person’s whole orientation in everything he does, thinks, and feels. It is not 

merely a will to survive, but the total unfolding of the biophilia is represented in the productive 

orientation.185 This person loves to create and is not stuck in the past but loves the adventure of 

living. He influences by love rather than force. These are unlike Freud’s Eros and Thanatos 

because they are merely related to libido or will to destruct. Fromm explains the concept of 
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biophilic ethics and its way of looking at good and evil by interpreting the Hebrew Bible verse, 

“Because thou didst not serve thy Lord with joy and gladness of heart in the abundance of all 

things.” (Deut. 28:47). Fromm suggests that Bible judges it the sin of the Hebrew people when 

they had to force themselves to do good rather than doing good in their being. Force implies 

necrophilia against oneself. The biophilous conscience involves “strengthening the life-loving 

side of oneself.”186 Fromm’s use of the world strengthening implies that one can change one’s 

character trait, and that is why it is immoral to not good with joy because it is a matter of choice. 

Fromm explains that biophilia does not dwell in guilt because it is self-hatred, which is a 

necrophilous trait, rather biophilia quickly turns towards doing good.  

Fromm also attributes his ideas of biophilic morality to Spinoza’s Ethics.187 Spinoza’s 

idea of the one substance and everything visible being the mode of this substance is a Hindu 

idea. Müller also acknowledges the Hindu influence on Spinoza: 

Brahman, as conceived in the Upanishads and defined by Sankara is clearly the same as 

Spinoza’s ‘substantia’. Spinoza defines it as that which is in itself and is conceived by 

itself (in se est et per se concipitur). It is according to him infinite, indivisible, one, free 

and eternal, just as Sankara’s Brahman is called in the Upanishads ‘unborn, undecaying, 

undying, without parts, without action, tranquil, without fault or taint’.188 

Fromm quotes Spinoza in explaining man’s biophilic tendencies. Fromm explains that 

just as pleasure and pain are not good or bad intrinsically;189 likewise, “a free man thinks of 
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death least of all thing; and his wisdom is a meditation not of death but of life.”190 In other 

words, man has the freedom to change his orientation, and it is not fixed. These are Hindu ideas 

that all things are in Brahman, and therefore alive. Fromm explicates that love of life of all 

humanistic philosophies all conform to Spinoza’s principle. But he fails to acknowledge 

Spinoza’s borrowing from the Hindu thought. Fromm says that, “sane man loves life… that 

man’s aim in life is to be attracted by all that is alive and to separate himself from all that is dead 

and mechanical.”191 In this light, the love of things and technology, which is dead, in the Western 

society, is a sign of society that is insane, but it can be changed. It can be changed by a few 

individuals who can think apart from what everyone else thinks and wake them up to sanity.  

Fromm also suggests that love requires pleasure in stillness, an ability to enjoy being 

instead of doing, having, or using.192 One takes pleasure in stillness and enjoying in being in 

meditating, but he does not use the word meditation in any of his writings, even though he 

meditated daily. This idea of stillness is clearly a Hindu idea because in Hindu meditation 

concentrates on Atman (self) while in Buddhist meditation one concentrates on sensations 

because there is no self in Buddhism. Fromm acknowledges that, “Buddhism, while rejecting 

pleasure, conceives a state of Nirvana to be a state of joy which is manifested in the reports and 

pictures of the Buddha’s death.”193 This demonstrates that Fromm’s view of taking pleasure in 

stillness is not a Buddhist view but a Hindu view.  

Fromm suggests that the having mode of being concentrates on material possessions and 

is the basis of greed and violence. The being mode is based on love, taking pleasure in sharing, 
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productive, rather than wasteful activity, and not in busy-ness where one must do something all 

the time.194 It is being in the present and forgetting everything that is mine and feeling instead of 

having the illusion of feeling. Again, this idea refers to meditating. In the mode of having people 

just think that they feel a certain way even though they do not feel anything.195 They just follow 

the masses, in saying that they feel, instead being their authentic, productive, feeling, individual 

selves.  

It is in this inwardness and being mode that one transcends the alienation from himself 

because one becomes free from the bondage of attaching himself to groups and realizes that he is 

brahman like all beings. He feels oneness with all beings and have compassion towards all 

including oneself. 

                                                
194 Fromm, On Disobedience and Other Essays, p. 125. 
195 Fromm, On Disobedience and Other Essays, p. 127. 



 

 72 

CHAPTER 2 
 

INDIVIDUAL FREEDOM AND THE SOCIETY 
 

Freedom is a very important concept for Fromm and he tries to explain what true freedom 

is for an individual in all his works. Since all of Fromm’s works are written after he migrated to 

the US, which is known as the land of the brave and home of the free; one wonders why he is so 

enamored with explaining what true freedom is and what the true courage is? In his books, he 

mainly uses the word West instead of America, to include Europe, especially Germany where he 

was born and grew up. Fromm had fled Nazi Germany and sought to understand why many 

people participated in something so irrational as killing their own kind, that is, human beings. He 

might have also encountered discrimination in New York as Jew. Although Fromm was a 

German, he was also a Jew, and anti-Semitism was still rampant in the New York of 1940s and 

1950s. One can see this in the 2001 film Focus which is based on Arthur Miller’s 1945 book of 

the same title. Curiously, Fromm does not talk about anti-Semitism in his works, but he tries to 

tackle what he thinks is the root cause of such irrational behavior, namely, people’s inability to 

think for themselves. He finds that people in America are just as bonded to the groups and 

mindlessly following what everyone else does as he found in Germany. Fromm never explicitly 

says this, but we can infer it from the fact that he blames people’s blindly following others as one 

of the causes of the Holocaust.196 

However, Fromm is optimistic that people can free themselves from the norms of the 

society and think for themselves. He delineates the history of how the people in the West became 
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alienated. Because of the industrial revolution people lost the support of their communities and 

were left to fend for themselves.197 They were free to climb the social ladder, but it came with 

the high price of becoming competitors of their fellow beings instead being their support. They 

became alienated from each other. To escape the alienation, they attach to groups such as sports 

teams, churches, political parties and so on, but attaching to such groups keeps them from 

becoming truly free because they follow the thinking of the group in every aspect instead of 

thinking for themselves. Fromm claims that the Western man only has an illusion of freedom and 

he is not even aware of it. He insists that most people never develop their own thoughts, they 

blindly follow the society. Fromm tries to explain what true freedom is, but his ideas cannot be 

understood completely unless we examine the influence of Hindu thinking on the development 

of his ideas.  

In his work Escape from Freedom, Fromm argues that people in modern Western 

societies have an illusion of freedom because their freedom is negative freedom, it is freedom to 

do whatever they desire, and freedom from certain constraints rather than the positive freedom, 

which is the freedom for the individual intellectual, emotional and sensuous development. 

Fromm warns that, “Man, the more he gains freedom in the sense of emerging from the original 

oneness with man and nature and the more he becomes an ‘individual,’ has no choice but to unite 

himself with the world in the spontaneity of love and productive work or else to seek a kind of 

security by such ties with the world as destroy his freedom and the integrity of his individual 
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self.198 Unless man unite himself to others in love and in such a way that he keeps his own 

integrity he cannot be happy.  

This view of positive freedom and optimism is not found in other authors who share 

similar background with Fromm. One such thinker is Hannah Arendt. Arendt was also from 

Germany who was also exiled to New York during the Holocaust. She also wonders why so 

many people obeyed the Nazi laws instead of thinking for themselves. Her work, Eichmann in 

Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of Evil came out in 1963, in which she argues that people 

commit evil not because they have thought about it, but because they obey the commands from 

an authority. Around the same time, in 1963, another Jew, Stanley Milgram, was experimenting 

at the Yale University to examine that to what extent people will go to obey the authority. He 

discovered almost everyone would even kill other strangers if they are put in a situation where 

they are supposed to obey an authority.  

Similar to Fromm, Arendt, in her 1956 article, Authority in the Twentieth Century argues 

that just because political freedoms of the people have not been abolished in America as they are 

in the authoritarian regimes, not having the freedom of spontaneity is also the restriction of 

freedom. It is only the matter of degree.199 She claims that in the modern world, both the freedom 

and the authority are recessing.200 She further points out that even “the freedom of movement of 

human beings is threaten where, even in free societies, but abolished radically only in totalitarian 

systems.201 What she notices in 1956 is even more true today when we see that the refugees are 
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not only rejected for asylum, but their children are taken away from them as punishment for 

coming to a “free” country.  

Fromm looks at the historical reasons for man’s alienation. He argues that man was 

separated from nature when he evolved into a human being. But he became alienated from others 

when developed capitalist societies. One wonders why he elevates the Middle Ages as a model 

society where man was not free to develop themselves, which Fromm values. He provides his 

reasons that during the Middle Ages man was not alienated from others because he was part of a 

working community and felt secure in his work.202 When man became free to find his own 

income in the competitive industrial world, he had the opportunity to make as much money as he 

wanted, but he paid a high price of losing his loving connection with others. Instead of being a 

supporter of his community, man became everyone else’s competitor and became alone in this 

world. Because of this alienation, man finds false security in joining groups while losing his own 

identity, his self, his own voice. In other words, joining groups just because everyone else is 

joining is not as good as being born into a community of a class whether a serf or a feudal lord. 

This system was very similar to the Indian caste system of hierarchy, except they did not have 

financial security as in the Middle Ages. Since Fromm seems to have been influenced by the 

Hindu philosophy, he admires the Middle Ages. He advocates a similar system of economy, 

which he calls “communitarian socialism”203 which would be voluntary, and there cannot be any 

hierarchy of employer or employee as it was in the Middle Ages. This system would be similar 

to Boimondau watch-case factory which was started in France in the 1950s by Marcel Barbu, and 
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because of its success it became a movement. Fromm is not against joining such groups as long 

as a person thinks for himself and realize his potentialities first and then joins groups to develop 

such proclivities.  

Modern man becomes what he is expected to be by the society, he says what is supposed 

to say according to the group’s values he is part of, he feels what he is supposed to feel instead of 

being mindful what he really feels and thinks. In other words, he loses his identity, his freedom. 

Unless he has the courage to become what he really is, he cannot be happy, because a human 

being cannot be happy unless he exercises his freedom of choice. Funk explains Fromm’s view 

that the qualities that distinguish a human being from other animals are: self-awareness, reason, 

and imagination. “Man understands himself adequately only 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.”204 What he is saying is that man must become who he is and use 

human qualities to become human. If everyone in the society blindly follows their own group, 

whether a political party, or a religious group, or a sport team, the pathology of thoughtlessness 

becomes a normalcy and the whole society becomes insane.205 

This problem of modernity is described by Fromm in his first book, which was published 

in 1947, Escape from Freedom. He explains that, “modern man freed from the bonds of pre-

individualist society, which simultaneously gave him security and limited him, has not gained 

freedom in the positive sense of the realization of his individual self; that is, the expression of his 

intellectual, emotional and sensuous potentialities.”206 In others words, modern man gained 
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freedom from the feudal lords and gained economic freedom of having a chance to climb up the 

ladder if he worked hard, but he lost the security that came from belonging to groups, of 

economic security and social security of having emotional support. In search for the belonging, 

modern man joins groups based on common language and culture or nationality, but he lost 

himself and became alienated from himself, of what he truly is. He became estranged from 

others. He does not get support from the group to become who is, but blindly follows certain 

groups. Fromm claims that man only has an illusion of individuality.207 In other words, 

individuality is important, but modern man does not have real individuality. Man is still slave to 

follow others’ opinions and has lost the true connection and intimacy with fellow beings based 

on justice and love.  

Fromm traces the history of human situation to explain how we got to this condition. He 

explains that Man lived in hierarchical societies as part of groups. They did not have the 

individual freedom to move up society’s ladder, but they had the security that they will be safe 

and provided for. Fromm distinguishes the freedom for the individual which he calls the positive 

freedom versus the freedom from, such as freedom from the church, state, nature, and all external 

domination. “Freedom for” is the positive freedom in which a person develops his potentialities 

and loves others for their own sake not for selfish gains.208 Fromm asks, how did man then 

voluntarily become the slave to the Fascist state, the church, following the masses, joined groups 

and “escaped from freedom that he could have had?”209 
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Fromm’s answer is that because man feels worthless and points out that the Reformation 

culture is the main cause of Man’s feelings of worthlessness. Man feels so worthless in himself 

that he joins groups to create his identity based on what group he joins. However, people who 

join the group of a Reformed Church, rather than any other group, are resentful people like the 

Reformation leaders such as Martin Luther and John Calvin who had authoritarian personalities 

and who were angry and felt worthless.210 By joining a group of people who feel worthless 

people find their worth in something or someone other than himself; in the case of the Protestant 

churches that someone is a God who is external to them, rather than a God who can be within, as 

in the Hindu religion. Fromm deems Luther a “typical representative of the ‘authoritarian 

character.’”211 Fromm defines “authoritarian character” as “it represents the personality structure 

which is the human basis of Fascism.”212 The concept of authoritarian personality was invented 

in the book, The Authoritarian Personality written in 1950 by Theodor W. Adorno and his 

colleague at the University of California, Berkeley, shortly after World War II. They suggested 

nine personality traits that were development because of one’s childhood experiences. These 

traits include conventionalism, authoritarian submission, authoritarian aggression, anti-

intellectualism, anti-intraception, superstition and stereotypy, power and “toughness”, 

destructiveness and cynicism, projectivity, and exaggerated concerns over sex. Since Fromm 

belonged to the Frankfurt School of Social Research from 1930-1939, he knew Adorno. Fromm 

builds on the idea of the authoritarian personality and explains Luther’s toxic personality:  
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Having been bought up by an unusually severe father and having experienced little love 

or security as a child, his personality was torn by a constant ambivalence toward 

authority; he hated it and rebelled against it, while at the same time he admired it and 

tended to submit to it. He was filled with an extreme feeling of aloneness, powerlessness, 

wickedness, but at the same time with a passion to dominate. His whole being was 

pervaded by fear, doubt, and inner isolation.213 

This toxic personality creates a religion that has similar characteristics. Luther gave 

freedom and responsibility to the individual rather than to the authority, which was a positive 

thing, but the negative result of such freedom was isolation and powerlessness in the 

individual.214 Both Luther and Calvin emphasize “the fundamental evilness and powerlessness of 

man.”215 When this thinking becomes the social character trait of the Western protestant cultures, 

individuals in that society feel the evilness of others around them and find it impossible to love 

them. In his very interesting article called Love in America, Fromm points out that “the plethora 

of love symbols in our culture is a symptom of inward emptiness.216 Advertisers link their 

product with love, shampoos, soaps, and tooth pastes will make them adorable. Entertainment 

also tailors to our deficiency of love. Fromm argues that “being the deepest craving in man’s 

make-up, it is proper that love should form a dominant theme of people’s art. But that virtually 

all other themes should be eclipsed by it is not natural.”217Fromm argues that this obsession with 
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love symbols shows our insecurity, but if our relationships were stronger we would not try to 

achieve security through this kind of identity with the art and advertisings. 

The Protestant church led by Luther and Calvin claimed that human beings have sinful 

nature and they cannot do anything good apart from subjecting themselves to the church leaders 

and to confess their worthlessness. Because they distorted the human nature as incapable of any 

good, they took away the hope of the human possibilities to develop their own potential to be a 

good moral person in this life and hoped for God to save them in the after-life. Since man lives in 

this world, modern man became anxious and became alienated from himself unable to recognize 

his potentials as a human being capable of living a good moral life. This is what Fromm means 

by biophilia: loving of this life as opposed to being obsessed with the after-life, which Fromm 

calls necrophilia. Thus, freedom for Fromm means being free to develop oneself in this life 

instead of enslaving oneself by the constant worry about the after-life. Being raised in such 

destructive protestant culture, modern man tries to overcome his insecurity by seeing himself as 

part of a group or a political party to feel that he is great because his group is great. Fromm, 

claims that modern man not only gave in to authorities such as fascist regimes and church 

leaders, but began to show authoritarian personality himself showing both masochistic, sadistic, 

and dependent characteristics.218 Fromm psychoanalyzes masochistic tendencies that 

“masochistic strivings appear as feelings of inferiority, powerlessness, and individual 

insignificance.”219 Overcome by the sense of insignificance, man wants to destroy others to feel a 
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sense of power, or by renouncing individual integrity, or by withdrawing from the world so the 

world would lose its threat.220  

Work liberates man from nature and makes him into a social and independent being. In 

molding the nature, man molds and changes himself too because he remains part of nature. He 

emerges from nature by mastering her and develops his reason in the process. After original 

separation, he reunites with it by mastering her, and building her. The more work he does, the 

more he develops his individuality.221 It is man’s creative work that individuates him because he 

develops his creativeness and becomes more and more creative. When from talks about 

individuation, he is talking about man’s individuation from nature not from man from other man 

because man develops on each other’s work throughout history. He is not talking about 

individuation like Heidegger talks about it. Heidegger talks about man’s individuation from each 

other in death. One of the most certain possibilities of Dasein is death. Moods such as Angst of 

conscience is confirmation that in understanding the call to be authentic, Da-sein is faced with its 

individuation and becomes ready for angst.222 What Heidegger is saying that individual feels 

anxiety because he knows he will die, but to get rid of this anxiety he must reconnect with his 

people, and that is what he means by being authentic. When Fromm talks about man is talking 

about man is collective; and when Fromm talks about the need for man to connect with the 

people, he means not just his own people, but the care for the whole human race. For Fromm 

work is not about mere individuation nor about money, but about the satisfaction because he can 

exercise his creative nature and is not alienated from the product, from his creation. It doesn’t 
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mean owning the product, but mere getting satisfaction in having a choice in what he creates 

using his mind, as a human being, that is being individual. According to Fromm, there is no 

division in work and play, or work and culture. His way of livelihood infuses his entire mode of 

being.223  

 With the collapse of medieval structure, and the starting the new mode of production, the 

meaning and function of work changed fundamentally, especially in Protestant countries. Fromm 

was a student of Max Weber and knew of his theory of the origin of capitalism in Protestant 

culture. Fromm suggests that Man was so afraid of his newly won freedom and was obsessed by 

his fears of being alone that immersed himself in constant working. The more he worked, it was 

proof that his soul was saved because he was not lazy, but hard working, like God intended for 

him. His work became not only his duty but his obsession. His work then became a means to an 

end, that is, wealth rather than the aim being satisfaction in seeing the reflection of himself in his 

work. Work became an answer to man’s sense of aloneness and isolation.224 However, Fromm 

acknowledges that work as an end existed only for the upper and middle class. For the masses, 

work became forced labor, and to sell his energy to those who exploit it. Thus, first centuries of 

the modern era found work either as a duty or forced labor.225 This is still true today. The upper 

class are multiplying their wealth without even working, the middle-class people drowning 

themselves in work to avoid alienation, and masses are forced to work at two or three different 

jobs and still cannot make a living wage because the rental properties are owned by the upper 

class who don’t work. In twentieth century the religious attitude towards work as duty is 
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changing. Modern man does not know what to do with himself, how to spend his lifetime 

meaningfully, and he is driven to work to avoid an unbearable boredom. In the twenty-first 

century man is driven to use technology to the point of addiction, as a result his relationships 

suffer, and leaves the person even more isolated.  

Fromm claims that modern Man only has an illusion of individuality because he does not 

relate to his work as his creation. He then identifies himself with particular groups and thinks he 

owns his thoughts, but his thoughts belong to his group and not to him. In his 1947 work, Man 

from Himself: An Inquiry into the Psychology of Ethics, Fromm describes how modern man is 

alienated from himself and needs to find himself as a loving person. Self-love does not mean 

narcissism, but a person who knows his worth, thinks for himself, and gives the same respect to 

himself as he does to others. Fromm is advocating that Man should achieve Eudemonia as 

Aristotle suggested. That is, successful and excellent at being a human qua human. However, 

Fromm suggests that Aristotle’s ethics is limited because it only emphasizes “habit.”226 Man 

cannot live by repeating the pattern of his species, he must live.227 That is, he must choose to 

develop his reason until he develops his own abilities and actualize his own potentialities. He 

must develop his own world in which he feels at home with himself and his fellowmen instead of 

being alienated.228  

Fromm does not tell us how this utopian paradise on Earth can be achieved in which 

every man would be loving and caring. Fromm is advocating that it can be achieved, maybe in 

the West, one individual at a time. That is, individuals can do their part in changing the society, 
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by changing themselves, and working to change others along with them. It seems obvious that 

Fromm was impressed with the Eastern Hindu and Buddhist relaxed culture with his personal 

life-style as well. Fromm meditated every day from eleven in the morning to noon and he also 

practiced Tai Chi.229 Both of these Eastern exercise systems are a path to achieve enlightenment, 

the realization of the identity of atman (soul) with the Brahman. Such a meditation on the 

oneness of oneself with the all, including all humans, can bring compassion towards all. 

According to Fromm, Man doesn’t have a fixed evil human nature, as the Protestants had argued, 

and culture is not something fixed based on human instincts, nor is it fixed to which human 

nature adapts. In other words, man’s nature has not been corrupted once and for all in Adam as 

the Reformers suggested, but man has the capability of becoming a good moral being without an 

authority overseeing him. Man can adapt to oppressive situations such as slavery, but he reacts to 

it by lowering his intellectual and moral capacities. But man also has indestructible qualities of 

his nature which makes him strive for the better conditions. Fromm argues that the more the man 

“becomes an “individual” he has no choice but to unite himself with the world in the spontaneity 

of love and productive work.230  

It is important to understand what Fromm means by “productive orientation” in terms of 

his theory of love and work ethics which is different from the Protestant work ethic. Fromm 

describes the “productive character” as the fully developed character of humans which is the aim 

of human development and an ideal humanistic ethic.231 Fromm defines productive orientation 

and says, “Productiveness is man’s ability to use his powers and to realize the potentialities 
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inherent in him.”232 Fromm explains that a person can be productive and creative without 

creating anything. It is an attitude, a person can see, experience, feel, and think productively and 

freely in controls of his powers. It is not necessarily activity; a person can be active without 

being productive. Or if an activity is dependent on an authority, such activity is not productive. 

The authority can be feared, admired, or loved and obey the command. That authority can be 

God or duty.233 Disobeying God to become like him in the Garden of Eden was a productive and 

free attitude. “Productive person needs to not stop there and must become free in developing his 

self in the image and likeness of God.234 Likewise, in the modern capitalist society, following 

everyone else, and competing with everyone else, is a non-productive person’s behavior. Fromm 

explains that “productiveness is man’s realization of the potentialities characteristic of him, the 

use of his powers.”235 A productive person makes productive use of his powers. For example, he 

uses his power of love he can know another person by breaking the wall that separates them, so 

that they are no longer alienated, with the power of imagination he can create things.236 He does 

not need the capitalist system to give him an incentive to create; making money is not the only 

goal human beings need. This is a non-productive attitude. A productive attitude is when a 

person creates to realize himself, and for the love of others. Loving others includes loving 

himself, because everyone is one, the Brahman. Such selflessness and generosity can only exist 

if one realizes himself, that he is Brahman along with everyone else, that he must love everyone 

else and give to others.   
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As opposed to the “productive orientation” personality, the culture and work ethic that 

develops from the personalities of Luther and Calvin, creates an environment of hostility. Fromm 

claims that hostility was the hallmark of Calvin’s personality and it showed in his theory of God. 

His religion attracted people who already had the characteristics of hostility and resentment.237 

Fromm details: 

Luther and Calvin portray this all-pervading hostility. Not only in the sense that these two 

men, personally, belonged to the ranks of the greatest haters among the leading figures of 

history, certainly among religious leaders; but, which is more important, in the sense that 

their doctrines were colored by this hostility and could only appeal to a group itself 

driven by an intense, repressed hostility. The most striking expression of this hostility is 

found in their concept of God, especially in Calvin’s doctrine. Calvin’s God destined part 

of mankind to eternal damnation without any justification or reason except that this act 

was an expression of God’s power…This despotic God, who wants unrestricted power 

over men and their submission and humiliation, was the project of the middle class’s own 

hostility and envy.238 

Fromm further explains that this hostility and resentment also expressed in their 

relationships to other people. “Calvin’s regime in Geneva was characterized by suspicion and 

hostility on the part of everybody against everybody else, and certainly a little of the spirit of 

love and brotherliness could be discovered in his despotic regime.  
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Conditions are better in the West because there is no longer institutional slavery, for 

instance. But Fromm, in any of his works, does not mention the global situation of Man. He only 

seems to be concerned with the modern man of the West. Fromm does not call for any revolution 

nor does he suggest that men of the world must unite and free themselves from their chains as 

Marx suggests in his Communist Manifesto. Fromm does not discuss the global culture and how 

other cultures of the world affect the West and vice versa. 

Nevertheless, Fromm is still relevant in our capitalistic society. In Man for Himself 

Fromm elaborates on the humanistic ethics and psychoanalyzes the human condition in the 

modern world. He argues that in our capitalist society an individual develops a market 

personality and follows the “culture industry.” Industry implies some factory that produces 

similar goods that everyone consumes. They have an illusion of choice because in modern 

cultures people think they are choosing, but they are choosing from whatever is given and 

following whatever everyone else consumes. People blindly follow the masses instead of acting 

according to one’s abilities. One becomes a superficial flake and tries to sell himself according to 

what is needed in the market. Fromm calls this attitude towards the self a market personality.239 

An individual doesn’t know who he or she really is. The marketing personality is free from 

individualities and peculiarities.240 This attitude then dominates all domains of a person’s life and 

alienates a person not just from himself but from others as well. Besides being dominated by 

others, he tries to dominate others and becomes selfish. It then creates guilt or false conscience, 

which comes from the Super Ego, as Freud calls it, which develops by the external authority. For 
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Freud, the death drive comes from the frustrated sexual desires, but Fromm corrects Freud and 

argues that such false guilt comes from not being allowed to develop one’s self and one’s own 

potentialities. Fromm claims that true conscience is not the internalized voice of the authority, it 

is our own voice which is present in every human being independent of external rewards. 

Humanistic conscience is not just the “voice of our loving care for ourselves… but the essence of 

our moral experiences in life.” 241 However, this voice is hardly heard by the modern man, it 

requires being alone with oneself.242 It is the voice of our conscience, and if neglected produces 

feelings of guilt and anxieties. Humanistic conscience is the reaction of our total personality, to 

the capacities of our individual existence. It is more than the thought, the dialogue of me with 

myself, but the reaction of our personality. Besides thought it includes feelings and actions that 

produce the inner approval or good conscience.243 If such conscience is suppressed anxieties are 

produced. 

One of these anxieties is the constant irrational horror of dying, not just the normal fear 

of death. It results from not having lived as one should and missed the chance of productive use 

of our capacities. Fromm explains that people have a nightmarish fear of getting old while they 

are still young. They fear a weakening of the total personality along with the physical 

weakness.244 He blames this irrational fear on the culture that foster quickness and competition 

rather than fostering the development of character.  
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Fromm notices that the modern Man has a distorted fear of disapproval by others.245 Man 

naturally wants to be accepted, but modern man wants to be accepted by everyone and is afraid 

to deviate in thinking, feeling and acting from the cultural pattern. This extreme fear of 

disapproval is modern is a modern anxiety. “What characterizes medieval in contrast to modern 

society is its lack of individual freedom.”246 Because of the freedom, man feels alone and wants 

to be accepted by everyone. This can be seen in our social media culture where people are 

dependent on likes for the wellbeing and happiness. In the Catholic Middle Ages, where man 

was part of the church, and was cared for by the church, his sins were dissolved by the priest, and 

he was loved by his Christian brothers. Fromm acknowledges that “while the Church fostered a 

sense of guilt, it also assured the individual of her unconditional love to her children and offered 

a way to acquire the conviction of being forgiven and loved by God.”247 Even though man stayed 

mostly in the same place he was born in and stayed in the same class he was born into; and 

although he was not free in the modern sense of movement, he was not isolated either socially or 

financially. “Man was rooted in a structuralized whole, and thus life has a meaning which left no 

place, and no need, for doubt…The social order was conceived as a natural order and being a 

definite part of it gave man a feeling of security and of belonging.”248 This changed with Luther 

and Calvin influence of making man feel insecure because they could never know if they were 

elected, and even if an individual was allowed freedom from the bondage to Church, there was 

nothing he could do to change it. Because of his insecurity modern man seeks approval of others. 

He has what is currently called FOMO, which is the fear of missing out, missing out on what is 
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going on in the world, so he can stay connected and be part of his own group, and get their 

approval, to have his sense of worth in the likes he receives on his Facebook posts of his unreal 

representation of his awesome life, and his awesome wife, which makes everyone more 

depressed because it neither the truth for the author of such posts nor for the reader of them. For 

Fromm, one can find the truth in the productive orientation, of having freedom, loving everyone, 

and realizing that everyone is suffering just as he is suffering, until one achieves moksha from 

the cycle of birth. In Fromm’s library, a 1949 book by Evans-Wentz called The Tibetan Book of 

the Dead, begins with two telling quotes that distinguish the productive and non-productive way 

of being; these quotes help to understand Fromm’s ideas of freedom, truth and love: 

Bondage to Rebirth: as a man’s desire is, so is his destiny. For as his desire is, so is his 

will; and as his will is, so is his deed; and as his deed is, so is his reward, whether good or 

bad. A man acteth according to the desires to which he clingeth. After death he goeth to 

the next world bearing in his mind the subtle impressions of his deeds; and after reaping 

there the harvest of his deeds, he returneth again to this world of action. Thus he who 

hath desire contiuneth subject to rebirth. (Brihadaranyaka Upanishad). 

The above quote explains modern man’s non-productive way of being. And the second 

quote: 

Freedom from Rebirth: He who lacketh discrimination, whose mind is unsteady and 

whose heart is impure, never reacheth the goal, but is born again and again. But he who 

hath discrimination, whose mind is steady and whose heart is pure, reacheth the goal, and 

having reached it is born no more. (Katha Upanishads) 
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This quote explains the productive orientation attitude in which man loves unconditionally, 

knows the truth of his condition, and the goal of his life and death, and freedom to choose his 

eternal destiny, which is based on his realizing his potential as a Brahman.  

 If man fails to approve himself by living up to his individual potentialities, which Fromm 

calls living productively, he feels guilty and seeks others’ approval. This craving for others’ 

approval is a moral problem because it can produce thoughtless people whom Arendt believes 

the cause of evil.  Knowing the true self is to know or become the self who loves and respects 

himself and sees others as deserving of love, respect, and justice as fellow human beings. This is 

what true freedom and humanistic individualism is as Fromm defines it.  

To know the real self behind what appears, one would need to know not just oneself but 

apply what one knows of oneself to humans in general and assume universal human nature. 

Fromm seems to acknowledge this projection of self to others when he suggests that Luther and 

Calvin had dark personalities and projected their hatefulness to humans in general. Fromm 

attributes Spinoza to be the first philosopher who introduced the theory of unconscious and the 

effects childhood experiences have throughout life.249 He suggests that there have been only a 

few attempts made either from a philosophical or psychological perspective to apply 

psychoanalysis to ethics.250 Since Frommian psychoanalysis studies the whole of human 

personality, it is relevant for Ethics. The subject matter of ethics is character based on which 

value judgements can be made. Virtue or excellence is an activity that can be achieved using the 

human capacities such as freedom and rationality for man to be happy.  

                                                
249 Fromm, Man for Himself, p. 30.  
250 Fromm, Man for Himself, p. 31. 



 

 92 

For Fromm, individual happiness is indistinguishable from the happiness of others.251 

Individual happiness comes by giving, not to authority, but by caring for others, as well as loving 

the self. Fromm contrasts his view from Luther, Calvin and even Kant who differentiated 

individual happiness from the happiness of others. They denounced personal happiness and self-

love and made personal happiness only relevant as long as it is conducive to other people’s 

happiness.252 Nietzsche does the opposite and claims selfishness as a virtue.253 But Nietzsche 

does not mean self-love, that the love of self as a human being along with loving others. 

Selfishness is caring for oneself and in competition with others. Fromm suggests that the trait of 

selfishness is the hallmark of the competitive societies.254 For Fromm, love for others and love 

for myself are not mutually exclusive because I am a human too.255 Fromm explains that the 

confusion of self-love arises because the meaning of the concept of self has changed. Moral 

principles are intrinsic to human constitution and conscience is the desire to be benevolent. 

Fromm points out that according to Adam Smith, our feelings of approval by others are the core 

of conscience.256 In our current economic culture, the invisible hand mentioned by Adam Smith 

is taken to mean that everyone should follow their selfish desires and the economy will take care 

of itself. The fact has been ignored that Smith’s work An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of 

the Wealth of Nations (1776) follows his work, The Theory of Moral sentiments (1759) and they 

are both related. Smith’s An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations gets 

quoted in our current culture without reference to his prior work The Theory of Moral sentiments. 
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Based on the view of selfishness as good for economy, personality market gets created in our 

capitalistic culture and this attitude flows into other forms of human relations such as family life 

when everyone looks out for himself instead of caring for others. The views of self-love that is in 

the Protestant theology implies selfishness; and the view of self-love in the work of Adam Smith 

is the self who is by nature caring for others. Thus, when Fromm argues for loving the self, and 

developing the self, he means the latter. That is, loving oneself by developing human moral 

conscience. 

Fromm introduces his work, Man For Himself, by acknowledging how man have created 

a scientific and technological world for himself that is truly good, but he questions whether man 

has achieved perfection if he looks at himself? The perfect man is the one who loves his 

neighbor, does justice, and speaks the truth, as he is potentially an image of God. Fromm’s 

answer is no, yet he is optimistic because he believes in Man’s natural leaning towards goodness. 

He analyzes the situation of a modern man who is not happy and close to being schizophrenic in 

which the contact with the inner reality is lost. He argues that even though we leave the religious 

doctrines, we don’t necessarily leave the concern for the soul. A psychoanalyst can discover 

whether a person lives, loves and thinks truth.257 Not being able to be true to oneself is ignoring 

the care for one’s soul and becomes alienated from oneself.  

Fromm provides the religious reference and terminology to explain alienation. The 

concept of alienation is similar to what the prophets of the Hebrew Bible referred as idolatry. He 

quotes Hosea XIV, 8: “Assur shall not save us; we will not ride upon horses; neither will we say 
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more to the work of our hands, you are our gods; for in thee the fatherless finds love.”258 He 

claims that, “we can understand alienation better if we understand the meaning of “idolatry.”259 

Fromm explains that idolatry was not condemned by prophets because people worshipped more 

than one god, but because of self-alienation. Fromm says this because he believes that man is 

god (brahman) and looking for outside authority would idolatry. Fromm goes on to claim that 

Man builds an idol using his own effort, but then worships and submits to this idol, and 

experiences it as something apart from himself, instead of acknowledging it as a thing that is the 

result of his own creative effort.260 The thing created by his own effort is the thing made in his 

own image, that is, by his imagination. It is his own reflection, in a way, and submitting to that 

thing is akin to submitting to something external, as if it is that thing is the creator of the man. 

The thing created by man in man’s image needs to submit to man in that it should be used to help 

man and controlled by man, not man controlled by it. Fromm says that “idolatrous man bows 

down to the work of his own hands. The idol represents his own life-forces in an alienated 

form.”261 The man becomes alienated from his work, and therefore from himself, and becomes 

restless and does not even know the cause of his restlessness. The orthodox view of idolatry in 

the Hebrew Bible is about man not worshipping other gods or not being dependent on anything 

else other than the one God, but Fromm’s interpretation of the passage does not include God the 

external loving father. 

Fromm also talks about idolatry in relationship to oneself when the person is subject to 

irrational passions. The person who is mainly motivated by his lust for power, does not 
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experience himself in the richness and limitlessness of being a human, but he becomes a slave to 

one partial striving in him, that is greed. He projects the greed into external aims, such as 

acquiring money for the sake of having more money and by which he is possessed. Money 

becomes his idol which he worships as the projection of one isolated power in himself, his greed 

for it. He externalizes the irrational passions in him and he becomes an impoverished “thing” that 

is dependent on something external, money, as his need, for his happiness and survival, instead 

of realizing that greed is the twisted passion. His true human form is love and caring for the other 

which makes him human. In this sense, the neurotic person is an alienated person. He is neurotic 

because he does not realize the real reality of his own passions. His actions are not his own but 

are dictated by the external forces such as society telling him what his passions should be, and 

where they should be directed towards. He is under the illusion of doing what he wants but he is 

actually driven by forces which are separated from his self. He becomes a stranger to himself and 

to his fellow man. He experiences the other and himself not as what they really are but distorted 

by the unconscious forces which operate in him. He becomes a money maker as his identity and 

nothing else. His real self is not acknowledged and becomes unknown and alienated to him, he 

becomes an alienated self, who is not his real self. This insane person is the absolutely alienated 

person; he has lost himself as the center of his own experience; he has lost the sense of self.262 A 

person who is not in touch with his own feelings and needs does not know himself and lives his 

life as object dictated by society’s normal and becomes slaves not just bodily, but he loses 

control of his soul (his being, his self) as well. Man has psychic need of relating to other humans 

that stem from human condition. If the relatedness happens in an alienated way, he loses his 
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independence and integrity. One needs to be independent and free from societal norms about 

being related superficially for the aim of making money if one is alienated from himself he is 

alienated from others as well. He suffers and becomes hostile and insane, and only if he relates in 

a loving way, can he preserve his integrity, freedom and individuality.263 He transfers his own 

powers and attributes it to another and then depends on that power. Sometimes he calls it God or 

another person, such as Fuhrer.264 He becomes alienated from his own powers, and love of self. 

Man’s need of individuality, and love that comes from within, as opposed to what he is told what 

to have, instead of being a self. For Fromm, thinking is not possible without love, and love is not 

possible without thinking.265  

Fromm reminds us that alienation is not a modern phenomenon although it differs from 

culture to culture and in its completeness. However, in modern society it is almost total; it 

pervades the relationship of man to his work, to the things he consumes, to the state, to his fellow 

men, and to himself. In explaining man’s being alienated from the things, Fromm provides an 

analogy from the Jewish folklore figure of Golem and uses the metaphor to describe man’s 

relationship to technology. His insight into man’s relationship to technology not only still stands, 

but it is so prophetic, especially in his Revolution of Hope: Toward a Humanized Technology, 

that if one did not know that he wrote in 1968, one would think that he must be a contemporary 

in 2018. Even in his 1955 work, The Sane Society Fromm explains that technology is created by 

man, yet it stands above him. Man “does not feel himself as a creator of it, but as a servant to it 

as if it is a Golem which his hands have made.”266 Fromm mentions the Golem figure because he 
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was familiar with J.R.R. Tolkien’s book The Lord of the Rings,267and also from Kabbalah. One 

can think of this Golem as a metaphor for modern man’s greediness. Director Peter Jackson 

creates a computer-generated image of Golem for the film Lord of the Rings based on Tolkien’s 

novel. Jackson shows a creature who has forgotten to care for himself and only thinks of a gold 

ring who can give him the power to disappear. Obsession with something external and wanting 

to disappear to the world, Golem disappears to himself. Likewise, man becomes a Golem, 

alienated from himself, greedy, forgets himself for the sake of a ring and even loses his life for it. 

The more powerful force he wants to become, the more powerless he feels as a human being. 

Human being is a creative being, and if he recognizes himself as such it makes man happy, and 

sane, not sad, and insane. But if he is owned by his creation, he loses ownership of himself.268 In 

the Jewish tradition Golem was created to protect the Jews from the anti-Semitic attacks, but it 

was supposed to be controlled and deactivated by its creator, the Rabbi. When the rabbi forgot to 

deactivate the Golem, it acquired its own will to do whatever it pleased, even to kill people.269 

Likewise, technology is a creation of man, it takes a life of its own, as it were, and attacks the 

total personality of its creators, humans. They become controlled by it and consumed by it so 

much so that they even walk like Zombies while staring at the screens instead of at the streets.  

Fromm refers to Nietzsche that in the nineteenth century, the problem was God is dead; 

but in the twentieth century the problem is that man is dead. In the nineteenth century inhumanity 

meant cruelty; in the twentieth century, it means schizoid self-alienation.270 In the past people of 
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were afraid of becoming slaves, but the future danger is that men might become robots. Given 

man’s nature, as robots man cannot remain sane, they become “Golems” and they will destroy 

their world and themselves because they cannot stand any longer the boredom of meaningless 

life.271 Fromm seems like a prophet when we reflect on today’s age in which people act as robots. 

Not only they are self-alienated in their souls, and are thoughtless, but they walk like robots looking 

into their phones in their hands. I wonder what Fromm would say if he sees our robotic and robots 

and computer obsessed society. We are the Golems who have lost our souls and submerged in the 

gadgets and games as if it is a golden ring of invisibility. Man is dead. He has become a robot. 

Fromm proposes a solution to this loss of humanity: that man must share experiences not 

just work. What he means is that people should get in touch with their feelings and understand 

each other as beings with emotions. Man must claim his supreme place in society, never to be used 

by others or by himself. Man must live for himself and use himself for the benefit of the society’s 

economic gain. Economy should serve man and not the other way around. Instead of market 

orientation, the productive orientation must be the end which all social arrangements serve.272 

When things will become man’s servants rather than his idols, only then he will begin to pay 

attention to real human problems. He must become adventurous, courageous, imaginative, capable 

of suffering and joy. These powers must be used to serve live human beings and not death or dead 

things.273 This is the only way he can recover his sanity. 

In explaining neurotic behavior Fromm, in his work later work, 1978, Psychoanalysis 

and Religion, suggests that modern man is more neurotic and primitive than monotheistic 
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religious man. Freud called private form of religions neurosis, but modern man is more primitive 

in that he worships success and the power of market instead of practicing love and humility. In 

other words, worshipping success and external things such as God are learned behaviors and 

evolve as man progresses. While love and humility are natural to man and when man progresses, 

he forgets his natural potential for goodness. Fromm holds this view, which is opposed to the 

Augustinian notion of man’s nature being sinful because of the original sin in Adam’s fall. For 

Fromm, man can do good as well as bad without the help of God just because as a human he has 

choices if he only uses his mind. However, if man worships money his psyche is disturbed and 

keeps him miserable. Historic religion could not teach man these virtues because the historic 

religion either compromised with secular power or concerned itself with dogmas instead of 

advocating character building.274 Modern man turns to religion as he would turn to a cult because 

it provides him security by becoming part of a group so that he can forget about his isolation. But 

this security is false as man feels unconsciously anxious because the security does not come from 

the trust in oneself as it should. Thus, religion makes man feel powerless in himself because he 

has to obey authority which demands that man feel worthless in himself. This view of Fromm 

only makes sense and can only be understood if one knows his Hindu view of man being 

Brahman.  

Fromm uses Freud to build his own theory of psychoanalysis of individuals, which he 

bases on the psychoanalysis of the society. In other words, individuals only reflect the 

unconsciousness of the society. It is like man’s Atman (soul or self) which is the individual part 
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and it is part of the bigger reality Brahman.275 Brahman is reflected in the individual. Just as the 

individual things in the phenomenal world are the reflection of the forms, in Plato’s theory of the 

forms. In his work, Greatness and Limitations of Freud, Fromm explains how Freud was original 

in so many ways, yet each of his ideas fall short because “it is the nature of every new theory”.276 

Fromm picks each of Freud’s theories and explains how that theory was according to Freud’s 

time and social situation. Fromm also shows what is essential and lasting in Freud’s theories and 

what needs to be added to make his theory more appealing to Fromm’s time. Fromm explains 

how Freud’s theory of unconscious was most important because it had philosophical and cultural 

implications. It showed the conflict between thinking and being.277 What Fromm means is the 

man’s being is different from his thinking about his being. The thinking about his being, which 

comes from the culture one grows up in, is not the same as the reality of his true being. Of 

course, Fromm disagrees with Freud what that true being is, but he gives credit to Freud for 

positing the theory of unconsciousness because it is a useful tool in explaining Fromm’s own 

theory of the reality of the beings and the reality of Being behind beings, which makes all beings 

part of the Being, the Brahman. Even though Fromm points out that Freud’s theory is restricting 

because it is based on repressed infantile sexuality instead of involving the total personality. But 

the theory of unconscious is still valid if it can be adjusted to include more than sexual 

repression.  

Capitalism affects personality and creates alienation. It is a mode of experience in which 

a person experiences himself as an alien, estranged from himself, from his true being. He does 
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not experience himself as the creator of his own actions, but his acts and their consequences 

control him, whom he obeys and worship as if they were his gods. His actions control him in a 

sense that he acts according to the demands of society rather than acting from his true creative 

being. Acting from his true being is the “productive orientation” that Fromm proposes. 

Productive orientation is guided by the love of life not the dead things such as money and things 

money can buy. Biophilia (love of life and living things) is not a single trait, but it is also 

represented in a person whole orientation in everything he does, thinks, and feels. It is not merely 

a will to survive, but the total unfolding of the biophilia is represented in the productive 

orientation.278 This person loves to create and is not stuck in the past but loves the adventure of 

living. He is influenced by love rather than force, or the soft force of the market. The alienated 

person is out of touch with himself as he out of touch with any other person.279 The word 

alienation was used by Marx and Hegel, not as a state of insanity, but a less drastic form self-

estrangement, which permits the person to act reasonably in practical matters, yet which 

constitutes one of the most severe socially patterned defects.280 Man is not only alienated from 

the work he does, and the things and pleasures he consumes, but also from the social forces 

which determine our society and the life of everybody living in it. He is alienated from the social 

forces in a sense that he is part of them and help create them, but he is also controlled by them. 

Social catastrophes such as wars and economic depressions are denounced as regrettable 

accidents each time, instead of the result of man’s actions in the society, and man must own them 

and act to change them. These social phenomena appear as if they were natural catastrophes, 
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rather than occurrences made by men, as if they are without intention and awareness.281 There is 

awareness and intention of the society, not just of the individuals, and since this collective 

intention is subconscious, it makes the society itself insane.  

Fromm insists that for the “mass man,” that is, man who follows the masses instead of 

thinking for himself, whom Fromm calls Homo Consumens; for such a man even sex, which is 

personal and individual, becomes an article of consumption.282 That is, it becomes a trade that is 

traded in the competitive market of personal gain, rather than a mutually charitable act. In other 

words, the personality trait of competitiveness is not manifested in the economic transactions 

alone but flows in the personal relationships. Such non-productive personality is not natural to 

man; thus, it leaves man wanting. Fromm explains that in consumer culture, the alienated 

consumer consumes everything passively. He cannot even make use of his leisure time in an 

active way. That is, he chooses his activities not for the sake of benefiting the society, and for 

actively participating and thinking about why he chooses a certain activity. He consumes movies, 

news, lectures, natural scenery in an alienated way. In an interview with Evans, Fromm explains 

that the twentieth century man is a “suckling.”283 Fromm compares such a receptive person to a 

thief because he expects others to feed him if he is nice to them.284 He is not active, but passively 

receives what is given. And thus, he is not free to enjoy “his” leisure; his leisure-time 

consumption is not really his own, rather it is determined by the culture industry just as the other 

commodities he buys. He uses the word industry because in an industry each thing is produced in 

mass quantities that look alike. There is no uniqueness to each product that is created by a person 
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who can see his reflection in it. Fromm is nostalgic for the past like other Frankfurt school 

thinkers, who thought that each thing produced by a person has an aura because it is not 

replaceable. Just as individuals are unique and are not replaceable, and if the things they create 

are reflections of them they should not be replaceable. Everyone uses the same new product that 

comes out without thinking if they need this product or buying it just because everyone else is 

buying it. In this alienated form of pleasure nothing happens within a person; nothing changes 

within the self. However, in contrast, in the productive and spontaneous activity, something 

happens within a person while he is reading, looking at scenery, or even talking to friends. He is 

not the same after the experience as before the experience.285 In the productive orientation one 

works at producing something. A genuine experience changes a man, it makes him grow. For 

example, if he reads he can connect his feelings to it, and empathize with characters or applies 

what he learns to his life, in looking at a scenery, he can connect with the nature and feel grander 

in himself and resolves to take care of his natural environment, in talking to his friends, he 

engages not in idle chatter, but connects with his friends in an existential way and realizes that all 

of their lives will end soon, and they need to live for the betterment of this world, both the 

natural world and the world of humans.  

Fromm further discusses individual’s loneliness in the society and how his relationships 

are distorted in the capitalist society. In a capitalist society where individuals are concerned with 

their own interest, modern man’s relationship to his fellow man suffers from selfishness.286 

Man’s deeper feeling of love is replaced by mutual sexual satisfaction or friendly partnership just 
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because he wants to avoid the feeling of loneliness.287 This can be understood if we ponder what 

Fromm says in one of his unpublished lectures given in New York in 1957. He distinguishes 

physical phenomena from the biological phenomena in terms of sex. Fromm claims that the 

problem with Freud is not that he discusses sex too much, but he sees it superficially. If sex is 

seen as biological thing and not as physical phenomena, then one can appreciate erotic attraction 

as a universal force rather than a physical need.288 Fromm explains that for Freud “man is an 

isolated self-sufficient machine that is driven by chemistry or by forces which are all built in that 

machine... and human relations are not a primary need but a secondary need to fulfill the primary 

needs.”289 In other words, for Freud man has physical needs that are primary. For Fromm the 

most basic need of humans is being related to others.290 That is, his primary needs are biological. 

Fromm acknowledges that life existed before man, but since man evolved to have reason, it also 

created passions in him.291 Man’s intimate need cannot be met merely in “biotic” way because in 

biotic relatedness each one loses his integrity.292 Both the person who submits and the one 

dominates are subsumed by the other. Thus “the only solution of relatedness in which at the 

same time one is related and yet one does not lose one’s self is love. Love is a form of 

relatedness in which two are one, and at the same time two, in which fusion occurs under the 

condition of independence, under the condition of respect, and therefore, love is the only solution 

which does not at the same time injure and harm man or his needs for intimate relatedness.”293 In 
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the capitalist society a person’s character traits are developed in ways that one consumes or 

dominates the other even in an intimate relationship. In this way, one can see the negative effects 

of society on the individual.  

Modern man suffers in this way because he fails to realize his one-ness with everyone 

and wants to consume everyone as things rather than caring for people as if they are part of him. 

This creates loneliness rather than eliminating loneliness. Modern society consists of individuals 

as if they are atoms estranged from each other and bound by selfish interests. Man is a social 

being with a deep need to share, to help, to feel as a member of a group. These social strivings 

manifest themselves in the public realm which is strictly separated from the private realm. His 

need to love and share should be expressed both in his public life and his private life. Man in 

public life is a hypocrite and only talks about love, when he means lust, and sharing when he 

really interested in his own interest. In this sense Freud is correct to diagnose the situation of 

man. But what distinguishes Fromm’s view is that man is not in his nature an evil selfish person 

but desires love. This view is opposed to Freud who says that man is a wolf to man.294 It is the 

capitalist system that takes over his loving personality. He does not become a selfish being but 

because of the societal expectation of each for himself he becomes alienated from others and 

from himself, creating a feeling of loneliness. He is not motivated by solidarity with and love for 

his fellow man. These feelings assert themselves as private acts of philanthropy, but they are not 

part of the basic structure of our social relations.295 If the private and social were not in conflict, 

man’s business dealings will not be governed by profit, but genuine care for others and 
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producing things for the intention of benefiting his society. He can still earn his living, but he 

would not be driven by making money for the sake of money.  

By not being able to have an authentic self, a new question arises in modern man’s mind, 

namely, whether “life is worth living,” and the feeling whether one’s life “is a failure,” or “a 

success,”296 which is based on how he measures up on the market of personalities. This idea is 

based on the concept of life as an enterprise which should show a profit. This interpretation of 

life as an enterprise seems to be the basis for a typical modern phenomenon: the increase of 

suicide in modern Western society. Fromm draws a chart of suicide rates in the West vs other 

countries who are not financially prosperous and claims that having more money does not mean 

more happiness.297 However, just because people in countries don’t commit suicide at a 

comparable rate than the Western countries does not mean that they are any happier. What 

Fromm is suggesting is that in the West the emphasis is put upon the success of a life based on 

how much money is accumulated, and when money does not satisfy the deep human desires man 

feels lonely. Fromm is mainly concerned with West’s problem of loneliness and he blames it on 

the emphasis that is put on money to achieve happiness, and the solution he proposes is brotherly 

love among people. Fromm does not provide another model from other countries where suicide 

rates are lower whether they are happy, and if they are whether love among its people is the 

cause of such happiness.  

Fromm observes a very interesting contrast between social and private life of an 

individual. He calls the social life of individuals “citizens.”298 He puts it in quotes because a 
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good citizen would act as selflessly in his public life as he does in the private life. He explains 

that an individual performs his duty with a sense of social obligation. The same man who would 

not think of spending one hundred dollars to relieve the need of a stranger does not hesitate to 

risk his life to save the same stranger when in war just because they both happen to be soldiers in 

uniform. The uniform is the embodiment of our social nature, our civilian garb.299 We follow 

each other blindly, feel secure as a group, as citizens of one country.  

One can see the parody of the current culture of everyone doing the same thing just 

because you are supposed to do that, in the 2015 film called, The Lobster, directed by Yorgos 

Lanthimos. In the film, everyone is required by the state to marry and if one someone is divorced 

they are taken in a home where they are given a certain amount of time to remarry, otherwise 

they will be turned into an animal of their choice. In that house, all the women wear the exact 

same clothes, and men wear exact same clothes. They even have a twisted view of love that they 

should be like each and do the same things. The protagonists of the film, a couple, escape from 

the house, but they could not escape from the twisted thinking of being exactly like the other 

person. The woman is blinded as a punishment, so her partner blinds himself to show his love for 

her.  

The alienation felt in the capitalist societies is compensated by looking like each other, or 

buying the same things, trying to fit in, or being part of the group. We put on our social uniform, 

that is, when we act in public we call it our obligations, but our actions don’t come from our 

heart, from our private life, but are superficial, and therefore, makes our social character 

superficial and creates loneliness. We donate money to charities, but don’t have love in our 
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hearts. Our acts of love are devoid of love.  Thus, man needs to build a community in which his 

social feelings and private existence are the same,300 so that man can see his actions in the world 

as the reflection of his self that is genuinely cares about others.  

Freud, on the other hand, was very pessimistic about humans becoming peaceful. He 

assumes that the conflict is within human personality which would not allow peace in the human 

relationships. He did not suggest that unconscious conflict is merely due to infantile repression 

as Fromm interprets him. Freud argued, in his 1929 work Civilization and its Discontents argues 

that man cannot take pleasure unless he experiences displeasure and he is satisfied only when he 

hurts others and himself because his id is stronger than reason which drives man to harm others; 

man is a wolf to man.301 Freud also suggested that the Super ego is also irrational because it is 

formed by man’s internalization of the irrational ethical demands that a man cannot possibly 

keep.302 While Fromm suggests that ethical demands are actually internal voices and they are not 

impossible to meet because there would no conflict.303 For Fromm, the conflict comes from 

man’s subconscious wanting to love others as oneself, but his actions are not aligned with this 

need because he conforms to society’s norms of being selfish in the market economy of 

personalities in which man creates an artificial personality that are demanded for him to fit in. 

Society is not demanding love, like Freud argues but competition. Society must align according 

to man’s need to loving others for man’s soul to be at peace with itself, because this is exactly 

what soul wants and needs, not the infantile selfish desires.  
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Fromm explains all of Freud’s concepts and suggests that Freud psychoanalyzed them in 

terms of sexuality, such as transference, narcissism, (libido placed in the ego) and so on. Fromm 

explains that narcissism in the modern man is nothing to do with his libido, but it is about man’s 

self-love,304 of his body, and the admiration of his scientific creations. What Fromm is 

suggesting is that these disorders are the result of the modernity and its malaise, not inherent in 

man and in his libido. Modern man has been so alienated from others that narcissism becomes a 

survival and coping mechanism. He must praise himself instead of feeling dejected. Fromm does 

not argue for it nor back it back it up with any evidence or authority because he is not willing to 

acknowledge his debt to the Indians. If we know this background of Fromm, his disagreement 

with Freud makes sense as to what the disagreement is. That is, they disagree with the nature of 

man.  

Freud believes that man is wolf to another man,305 while Fromm’s view is based on the 

Hindu view of human nature being compassionate. For Freud humans have selfish id which 

drives them, and he feels unhappy by acting morality, but his super ego (morality principle) only 

develop by man internalizing the external authority and irrational demand of loving others 

including one’s enemies. Since man internalize it as Super Ego, his id demands selfish pleasures 

which creates guilt or false conscience. For Freud, the death drive comes from the frustrated 

sexual desires, but Fromm corrects Freud and argues that such false guilt comes from not being 

allowed to develop one’s self and one’s own potentialities, which are not driven by id or death 

drive. Man feels guilt not by not obeying the super ego, but not loving oneself. This self  desires 
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to love others to feel good about himself. Fromm claims that true conscience is not the 

internalized voice of the authority, it is our own voice which is present in every human being 

independent of external rewards.  It is the voice of our conscience, and if neglected produces 

feelings of guilt and anxieties. Humanistic conscience is not just the “voice of our loving care for 

ourselves… but the essence of our moral experiences in life.” 306 However, this voice is hardly 

heard by the modern man, it requires being alone with oneself.307Fromm recognized the need to 

be alone with oneself and practiced Hindu meditation. Fromm received training in Hindu 

meditation exercises from Nyanaponika Mahathera during his annual visits to Locarno, 

Switzerland.308 Fromm also received regular instruction from Katya Delakova in Tai Chi,309 

which is a Buddhist meditation exercise that involves certain bodily moves in slow motion. If 

only modern man practice meditation and explore the inner good, they will feel the compassion 

for others because when one meditates one can relate oneself to the great light that is within all, 

and imagines spreading this light and love to all.  

Modern man ignores this relationship to himself and develops “marketing orientation.”310 

In this orientation, man experiences himself as a thing to be employed successfully on the 

market. He does not experience himself as an active agent, or the bearer of human powers. His 

sense of self does not stem from his activity as a loving and thinking individual, but from his 

socio-economic role. Fromm argues that Man becomes a speaking thing.311 That is, even though 

it is language that makes him a human, which gives him the capacity to think, yet he becomes a 
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thing, because he no longer uses language to think for himself. He merely becomes a thing that 

speaks. He no longer knows himself as the eternal light but recognizes himself by his profession. 

And if his job is that of janitor’s he feels as if he is a janitor not a human being whose job is to 

work as a janitor. Fromm compares such a human, “as if I were a thing such a typewriter, and if 

could speak it would say, “I am a typewriter.”312 Man in a capitalist society experiences himself 

in this way, not as a man, with love, fear, convictions, doubts, but as an abstraction, alienated 

from his real nature.  

Fromm criticizes how individuals in the capitalist society no longer recognize their own 

unique human qualities like friendliness, courtesy, kindness. For example, customer service 

representatives only act kindly and smile at their customers to be professionals, not because they 

are genuinely concerned about their customers. The human virtues are transformed into 

commodities. His sense of his own value depends on factors extraneous to him, on the superficial 

judgement of the market, that decides his value as it decides the value of commodities.313  

Alienated personality loses dignity, his sense of self, and of himself as a unique individual. He 

becomes what society wants him to be.314 A productive person is an active person in feeling, in 

thinking, in relationships with others. All the expressions are authentically his own and not put 

into him by an outside influence such as from a newspaper.315  

Thus, modern man has a delusion that he is free.316 Fromm defines independence to be 

“man’s owing his existence to himself both intellectually and emotionally.317 This is what he 
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means by productive man. Modern man loses his self in the roles he plays in relation to others, 

roles which have the function of eliciting approval and avoiding the actions that produce 

disapproval. Fromm gives an example of the character Peer Gynt in a play by Henrik Ibsen 

called Peer Gynt. The character of Peer Gynt is a man who chases after material things in his life 

and finally discovers that he has lost his self in the process. That he has become like an onion 

with layer after layer, and without a substance. Peer Gynt dreads such nothingness. Likewise, 

when modern man’s self disappears, his identity disappears as well, and becomes insane. He tries 

to save himself by acquiring a secondary sense of self, that is, experiencing himself as a being 

who is approved by others, who is worthwhile, successful, useful, and a salable commodity 

which is he because he is looked upon by others as an entity, not unique but who fits into one of 

the current patters of the culture industry.318 Fromm suggests that in the modern society we are 

what we have to be, in accordance with the necessities of the society in which we live.319 There 

is a need for man to be himself and for himself, and to think. Fromm suggests that most people in 

the West have never had a thought in their lives. They are under the illusion that they think, but 

the media and the general atmosphere thinks in them.320 If one does not have a sense of I then 

they make idols for themselves and have a sense of identity by worshipping it. This idol can be 

anything external to them. Fromm warns that the West must come out of this automation and 

must embrace individualism and humanism.321 

In the modern society work has been alienated from the worker. The aim of work has 

become production, to make better and even better things. Workers spend their time in producing 
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“Something.”322 They don’t produce something that want, but whatever market demands. The 

workers become passive and fulfil isolated roles in an organized process of production. A worker 

never produces a thing but only a part of thing, so he can never say that he produced that thing. 

He only consumes that thing if he can afford to purchase it. He never makes as a whole from an 

idea to completion. Man becomes part of the machine of a production enterprise rather than the 

maker of the product. In the age of technology, as an automaton, man himself becomes a part of 

a mindless machine. Just as machine gains consciousness as algorithms, each individual 

algorithm, like human brain’s neurons, does not know what each individual algorithm does. 

Likewise, humans are part of the whole society; but being aware of having self, unlike an 

algorithm, means man should be creative, and be independent, to be like God. Man must be truly 

independent, aware, and separate, which is the only way not to be alienated, and becoming a self 

in a society.  

Fromm suggests that we must discuss the “industrial problem of human beings.”323 What 

Fromm is getting at is that human beings have become part of industry, and they are becoming 

industry themselves. It is not the industry that has a human problem. Humans spend all their time 

working, even if they have enough money, just to make more and more money. It is not merely an 

upper and middle class problem like Fromm suggests, but working class also work more than they 

need to just to save money. Man should not be for industry, but industry for man. Even the 

psychiatrists have bought into the capitalist mentality. They tell the employees to be happy and 

have human relations with customers to keep them satisfied. They assume the purpose of happiness 
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to be profit; rather it is the genuine human relations that produce true happiness. Happiness should 

be an aim not the means to make money. The “human relations” in the companies are the most in-

human relations because they are between alienated automatons; who don’t even doubt and are 

incapable of being spontaneous.324  

One interesting fact that Fromm points out is that this alienation to work, and passivity 

causes passivity in general, it causes the general desire for laziness. Even if a worker works most 

of the time and stay busy making money, he is still in the non-productive orientation, he feels like 

he is being forced to work and his inner need to relatedness to himself and to fulfil his potential is 

not realized. He is not active in the sense of the productive orientation. Even the advertisers appeal 

to this desire for passivity when they introduce new gadgets such as toasters, or “easier to eat 

cereals.”325 Furthermore, people want to retire at sixty and do nothing but travel.326 However, the 

more gadgets were created to reduce the housework and more leisure time was freed up, people 

became busier creating more gadgets. Fromm predicts that in the year 2000 man will be guided by 

“hedonistic materialism.”327 Fromm claims that humans will be dehumanized and sacrificed in 

front of a “Moloch”328 which he also describes as “megamachine,”329 which is a society that acts 

as a machine and humans its parts. He describes this future society in these stark words: 

“This kind of organization by total coordination, by “the constant increase in order, power, 

predictability and above all control,” achieve almost miraculous technical results in early mega-
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machines like the Egyptian and Mesopotamian societies, and it will find its fullest expression, with 

the help of modern technology, in the future of the technological society.”330   

Such a society seems efficient, but humans being in this system become bored, anxious 

and depressed, their imagination is squashed, and because of the stress they become physically ill 

as well.331 Human beings are sacrificed to serve the idol of mega-machine.  Nevertheless, Fromm 

is opposed to government-controlled socialism in the sense of that it has been tried before in 

socialist countries.  

Fromm also describes the situation of the upper class. He points out that their reaction to 

alienation from work has  

Far more serious and deep-seated reaction to the meaninglessness and boredom of work. 

It is the hostility toward work which is much less conscious than our craving for laziness 

and inactivity. A businessman feels like a prisoner to their own business and secret 

contempt for his product. He hates his customers who force him to put on an appearance 

in order to sell. He cannot be himself and show how he feels stuck in his life of being a 

businessman instead of living his life the way he wants, and he cannot express how much 

he hates himself because of it. He hates his competitors because they are a threat to him; 

his employees as his superiors because he is in a competitive fight with them. His 

contempt is unconscious, yet it sometimes comes to his awareness as a fleeting thought, 

nevertheless it makes him miserable.332 
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Fromm claims that one cannot fully appreciate the nature of alienation without bearing in 

mind one specific aspect of modern life: “its routinization, and the repression of the awareness of 

the basic problems of human existence.”333 To earn his daily bread man has to function in a man-

made world of routine. But he can only fulfil himself if he remains in touch with the fundamental 

facts of his existence. That is, if he can experience love and solidarity, as well as the tragic fact of 

his aloneness and of the fragmentary character of his existence. If he only sees the common-

sense appearance of the world, of phenomenon, he loses his grasp of himself and the world. The 

fact that the visible world is only an illusion, and the reality is that everything is the Brahman. 

The routine makes him forget himself. The most significant way of breaking through the routine 

and of getting in touch with the ultimate realities of life is to be found in what Fromm calls 

“ritual.”334 Fromm defines ritual in the broad sense, such as in the performance of a Greek 

drama. In the Greek plays the most primordial problems of human existence were examined and 

the spectator participated, not passively, but actively participating by getting in touch with 

himself as a human being.335 A person can grow by relating the performance to himself and get in 

touch with his feelings. Such ritual can take one out of the routine of daily life and brings one to 

himself. It is the acting out of the spectator along with the performer, in his feelings, what the 

philosophers do in their thoughts.336  A ritual can change the being of an actor and of the 

spectator. As Fromm understands it, a performance whose subject matter is related to the 

fundamental human needs, his having mode of marketing personality can be transformed into the 
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being mode of personality. That is, the productive orientation in which the active and creative 

relatedness of man to his fellow man, to himself and to nature.”337  

Fromm explains that the spectator “touched the ground with his feet, and in this process 

gained strength by which he was brought back to himself.”338 What Fromm means is that when 

the spectator of the ritual or play touches the ground he comes back to the present, into his 

current reality, but not as he was before he engaged in the ritual, but he is reminded of the 

situation of his existence. That he is a mortal being, and he must live his own life and his own 

death, but that he shares this destiny with other human beings creating compassion towards other 

beings. The modern man must practice rituals which can bring the automaton into his authentic 

lived-existence. Instead of absorbed in the world, one must become aware of awareness of 

himself. For instance, here I am watching the drama. He must separate himself from the world, 

then relates to himself, and then relate to the world consciously, as part of the world, but also 

apart from it, having his own needs and be related to others in shared experiences. Not without 

thinking but thinking and feeling. Fromm claims that modern man does not participate in such a 

ritual. People still watch films about crime and passion,339 because of our deep longing for 

dramatization of ultimate phenomena of human existence, life and death, crime and punishment, 

the battle between man and nature. But while Greek drama dealt with these problems on a 

metaphysical level, our modern “drama” and “ritual” are crude and do not produce any cathartic 

effect.340  
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        Fromm claims that even though modern man is intelligent, he lacks reason. He distinguishes 

between intelligence and reason to claim that man is different than other animals. He suggests 

that even chimpanzees and crows are have intelligence because they can use tools such as sticks 

to reach food since the use of tool and planning is regarded as a sign of intelligence. Likewise, 

humans are also intelligent when we “figure out” our daily business.341 In this way intelligence 

serves the biological survival, like other animals. He is downplaying the importance of science 

and technology because it only humans have advanced their environment, but it does not show 

that humans have developed themselves. Reason, however, preserves the self.342 In other words, 

one can know the inner light of oneself by using reason. Its function is to further mental and 

spiritual existence.343 Here Fromm’s influence of Müller’s Vedanta Philosophy is obvious. 

Müller had explained how the Indians searched the reality behind the surface (phenomena) and 

tried to find out the essence of reality 3000 years ago, before the Greeks even started asking 

these questions.344 Indians used reason to know themselves. A rational person examines his own 

life and the purpose of his being. Reason requires a sense of self because a rational person is able 

to examine his thoughts objectively as if his thoughts are not him, and he is observing his 

thoughts. His thoughts are not the who of him. Fromm distinguishes Descartes’ view of knowing 

the existence of oneself by thought as if the self is thought. Fromm seems to emphasize knowing 

from the heart, by being present to oneself. Knowing from the heart is a rational way to know 

oneself because one can connect to the core of one’s being. Even for Aristotle aesthesis koine, 

resides near the heart. However, for Aristotle, the knowledge comes from the experience of the 

                                                
341 Fromm, The Sane Society, p. 169.  
342 Fromm, The Sane Society, p. 169, italics are his.  
343 Fromm, The Sane Society, p. 170.  
344 Müller, Vedanta Philosophy, p. 32.  



 

 119 

world of phenomena, not by looking within. Fromm himself meditated daily as well.345 In 

Müller’s Vedanta Philosophy, which Fromm had read, Müller explains,  

The true nature of Brahman, which forms the eternal reality of the world, in order to lead 

him on to see the oneness of his soul, that is, of his self with Brahman; for this according 

to the Upanishads, is true immortality. ‘The Self,’ he says, smaller than small, greater 

than great, is hidden in the heart of the creature. A man who is free from desires and free 

from grief, sees the majesty of the Self by the grace of the creator.346   

The looking within one’s heart is not being emotional or desiring something, but one’s 

self is hidden in one heart. In observing oneself a person can access one’s self. Fromm explains 

that “reason involves third a dimension, that of depth, which reaches to the essence of things and 

processes.”347 Its function is to know, to understand, to relate oneself to things by 

comprehending them. By using reason, one can examine if his thoughts are his own or is he just 

been reiterating what the society wants him to think. In other words, his thoughts are not him. 

When one meditates, one observes one’s passing by and practice detaching oneself from one’s 

thoughts and get a hold of oneself and achieve tranquility and stillness that does not attach to 

thoughts about the world.  

Contrary to this, is the lacking sense of reality which is the characteristic of an  

alienated personality. Fromm claims that we think of ourselves as realists compared to people in 

the other historical eras even though we have created weapons of mass destruction that can 

destroy the whole earth and end human civilization. If we were realists who can critically 
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examine their actions we, as a society, would do everything to destroy all the weapons capable of 

destroying humanity. Our Western society is insane by keeping these weapons and not doing 

everything it can to help destroy the weapons that other countries may possess. If an individual 

wanting to destroy the humanity, he would be locked up in a prison as an insane person, but 

when the governments do such actions, most people don’t say anything because they agree with 

the government or they think they don’t have any power to change what the government does 

even it would mean ending humanity from the world. Furthermore, modern man lacks realism in 

everything that matters in life such as meaning of life and death, happiness and suffering, feeling 

and serious thought.348 Modern man has covered up the whole reality of human existence and 

replaced it with an artificial, ornamented picture of reality that is not much different from the 

savages who would lose their land and freedom for glittering glass beads. Fromm here is 

referring to the inhabitants of North America who did not even realize that they were selling their 

freedom and land. Likewise, Americans are no different because they have developed the 

capabilities to destroy themselves along with all the people of Earth for the lust for power, and 

the destruction of the atmosphere of Earth for the sake of money. 

         Fromm claims that one of the things that is destroying human reason is the capitalist 

division of labor. He is talking of factory line work. No one produces anything as a whole but 

works on the parts of it. For example, no one person produces a car, but produces only one part 

of it. With this training of the mind, one cannot understand the reality of things beyond the 

surface. Intelligence is sufficient to operate a machine or even a state. But reason develops by 
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observable the whole in its total functionality.349 Like a machine, government and organizations 

are divided into small parts such as division offices and federal agencies handling different 

aspects of governance. Furthermore, these departments do not communicate with each other 

properly because they want to control their own territories. Hence, no one knows how the 

government is run, and what each department does, and reason never develops. It is also true in 

medicine. Each disease or organ has a specialist, and one doctor cannot treat a person holistically 

even though human body is one thing and its parts are connected, disease of one part affects the 

other. A doctor can be intelligent in his own field, but he cannot know his patients completely. 

He remains ignorant and irrational. In the modern Western society, an alienated man’s 

intelligence develops, while reason deteriorates. He sees and consumes things, but does not even 

ask what is behind the reality, why things are the way they are, and where they are going, just as 

he does not ask this question about himself either. Everyone reads the newspaper, but no one 

understands the meaning of political events. Our intelligence helps us to produce weapons, but 

our reason is not capable of controlling them.350 Fromm claims that our society tends to keep 

people irrational because men who have outstanding reason amongst us think “apart from the 

general herd thought,” and they are looked upon with suspicion.351  

 Fromm suggests that modern society is unethical because reason is required for ethics, in 

the sense of knowing oneself from the heart, as the lower Brahman, as explained above. If reason 

is discouraged in the modern society, ethical behavior is not possible. Ethical behavior is based 

on the faculty of making value judgements which is based on reason. That is, choosing between 
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good and evil and to be able to act upon our decisions. This is what Arendt also argues in her 

work, Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of Evil. That evil results from a person 

not being able to think, will, and judge rightly. Arendt thinks that it is not Reason, but Love, 

which she calls Will, builds one’s character and conscience, which is based on Thinking, that is, 

philosophical dialogue with oneself.352 For Arendt, Love will always lead one to good because 

Love, by definition, is good and cares for others. Character is built by thinking, and men like 

Eichmann never engage in a self-dialogue and thus misunderstand Kant and his duty morality. 

Arendt regards such people thoughtless who make evil possible in the world. They follow the 

masses and the common people who don’t think for themselves. She calls this commonness the 

“banality of evil.”353 This exposition of Arendt helps to make sense of Fromm. For Arendt, love 

is something inner in man, that man must look inward and follow what his heart says. Likewise, 

in Fromm, man must look inward because his atman (Sanskrit for soul) is love and loves 

everyone because everyone is part of the same soul or consciousness, the Brahman. If man gets 

in touch with oneself, he will be able to love everything, including himself. Fromm exclaims that 

the “use of reason presupposes the presence of self and so does ethical judgement and action.”354 

What he means is that if reason presupposes self, and self is morally good, that is, it is his 

conscience, it dialogues with itself and keeps a person from immoral acts. Reason presupposes a 

conscience which builds a person’s character because a person wants to be able to live with 

himself. This can only happen if a person is attuned to himself. One way to achieve this is theatre 

because it can bring one out of routine and makes them attune to themselves. According to 
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Diogenes Laertius, philosophers are spectators (theatai).355 The term theory was derived from the 

Greek word theatai, and the word theatrical until a few hundred years ago meant contemplating 

or looking upon something from the outside. So, one can look within, as if looking from outside, 

and being able to see their real selves that are ethical.  

Likewise, a rational person studies his thoughts as if he is an outsider and able to judge. 

However, for Fromm, reason is not thought. Reason is love, which is an emotion and can be felt. 

Love cares about others, so a rational person is necessarily a loving person. And if modern 

society inhibits reason, it necessarily inhibits the very thing that is the soul of human beings, that 

is, love. By restricting love in the sense Fromm is arguing, the society stays insane without it 

because the basic needs of humans and, therefore, of the society are not met.  

It is not the case that society is different from an individual, like Freud had argued. For 

Fromm, individual is part of the society, and the society is itself insane if its members are insane, 

and the members remain insane because society is insane, and therefore, unethical. For Fromm, 

the aim of life is to unfold man’s love and reason so that every other human activity has to be 

subordinated to this aim.356 The Self is not independent but includes the society because the 

individual is part of the society and cannot be happy unless he realizes his full potential of being 

an authentic being, a good moral citizen. This authentic being is fully realized only in loving 

relationships with others in the society that one finds himself.  

Fromm distinguishes, the fairness principle seen in the marketing personality, and 

compares it with the humanistic ethics, which modern man lacks. Fairness principle is the rule 

                                                
355 Arendt, The Life of the Mind. p. 92.  
356 Fromm, The Sane Society, p. 173.  



 

 124 

that one must not cheat or lie in business interaction, but also to love the neighbor and feel one 

with him. To devote one’s life to develop these spiritual powers is part of fairness ethics.357 

Fromm also notices that our society censors sexual content in movies but not violence.358 Our 

society is obsessed with sexual immorality beginning from the Church Fathers such as Saint 

Augustine who was a Neo-Platonist and believed that bodily pleasures and sexual pleasures to be 

sinful unless they are for the purpose of procreation. Violence, on the other hand, is not only not 

censored but exalted. Even though it is violence that destroys humanity not sex. Fromm’s point is 

that people in the modern society people do not think what is actually ethical but follow what is 

handed down to them centuries ago. Americans claim that it their right, as if it is a human right, 

to bear arms. Capitalistic mentality of thoughtlessness and ethical depravity pervades the whole 

of human life and needs to be recreated in our whole mode of life.  

The point Fromm is making is not that man should become independent from society by 

developing individuality, but to consciously devote oneself to society as a contributing member. 

He quotes Einstein from an article,359 in which Einstein forewarns against the crisis of our time. 

He warns that as man becomes more conscious of his dependence on society he feels that it 

threatens his natural rights and economic existence, and he does not feel protected. His egotistical 

drives accentuate, while his social drives deteriorate. All humans in the society, no matter their 

class, feel lonely and insecure. While the fact is that man can derive meaning in life only though 

devoting himself to society.360 What Einstein is suggesting is that humans’ ties to society should 

make him feel secure and humans’ giving to society should satisfy his need to love others. Instead 
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in our current time this relationship is distorted. Man’s urge to love is destroyed because he is in 

constant competition with others instead of loving them, likewise, he is seen by others in a society 

as someone to be crushed in competition instead of being loved and protected by others.   

Fromm also refers to Marx to make the same point. He explains that for Marx, Socialism 

is “an association in which the free development of each is the condition for the free development 

of all...a society in which the “full and free development of each individual becomes the ruling 

principle.”361 Marx calls this aim the realization of naturalism, and of humanism.362 What Marx is 

getting at is that human beings are naturally connected to each other, and they can only be happy 

if they can realize a society in which all individuals are free to choose their own work according 

to their abilities and interests. Unless all individuals are free to be happy in this way there will be 

grief in the society that will make everyone miserable.  

Fromm refers to Buber who explains that Marx devoted himself to the economic and the 

political and he hardly ever undertook the social.363 Even though Marx advocated socialism, it is 

interesting that he does not talk about the social issues related to the economic and political 

solution. Fromm explains that Marx’s historical materialism did not progress because he did not 

relate the development of culture to the development of economy.364 Since capitalism affects 

man’s total personality, mere losing the chains is not going to change the culture of selfishness.365 

Even though selfishness develops from the capitalist system, and since it has developed in the 

Western psyche, it will take each individual to look inward and change himself, rather than 
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throwing away the system first. The second error Marx and Engels committed is that they assumed 

the imminent advent of the good society rather than foreseeing the darkness of communist and 

fascist authoritarianism to come first. “This unrealistic misapprehension was responsible for many 

of the theoretical and political errors in Marx’s and Engels’ thinking, and it was the basis for the 

destruction of Socialism which began with Lenin.366 Fromm explains that because of Marx’s 

overestimation of a political solution, the ultimate aims of Marxist socialism of emancipation of 

man from dominating others, and restoring man and not money to be the aim of social life, creating 

unity between man and man and man and nature was never realized.367 Thus, after World War I, 

Marxist movement was divided into two negative branches. Social Democratic wing which 

emphasized economic interests of the working class. And second branch, the communist wing, 

aimed a forced development of a social society by controlling the means of production by taking 

power.  

They both had two things in common which resulted in the failure of Marxist Socialism. 

The both got disillusioned from the early optimism. The Right Wing or Social Democratic wing 

led to Nationalism, which abandoned genuine socialist vision. The second, the Communist Wing, 

under Lenin, put an emphasis on the political and economic, and neglected the social sphere which 

is the essence of socialist theory.368 Secondly, what both wings neglected was the importance of 

developing man’s potential of becoming human. A producing being was only thought of in terms 

of economics, rather than productive in the sense of productive orientation as Fromm explicates. 

Fromm elucidates the situation of his time, but it is true that in currently in Western countries 
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Socialism only implies higher wages for the workers, and in our current time the need for the 

involvement of government to regulate the economy that benefit all. Socialism has lost its meaning 

that it should address man’s human need of love and belonging. Fromm argues that the Democratic 

Socialism must concentrate on the human aspects of the social problem rather than merely 

economic; it must attend to human soul. We must think of Socialism in human terms.369  

Modern man thinks he is free, but he is merely deluding himself. He blindly follows society 

and thinks he is making his own choices. He identifies himself with his work instead of knowing 

himself. When man realizes that he is Atman (soul) which is identical with Brahman,370 he comes 

to know that he has the potential to free himself from the societal ideal of judging his worth 

according to how much money he has. Once man realizes himself in this way, he will feel love for 

others which will not only satisfy his own need for relatedness but will have compassion for others 

and would want to help release them from the burden of matching up to society’s ideals and 

measuring their own worth as human beings, not as commodities. In other words, an individual 

does not merely realize himself, but bring others to this realization with him; this means relating 

to others in the society with love. 
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CHAPTER 3 
 

INDIVIDUAL OUTSIDE THE SOCIAL CONSCIOUSNESS 
 
 

The concept of self in Fromm is not merely a social self, but this social self is also an 

individual apart from the society. Even though the self is developed in the society and according 

to its character, one can transcend it by meditating on oneself concentrating on one’s heart, 

which Fromm considered to be Reason, by separating oneself from thinking. In his 1957 work, 

The Sane Society, Fromm had claimed that man’s behavior is the reflection of his society as a 

social unconsciousness, rather than of individual unconsciousness which can be opposed to the 

society, as Freud had suggested. What Fromm argues is that individual unconsciousness only 

reflects what society values. If the society values what is not conducive to man’s development 

and his psychic needs, and what is good for human nature, then the whole society feels alienated 

and becomes insane, and this insanity becomes normalized. Feeling stressed, sad, lonely, 

unloved, and unfulfilled becomes a normal state of being because everyone feels this way.371  

In the insane society, the whole of man is alienated such as his loves, his experiences, his 

politics, his thinking, his feelings, and even his language.372 Fromm contrasts the alienated self 

with productive self who is associated with the community, but not in an alienated way. He calls 

this productive love which, “always implies a syndrome of attitudes; that of care, responsibility, 

respect and knowledge.”373 For Fromm, the development of individual self is the development of 

conscience which respects others as others, which includes women with the rest of the humanity 
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and as fellow humans deserving of love, justice and mercy. This is what he means by productive 

orientation374 and productive love.375 Fromm equates loving and knowing: “if I love, I know 

him, I have penetrated through his surface to the core of his being and related myself to him from 

the core of my being.376 One can see a connection to the Jewish/Hebrew notion of ‘knowing’ and 

‘loving,’ of daat and ahavah. In the Jewish tradition, there is a notion of a personal God, even 

though loving other is the worship of God. However, God and others are not the same as they are 

for Fromm. For Fromm, however, one can understand others by understanding oneself because 

not only we are all humans, we are all divine.377 This kind of love is productive because it is 

produced from the core of one’s being, and it includes true feelings. It is different from alienated 

love where one is self-alienated and unrelated to others. Fromm observes that in Western society 

love is divided into two channels and neither of them is productive real love. It is identified with 

sex, or sexless unerotic thing when two people get along well, and if they happen to marry each 

other, they call is love.378  These unrelated conditions are assumed to be companionship, which is 

exactly what is lacking. Loving relatedness is not just to one person, but to the humankind.379 

When Fromm says “Man’s birth as a man”380 he means man’s realization that he is apart from 

nature, he feels alienated and realizes that he cannot live alone after losing his natural roots. In 

other words, he finds himself alone from the very beginning when he is born as a man. He needs 
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what is natural to him, that is, being united to something, and the best thing for man is to be 

united with other men to feel at home.  

Fromm explains the alienation in terms of lack of love when the need for relatedness goes 

wrong it becomes narcissism. He contrasts it with human’s normal narcissism that comes from 

awareness of the reality that is outside of oneself, and the experience of oneself as independent 

individual. Fromm suggests that in a sane society, at the age of around eight a child should 

experience love as taking other people’s needs as just as important as his own. If a child fails to 

recognize this love for others or loses it after acquiring it, he becomes a pathological narcissist 

which is the root cause of psychic disorders and the if the whole society loses such love it 

becomes insane.381 Fromm claims that for the narcissist, there is only one truth that only his own 

thoughts, feelings, and needs are real. Fromm acknowledges that one of the most important 

discovery of Freud is the notion of narcissism. Fromm explains that for Freud, “narcissism is an 

attitude in which what is subjective, my own feelings, my physical needs, my other needs, have a 

great deal more reality than what is objective, than what is outside.”382 Fromm insists that a 

narcissist cannot relate to the world. Fromm asserts that, “the narcissist person is simply not 

capable of conceiving the world emotionally in its own reality over there.”383 He further explains 

that he can perceive it intellectually, but not emotionally.384 Fromm then distinguishes his own 

definition of narcissism from the Freudian sense, and adds that a narcissist is not just egotistical, 

but he is not a loving person.385 Fromm builds on it and claims this same idea can be applied to a 
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group of people, and nationalism results from it.386 Fromm elaborates on this and suggests that if 

a person who has nothing to be proud of, no education and no money, gets his narcissism from 

being part of that nation. 387What he is saying is that the whole society becomes narcissistic and 

pathological. What is more disturbing is that this fact is in the unconscious of society, and this 

narcissistic attitude is regarded normal because everyone thinks this way. If the whole society is 

narcissistic, there needs to be an outsider to that society who can make them realize their insanity 

because that person can look at the society from another lens. For instance, from the lens of 

Jewish tradition which commands loving thy neighbor as thyself. Loving self in this way, 

includes loving others, because everyone is part of the humanity, including oneself. The 

narcissist or the insane person loses contact with the world; he withdraws to himself. Such a 

society is the opposite pole to objectivity, reason, and love. The opposite of narcissism is love or 

sanity. Only love is the productive relatedness because it allows one to retain freedom while 

united with one’s fellow man.388  

Fromm claims that man’s need for love and relatedness also comes from his urge to 

transcend himself.389 In other words, man feels alone in his awareness of separateness from 

others, as a thinking individual. In longs to connect with others, and he can do this by loving 

others. Man is thrown in the world without his knowledge or will and is taken away in the same 

way as other animals and inorganic matter. If man is part of the Brahman, then if he is alienated 

from others, he longs for connection both with other humans and with nature. Everything in 

nature creates as they reproduce. But they also create as in productive orientation, by loving one 
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another.  But man is endowed with reason and imagination and he has the urge to transcend his 

role as the creature, the accidental and passivity of his existence, by becoming a creator.390 “In 

the act of creation man transcends himself as a creature, raises himself beyond the passivity and 

accidentalness of his existence into the realm of purposefulness and freedom. In his need for 

transcendence lies the root for love, art, religion and material production.”391 What Fromm is 

arguing is that since man comes from Brahman who “burst forth, whether in the shape of thought 

and word, or in the shape of creative power or physical force.”392 Man is restless unless he also 

bursts forth from his non-productive orientation, in thought, in attitude, and deed. Fromm warns 

that "if I cannot create life, I can destroy it. To destroy life makes me also transcend it.”393 In 

other words, the non-productive people become the authoritarian who have lost the capacity to 

love and care. Who never try to get in touch with their real self who wants to love. But the need 

to transcend is still there, and it burst forth in a destructive way than in a creative way.  

In rejecting authoritarianism and nationalism, Fromm reinterprets Bible which gives 

authority to God even though Fromm does not believe that Bible’s authority comes from God. 

He says that, “historical examination shows that it is a book written by men-different kinds of 

men, living in different times.”394 Fromm also thinks of relating to blood and soil incestuous and 

claims that one of the purposes of the Hebrew Bible is to free man from its bondage.395 What he 

means is that nationalistic and racist tendencies keep man enslaved to roots in nature which he 

must lose in order to be associated with the human race as a whole. He claims that we need to 
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free ourselves from the laws of God by reinterpreting the Bible to advocate for such freedom. 

Fromm says this about the Hebrew Bible, “The Hebrew Bible is a revolutionary book; its theme 

is the liberation of man from the incestuous ties to blood and soil, from the submission to idols, 

from slavery, from powerful masters, to freedom for the individual, for the nation, and for all of 

mankind.”396 Fromm further explains that because we live in a time of revolution we must free 

ourselves from all forms of social bondage that were once sanctioned by “God” and the “social 

laws.397 Fromm puts God in quotes to suggests that ancient men wrote this book and attributed it 

to God to make people obey the commandments. Therefore, it must be reinterpreted according to 

the principles of freedom we understand today. Men should not bind themselves to nations nor 

regard themselves as people against other people, but assume the spirit of the Bible, which is to 

become a revolutionary, drop national identities and become one humanity. Fromm also 

interprets Genesis 1:26, “let us make man in our image” could either mean that since man is 

created in God’s image, man “has a Godlike quality;”398 Or that “God is not a thing, and 

therefore he cannot be presented in a name or in an image.”399 He explains that,  

The Hebrew Bible is the document depicting the evolution of a small, primitive nation, 

whose spiritual leaders insisted on the existence of one God and on the nonexistence of 

idols, to a religion with faith in a nameless God, in the final unification of all men, in the 

complete freedom of each individual.400  
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 Fromm calls the Hebrew Bible a book that depicts a primitive nation, rejects the authority 

of it as a word of God, and claims that it is written by many people, and argues that the Hebrew 

Bible actually wants people to be free from the belief in God so that people can become free 

from bonded to a particular soil, or by the blood, which can be the basis of a people. It is 

interesting to note that he claims the equality of all men and races, yet he regarded Mexicans to 

be inferior to him even though he spent ten years of his life there. Lawrence Friedman explains 

that,  

When Fromm began to train the first generation at the Mexican Psychoanalytic Society, 

he was narcissistic, stern, arrogant, driven, and irritable. Despite the coffee and pastries 

that he graciously provided at the start of a seminar, he had a “haughty vanity” and a 

readiness to put others down. This was a tightly wound and rather condescending German 

psychoanalyst and writer in a Third World country-not the most pleasant training for 

Mexico’s first generation of analysts. Despite his appreciation for local art, Fromm came 

to Mexico with some discomfort and even contempt for Mexican culture.401 

 This biographical information suggests that Fromm himself struggled with narcissism and 

that he was unable to love everyone as he encourages others to love and forgive. Fromm had 

proposed his theory of motherly conscience. Unlike Freud’s fatherly super-ego, Fromm proposes 

the existence of motherly conscience in all humans demands loving and forgiving others as well 

as ourselves.402 While in Freud the little boy is frightened by castration possibility because 

fatherly love is governed by fear, motherly love is taught by showing love. When we become our 

                                                
401 Lawrence Friedman. The Lives of Erich Fromm: Love’s Prophet. p. 158-159.  
402 Fromm, The Sane Society, p. 47. 



 

 135 

own fathers and mothers, by internalizing these instincts; we become our own children. We love 

ourselves without the guilty conscience demanding us to do the impossible as the father within 

us scolds us or praises us. While the internalized mother conscience within us speak in a very 

different language. She tells us that it is alright to forgive ourselves,403 that we have our human 

worth and we deserve to live and be happy. Fromm had to become his own child and his own 

mother, and he elevated himself so much that he appears a narcissist. When Fromm describes 

narcissism, he equates it with self-hatred, which is internalized by one’s being by a dominating 

mother who was unable to love his child. Fromm insists that, “the selfish person does not love 

himself too much but too little; in fact, he hates himself… He seems to care too much for himself 

but actually he only makes an unsuccessful attempt to cover up and compensate for his failure to 

care for his real self… Selfish persons are incapable of loving others, but they are also not 

capable of loving themselves either.”404 He blames this self-hatred tendencies on the dominating 

mother.  

 It is easier to understand selfishness by comparing it with greedy concern for others, as 

we find it, for instance, in an over-solicitous, dominating mother. While she consciously believes 

that she is particularly fond of her child; in fact, she has repressed hostility toward the object of 

her concern. She is over concerned not because she loves the child too much, but because she has 

to compensate for her lack of capacity to love him at all.405  

Funk had published the photographs of young Fromm dressed as a little girl. Funk 

informs us that Fromm’s mother, Rosa, would dress him as a little girl and take him to a 

                                                
403 Fromm, The Sane Society, p. 47. 
404 Fromm, Man for Himself, p. 131.  
405 Fromm, Man for Himself, p. 131.  



 

 136 

photograph studio to take his photos to satisfy her desire for a daughter that she never had.  

Fromm was an only child and he had a lot of interaction with older women as he grew up.406 

Funk also published a photo of the mother and son in his biography of Fromm in which Rosa 

Fromm has pulled her son with her hand on his shoulder, making his head lay on her breasts as 

he stands close to her. They are standing by a lake. Funk says that this picture describes their 

relationship, “she clutches her son to her bosom as she gazes into the distance, while weeping 

willow in the background seems to underscore the dreariness of such a relationship.”407 She 

wants to have her son close to her physically, but not emotionally, her gaze is distant and not 

towards her son. Funk quotes Fromm, “my mother was not interested in me as an individual 

either.”408 She forced him to play piano because all other children played piano even though he 

hated to play piano. One can see he was attuned to his own desires from an early age; and he 

didn’t want to be a conformist.  

 Since Fromm claims that both mother and father consciences are in both males and 

females. Both commands of duty and commands of love are important because the inner father 

and inner mother don’t just speak about oneself but also about the fellow human beings. This 

view also makes more sense if we examine his Hindu background. According to one of the 

books in Fromm’s library, entitled, Philosophy of Life, published in 1969, by Swami 

Krishnanada, “the true Self of man is devoid of sex.”409 Since man is part of the Brahman, it is 

not gendered, and there is a concept of karma in Hinduism, there is a fatherly judgement, and 
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motherly love of compassion for all. Krishnananda quotes Bhagavad-Gita: “I	am	the	Father	of	

this	world,	the	Mother,	Supporter,	the	Grandfather;	I	am	the	object	to	be	known.”410	

Krishnanada	explains	his master, Swami Sivananda’s teachings: 

The one Brahman appears as the universe in all the planes or degrees of its manifestation, 

and, therefore, the Sadhaka has to pay his homage to the lower manifestation before he 

steps into the higher. Sound health, clear understanding, deep knowledge, powerful will 

and moral toughness, are, all parts of the process of the realization of the ideal preached 

by the Vedanta. The importance of this picturesque life is well brought out when the 

Swami insists on an all-round discipline of the lower self. He has a song of “a little”, 

whereby he teaches that a simultaneous development of the diverse sides of human nature 

is imperative. His Vedanta is not in conflict with Yoga, Bhakti and Karma. All these are 

blended together in his philosophy, as elements constituting a whole, in the several states 

of its experience. “To adjust, adapt and accommodate”, “to see good in everything”, and 

to bring to effective use all the principles of Nature in the progress of the individual 

towards Self- realization along the path of an integrated fusion of the human powers, are 

some of the main factors which go to build his philosophy of life. He was one of the most 

practical of persons that could ever be found though he had his stand on the loftiest peak 

of absolutistic metaphysics. He was an idealist-realist, a philosopher-humanitarian, a 

strange mixture of contraries which seemed to find in him a loving mother who brings 

together her quarrelsome children. To love all, and to see God in all, to serve all, because 
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God is all, to realize God as the identity of all in one fullness of perfection, are his main 

canons.411 	

Fromm had read this book and one can see where he is borrowing his ideas. Fromm says 

that not only do motherly consciences exists in both men and women, but they exist in the 

society. In other words, these consciences exist in society as social consciences. The individual is 

commanded by the society to do certain duties which benefit the society, and the individual 

complies without thinking about it. An individual even feels what he is supposed to feel, as 

dictated by the society, without realizing that he is not actually feeling these things, but merely 

thinking that he is feeling them. The individual pays a heavy price for not doing what the society 

demands of him as that individual feels ostracized by the society and feels alone as a result. 

Fromm explains how this culture came to be. This culture evolved gradually from the 

“development of man from the hunter and gatherer to a reasoned being, fully awake, who 

becomes apart from nature and then having control over the nature, sees himself as the image of 

God.”412 Fromm claims that this awakening happens in all cultures around the world at the same 

time. It is as if humanity has a universal consciousness that is awakened. It develops with 

Buddha in India, the philosophers in Greece, and with the Bible in Palestine, and then with a new 

peak in Christianity.413 If this awakening occurs in all cultures at the same time, there is no one 

culture that came up with this idea first. This statement is a denial that the idea of humans as the 

image of God originated with the Indians. Müller, in his Vedanta Philosophy also denies that this 

idea could have originated with Indians, even though he spends ninety-one pages arguing that the 
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idea of humans being an image of God originated in the Upanishads and the Greeks seems to 

have borrowed the idea of Logos, theory of Forms, and the human beings are in the likeness of 

God from the Indians. Müller’s quotes from Katha Upanishads, “the oneness of his soul, that is, 

of his self with Brahman;”414 and from Maitrayana Upanishads, “He who is in the fire, and He 

who is in the heart, and He who is in the sun, are all one and the same, and that who knows this 

becomes one with the One.”415 These quotes suggest that Müller acknowledges that the idea of 

humans made in the image of God originated in the Hindu scriptures. 

Fromm had read Müller, and like Müller does not acknowledge that Greek ideas were 

borrowed from the Indians. It is a Hindu idea that Self is identical with the Brahman.416 In the 

Vidanta literature man shares the same atman (soul) as the Brahma (the One). We see this idea in 

Plotinus and his One, in the Hebrew Bible when God created man in His image, and in 

Christianity when Jesus, the God, becomes man and shares the humanity. One can notice that 

there is no mention of any women thinkers who might have influenced the progress, even though 

Fromm had claimed that in the evolution of mankind, it was the goddesses who influenced 

humanity before the patriarchal cultures developed.417  

Fromm insists that our Western culture is built on the foundations of Greek and Jewish 

cultures. He attributes the first awareness to woman rather than man. In the Bible, man was still 

unconscious of himself while woman was more intelligent, active, and daring of the two. Fromm 

does not judge it a sin for woman who begins to think for herself in choosing to eat the forbidden 

fruit. Even though the patriarchal God of the Bible announces that man shall rule over the 
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woman because of her disobedience.418 This woman first became aware of her independence 

from nature and had the freedom of choice, therefore, she must rule the man and not vice a versa. 

It was the patriarchal cultures that developed the idea that women lacked reason and therefore 

need to be ruled by men.419 Even though Eve’s disobedience was a good thing because it was as 

a first step in humans’ awareness, she and the humanity along with her were punished by God as 

the first couple were expelled from the Garden of Eden and brought into the world of sorrows 

and toil. However, Fromm assumes the first disobedience as an achievement of women recorded 

in the Bible, he claims that women received their dignity back in Christianity when blending of 

matriarchal and patriarchal elements occurred in the development of Catholicism. The idea of 

loving and forgiving mother was reintroduced. The Catholic church herself becomes as a loving 

mother besides the Virgin Mary who symbolizes the maternal spirit of forgiveness and love. 

Nevertheless, God the father that is represented in the hierarchical principle, man must submit to 

his authority.420  

Fromm blames Protestantism and Calvinism for taking away the feminine aspect from 

Christianity, just he blames Protestant Reformation for the cause of capitalism and separating 

man from himself under the false illusion of individualism.421 Fromm suggests that Protestant 

Christianity went back to the purely patriarchal spirit of the Old Testament and eliminated the 

mother element from the religious concept. Man was no longer enveloped in the motherly love of 

the church and the Virgin; he was alone, facing a severe and strict God whose mercy he could 

obtain only by an act of complete surrender to God via the princes and the state which became 
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all-powerful, sanctioned by the demands of God.422 The emancipation from the feudal society 

has led to the feeling of isolation and powerlessness, but the paternal principal brought the 

positive aspect, of rational thought and individualism.423 

However, Protestant patriarchy brought with itself the negative aspect as well, that of 

submission to the state, if not to the feudal lords or the Pope. Fromm also regards submission to 

the land as a negative aspect of the matriarch principle.424 Protestant patriarchy brought the 

positive aspect of rationality and objectivity and in the growth of individual and social 

conscience. One aspect of the rational thought manifested itself in the scientific progress. Fromm 

acknowledges that the matriarchal complex, in both its negative and positive aspects still exists. 

Its positive aspect such as the idea of human equality, of the sacredness of life, of all men’s right 

in the ideas of natural law, humanism, enlightenment philosophy and the objectiveness of 

democratic socialism. He does not name any women thinkers to attribute these ideas to 

matriarchal principal, nor to Hinduism but to the Bachofen’s idea of motherly love for her 

children. Common to all the above ideas is the concept that all men are children of Mother Earth 

and have a right to be nourished by her, and to enjoy happiness without having to prove this right 

by any achievements. The brotherhood of all men implies that they are all the sons of the same 

mother, who have an inalienable right to love and happiness. In this concept of motherly love, 

the incestuous tie to the mother is eliminated because it is not loving one nation but loving 

mother earth as a whole. But the fixation to blood and soil regresses matriarchal principle to its 

negative aspect. Fromm says, “Man-freed from the traditional bonds of the medieval community, 
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afraid of the new freedom which transformed him into isolated atom-escaped into a new idolatry 

of blood and soil, of which nationalism and racism are the two most evident expressions.”425 

Instead of natural laws (matriarchal principal) man-made laws created using the patriarchal 

principal are used creating hierarchies even in a nation. Fromm suggests that if reason can be 

freed from such a negative development, it will become truly rational and establish the spiritual 

reality of moral and intellectual conscience for all people of earth.426 Fromm alludes to the 

biblical notion of the messianic times when all people will assume themselves as one people. 

Fromm provides no explanation of how this will it be possible when there are so many religions 

in the world that claim exclusivity, and nations claim the rights of their own people to exist over 

against other nations.  

Fromm has encountered the fascism of Nazism and Stalinism; and claims that the 

insanity of patriotism puts one’s own nations above humanity, above the principle of truth and 

justice. He is not prophesying of an ideal world, like Marx hopes for economic equality. He is 

explaining what the rational world should be like and leave it to posterity to give his advice heed 

if they want to save the humanity. Patriotism is not insane if it is the loving interest in one’s 

nation’s spiritual and material welfare and not its power over other nations. However, it must 

include loving and respecting other nations. Just as love for one individual must not exclude 

loving others. Likewise, loving one’s nation, like loving self, must include loving people of other 

nations because they are part of humanity as well.  
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To be a productive being, beside the need for relatedness, rootedness, and transcendence, 

man needs a sense of identity to remain sane. Fromm is talking about having the courage to 

emerge from his clan find his individual identity. With the break-up of the medieval feudal 

system, man wondered about his own individual identity, how can he know that he is he apart 

from the group he belongs to. For Descartes, “I doubt-hence I think, I think-hence I am,”427 

emphasized the experience of an “I” as a thinking subject and could not see that an “I” is 

“experienced also in the process of feeling and creative action.”428 What Fromm means is that a 

human subject is not distinguished by thinking or rationality, but by feelings, the matriarchal 

principal. In the Western world man does not even think for himself but depends on his 

recognition by his affiliation with a group or with his occupation. He only has an illusion of 

individuality.429 The I must be above the recognition by others, but the I must feel what he is in 

himself without wanting to become what others want him to be. The need for the sense of 

identity is not merely a philosophical problem. It stems from the condition of human existence. 

Without the sense of an I one cannot be sane. Fromm claims that behind the intense passion for 

status and conformity is this very need to acquire the sense of identity.430 Thus, the modern man 

remains insane because he thinks he is the owner of such a company or lives at a certain address. 

His subconscious feels empty and without an identity which drive him insane, he does not know 

what is causing such loneliness. Man is not a disembodied intellect, as Descartes suggests, and 

can never be satisfied if he regards himself only as a thought; man is the totality of thought, 

body, mind, reason, and emotions. Man must live as a thinking being, but also in the total 
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process of living that includes feeling and sensing which he must express in the relationship to an 

object of devotion.431  

To know if man is mentally healthy, one must know what man is, that is what is the 

nature of man. Fromm seems to espouse the belief that man is one like any other human being. 

All men possess humanity. That, “every individual carry within himself not only his 

individuality but also all of humanity with all its potentialities.”432 Humans share the conditions 

of human existence. For Fromm, “mental health is characterized by the ability to love and to 

create, by the emergence from incestuous ties to clan and soil, by a sense of identity based on 

one’s experience of self as the subject and agent of one’s powers, by the grasp of reality inside 

and outside of ourselves, that is, by the development of objectivity and reason.”433 In other 

words, each individual needs to be loved, rather than mere approved by the group he belongs to. 

Each individual need to experience his self who has the power to act otherwise than his group 

using his own thinking, and just think what he is supposed to think, and knowing the difference 

whether what he is doing is what he really wants. In other words, since man is aware of his 

awareness, he must become aware of his identity apart from his group to be truly free.  

Fromm suggests that we know the needs of man qua man because of all the “awakened 

ones”434 from around the world have been taught the same things without being influenced by 

each other. He regards this simultaneous knowledge of man’s nature as a proof that reason, 

which is common to all men, has led them to attribute the same human needs because all humans 

share the same humanity. Fromm does not entertain the idea that there might be an interchange 
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of ideas among difference cultures, especially during the trade routes in the Mediterranean. He 

insists that, “the fact that in the most diverse places of this globe, at different periods in history, 

the ‘awakened ones’ have preached the same norms, with none, or with little influence from one 

upon the other. Ikhnaton, Moses, Kung Futse, Lao-tse, Buddha, Isaiah, Socrates, and Jesus have 

postulated the same norms for human life, with only small and insignificant differences.”435 

In the above quote, Fromm acknowledges that there can be influence even if it is “little” 

and even among the “diverse places of this globe, at different periods in history.” Harold Bloom, 

in his work, Anxiety of Influence, claims that each writer is influenced by other major thinkers, 

but they are unwilling to give credit to their precursors. He suggests that “nothing is got for 

nothing, and self-appropriation involves the immense anxieties of indebtedness, for what strong 

maker desires the realization that he has failed to create himself?”436 What Bloom is arguing is 

that influence is inevitable, and if the influence is not credited it produces anxiety in the writer 

because of the guilt of not acknowledging their indebtedness. If Bloom is correct, and if there has 

to be influence among the major thinkers of the world, maybe one should assume the oldest 

source, which is the Vedanta literature, to be a main source of the idea that humans are made in 

the image of God. 

One can also see the similarities in the ideas. For example, on the surface, for Aristotle, 

the aim of life is happiness, and in the Vedanta philosophy life is an illusion, therefore, one 

cannot have an aim. These two ideas seem to contradict each other. However, if we know their 

whole philosophies their main aim seems to be very similar. For Aristotle, happiness means 
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Eudaimon, which translates to be excellent at being a human.437 And if what defines humans are 

the rationality and being social, then the excellent human being will conclude that loving other 

being in one’s society makes a human, an excellent human being, a happy human being. 

Happiness, for Aristotle, is not a feeling, but a rational and social endeavor. It is caring for 

others. If we closely examine Vedanta philosophy, life is an illusion, but know that they claim 

that all life or atman is One, part of the Brahman, and the individual life is only an illusion, 

“internality and externality, are mere illusions, creations of the mind. “There is only the solid 

existence, the one reality, the Absolute.” 438 And if this life is the life of suffering, we are all in 

this together, it brings compassion for others. Even if individual life is an illusion, being One is 

not an illusion, yet one can forget about his own suffering an illusion, and have compassion on 

all, including oneself, which brings peace and happiness. And if we are all One, then others’ 

suffering is my suffering, and I must do my best to alleviate this suffering and bring happiness to 

others in the society. The problem with Aristotle is that he believes in caring for his own kind 

that is Greek rational men only. While for the Vidanta philosophers, such as Swami Sivananda, 

that Fromm was reading, the One includes all beings, including non-humans, as One Brahman. 

“The essential nature of the Atman is realized to be Satchidananda or absolute Existence-

Consciousness-Bliss.439 One can see the influence of Indian philosophy in Plotinus’ philosophy 

too. His student Porphyry, in his edited works of Plotinus called Enneads, mentions Indian 

philosophers; which suggest the influence of Indian philosophy on Greek thinking. Which 

explains why the “awakened ones”440 had similar ideas.  
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Fromm realizes that the idea of human nature of loving all is idealistic, but he thinks it is 

an achievable goal. He analyzes what could be the cause of alienation and how it can be 

eliminated for humans to connect with each again. He suggests that the “mode of production and 

social and political organization influences the nature of man and his psyche.”441 This is how 

humans develop “social character.”442 Social character is the “character structure which is 

shared by most members of the same culture in contradiction to the individual character in which 

people belonging to the same culture differ from each other.” Social character is not the sum-

total of character traits in majority of people in a given culture. It references to the function of the 

social character.443 Individuals in a society make the society function by obeying its unwritten 

rules. There is no “society” in general, but only specific social structures which operate in 

different ways in each society. The society can only exist if its members function according to 

what society needs to operate. It is the function of the social character to shape the behavior of its 

members where they don’t consciously decide whether to follow the social norms, but of 

“wanting to as they have to act” and at the same time feel gratified as if they have chosen the 

action out of their freewill. In other words, it is the social character’s function to mold and 

channel human energy within a given society for the purpose of the continued functioning of this 

society.444  

Fromm wants people to realize that they can have a choice, and they don’t have to act 

according to the rules of society. They can think about what is good for them, and they can be 

present to themselves by paying attention by meditating as to what they are really feeling, instead 
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of what they think they are feeling, as society deceives them in thinking false feelings. Fromm 

practiced as he preached. He meditated regularly.445 One can see his attraction to Vedanta 

philosophy because meditation creates a space between the world and oneself, and one is able to 

observe the world as it happens without attaching to it. It creates a space for one to think about 

one’s own feelings and to contemplate the world objectively. By closing one eyes and practicing 

meditation one can be with oneself.446 In a society that values having and possessing to make the 

economics of the society function, one can choose to practice inner-strength. The inner strength 

does not involve asceticism, but “being able to love, to concentrate, to be tender, joyful, and sad, 

to be sympathetic and to know how to demarcate oneself.”447 Fromm calls the life of being as 

productive, versus the life of having as non-productive.  

To understand the difference between the two modes of existence, having vs being, 

Fromm provides two poems as an illustration of these two modes by Suzuki, whom he also refers 

to in his work, Lectures on Zen Buddhism.” One poem is a haiku by a Japanese poet, Bashu, 

1644-1694; the other poem is by nineteenth-century English poet, Tennyson. They both describe 

a similar experience of reacting to seeing a flower while taking a walk. Tennyson’s verse is: 

Flower in a crannied wall, 

I pluck you out of the crannies, 

I hold you here, root and all, in my hand, 

Little flower-but if I could understand 

What you are, root and all, and all in all, 
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I should know what God and man is.448 

While Basho’s haiku runs like this, translated in English:  

When I look carefully 

I see the nazuna blooming 

By the hedge!449 

Fromm notes the differences between the two poems. Tennyson reacts to the flower 

By wanting to have it. Tennyson “plucks” it, including “root and all.” And even though he 

observes that flower gives him an insight into the nature of man and God, he has killed the 

flower for his own interest.450 Here one can see the reaction of Western observer of flower by the 

influence of Greek and the Bible. For Aristotle, and for the Biblical God, lower things are made 

for the higher things. Flower does his purpose to give insight and pleasure to man, and its death 

is not even cogitated as wrong. It seems that Fromm’s thinking changed significantly by the time 

he wrote his work, To Have or To Be? in 1976. However, Fromm acknowledges his influence of 

Zen Buddhism in his early writing, his second book, Man for Himself, published in 1947, before 

he met D.T. Suzuki, a Zen master, at a conference in Mexico in 1957. Funk describes Fromm’s 

influence by Zen Buddhism that he had “the feeling that I had understood Zen, as if something 

has ‘clicked,’ as they say.451 However, oneness of everything is not a Zen idea but a Hindu idea 

because Buddhism does not have an idea of the self, as discussed earlier. Fromm distinguishes 

the oneness that Vedanta philosophers feel with everything, not just humanity as one, and the 

Western view of the distinction of humanity from all other beings. We see this influence of 
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Vedanta philosophy on Fromm when he distinguishes the haiku of Basho from the poem of 

Tennyson. Basho does not even want to pluck it or even touch it. What Basho does instead is 

merely “look carefully” to “see” it.452 Fromm explains that Basho wants to see the flower “not 

only to look at the flower, but to be at one, to “one” himself with it-and to let it live.”453 

When we examine Suzuki’s explanation of the haiku by Basho, that it was merely a wild 

ordinary flower that no one pays attention to, but Basho had a “feeling of admiration,” which is 

expressed as an exclamation mark. However, if we analyze Suzuki’s description, one can see that 

the difference between Tennyson (Western thinking) and Basho (Eastern feeling). Tennyson’s is 

an objective scientific way of looking at the world. Fromm describes Tennyson as a Western 

scientist who seeks truth by destroying life.454 And if we reflect on Basho’s admiration and 

wonder, it is not a scientific way of objective thinking, nor is it a philosophical way of wonder or 

thinking but wondering as in feeling. One feels what the flower feels by being one with it. 

Fromm explains the distinction by providing Goethe’s poem: 

Found 

I walked in the woods 

All by myself, 

To seek nothing, 

That was on my mind. 

I saw in the shade 

A little flower stand, 
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Bright like the stars 

Like beautiful eyes. 

I wanted to pluck it, 

But it said sweetly: 

Is it to wilt 

That I must be broken? 

I took it out 

With all its roots, 

Carried it to the garden 

At the pretty house. 

And planted it again 

In a quiet place; 

Now it ever spreads 

And blossoms forth.455 

Goethe transcends the social character of Western society by not following his Western 

impulse of plucking the flower merely to wonder about God as Tennyson had done. He listens to 

the flower, as if it could talk, he feels one with the flower to be able to understand that its life is 

just as meaningful as Goethe’s. Goethe becomes aware after being originally aware of his 

awareness apart from nature. He then becomes aware of nature around him and thinks of himself 

part of nature by choosing to reinsert himself in it. This authentic making himself one with 

nature, makes Goethe care about the nature and give it a new life where it can flourish better than 
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it would have in its natural environment. He doesn’t leave the flower at the mercy of its 

environment, but brings it with himself, raises it to his own level, and plants its roots around his 

own dwelling, and dwells with it and cares for it daily. Zen Buddhism offered Fromm a way to 

“experience oneness of the outer and inner realities in which the limits of the Ego are overcome, 

and the human can become united with the unconscious, unbound by time or space. This can 

occur without psychotic disintegration of the Ego.”456 Fromm applied this Zen thinking to 

psychoanalysis. He was attracted to the idea of oneness with the object of perception.457 Like 

Zen, Fromm’s psychoanalysis of society offers oneness of consciousness with the society and 

with the humanity, but Zen offers oneness with nature as well, which Fromm found very 

attractive and incorporated in all of his later writings.  

If society is the object of perception and if modern man feels one with it, he becomes 

conformed to its values. But if society, as consciousness, perceives man as an object it mandates 

obedience to its values and takes away his individuality. This would be compared to man’s 

oneness with nature in primitive form. However, if one becomes aware of one’s condition in the 

society that he is not really free and only chooses what is demanded of him; he feels alienated 

from himself because he had not been who he really is. He can only do that if he is able to stand 

back and give himself space, that he is not society, but he has his own integrity. Like Goethe did 

when he realized that he is not the flower, but shares the world with the flower, and respects the 

flower’s right to exist, he takes the responsibility of the flower, to care for it, take it home with 

him, and admire it. By planting the flower in his home, the flower gives Goethe beauty and its 
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fragrance because Goethe is associated with the flower. Likewise, man can reinsert himself in the 

society by making it his own by being part of it by contributing to it in his own way, and not just 

blindly following it. For example, Fromm thinks it is irrational to work all the waking hours of 

life just to make money for the sake of making money. He realizes that it is modern society’s 

way of making itself function since it cannot have forced slaves anymore, it molds the minds of 

its people who become its slaves without even knowing it. Just as Goethe has the power to take 

the flower, modern man has the power to be otherwise then the society, and be himself, changing 

society by changing his actions.  

Fromm explains the oneness of individual and society by suggesting that working for 

longer hours could not be forced on individuals in the modern society for smooth running. 

Modern man transforms the necessity to work into an inner drive.458 Individual internalizes the 

social drives and becomes one with the society. The social character has its force because it 

seems to work for the individual’s and society’s survival. Fromm makes an interesting 

observation that only when economic and biological survival is secured individuals turn to 

satisfaction of other human needs. Religious, political and philosophical ideas also determine the 

social character as explained above in the analysis of Western society’s love with science and 

necrophilia, of dead things.   

The socio-economic structure of society has two poles. Besides the interconnection 

between social organization and man, the other pole is the nature of man, which molds the social 

conditions in which he lives. The social process can only be understood if we know the reality of 
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man, his psychic and physiological properties.459 Man is not a blank sheet on which culture 

writes text. Man’s nature includes needs such as happiness, harmony, love and freedom.460 In 

modern society man turns to society and molds in its values blindly to meet these needs. The 

problem of socio-economic conditions creates disturbances in his mental health. It is important to 

understand the capitalistic mode of production, and the resulting “acquisitive society” if are to 

make man aware of the cause of his suffering.461  

      Fromm distinguishes between seventeenth and eighteenth-century capitalism to nineteenth 

and twentieth century capitalistic societies. The main difference was that in seventeenth and 

eighteenth century the practice and ideas of medieval culture had an influence on the economic 

practices of this period. It was supposed to be un-Christian and unethical for one merchant to try 

to lure customers from another by lowering prices.462 Prohibitions against underselling existed in 

laws in Germany, France, and England. Furthermore, machines were assumed to be enemy of 

labor. There was also the principle that society and economy existed for man, not man for 

them.463 

        Fromm refers to the ancient philosopher Heraclitus when he says that in nineteenth century 

man ceases to be “the measure of all things” when he talks about the economic society of the 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The characteristic of the nineteenth-century capitalism was 

the exploitation of the workers.464 Fromm claims that “we are forced by a system which has no 
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purpose and makes man its appendix.”465 What he means is that in capitalist system the only aim 

is making more and more money for the purpose of making money, which makes no sense from 

the point of view of man, if man’s real needs are love and self-development into a good human 

being. If man makes himself the measure of all things than the society will work for his natural 

purposes because by realizing himself and changing his goals society will change too. This 

seems very utopian, but if Fromm lived what he preached, other people can follow his example, 

which might change modern Western society. We can see the evolution of society towards man’s 

alienation, but it can change for the benefit of man, if man awakes and realizes himself and his 

place in the society as an agent of change, by only changing himself, one person at a time, 

waking others with him as well. 

Since capitalist societies affect every aspect of human life, market becomes the basis for 

the formation of human relations. The modern market is the self-regulating mechanism of 

distribution which involves no human planning; even the workers’ wages are set by the 

market.466 Man thinks that he is not making ends meet because he must not be working hard. 

Modern man has an illusion of freedom and thinks he is not part of the class system, which is 

like a caste system in India, and he imagines he has freedom because he is in the capitalist 

society.  

However, if we assume the influence of Indian philosophy on Fromm’s thinking, we can 

see the influence of Indian thinking in the modern capitalist society. Marx thought that it was the 

economic system that affected the ideas, the economics was the basis of the society’s 
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superstructures and its institutions. Fromm thought that even though capitalism affects other 

aspects of human life, man’s basic needs of love and relatedness are not being met in the 

capitalist economies. Fromm also emphasized that because man is basically a loving creature he 

can’t be happy in a capitalist society. While Marx remains concentrated on the economics in his 

communist solution, Fromm emphasizes, the social, the importance of loving the humanity, and 

getting back to what the human soul desires. That is, loving everyone because Atman is basically 

Brahman. Realizing this Brahminic goal is not merely the solution, it seems that it had been the 

influence of Indian Vedanta thinking on the modern Western economic society which led to 

capitalism when it was merged with industrialization and ambitions of the Westerners. If this is 

the case, then it makes sense that one must go back to the original ideas of the Vedanta thinking 

of loving all instead of competing with all. 

If we acknowledge Fromm’s and Weber’s explanation of the genesis of the capitalist 

system being rooted in Protestant ethic hard working, and being thrifty, which resulted in 

creating surplus of money, which was then invested and created the class of society that owned 

the means of production. It created a class system based on economy, of owners and workers, 

rather than social class of priests and untouchables in India. Western societies created the class 

system because it had the influence of Indian thinking via Plato and Aristotle.  

Since all worldviews have roots, if we examine this protestant thinking closely, of hard 

work and saving, we see the similarities in the Indian thinking. Indians are also hard working and 

being thrifty is a most cherished Indian virtue, not just for the Brahman castes. In fact, being 

thrifty still runs in the being of Indians, even in the Indians in the diaspora around the world. 

However, instead of hoarding, Indian thought encourages giving away the surplus to the poor 
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and the needy. Even if working hard and being thrifty was the start of capitalism. Modern 

capitalist system runs investors who do not work hard but hire people to keep track of their 

investments; it also runs on consumerism rather than being thrifty, that was so cherished in the 

fifteenth century. Even the poor consume what they don’t need, benefiting the upper class. In the 

modern society, a poor man thinks it is his fault that he is poor and blames himself that if only he 

had more education, or if only he would work harder he can get ahead.  

It seems that even Fromm leaves out the poor when he discusses capitalist society. 

Fromm’s critique of the capitalist society still makes sense if we ignore the larger issue of the 

capitalism governed by the actual planners, and examine small businesses who compete amongst 

each other, or middle class individuals who compete for middle class jobs. Poor of our society 

don’t even compete or even have the opportunity to sell themselves in the market of 

personalities. There is no personality competition for jobs at large organizations such as 

Walmart, for instance. Nevertheless, in the middle class Western economic functioning the 

market rests upon competition of many individuals who want to sell their commodities on the 

commodity market, as they want to sell their labor in the labor in the personality market. Modern 

man is driven by the desire to surpass his competitor, thus reversing the attitude characteristic of 

the feudal age.467 Everyone struggles to achieve the best for themselves, yet only a few chosen 

ones attain them. In fact, they are chosen by system because the system is created by the ones 

whom the system necessarily chooses. The system continues to choose the ones for their benefit 
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according to the family’s status in the economic system. Thus, the social and moral rules of 

human solidarity before the capitalist system have been broken down.468  

Capitalistic mode of production aims for all economic activity for profit instead of social 

usefulness or satisfaction in the work process. The owner of the capital can earn without 

working, only by investing his money. In the twenty-first century, the investor does not have to 

invest in the means of production but invest indirectly by invest in the companies who produce 

means of production. Fromm also acknowledges this problem in the twentieth century that 

Capitalism allows profits without personal effort.469 Thus, the workers’ wages are not in 

correlation to the effort they make. Fromm notices a problem that is still true in twenty-first 

century, that a school teacher’s salary is a fraction of those of a physician, in spite of the fact that 

teacher’s social function is of equal importance and her personal effort hardly less.470 Teachers 

are not valued because they are not the creator and controllers of the capitalist system, but the 

upper-class people who are at the top 0.1 percentage of the income. They benefit if the public-

school system is not funded by the government in two important ways: First students from the 

poor incomes will get less educated and will not protest against the upper class. Second, the less 

educated will provide workers who do low level work such as manual labor with low pay, 

benefitting the upper class by maximizing their profit. Besides teachers’ low pay, miner earns a 

fraction of the income than a manager of a company, even though miner’s personal effort is 

greater since he faces danger to his life in the mines. The miners don’t have a say in the politics 

to have the laws change in their favor because they cannot afford to lobby and pay the politicians 
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to make decisions their favor. Thus, what characterizes income distribution in Capitalism is the 

lack of balanced proportion between an individual’s effort and work. The people who work for 

the betterment of the society, such as teachers, are not recognized by getting their fair share of 

income. Thus, the problem lies not only in material benefits, but it is also a moral and 

psychological problem. People in Capitalist society are hurting themselves by not caring about 

the people who care for the society because they are part of the system as well. And not caring 

for themselves and the society they live in creates conflict and guilty conscience in the 

subconscious. This is a moral problem because psychological desires are not self-regulated and 

owners of the means for production are driven by ambition and lust for power. The minority of 

people regulate the majority of people with pay so low compared to the profit they earn that 

Capitalist society can be regarded as voluntary enslavement.  

Fromm compares Nineteenth-century Capitalism to feudal economy where the workers 

were protected as well as getting paid. Nineteenth-century Capitalism was truly Private 

Capitalism, and the pleasure was achieved in possessions and property. Freud called such 

hoarding as “anal character.”471 In the capitalist society there is no responsibility of the owner 

towards its worker besides what is in the contract that is the wage and sometimes wage related 

benefits such as insurance and offer of saving accounts. Workers become commodity whose 

labor is purchased to be used fully, and therefore, exploited. The principle becomes, the use of 

man by man.472 Thus, the social character of the nineteenth century was competitive, hoarding, 

exploitative, authoritarian, aggressive, individualistic.473  
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Fromm describes the twentieth century economic system:  

“Instead of exploitative and hoarding orientation there is receptive and market 

orientation. Instead of competitiveness, there is “teamwork”; instead of striving for ever 

increasing profit, a wish for a steady and secure income; instead of exploitation, a 

tendency to share and spread wealth, and to manipulate others-and oneself; instead of 

rational and irrational but overt authority, we find anonymous authority-the authority of 

public opinion and the market; instead of the individual conscience, the need to adjust 

and be approved of; instead of the sense of pride and mastery, and ever-increasing though 

mainly unconscious sense of powerlessness.”474 

What Fromm is getting at is that people deceive themselves that they have progressed 

because they work together as a team instead of competing, and they think that no one is 

controlling them. They work even harder because they feel themselves to be responsible for the 

work. They want to feel adjusted among their team, but subconsciously they feel powerless and 

resentful. They then take out their resentfulness in engaging in self-destructive behaviors such as 

drinking and driving, playing aggressive sports, avoiding their families, feeling lonely even in 

the company of others. In spite of material prosperity, political and sexual freedom, the world of 

the twentieth century is mentally sicker than it was in the nineteenth century. Adlai Stevenson 

had said, that “we are not in danger of becoming slaves anymore, but of becoming robots.”475 

We are governed by anonymous authority of conformity, we have no convictions of our own, 

almost no individuality, almost no sense of self.476 After Fromm, in the twenty-first century 
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Capitalism has changed for the worst. We see mergers of large corporations, and the companies 

becomes even bigger, too big to be fail and be punished even if they commit fraud and risk the 

global economic systems to collapsed. They have bought the governments, and governments 

know that their country cannot run without these giant corporations. Corporations have more 

rights than humans even in financing unlimited amounts to presidential campaigns, in laws such 

as Citizen United.477 In the twenty-first century man becomes not merely a robot, but a slave to 

robot as he is controlled by the technology, he gets addicted to communications which prevents 

man from communication. He has friends on Facebook and other social media while he forgets 

to be genuinely connected to people in his life. People who own these social media network sites 

design the platforms intentionally to hook people to them so that they can make more money. 

People become zombies while alive hunched over on their iphones wasting their time in likes and 

reading mindless status updates of people whom they don’t even know in real life. They don’t 

think about their low wages but have illusions of freedom. However, there is hope for our society 

if we see the millennials who are interested in changing the world, who believe in shared 

economy and equality for all.  
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CONCLUSION 
 
 

Fromm criticizes modern man’s anxieties and alienation as rooted in the capitalist 

societies’ influence on individuals’ personality. Man acquires certain characteristics which keep 

him from developing his potentialities and keep him unsatisfied. Despite his criticisms Fromm 

remains an extremely optimistic and utopian thinker. He believes human nature to be capable of 

doing good because it has originated from the reality that is Good. Fromm does not believe in a 

fixed human nature which is either good or bad, but it has the capacity of good if man realizes 

this potentiality and develops it into actuality. Fromm’s optimism comes from his stoic attitude, 

that humans cannot change the world, but they can change their attitude towards the world. Even 

though Fromm situates the problem in the society, his solution lies in the individual’s capacity to 

change himself and therefore society.  

He points out that the problem lies in the Western culture’s institutions formed by the 

capitalist system and the Protestant ideas of human nature not capable of doing any good apart 

from God’s grace. If man realizes his potential and creates communitarian socialism to replace 

capitalism his society will be changed and solve man’s problem of existence.  

Besides the social solution, which seems very utopian considering the racial situation in 

the US; Fromm’s proposal for the personal development of an individual is not utopian, but 

achievable. It is a Hindu idea of accepting of one’s fate by meditating and learning to have 

compassion on everything. Fromm believes that humans can achieve inner peace through 

meditation and they will not look to groups for false security. Funk explains Fromm’s view, 

Inner strength-being able to love, to concentrate, to be tender, joyful, and sad, to be 

sympathetic and to know how to demarcate oneself-all these abilities develop through practice 
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and becomes stronger if they are shared… The question of what a human being possesses or does 

not possess is not the most important question, but whether a person bases his being on 

possessions. Trying to overcome the “having orientation” does not necessarily involve 

asceticism, the renunciation of life, or reorientation toward abstention from possessions, rather 

the summoning and practicing of inner strength.478 As discussed, the practice of inner strength 

refers to Hindu meditation. Fromm practiced what he preached. Funk wrote “being with oneself” 

under a photo of Fromm while he was meditating.479 

My three chapters, The Problem of Existence, Individual Freedom and The Society, and, 

Individual Outside the Social Consciousness explain Fromm’s theory of self in the light of the 

Vedanta philosophy that he borrows from Max Müller’s book Vedanta Philosophy. The problem 

of existence is the problem of man’s separation from nature when he became aware of his 

awareness.480 It is a problem because man is part of nature and being apart from it can cause 

separation anxiety. This view only makes sense in the light of the Vedanta philosophy, that is, 

everything come from Brahman and made of Brahman. According to Müller’s Vedanta 

Philosophy, “The Brahman is both the material and the efficient cause of the world, that the 

world is made not only by God, but also of God;”481 that one’s atman is divine.482 Man becomes 

anxious from the separation from nature because he becomes separated from himself.  

Man’s alienation increases in two folds in the capitalist society because man becomes 

alienation from himself, from his own nature, and from other people. First, man becomes 
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alienated from himself in the sense that he acquires a marketing personality that molds according 

to what is required of him. He sells his traits in the market of personality and changes his traits 

according to the change in need in the society of certain personalities. According to Fromm, “the 

marketing personality is free from individualities and peculiarities.483 Man as lower brahman has 

individual peculiarities and if does not develop them he loses himself and does not even know 

who he is. He feels guilty in the existential sense that he could be something more. According 

the Müller’s Vedanta Philosophy that Fromm was reading, “one’s own self, or atman, is part of 

the Brahman.484 Fromm claims that ‘we are governed by anonymous authority of conformity, we 

have no convictions of our own, almost no individuality, almost no sense of self.”485 Man as 

divine need freedom to develop his own self, and if this freedom is suppressed if one follows the 

masses instead of listening to himself, he becomes lonely because he does not know himself. 

Fromm calls the ability to develop oneself as positive freedom or freedom for, that is freedom for 

the free development of oneself apart from the pressures of capitalist society. For Fromm, 

“productiveness is man’s ability to use his powers and to realize the potentialities inherent in 

him.”486 

Second way that man becomes alienated in the capitalist society is by being alienated 

from other people. Man becomes develops anxieties because his psychic needs of love are not 

met. He associates with others in non-productive orientation. Fromm describes the “productive 

character” as the fully developed character of humans which is the aim of human development 
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and an ideal humanistic ethic.487 Fromm explains the non-production orientation in the capitalist 

society. He explains that people are deceived when are asked to work together as a team instead 

of competing, and they have an illusion that no one is controlling them. They work even harder 

because they feel themselves to be responsible for the work. They want to feel adjusted among 

their team, but subconsciously they feel powerless and resentful. Since “the true nature of 

Brahman is the eternal reality of the world,”488 and “‘the Self,’ is smaller than small, greater than 

great, is hidden in the heart of the creature,”489 The “productive orientation” of Fromm is one’s 

attitude towards oneself and the world, it is something one can master by practicing meditation. 

What Fromm is trying to say is that a person’s productive orientation is creative, because one is a 

creative lower brahman, his self keeps changing, and one can recreate himself according to the 

changes in society, instead of swaying with the flow of market without paying attention to one’s 

own self and being oneself.  

Chapter 2, Individual Freedom and The Society argues that individuals can develop 

themselves apart from the society, and thus change the society. This implies that one must love 

oneself. Self-love does not mean narcissism, but a person who knows his worth, thinks for 

himself, and gives the same respect to himself as he does to others because oneself is also 

brahman like everything else he respects. Fromm rejects the idea of self-sacrifice and argues that 

it was developed by the Protestant ethics by Martin Luther and John Calvin because they hated 

themselves and felt worthless. Fromm claims that Calvin theory of God shows his own 

authoritarian character. Since Calvin resented himself, he created a tyrant God. “This despotic 
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God, who wants unrestricted power over men and their submission and humiliation, was the 

project of the middle class’s own hostility and envy.490  Fromm contends that Western society is 

influenced by this Calvinistic demand of self-sacrifice in which a person is forced as a slave but 

willingly sacrifices his needs, even his need for love. Fromm considers such self-hatred as 

necrophilia. There is a need in oneself of self-love because one is divine and desires self-love. 

This self-love is not greedy narcissism but a person who loves himself also realizes the need to 

love others. Loving others also satisfies one’s need to love all being because everything is divine. 

This loving attitude is what Fromm considers as biophilia.  

Chapter 3, Individual Outside the Social Consciousness develops the idea of the sane 

society that starts from within. In the insane society, the whole of man is alienated such as his 

loves, his experiences, his politics, his thinking, his feelings, and even his language.491 Fromm 

contrasts the alienated self with productive self who is associated with the community, but not in 

an alienated way. He calls this productive love which, “always implies a syndrome of attitudes; 

that of care, responsibility, respect and knowledge.”492 For Fromm, the development of 

individual self is the development of conscience which respects others as others. Even though 

everything is one and divine and has Social Consciousness, one remains outside the social realm 

as an existential being and need to find peace within oneself by meditating. If looked at from 

Vedanta philosophy Fromm’s view does not seem utopian because even if one lives in hostile 

society one can meet the need to love others while meditating and having compassion over 

others, since productive orientation is an attitude, even if one is not acting and sitting with 
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stillness, one can have an attitude of love towards oneself and others. Meditating is not alienating 

even if one is with oneself because one connects to oneself and to others as Social 

Consciousness, in one’s own being which is divine, thus transcending oneself and becoming one 

with the self that is the Consciousness.   

 

Figure 5: Fromm Being with Oneself, taken with his permission from Erich Fromm: His Life 
and Ideas by Rainer 
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