Erich Fromm:

Fromm's theory is a rather unique blend of Freud and Marx. Freud, of course, emphasized the unconscious, biological drives, repression, and so on. In other words, Freud postulated that our characters were determined by biology. Marx, on the other hand, saw people as determined by their society, and most especially by their economic systems. Fromm added to this mix of two deterministic systems something quite foreign to them: The idea of freedom. 

Fromm postulates that human beings have gained more and more freedom over the centuries. But with freedom came responsibility, isolation, alienation, the need to make choices and bewilderment. Freedom is a difficult thing to have, and when we can we tend to flee from it.

Fromm describes three ways in which we escape from freedom

1. Authoritarianism. We seek to avoid freedom by fusing ourselves with others, by becoming a part of an authoritarian system. There are two ways to approach this. One is to submit to the power of others, becoming passive and compliant. The other is to become an authority yourself, a person who applies structure to others. Either way, you escape your separate identity. Fromm referred to the extreme version of authoritarianism as masochism and sadism.

2.    Destructiveness. Some people choose to respond to pain and uncertainty by striking out against the world. They seem to be saying, “If I destroy the world, how can it hurt me?” It is this escape from freedom that accounts for much of the nastiness of life -- brutality, vandalism, humiliation, crime, and terrorism.... Fromm adds that, if a person's desire to destroy is blocked by circumstances, he or she may redirect it inward. The most obvious kind of self-destructiveness is, of course, suicide. But we can also include many illnesses, drug addiction, alcoholism etc.
3.   Automaton conformity.  Sometimes when we are trying to hide from freedom, we hide in our mass culture instead. When I get dressed in the morning, there are so many decisions! But I only need to look at what you are wearing, and my frustrations disappear. Or I can look at the television, which, like a horoscope, will tell me quickly and effectively what to do. If I look like, talk like, think like, feel like... everyone else in my society, then I disappear into the crowd, and I don't need to acknowledge my freedom or take responsibility.
Which of the escapes from freedom you tend to use has a great deal to do with what kind of family you grew up in and our families mostly just reflect our society and culture.

It is important to point out here that all the three strategies mentioned above are unhealthy because according to Fromm the true nature of humanity is freedom and any attempt to avoid it distorts our nature. The healthy attitude will be to embrace this freedom, to accept and use it. 

Human Needs

Erich Fromm, like many others, believed that we have needs that go far beyond the basic, physiological ones that some people, like Freud and many behaviorists, think explain all of our behavior.  He calls these human needs, in contrast to the more basic animal needs.  And he suggests that the human needs can be expressed in one simple statement:  The human being needs to find an answer to his existence.

He lists five human needs:


1. Relatedness

 As human beings, we are aware of our separateness from each other, and seek to overcome it.  Fromm calls this our need for relatedness, and views it as love in the broadest sense. 
2. Creativity or transcendence: 

Fromm believes that we all desire to overcome, to transcend, another fact of our being:  Our sense of being passive creatures.  We want to be creators.  There are many ways to be creative: We give birth, we plant seeds, we make pots, we paint pictures, we write books. 

3. Rootedness
We also need roots.  We need to feel at home in the universe. We need to discover our brotherhood (and sisterhood) with humanity. 

4.  A sense of identity  

"Man may be defined as the animal that can say 'I.'" (p 62 of The Sane Society) Fromm believes that we need to have a sense of personal identity, of individuality, in order to stay sane.

5. A frame of orientation

Finally we need to have a frame of reference, a stable and consistent way of perceiving and understanding the world. Fromm says this is really three needs:  First, we need a frame of orientation -- almost anything will do.  Even a bad one is better than none!  And so people are generally quite gullible.  We want to believe, sometimes even desperately.  If we don't have an explanation handy, we will make one up, via rationalization.

The second aspect is that we want to have a good frame of orientation, one that is useful, accurate.  This is where reason comes in.  It is nice that our parents and others provide us with explanations for the world and our lives, but if they don't hold up, what good are they?  A frame of orientation needs to be rational.

Fromm adds one more thing:  He says we don't just want a cold philosophy or material science.  We want a frame of orientation that provides us with meaning.  We want understanding, but we want a warm, human understanding.

Personality Types: Fromm defines five personality types, which he calls orientations:

1. The receptive orientation. These are people who expect to get what they need. If they don't get it immediately, they wait for it. They believe that all goods and satisfactions come from outside themselves. These persons become submissive and dependent on others, needing someone to take care of them. It is similar to Freud's oral passive, Adler's leaning getting, and Horney's compliant personality. 

2. The exploitative orientation. These people do not expect to receive from others. Rather they believe that they will have to take (often forcefully) from others. They are Freud's oral aggressive, Adler's ruling-dominant, and Horney's aggressive types. Wealth is preferably stolen, ideas plagiarized, love achieved by coercion. An appropriate example is that of the English in India. They exploited the indigenous population. 

3. The hoarding orientation. Hoarding people expect to keep. They see the world as possessions and potential possessions. Even loved ones are things to possess, to keep, or to buy. Basically these people perceive the outside world as threatening which leads to distrust. They tend to save and evaluate their security in terms of the number of tangible possessions they have. Freud would call it the anal retentive type.

4.  The marketing orientation. The marketing orientation expects to sell. Success is a matter of how well I can sell myself, package myself, advertise myself. My family, my schooling, my jobs, and my clothes -- all are an advertisement, and must be "right." Today's values as expressed to us by our mass media: Fashion, fitness, eternal youth, adventure, daring, novelty are the concerns of this person. He is totally obsesses with appearance and superficial characteristics, with gaining social approval.  
Fromm considered all four of those to be pathological. Truly healthy persons manifest the

5. Productive orientation:  in which they are able to realize their full potential and achieve their goals without misusing others. This may be accomplished by making a creative contribution to family, occupation and society. Fromm occasionally refers to this person as the one without a mask. This is the person who, without disavowing his or her biological and social nature, nevertheless does not shirk away from freedom and responsibility. The society that gives rise to the productive type (on more than a chance basis) doesn't exist yet, according to Fromm. He does, of course, have some ideas about what it will be like. He calls it humanistic communitarian socialism.

Comment: The aspect of his theory that is fairly unique to him is his interest in the economic and cultural roots of personality. No one before or since has put it so directly: Your personality is to a considerable extent a reflection of such issues as social class, minority status, education, vocation, religious and philosophical background, and so forth.
