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If I am not for myseH, who will be for me? 
If I am for myself only, what am I? 
If not now-when? 

Talmudic Saying 
Mishnah, Abot 

Neither heavenly nor earthly, neither mortal nor immor­
tal have we created thee, so that thou mightest be free 
according to thy own will and honor, to be thy own 
creator and builder. To thee alone we gave growth and 
development depending on thy own free will. Thou 
hearest in thee the germs of a univ�rsal life. 

Pico della Mirandola 
Oratio de H_ ominis Dignitate 

Nothing then is unchangeable but the inherent and in­
alienable rights of man. 

Thomas Jefferson 



FOREWORD 

This book is part of a broad study concerning the 
character structure of modem man and the prob­
lems of the interaction between psychological and 
sociological factors which I have been working on 
for several years and com_pletion of which would 
have taken considerably longer. Present political 
developments and the dangers which they imply 
for the greatest achievements of modem culture­
individuality and uniqueness of personality-made 
me decide to interrupt the work on the larger study 
and concentrate on one aspect of it which is crucial 
for the cultural and social crisis of our day: the 
meaning of freedom for modem man. My task in 
this book would be easier could I refer the reader 
to the completed study of the character structure 
of man in our culture, since the meaning of free­
dom can be fully understood only on the basis of 
an analysis of the whole character structure of 
modem man. As it is, I have had to refer frequently 
to certain concepts and conclusions without elab­
orating on them as fully as I would have done 
with more scope. In regard to other problems of 
great importance, I have often been able to men­
tion them only in passing and sometimes not at 
all. But I feel that the psychologist should offer 
what he has to contribute to the understanding of 
the. present crisis without delay, even though he 
must sacrifice the desideratum of completeness. 

Pointing out the significance of psychological con­
siderations in relation to the present scene does not 
imply, in my opinion, an overestimation of psy-

vii 
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chology. The basic entity of the social process is 
the individual, his desires and fears, his passions 
and reason, his propensities for good and for evil. 
To understand the dynamics of the social process 
we must understand the dynamics of the psycho­
logical processes operating within the individual, 
just as to understand the individual we must see 
him in the context of the culture which molds him. 
It is the thesis of this book that modem man, freed 
from the bonds of pre-individualistic society, which 
simultaneously gave him secwity and limited him, 
has not gained freedom in the positive sense of the 
realization of his individual self; that is, the ex­
pression of his intellectual, emotional and sensuous 
potentialities. Freedom, though it has brought him 
independence and rationality, has made him iso­
lated and, thereby, anxious and powerless. This iso­
lation is unbearable and the alternative he is con­
fronted with are either to escape from the burden 
of his freedom into new dependencies and submis­
sion, or to advance to the full realization of positive 
freedom which is based upon the uniqueness and 
individuality of man. Although this book is a diag­
nosis rather than a prognosis-an analysis rather 
than a solution-its results have a bearing on our 
course of action. For, the understanding of the rea­
sons for the totalitarian Hight from freedom is a 
premise for any action which aims at the victory 
over the totalitarian forces. 

I forego the pleasure it would be to thank all 
those friends, colleagues and students to whom I am 
indebted for their stimulation and constructive 
criticisms of my own thinking. The reader will see 
in the footnotes reference to the authors of whom I 
feel most indebted for the ideas expressed in this 
book. However, I wish to acknowledge specifically 
my gratitude to those who have contributed directly 
to the completion of this volume. In the first place, 
I wish to thank Miss Elizabeth Brown, who both by 
her suggestions and her criticisms has been of in­
valuable help in the organization of this volume. 
Furthermore, my thanks are due to Mr. T. Wood­
house for his great help in editing the manuscript 
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and to Dr. A. Seidemann for his help in the philo­
sophical problems touched upon in this book. 

I wish to thank the following publishers for the 
privilege of using extensive passages from their 
publications: Board of Christian Education, Phila­
delphia, excerpts from Institutes of the Christian 
Religion, by John Calvin, translated by John Allen; 
the Columbia Studies in History, Economics, and 
Public Law (Columbia University Press), New 
York, excerpts from Social Reform and the Reforma­
tion, by Jacob S. Schapiro; Wm. B. Eerdmans Pub­
lishing Co., Grand Rapids, Mich., excerpts from The 
Bondage o-f the Will, by Martin Luther, translated 
by Henry Cole; Harcourt, Brace and Company, 
New York, excerpts from Religion and the Rise of 
Capitalism, by R. H. Tawney; Houghton Miffiin 
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FOREWORD II 

Almost twenty-five years have passed since the first 
edition of this book was published. The twenty­
four editions which have been published since then 
have been read by professionals, laymen, and espe­
cially by students, and I am happy that this publica­
tion in the Avon Library will make it more easily 
available to many more readers. 

Escape from Freedom is an analysis of the phe­
nomenon of man's anxiety engendered by the break­
down of the Medieval World in which, in spite of 
many danger�, he felt himself secure and safe. After 
centuries of struggles, man succeeded in building an 
undreamed-of wealth of material goods; he built 
democratic societies in parts of the world, and 
recently was victorious in defending himself against 
new totalitarian schemes; yet, as the analysis in 
Escape from Freedom attempts to show, modem 
man still is anxious and tempted to surrender his 
freedom to dictators of all kinds, or to lose it by 
transforming himself into a small cog in the 
machine, well fed, and well clothed, yet not a free 
man but an automaton. 

After twenty-five years, the question is in order 
whether the social and psychological trends on 
which the analysis of this book was based have con­
tinued to exist, or whether they have tended to 
diminish. There can be no doubt that in this last 
quarter of a century the reasons for man's fear of 
freedom, for his anxiety and willingness to become 
an automaton, have not only continued but have 
greatly increased. The most important event in this 

xii 
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respect is the discovery of atomic energy, and its 
possible use as a weapon of destruction. Never be­
fore in history has the human race been confronted 
with total annihilation, least of all through the work 
of its own hands. Yet only a relatively short time 
ago, during the Cuban crisis, hundreds of millions 
of human beings in America and in Europe for a few 
days did not know whether they and their children 
were ever to see another day. In spite of the fact that 
since then attempts have been made to reduce the 
danger of a similar crisis, the destructive weapons 
still exist, the buttons are there, the men charged 
with pushing them when necessity seems to com­
mand it are there, anxiety and helplessness are still 
there. 

Aside from the nuclear revolution, the cybernetic 
revolution has developed more rapidly than many 
could have foreseen twenty-five years ago. We are 
entering the second industrial revolution in which 
not only human physical energy-man's hands and 
arms as it were-but also his brain and his nervous 
reactions are being replaced by machines. In the 
most developed industrial countries such as the 
United States, new anxieties develop because of the 
threat of increasing structural unemployment; man 
feels still smaller when confronted with the phe­
nomenon not only of giant enterprises, but of an 
almost self-regulating world of computers which 
think much faster, and often more correctly, than he 
does. Another danger has increased, rather than 
diminished: the population explosion. Here, too, one 
of the products of human progress, the achievements 
of medicine, have produced such an increase of 
population, especially in the underdeveloped coun­
tries, that the increase in material production can 
hardly keep pace with the increasing number of 
people. 

The giant forces in society and the danger for 
man's survival have increased in these twenty-five 
years, and hence man's tendency to escape from 
freedom. Yet there are also hopeful signs. The dicta­
torships of Hitler and Stalin have disappeared. In 
the Soviet bloc, especially in the smaller states, 
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although they have remained ultra-conservative and 
totalitarian, a trend for increasing liberalization is 
clearly visible. The United States has shown itself 
resistant against all totalitarian attempts to gain in­
fluence. Important steps toward the political and 
social liberation of the Negroes have been taken all 
the more impressive because of the courage �nd 
discipline of those in the forefront of the fighting 
for Negro freedom-both Negroes and whites. All 
these facts show that the drive for freedom inherent 
in human nature, while it can be corrupted and 
suppressed, tends to assert itself again and again. 
Yet all these reassuring facts must not deceive us 
into thinking that the dangers of "escape from free­
dom'' are not as great, or even greater today than 
they were when this book was first published. 

Does this prove that theoretical insights of social 
psychology are useless, as far as their effect on 
human development is concerned? It is hard to 
answer this question convincingly, and the writer 
in this field may be unduly optimistic about the 
social value of his own and his colleagues' work. 
But with all due respect to this possibility, my belief 
in the importance of awareness of individual and 
social reality has, if anything, grown. I can briefly 
state why this is so. It becomes ever increasingly 
clear to many students of man and of the contem­
porary scene that the crucial difficulty with which 
we are confronted lies in the fact that the develop­
ment of man's intellectual capacities has far out­
stripped the development of his emotions. Man's 
brain lives in the twentieth century; the heart of 
most men lives still in the Stone Age. The majority 
of men have not yet acquired the maturity to be 
independent, to be rational, to be objective. They 
need myths and idols to endure the fact that man is 
all by himself, that there is no authority which gives 
meaning to life except man himself. Man represses 
the irrational passions of destructiveness, hate, envy, 
revenge; he worships power, money, the sovereign 
state, the nation; while he pays lip service to the 
teachings of lli:e great spiritual leaders of the human 
race, those of Buddha, the prophets, Socrates, Jesus, 
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Mohammed-he has transformed these teachings 
into a jungle of superstition and idol-worship. How 
can mankind save itself from destroying itself by 
this discrepancy between intellectual-technical over­
maturity and emotional backwardness? 

As far as I can see there is only one answer: the 
increasing awareness of the most essential facts of 
our social existence, an awareness sufficient to pre­
vent us from committing irreparable follies, and to 
raise to some small extent our capacity for objec­
tivity and reason. We can not hope to overcome 
most follies of the heart and their detrimental in­
fluence on our imagination and thought in one 
generation; maybe it will take a thousand years 
until man has lifted himself from a pre-human his­
tory of hundreds of thousands of years. At this 
crucial moment, however, a modicum of increased 
insight-objectivity-can make the difference be­
tween life and death for the human race. For this 
reason the development of a scientific and dynamic 
social psychology is of vital importance. Progress 
in social psychology is necessary to counteract the 
dangers which arise from the progress in physics 
and medicine. 

No one could be more aware of the inadequacy 
of our knowledge than the students in this field. 
It is my ·hope that books such as this may stimulate 
students to devote their energies to this field by 
showing them the need for this type of investigation, 
and at the same time that we are lacking almost 
everything but the foundations. 

I might be expected to answer one more question; 
should I make any extensive revisions in my theoret­
ical conclusions after twenty-five years? I must con­
fess that I believe that all essential elements of this 
analysis are still valid; that what they need is ex­
pansion and interpretation in many directions. I 
have tried to do some of this work myself since I 
wrote Escape from Freedom. In The Sane Society 
I amplified and deepened the analysis of contem­
porary society; in Man for Himself I developed the 
theme of ethical norms based on our knowledge of 
man, rather than on authority and revelation; in 
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The Art of Loving I analyzed the various aspects of 
love; in The Heart of Man I followed up the roots 
of destructiveness and hate; in Beyond the Chains of 
Illusion I analyzed the relationship between the 
thoughts of the two great theorists of a dynamic 
science of man: Marx and Freud. 

I hope that this edition of Escape from Freedom 
will continue to contribute to increasing the interest 
in the field of dynamic social psychology, and to 
stimulate younger people to devote their interest 
to a field which is full of intellectual excitement, 
precisely because it is only at its beginning. 

Erich Fromm 



CHAPTER I 

Freedom-a Psychological Problem? 

MonERN European and American history is cen­
tered around the effort to gain freedom from the 
political, economic, and spiritual shackles that have 
bound men. The battles for freedom were fought 
by the oppressed, those who wanted new liberties, 
against those who had privileges to defend. While 
a class was fighting for its own liberation from 
domination, it believed itself to be fighting for 
human freedom as such and thus was able to ap­
peal to an ideal, to the longing for freedom rooted 
in all who .are oppressed. In the long and virtually 
continuous battle for freedom, however, classes 
that were fighting against oppression at one stage 
sided with the enemies of freedom when victory 
was won and new privileges were to be defended. 

Despite many reverses, freedom ha�on battles. 
Many died in those battles in the conviction that 
to die in the struggle against oppression was bet­
ter than to live without freedom. Such a death was 
the utmost assertion of their individuality. His­
tory seemed to be proving that it was possible for 
man to govern himself, to make decisions for 

17 
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himself, and to think and feel as he saw fit. The 
full expression of man's potentialities seemed to be 
the goal toward which social development was 
rapidly approaching. The principles of economic 
liberalism, political democracy, religious auton­
omy, and individualism in personal life, gave ex­
pression to the longing for freedom, and at the 
same time seemed to bring mankind nearer to its 
realization. One tie after another was severed. Man 
had overthrown the domination of nature and 
made himself her master; he had overthrown the 
domination of the Church and the domination of 
the absolutist state. The abolition of external dom­
ination seemed to be not only a necessary but also 
a sufficient condition to attain the cherished goal : 
freedom of the individual. 

The First World War was regarded by many as 
the final struggle and its conclusion the ultimate 
victory for freedom. Existing democracies appeared 
strengthened, and new ones replaced old mon­
archies. But only a few years elapsed before new 
systems emerged which denied everything that 
men believed they had won in centuries of strug­
gle. For the essence of these new systems, which 
effectively took command of man's entire social 
and personal life, was the submission of all but a 
handful of men to an authority over which they 
had no control. 

At first many found comfort in the thought that 
the victory of the authoritarian system was due to 
the madness of a few individuals and that their 
madness would lead to their downfall in due time. 
Others smugly believed that the Italian people, or 
the Germans, were lacking in a sufficiently long 
period of training in democracy, and that there-
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fore one could wait complacently until they had 
reached the political maturity of the Western 
democracies. Another common illusion, perhaps 
the most dangerous of all, was that men like Hitler 
had gained power over the vast apparatus of the 
state through nothing but cunning and trickery, 
that they and their satellites ruled merely by sheer 
force; that the whole population was only the will­
less object of betrayal and terror. 

In the years that have elapsed since, the fallacy 
of these arguments has become apparent. We have 
been compelled to recognize that millions in Ger­
many were as eager to surrender their freedom as 
their fathers were to fight for it; that instead of 
wanting freedom, they sought for ways of escape 
from it; that other millions were indifferent and 
did not believe the defense of freedom to be worth 
fighting and dying for. We also recognize that the 
crisis of democracy is not a peculiarly Italian or 
German problem, but one confronting every mod­
em state. Nor does it matter which symbols the 
enemies of human freedom choose :  freedom is not 
less endangered if attacked in the name of anti­

Fascism than in that of outright Fascism.1 This 

truth has been so forcefully formulated by John 

Dewey that I express the thought in his words : 
"The serious threat to our democracy," he says, "is 
not the existence of foreign totalitarian states. It 
is the existence within our own personal atti­
tudes and within our own institutions of conditions 

1 I use the term Fascism or authoritarianism to denote a 

dictatorial system of the type of the German or Italian one. 
If I mean the German system in particular, I shall call it 
Nazism. 
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which have given a victory to external authority, 
discipline, uniformity and dependence upon The 
Leader in foreign countries. The battlefield is also 
accordingly here-within ourselves and our insti­
tutions." 2 

If we want to fight Fascism we must understand 
it. Wishful thinking will not help us. And reciting 
optimistic formulae will prove to be as inadequate 
and useless as the ritual of an Indian rain dance. 

In addition to the problem of the economic and 
social conditions which have given rise to Fascism, 
there is a human problem which needs to be under­
stood. It is the purpose of this book to analyze 
those dynamic factors in the character structure of 
modern man, which made him want to give up 
freedom in Fascist countries and which so widely 
prevail in millions of our own people. 

These are the outstanding questions that arise 
when we look at the human aspect of freedom, 
the longing for submission, and the lust for power : 
What is freedom as a human experience? Is the 
desire for freedom something inherent in human 
nature? Is it an identical experience regardless 
of· what kind of culture a person lives in, or is it 
something different according to the degree of in­
dividualism reached in a particular society? Is 
freedom only the absence of external pressure or 
is it also the presence of something-and if so, of 
what? What are the social and economic factors in 
society that make for the striving for freedom? 
Can freedom become a burden, too heavy for man 
to bear, something he tries to escape from? Why 

2 John Dewey, Freedom and Culture, G. P. Putnam's Sons, 
New York, 1939. 
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then is it that freedom is for many a cherished goal 
and for others a threat? 

Is there not also, perhaps, besides an innate de­
sire for freedom, an instinctive wish for submis­
sion? If there is not, how can we account for the 
attraction whi�h submission to a leader has for so 
many today? Is submission always to an overt au­
thority, or is � there also �Emission to internalized 
authori-.-· such as duty or conscience, to inner 
compulsions or to anonymous authorities_.. lik�b-

_lfc;opm1onLls there a liictden satisfaction in su� ­
mitting, and what is its essence? 

What is it that creates in men an insatiable lust 
for power? Is it the strength of their vital energy 
-or is it a fundamental wealmess and inability to 
experience life spontaneously and lovingly? What 
are the psychological conditions that make for 
the strength of these strivings? What are the social 
conditions upon which such psychological condi­
tions in turn are based? 

Analysis of the human aspect of freedom and of 
authoritarianism forces us to consider a general 
problem, namely, that of the role which psycholog­
ical factors play as active forces in the social proc­
ess; and this eventually leads to the problem of 
the interaction of psychological, economic, and 
ideological factors in the social process. Any at­
tempt to understand the attraction which Fascism 
exercises upon great nations compels us to recog­
nize the role of psychological factors. For we are 
dealing here with a political system which, essen­
tially, does not appeal to rational forces of self­
interest, but which arouses and mobilizes diaboli­
cal forces in man which we had believed to be 
nonexistent, or at least to have died out long ago. 



22 ESCAPE FROM FREEDOM 

The familiar picture of man in the last centuries 
was one of a rational being whose actions were 
determined by his self-interest and the ability to 
act according to it. Even writers like Hobbes, who 
recognized lust for power and hostility as driving 
forces in man, explained the existence of these 
forces as a logical result of self-interest: since men 
are equal and thus have the same wish for hap­
piness, and since there is not enough wealth to 
satisfy them all to the same extent, they necessarily 
fight against each other and want power to secure 
the future enjoyment of what they have at present. 
But Hobbes's picture became outmoded. The more 
the middle class succeeded in breaking down the 
power of the former political or religious rulers, 
the more men succeeded in mastering nature, and 
the more millions of individuals became economi­
cally independent, the more did one come to be­
lieve in a rational world and in man as an essen­
tially rational being. The dark and diabolical forces 
of man's narure were relegated to the Middle Ages 
and to still earlier periods of history, and they were 
explained by lack of knowledge or by the cunning 
schemes of deceitful kings and priests. 

One looked back upon these periods as one 
might at a volcano which for a long time has 
ceased to be a menace. One felt secure and con­
fident that the achievements of modem democracy 
had wiped out all sinister forces; the world looked 
bright and safe like the well-lit streets of a mod­
em city. Wars were supposed to be the last relics 
of older times and one needed just one more war 
to end war; economic crises were supposed to be 
accidents, even though these accidents continued 
to happen with a certain .regularity. 
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When Fascism came into power, most people 
were unprepared, both theoretically and practi­
cally. They were unable to believe that man could 
exhibit such propensities for evil, such lust for 
power, such disregard for the rights of the weak, 
or such yearning for submission. Only a few had 
been aware of the rumbling of the volcano pre­
ceding the outbreak. Nietzsche had disturbed the 
complacent optimism of the nineteenth century; 
so had Marx in a different way. Another warning 
had come somewhat later from Freud. To be sure, 
he and most of his disciples had only a very nai:ve 
notion of what goes on in society, and most of his 
applications of psychology to social problems were 
misleading constructions; yet, by devoting his in­
terest to the phenomena of individual emotional 
and mental disturbances, he led us to the top of 
the volcano and made us look into the boiling 
crater. 

Freud went further than anybody before him in 
directing attention to the observation and analysis 
of the irrational and unconscious forces which de­
termine parts of human behavior. He and his fol­
lowers in modem psychology not only uncovered 
the irrational and unconscious sector of man's na­
ture, the existence of which had been neglected 
by modem rationalism; he also showed that 
these irrational phenomena followed certain laws 
and therefore could be understood rationally. He 
taught us to understand the language of dreams 
and somatic symptoms as well as the irrationalities 
in human behavior. He discovered that these ir­
rationalities as well as the whole character struc­
ture of an individual were reactions to the influ-
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ences exercised by the outside world and particu­
larly by those occurring in early childhood. 

But Freud was so imbued with the spirit of his 
culture that he could not go beyond certain limits 
which were set by it. These very limits became 
limitations for his understanding even of the sick 
individual; they handicapped his understanding 
of the normal individual and of the irrational 
phenomena operating in social life. 

Since this book stresses the role of psychological 
factors in the whole of the social process and since 
this analysis is based on some of the fundamental 
discoveries of Freud-particularly those concern­
ing the operation of unconscious forces in man's 
character and their dependence on external influ­
ences-I think it will be helpful to the reader to 
know from the outset some of the general prin­
ciples of our approach, and also the main differ­
ences between this approach and the classical 
Freudian concepts. 3 

Freud accepted the traditional belief in a basic 
dichotomy between man and society, as well as the 
traditional doctrine of the evilness of human na­
ture. Man, to him, is fundamentally antisocial. So­
ciety must domesticate him, must allow some di­
rect satisfaction of biological-and hence, ineradi-

s A psychoanalytic approach which, though based on the 
fundamental achievements of Freud's theory, yet differs from 
Freud in many important aspects is to be found in Karen 
Homey's New Ways in Psychoanalysis, W. W. Norton & 
Company, New York, 1939, and in Harry Stack Sullivan's 
Conceptions of Modern Psychiatry-The First William 
Alanson White Memorial Lectures, Psychiatry, 1940, Vol. 3, 
No. 1. Although the two authors differ in many respects, the 
viewpoint offered here has much in common with the views of 
both. 
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cable-drives; but for the most part society must 
refine and adroitly check man's basic impulses. In 
consequence of this suppression of natural im­
pulses by society something miraculous happens: 
the suppressed drives mm into strivings that are 
culturally valuable and thus become the human 
basis for culture. Freud chose the word sublimation 
for this strange transformation from suppression into 
civilized behavior. H the amount of suppression 
is greater than the capacity for sublimation, in­
dividuals become neurotic and it is necessary to 
allow the lessening of suppression. Generally, how­
ever, there is a reverse relation between satisfac­
tion of man's drives and culture: the more suppres­
sion, the more culture ( and the more danger of 
neurotic disturbances) .  The relation of the individ­
ual to society in Freud's theory is essentially a 
static one : the individual remains virtually the 
same and becomes changed only in so far as so­
ciety exercises greater pressure on his natural drives 
( and thus enforces more sublimation ) or allows 
more satisfaction ( and thus sacrifices culture) .  

Like the so-called basic instincts of man which 
earlier psychologists accepted, Freud's conception 
of human nature was essentially a reflection of 
the most important drives to be seen in modem 
man. For Freud, the individual of his culture rep­
resented "man," and those passions and anxieties 
that are characteristic for man in modern society 
were looked upon as eternal forces rooted in the 
biological constitution of man. 

While we could give many illustrations of this 
point ( as, for instance, the social basis for the hos­
tility prevalent today in modem man, the Oedipus 
complex, the so-called castration complex in 
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women) ,  I want only to give one more illustration 
which is particularly important because it concerns 
the whole concept of man as a social being. Freud 
always considers the individual in his relations to 
others. These relations as Freud sees them, how­
ever, are similar to the economic relations to others 
which are characteristic of the individual in capi­
talist society. Each person works for himself, in­
dividualistically, at his own risk, and not primarily 
in co-operation with others. But he is not a Robin­
son Crusoe; he needs others, as customers, as em­
ployees, or as employers. He must buy and sell, give 
and take. The market, whether it is the com­
modity or the labor market, regulates these rela­
tions. Thus the individual, primarily alone and 
self-sufficient, enters into economic relations with 
others as means to one end: to sell and to buy. 
Freud's concept of human relations is essentially 
the same : the individual appears fully equipped 
with biologically given drives, which need to be 
sat_is£ed. In order to satisfy them, the individual en­
ters into relations with other "objects." Other in­
dividuals thus are always a means to one's end, the 
satisfaction of strivings which in themselves origi­
nate in the individual before he enters into contact 
with others. The Held of human relations in Freud's 
sense is similar to the market-it is an exchange of 
satisfaction of biologically given needs, in which 
the relationship to the other individual is always a 
means to an end but never an end in itself. 

Contrary to Freud's viewpoint, the analysis of­
fered in this book is based on the assumption that 
the key problem of psychology is that of the specific 
kind of relatedness of the individual towards the 
world and not that of the satisfaction or frustra-
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tion of this or that instinctual need per se; further­
more, on the assumption that the relationship be­
tween man and society is - not a static one. It is 
not as if we had on the one hand an individual 
equipped by nature with certain drives and on the 
other, society as something apart f!"om him, either 
satisfying or frustrating these innate propensities. 
Although there are certain needs, such as hunger, 
thirst, sex, which are common to man, those drives 
which make for the differences in men's characters, 
like love and hatred, the lust for power and the 
yearning for submission, the enjoyment of sensuous 
pleasure and the fear of it, are all products of 
the social process. The most beautiful as well as 
the most ugly inclinations of man are not part of 
a fixed and biologically given human nature, but 
result from the social process which creates man. 
In other words, society has not only a suppressing 
function-although it has that too-but it has also 
a creative function. Man's nature, his passions, and 
anxieties are a cultural product; as a matter of fact, 
man himseH is the most important creation and 
achievement of the continuous human effort, the 
record of which we call history. 

It is the very task of social psychology to under­
stand this process of man's creation in history. Why 
do certain definite changes of man's character take 
place from one historical epoch to another? Why 
is the spirit of the Renaissance diHerent from that 
of the Middle _Ages? Why is the character struc­
hrre of man in monopolistic capitalism different 
from that in the nineteenth century? Social psychol­
ogy has to explain why new abilities and new pas­
sions, bad or good, come into existence. Thus we 
find, for instance, that from the Renaissance up 
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until our day men have been filled with a burning 
ambition for fame, while this striving which today 
seems so natural was little present in man of the 
medieval society.4 In the same period men de­
veloped a sense for the beauty of nature which they 
did not possess before. 5 Again, in the Northern 
European countries, from the sixteenth century on, 
man developed an obsessional craving to work 
which had been lacking in a free man before that 
period. 

But man is not only made by history-history is 
made by man. The solution of this seeming con­
tradiction constitutes the field of social psychol­
ogy. 6 Its task is to show not only how passions, 
desires, anxieties change and develop as a result 
of the social process, but also how man's energies 
thus shaped into specific forms in their turn be­
come productive forces, molding the social process. 
Thus, for instance, the craving for fame and suc­
cess and the drive to work are forces without which 
modern capitalism could not have developed; with­
out these and a number of other human forces man 
would have lacked the impetus to act according to 
the social and economic requirements of the mod­
ern commercial and industrial system. 

It follows from what we have said that the view­
point presented in this book differs from Freud's 

4 Cf. Jacob Burckhardt, The Civilization of the Renais­
sance in Italy, The Macmillan Company, New York, 1921, 
p. 139 ff. 

5 op. cit., p. 299 ff. 
6 Cf. the contributions of the sociologists J. Dollard and 

H. D. Lasswell, of the anthropologists R. Benedict, J. Hallo­
well, R. Linton, M. Mead, E. Sapir and A. Kardiner's ap­
plication of psychoanalytic concepts to anthropology. 
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inasmuch as it emphatically disagrees with his in­
terpretation of history as the result of psychological 
forces that in themselves are not socially condi­
tioned. It disagrees as emphatically with those the­
ories which neglect the role of the human factor 
as one of the dynamic elements in the social proc­
ess. This criticism is directed not only against 
sociological theories which explicitly wish to elimi­
nate psychological problems from sociology ( like 
those of Durkheim and his school ) ,  but also against 
those theories that are more or less tinged with 
behavioristic psychology. Common to all these the­
ories is the assumption that human nature has no 
dynamism of its own and that psychological 
changes are to be understood in terms of the de­
velopment of new "habits" as an adaptation to new 
cultural patterns. These theories, though speaking 
of the psychological factor, at the same time reduce 
it to a shadow of cultural patterns. Only a dynamic 
psychology, the foundations of which have been 
laid by Freud, can get further than paying lip serv­
ice to the human factor. Though there is no fixed 
human nature, we cannot regard human nature as 
being infinitely malleable and able to adapt itself 
to any kind · of conditions without developing a 
psychological dynamism of its own. Human nature, 
though being the product of historical evolution, 
has certain inherent mechanisms and laws, to dis­
cover which is the task of psychology. 

At this point it seems necessary for the full un­
derstanding of what has been said so far and also 
of what follows to discuss the notion of adaptation. 
This discussion offers at the same time an illustra­
tion of what we mean by psychological mechanisms 
and laws. 
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It seems useful to differentiate between "static" 
and "dynamic'' adaptation. By static adaptation we 
mean such an adaptation to patterns as leaves the 
whole character structure unchanged and implies 
only the adoption of a new habit. An example of 
this kind of adaptation is the change from the 
Chinese habit of eating to . the Western habit of 
using fork and knife. A Chinese coming to America 
will adapt himself to this new pattern, but this 
adaptation in itself has little effect on his per­
sonality; it does not arouse new drives or character 
traits. 

By dynamic adaptation we refer to the kind of 
adaptation that occurs, for example, when a boy 
submits to the commands of his strict and threat­
ening father-being too much afraid of him to do 
otherwise-and becomes a "good" boy. While he 
adapts himself to the necessities of the situation, 
something happens in "'him. He may develop an 
intense hostility against his father, which he re­
presses, since it would be too dangerous to express 
it or even to be aware of it. This repressed hostility, 
however, though not manifest, is a dynamic factor 
in his character structure. It may create new anx­
iety and thus lead to still deeper submission; it 
may set up a vague defiance, directed against no 
one in particular but rather toward life in general. 
While here, too, as in the first case, an individual 
adapts himself to certain external circumstances, 
this kind of adaptation creates something new in 
him, arouses new ,drives and new anxieties. Every 
neurosis is an example of this dynamic adaptation; 
it is ess;ntially an ada tation to such �. temal con-

� (�articularly those of early childhood ) as 
are in themselves irrational and, generally speak-
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ing, unfavorable to the growth and development of 
the child. Similarly, such socio-psychological phe­
nomena as are comparable to neurotic phenomena 
( why they should not be called neurotic will ba 
discussed later ) ,  like the presence of strong de­
structive or sadistic impulses in social groups, 
offer an - example of dynamic adaptation to social 
conditions that are irrational and harmful to the 
development of men. 

Besides the question of what kind of adaptation 
occurs, other questions need to be answered: What 
is it that forces man to adapt himself to almost any 
conceivable condition of life, and what are the 
limits of his adaptability? 

In answering these questions the :6rst phenome­
non we have to discuss is the fact that there are cer­
tain sectors in man"s nature that are more flexible 
and adaptable than others. Those strivin s and char­
acter traits by which men differ from each other 
s ��-great amount of e astici an ma eaoillJy_;___, 

_fove, destructiveness, sadism, the tendency to sub­
mit, the lust for power, detachment, the desire for 
self-a an izeroent jhe _passion_fur.__tbrift,_ the en-
12Yment a£ s�nsua leasure,._ and the f�ar oL 
�ensualitX. These and many other · strivings and 
fears to be found in man develop as a reaction to 
certain life conditions. They are not particularly 
flexible, for once they have become part of a per­
son" s character, they do not easily disappear or 
change ,into some other drive. But they are flexible 
in the sense that individuals, particularly in their 
childhood, develop the one or other need according 
to the whole mode of life they find themselves in. 
None of these needs is fixed and rigid as if it were 
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an innate part of human nature which develops and 
has to be satisfied under all circumstances. 

In contrast to those needs, there are others which 
are an ind.is en able art of human na e_and 
imperatively need satisfaction, namely, those needs 
that are rooted in the physiological organization of 
man, like hunger, thirst, the need for sleep, and 
so on. For each of those needs there exists a certain 
threshold beyond which lack of satisfaction is un­
bearable, and when this threshold is transcended 
the tendency to satisfy the need assumes the quality 
of an all-powerful striving. All these physiologi­
cally conditioned needs can be summarized in the 
notion of a need for �-preservation. This need 
for self-preservation is that part of human nature 
which needs satisfaction under all circumstances 
and therefore forms the primary motive of human 
behavior. 

To put this in a simple formula: man must eat, 
drink, sleep, protect himself against enemies, and 
so forth. In order to do all this he must work and 
produce. ''Work," however, is nothing general or 
abstract. Work is always concrete work, that is, a 
specific kind of work in a specific kind of economic 
system. A person may work as a slave in a feudal 
system, as a peasant in an Indian pueblo, as an 
independent businessman in capitalistic society, as 
a salesgirl in a modem department store, as a 
worker on the endless belt of a big factory. These 
different kinds of work require entirely different 
personality traits and make for different kinds of 
relatedness to others. When man is born, the stage 
is set for him. He has to eat and drink, and there­
fore he has to work; and this means he has to work 
under the particular conditions and in the ways that 
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are determined for him by the kind of society into 
which he is born. Both factors, his need to live and 
the social system, in principle are unalterable by 
him as an individual, and they are the factors which 
determine the development of those other traits 
that show greater plasticity. 

Thus the mode of life, as it is determined for the 
individual by the peculiarity of an economic sys­
tem, becomes the primary factor in determining his 
whole character structure, because the imperative 
need for self-preservation forces him to accept the 
conditions under which he has to live. This does 
not mean that he cannot try, together with others, to 
effect certain economic and political changes; but 
primarily his personality is molded by the par­
ticular mode of life, as he has already been con­
fronted with it as a child through the medium of 
the family, which represents all the features that 
are typical of a particular society or class. 7 

The physiologica}:1y conditioned needs are not the 

7 I should like to warn against one confusion which is 
hequently experienced in regard to this problem. The eco­
nomic structure of a society in determining the mode of life 
of the individual operates as condition for personality de­
velopment. These economic conditions are entirely different 
hom subjective economic motives, such as the desire for ma­
terial wealth which was looked upon by many writers, 
from the Renaissance on up to certain Marxist authors who 
failed to understand Marx's basic concepts, as the dominant 
motive of human behavior. As a matter of fact, the all­
absorbing wish for material wealth is a need peculiar only 
to certain cultures, and different economic conditions can 
create personality traits which abhor material wealth or are 
indifferent to it. I have discussed this problem in detail in 
"Uber Methode und Aufgabe einer analytischen Sozial­
psychologie," Zeitschrift fur Sozialf orschung, Hirschfeld, 
Leipzig, 1932, Vol. I, p. 28 ff. -
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only imperative part of man's nature. There is 
another part just as compelling, one which is not 
rooted in bodily processes but in the very essence 
of the human mode and practice of life: the need 
to be related to the world outside oneself, the need 
to avoid aloneness. To feel completely alone and 
isolated leads to mental disintegration just as phys­
ical starvation leads to death. This relatedness to 
others is not identical with physical contact. An in­
dividual may be alone in a physical sense for many 
years and yet he may be related to ideas, values, or 
at least social patterns that give him a feeling of 
communion and ''belonging." On the other hand, he 
may live among people and yet be overcome with 
an utter feeling of isolation, the outcome of which, 
if it transcends a certain limit, is the state of in­
sanity which schizophrenic disturbances represent. 
This lack of relatedness to values, symbols, patterns, 
we may call moral aloneness and state that moral 
aloneness is as intolerable as the physical aloneness, 
or rather that physical aloneness becomes unbear­
able only if it implies also moral aloneness. The 
spiritual relatedness to the world can assume many 
forms; the monk in his cell who believes in God 
and the political prisoner kept in isolation who feels 
one with his fellow fighters are not alone morally. 
Neither is the English gentleman who wears his 
dinner jacket in the most exotic surroundings nor 
the petty bourgeois who, though being deeply iso­
lated from his fellow men, feels one with his na­
tion or its symbols. The kind of relatedness to the 
world may be noble or trivial, but even being re­
lated to the basest kind of pattern is immensely 
preferable to being alone. Religion and nationalism, 
as well as any custom and any belief however ab-
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surd and degrading, if it only connects the individ­
ual with others, are refuges from what man most 
dreads: isolation. 

The compelling need to avoid moral isolation has 
been described most forcefully by Balzac in this 
passage from The Inventors Suffering: 

"But learn one thing, impress it upon your mind 
which is still so malleable: man has a horror for 
aloneness. And of all kinds of aloneness, moral 
aloneness is the most terrible. The first hermits 
lived with God, they inhabited the world which 
is most populated, the world of the spirits. The 
first thought of man, be he a leper or a prisoner' a 
sinner or an invalid, is: to have a companion of his 
fate. In order to satisfy this drive which is life it­
self, he applies all his strength, all his power, the 
energy of his whole life. Would Satan have found 
companions without this overpowering craving? 
On this theme one could write a whole epic, which 
would be the prologue to Paradise Lost because 
Paradise Lost is nothing but the apology of rebel-
Ii n on. 

Any attempt to answer the question why the fear 
of isolation is so powerful in man would lead us 
far away from the main road we are following in 
this book. However, in order not to give the reader 
the impression that the need to feel one with others 
has some mysterious quality, I should like to indi­
cate in what direction I think the answer lies. 

One important element is the fact that men can­
not live without some sort of co-operation with 
others. In any conceivable kind of culture man 
needs to co-operate with others if he wants to sur­
vive, whether for the purpose of defending himself 
against enemies or dangers of nature, or in order 
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that he may be able to work and produce. Even 
Robinson Crusoe was accompanied by his man Fri­
day; without him he would probably not only have 
become insane but would acrually have died. Eac4 
person experiences this need for the help of others 
very drastically as a child. On account of the facrual 
inability of the human child to take care of itself 
with regard to all-important functions, communi­
cation with others is a matter of life and death 
for the child. The possibility of being left alone is 
necessarily the most serious threat to the child's 
whole existence. 

There is another ·element, however, which makes 
the need to "belong" so compelling: the fact of 
subjective self-consciousness, of the faculty of 
thinking by which man ·is aware of himself as an 
individual entity, different from nature and other 
people. Although the degree of this awareness 
varies, as will be pointed out in the next chapter, 
its existence confronts man with a problem which is 
essentially human: by being aware of himself as 
distinct from nature and other people, by being 
aware-even very dimly-of death, sickness, aging, 
he necessarily feels his insignificance and smallness 
in comparison with the universe and all others who 
are not "he." Unless he belonged somewhere, unless 
his life had some meaning and direction, he would 
feel like a particle of eust and be overcome by his 
individual insignificance. He would not be able to 
relate himself to any system which would give 
meaning and direction to his life, he would be 
filled with doubt, and this doubt eventually would 
paralyze his ability to act-that is, to live. 

Before we proceed, it may _be helpful to sum up 
what has been pointed out with regard to our 
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general approach to the problems of social psychol­
ogy. Human nature is neither a biologically fixed 
and innate sum total of drives nor is it a lifeless 
shadow of cultural patterns to which it adapts it­
self smoothly; it is the product of human evolu­
tion, but it also has certain inherent mechanisms 
and laws. There are certain factors in man's nature 
which ar� fixed and unchangeable: the necessity to 
satisfy the physiologically conditioned drives and 
the necessity to avoid isolation and moral alone­
ness. We have seen that the individual has to accept 
the mode of life rooted in the system of production 
and dishibution peculiar for any given society. In 
the process of dynamic adaptation to culture, a 
number of powerful drives develop which motivate 
the actions· and feelings of the individual. The indi­
vidual may or may not be conscious of these drives, 
but in any case they are forceful and demand satis­
faction once they have developed. They become 
powerful forces which in their turn become effec­
tive in molding the social process. How economic, 
psychological, and ideological· factors interact and 
what further general conclusion roncerning this 
interaction one can make will be discussed later in 
the course of our analysis ·of the Reformation and 
of Fascism.8 This discussion will always be cen• 
tered around the main theme of this book: 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 spon-

8 In an Appendix I shall discuss in more detail the general 
aspects of the intenelation between psychological and socio­
economic forces. 
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. 
taneity 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 individ­
ual self.9 

9 After completion of this manuscript a shtdy on the dif­
ferent aspects of freedom was presented in Freedom, Its 
Meaning, planned and edited by R. N. Anschen, Harcourt, 
Brace & Co., New York, 1940. I should like to refer here 
especially to the papers by H. Bergson, J. Dewey, R. M. 
Maciver, K. Riezler, P. Tillich. Also cf. Carl Steuennann, 
Der Mensch auf der Flucht, S. Fischer, Berlin, 1932. 



CHAPTER II 

The Emergence of the Individual and the 
Ambiguity of Freedom 

BEFORE we come to our main topic-the question 
of what freedom means to modern man, and why 
and how he tries to escape from it-we must first 
discuss a concept which may seem to be somewhat 
removed from actuality. It is, however, a premise 
necessary for the understanding of the analysis of 
freedom in modem society. I mean the concept that 
freedom characterizes human existence as such, and 
furthermore that its meaning changes according to 
the degree of man's awareness and conception of 
himself as an independent and separate being. 

The social history of man started with his emerg­
ing from a state of oneness with the natural world 
to an awareness of himself as an entity separate 
from surrounding nature and men. Yet this aware­
ness remained very dim over long periods of history. 
The individual continued to be closely tied to the 
natural and social world from which he emerged; 
while being partly aware of himself as a separate 
entity, he felt also part of the world around him. 
The growing process of the emergence of the in-

39 
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dividual from his original ties, a process which 
we may call "individuation," seems to have reached 
its peak in modem history in the centuries between 
the Reformation and the present. 

In the life history of an individual we find the 
same process. A child is born when it is no long�r 
one with its mother and becomes a biological entity 
separate from her. Yet, while this biological separa­
tion is the beginning of individual human existence, 
the child remains functionally one with its mother 
for a considerable period. 

To the degree to which the individual, flgura­
tively speaking, has not yet completely severed the 
umbilical cord which fastens him to the outside 
world, he lacks freedom; but these ties give him 
security and a feeling of belonging and of being 
rooted somewhere. I wish to call these ties that 
exist before the process of individuation has re­
sulted in the complete emergence of an individual 
"primary ties." They are organic in the sense that 
they are a part of normal human development; 
they imply a lack of individuality, but they also 
give security and orientation to the individual. 
They are the ties that connect the child with its 
mother, the member of a primitive community 
with his clan and nature, or the medieval man with 
the Churc:h and his social caste. Once the stage of 
complete individuation is reached and the individ­
ual is free from these primary ties, he is confronted 
with a new task : to orient and root himself in the 
world and to find security in other ways than those 
which were characteristic of his preindividualistic 
existence. Freedom then has a different meaning 
from the one it had before this stage of evolution is 
reached. It is necessary to stop here and to clarify 
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these concepts by discussing them more con­
cretely in connection with individual and social 
development. 

The comparatively sudden change from foetal 
into human existence and the cutting off of the 
umbilical cord mark the independence of the in­
fant from the mother's body. But this independence 
is only real in the crude sense of the separation of 
the two bodies. In a functional sense, the inf ant 
remains part of the mother. It is fed, carried, and 
taken care of in every vital respect by the mother. 
Slowly the child comes to regard the mother and 
other objects as entities apart from itself. One 
factor in this process is the neurological and the 
general physical development of the child, its abil­
ity to grasp objects-physically and mehtally­
and to master them. Through its own activity it 
experiences a world outside of itself. The process 
of individuation is furthered by that of education. 
This process entails a number of frustrations and 
prohibitions, which change the role of the mother 
into that of a person with different aims which 
conflict with the child's wishes, and often into that 
of a hostile and dangerous person.1 This antago­
nism, which is one part of the educational process 
though by no means the whole, is an important 
factor in sharpening the distinction between the 
'T' and the "thou." 

1 If should be noted here that instinctual frustration per 
se does not arouse hostility. It is the thwarting of expansive­
ness, the breaking of the child's attempt to assert himself, the 
hostility radiating from parents-in short, the atmosphere of 
suppression-which create in the child the feeling of power­
lessness and the hostility springing from it. 



42 ESCAPE FROM FREEDOM 

A few months elapse after birth before the child 
even recognizes another person as such and is able 
to react with a smile, and it is years before the child 
ceases to confuse itself with the universe. 2 Until 
then it shows the particular kind of egocentricity 
typical of children, an egocentricity which does 
not exclude tenderness for and interest in others, 
since "others" are not yet definitely experienced as 
really separate from itself. For the same reason the 
child's leaning on authority in these first years has 
also a different meaning from the leaning on au­
thority later on. The parents, or whoever the au­
thority may be, are not yet regarded as being a 
fundamentally separate entity; they are part of the 
child's universe, and this universe is still part of 
the child; submission to them, therefore, has a 
different quality from the kind of submission 
that exists once two individuals have become really 
separate. 

A remarkably keen description of a ten-year-old 
child's sudden awareness of its own individuality 
is given by R. Hughes in A High Wind in Jamaica: 

"And then an event did occur, to Emily, of con­
siderable importance. She suddenly realised who 
she was. There is little reason that one can see why 
it should not have happened to her five years 
earlier, or even five years later; and none, why it 
should have come that particular afternoon. She 
had been playing house in a nook right in the bows, 
behind the windlass ( on which she had hung a 

2 Jean Piaget, The Moral Judgment of the Chz'ld, Har­
court, Brace & Co. ,  New York, 1932, p. 407. Cf. H. S. 
Sullivan, op. cit., p. 10 ff. 
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devir s-claw as a door knocker); and tiring of it 
was walking rather aimlessly aft, thinking vaguely 
about some bees and a fairy queen, when it sud­
denly flashed into ·her mind that she was she. She 
stopped dead, and began looking over all of her 
person which came within the range of her eyes. 
She could not see much, except a fore-shortened 
view of the front of her frock, and her hands when 
she lifted them for inspection; but it was enough 
for her to form a rough idea of the little body she 
suddenly realised to be hers. 

''She began to laugh, rather mockingly. Welll' 
she thought, in effect: "Fancy you, of all people, 
going and getting caught like thisl-You can't get 
out of it now, not for a very long time: you'll have 
to go through with being a child, and growing up, 
and getting old, before you'll be quit of this mad 
prank!' 

"Determined to avoid any interruption of this 
highly important occasion, she began to climb the 
ratlines, on her way to her favorite perch at the 
masthead. Each time she moved an arm or a leg in 
this simple action, however, it struck her with fresh 
amazement to find them obeying her so readily. 
Mem_ory told her, of course, that they had always 
done so before: but before, she had never realised 
how surprising this was. Once settled on her perch, 
she began examining the skin of her hands with the 
utmost care: for it was hers. She slipped a shoulder 
out of the top of her frock; and having peeped in 
to make sure she really was continuous under her 
clothes, she shrugged it up to touch her cheek. 
The contact of her face and the warm bare hollow 
of her shoulder gave her a comfortable thrill, as if 
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it was the caress of some kind friend. But whether 
her feeling came to her through her cheek or her 
shoulder, which was the caresser and which the 
caressed, that no analysis could tell her. 

"Once fully convinced of this astonishing fact, 
that she was now Emily Bas-Thornton ( why she in­
serted the 'now' she did not know, for she cer­
tainly imagined no transmigrational nonsense of 
having been anyone else before ) ,  she began seri­
ously to reckon its implications." 

The more the child grows and to the extent to 
which primary ties are cut off, the more it develops 
a quest for freedom and independence. But the 
fate of this quest can only be fully understood if 
we realize the dialectic quality in this process of 
growing individuation. 

This process has two aspects: one is that the 
child grows stronger physically, emotionally, and 
mentally. In each of these spheres intensity and ac­
tivity grow. At the same time, these spheres be­
come more and more integrated. An organized 
structure guided by the individual" s will and reason 
develops. If we call this organized and integrated 
whole of the personality the self, we can also say 
that the one side of the growing process of in­
dividuation is the growth of self-strength. The 
limits of the growth of individuation and the self 
are set, partly by individual conditions, but es­
sentially by social conditions. For although the dif­
ferences between individuals in this respect appear 
to be great, every society is characterized by a 
certain level of individuation beyond which the 
normal individual cannot go. 

The other aspect of the process of individuation 
is growing aloneness. The primary ties ·off er se-
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curity and basic unity with the world outside of 
oneself. To the extent to which the child emerges 
from that world it becomes aware of being alone, 
of being an entity separate from all others. This 
separation from a world, which in comparison with 
one's own individual existence is overwhelmingly 
strong and powerful, and often threatening and dan­
gerous, creates a feeling of powerlessness and anx­
iety. As long as one was an integral part of that 
world, unaware of the possibilities and responsi­
bilities of individual action, one did not need to 
be afraid of it. When one has become an individual, 
one stands alone and faces the world in all its peril-
ous and overpowering aspects. 

Impulses arise to give up one's individuality, to 
overcome the feeling of aloneness and powerless­
ness by comple�ely submerging oneself in the world 
outside. These impulses, however, and the new 
ties arising from them, are not identical with the 
primary ties which have been cut off in the process 
of growth itself. Just as a child can never return· 
to the mother's womb physically, so it can never 
reverse, psychically, the process of individuation. 
Attempts to do so necessarily assume the character 
of submission, in which the basic contradiction be­
tween the authority and the child who submits to 
it is never eliminated. Consciously the child may 
feel secure and satisfied, but unconsciously it real­
izes that the price it pays is giving up strength 
and the integrity of its self. Thus the result of 
submission is the very opposite of what it was to 
be : submission increases the child's insecurity and 
at the same time creates hostility and rebellious­
ness, which is the more frightening since it is di-
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rected against the very persons on whom the child 
has remained-or become-dependent. 

However, submission is not the only way of 
avoiding aloneness and anxiety. The other way, 
the only one which is productive and does not end 
in an insoluble conflict, is that of spontaneous re­
lationship to man and nature, a relationship that 
connects the individual with the world without 
eliminating his individuality. This kind of relation­
ship-the foremost expressions of which are love 
and procl.uctive work-are rooted in the integration 
and strength of the total personality and are there­
fore subject to the very limits ·that exist for the 
growth of the self. 

The problem of submission and of spontaneous 
activity as two possible results of growing individ­
uation will be discussed later on in great detail; 
here I only wish to point to the general principle, 
the dialectic process which results from growing 
individuation and from growing freedom of the in­
dividual. The child becomes more free to develop 
and express its own individual self unhampered by 
those ties which were limiting it. But the child 
also becomes more free from a world which gave it 
security and reassurance. The process of individua­
tion is one of growing strength and integration of 
its individual personality, but it is at the same time 
a process in which the original identity with others 
is lost and in which the child becomes more sepa­
rate from them. This growing separation may re­
sult in an isolation that has the quality of desolation 
and creates intense anxiety and insecurity; it may 
result in a new kind of closeness and a solidarity 
with others if the child has been able to develop 
the inner strength and productivity which are the 
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premise of this new kind of relatedness to the 
world. 

If every step in the direction of separation and 
individuation were matched by corresponding 
growth of the self, the development of the child 
would be harmonious. This does not occur, how­
ever. While the process of individuation takes place 
automatically, the growth of the self is hampered 
for a number of individual and social reasons. The 
lag between these two trends results in an un­
bearable feeling of isolation and powerlessness, 
and this in its turn leads to psychic mechanisms, 
which later on are described as mechanisms of 
escape. 

Phylogenetically, too, the history of man can be 
characterized as a process of growing individua­
tion and growing freedom. Man emerges from the 
prehuman stage by the first steps in the direction 
of becoming free from coercive instincts. If we 
understand by instinct a specific action pattern 
which is determined by inherited neurological 
structures, a clear-cut trend can be observed in 
the animal kingdom. 3 The lower an animal is in 
the scale of development, the more are its adapta­
tion to nature and all its activities controlled by 
instinctive and reflex action mechanisms. The fa­
mous social organizations of some insects are 
created entirely by instincts. On the other hand, 
the higher an animal is in the scale of develop­
ment, the more flexibility of action pattern and the 

s This concept of instinct should not be confused with 
one which speaks of instinct as a physiologically conditioned 
urge ( such as hunger, thirst, and so on ) ,  the satisfaction of 
which occurs in ways which in themselves are not fixed and 
hereditarily determined. 
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less completeness of structural adjustment do we 
find at birth. This development reaches its peak 
with man. He is the most helpless of all animals at 
birth. His adaptation to nature is based essentially 
on the process of learning, not on instinctual de­
termination. "Instinct . . .  is a diminishing if not a 
disappearing category in higher animal forms, espe­
cially in the human." 4 

Human existence begins when the lack of fixa­
tion of action by instincts exceeds a certain point; 
when the adaptation to nature loses its coercive 
character; when the way to act is no longer fixed 
by hereditarily given mechanisms. In other words, 
human existence and freedom are from the begin­
ning inseparable. Freedom is here used not in its 
positive sense of "freedom to" but in its negative 
sense of ''freedom from," namely freedom from 
instinctual determination of his actions. 

Freedom in the sense just discussed is an am­
biguous gift. Man is born without the equipment 
for appropriate action which the animal possess­
es; 5 he is dependent on his parents for a longer 
time than any animal, and his reactions to his 
surroundings are less quick and less effective than 
the automatically regulated instinctive actions are. 
He goes through all the dangers and fears which 
this lack of instinctive equipment implies. Yet this 
very helplessness of man is the basis from which 
human development springs; man's biological weak­
ness is the condition of human culture. 

4 L. Bernard, Instinct, Holt & Co., New York, 1924, p. 
509. 

5 Cf. Ralph Linton, The Study of Man, D. Appleton­
Century Company, New York, 1936, Chapter IV. 
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From the beginning of his existence man is con­
fronted with the choice between different courses 
of action. In the animal there is an uninterrupted 
chain of reactions starting with a stimulus, like 
hunger, and ending with a more or less strictly de­
termined course of action, which does away with 
the tension created by the stimulus. In man that 
chain is interrupted. The stimulus is there but the 
kind of satisfaction is "open," that is, he must 
choose between different courses of action. Instead 
of a predetermined instinctive action, man has to 
weigh possible courses of action in his mind; he 
starts to think. He changes his role toward nature 
from that of purely passive adaptation to an active 
one: he produces. He invents tools and, while thus 
mastering nature, he separates himself from it more 
and more. He becomes dimly aware of himself­
or rather of his group-as not being identical with 
nature. It dawns upon him that his is a tragic fate: 
to be . part of nature, and yet to transcend it. He 
becomes aware of death as his ultimate fate even 
if he tries to deny it in manifold phantasies. 

One particularly telling representation of the 
fundamental relation between man and freedom is 
offered in the biblical myth of man's expulsion from 
paradise. 

The myth identifies the beginning of human his­
tory with an act of choice, but it puts all emphasis 
on the sinfulness of this first act of freedom and 
the suffering resulting from it. Man and woman live 
in the Garden of Eden in complete harmony with 
each other and with nature. There is peace and no 
necessity to work; there is no choice, no freedom, 
no thinking either. Man is forbidden to eat from 
the tree of knowledge of good and evil. He acts 
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against God's command, he breaks through the state 
of harmony with nature of which he is a part 
without transcending it. From the standpoint of 
the Church which represented authority, this is 
essentially sin. From the standpoint of man, how­
ever, this is the beginning of human freedom. 
Acting against God's orders means freeing himself 
from coercion, emerging from the unconscious ex­
istence of prehuman life to the level of man. Acting 
against the command of authority, committing a 
sin, is in its positive human aspect the first act of 
freedom, that is, the first human act. In the myth 
the sin in its formal aspect is the eating of the 
tree of knowledge. The act of disobedience as an 
act of freedom is the beginning of reason. The 
myth speaks of other consequences of the first act 
of freedom. The original harmony between man 
and nature is broken. God proclaims war between 
man and woman, and war between nature and 
man. Man has become separate from nahrre, he 
has taken the first step toward becoming human 
by becoming an "individual." He has committed 
the first act of freedom. The myth emphasizes the 
suffering resulting from this act. To transcend na­
ture, to be alienated from nature and from another 
human being, finds man naked, ashamed. He is 
alone and free, yet powerless and afraid. The newly 
won freedom appears as a curse; he is free from 

the sweet bondage of paradise, but he is not free 
to govern himself, to realize his individuality. 

"Freedom from" is not identical with positive 
freedom, with "freedom to." The emergence of man 
from nature is a long-drawn-out process; to a large 
extent he remains tied to the world from which he 
emerged; he remains part of nature-the soil he 



THE EMERGENCE OF THE INDIVIDUAL 51 

lives on, the sun and moon an_d stars, the trees and 
flowers, the animals, and the group of people with 
whom he is connected by the ties of blood. Primi­
tive religions bear testimony to man's feeling of 
oneness with nature. Animate and inanimate nature 
are part of his human world or, as one may also 
put it, he is still part of the natural :world. 

The primary ties block his full human develop­
ment; they stand in the way of the development 
of his reason and his critical capacities; they let 
him recognize himself and others only through the 
medium of his, or their, participation in a clan, a 
social or religious community, and not as human 
beings; in other words, they block his development 
as a free, self-determining, productive individual 
But although this is one aspect, there is another 
one. This identity with nature, clan, religion, gives 
the individual security. He belongs to, he is rooted 
in, a structuralized whole in which he has an un­
questionable place. He may suffer from hunger or 
suppression, but he does not suffer from the worst 
of all pains-complete aloneness and doubt. 

We see that the process of growing human free­
dom has the same dialectic character that we have 
noticed in the process of individual growth. On the 
one hand it is a process of growing strength and 
integration, mastery of nature, growing power of 
human reason, and growing solidarity with other 
human beings. But on the other band this growing 
individuation means growing isolation, insecurity, 
and thereby growing doubt concerning one's own 
role in the universe, the meaning of one's life, and 
with all that a growing feeling of one's own power­
lessness and insignificance as an individual. 

If the process of the development of mankind 
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had been harmonious, if it had followed a certain 
plan, then both sides of the development-the 
growing strength and the growing individuation­
would have been exactly balanced. As it is, the 
history of mankind is one of conflict and strife. 
Each step in the direction of growing individua­
tion threatened people with new insecurities. Pri­
mary bonds once severed cannot be mended; once 
paradise is lost, man cannot return to it. There is 
only one possible, productive solution for the re­
lationship of individualized man with the world : 
his active solidarity with all men and his spon­
taneous activity, love and work, which unite him 
again with the world, not by primary ties but as a 
free and independent individual. 

However, if the economic, social and political 
conditions on which the whole process of human 
individuation depends, do not off er a basis for the 
realization of individuality in the sense just men­
tioned, while at the same time people have lost 
those ties which gave them security, this lag makes 
freedom an unbearable burden. It then becomes 
identical with doubt, with a kind of life which 
lacks meaning and direction. Powerful tendencies 
arise to escape from. this kind of freedom into sub­
mission or some kind of relationship to man and the 
world which promises relief from uncert�ty, even 
if it deprives the individual of his freedom. 

European and American history since the end of 
the Middle Ages is the history of the full emer­
gence of the individual. It is a process which 
started in Italy, in the Renaissance, and which only 
now seems to have come to a climax. It took over 
four hundred years to break down the medieval 
world and to free people from the most apparent 
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restraints. But while in many respects the individ­
ual has grown, has developed mentally and emo­
tionally, and participates in cultural achievements 
in a degree unheard-of before, the lag between 
''freedom from" and ''freedom to" has grown too. 
The result of this disproportion between freedom 
from any tie and the lack of possibilities for the 
positive realization of freedom and individuality 
has led, in Europe, to a panicky Hight from freedom 
into new ties or at least into complete indifference. 

We shall start our study of the meaning of free­
dom for modem man with an analysis of the cul­
tural scene in Europe durip.g the Middle Ages and 
the beginning of the modern era. In this period the 
economic basis of Wes tern society underwent 
radical changes which were accompanied by / an 
equally radical change in the personality structure 
of man. A new concept of freedom developed then, 
which found its most significant ideological expres­
sion in new religious doctrines, those of the Ref­
ormation. Any understanding of freedom in mod­
ern society must start with that period in which the 
foundations of modern culture were laid, for this 
formative stage of modern man permits us, more 
clearly than any later epoch, to recognize the am­
biguous meaning of freedom which was to operate 
throughout modem culture : on the one hand the 
growing independence of man from external author­
ities, on the other hand his growing isolation and 
the resulting feeling of individual insignificance 
. and powerlessness. Our understanding of the new 
elements in the personality structure of man is en­
hanced by the study of their origins, because by 
analyzing the essential features of capitalism and 
individualism at their very roots one is able to 
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contrast them with an economic system and a type 
of personality which was fundamentally different 
from ours. This very contrast gives a better per­
spective for the understanding of the peculiarities 
of the modem social system, of how it has shaped 
the character structure of people who live in it, and 
of the new spirit which resulted from this change 
in personality. 

The following chapter will also show that the 
period of the Reformation is more similar to the con­
temporary scene than might appear at first glance; 
as a matter of fact, in spite of all the obvious dif­
ferences between the two periods, there is probably 
no period since the sixteenth cenhrry which re­
sembles ours as closely in regard to the ambiguous 
meaning of freedom. The Reformation is one root 
of the idea of human freedom and autonomy as it 
is represented in modem democracy. However, 
while this aspect is always stressed, especially in 
non-Catholic countries, its other aspect-its em­
phasis on the wickedness of human nature, the in­
significance and powerlessness of the individual, 
and the necessity for the individual to subordinate 
himself to a power outside of himself-is neglected. 
This idea of the unworthiness of the individual, his 
fundamental inability to rely on himself and his 
need to submit, is also the main theme of Hitler's · 
ideology, which, however, lacks the emphasis on 
freedom and moral principles which was inherent 
in Protestantism. 

This ideological similarity is not the only one 
that makes the study of the fifteenth and sixteenth 
centuries a particularly fruitful starting point for 
the understanding of the present scene. There is 
also a fundamental likeness in the social situation. 
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I shall try to show how this likeness is responsible 
for the ideological and psychological similarity. 
Then as now a vast sector of the population was 
threatened in its traditional way of life by revolu­
tionary changes in the economic and social organi­
zation; especially was the middle class, as today, 
threatened by the power of monopolies and the 
superior strength of capital, and this threat had an 
important effect on the spirit and the ideology of 
the threatened sector of society by enhancing the 
individual's feeling of aloneness and insignillcance. 



CHAPTER III 

Freedom in the Age of the Reformation 

1. :MEDIEVAL BACKGROUND AND 'I1IE RENAISSANCE 

THE picture of the Middle Ages 1 has been dis­
torted in two ways. Modem rationalism has looked 
upon the Middle Ages as an essentially dark period. 
It has pointed to the general lack of personal free­
dom, to the exploitation of the mass of the popu­
lation by a small minority, to its narrowness which 
makes the peasant of the surrounding country a 
dangerous and suspected stranger to the city dwell­
er-not to speak of a person of another country­
and to its superstitiousness and ignorance. On the 

1 In speaking of "medieval society" and the "spirit of the . 
Middle Ages" in contrast to "capitalistic society" we speak 
of ideal types. Actually, of course, the Middle Ages did not 
suddenly end at one point and modem society come to life 
at another. All the economic and social forces that are char­
acteristic of modem society had already developed within the 
m�dieval society of the twelfth, thirteenth, and fourteenth 
centuries. In the late Middle Ages the role of capital was 
growing and so was the antagonism between social classes 
in the towns. As always in history, all the elements of the new 
social system had already developed in the older order which 

56 
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other hand, the Middle Ages have been idealized, 
for the most part by reactionary philosophers but 
sometimes by progressive critics of modem capital­
ism. They have pointed to the sense of solidarity, 
the subordination of economic to human needs, the 
directness and concreteness of human relations, the 
supranational principle of the Catholic Church, the 
sense of security which was characteristic of man 
in the Middle Ages. Both pictures are right; what 
makes them both wrong is to draw one of them and 
shut one's eyes to the other. 

What characterizes medieval in contrast - to 
modern society is its lack of individual freedom. 
Everybody in the earlier period was chained to 
his role in the social order. A man had little chance 
to move socially from one class to another, he was 

· hardly able to move even geographically from one 
town or from one country to another. With few 
exceptions he had to stay where he was born. He 
was often not even free to dress as he pleased or to 
eat what he liked. The artisan had to sell at a cer­
tain price and the peasant at a certain place, the 
market of the town. A guild member was forbidden 

the new one had superseded. But while it is important to 
see how many modem elements existed in the late Middle 
Ages and how many medieval elements continue to exist in 
modern society, it blocks any theoretical understanding of 
the historical process if by emphasizing continuity one tries 

. to minimize the - fundamental differences between medieval 
and modern society, or to reject such concepts as "medieval 
society" and "capitalistic society" for being unscientific con­
structions. Such attempts, under the guise of scientific ob­
jectivity and accuracy, actually reduce social research to the 
gathering of countless details, and block any understand­
ing of the structure of society and its dynamics. 
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to divulge any technical secrets of production to 
anybody who was not a member of his guild and 
was compelled to let his fellow guild members share 
in any advantageous buying of raw material. Per­
sonal, economic, and social life was dominated by 
rules and obligations from which practically no 
sphere of activity was exempted. 

But although a person was not free in the modem 
sense, neither was he alone and isolated. In having 
a distinct, unchangeable, and unquestionable place 
in the social world from the moment of birth, man 
was rooted in a structuralized whole, and thus life 
had a meaning which left no place, and no need, 
for doubt. A person was identical with his role in 
society; he was a peasant, an artisan, a knight, and 
not an individual who happened to have this or 
that occupation. The social order was conceived as 
a natural order, and being a definite part of it gave 
a feeling of security and of belonging. There was 
comparatively little competition. One was born into 
a certain economic position which guaranteed a 
livelihood determined by tradition, just as it carried 
economic obligations to those higher in the social 
hierarchy. But within the limits of his social sphere 
the individual actually had much freedom to ex­
press his self in his work and in his emotional life. 
Although there was no individualism in the 
modern sense of the unrestricted choice between 
many possible ways of life ( a freedom of choice 
which is largely abstract ) ,  there was a great deal 
of concrete individualism in real life. 

There was much suffering and pain, but there was 
also the Church which made this suffering more 
tolerable by explaining it as a result of the sin of 
Adam anp the individual sins of each person. While 
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the Church fostered a sense of guilt, it also assured 
the individual of her unconditional love to all her 
children and offered a way to acquire the con­
viction of being forgiven and loved by God. The 
relationship to God was more one of confidence and 
love than of doubt and fear. Just .as a peasant and 
a town dweller rarely went beyond the limits of the 
small geographical area which was theirs, so the 
universe was limited and simple to understand. The 
earth and man were its center, heaven or hell was 
the future place of life, and all actions from birth 
to death were transparent in their causal inter­
relation. 

Although society was thus structuralized and 
gave man security, yet it kept him in bondage. It 
was a different kind of bondage from that which 
authoritarianism a�d oppression in later cenhrries 
constituted. Medieval society did not deprive the 
individual of his freedom, because �e "individual" 
did not yet exist; man was still related to the world 
by primary ties. He did not yet conceive of himself 
as an individual except through the medium of his 
social ( which then was also his natural) role. He 
did not conceive of any other persons as "individ­
uals'' either. The peasant who came into town was 
a stranger, and even within the town members of 
different social groups regarded each other as 
strangers. Awareness of one's individual self, of 
others, and of the world as separate entities, had 
not yet fully developed. 

The lack of self-awareness of the individual in 
medieval society has found classical expression in 
Jacob Burckhardfs description of medieval culture: 

"In the Middle Ages both sides of human con­
sciousness-that which was turned within as that 
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which was turned without-lay dreaming or half 
awake beneath a common veil. The veil was woven 
of faith, illusion, and childish prepossession, 
through which the world and history were seen clad 
in strange hues. Man was conscious of himself only 
as a member of a race, people, party, family, or cor­
poration-only through some general category." 2 

The structure of society and the personality of 
man changed in the late Middle Ages. The unity 
and centralization of medieval society became 
weaker. Capital, individual economic initiative and 
competition grew in importance; a new moneyed 
class developed. A growing individualism was 
noticeable in all social classes and affected all 
spheres of human activity, taste, fashion, art, phi­
losophy, and theology. I should like to emphasize 
here that this whole process had a different mean­
ing for the small group of wealthy and prosperous 
capitalists on the one hand, and on the other hand 
for the masses of peasants and especially for the 
urban middle class for which this new development 
meant to some extent wealth and chances for in­
dividual initiative, but essentially a threat to its 
traditional way of life. It is important to bear this 
difference in mind from the outset because the psy­
chological and ideological reactions of these vari­
ous groups were determined by this very difference. 

The new economic and cultural development 
took place in Italy more intensely and with more 
distinct repercussions on philosophy, art, and on 
the whole style of life than in Western and Central 
Europe. In Italy, for the first time, the individual 

2 Jacob Burckhardt, The Civilization of the Renaissance 
in Italy, The Macmfl!an Co., New York, 1921, p. 129. 



FREEDOM IN THE AGE OF THE REFORMATION 61 
emerged from feudal society and broke the ties 
which had been giving him security and narrowing 
him at one and the same time. The Italian of the 
Renaissance became, in Burckhardt's words, "the 
first-born among the sons of Modern Europe," the 
first individual. 

There were a number of economic and political 
factors which were responsible for the breakdown 
of medieval society earlier in Italy than in Central 
and Western Europe. Among them were the geo­
graphical position of Italy and the commercial ad­
vantages resulting from it, in a period when the 
Mediterranean was the great trade route of Europe; 
the fight between Pope and emperor resulting in 
the existence of a great number of independent 
political units; the nearness to the Orient, as a con­
sequence of which certain skills which were im­
portant for the development of industries, as for 
instance the silk industry, were brought to Italy 
long before they came to other parts of Europe. 

Resulting from these and other conditions, was 
the rise in Italy of a powerful moneyed class the 
members of which were filled with a spirit of 
initiative, ___ power, ambition. Feudal class stratifica-
tions became less important. From the twelfth cen­
tury onwards nobles and burghers lived together 
within the walls of the cities. Social intercourse be­
gan to ignore distinctions of caste. Birth and origin 
were of less importance than wealth. 

On the other hand, the traditional social strati­
fication among the masses was shaken too. Instead 
of it, we find urban masses of exploited and polit­
ically suppressed workers. As early as 1231, as 
Burckhardt points out, Frederick II"s political 
measures were "aimed at the complete destruction 
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of the feudal state, at the transformation . of the 
people into a multitude destitute of will and of the 
means of resistance, but profitable in the utmost 
degree to the exchequer." 8 

The result of this progressive destruction of the 
medieval social structure was the emergence of the 
individual in the modem sense. To quote Burck­
hardt again: "In Italy this veil ( of faith, illusion, 
and childish prepossession) first melted into air; an 
objective treatment and consideration of the state 
and of all the things of this world became possible. 
The subjective side at the same time asserted itself 
with corresponding emphasis; man became a spirit­
ual individual, and recognized himself as such. In 
the same . way the Greek had once distinguished 
himself from the barbarian, and the Arabian had 
felt himself an individual at a time when other 
Asiatics knew themselves only as members of a 
race." 4 Burckhardt's description of the spirit of 
this new individual illustrates what we have said 
in the previous chapter on the emergence of the 
individual from primary ties. Man discovers himself 
and others as individuals, as separate entities; he 
discovers nature as something apart from himself 
in two aspects : as an object of theoretical and 
practical mastery, and in its beauty, as an object of 
pleasure. He discovers the world, practically by 
discovering new continents and spiritually by de­
veloping a cosmopolitan spirit, a spirit in which 
Dante can say: "My country is the whole world.» G 

8 op. cit., p. 5. 
' op. cit., p. 129. 
G Burckhardt's main thesis has been confirmed and en­

larged by some authors, it has been repudiated by others. 
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The Renaissance was the culture of a wealthy and 
powerful upper class, on the crest of the wave 
which was whipped up by the storm of new eco­
nomic forces. The masses who did not share the 
wealth and power of the ruling group had lost the 
security of their former status and had become a 
shapeless mass, to be flattered or to be threatened­
but always to be manipulated and exploited by 
those in power. A new despotism arose side by side 
witli the new individualism. Freedom and tyranny� 
individuality and disorder, were inextricably inter­
woven. The Renaissa:µce was not a culture of small 

More or less in the same direction go W. Dilthey's (Welt­
anschauung und Analyse des M enschen seit Renaissance 
und Reformation, in Gesammelte Schriften, Teubner, Leip­
zig, 1914 ) and E. Cassirer's study on "lndividuum und Cos­
mos in der Philosophie der Renaissance." On the other 
hand, Burckhardt has been sharply attacked by others. 
J. Huizinga has pointed out (Das Problem der Renaissance 
in Wege der Kulturgeschichte, Drei Masken Verlag, Miin­
chen, 1930, p. 89 ff.; cf. also his Herbst des M ittelalters, 
Drei Masken Verlag, Mtinchen, 1924) that Burckhardt has 
underrated the degree of similarity between the life of the 
masses in Italy and in other European countries during the 
late Middle Ages; that he assumes the beginning of the 
Renaissance to be about 1400, while most of the material he 
used as an illustration for his thesis is from the fifteenth or 
the beginning of the sixteenth century; that he underrates 
the Christian character of the Renaissance and overrates 
the weight of the heathen element in it; that he assumes 
that individualism was the dominant trait of Renaissance cul­
tt1re, while it was only one among others; that the Middle 
Ages were not lacking individuality to the degree which 
Burckhardt has assumed and that therefore his way of con­
trasting the Middle Ages with the Renaissance is incorrect; 
that the Renaissance remained devoted to authority as the 
Middle Ages had been; that the medieval world was not as 
hostile to worldly pleasure and the Renaissance not so 
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shopkeepers and petty bourgeois but of wealthy 
nobles and burghers. Their economic activity and 
their wealth gave them a feeling of freedom and a 
sense of individuality. But at the same time, these 

optimistic as Burckhardt has assumed; that of the attitude of 
modem man, namely his striving for personal accomplish­
ments and the development of individuality, nothing but the 
seeds existed in the Renaissance; that already in the thir­
teenth century the troubadours had developed the idea of 
nobility of the heart, while on the other hand the Renais­
iance did not break with the medieval concept of personal 
loyalty and service to somebody superior in the social hier­
archy. 

It seems to me, however, that even if these arguments 
are correct in detail, they do not invalidate Burckhardt's 
main thesis. Huizinga·s argument actually follows this prin­
ciple : Burckhardt is wrong because part of the phenomena 
he claims for the Renaissance existed already in the late 
Middle Ages in Western and Central Europe, while others 
came only into existence after the end of the Renaissance 
period. This is the same kind of argument which has been 
used against all concepts which contrast medieval feudal with 
modern capitalistic society; what has been said about this 
argument above also holds true for the criticism against 
Burckhardt. Burckhardt has recognized the essential dif­
ferences which are quantitative as though they were qualita­
tive; yet it seems to me that he had the vision to recognize 
clearly the peculiarities and dynamics of those trends which 
were to tum from quantitative into qualitative ones in the 
course of European history. On this whole problem see also 
the excellent study by Charles E. Trinkhaus, Adversity's 
Noblemen, Columbia University Press, New York, 1940, 
which contains a constructive criticism of Burckhardt's work 
by analyzing the views of the Italian humanists on the 
problem of happiness in life. With regard to the problems 
discussed in this book, his remarks concerning insecurity, 
resignation, and despair as a result of the growing com­
petitive struggle for self-advancement are particularly rele­
vant ( p. 18 ) .  
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sarqe people had lost something: the security and 
feeling of belonging which the medieval social 
structure had offered. They were more free, but 
they were also more alone. They used their power 
and wealth to squeeze the last ounce of pleasure 
out of life; but in doing so, they had to use 
ruthlessly every means, from physical torture to 
psychological manipulation, to rule over the masses 
and to check their competitors within their own 
class. All human relationships were poisoned by 
this fierce life-and-death struggle for the main­
tenance of power and wealth. Solidarity with 
one's fellow men-or at least with the members 
of one's own class-was replaced by a cynical de­
tached attitude; other individuals were looked upon 
as "objects" to be used and manipulated, or they 
were ruthlessly destroyed if it suited one's own 
ends. The individual was absorbed by a passionate 
egocentricity, an insatiable greed for power and 
wealth. As a result of all this, the successful indi­
vidual's relation to his own self, his sense of securi­
ty and confidence were poisoned too. His own self 
became as much an object of manipulation to him 
as other persons had be�ome. We have reasons to 
doubt whether the powerful masters of Renaissance 
capitalism were as happy and as secure as they are 
often pictured. It seems that the new freedom 
brought two things to them: an increased feeling 
of strength and at the same time an increased iso­
lation, doubt, scepticism, 6 and-resulting from all 
these-anxiety. It is the same contradiction that we 
find in the philosophic writings of the humanists. 
Side by side with their emphasis on human dignity, 

6 Cf. Huizinga, p. 159. 
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individuality, and strength, they exhibited insecu­
rity and despair in their philosophy. 7 

This underlying insecurity resulting from the 
position of an isolated individual in a hostile world 
tends to explain the genesis of a character trait 
which was, as Burckhardt has pointed out, 8 char­
acteristic of the individual of the Renaissance and 
not present, at least in the same intensity, in the 
member of the .�edieval social structure : his pas­
sionate craving for fame. If the meaning of life has 
become doubtful, if one's relations to others and to 
oneself do not offer security, then fame is one 
means to silence one's doubts. It has a function to 
be compared with that of the Egyptian pyramids 
or the Christian faith in immortality : it elevates 
one's individual life from its limitations and insta­
bility to the plane of indestructibility; if one's name 
is known to one's contemporaries and if one can 
hope that it will last for centuries, then one's life has 
meaning and significance by this very reflection of 
it in the judgments of others. It is obvious that this 
solution ·of individual insecurity was only possible 
for a social group whose mem hers possessed the 
actual means of gaining fame. It was not a solution 
which was possible for the powerless masses in that 
same culture nor one which we shall find in the 
urban middle class that was the backbone of the 
Reformation. 

We started with the discussion of the Renaissance 
because this period is the beginning of modern in­
dividualism and also because the work done by 

1 Cf. Dilthey's analysis of Petrarch ( op. cit., p. 19 ff. ) and 
Trinkhaus, Adversity's Noblemen. 

a op. cit., p. 139. 
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historians of this period throws some light on the 
very factors which are significant for the main 
process which this study analyzes, namely the emer­
gence of man from a preindividualistic existence to 
one in which he has full awareness of himself as a 
separate entity. But in spite of the fact that the ideas 
of the Renaissance were not without influence on 
the further development of European thinking, the ' 
essential roots of modern capitalism, its economic 
structure and its spirit, are not to be found in the 
Italian culture of the late Middle Ages, but in the 
economic and social situation of Central and West­
ern Europe and in the doctrines of Luther and 
Calvin. 

The main difference between the two cultures is 
this : the Renaissance period represented a com­
paratively high development of commercial and in­
dustrial capitalism; it was a society in which a small 
group of wealthy and powerful individuals ruled 
and formed the social basis for the philosophers 
and artists who Jxpressed the spirit of this culture. 
The Reformation, on the other hand, was essentially 
a religion of the urban middle and lower classes, 
and of the peasants. Germany, too, had its wealthy 
businessmen, like the Fuggers, but they were not 
the ones to whom the new religious doctrines ap­
pealed, nor were they the main basis from which 
modem capitalism developed. As Max Weber has 
shown, it was the urban middle class which became 
the backbone of modem capitalistic development 
in the Western World.9 According to the entirely 
different social background of both movements we 

9 Cf. Max Weber, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit 
of Capitalism, Charles Scribner's Sons, New York, 1930, p. 65. 
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must expect the spirit of the Renaissance and that 
of the Reformation to be diff erent.10 In discussing 
the theology of Luther and Calvin some of the dif­
ferences will become clear by implication. Our 
attention will be focused on the question of how 
the liberation from individual bonds affected the 
character structure of the urban middle class; we 
shall try to show that Protestantism and Calvinism, 
while giving expression to a new feeling of free­
dom, at the same time constituted an escape from 
the burden of freedom. 

We shall first discuss what the economic and 
social situation in Europe, especially in Central 

. Europe, was in the beginning of the sixteenth cen­
tury, and then analyze what repercussions this 
situation had on the personality of the people liv­
ing in this period, what relation the teachings of 
Luther and Calvin had to these psychological fac­
tors, and what was the relation of these new re­
ligious doctrines to the spirit of capitalism.11 

10 Cf. Ernst Troeltsch, Renaissance und Reformation, Vol. 
IV, Gesammelte Schriften, Tiibingen, 1923. 

11 The following presentation of the economic history of 
the late Middle Ages and the period of the Reformation is 
mainly based on : 
Lamprecht, Zum Verstiindnis der wirtschaftlichen und 

sozialen Wandlungen in De�tschland vom 14. z.um 16. 
Jahrhundert, Akademische Verlagsbuchhandlung J.C.B. 
Mohr, Ztsch. fiir Sozial- und Wirtschaftsgeschichte, Frei­
burg i.B. und Leipzig, 1893. 

Ehrenberg, Das Zeitalter der Fugger, G. Fischer, Jena, 
1896. 

Sombart, Der Moderne Kapitalismus, 1921, 1928. 
v. Below, Probkme der Wirtsclwftsgesch ichte, Mohr, 

Tiibingen, 1920. 
Kulischer, Allgemeine Wirtschaftsgeschichte des M ittelalter3 
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In medieval society the economic organization 
of the city had been relatively static. The craftsmen 
since the later part of the Middle Ages were united 
in their guilds. Each master had one or two ap­
prentices and the num her of masters was in some 
relation to the needs of the community. Although 
there were always some who had to struggle hard 
to earn enough to survive, by and large the guild 
member could be sure that he could live by his 
hand's work. If he made good chairs, shoes, bread, 
saddles, and so on, he did all that was necessary to 
be sure of living safely on the level which was 
traditionally assigned to his social position. He 
could rely on his "good works," if we use the term 
here not in its theological but in its simple eco­
nomic meaning. The guilds blocked any strong 
competition among their members and enforced 
co-operation with regard to the buying of raw ma­
terials, the techniques of production, and the prices 
of their products. In contradiction to a tendency 

und der Neuzeit, Druck und Verlag von R. Oldenbourg, 
Miinchen und Berlin, 1928. 

Andreas, Deutschland vor der Reformation, Deutsche Ver­
lags-Anstalt, Stuttgart und Berlin, 1932. 

Weber, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, 
Charles Scribner's Sons, New York, 1930. 

Schapiro, Social Reform and the Reformation, Thesis, Colum­
bia University, 1909. 

Pascal, The Social Basis of the German Reformati-On, Martin 
Luther and His Times, Landen, 1933. 

Tawney, Religion and the Rise of Capitalism, Harcourt, 
Brace & Co., New York, 1926. 

Brentano, Der wirtschaftende Mensch in der Geschichte, 
Meiner, Leipzig, 1923. 

Kraus, Scholastic, Puritanis-mus und Kapitalismus, Dunker & 
Humblot, Miinchen, 1930. 
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to idealize the guild system together with the whole 
of medieval life, some historians have pointed out 
that the guilds were always tinged with a mo­
nopolistic spirit, which tried to protect a small 
group and to exclude newcomers. Most authors, 
however, agree that even if one avoids any idealiza­
tion of the guilds they were based on mutual co­
operation and offered relative security to their 
members.12 

Medieval commerce was, in general, as Sombart 
has pointed out, carried on by a multitude of very 
small businessmen. Retail and wholesale busi­
ness were not yet separated and even those traders 
who went into foreign countries, such as the mem­
bers of the North German Hanse, were also con­
cerned with retail selling. The accumulation of 
capital was also very slow up to the end of the 
fifteenth century. Thus the small businessman had 
a considerable amount of security compared with 
the economic situation in the late Middle Ages 
when large capital and monopolistic commerce as­
sumed increasing importance. "Much that is now 
mechanical," says Professor Tawney about the life 
of a medieval city, "was then personal, intimate 
and direct and there was little room for an organi­
zation on a scale too vast for the standards that are 
applied to individuals, and for the doctrine that 
silences scruples and closes all accounts with the 
final plea of economic expediency." 13 

This leads us to a point which is essential for the 
understanding of the position of the individual in 

12 Cf. Hterature on _this problem quoted by J. Kulischer, 
op. cit. ,  p. 192 ff. 

ia Tawney, op. cit., p. 28. 
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medieval society, the ethical views concerning eco­
nomic activities as they were expressed not only in 
the doctrines of the Catho_lic Church, but also in 
secular laws. We follow Tawney's presentation on 
this point, since his position cannot be suspected 
of attempting to idealize or romanticize the me­
dieval world. The basic assumptions concerning 
economic life were two: "That economic interests 
are subordinate to the real business of life, which 
is salvation, and that economic conduct is one 
aspect of personal conduct, upon which as on other 
parts of it, the rules of morality are binding." 

Tawney then elaborates the medieval view on 
economic activities: "Material riches are necessary; 
they have secondary importance, since without 
them men cannot support themselves and help one 
another . . .  But economic motives are suspect. Be-

- cause they are powerful appetites, men fear them, 
but they are not mean enough to applaud them . • • 
There is no place in medieval theory for economic 
activity which is not related to a moral end, and 
to found a science of society upon the assumption 
that the appetite for economic gain is a constant 
and measurable force, to be accepted like other 
natural forces, as an inevitable and self-evident 
datum, would have appeared to the medieval think­
er as hardly less irrational and less immoral than 
to make the premise of social philosophy the un­
restrained operation of such necessary human 
attributes as pugnacity and the sexual instinct . . • 
Riches, as St. Antonio says, exist for man, not man 
for riches . . .  At every tum therefore, there are 
limits, restrictions, warnings against allowing eco­
nomic interests to interfere with serious affairs. 
It is right for a man to seek such wealth as is 
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necessary for a livelihood in his station. To seek 
more is not enterprise, but avarice, and avarice is 
a deadly sin. Trade is legitimate; the different re­
sources of different countries show that it was in­
tended by Providence. But it is a dangerous 
business. A man must be sure that he carries it 
on for the public benefit, and that the profits which 
he takes are no more than the wages of his labor. 
Private property is a necessary institution, at least 
in a fallen world; men work more and dispute less 
when goods are private than when they are com­
mon. But it is to be tolerated as a concession to 
human frailty, not applauded as desirable in itself; 
the ideal-if only man's nature could rise to it-is 
communism. 'Communis enim,' wrote Gratian in his 

· decretum, 'usus omnium quae sunt in hoc mundo, 
omnibus hominibus esse debuit.' At best, indeed, 
the estate is somewhat encumbered. It must be le­
gitimately acquired. It must be in the largest pos­
sible number of hands. It must provide for the 
support of the poor. Its use must as far as practica­
ble be common. Its owners must be ready to share 
it with those who need, even if they are not in 
actual destitution." 14 

Although these views expressed norms and were 
not an exact picture of the reality of economic life, 
they did reflect to some extent the actual spirit of 
medieval society. 

The relative stability of the position of crafts­
men and merchants which was characteristic in the 
medieval city, was slowly undermined in the late 
Middle Ages until it completely collapsed in the 
sixteenth century. Already in the fourteenth cen-

u op. cit., p. 31 ff. 
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tury-or even earlier-an increasing differentiation 
within the guil� had started and it continued in 
spite of all efforts to stop it. Some guild members 
had more capital than others and employed five or 
six journeymen instead of one or two. Soon some 
guilds admitted only persons with a certain amount 
of capital. Others became powedul monopolies 
trying to take every advantage from their monop­
olistic position and to exploit the customer as much 
as they could. On the other hand, many guild 
members became impoverished and had to try to 
earn some money outside of their traditional occu­
pation; often they became small traders on the side. 
Many of them bad lost their economic independ­
ence and security while they desperately clung to 
the traditional ideal of economic independence.15 

In connection with this development of the guild 
system, the situation of the journeymen degener­
ated from bad to worse. While in the industries of 
Italy and Flanders a class of dissatisfied workers 
existed already in the thirteenth century or even 
earlier, the situation of the journeymen in the craft 
guilds was still a relatively secure one. Although 
it was not true that every journeyman could be­
come � master, many of them did. But as the num­
ber of journeymen under one �aster increased, the 
more capital was needed to become a master and 
the more the guilds assumed a monopolistic al)d 
exclusive character, the less were the opportunities 
of journeymen. The deterioration of their economic 
and social position was shown by their growing 
dissatisfaction, the formation of organizations of 

15 Cf. Lamprecht, op. cit., p. 207; Andreas, op. cit., p. 303. 
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their own, by strikes and even violent insurrec­
tions. 

What has been said about the increasing cap­
italistic development of the craft guilds is even 
more apparent with regard to commerce. While 
medieval commerce had been mainly a petty in­
tertown business, national and international com­
merce grew rapidly in the fourteenth and fif­
teenth centuries. Although historians disagree as to 
just when the big commercial companies started to 
develop, they do agree that in the fifteenth cen­
tury they became more and more powerful and 
developed into monopolies, which by their superior 
capital strength threatened the small businessman 
as well as the consumer. The reform of Emperor 
Sigismund in the fifteenth century tried to curb 
the power of the monopolies by means of legisla­
tion. But the position of the s�all dealer became 
more and more insecure; he "had just enough in­
fluence to make his complaint heard but not enough 
to compel effective action." 16 

The indignation and rage of the small merchant 
against the monopolies was given eloquent expres­
sion by Luther in his pamphlet "On Trading and 
Usury," 17 printed in 1524. "They have all com­
modities under their control and practise without 
concealment all the tricks that have been men­
tioned; they raise and lower prices as they please 
and oppress and ruin all the small merchants, as 
the pike the little fish in the water, just as though 
they were lords over God's creatures and free from 

16 Schapiro, op. cit., p. 59. 
11 Works of Martin Luther, A. J. Holman Company, 

Philadelphia, Vol. IV, p. 34. 
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all the laws of faith and love." These words of 
Luther's could have been written today. The fear 
and rage which the middle class felt against the 
wealthy monopolists in the fifteenth and sixteenth 
centuries is in many ways similar to the feeling 
which characterizes the attitude of the middle class 
against monopolies and powerful capitalists in our 
era. 

The role of capital was also growing in industry. 
One remarkable example is the mining industry. 
Originally the share of each member of a mining 
guild was in proportion to the amount of work he 
did. But by the fifteenth century, in many instances, 
the shares belonged to capitalists who did not work 
themselves, and increasingly the work was done 
by workers who were paid wages and had no share 
in the enterprise. The same capitalistic develop­
ment occurred in other industries too, and in­
creased the trend which r�sulted from the growing 
role of capital in the craft guilds and in commerce: 
growing division between poor and rich and grow­
ing dissatisfaction among the poor classes. 

As to the situation of the peasantry the opinions 
of historians differ. However, the following analysis 
of Schapiro seems to be sufficiently supported by 
the findings of most historians. "Notwithstanding 
these evidences of prosperity, the condition of the 
peasantry was rapidly deteriorating. At the begin­
ning of the sixteenth century very few indeed were 
independent proprietors of the land they culti­
vated, with representation in the local diets, which 

, in the Middle Ages was a sign of class independ­
ence and equality. The vast majority were Hoerige, 
a class personally free but whose land was subject 
to dues, the individuals being liable to services 
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according to agreement • • . It was the H oerige 
who were the backbone of all the agrarian upris­
ings. This middle-class peasant, living in a semi­
independent community near the estate of the 
lord, became aware that the increase of dues and 

· services was transforming him into a state of prac­
tical serfdom, and the village common into a part 
of the lord's manor." 18 

Significant changes in the psychological atmos­
phere accompanied the economic development of 
capitalism. A spirit of restlessness began to pervade 
life toward the end of the Middle Ages. The con­
cept of time in the modern sense began to develop. 
Minutes became valuable; a syinptom of this new 
sense of time is the fact that in Ni.irnberg the 
clocks have been striking the quarter hours since 
the sixteenth century.19 Too many holidays began 
to appear as a misfortune. Time was so valuable 
that one felt one should never spend it for any 
purpose which was not useful. Work became in­
creasingly a supreme value. A new attitude toward 
work developed and was so strong that the middle 
class grew indignant against the economic un­
productivity of the institutions of the Church. 
Begging orders were resented as unproductive, 
and hence immoral. 

The idea of efficiency assumed the role of one 
of the highest moral virtues. At the same time, the 
desire for wealth and material success became the 
all-absorbing passion. "All the world," says the 
preacher Martin Butzer, "is running after those 
trades and occupations that will bring the most 

18 Schapiro, op. cit., pp. 54, 55. 
19 Lamprecht, op. cit., p. 200. 
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gain. The study of the arts and sciences is set aside 
for the basest kind of manual work. All the clever 
heads, which have been endowed by God with a ca­
pacity for the nobler studies, are engrossed by 
commerce, which nowadays is so saturated with 
dishonesty that it is the last sort of business an 
honorable man should engage in." 20 

One outstanding consequence of the economic 
changes we have been describing affected every­
one. The medieval social system was destroyed 
and with it the stability and relative security it 
had offered the individual. Now with the begin­
ning of capitalism all classes of society started to 
move. There ceased to be a fixed place in the 
economic order which could be considered a nat­
ural, an unquestionable one. The individual was 
left alone; everything depended on his own effort, 
not on the security of his traditional status. 

Each class, however, was affected in a different 
way by this development. For the poor of the cities, 
the workers and apprentices, it meant growing ex­
ploitation and impoverishment; for the peasants 
also it meant increased economic and personal 
pressure; the lower nobility faced ruin, although in 
a different way. While for these classes the new 
development was essentially a change for the worse, 

_ the situation was much more complicated for the 
urban middle class. We have spoken of the growing 
differentiation which took place within its ranks. 
Large sections of it were put into an increasingly 
bad position. Many artisans and small traders had 
to face the superior power of monopolists and 
other competitors with more capital, and they had 

- 2o Quoted by Schapiro, op. cit., pp. 21, 22. 
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greater and greater difficulties in remaining in­
dependent. They were often fighting against over­
whelmingly strong forces and for many it was a 
desperate and hopeless fight. Other parts of the 
middle class were more prosperous and partici­
pated in the general upward trend of rising capi­
talism. But even for these more fortunate ones the 
increasing role of capital, of the market, and of 
competition, changed their personal situation into 
one of insecurity, isolation, and anxiety. 

The fact that capital assumed decisive impor­
tance meant that a suprapersonal force was deter­
mining their economic and thereby their personal 
fate. Capital ''had ceased to be a servant and had 
become a master. Assuming a separate and in­
dependent vitality it claimed the right of a pre­
dominant partner to dictate economic organization 
in accordance with its own exacting require­
ments." 21 

The new function of the market had a similar 
effect. The medieval market had been a relatively 
small one, the functioning of which was readily 
understood. It brought demand and supply into 
direct and concrete relation. A producer knew ap­
proximately h.JW much to produce and could be 
relatively sure of selling his products for a proper 
price. Now it was necessary to produce for an 
increasingly large market, and one could not de­
termine the possibilities of sale in advance. It was 
therefore not enough to produce useful goods. Al­
though this was one condition for selling them, the 
unpredictable laws of the market decided whether 
the products could be sold at all and at what 

21 Tawney, op. cit., p. 86. 
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profit. The mechanism of the new market seemed to 
resemble the Calvinistic doctrine of predestination, 
which taught that �e individual must make every 
effort to be good, but that even before his birth it 
had been decided whether or not he is to be 
saved. The market day became the day of judg­
ment for the products of human effort. 

Another important factor in this context was the 
growing role of competition. While competition was 
certainly not completely lacking in medieval so­
ciety, the feudal economic system was based on the 
principle of co-operation and was regulated-or 
regimented-by rules which curbed competition. 
With the rise of capitalism these medieval prin­
ciples gave way more and more to a principle of 
individualistip enterprise. Each individual must go 
ahead and try his luck. He had to swim or to sink. 
Others were not allied with him in a common en­
terprise, they became competitors, and often he 
was confronted with the choice of destroying 
,,them or being destroyed. 22 

Certainly the role of capital, the market, and in­
dividual competition, was not as important in the 
sixteenth century as it was to become later on. At 
the same time, all the decisive elements of modem 
capitalism had already by that time come into ex­
istence, together with their psychological effect 
upon the individual. 

\Vhile we have just described one side of the 
picture, there is also another one: capitalism freed 

22 Cf. this problem of competition with M. Mead, Cooper­
ation and Competition among Primitive Peoples, McGraw­
Hill Book Company, New York, 1937; L� K. Frank, The 
Cost of Competition, in Plan Age, Vol VI, November­
December, 1940. 
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the individual. It freed man from the regimentation 
of the corporative system; it allowed him to stand 
on his own feet and to try his luck. He became the 
master of his fate, his was the risk, _his the gain. 
Individual effort could lead him to success and 
economic independence. Money became the great 
equalizer of man and proved to be more powerful 
than birth and caste. 

This side of capitalism was only beginning to 
develop in the early period which we have been 
discussing. It played a greater role with the small 
group of wealthy capitalists than with the urban 
middle class. However, even to the extent to which 
it was effective then, it had an important effect in 
shaping the personality of man. 

If we try now to sum up our discussion of the 
impact of the social and economic changes on the 
individual in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries 
we arrive at the following picture: 

We find the same ambiguity of freedom which we 
have discussed before. The individual is freed 
from the bondage of economic and political ties. 
He also gains in positive freedom by the active 
and independent role which he has to play in the 
new system. But simultaneously he is freed from 
those ties which used to give him security and a 
feeling of belonging. Life has ceased to be lived in 
a closed world the center of which was man; the 
world has become limitless and at the same time 
threatening. By losing his fixed place in a closed 
world man loses the answer to the meaning of his 
life; the result is that doubt has befallen him con­
cerning himself and the aim of life. He is threat­
ene<l: by powerful suprapersonal forces, capital and 
the market. His relationship to his fellow men, with 
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everyone a potential competitor, has become hos­
tile and estranged; he is free-that is, he is alone, 
isolated, threatened from all sides. Not having the 
wealth or the power which the Renaissance capital­
ist had, and also having lost the sense of unity with 
men and the universe, he is overwhelmed with a 
sense of his individual - nothingness and helpless­
ness. Paradise is lost for good, the individual stands 
alone and faces the world-a stranger thrown into 
a limitless and threatening world. The new freedom 
is bound to create a deep feeling of insecurity, 
powerlessness, doubt, aloneness, and anxiety. These 
feelings must be alleviated if the individual is to 
function successfully. 

2. THE PERIOD OF THE REFORMATION 

At this point of development, Lutheranism and 
Calvinism came into existence. The new religions 
were not the religions of a wealthy upper class but 
of the urban middle class, the poor in the cities, 
and the peasants. They carried an appeal to these 
groups because they gave expression to a new 
feeling of freedom and independence as well as to 
the feeling of powerlessness and anxiety by which 
their members were pervaded. But the new reli­
gious doctrines did more than give articulate ex­
pression to the feelings engendered by a changing 
economic order. By their teachings they increased 
them and at the same time offered solutions which 
enabled the individual to cope with an otherwise 
unbearable insecurity. 

Before we begin to analyze the social and psy-
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chological 'significance of the new religious doc­
bines, some remarks concerning the method of our 
approach may further the understanding of this 
analysis. 

In studying the psychological significance of a 
religious or political doctrine, we must first bear in 
mind that the psychological analysis does not imply 
a judgment concerning the truth of the doctrine 
one analyzes. This latter question can be decided 
only in terms of the logical structure of the problem 
itself. The analysis of the psychological motiva­
tions behind certain doctrines or ideas can never 
be a substitute for a rational judgment of the 
validity. of the doctrine and of the values which it 
implies, although such analysis may lead to a better 
understanding of the real meaning of a doctrine 
and thereby influence one's value judgment. 

What the psychological analysis of doctrines can 
show is the subjective motivations which make a 
person aware of certain problems and make him 
seek for answers in certain directions. Any kind of 
thought, true or false, if it is more than a superficial 
conformance with conventional ideas, is motivated 
by the subjective needs and interests of the person 
who is thinking. It happens that some interests 
are furthered by finding the truth, others by de­
stroying it. But in both cases the psychological 
motivations are important incentives for arriving at 
certain conclusions. We can go even further and 
say that ideas which are not rooted in powerful 
needs of the personality will have little influence 
on the actions and on the whole life of the person 
concerned. 

If we analyze religious or political doctrines with 
regard to their psychological significance we must 
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differentiate between two problems. We can study 
the character structure of the individual who 
creates a new doctrine and try to understand which 
traits in his personality are responsible for the 
particular direction of his thinking. Concretely 
speaking, this means, for instance, that we must 
analyze the character structure of Luther or Calvin 
to find out what trends in their personality made 
them arrive at certain conclusions and formulate 
certain doctrines. The other problem is to study 
the psychological motives, not of the creator of a 
doctrine, but of the ·social group to which this doc­
trine appeals. The influence of any doctrine or idea 
depends on the ·extent to which it appeals to psy­
chic needs in the character structure of those to 
whom it is addressed. Only if the idea answers 
powerful psychological needs of certain social 
groups will it become a potent force in history. 

Both problems, the psychology of the leader and 
that of his followers, are, of course, closely linked 
with each other. If the same ideas appeal to them 
their character structure must be similar in im­
portant aspects. Aside from factors such as the 
special talent for thinking and action on the part 
of the leader, his character structure will usually 
exhibit in a more extreme and clear-cut way the 
particular personality structure of those to whom 
his doctrines appeal; he can arrive at a clearer and 
more outspoken formulation of certain ideas for 
which his followers are already prepared psycho- � 
logically. The fact that the character structure " of 
the leader shows more sharply certain traits to be 
found in his followers, can be due to one of two 
factors or to a combination of both: first, that his 
social position is typical for those conditions which 
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mold the personality of the whole group; second, 
that by the accidental circumstances of his up­
bringing and his individual experiences these same 
traits are developed to a marked degree which for 
the group result from its social position. 

In our analysis of the psychological significance 
of the doctrines of Protestantism and Calvinism 
we are not discussing Luther's and Calvin's per­
sonalities but the psychological situation of the 
social classes to which their ide�s appealed. I want 
only to mention very briefly before starting with 
the discussion of Luther's theology, that Luther 
as a person was a typical representative of the "au­
thoritarian character" as it will be described later 
on. Having been brought up by an unusually se­
vere father and having experienced little love or 
security as a child, his personality was tom 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. During 
his whole life there was always one authority 
against which he was opposed and another which 
he admired-his father and his superiors in the 
monastery in his youth; the Pope and the princes 
later on. He was filled with an extreme feeling of 
aloneness, powerlessness, wickedness, but at the 
same time with a passion to dominate. He was 
tortured by doubts as only a compulsive character 
can be, and was constantly seeking for something 
which would give him inner security and relieve 
him from this torture of uncertainty. He hated 
others, especially the "rabble," he hated himself, he 
hated life; and out of all this hatred came a pas­
sionate and desperate striving to be loved. His 
whole being was pervaded by fear, doubt, and 
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inner isolation, and on this personal basis he was 
to become the champion of social groups which 
were in a very similar position psychologically. 

One more remark concerning the method of the 
following analysis seems to be warranted. Any 
psycholvgical analysis of an individual's thoughts 
or of an ideology aims at the understanding of the 
psychological roots from which these thoughts or 
ideas spring. The first condition for such an analysis 
is to understand fully the logical context of an 
idea, and what its author consciously wants to say. 
However, we know that a person, even if he is 
subjectively sincere, may frequently be driven un­
consciously by a motive that is different from the 
one he believes himself to be driven by; that he 
may use one concept which logically implies a 
certain meaning and which to him, unconsciously, 
means something different from this "official" mean­
ing. Furthermore, we know that he may attempt 
to harmonize certain contradictions in his own feel­
ing by an ideological construction or to cover up 
an idea which he represses by a rationalization 
that expresses its very opposite. The understanding 
of the operation of unconscious elements has taught 
us to be sceptical towards words and not to take 
them at face value. 

The analysis of ideas has mainly to do with two 
task's : one is to determine the weight that a certain 
idea has in the whole of an ideological system; the 
second is to determine whether we deal with a 
rationalization that differs from the real meaning of 
the thoughts. An example of the first point is the 
following : In Hitler's ideology, the emphasis on the 
injustice of the Versailles treaty plays a tremendous 
role, and it is true that he was genuinely indignant 
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at the peace treaty. However, if we analyze his 
whole political ideology we see that its foundations 
are an intense wish for power and conquest, and 
although he consciously gives much weight to the 
inj�stice done to Germany, actually this thought has 
little weight in the whole of his thinking. An ex­
ample of the difference between the consciously 
intended meaning of a thought and its real psycho­
logical meaning can be taken from the analysis of 
Luther:,s doctrines with which we are dealing in 
this chapter. 

We say that his relation to God is one of sub­
mission on the basis of man's powerlessness. He 
himself speaks of this submission as a voluntary 
one, resulting not from fear but from love. Log­
ically then, one might argue, this is not submission. 
Psychologically, however, it follows from the whole 
structure of Luther's thoughts that his kind of love 
or faith actually is submission; that although he 
consciously thinks in terms of the voluntary and 
loving character of his "submission:,:, to God, he is 
pervaded by a feeling of powerlessness and wick­
edness that makes the nature of his relationship to 
God one of submission. ( Exactly as masochistic de­
pendence of one person on another consciously is 
frequently conceived as "love.:,:, ) From the view­
point of a psychological analysis, therefore, the 
objection that Luther says something different from 
what we believe he means ( although uncon­
sciously ) has little weight. We believe that certain 
contradictions in his system can be understood only 
by the analysis of the psychological meaning of his 
concepts. 

In the following analysis of the doctrines of Prot­
estantism I have interpreted the religious doctrines 
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according to what they mean from the context of 
the whole system. I do not quote sentences that 
contradict some of Luther's or Calvin's doctrines if 
I have convinced myself that their weight and 
meaning is such as not to form real contradictions. 
But the interpretation I give is not founded on a 
method of picking out particular sentences that fit 
into my interpretation, but on a study of the whole 
of Luther's and Calvin's system, of its psychological 
basis, and following that of an interpretation of its 
single elements in the light of the psychological 
structure of the whole system. 

If we want to understand what was new in the 
doctrines of the Reformation we have first to con­
sider what was essential in the theology of the 
medieval Church. 23 In trying to do so, we are con­
fronted with the same methodological difficulty 
which we have discussed in connection with such 
concepts as "medieval society" and "capitalistic 
society." Just as in the economic sphere there is no 
sudden change from one structure to the other, so 
there is no such sudden change in the theological 
sphere either. Certain doctrines of Luther and Cal­
vin are so similar to those of the medieval church 
that it is sometimes difficult to see any essential dif­
ference between them. Like Protestantism and 
Calvinism, the Catholic Church 4ad always denied 
that man, on the strength of his own virtues and 
merits alone, could find salvation, that he could do 
without the grace of God as an indispensable means 
for salvation. However, in spite of all the elements 

23 I follow here mainly R. Seeberg's Lehrbuch der Doi• 
mengeschichte, Deutsche Verlagsbuchhandlung, Leipzig. Vol. 
III, 1930; Vol. IV, 1, 1933; Vol. IV, 2, 1920, and B. Bart­
mann's Lehrbuch der Dogmatik, Herder, Freiburg, 1911. 
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common to the old and the new theology, the 
spirit of the Catholic Church had been essentially 
different from the spirit of the Reformation, espe­
cially with regard to the problem of human dignity 
and freedom and the effect of man's actions upon 
his own fate. 

Certain principles were characteristic of Catholic 
theology in the long period prior to the Reforma­
tion: the doctrine that man's nature, though cor­
rupted by the sin of Adam, innately strives for the 
good; that man's will is free to desire the good; 
that man's own effort is of avail for his salvation; 
and that by the sacraments of the Church, based on 
the merits of Christ's death, the sinner can be saved. 

However, some of the most representative theo­
logians like Augustine and Thomas Aquinas, though 
holding the views just mentioned, at the same 
time taught doctrines which were of a profoundly 
different spirit. But although Aquinas teaches a 
doctrine of predestination, he never ceases to em­
phasize freedom of will as one of his fundamental 
doctrines. To bridge the contrast between the doc­
trine of freedom and that of predestination, he is 
obliged to use the most complicated constructions; 
but, although these constructions do not seem to 
solve the contradictions satisfactorily, he does not 
retreat from the doctrine of freedom of the will and 
of human effort, as being of avail for man's salva­
tion, even though the will itself may need the 
support of God's grace. 24 

2• With regard to the latter point he says : "Whence, the 
predestined must strive after good works and prayer; because 
through these means predestination is most certainly fulfilled 
• • •  and therefore predestination can be furthered by crea­
tures, but it cannot be impeded by them." The Summa 
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On the freedom of will Aquinas says that it 
would contradict the essence of God's and man's 
nature to assume that man was not free to decide 
and that man has even the freedom to refuse the 
grace offered to him by God. 25 

Other theologians emphasized more than Aquinas 
the role of man's effort for his salvation. According 
to Bonaventura, it is God's intention to offer grace 
to man, but only those receive it who prepare them­
selves for it by their merits. 

This emphasis grew during the thirteenth, four­
teenth, and fifteenth centuries in the systems of 
Duns Scotus, Ockam, and Biel, a particularly im­
portant development for the understanding of the 
new spirit of the Reformation, since Luther's at­
tacks were directed particularly against tlie School­
men of the late Middle Ages whom he called "Sau 
Theologen." 

Duns Scotus stressed the role of will. The will is 
free. Through the realization of his will man real­
izes his individual self, and this self-realization is a 
supreme satisfaction to the individual. Since it is 
God's command that will is an act of the individual 
self, even God has no direct influence on man's 
decision. 

Biel and Ockam stress the role of man's own 
merits as a condition for his salvation and although 
they too speak of God's help, its basic significance 

25 Cf. Summa contra Gentiles. Vol. III, Chapters 73, 85, 
159. 

Theologica of St. Thomas Aquinas, literally translated by 
Fathers of the -English Dominican Province. Second and re­
vised edition, Burns Oates W ashbourne, Ltd., London, 1929, 
Part I, Q. 23, Art. 8. 
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as it was assumed by the older doctrines was given 
up by them.26 Biel assumes that man is free and 
can always turn to God, whose grace comes to his 
help. Ockam taught that man's nature has not been 
really corrupted by sin; to him, sin is only a single 
act which does not change the substance of man. 
The Tridentinum very clearly states that the free 
will co-operates with God's grace but that it can also 
refrain from this co-operation. 21 The picture of 
man, as it is presented by Ockam and other late 
Schoolmen, shows him not as the poor sinner but as 
a free being whose very nature makes him capable 
of everything good, and whose will is free from 
natural or any other external force. 

The practice of buying a letter of indulgence, 
which played an increasing role in the late Middle 
Ages, and against which one of Luther's main at­
tacks was directed, was related to this increasing 
emphasis on man's will and the avail of his efforts. 
By buying the letter of indulgence from the Pope's 
emissary, man was relieved from temporal punish­
ment which was supposed to be a substitute for 
eternal punishment, and, as Seeberg has pointed 
out,28 man had every reason to expect that he . 
would be absolved from all sins. 

At first glance it may seem that this practice of 
buying one's remission from the punishment of pur­
gatory from the Pope contradicted the idea of the 
efficacy of man's efforts for his salvation, because 
it implies a dependence on the authority of the 
Church and its sacraments. But while this is true to 

2e R. Seeberg, op. cit., p. 766. 
21 Cf. Bartmann, op. cit., p. 468. 
28 op. Ci ., p. 624. 
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a certain extent, it is also true that it contains a 
spirit of hope and security; if man could free him­
self from punishment so easily, then the burden of 
guilt was eased considerably. He could free himself 
from the weight of the past with relative ease and 
get rid of the anxiety which had haunted him. In 
addition to that one must not forget that according 
to the explicit or implicit theory of the Church, 
the effect of the letter of indulgence was dependent 
on the premise that its buyer had repented and con­
fessed.29 

Those ideas that sharply differ from the spirit of 
the Reformation are also to be found in the writings 
of the mystics, in the sermons and in the elaborate 
rules for the practice of confessors. In them we 
find a spirit of affirmation of man's dignity and of 
the legitimacy of the expression of his whole self. 
Along with such an attitude we find the notion of 
the imitation of Christ, widespread as early as the 
twelfth century, and a belief that man could aspire 
to be like God. The rules for confessors showed a 
great understanding of the concrete situation of Tue 

2s The practice and theory of the letter of indulgence 
seems to be a particularly good illustration of the influence 
of growing capitalism. Not only does the idea that one 
could buy one's freedom from punishment express a new 
feeling for the eminent role of mon�y, but the theory of 
the letter of indulgence as formulated in 1343 by Clemens VI 
also shows the spirit of the new capitalistic thinking. Clemens 
VI said that the Pope had in his trust the limitless amount 
of merits acquired by Christ and the Saints and that he 
could therefore distribute parts of this treasure to the be­
lievers ( cf. R. See berg, op. cit., p. 621 ) .  We find here the 
concept of the Pope as a monopolist owning an immense 
moral capital and using it for his own financial advantage­
for his "customers' ,, moral advantage. 
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individual and gave recognition to subjective in­
dividual differences. They did not treat sin as the 
weight by which the individual should be weighed 
down and humiliated, but as human frailty for 
which one should have understanding and re­
spect. 80 

To sum up: the medieval Church stressed the 
dignity of man, the freedom of his will, and the fact 
that his efforts were of avail; it stressed the likeness 
between God and man and also man's right to 
be confident of God's love. Men were felt to be 
equal and brothers in their very likeness to God. 
In the late Middle Ages, in connection with the be­
ginning of capitalism, bewilderment and insecurity 
arose; but at the same time tendencies that em­
phasized the role of will and human effort became 
increasingly stronger. We may assume that both the 
philosophy of the Renaissance and the Catholic 
doctrine of the late Middle Ages reflected the spirit 
prevailing in those social groups whose economic 
position gave them a feeling of power and inde­
pendence. On the other hand, Luther's theology 
gave expression to the feelings of the middle class 
which, fighting against the authority of the Church 
and resenting the new moneyed class, felt threat­
ened by rising capitalism and overcome by a feel­
ing of powerlessness and individual insignificance. 

Luther's system, in so far as it differed from the 
Catholic tradition, has two sides, one of which has 
been stressed more than the other in the picture of 

80 I am indebted to Charles Trinkhaus for sharpening my 
attention to the importance of the mystical and sem1on 
literature and for a nwnber of specific suggestions mentioned 
in this paragraph. 
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his doctrines which is usually given in Protestant 
countries. This aspect points out that he gave man 
independence in religious matters; that he deprived 
the Church of her authority and gave it to the in­
dividual; that his concept of faith and salvation is 
one of subjective individual experience, in which 
all responsibility is with the- individual and none 
with an authority which could give him what he 
cannot obtain himself. There are good reasons to 
praise this side of Luther's and Calvin's doctrines, 
since they are one-- source of the development of 
political and spiritual freedom in modem society; 
a development which, especially in Anglo-Saxon 
countries, is insepar�bly connected with the ideas 
of Puritanism. 

The other aspect of modem freedom is the isola­
tiOll and powerlessness it has brought for the in­
dividual, and this aspect has its roots in Protestant­
ism as much as that of independence. Since this 
book is devoted mainly to freedom as a burden 
and danger, the following analysis, being inten­
tionally one-sided, stresses that side in Luther's and 
Calvin's doctrines in which this negative aspect of 
freedom is rooted : their emphasis on the funda­
mental evilness and powerlessness of man. 

Luther assumed the existence of an innate evil­
ness in man:,s nature, which directs bis will for evil 
and makes it impossible for any man to perform any 
good deed on the basis of his nature. Man has an 
evil and vicious nature ( "naturaliter et inevitabil­
iter mala et vitiata natura" ) .  The depravity of man's 
nature and its complete lack of freedom to choose 
the right is one of the fundamental concepts of 
Luther's whole thinking. In this spirit he begins his 
comments on Paurs letter to the Romans: "The 
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essence of this letter is : to destroy, to uproot, and 
to annihilate all wisdom and justice of the flesh, may 
it appear-in our eyes and in those of others-ever 
so· remarkable and sincere . . . What matters is 
that our justice and wisdom which unfold before 
our eyes are being destroyed and uprooted from 
our heart and from our vain self." 31 

This conviction of man's rottenness and power­
lessness to do anything good on his own merits is 
one essential condition of God's grace. Only if man 
humiliates himself and demolishes his individual 
will and pride will God's grace descend upon him. 
"For God wants to save us not by our own but by 
extraneous ( fremde ) justice and wisdom, by a jus­
tice that does not come from ourselves and does 
not originate in ourselves but comes to us from 
somewhere else . . .  That is, a justice must be taught 
that comes exclusively from the outside and is en­
tirely alien to ourselves." 32 

An even more radical expression of man's power­
lessness was given by Luther seven years later in 
his pamphlet "De servo arbitrio," which was an 
attack against Erasmus' defense of the freedom of 
the will. " . . .  Thus the human will is, as it were, 
a beast between the two. If God sit thereon, it wills 
and goes where God will; as the Psalm saith, 'I was 
as a beast before thee, nevertheless I am continually 
with thee.' ( Ps. 73. 22, 23. ) If Satan sit thereon, it 
wills and goes as Satan will. Nor is it in the power 
of its own will to choose, to which rider it will run, 
nor which it will seek; but the riders themselves 

Bl Martin Luther, Vorlesung iiber den Romerbrief, Chap­
ter I, i. ( My own translation since no English translation 
exists . )  

a2 op. cit., Chapter I, i. 
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contend, which shall have and hold it." 33 Luther 
declares that if one does not like "to leave out this 
theme ( of free will ) altogether ( which would be 
most safe and also most religious ) we may, never­
theless, with a good conscience teach that it be used 
so far as to allow man a 'free will,' not in respect 
of those who are above him, but in respect only of 
those beings who are below him . . .  God-ward man 
has no 'free will,' but is a captive, slave, and servant 
either to the will of God or to the will of Satan." 34 

The doctrines that man was a powerless tool in 
God's hands and fundamentally evil, that his only 
task was to resign to the will of God, that God 
could save him as the result of an incomprehensible 
act of justice-these doctrines were not the definite 
answer a man was to give who was so much driven 
by despair, anxiety, and doubt and at the same 
time by such an ardent wish for certainty as Luther. 
He eventually found the answer for his doubts. In 
1518 a sudden revelation came to him. Man cannot 
be saved on the basis of his virtues; he should not 
even meditate whether or not his works were well 
pleasing to God; but he can have certainty of his 
salvation if he has faith. Faith is given to man by 
God; once man has had_ the indubitable subjective 
experience of faith he can also be certain of his sal­
vation. The individual is essentially receptive in 
this relationship to God. Once man receives God's 

88 Martin Luther, The Bondage of the Will. Translated by 
Henry Cole, M.A., Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., Grand 
Rapids, Michigan, 1931, p. 74. 

84 op. cit. p. 79. This dichotomy-submission to powers 
above and domination over those below-is, as we shall see 
later, characteristic of the attitude of the authoritarian char­
acter. 
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grace in the experience of faith his nature becomes 
changed, since in the act of faith he unites himself 
with Christ, and Christ's justice replaces his own 
which was lost by Adam's fall. However, man can 
never become entirely virtuous during his life, since 
his natural evilness can never entirely disappear. 35 

Luther's doctrine of faith as an indubitable sub­
jective experience of one's own salvation may at 
first glance strike one as an extreme contradiction 
to the intense feeling of doubt which was character­
istic for his personality and his teachings up to 1518. 
Yet, psychologically, this change from doubt to cer­
tainty, far from being contradictory, has a causal 
relation. We must remember what has been said 
about the nature of this doubt: it was not the 
rational doubt which is rooted in the freedom of 
thinking and which dares to ·question established 
views. It was the irrational doubt which springs 
from the isolation and powerlessness of an individ­
ual whose attitude toward the world is one of 
anxiety and hatred. This irrational doubt can never 
be cured by rational answers; it can only disappear 
if the individual becomes an integral part of a 
meaningful world. If this does not happen, as it 
did not happen with �uther and the middle class 
which he represented, the doubt can only be si­
lenced, driven underground, so to speak, and this 
can be done by some formula which promises ab­
solute certainty. The compulsive quest for certainty, 
as we find with Luther, is not the expression of 
genuine faith but is rooted in the need to conquer 
the unbearable doubt. Luther's solution is one 

85 Cf. uSenno de duplici institia'· ( Luthers Werke, Weimar 
ed., Vol. II ) .  
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which we find present in many individuals today, 
who do not think in theological terms: nam�ly to 
find certainty by elimination of the isolated indi­
vidual self, by becoming an instrument in the hands 
of an overwhelmingly strong power outside of the 
individual. For Luther this power was God and in 
unqualified submission he sought certainty. But al­
though he thus succeeded in silencing his doubts 
to some extent, they never really disappeared; up to 
his last day he had attacks of doubt which he had 
to conquer by renewed efforts toward submission. 
Psychologically, faith has two entirely different 
meanings. It can be the expression of an inner re­
latedness to mankind and affirmation of life; or it 
can be a reaction formation against a fundamental 
feeling of doubt, rooted in the isolation of the in­
dividual and his negative attitude toward life. 
Luther's faith had that compensatory quality. 

It is particularly important to understand the sig­
nificance of doubt and the attempts to silence it, 
because this is not only a problem concerning 
Luther's and, as we shall see soon, Calvin's theology, 
but it has remained one of the basic problems of 
modem man. Doubt is the starting point of modem 
philosophy; the need to silence it had a most 
powerful stimulus on the development of modem 
philosophy and science. But although many rational 
doubts have been solved by rational answers, the 
irrational doubt has not disappeared and cannot 
disappear as long as man has not progressed from 
negative freedom to positive freedom. The modem 
attempts to silence it, whether they consist in a 
compulsive striving for success, in the belief that 
unlimited knowledge of facts can answer the quest 
for certainty, or in the submission to a leader who 
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assumes the responsibility for "certainty" -all these 
solutions can only eliminate the awareness of 
doubt. The doubt itself will not disappear as long as 
man does not overcome his isolation and as long as 
his place in the world has not become a mean­
ingful one in terms of his human needs. 

What is the connection of Luther's doctrines with 
the psycholqgical situation of all but the rich and 
powerful toward the end of the Middle Ages? As 
we have seen, the old order was breaking down. 
The individual had lost the security of certainty 
and was threatened by iiew economic forces, by 
capitalists and monopolies; the corporative prin­
ciple was being replaced by competition; the lower 
classes felt the pressure of growing exploitation. 
The appeal of Lutheranism to the lower classes 
differed from its appeal to the middle class. The 
poor in the cities, and even more the peasants, 
were in a desperate situation. They were ruthlessly 
exploited and deprived of traditional rights and 
privileges. They were in a revolutionary mood 
which found expression in peasant uprisings and in 
revolutionary movements in the cities. The Gospel 
articulated their hopes and expectations as it had 
done for the slaves and laborers of early Christian­
ity, and led the poor to seek for freedom and justice. 
In so far as Luther attacked authority and made the 
word of the Gospel the center of his teachings, he 
appealed to these restive masses as other religious 
movements of an evangelical character had done 
before him. 

Although Luther accepted their allegiance to him 
and supported them, he could do so only up to a 
certain point; he had to break the alliance when 
the peasants went further than attacking the au-
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thority of the Church arid merely making minor de­
mands for the betterment of their lot. They 
proceeded to become a revolutionary class which 
threatened to overthrow all authority and to destroy 
the foundations of .a social order in whose main­
tenance the middle class was vitally interested. For, 
in spite of all the difficulties we earlier described, 
the middle class, even its lower stratum, had priv­
ileges to defend against the demands of the poor; 
and therefore it was intensely hostile to revolution- . 
ary movements which aimed to destroy not only the 
privileges of the aristocracy, the Church, and the 
monopolies, but their own privileges as well. 

The position of the middle class between the very 
rich and the very poor made its reaction complex 
and in many ways contradictory. They wanted to 
uphold law and order, and yet they were them­
selves vitally threatened by rising capitalism. Even 
the more successful members of the middle class 
were not wealthy and powerful as the small group 
of big capitalists was. They had to fight hard to 
survive and make progress. The luxury of the 
moneyed class increased their feeling of smallness 
and filled them with envy and indignation. As a 
whole, the middle class was more endangered by 
the collapse of the feudal order and by rising cap­
italism than it was helped. 

Luther's picture of man mirrored just this dilem­
ma. Man is free from all ties binding him to spirit­
ual authorities, but this very freedom leaves him 
alone and anxious, overwhelms him with a feeling 
of his own individual insignificance and powerless­
ness. This free, isolated individual is crushed by 
the experience of his individual insignificance. 
Luther's theology gives expression to this feeling of 
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helplessness and doubt. The picture of man which 
he draws in religious terms describes the situation 
of the individual as it was brought about by the 
current social and economic evolution. The member 
of the middle class was as helpless in face of the 
new economic forces as Luther described man to 
be in his relationship to God. 

But Luther did more than bring out the feeling 
of insignificance which already pervaded the social 
classes to whom he preached-he offered them a 
solution. By not only accepting his own insignifi­
cance but by humiliating himself to the utmost, 
by giving up every vestige of individual will, by 
renouncing and denouncing his individual strength, 
the individual could hope to be acceptable to God. 
Luther's relationship to God was one of complete 
submission. In psychological terms his concept of 
faith means : if you completely submit, if you 
accept your individual insignificance, then the all­
powerful God may be willing to love you and save 
you. If you get rid of your individual sell with all 
its shortcomings and doubts by utmost sell-efface­
ment, you free yourself from the feeling of your 
own nothingness and can participate - in God's glory. 
Thus, while Luther freed people from the au­
thority of the Church, he made them submit to a 
much more tyrannical authority, that of a God who 
insisted on complete submission of man and an­
nihilation of the individual sell as the essential 
condition to his salvation. Luther's ''faith" was the 
conviction of being loved upon the condition of 
surrender, a solution which has much in common 
with the principle of complete submission of the 
individual to the state and the "leader." 

Luther's awe of authority and his love for it ap-
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pears also in his political convictions. Although he 
fought against the authority of the Church, al­
though he was filled with indignation against the 
new moneyed class-part of which was the upper 
strata of the clerical hierarchy-and although he 
supported the revolutionary tendencies of the peas­
ants up to a certain point, yet he postulated sub­
mission to worldly authorities, the princes, in the 
most drastic fashion. "Even if those in authority 
are evil or without faith, nevertheless the authority 
and its power is good and from God . • • •  Therefore, 
where there is power and where it flourishes, there 
it is and there it remains because God has ordained 
it." 36 Or he says : "God would prefer to suffer the 
government to exist no matter how evil, rather 
than allow the rabble to riot, no matter how justi­
fied they are in doing so • . •  A prince sh9uld 
remain a prince no matter how tyrannical he• may 
be. He beheads necessarily only a few since he 
must have subjects in order to be a n1ler." 

The other aspect of his attachment to and awe 
of authority becomes visible in his hatred and 
contempt for the powerless masses, the "rabble," 
especially when they went beyond certain limits in 
their revolutionary attempts. In one of his diatribes 
he writes the famous words : "Therefore let every­
one who can, smite, slay, and stab, sepretly or 
openly, remembering that nothing can be more 
poisonous, hurtful, or devilish than a rebel. It is 
just as when one must kill a mad dog; if you do not 
strike him he will strike you, and a whole land 
with you." 37 

86 Romerbrief-, 13, 1. 
87 "Against the Robbing and Murdering Hordes of Peas• 
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Luther's personality as well as his teachings 
shows ambivalence toward authority. On the one 
hand he is overawed by authority-that of a worldly 
authority and that of a tyrannical God-and on 
the other hand he rebels against authority-that of 
the Church. He shows the same ambivalence in 
his attitude toward the masses. As far as they rebel 
within the limits he has set he is with them. But 
when they attack the authorities he approves of, 
an intense hatred and contempt for the masses 
comes to the fore. In the chapter which deals with 
the psychological mechanism of escape we shall 
show that this simultaneous love for authority and 
the hatred against those who are· powerless are 
typical traits of the "authoritarian character." 

At this point it is important to understand that 
Luther's attitude towards secular authority was 
closely related to his religious teachings. In making 
the individual feel worthless and insignificant as 
far as his own merits are concerned, in making him 
feel like a powerless tool in the hands of God, he 
deprived man of the self-confidence and of the 
feeling of human dignity which is the premise for 
any firm stand against oppressing secular authori­
ties. In the course of the historical evolution the 
results of Luther's teachings were still more far­
reaching. Once the individual had lost his sense of 
pride and dignity, he was psychologically prepared 
to lose the feeling which had been characteristic 

ants" ( 1525 ) ;  Works of Martin Luther, translation : C. 'M. 
Jacobs, A. T. Holman Company, Philadelphia, 1931, Vol. X, 
IV, p.  411 .  Cf. H. Marcuse's discussion of Luther's attitude 
toward freedom in Autoritiit und Familie, F. Alcan, Paris, 
1926. 
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of the medieval thinking, namely, that man, his 
spiritual salvation, and his spiritual aims were the 
purpose of life; he was prepared to accept a role 
in which his life became a means to purposes 
outside of himself, those of economic productivity 
and accumulation of capital. Luther's views on 
economic problems were typically medieval, still 
more so than Calvin's. He would have abhorred the 
idea that man's life should become a means for 
economic ends. But while his thinking on economic 
matters was the traditional one, his emphasis on 
the nothingness of the individual was in contrast 
and paved the way for a development in which 
man not only was to obey secular authorities but 
had to subordinate his life to the ends of economic 
achievements. In our day this trend has reached a 
peak in the Fascist emphasis that it is the aim of 
life to be sacrificed for ''higher" powers, for the 
leader or the racial community. 

Calvin's theology, which was to become as "im­
portant for the Anglo-Saxon countries as Luther's 
for Germany, exhibits essentially the same spirit 
as Luther's, both .theologically and psychologically. 
Although he too opposes the authority of the 
Church and the blind acceptance of its doctrines, 
religion for him is rooted in the powerlessness of 
man; sell-humiliation and the destruction of human 
pride are the Leitmotiv of his whole thinking. Only 
he who despises this world can devote himself to 
the preparation for the future world.38 

He teaches that we should humiliate ourselves 

88 John Calvin's Institutes of the Christian Religion, trans­
lated by John Allen, Presbyterian Board of Christian Educa­
tion, Philadelphia, 1928, Book III, Chapter IX, 1. 
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and that this very self-humiliation is the means to 
reliance on God's strength. "For nothing arouses 
us to repose all confidence and assurance of mind 
on the Lord, so much as diffidence of ourselves, 
and anxiety arising from a consciousness of our 
own misery." 89 

He preaches that the individual should not feel 
that he is his own master. "We are not our own; 
therefore neither our reason nor our will should 
predominate in our deliberations and actions. We 
are not our own; 'therefore, let us not propose it 
as our end, to seek what may be expedient for 
us according to the �sh. We are not our own; 
therefore, let us, as far as possible, forget ourselves 
and all things that are ours. On the contrary, we 
are God's; to him, therefore, let us live and die. 
For, as it is the most devastating pestilence which 
ruins people if they obey themselves, it is the 
only haven of salvation not to know or to want 
anything oneself but to be guided by God who 
walks before us." 40 

Man should not strive for virhle for its own sake. 
That would lead to nothing but vanity: "For it 

89 op. cit., Book III, Chapter II, 23. 
40 op. cit., Book III, Chapter 7, 1. From "For, as it is .. :• 

the translation is mine from the Latin original, Johannes 
Calvini lnstitutio Christianae Religionis. Editionem curavit A. 
Tholuk, Berolini, 1835. Par. I, p. 445. The reason for this 
shift is that Allen's translation slightly changes the original 
in the direction of softening the rigidity of Calvin's thought. 
Allen translates this sentence: ''For, as compliance with their 
own inclinations leads men most effectually to ruin, so to 
place no dependence on our own knowledge or will, but 
merely to follow the guidance of the Lord, is the only way 
of safety." However, the Latin sibi ipsis obtemperant is not 
equivalent to "follow one's own inclinations" but "to obey 
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is an ancient and true observation that there is a 
world of vices concealed in the soul of man. Nor 
can you find any other remedy than to deny your­
self and discard all selfish considerations, and to 
devote your whole attention to the pursuit of those 
things which the Lord requires of you, and which 
ought to be pursued for this sole reason, because 
they are pleasing to him." 41 

Calvin, too, denies that good works can lead to 
salvation. We are completely lacking them: "No 
work of a pious man ever existed which, if it were 
examined before the strict judgment of God, did 
not prove to be damnable." 42 

If we try to understand the psychological sig­
nificance of Calvin's system, the same holds true, 
in principle, as has been said about Luther's teach­
ings. Calvin, too, preached to the conservative 

41 op. cit., Book III, Chapter 7, 2. 
42 op. cit., Book III, Chapter 14, 11. 

oneseH." To forbid following one's inclinations has the mild 
quality of Kantian ethics that man should suppress his natural 
inclinations and by doing so follow the orders of his con­
science. On the other hand, the forbiddance to obey oneself 
is a denial of the autonomy of man. The same subtle change 
of meaning is reached by translating ita unicus est salutis 
porlis nihil nee sapere, nee -velle per se ipsum as "to place 
no dependence on our knowledge or will.,, While the formu­
lation of the original straightforwardly contradicts the motto 
of enlightenment philosophy: sapere aude-dare to know: 
Allen, s translation warns only of a dependence on one's own 
knowledge, a warning which is far less contradictory to 
modem thought. I mention these deviations of the transla­
tion from the original because they offer a good illustration of 
the fact that the spirit of an author is "modernized', and 
colored-certainly without any intention of doing so-just by 
translating him. 
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middle class, to people who felt immensely alone 
and frightened, whose feelings were expressed in 
his doctrine of the insignificance and powerless­
ness of the individual and the futility of his efforts. 
However, we may assume that there was some slight 
difference; while Germany in Luther's time was in 
a general state of upheaval, in which not only the 
middle class, but also the peasants and the poor 
of urban society, were threat�ned by the rise of 
capitalism, Geneva was a relatively prosperoi.is 
community. It had been one of the important fairs 
in Europe in the first half of the fifteenth century, 
and although at Calvin's time it was already over­
shadowed by Lyons in this respect, 43 it had pre­
served a good deal of economic solidity. 

On the whole, it seems safe to say that Calvin's 
adherents were recruited mainly from the con­
servative middle class,44 and that also in France, 
Holland, and England his main adherents were not 
advanced capitalistic groups but artisans and small 
businessmen, some of whom were already more 
prosperous than others but who, as a group, were 
threatened by the rise of capitalism.45 

To this social class Calvinism had the same 
psychological appeal that we have already dis­
cussed in connection with Lutheranism. It ex­
pressed the feeling of freedom but also of 
insignificance and powerlessness of the individual. 
It offered a solution by teaching the individual 

48 Cf. J. Kulischer, op. cit., p. 249. 
44 Cf. Georgia Harkness, John Calvin, The Man and His 

Ethics, Henry Holt & Co., New York, 1931, p. 151 ff. 
45 Cf. F. Borkenau, Der Obergang vom feudalen zum 

biirgerlichen Welt bild, F. Alcan, Paris, 1934, p. 156 ff. 
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that by complete submission and self-humiliation 
he could hope to find new security. 

There are a number of subtle differences between 
Calvin's and Luther's teachings which are not im­
portant for the main line of thought of this book. 
Only two points of difference need to be stressed. 
One is Calvin's doctrine of predestination. In con­
trast to the doctrine of predestination as we find 
it in Augustine, Aquinas and Luther, with Calvin 
it becomes one of the conierstones, perhaps the 
central doctrine, of his whole system. He gives it a 
new version by assuming that God not only pre­
destines some for grace, but decides that others 
are destined for eternal damnation. 46 

Salvation or damnation are not results of any­
thing good or bad a man does in his life, but are 
predetermined by God before man ever comes to 
life. Why God chose the one and condemned the 
other is a secret into which man must not try to 
delve. He did so because it pleased him to show 
his unlimited power in that way. Calvin's God, in 
spite of all attempts to preserve the idea of God's 
justice and love, has all the features of a tyrant 
without any quality of love or even justice. In 
blatant contradiction to the New Testament, Calvin 
denies the supreme role of love and says: ·"For 
what the Schoolmen advance concerning the prior­
ity of charity to faith and hope, is a mere reverie 
of a distempered imagination .••• " 47 

The psychological significance of the doctrine 
of predestination is a twofold one. It expresses and 
enhances the feeling of individual powerlessness 

46 op. cit., Book III, Chapter 21, 5. 
47 op. cit., Book III, Chapter 2, 41. 
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and insignificance. No doctrine could express more 
strongly than this the worthlessness of human will 
and effort. The decision over man's fate is taken 
completely out of his own hands and there is noth­
ing man can do to change this decision. He is a 
powerless tool in God's hands. The other meaning 
of this doctrine, like that of Luther's, consists in 
its function to silence the irrational doubt which 
was the same in Calvin and his followers as in 
Luther. At first glance the doctrine of predestina­
tion seems to enhance the doubt rather than silence 
it. Must not the individual be torn by even more 
torturing doubts than before to learn that he was 
predestined either to eternal damnation or to salva­
tion before he was born? How can he ever be 
sure what his lot will be? Although Calvin did not 
teach that there was any concrete proof of such 
certainty, he and his followers actually had the 
conviction that they belonged to the chosen ones. 
They got this conviction by the same mechanism 
of self-humiliation which we have analyzed with 
regard to Luther's doctrine. Having such convic­
tion, the doctrine of predestination implied utmost 
certainty; one could not do anything which would 
endanger the state of salvation, since one's salvation 
did not depend on one's own actions but was 
decided upon before one was ever born. Again, as 
with Luther, the fundamental doubt resulted in the 
quest for absolute certainty; but though the doc­
bine of predestination gave such certainty, the 
doubt remained in the background and had to be 
silenced again and again by an ever-growing fa­
natic belief that the religious community to which 
one belonged represented that part of mankind 
which had been chosen by God. 
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Calvin's theory of predestination has one implica­
tion which should be explicitly mentioned here, 
since it has found its most vigorous revival in 
Nazi ideology: the principle of the basic inequality 
of men. For Calvin there are two kinds of people 
-those who are saved and those who are destined 
to eternal damnation. Since this fate is determined 
before they are born· and without their being able 
to change it by anything they do or do not do in 
their lives, the equality of mankind is denied in 
principle. Men are created unequal. This principle 
implies also that there is no solidarity between men, 
since the one factor which is the strongest basis 
for human solidarity is denied: the equality of 
man's fate. The Calvinists quite naively thought 
that they were the chosen ones and that all others 
were those whom God had condemned to damna­
tion. It is obvious that this belief represented 
psychologically a deep contempt and hatred for 
other human beings-as a matter of fact, the same 
hatred with which they had endowed God. While 
modem thought has led to an increasing assertion 
of the equality of men, the Calvinists' principle has 
never been completely mute. The doctrine that 
men are basically unequal according to their racial 
background is confirmation of the same principle 
with a different rationalization. The psychological 
implications are the same. 

Another and very significant difference from 
Luther's teachings is the greater emphasis on the 
importance of moral effort and a virtuous life. Not 
that the individual can change his fate by any of 
his works, but the very fact that he is able to make 
the effort is one sign of his belonging to the saved. 
The virtues man should acquire are: modesty and 
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moderation ( sobrietas), justice ( iustitia) in the· 
sense of everybody being given what is his due 
share, and piousness ( pietas) which unites man 
with God.48 In the further development of Calvin .. 
ism, the emphasis on a virtuous life and on the 
significance of an unceasing effort gains in im­
portance, particularly the idea that success in 
worldly life, as a result of such efforts, is a sign of 
salvation. 49 

But the particular emphasis on a virtuous life 
which was characteristic for Calvinism had also a 
particular psychological significance. Calvinism em­
phasized the necessity of unceasing human effort. 
Man must constantly try to live according to God's 
word and never lapse in his effort to do so. This 
doctrine appears to be a contradiction of the doc­
trine that human effort is of no avail with regard 
to man's salvation. The fatalistic attitude of not 
making any effort might seem like a much more 
appropriate response. Some psychological consid­
erations, however, show that this is not so. The 
state of anxiety, the feeling of powerlessness and 
insignificance, and especially the doubt concerning 
one's future after death, represent a state of mind 
which is practically unbearable for anybody. Al­
most no one stricken with this fear would be able 
to relax, enjoy life, and be indifferent as to what 
happened afterwards. One possible way to escape 
this unbearable state of uncertainty and the par­
alyzing feeling of one's own insignificance is the 

,sop. cit., Book III, Chapter 7, 3. 
49 This latter point has found particular attention in M. 

Weber's work as being one important link between Calvin's 
doctrine and the spirit of capitalism. 
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very trait which became so prominent in Calvinism: 
the development of a frantic activity and a striving 
to do something. Activity in this sense assumes a 
compulsory quality : the individual has to be active 
in order to overcome his feeling af doubt and 
powerlessness. This kind of effort and activity is 
not the result of inner strength and self-confidence; 
it is a desperate escape from anxiety. 

This mechanism can be easily observed in attacks 
of anxiety panic in individuals. A man who expects 
to receive within a few hours the doctor's diagnosis 
of his illness-which may be fatal-quite naturally 
is in a state of anxiety. Usually he will not sit 
dO\vn quietly and wait. Most frequently his anxiety, 
if it does not paralyze him, will drive him to some 
sort of more or less frantic activity. He may pace 
up and down the floor, start asking questions and 
talk to everybody he can get hold of, clean up his 
desk, write letters. He may continue his usual kind 
of work but with added activity and more fever­
ishly. Whatever form his effort assumes it is 
prompted_ by anxiety and tends to overcome the 
feeling of powerlessness by frantic activity. 

Effort in the Calvinist doctrine had still another 
psychological meaning. The fact that one did not 
tire in that unceasing effort and that one succeeded 
in one's moral as well as one's secular work was a 
more or less distinct sign of being one of the 
chosen ones. The irrationality of such compulsive 
effort is that the activity 'is not meant to create 
a desired end but serves to indicate whether or not 
something will occur which has been determined 
beforehand, independent of one's own activity or 
control. Thi,s mechanism is a well-known feature of 
compulsive neurotics. Such persons when afraid of 
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the outcome of an important undertaking may, 
while awaiting an answer, count the windows of 
houses or trees on the street. If the number is even, 
a person feels that things will be all right; if it is 
uneven, it is a sign that he will fail . Frequently 
_this doubt does not refer to a specific instance but 
to a person's whole life, and tp.e compulsion to look 
for "signs" will pervade it accordingly. Often the 
connection between counting stones, playing soli­
taire, gambling, and so on, and anxiety and doubt, 
is not conscious. A person may play solitaire out 
of a vague feeling of restlessness and only an 
analysis might uncover the hidden function of his 
activity : to reveal the future. 

In Calvinism this meaning of effort was part of 
the religious doctrine. Originally it referred es­
sentially to moral effort, but later on the emphasis 
was more and more on effort in one's occupation 
and on the results of this effort, that is, success or 
failure in business. Success became the sign of 
God's grace; failure, the sign of damnation. 

These considerations show that the compulsion 
to unceasing effort and work was far from being 
in contradiction to a basic conviction of man's 
powerlessness; rather was it the psychological re­
sult. Effort and work in this sense assumed an 
entirely irrational character. They were not to 
change fate since this was predetermined by God, 

· regardless of any effort on the part of the individ­
ual. They served only as a means of forecasting the 
predetermined fate; while at the same .time the 
frantic effort was a reassurance against an other­
wise unbearable feeling of powerlessness. 

This new attitude towards effort and work as 
an aim in itself may be assumed to be the most 



fl\EEDOM IN THE AGE OF 'I1IE REFORMATION 113 

important psychological change which has happened 
to man since the end of the Middle Ages. In every 
society man has to work if he wants to live. Many 
societies solved the problem by having the work 
done by slaves, thus allowing the free man to de­
vote himself to "nobler" occupations. In such so­
cieties, work was not worthy of a free man. In 
medieval society, too, the burden of work was 
unequally distributed among the different classes 
in the social hierarchy, and there was a good deal 
of crude exploitation. But the attitude toward 
work was different from that which developed sub­
sequently in the modem era. Work did not have 
the abstract character of producing some commodity 
which might be profitably sold on the market. One 
worked in response to a concrete demand and with 
a concrete aim: to earn one's livelihood. There was, 
as Max Weber particularly has shown, no urge to 
work more than was necessary to maintain the 
traditional standard of living. It seems that for 
SOQle groups of medieval society work was enjoyed 
as a realization of productive ability; that many 
others worked because they had to and felt this 
necessity was conditioned by pressure from the 
outside. What was new in modem society was that 
men came to be driven to work not so much by 
external pressure but by an internal compulsion, 
which made them work as only a very strict master 
could have made people do in other societies. 

The inner compulsion was more effective in har­
nessing all energies to work than any outer com­
pulsion can ever be. Against external compulsion 
there is always a certain amount of rebelliousness 
which hampers the effectiveness of work or makes 
people unfit for any differentiated task requiring 
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intelligence, initiative, and responsibility. The 
compulsion to work by which man was turned 
into his own slave driver did not hamper these 
qualities. Undoubtedly capitalism could not have 
been developed had not the greatest part of man's 
energy been channeled in the direction of work. 
There is no other period in history in which free 
men have given their energy so completely for the 
one purpose : work. The drive for relentless work 
was one of the fundamental productive forces, no 
less important for the development of our industrial 
system than steam and eleetricity. 

We have so far spoken mainly of the anxiety and 
of the feeling of powerlessness pervading the per­
sonality of the member of the middle class. We 
must now discuss another trait which we have only 
touched upon very briefly : his hostility and re­
sentment. That the middle class developed intense 
hostility is not surprising. Anybody who is thwarted 
in emotional and sensual expression and who is 
also threatened in his very existence will normally 
react with hostility; as we have seen, the middle 
class as a whole and . especially those of its mem­
bers who were not yet enjoying the advantages of 
rising capitalism were thwarted and seriously 
threatened. Another factor was to increase their 
hostility : the luxury and power which the small 
group of capitalists, including the higher digni­
taries of the Church, could afford to display. An 
intense envy against them was the natural result. 
But while hostility and envy developed, the mem­
bers o: the middle class could not find the direct 
expression which was possible for the lower classes. 
These hated the rich who exploited them, they 
wanted to overthrow their power, and could thus 
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afford to feel and to express thei{._ hatred. The 
upper class also could afford to express aggressive­
ness directly in the wish for power. The members 
of the middle class were essentially conservative; 
they wanted to stabilize society and not uproot it; 
each of them hoped to become more prosperous 
and to participate in the general development. Hos­
tility, therefore, was not to be expressed overtly, 
nor could it even be felt consciously; it had to be 
repressed. Repression of hostility, however, only 
removes it from conscious awareness, it does not 
abolish it. Moreover, the pent-up hostility, not find­
ing any direct expression, increases to a point where 
it pervades the whole personality, one's relation­
ship to others and to oneself-but in rationalized 
and disguised forms. 

Luther and Calvin portray this all-pervading hos­
tility. 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 im­
portant, in the sense that their doctrines were col­
ored by this hostility and could only appeal to a 
group itself driven by an intense, repressed hos­
tility. The most striking expression of this hostility 
is found in their concept of God, especially in 
Calvin's doctrine. Although we are all familiar with 
this concept, we often do not fully realize what 
it means to conceive of God as being as arbitrary 
and merciless as Calvin's God, who destined part 
of mankind to eternal damnation without any 
justification or reason except that this act was an 
expression of God's power. Calvin himself was, of 
course, concerned with the obvious objections 
which could be made against this conception of 



116 ESCAPE FROM FREEDOM 

God; but the more or less subtle constructions he 
made to uphold the picture of a just and loving 
God do not sound in the least convincing. This 
picture of a despotic God, who wants unrestricted 
power over men and their submission and humilia­
tion, was the projection of the middle class's own 
hostility and envy. 

Hostility or resentment also found expression in 
the character of relationships to others. The main 
form which it assumed was moral indignation, 
which has invariably been characteristic for the 
lower middle class from Luther's time to Hitler's. 
While this class was actually envious of those who 
had wealth and power and could enjoy life, they 
rationalized this resentment and envy of life in 
terms of moral indignation and in the conviction 
that these superior people would be punished by 
eternal suffering. 50 But the hostile tension against 

· others found expression in still other ways. Calvin's 
regime in Geneva was characterized by suspicion 
and hostility on the part of everybody against 
everybody else, and certainly little of the spirit of 
love and brotherliness could be discovered in his 
despotic regime. Calvin distrusted wealth and at 
the same time had little pity for poverty. In the 
later development of Calvinism warnings against 
friendliness towards the stranger, a cruel attitude 
towards the poor, and a general atmosphere of 
suspiciousness often appeared. 51 

�° Cf. Ranuli's Moral Indignation and Middle Class Psy­
chology, a study which is an important contribution to the 
thesis that moral indignation is a trait typical of the middle 
class, especially the lower middle class. 

51 Cf. Max Weber; op. cit., p. 102; Tawney, op. cit ., p. 
190; Ranulf, op. cit., p. 66 ff. 
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Aside from the projection of hostility and jealousy 
onto God and their indirect expression in the 
form of moral indignation, one other way in which 
hostility found expression was in turning it against 
oneself. We have seen how ardently both Luther 
and Calvin emphasized the wickedness of man and 
taught self-humiliation and self-abasement as the 
basis of all virtue. What they consciously had in 
mind was certainly nothing but an extreme degree 
of humility. But to anybody familiar with the psy­
chological mechanisms of self-accusation and self­
humiliation there can be no doubt that this kind of 
"humility" is rooted in a violent hatred which, for 
some reason or other, is blocked from being 
directed toward the world outside and operates 
against one's own self. In order · to understand this 
phenomenon fully, it is necessary to realize that the 
attitudes toward others and toward oneself, far 
from being contradictory, in principle run parallel. 
But while hostility against others is often conscious 
and can be expressed overtly, hostility against 
oneself is usually ( except in pathological cases ) 
unconscious, and finds expression in indirect and 
rationalized forms. One is a person's active em­
phasis on his own wickedness and insignificance, of 
which we have just spoken; another appears under 
the guise of conscience or duty. Just as there exists 
humility which has nothing to do with self-hatred, 
so there exist genuine demands of conscience and a 
sense of duty which are not rooted in hostility. This 
genuine conscience forms a part of integrated per­
sonality and the following of its demands is an 
affirmation of the whole self. However, the sense of 
,.:duty" as we find it pervading the life of modem 
man from the period of the Reformation up to the 
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present in religious or secular rationalizations, is 
intensely colored by hostility against the self. 
"Conscience" is a slave driver, put into man by him­
self. It drives him to act according to wishes and 
aims which he believes to be his own, while they 
are actually the internalization of external social 
demands. It drives him with harshness and cruelty, 
forbidding him pleasure and happiness, making his 
whole life the atonement for some mysterious 
sin.52 It is also the basis of the ''inner worldly 
asceticism" which is so characteristic in early Cal­
vinism and later Puritanism. The hostility in which 
this modern kind of humility and sense of duty is 
rooted explains also one otherwise rather balling 
contradiction: that such humility goes together with 
contempt for others, and that self-righteousness has 
actually replaced love and mercy. Genuine humility 
and a genuine sense of duty towards one's fellow 
men could not do this; but sell-humiliation and a 
self-negating "conscience" are only one side of an 
hostility, the other side of which is contempt for 
and hatred against others. 

On the basis of this brief analysis of the mean­
ing of freedom in the period of the Reformation, it 
seems appropriate to sum up the conclusions which 

�2 Freud has seen the hostility of man against himself 
which is contained in what he call�d the superego. He also 
saw that the superego was originally the internalization of an 
external and dangerous authority. But he did not distinguish 
between spontaneous ideals which are part of the self, and 
internalized commands which rule the self . • • The view­
point presented here is discussed in greater detail in my 
study on the psychology of authority ( Autoritiit und Familie, 
ed. M. Horkheimer, Alcan, Paris, 1934 ) .  Karen Homey has· 
pointed out the compulsive character of the demands of the 
superego in New Ways in Psychoanalysis. 
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we have reached with regard to the specific prob­
lem of freedom and the general problem of the 
interaction of economic, psychological, and idea- · 
logical factors in the social process. 

The breakdown of the medieval system of feudal 
society had one main significance for all classes of 
society: the individual was left alone and isolated. 
He was free. This freedom had a twofold result. 
Man was deprived of the security he had enjoyed, 
of the unquestionable feeling of belonging, and he 
was tom loose from the world which had satisfied 
his quest for security both economically and spirit­
ually. He felt alone and anxious. But he was also 
free to act and to think independently, to become 
his own master and do with his life as he could­
not as he was told to do. 

However, according to the real life situation of 
the members of -different social classes, these two 
kinds of freedom were of unequal weight. Only the 
most successful class of society profited from rising 
capitalism to an extent which gave them real wealth 
and power. They could expand, conquer, rule, and 
amass fortunes as a result of their own activity and 
rational calculations. This new aristocracy of 
money, combined with that of birth, was in a posi­
tion where they could enjoy the fruits of the new 
freedom and acquire a new feeling of mastery and 
individual initiative. On the other hand, they had 
to dominate the masses and to fight against each 
other, and thus their position, too, was not free 
from a fundamental insecurity and anxiety. But, on 
the whole, the positive meaning of freedom was 
dominant for the new capitalist. It was expressed in 
the culture which grew on the soil of the new aris­
tocracy, the culture of the Renaissance. In its art 
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and in its philosophy it expressed the new spirit of 
human dignity, will, and mastery, although often 
enough despair and scepticism also. The same em-­
phasis on the strength of individual activity and 
will is to be found in the theological teachings of 
the Catholic Church in the late Middle Ages. The 
Schoolmen of that period did not rebel against 
authority, they accepted its guidance; but they 
stressed the positive meaning of freedom, man's 
share in the determination of his fate, his strength, 
his dignity, and the freedom of his will. 

On the other hand, the lower classes, the poor 
population· of the cities, and especially the peasants, 
were impelled by a new quest for_f_!eedom and an 
ardent hope to end the growing economic and per-­
sonal oppression. They had little to lose and much 
to gain. They were not interested in dogmatic 
subtleties, but rather in the fundamental principles 
of the Bible: brotherliness and justice. Their hopes 
took active form in a number of political revolts 
and in religious movements which were character-­
ized by the uncompromising spirit typical of the 
very beginning of Christianity. 

Our main interest, however, has been taken up 
by the reaction of the middle class. Rising capital-­
ism, although it made also for their increased in­
dependence and initiative, was greatly a threat. In 
the beginning of the sixteenth century the individ-­
ual of the middle class could not yet gain much 
power and security from the new freedom. Free­
dom brought isolation and personal insignificance 
more than strength and confidence. Besides that, he 
was filled with burning resentment against the 
luxury and power of the wealthy classes, including · 
the hierarchy of the Roman Church. Protestantism 
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gave expression to the feelings of insignificance and 
resentment; it destroyed the confidence of man in 
God's unconditional love; it taught man to despise 
and distrust himself and others; it made him a tool 
instead of an end; it capitulated before secular 
power and relinquished the principle that secular 
power is not justified because of its mere existence 
if it contradicts moral principles; and in doing all 
this it relinquished elements that had been the 
foundations of Judaeo-Christian tradition. Its doc­
trines presented a picture of the individual, God, 
and the world, in which these feelings were justi­
fied by the belief that the insignificance and power­
lessness which an individual felt came from the 
qualities of man as such and that he ought to feel 
as he felt. 

Thereby the new religious docbines not only 
gave expression to what the average member of 
the middle class felt, but, by rationalizing and sys­
tematizing this attitude, they also increased and 
strengthened it. However, they did more than that; 
they also showed the individual a way to cope with 
his anxiety. They taught him that by fully accept­
ing his powerlessness and the evilness of his nature, 
by considering' his whole life an atonement for his 
sins, by the utmost self-humiliation, and also by 
unceasing effort, he could overcome his doubt and 
his anxiety; that by complete submission he could 
be loved by God and could at least hope to belong 
to those whom God had decided to save. Protes­
tantism was the answer to the human needs of the 
frightened, uprooted, and isolated individual who 
had to orient and to relate himself to a new world. 
The new character structure, resulting from eco­
nomic and social changes and intensified by religious 
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doctrines, became in its turn an important factor in 
shaping the further social and economic develop­
ment. Those very qualities which were rooted in 
this character structure-compulsion to work, pas­
sion for thrift, the readiness to make one's life a 
tool · for the purposes of an extra personal power, 
asceticism, and a compulsive sense of duty-were 
character traits which became productive forces in 
capitalistic society and without which modem 
economic and social development are unthinkable; 
they were the specific forms into which human 
energy was shaped and in which it became one of 
the productive forces within _ the social process. To 
act in accord with the newly formed character 
traits was advantageous from the standpoint of 
economic necessities; it was also satisfying psycho­
logically, since such action answered the needs and 
anxieties of this new kind of personality. To put the 
same principle in more general terms : the social 
process, by determining the mode of life of the 
individual, that is, his relation to others and to 
work, molds his character structure; new ideologies 
-religious, philosophical, or political-result from 
and appeal to this changed character structure and 
thus intensify, satisfy, and stabilize it; the newly 
formed character traits in their tum become · im­
portant factors in further economic development 
and influence the social process; while originally 
they have developed as a reaction to the threat of 
new economic forces, they slowly become produc­
tive forces furthering and intensifying the new 
economic development. 53 

rm A more detailed discussion of the interaction between 
socioeconomic, ideological, and psychological factors is given 

in the Appendix. 



CHAPTER IV 

The T�o Aspects of Freedom for Modem Man 

THE previous chapter has been devoted to an anal­
ysis of the psychological meaning of the main doc­
trines of Protestantism. It showed that the new re­
ligious doctrines were an answer to psychic needs 
which in themselves were brought about by the 
collapse of the medieval social system and by the 
beginnings of capitalism. The analysis centered 
about the problem of freedom in its twofold mean­
ing; it showed that freedom from the traditional 
bonds of medieval society, though giving the in­
dividual a new feeling of independence, at the same 
time made him feel alone and isolated, filled him 
with doubt and anxiety, and drove him into new 
submission and into a compulsive and irrational 
activity. 

In this chapter, I wish to show that the further 
development of capitalistic society affected person­
ality in the same direction which it had started to 
take in the period of the Reformation. 

By the dochines of Protestantism, man was psy­
chologically prepared for the role he was to play 
under the modern industrial system. This system, 

123 
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its practice, and the spirit which grew out of it, 
reaching every aspect of life, molded the whole 
personality of man and accentuated the contradic­
tions which we have discussed in the previous 
chapter: it developed the individual-and made him 
more helpless; it increased freedom-and created 
dependencies of a new kind. We do not attempt to 
describe the effect of capitalism on the whole char­
acter structure of man, since we are focused only 
on one aspect of this general problem: the dialectic 

_ character of the process of growing freedom. Our 
aim will be to show that the structure of modem 
society affects man in two ways simultaneously: he 
becomes more independent, self-reliant, and criti­
cal, apd he becomes more isolated, alone, and 
afraid. The understanding of the whole problem of 
freedom depends on the very ability to see both 
sides of the process and not to lose track of one 
side while following the other. 

This is difficult because conventionally we think 
in nondialectical terms and are prone to doubt 
whether two contradictory trends can result simul­
taneously from one cause. Furthermore, the nega­
tive side of freedom, the burden which it puts upon 
man, is difficult to realize, especially for those 
whose heart is with the cause of freedom. Because 
in the fight for freedom in modern history the at­
tention was focused upon combating old forms of 
authority and restraint, it was natural that one 
should feel that the more these traditional restraints 
were eliminated, the more freedom one had gained. 
We fail sufficiently to recognize, however, that al­
though man has rid himself from old enemies of 
freedom, new enemies of a different nature have 
arisen; enemies which are not essentially eAi:ernal 
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restraints, but internal factors blocking the full 
realization of the freedom of personality. We be­
lieve, for instance, that freedom of worship con­
stitutes one of the final victories for freedom. We 
do not sufficiently recognize that while it is a vic­
tory against those powers of Church and State 
which did not allow man to worship according to 
his own conscience, the modern individual has lost 
to a great extent the inner capacity to have faith in 
anything which is not provable by the methods of 
the natural sciences. Or, to choose another example, 
we feel that freedom of speech is the last step in 
the march of victory of freedom. We forget that, 
although freedom of speech constitutes an impor­
tant victory in the battle against old restraints, 
mode� man is in a position where much of what 
"he" thinks and says are the things that everybody 
else thinks and says; that he has not acquired the 
ability to think originally-that is, for himself­
which alone gives meaning to his claim that no­
body can interfere with the expression of his 
thoughts. Again, we are proud that in his conduct 
of life man has become free from external author­
ities, which tell him what to do and what not to do. 
We neglect the role of the anonymous authorities 
like public opinion and "common sense," which are 
so powerful because of our profound readiness to 
conform to the expectations everybody has about 
ourselves and our equally profound fear of being 
different. In other words, we are fascinated by the 
growth of freedom from powers outside of our­
selves and are blinded to the fact of inner restraints, 
compulsions, and fears, which tend to undermine 
the meaning of the victories freedom has won 
against its traditional enemies. We therefore are 
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prone to think that the problem of freedom is ex­
clusively that of gaining still more freedom of the 
kind we have gained in the course of modern his­
tory, and to believe that the defense of freedom 
against such powers that deny such freedom is all 
that is necessary. We forget that, although each of 
the liberties which have been won must be de­
fended with utmost vigor, the problem of freedom 
is not only a quantitative one, but � qualitative 
one; that we not only have to preserve and increase 
the traditional freedom, but that we have to gain 
a new kind of freedom, one which enables us to 
realize our own individual self, to have faith in 
this self and in life. 

Any critical evaluation of the effect which the 
industrial system had on this kind of inner free­
dom must start with the full understanding of the 
enormous pr(?gress which capitalism has meant for 
the development of human personality. As a matter 
of fact, any critical appraisal of modern society 
which neglects this side of the picture must prove 
to be rooted in an irrational romanticism and is 
suspect of criticizing capitalism, not for the sake 
of progress, but for the sake of the destruction of 
the most important achievements of man in modern 
history. 

What Protestantism had started to do in freeing 
man spiritually, capitalism continued to do men­
tally, socially, and politically. Economic freedom 
was the basis of this development, the middle class 
was its champion. The individual was no longer 
bound by a ·fixed social system, based on tradition 
and with a comparatively small margin for per­
sonal advancement beyond the traditional limits. He 
was allowed and expected to succeed in personal 
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economic gains as far as his diligence, intelligence, 
courage, thrift, or luck would lead him. His was 
the chance of success, his was the risk to lose and 
to be one of those killed or wounded in the fierce 
economic battle in which each one fought against 
everybody else. Under the feudal system the limits 
of his life expansion had been laid out before he 
was born; but under the capitalistic system the 
individual, particularly the member of the middle 
class, had a chance-in spite of many limitations­
to succeed on the basis of his own merits and ac­
tions. He saw a goal before his eyes toward which 
he could strive and which he often had a good 
chance to attain. He learned to rely on himself, to 
make responsible decisions, to give up both sooth­
ing and terrifying superstitions. Man became in­
creasingly free from the bondage of nature; he 
mastered natural forces to a degree unheard and 
undreamed of in previous history. Men became 
equal; diHerences of caste and religion, which once 
had been natural boundaries blocking the unifica­
tion of the human race, disappeared, and men 
learned to recognize each other as human beings. 
The world became increasingly free from mysti­
fying elements; man began to see himself objec­
tively and with fewer and fewer illusions. 
Politically freedom grew too. On the strength of 
its economic position the rising middle class could 
conquer political power and the newly won politi­
cal power created increased possibilities for eco­
nomic progress. The great revolutions in England 
and France and the fight for American independ­
ence are the milestones marking this develop­
ment. The peak in the evolution of freedom in the 
political sphere was the modem democratic state 
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based on the principle of equality of all men and 
the equal right of everybody to share in the gov­
ernment by representatives of his own choosing. 
Each one was supposed to be able to act according 
to his own interest and at the same time with a 
view to the common welfare of the nation. 

In one word, capitalism not only freed man from 
traditional bonds, but it also contributed tremen­
dously to the increasing of positive freedom, to 
the growth of an active, critical, responsible self. 

However, while this was one effect capitalism had 
on the process of growing freedom, at the same time 
it made the individual more alone and isolated 
and imbued him with a feeling of insignificance 
and powerlessness. 

The first factor to be mentioned here is one of 
the general characteristics of capitalistic economy: 
the principle of individualistic .activity. In contrast 
to the feudal system of the Middle Ages under 
which everybody had a fixed place in an ordered 
and transparent social system, capitalistic economy 
put the individual entirely on his own feet. What 
he did, how he did it, whether he succeeded or 
whether he failed, was entirely his own affair. That 
this principle furthered the pl':()cess of individuali­
zation is· obvious and is always mentioned as an 
important item on the credit side of modern cul­
ture. But in furthering "freedom from/' this prin­
ciple helped to sever all ties between one individ­
ual and the other and thereby isolated and 
separated the individual from his fellow men. This 
development had been prepared by the teachings 
of the Reformation. In the Catholic Church the 
relationship of the individual to Cod had been 
based on membership in the Church. The Church 
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was the link between him and God, thus on the 
one hand restricting his individuality, but on the 
other hand letting him face God as an integral 
part of a group. Protestantism made the individual 
face God alone. Faith in Luther's sense was an 
entirely subjective experience and with Calvin the 
conviction of salvation also had this same subjec­
tive · quality. The individual facing God's might 
alone could not help feeling crushed and seeking 
salvation in complete submission. Psychologically 
this spiritual individualism is not too different from 
the economic individualism. In both instances the 
individual is completely alone and in his isolation 
faces the superior power, be it of God, of com­
petitors, or of impersonal economic forces. The 
individualistic re'lationship to God was the psy­
chological preparation for the individualistic char­
acter o-f man's secul,a:r activities. 

While the individualistic character of the eco­
nomic system is an undisputed fact and only the 
effect this economic individualism has in increas-

- ing the individual's aloneness may appear doubtful, 
the point we are going to discuss now contradicts 
some of the most widespread conventional con­
cepts about capitalism. These concepts assume that 
in modem society man has become the center and 
purpose of all activity, that what he does he does 
for himself, that the principle of self-interest and 
egotism are the all-powerful motivations of human 
activity. It follows from what_ has been said in the 
beginning of this chapter that we believe this to be 
true to some extent. Man has done much for him­
self, for his own purposes, in these last four hun­
dred years. Yet much of what seemed to him to be 
his purpose was not his, if we mean by "him," 
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not "the worker," "the manufacturer," but the con­
crete human being with all his emotional, intel­
lectual, and sensuous potentialities. Besides the 
affirmation of the individual which capitalism 
brought about, it also led to a self-negation and 
asceticism which is the direct continuation of the 
Protestant spirit. 

In order to explain this thesis we must mention 
first a fact which has been already stated in the 
previous chapter. In the medieval system capital 
was the servant of man, but in the modem system 
it became his master. In the medieval world eco­
nomic activities were a means to an end; the end 
was life itself, or-as the Catholic Church under­
stood it-the spiritual salvation of man. Economic 
activities are necessary, even riches can serve 
God's purposes, but all external activity has only 
significance and dignity as far as it furthers the 
aims of life. Economic activity and the wish for 
gain for its own sake appeared as irrational to the 
medieval thinker as their absence appears to mod­
em thought. 

In capitalism economic activity, success, ma­
terial gains, become ends in themselves. It be­
comes man's fate to contribute to the growth of 
the economic 5ystem, to amass capital, not for pur­
poses of his own happiness or salvation, but as an 
end in itself. Man became a cog in the vast eco­
nomic machine-an important one if he had much 
capital, an insignificant one if he had none-but 
always a cog to serve a purpose outside of himself. 
This readiness for submission of one's self to ex­
trahuman ends was actually prepared by Prot­
estantism, although nothing was further from 
Luther's or Calvin's mind than the approval of such 
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supremacy of economic activities. But in their 
theological teaching they had laid the ground for 
this development by breaking man's spiritual back­
bone, his feeling of dignity and pride, by teaching 
him that activity had no further aims outside of 
himself. 

As we have seen in the previous chapter, one 
main point in Luther's teachings was his emphasis 
on the evilness of human nature, the uselessness of 
his will and of his efforts. Calvin placed the same 
emphasis on the wickedness of man and put in the 
center of his whole system the idea that man must 
humiliate his self-pride to the utmost; and fur­
thermore, that the purpose of man's life is exclu­
sively God's glory and nothing of his own. Thus 
Luther and Calvin psychologically prepared man 
for the role which -he had to assume in modern 
society: of feeling his own self to be insignificant 
and of being ready to subordinate his life exclu­
sively for purposes which were not his own. Once 
man was ready to become nothing but the means 
for the glory of a God who represented neither 
justice nor love, he was sufficiently prepared to 
accept the role of a servant to the economic ma­
chine-and eventually a "Fuhrer." 

The subordination of the individual as a means to 
economic ends is based on the peculiarities of the 
capitalistic mode of production, which makes the 
accumulation of capital the purpose and aim of 
economic activity. One works for profit's sake, but 
the profit one makes is not made to be spent but 
to be invested as new capital; this increased capital 
brings new profits which again are invested, and so 
on in a circle. There were of course always capi­
talists who spent money for luxuries or as "con-
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spicuous waste"; but the classic representatives of 
capitalism enjoyed working-not spending. This prin­
ciple of accumulating capital instead of using it 
for consumption is the premise of the grandiose 
achievements of our modern industrial system. If 
man had not had the ascetic attitude to work and 
the desire to invest the fruits of his work for the 
purpose of developing the productive capacities of 
the economic system, our progress in mastering 
nature never could have been made; it is this 
growth of the productive forces of society which 
for the first time in history permits us to visualize 
a future in which the continual struggle for the 
satisfaction of material needs will cease. Yet, while 
the principle of work for the sake of the accumula­
tion of capital objectively is of enormous value 
for the progress of mankind, subjectively it has 
made man work for extrapersonal ends, made him 
a servant to the very machine he built, and thereby 
bas given him a feeling of personal insignificance 
and powerlessness. 

So far we have discussed those individuals in 
modem society who had capital and were able to 
turn their profits into new capital investment. Re­
gardless of whether they were big or small capital­
ists, their life was devoted to the fulfillment of 
their economic function, the amassing of capital. 
But what about those who had no capital and who 
bad to earn a living by selling their labor? The 
psychological effect of their economic position was 
not much different from that of the capitalist. In 
the first place, being employed meant that they 
were dependent on the laws of the market, on pros­
perity and depression, on the effect of technical 
improvements in the hands of their employer. They 
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were manipulated directly by him, and to them he 
became the representative of a superior power to 
which they had to submit. This was especially true 
for the position of workers up to and during the 
nineteenth century. Since then the trade-union 
movement has given the worker some power of his 
own and thereby is changing the situation in which 
he is nothing but an object of manipulation. 

But aside from this direct and personal depend­
ence of the worker on the employer, he, like the 
whole of society, has been imbued by the spirit of 
asceticism and submission to extrapersonal ends 
which we have described as characteristic for the 
owner of capital. This is not surprising. In any so­
ciety the spirit of the whole culture is deter­
mined by the spirit of those groups that are most 
powerful in that society. This is so partly because 
these groups have the power to control the edu­
cational system, schools, church, press, theater, and 
thereby to imbue the whole population with their . 
own ideas; furthermore, these powerful groups 
carry so much prestige that the lower classes are 
more than ready to accept and imitate their values 
and to identify themselves psychologically. 

Up to this point we have maintained that the 
mode of capitalistic production made man an in­
strument for suprapersonal economic purposes, and 
increased the spirit of asceticism and individual 
insignificance for which Protestantism had been 
the psychological preparation. This thesis, how­
ever, conflicts with the fact that modem man seems 
to be motivated not by an attitude of sacrifice 
and asceticism but, on the contrary, by an extreme 
degree of egotism and by the pursuit of self­
interest. How can we reconcile the fact that ob-
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jectively he became a servant to ends which were 
not his, and yet that subjectively he believed him­
self to be motivated by his self-interest? How can 
we reconcile the spirit of Protestantism and its em­
phasis on unselfishness with the modem doctrine of 
egotism which claims, to use Machiavelli's for­
mulation, that egotism is the strongest motive power 
of human behavior, that the desire for personal ad­
vantage is stronger than all moral considerations, 
that a man would rather see his own father die 
than lose his fortune? Can this contradiction be 
explained by the assumption that the emphasis on 
unselfishness was only an ideology to cover up the 
underlying egotism? Although this may be true to 
some extent, we do not believe that this is the full 
answer. To indicate in what direction the answer 
seems to lie, we have to concern ourselves with 
the psychological intricacies of the problem of 
selfishness.1 

The assumption underlying the thinking of 
Luther and Calvin and also that of Kant and Freud, 
is: Selfishness is identical with self-love. To love 
others is a virtue, to love oneself is a sin. Further­
more, love for others and love for oneself are 
mutually exclusive. 

Theoretically we meet here with a fallacy con­
cerning the nature of love. Love is not primarily 
"caused" by a specific object, but a lingering qual­
ity in a person which is only actualized by a cer­
tain "object." Hatred is a passionate wish for de­
struction; love is a passionate affirmation of an 

1 For a detailed discussion of this problem compare the 
writer's "Selfishness and Self-Love," Psychiatry, Vol. 2, 
No. 4, November, 1939. 
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"object"; it is not an c'affect" but an active striving 
and inner relatedness, the aim of which is the 
happiness, growth, and freedom of its object. 2 It 
is a readiness which, in principle, can turn to any 
person and object including ourselves. Exclusive 
love is a contradiction in itself. To be sure, it is not 
accidental that a certain person becomes the "ob­
ject" of manifest love. The factors conditioning such 
a specific choice are too numerous and too complex 
to be discussed here. T_he important point, how­
ever, is that love for a particular "object" is only 
the actualization and concentration of lingering 
love with regard to one person; it is not, as the idea 
of romantic love would have it, that there is only 
the one person in the world whom one can love, 
that it is the great chance of one's life to find that 
person, and that love for him results in a with­
drawal from all others. The kind of love which can 
only be experienced with regard to one person 
demonstrates by this very fact that it is not love 
but a sado-masochistic attachment. The basic af­
firmation contained in love is directed toward the 
beloved person as an incarnation of essentially 
human qualities. Love for one person implies love 
for man as such. Love for man as such is not, as 
it is frequently supposed to be, an abstraction 
coming "after" the love for a specific person, or an 
enlargement of the experience with a specific "ob-

2 Sullivan has approached this formulation in his lectures. 
He states that the era of preadolescence is characterized by 
the appearance of impulses in interpersonal relations which 
make for a new type of satisfaction in place of the other 
person ( the chum ) .  Love, according to him, is a situation in 
which the satisfaction of the loved one is exactly as signifi­
cant and desirable as that of the lover. 
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ject"; it is its premise, although, genetically, it is 
acquired in the contact with concrete individuals. 

From this it follows that my own self, in prin­
ciple, is as much an object of my love as another 
person. The affirmation of my own life, happiness, 
growth, freedom, is �ooted in the presence of the 
basic readiness of and ability for such an affirma­
tion. If an individual has this readiness, he has it 
also toward himself; if he can only '1ove" others, 
he cannot love at all. 

Selfishness is not identical with self-love but 
with its very opposite. Selfishness is one kind of 
greediness. Like all greediness, it contains an in­
satiability, as a consequence of which there is 
never any real satisfaction. Greed is a bottomless 
pit which exhausts the person in an endless effort 
to satisfy the need without ever reaching satis­
faction. Close observation shows that while the self­
ish person is always anxiously concerned with him­
self, he is never satisfied, is always restless, always 
driven by the fear of not getting enough, of missing 
something, of being deprived of something. He is 
filled with burning envy of anyone who might have 
more. If we observe still closer, especially the un­
conscious dynamics, we find that this type of per­
son is basically not fond of himself, but deeply 
dislikes himself. 

The puzzle in this seeming contradiction is easy 
to solve. Selfishness is rooted in this very lack of 
fondness for oneself. The person who is not fond 
of himself, who does not approve of himself, is in 
constant anxiety concerning his own self. He has 
not the inner security which can exist only on the 
basis of genuine fondness and affirmation. He must 
be concerned about himself, "greedy to get every-
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thing for himself, since basically he lacks security 
and satisfaction. The same holds true with the so­
called narcissistic person, who is not so much con­
cerned with getting things for himself as with ad­
miring himself. While on the surface it seems that 
these persons are very much in love with them­
selves, they actually are not fond of themselves, 
and their narcissism-like selfishness-is an over­
compensation for the basic lack of self-love. Freud 
has pointed out that the narcissistic person has 
withdrawn his love from others and turned it to­
ward his own person. Although the first part of 
this statement is true, the second is a fallacy. He 
loves neither others nor himself. 

Let us return now to the question which led us 
into this psychological analysis of selfishness. We 
found ourselves confronted with the contradiction 
that modem man believes himself to be motivated 
by self-interest and yet that actually his life is 
devoted to aims which are not his own; in the same 
way that Calvin felt that the only purpose of man's 
existence was to be not himself but God's glory. 
We tried to show that selfishness is rooted in ·the 
lack of affirmation and love for the real self, that is, 
for the whole concrete human being with all his 
potentialities. The "self' in the interest of which 
modem man acts is the social self, a self which is 
essentially constituted by the role the individual is 
supposed to play and which in reality is merely 
the subjective disguise for the objective social func­
tion of man in society. Modern selfishness is the 
greed that is rooted in the frustration of the real 
self and whose object is the social self. While mod­
em man seems to be characterized by utmost as­
sertion of the self, actually his self has been weak-
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ened and reduced to a segment of the total self­
intellect and will power-to the exclusion of all 
other parts of the total personality. 

Even if this is true, has not the increasing mastery 
over nature resulted in an increased strength of 
the individual self? This is true to some extent, and 
inasmuch as it is true it concerns the positive side 
of individual development which we do not want 
to lose track of. But although man has reached a 
remarkable degree of mastery of nature, society is 
not in control of the very forces it has created. The 
rationality of the system of production, in its tech­
nical aspects, is accompanied by the irrationality 
of our system of production in its social aspects. 
Economic crises, unemployment, war, govern man's 
fate. Man has built his world; he has built factories 
and houses, he produces cars and clothes, he grows 
grain and fruit. But he has become estranged from 
the product of his own hands, he is not really the 
master any more of the world he has built; on the 
contrary, this man-made world has become his 
master, before whom he bows down, whom he 
tries to placate or to manipulate as best he can. 
The work of his own hands has become his God. 
He seems to be driven by self-interest, but in real­
ity his total self with all its concrete potentialities 
has become an instrument for the purposes of the 
very machine his hands have built. He keeps up 
the illusion of being the center of the world, and 
yet he is pervaded by an intense sense of insignifi­
cance and powerlessness which his ancestors once 
consciously felt toward God. 

Modem man's feeling of isolation and powerless­
ness is increased still further by the character which 
all his human relationships have assumed. The con-
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crete relationship of one individual to another has 
lost its direct and human character and has 
assumed a spirit of manipulation and instrumen­
tality. In all social and personal relations the laws 
of the market are the rule. It is obvious that the 
relationship between competitors has to be based 
on mutual human indifference. Otherwise any one 
of them would be paralyzed in the fulfillment of his 
economic tasks-to fight each other and not to re­
frain from the actual economic destruction of each 
other if necessary. 

The relationship between employer and employee 
is permeated by the same spirit of indifference. The 
word "employer" contains the whole story: the 
owner of capital employs another human being as 
he "employs" a machine. They both use each other 
for the pursuit of their economic interests; their 
relationship is one in which both are means to an 
end, both are instrumental to each other. It is not a 
relationship of two human beings who have any 
interest in the other outside of this mutual useful­
ness. The same instrumentality is the rule in the 
relationship between the businessman and his cus­
tomer. The customer is an object to be manipulated, 
not a concrete person whose aims the businessman 
is interested to satisfy. The attitude toward work 
has the quality of instrumentality; in contrast to a 
medieval artisan the modem manufacturer is not 
primarily interested in what he produces; he pro­
duces essentially in order to make a profit from his 
capital investment, and what he produces depends 
essentially on the market which promises that the 
investment of capital in a certain branch will prove 
to be profitable. 

Not only the economic, but also the personal re-
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lations between men have this character of aliena­
tion; instead of relations between human beings, 
they assume the character of relations between 
things. But perhaps the most important and the 
most devastating instance of this spirit of instru­
mentality and alienation is the individual's relation­
ship to his own self. 3 Man does not only sell com­
modities, he sells himself and feels himself to be a 
commodity. The manual laborer sells his physical 
energy; the businessman, the physician, the clerical 
employee, sell their "personality." They have to 
have a "personality" if they are to sell their products 
or services. This personality should be pleasing, but 
besides that its possessor should meet a number of 
other requirements: he should have energy, initia­
tive, this, that, or the other, as his particular posi­
tion may require. As with any other commodity it 
is the market which decides the value of these 
human qualities, yes, even their very existence. ff 
there is no use for the qualities a person offers, he 
has none; just as an unsalable commodity is value­
less though it might have its use value. Thus, the 
self-confidence, the "feeling of self," is merely an 
indication of what others think of the person. It is 
not he who is convinced of his value regardless of 
popularity and his success on the market. If he is 
sought after, he is somebody; if he is not popular, 
he is simply nobody. This dependence of self­
esteem on the success of the "personality" is the 
reason why for modern man popularity has this 

8 Hegel and Marx have laid the foundations for the 
understanding of the problem of alienation . Cf. in par­
ticular Marx's concept of the "fetishism of commodities" and 
of the "alienation of labor/' 
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tremendous importance. On it depends not only 
whether or not one goes ahead in practical matters, 
but also whether one can keep up one's self-esteem 
or whether one falls into the abyss of inferiority 
feelings .4 

We have tried to show that the new freedom 
which capitalism brought for the individual added 
to the effect which the religious freedom of Prot­
estantism already had had upon him. The individ­
ual became more alone, isolated, became an 
instrument in the hands of overwhelmingly strong 
forces outside of himself; he became_ an "individ­
ual," but a bewildered and insecure individual 
There were factors to help him overcome the overt 
manifestations of this underlying insecurity. In the 
first place his self was backed up by the possession 
of property. "He" as a person and the property he 
owned could not be separated. A man's clothes or 
his house were parts of his self just as much as his 
body. The less he felt he was being somebody the 
more he needed to have possessions. If the individ­
ual had no property or lost it, he was lacking an 
important part of his "self" and to a certain extent 
was not considered to be a full-fledged person, 
either by others or by himself. 

Other factors backing up the self were prestige 
and power. They are partly the outcome of the 
possession of property, partly the direct result of 
success in the fields of competition. The admiration 
by others and the power over them, added to the 

4 This analysis of sell-esteem has been stated clearly and 
explicitly by Ernest Schachtel in an unpublished lecture on 
''Self-feeling and the 'Sale' of Personality." 
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support which property gave, backed up the in­
secure individual self. 

For those who had little property and social 
prestige, the family was a source of individual 
prestige. There the individual could feel like "some­
body." He was obeyed by wife and children, he was 
the center of the stage, and he naively accepted 
his role as his natural right. He might be a nobody 
in his social relations, but he was a king at home. 
Aside from the family, the national pride ( in Eu­
rope frequently class-pride ) gave him a sense of 
importance also. Even if he was nobody personally, 
he was proud to belong to a group which he could 
feel was superior to other comparable groups. 

These factors supporting the weakened self must 
be distinguished from those factors which we spoke 
of at the beginning of this chapter : the factual eco­
nomic and political freedom, the opportunity for 
individual initiative, the growing rational enlighten­
ment. These latter factors actually strengthened the 
self and led to the development of individuality, 
independence, and rationality. The supporting fac­
tors, on the other hand, only helped to compensate 
for insecurity and anxiety. They did not uproot 
them but covered them up, and thus helped the 
individual to feel secure consciously; but this feel­
ing was partly only on the surface and lasted only 
to the extent to which the supporting factors were 
present. 

Any detailed analysis of European and American 
history of the period between the Reformation and 
our own day could show how the two contradictory 
trends inherent in the evolution of "freedom from 
to freedom to" run parallel-or rather, are continu­
ously interwoven. Unfortunately such an analysis 
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goes beyond the scope of this book and must be 
reserved for another publication. At some periods 
and in certain social groups human freedom in its 
positive sense-strength and dignity of the self-was 
the dominant factor; broadly speaking this happened 
in England, France, America, and Germany when 
the middle class won its victories, economically and 
politically, over the representatives of an older 
order. In this fight for positive freedom the middle 
class could recur to that side of Protestantism which 
emphasized human autonomy and dignity; while 
the Catholic Church allied herself with those 
groups which had to fight the liberation of man in 
order to preserve their own privileges. 

In the philosophical thinking of the modem era 
we find also that the two aspects of freedom re­
main interwoven as they had already been in the 
theological doctrines of the Reformation. Thus for 
Kant and Hegel autonomy and freedom of the in­
dividual are the central postulates of their systems, 
and yet they make the individual subordinate to the 
purposes of an all-powerful state. The philosophers 
of the period of the French Revolution, and in the 
nineteenth century Feuerbach, Marx, Stimer, and 
Nietzsche, have again in an uncompromising way 
expressed the idea that the individual should not 
be subject to any purposes external to his own 
growth or happiness. The reactionary philosophers 
of the same century, however, explicitly postulated 
the subordination of the individual under spiritual 
and secular authority. The second half of the nine­
teenth century and the beginning of the twentieth 
show the trend for human freedom in its positive 
sense at its peak. Not only did the middle class 
participate in it, but also the working class became 
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an active and free agent, fighting for its own eco­
nomic aims and at the same time for the broader 
aims of humanity. 

With the monopolistic phase of capitalism as it 
developed increasingly in the last decades, the re­
spective weight of both trends for human freedom 
seems to have changed. Those factors which tend 
to weaken the individual self have gained, while 
those strengthening the individual have relatively 
lost in weight. The individual's feeling of power­
lessness and aloneness has increased, his "freedom" 
from all traditional bonds has become more pro­
nounced, his possibilities for individual economic 
achievement have narrowed down. He feels 
threatened by gigantic forces and the situation re­
sembles in many ways that of the fifteenth and six­
teenth centuries. 

The most important factor in this development is 
the increasing power of monopolistic capital. The 
concentration of capital ( not of wealth ) in certain 
sectors of our economic system restricted the possi­
bilities for the success of individual initiative, 
courage, and intelligence. In those sectors in which 
monopolistic capital has won its victories the eco­
nomic independence of many has been destroyed. 
For those who struggle on, especially for a large 
part of the middle class, the fight assumes the 
character of a battle against such odds that the 
feeling of confidence in personal initiative and 
courage is replaced by a feeling of powerlessness 
and hopelessness. An enormous though secret 
power over the whole of society is exercised by a 
small group, on the decisions of which depends the 
fate of a large part of society. The inflation in Ger­
many, 1923, or the American crash, 1929, increased 
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the feeling of insecurity and shattered for many the 
hope of getting ahead by one" s own efforts and the 
traditional belief in the unlimited possibilities of 
success. 

The small or middle-sized businessman who is 
virtually threatened by the overwhelming power of 
superior capital may very well continue to make 
profits and to preserve his independence; but the 
threat hanging over his head has increased his in­
security and powerlessness far beyond what it used 
to be. In his fight against monopolistic competitors 
he is staked against giants, whereas he used to fight 
against equals. But the psychological situation of 
those independent businessmen for whom the de­
velopment of modem industry has created new 
economic functions is also different from that of the 
old independent businessmen. One illustration of 
this difference is seen in a type of independent 
businessman who is sometimes quoted as an ex­
ample of the growth of a new type of middle­
class existence: the owners of gas stations. Many of 
them are economically independent. They own their 
business just like a man who owned a grocery store 
or the tailor who made men's suits. But what a 
difference between the old and the new type of 
independent businessman. The grocery-store owner 
needed a good deal of knowledge and skill. He had 
a choice of a number of wholesale merchants to buy 
from and he could pick them according to what he 
deemed the best prices and qualities; he had many 
individual customers whose needs he had to know, 
whom he had to advise in their buying, and with 
regard to whom he had to decide whether or not 
to give th.em credit. On the whole, the role of the 
old-fashioned businessman was not only one of 
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independence but also one requiring skill, individ­
ualized service, knowledge, and activity. The situa­
tion of the gas-station owner, on the other hand, is 
entirely different. There is the one merchandise 
he sells : oil and gas. He is limited in his bargaining 
position with the oil companies. He mechanically 
repeats the same act of filling in gasoline and oil, 
again and again. There is less room for skill, initia­
tive, individual activity, than the old-time grocery­
store owner had. His profit is determined by two 
factors : the price he has to pay for the gasoline and 
oil, and the number of motorists who stop at his 
gas station. Both factors are largely outside of his 
control; he just functions as an agent between 
wholesaler and customer. Psychologically it makes 
little difference whether he is employed by the 
concern or whether he is an "independent" business­
man; he is merely a cog in the vast machine of 
distribution. 

As to the new middle class consisting of white­
collar workers, whose numbers have grown with 
the expansion of big business, it is obvious 
that their position is very different from that 
of the old-type, small, independent business­
man. One might argue that although they are not 
independent any longer in a formal sense, actually 
the opportunities for the development of initiative 
and intelligence as a basis for success are as great 
as or even greater than they were for the old­
fashioned tailor or grocery-store owner. This is cer­
tainly true in a sense, although it may be doubtful 
to what extent. But psychologically the white-collar 
worker�s situation is different. He is part of a vast 
economic machine, has a highly specialized task, is 
in fierce competition with hundreds of others who 
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are in the same position, and is mercilessly fired if 
he falls behind. In short, even if his chances for 
success are sometimes greater, he has lost a great 
deal of the security and independence of the old 
businessman; and he has been turned into a cog, 
sometimes small, sometimes larger, of a machinery 
which forces its tempo upon him, which he cannot 
control, and in comparison with which he is utterly 
insignificant. 

The psychological eHect of the vastness and 
superior power of big enterprise has also its effect 
on the worker. In the smaller enterprise of the old 
days, the worker knew his boss personally and was 
familiar with the whole enterprise which he was 
able to survey; although he was hired and fired 
according to the law of the market, there was some 
concrete relation to his boss and the business which 
gave him a feeling of lmowing the ground on which 
he stood. The man in a plant which employs 
thousands of workers is in a different position. The 
boss has become an abstract figure-he never sees 
him; the "management" is an anonymous power 
with which he deals indirectly and toward which he 
as an individual is insignificant. The enterprise has 
such proportions that he cannot see beyond the 
small sector of it connected with his particular job. 

This situation has been somewhat balanced by 
the trade unions. They have not only improved 
the economic position of the worker, but have also 
had the important psychological effect of giving him 
a feeling of strength and significance in comparison 
with the giants he is dealing with. Unfortunately 
many unions themselves have grown into mammoth 
organizations in which there is little room for the 
initiative of the individual member. He pays his 
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dues and votes from time to time but here again 
he is a small cog in a large machine. It is of utmost 
importance that the unions become organs sup­
ported by the active co-operation of each member 
and of organizing them in such a way that each 
member may actively participate in the life of the 
organization and feel responsible for what is going 
on. 

The insignificance of the individual in our era 
concerns not only his role as a businessman, em­
ployee, or manual laborer, but also his role as a 
customer. A drastic change has occurred in the -
role of the customer in the last decades. The cus­
tomer who went into a retail store owned by an 
independent businessman was sure to get personal 
attention: his individual purchase was important 
to the owner of the store; he was received like 
somebody who mattered, his wishes were studied; 
the very act of buying gave him a feeling of im­
portance and dignity. How different is the rela­
tionship of a customer to a department store. He 
is impressed by the vastness of the building, the 
number of employees, the profusion of commod­
ities displayed; all this makes him feel small and 
unimportant by comparison. As an individual he is 
of no importance to the department store. He is 
important as "a" customer; the store does not want 
to lose him, because this would indicate that there 
was something wrong and it might mean that the 
store would lose other customers for the same 
reason. As an abstract customer he is important; 
as a concrete customer he is utterly unimportant. 
There is nobody who is glad about his coming, 
nobody who is particularly concerned about his 



ASPECTS OF FREEDOM FOR MODERN MAN 149 
wishes. The act of buying has become similar to 
going to the post office and buying stamps. 

This situation is still more emphasized by the 
methods of modem advertising. The sales talk of 
the old-fashioned businessman was essentially ra­
tional. He knew his merchandise, he knew the needs 
of the customer, and on the basis of this knowledge 
he tried to sell. To be sure, his sales talk was not 
entirely objective and he used persuasion as much 
as he could; yet, in order to be efficient, it had to 
be a rather rational and sensible kind of talk. A 
vast sector of modem advertising is different; it 
does not appeal to reason but to emotion; like any 
other kind of hypnoid suggestion, it tries to im­
press its objects emotionally and then make them 
submit intellectually. This type of advertising im­
presses the customer by all sorts of means : by 
repetition of the same formula again and again; 
by the influence of an authoritative image, like 
that of a society lady or of a famous boxer, who 
smokes a certain brand of cigarette; by attracting 
the customer and at the same time weakening his 
critical abilities by the sex appeal of a pretty girl; 
by terrorizing him with the threat of "b.o." or 
"halitosis,,; or yet again by stimulating daydreams 
about a sudden change in one's whole course of 
life brought about by buying a certain shirt or 
soap. All these methods are essentially irrational; 
they have nothing to do with the qualities of the 
merchandise, and they smother and kill the critical 
capacities of the customer like an opiate or out­
right hypnosis. They give him a certain satisfac­
tion. by their daydreaming qualities just as the 
movies do, but at the same time they increase his 
feeling of smallness and powerlessness. 
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As a matter of fact, these methods of dulling the 
capacity for critical thinking are more dangerous 
to our democracy than many of the open attacks 
against it, and more immoral-in terms of human 
integrity-than the indecent literature, publication 
of which we punish. The consumer movement has 
attempted to restore the customer's critical abil­
ity, dignity, and sense of significance, and thus 
operates in a direction similar to the trade-union 
movement. So far, however, its scope has not 
grown beyond modest beginnings. 

What holds true in the economic sphere is also 
hue in the political sphere. In the early days of 
democracy there were various kinds of arrange­
ments in which the individual would concretely 
and actively participate in voting for a certain 
deci5ion or for a certain candidate for office. The 
questions to be decided were familiar to him, as 
were the candidates; the act of voting, often done 
in a meeting of the whole population of a town, 
had a quality of concreteness in which the indi­
vidual really counted. Today the voter is con­
fronted by mammoth parties which are just as dis­
tant and as impressive as the mammoth organiza­
tions of industry. The issues are complicated and 
made still more so by all sorts of methods to befog 
them. The voter may see something of his candi­
date around election time; but since the days of 
the radio, he is not likely to see him so often, thus 
losing one of the last means of sizing up "his�' 
candidate. Actually he is offered a choice. between 
two or three candidates by the party machines; 
but these candidates are not of "his" choosing, he 
and they know little of each other, and their re-
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lationship is as abstract as most other relationships 
have become. 

Like the effect of advertising upon the customer, 
the methods of political propaganda tend to in­
crease the feeling of insignificance of the individ­
ual voter. Repetition of slogans and emphasis on 
factors which have nothing to do with the issue at 
stake numb his critical capacities. The clear and 
ratjonal appeal to his thinking is rather the ex­
ception than the rule in political propaganda-even 
in democratic countries. Confronted with the 
power and size of the parties as demonstrated in 
their propaganda, the individual voter cannot 
help feeling small and of little significance. 

All this does not mean that advertising and po­
litical propaganda overtly stress the individual's 
insignificance. Quite the contrary; they Hatter the 
individual by making him appear important, and 
by pretending that they appeal to his critical judg­
ment, to his sense of discrimination. But these pre­
tenses are essentially a method to dull the incli­
vidual's suspicions and to help him fool himself as 
to the inclividual character of his decision. I need 
scarcely point out that the propaganda of which I 
have been speaking is not wholly irrational, and 
that there are differences in the weight of rational 
factors in the propaganda of dillerent parties and 
candidates respectively. 

Other factors have added to the growing power­
lessness of the individual. The economic and po­
litical scene is more complex and vaster than it 
used to be; the individual has less ability to look 
through it. The threats which he is confronted with 
have grown in dimensions too. A structural un­
employment of many millions has increased the 
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sense of insecurity. Although the support of the 
unemployed by public means has done much to 
counteract the results of unemployment, not only 
economically but also psychologically, the fact re­
mains that for the vast majority of people the bur­
den of being unemployed is very hard to bear 
psychologically and the dread of it overshadows 
their whole life. To have a job-regardless of what 
kind of a job it is-seems to many all they could 
want of life and something they should be grateful 
for. Unemployment has also increased the threat 
of old age. In many jobs only the young and even 
inexperienced person who is still adaptable is 
wanted; that means, those who can still be molded 
without difficulty into the little cogs which are re­
quired in that particular setup. 

The threat of war has also added to the feeling 
of individual powerlessness. To be sure, there were 
wars in the nineteenth century too. But since the 
last war the possibilities of destruction have in­
creased so tremendously-the range of people to 
be affected by war has grown to such an extent 
as to comprise everybody without any exception­
that the threat of war has become a nightmare 
which, though it may not be conscious to many 
people before their nation is actually involved in 
the war, has overshadowed their lives and in­
creased their feeling of fright and individual 
powerlessness. 

The "style" of the whole period corresponds to 
the picture I have sketched. Vastness of cities in 
which the individual is lost, buildings that are as 
high as mountains, constant acoustic bombardment 
by the radio, big headlines changing three times a 
day and leaving one no choice to decide what is 
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important, shows in which one hundred girls dem­
onstrate their ability with clocklike precision to 
eliminate the individual and act like a powerful 
though smooth machine, the beating rhythm of 
jazz-these and many other details are expressions 
of a constellation in which the individual is con­
fronted by uncontrollable dimensions in compari­
son with which he is a small particle. All he can 
do is to fall in step like a marching soldier or a 
worker on the endless belt. He can act; but the 
sense of independence, significance, has gone. 

The extent to which the average person in 
America is filled with the same sense of fear and 
insignificance seems to find a telling expression in 
the fact of the popularity of the Mickey Mouse 
pictures. There the one theme-in so many varia­
tions-is always this : something little is persecuted 
and endangered by something overwhelmingly 
strong, which threatens to kill or swallow the little 
thing. The little thing runs away and eventually 
succeeds in escaping or even in harming the 
enemy. People would not be ready to look con­
tinually at the many variations of this one theme 
unless it touched upon something very close to their 
own emotional life. °Apparently the little thing �eat­
ened by a powerful, hostile enemy is the spectator 
himself; that is how he feels and that is the situa­
tion with which he can identify himself. But of 
course, unless there were a happy ending there 
would be no continuous attraction. As it is, the 
spectator lives through all his own fears and feel­
ings of smallness and at the end gets the com­
forting 'feeling that, in spite of all, he will be 
saved and will even conquer the strong one. How­
ever-and this is the significant and sad part of 
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this ''happy end" -his salvation lies mostly in his 
ability to run away and in the unforeseen accidents 
which make it impossible for the monster to catch . 
him. 

The position in which the individual finds him­
self in our period had already been foreseen 
by visionary thinkers in the nineteenth century. 
Kierkegaard describes the helpless individual tom 
and tormented by doubts, overwhelmed by the 
feeling of aloneness and insignificance. Nietzsche 
visualizes the approaching nihilism which was to 
become manifest in Nazism and paints a picture 
of a "superman" as the negation of the insignifi­
cant, directionless individual he saw in reality. The 
theme of the powerlessness of man has found a 
most precise expression in Franz Kafka's work. In 
his Castle he describes the man who wants to get 
in touch with the mysterious inhabitants of a castle, 
who are supposed to tell him what to do and show 
him his place in the world. All his life consists in 
his frantic effort to get into touch with them, but 
he never succeeds and is left alone with a sense of 
utter futility and helplessness. 

The feeling of isolation and powerlessness has 
been beautifully expressed in the following pas­
sage by Julian Green: ."I knew that we counted 
little in comparison with the universe, I knew that 
we were nothing; but to .be so immeasurably noth­
ing seems in some way both to overwhelm and at 
the same time to reassure. Those figures, those 
dimensions beyond the range of human thought, 
are utterly overpowering. Is there anything what­
soever to which we can cling? Amid that chaos of 
illusions into which we are cast headlong, there is 
one thing that stands out as true, and that is-love. 
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All the rest is nothingness, an empty void. \Ve 
peer down into a huge dark abyss. And we are . 
afraid." 5 

However, this feeling of individual isolation and 
powerlessness as it has been expressed by these 
writers and as it is felt by many so-called neurotic 
people, is nothing the average normal person is 
aware of. It is too frightening for that. It is covered 
over by the daily routine of his activities, by the 
assurance and approval he finds in his private or 
social relations, by success in business, by any 
number of distractions, by "having fun," ''making 
contacts," "going places." But whistling in the dark 
does not bring light. Aloneness, fear, and bewil­
derment remain; people cannot stand it forever. 
They cannot go on bearing the burden of "freedom 
from"; they must try to escape from freedom al­
together unless they can progress from negative to 
positive freedom. The principal social avenues of 
escape in our time are the submission to a leader, 
as has happened in Fascist countries, and the com­
pulsive conforming as is prevalent in our own 
democracy. Before we come to describe these two 
socially patterned ways of escape, I must ask the 
reader to follow me into the discussion of the 
intricacies of these psychological mechanisms -of 
escape. We have dealt with some of these mecha­
nisms already in the previous chapters; but in order 
to understand fully the psychological significance 
of Fascism and the automatization of man in mod­
ern democracy, it is necessary to understand the 
psychological phenomena not only in a general 

5 Julian Green, Personal Record, 1928-1939, translated by 
J. Godefroi, Harper & Brothers, New York, 1939. 
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way but in the very detail and concreteness of 
their operation. This may appear to be a detour; 
but actually it is a necessary part of our whole 
discussion. Just as one cannot properly understand 
psychological problems without their social and 
cultural background, neither can one understand 
social phenomena .without the knowledge of the 
underlying psychological mechanisms. The fol­
lowing chapter attempts to analyze these mecha­
nisms, to reveal what is going on in the individual, 
and to show how, in our effort to escape from 
aloneness and powerlessness, we are ready to get 
rid of our individual self either by submission to 
new forms of authority or by a compulsive con­
forming to accepted patterns. 



/ 

CHAPTER V 

Mechanisms of Escape 

WE have brought our discussion up to the present 
period and would now proceed to discuss the 
psychological significance of Fascism and the 
meaning of freedom in the authoritarian systems 
and in our own democracy. However, since the 
validity of our whole argument depends on the 
validity of our psychological premises, it seems 
desirable to interrupt the general trend of thought 
and devote a chapter to a more detailed and con­
crete discussion of those psychological mechanisms 
which we have already touched upon and which 
we are later going to discuss. These premises re­
quire a detailed discussion because they are based 
on concepts which deal with unconscious forces 
and the ways in which they find expression in 
rationalizations and character traits, concepts 
which for many readers will seem, if not foreign, 
at least to warrant elaboration. 

In this chapter I intentionally refer to individual 
psychology and to observations that have been 
made in the minute studies of individuals by the 
psychoanalytic procedure. Although psychoanaly­
sis does not live up to the ideal which for many 
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years was the ideal of a�ademic psychology, that 
is, the approximation of the experimental methods 
of the natural sciences, it is nevertheless a thor­
oughly empirical method; based on the painstak­
ing observation of an individual's uncensored 
thoughts, dreams, and phantasies. Only a psychol­
ogy which utilizes the concept of unconscious 
forces can penetrate the confusing rationalizations 
we are confronted with in analyzing either an in­
dividual or a culture. A great number of appar­
ently insoluble problems disappear at once if we 
decide to give up the notion that the motives by 
which · people believe themselves to be motivated 
are necessarily the ones which actually drive them 
to act, feel, and think as they do. 

Many a reader will raise the question whether 
findings won by the observation of individuals can 
be applied to the psychological understanding of 
groups. Our answer to this question is an emphatic 
affirmation. Any group consists of individuals and 
nothing but individuals, and psychological mecha­
nisms which we find operating in a group can 
therefore only be mechanisms that operate in in­
dividuals. In studying individual psychology as a 
basis for the understanding of social psychology, 
we do something which might be compared with 
studying an object �nder the microscope. This 
enables us to discover the very details of psycho­
logical mechanisms which we find operating on a 
large scale in the social process. If our analysis of 
socio-psychological phenomena is not based on the 
detailed study of individual behavior, it lacks 
empirical character and, therefore, validity. 

But even admitted that the study of individual 
behavior has such significance, one migh! question 
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whether the study of individuals who are com­
monly labeled as neurotics can be of any use in 
considering the problems of social psychology. 
Again, we believe that this question must be an­
swered in the affirmative. The phenomena which 
we observe in the neurotic person are in principle 
not different from those we find in the normal. 
They are only more accentuated, clear-cut, and 
frequently more accessible to the awareness of the 
neurotic person than they are in the normal who 
is not aware of any problem which warrants study. 

In order to make this clearer, a brief discussion 
of the terms neurotic and normal, or healthy, seems 
to be useful. 

The term normal or healthy can be defined in 
two ways. Firstly, from the standpoint of a func­
tioning society, one can call a person normal or 
healthy if he is able to fulfill the social role he is 
to take in that given society. More concretely, this 
means that he is able to work in the fashion which 
is required in that particular society, and further­
more that he is able to participate in the repro­
duction of society, that is, that he can raise a 
family. Secondly, from the standpoint of · the in­
dividual, we look upon health or normalcy as the 
optimum of growth and happiness of the indi­
vidual. 

If the structure of a given society were such that 
it offered the optimum possibility for individual 
happiness, both vie"W1)0ints would coincide. How­
ever, this is not the case in most societies we 
know, including our own. Although they differ in 
the degree to which they promote the aims of in­
dividual growth, there is a discrepancy between 
the aims of the, smooth functioning of society and 
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of the full development of the individual. This fact 
makes it imperative to diHerentiate sharply be­
tween the two concepts of health. The one is 
governed by social necessities, the other by values 
and norms concerning the aim of individual exist­
ence. 

Unfortunately, this differentiation is often neg­
lected. Most psychiatrists take the structure of 
their own society so much for granted that to them 
the person who is not well adapted assumes the 
stigma of being less valuable. On the other hand, 
the well-adapted person is supposed to be the more 
valuable person in terms of a scale of human 
values. If we differentiate the two concepts of nor­
mal and neurotic, we come to the following con­
clusion: the person who is normal in terms of 
being well adapted is often less healthy than the 
neurotic person in terms of human values. Often 
he is · well adapted only at the expense of having 
given up his self in order to become more or less 
the person he believes he is expected to be. All 
genuine individuality and spontaneity may have 
been lost. On the other hand, the neurotic person 
can be characterized as somebody who was not 
ready to surrender completely in the battle for his 
self. To be sure, his attempt to save his individ­
ual self was not successful, and instead of express­
ing his self productively he sought salvation 
through neurotic symptoms and by withdrawing 
into a phantasy life. Nevertheless, from the stand­
point of human values, he is less crippled than the 
kind of normal person who has lost his individ­
uality altogether. Needless to say there are persons 
who are not neurotic and yet have not drowned 
their individuality in the process of adaptation. But 
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the stigma attached to the neurotic person seems 
to us to be unfounded and justified only if we 
think of neurotic in terms of social efficiency. As 
for a whole society, the term neurotic cannot be 
applied in this latter sens�, since a society could 
not exist if its members did not function socially. 
From a standpoint of human values, however, a 
society could qe called neurotic in the sense that 
its members are crippled in the growth of their 
personality. Since the term neurotic is so often 
used to denote lack of social functioning, we 
would prefer not to speak of a society in terms of 
its being neurotic, but rather in terms of its being 
adverse to human happiness and self-realization. 

The mechanisms we shall discuss in this chapter 
are mechanisms of escape, which result from the 
insecurity of the isolated individual. 

Once the primary bonds which gave security to 
the individual are severed, once the individual 
faces the world outside of himself as a completely 
separate entity, two courses are open to him since 
he has to overcome the unbearable state of power­
lessness and aloneness. By one course he can pro­
gress to "positive freedom:"; he can relate himself 
spontaneously to the world in love and work, in 
the genuine expression of his emotional, sensuous, 
and intellectual capacities; he can thus become one 
again with man, nature, and himself, without giv­
ing up the independence and integrity of his in­
dividual self. The other course open to him is to 
fall back, to give up his freedom, and to try to 
overcome his aloneness by eliminating the gap that 
has arisen between his individual self and the 
world. This second course never reunites him with 
the world in the way he was related to it before 
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he merged as an "individual," for the fact of his 
separateness cannot be reversed; it is an escape 
from an unbearable situation which would make 
life impossible if it were prolonged. This course 
of escape, therefore, is characterized by its com­
pulsive character, like every escape from threat­
ening panic; it is also characterized by the more or 
less complete surrender of individuality and the 
integrity of the self. Thus it is not a solution which 
leads to happiness and positive freedom; it is, in 
principle, a solution which is to be found in all 
neur(?tic phenomena. It assuages an unbearable 
anxiety and makes life possible by avoiding panic; 
yet it does not solve the underlying problem and is 
paid for by a kind of life that often consists only 
of automatic or compulsive activities. 

Some of these mechanisms of escape are of rela­
tively small social import; they are to be found in 
any marked degree only in individuals with severe 
mental and emotiofl:al disturbances. In this chapter 
I shall discuss only those mechanisms which are 
culturally significant and the understanding of 
which is a necessary premise for the psychological 
analysis of the social phenomena with which we 
shall deal in the following chapters : the Fascist 
system, on one hand, modern democracy, on the 
other.1 

1 From a different viewpoint K. Homey in her "neurotic 
trends" ( New Ways in Psychoanalysis ) has arrived at a 
concept which has certain similarities with my concept of the 
"mechanisms of escape." The main differences between the 
two concepts are these : the neurotic trends are the driving 
forces in individual neurosis while the mechanisms of escape 
are driving forces in normal man. Furthermore, Homey's 
main emphasis is on anxiety while mine is on the isolation of 
the individual. 
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1. AUTHORITARIANISM 

The first mechanism of escape from freedom I 
am going to deal with is the tendency to give up 
the independence of one's own individual self and 
to fuse one's self with somebody or something out­
side of oneself in order to acquire the strength 
which the individual self is lacking. Or, to put it 
in different words, to seek for new, "secondary 
bonds" as a substitute for the primary bonds 
which have been lost. 

The more distinct forms of this mechanism are 
to be found in the striving for submission and 
domination, or, as we would rather put it, in the 
masochistic and sadistic strivings as they exist in 
varying degrees in normal and neurotic persons 
respectively. We shall first describe these tenden­
cies and then try to show that both of them are an 
escape from an unbearable aloneness. 

The most frequent forms in which masochistic 
strivings appear are feelings of inferiority, power­
lessness, individual insignificance. The a�alysis of 
persons who are obsessed by these feelings show 
that, while they consciously complain about these 
feelings and want to get rid of them, unconsciously· 
some power within themselves drives them to 
feel inferior or insignificant. Their feelings are 
more than realizations of actual shortcomings and 
weaknesses ( although they are usually rationaliz_ed 
as though they were ) ;  these persons show a tend­
ency to belittle themselves, to make themselves 
weak,� and not to master things. Quite regularly 

... 
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these people show a marked dependence on 
powers outside of themselves, on other people, or 
institutions, or nature. They tend not to assert 
themselves, not to do what they want, but to sub­
mit to the factual or alleged orders of these out­
side forces. Often they are quite incapable of ex­
periencing the feeling "I want" or "I am." Life, as 
a whole, is felt by them as something overwhelm­
ingly powerful, which they cannot master or con­
trol. 

In the more extreme cases-and there are many 
-one finds besides these tendencies to belittle 
oneself and to submit to outside forces a tend­
ency to hurt oneself and to make oneself suffer. 

This tendency can assume various forms. We 
find that there are people who indulge in self­
accusation and self-criticism which even their 
worst enemies would scarcely bring against them . 

. There are others, such as certain compulsive neu­
rotics, who tend to torture themselves with com­
pulsory rites and thoughts. In a certain type of 
neurotic personality, we find a tendency to be­
come physically ill, and to wait, consciously or un­
consciously, for an illness as if it were a gift of 
the gods. Often they incur accidents which would 
not have happened had there not been at work an 
unconscious tendency to incur them. These tend­
encres directed against themselves are often re­
vealed in still less overt or dramatic forms. For 
instance, there are persons who are incapable of 
answering questions in an examination when the 
answers are very well known to them at the time 
of the examination and even afterwards. There are 
others who say things which antagonize those 
whom they love or on whom they are dependent, 
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although actually they feel friendly toward them 
and did not intend to say those things. With such 
people, it almost seems as if they were following 
advice given them by an enemy to behave in such 
a way as to be most detrimental to themselves. 

The masochistic trends are eften felt as plainly 
pathological or irrational. More frequently they are 
rationalized. Masochistic dependency is conceived 
as love or loyalty, inferiority feelings as an adequate 
expression of actual shortcomings, and one's suffer­
ing as being entirely due to unchangeable circum­
stances. 

Besides these masochistic trends, the very oppo­
site of them, namely, sadistic tendencies, are regu­
larly to be found in the same kind of characters. 
They vary in strength, are more or less conscious, . 
yet they are never missing. We £nd three kinds of 
sadistic tendencies, more or less closely knit to- . 
gether. One is to make others dependent on oneself 
and to have absolute and unrestricted power over 
them, so as to make of them nothing but instruments, 
"clay in the potter's hand." Another consists of the 
impulse not only to rule over others in this absolute 
fashion, but to exploit them, to use them, to steal 
from them, to disembowel them, and, so to speak, 
tq incorporate anything eatable in them. This desire 
can refer to material things as well as to immaterial 
ones, such as the emotional or intellectual qualities 
a person has to off er. A third kind of sadistic 
tendency is the wish to make others suffer or to 
see them suffer. This suHering can be physical, but 
more often it is mental suffering. Its aim is to hurt 
actively, to humiliate, embarrass others, or to see 
them in embarrassing and humiliating situations. 

Sadistic tendencies for obvious reasons are usu-
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ally less conscious and more rationalized than the 
socially more harmless masochistic trends. Often 
they are entirely covered up by reaction formations 
of overgoodness or overconcem for others. Some of 
the most frequent rationalizations are the following: 
"I rule over you because I know what is best for 
you, and in your own interest you should follow me 
without opposition." Or, ''I am so wonderful and 
unique, that I have a right to expect that other 
people become dependent on me." Another ration­
alization which often covers the exploiting tend­
encies is : "I have done so much for you, and now 
I am entitled to take from you what I want." The 
more aggressive kind of sadistic impulse finds its 
most frequent rationalization in two forms : ''I have 
been hurt by others and my wish to hurt them is 
nothing but retaliation," or, "By striking first I am 
defending myself or my friends against the danger 
of being hurt." 

There is one factor in the relationship of the 
sadistic per�on to the object of his sadism which is 
often neglected and therefore deserves especial 
emphasis here : his dependence on the object of his 
sadism. 

While the masochistic person's dependence is 
obvious, our expectation with regard to the sadistic 
person is just the reverse : he seems so strong and 
domineering, and the object of his sadism so weak 
and submissive, that it is difficult to think of the 
strong one as being dependent on the one over 
whom he rules. And yet close analysis shows that 
this is true. The sadist needs the person over whom 
he rules, he needs him very badly, since his own 
feeling of strength is rooted in the fact that he is 
the master over someone. This dependence may be 
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entirely unconscious. Thus, for example, a man may 
treat his wife very sadistically and tell her re­
peatedly that she can leave the house any day and 
that he would be only too glad if she did. Often 
she will be so crushed that she will not dare to 
make an attempt to leave, and therefore they both 
will continue to believe that what he says is true. 
But if she musters up enough courage to declare 
that she will leave him, something quite unexpected 
to both of them may happen : he will become des­
perate, break down, and beg her not to leave him; 
he will say he cannot live without her, and will 
declare how much he loves her and so on. Usually, 
being afraid of asserting herseH anyhow, she will be 
prone to believe him, change her decision and stay. 
At this point the play starts again. He resumes his 
old behavior, she finds it increasingly difficult to 
stay with him, explodes again, he breaks down 
again, she s!ays, and so on and on many times. 

There are thousands upon thousands of marriages 
and other personal relationships in which this 
cycle is _repeated again and again, and the magic 
circle is never broken through. Did he lie when he 
said he loved her so much that he could not live 
without her? As far as love is concerned, it all 
depends on what one means by love. As far as 
his assertion goes that he could not live with­
out her, it is-of course not taking it literally 
-perfectly true. He cannot live without her­
or at least without someone else whom he feels to 
be the helpless instrument in his hands. While in 
such a case feelings of love appear only when the 
relationship threatens to be dissolved, in other cases 
the sadistic person quite manifestly '1oves"'"' those 
over whom he feels power. Whether it is his wife, 
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his child, an assistant, a waiter, or a beggar on the 
street, there is a feeling of '1ove" and even gratitude 
for those objects of his domination. He may think 
that he wishes to dominate their lives because he 
loves them so much. He actually "loves" them 
because he dominates them. He bribes them with 
material things, with praise, assurances of love, the 
display of wit and brilliance, or by showing con­
cern. He may give them everything-everything ex­
cept one thing: the right to be free and independ­
ent. This constellation is often to be found partic­
ularly in the relationship of parents and children. 
There, the attitude of domination-and ownership 
-is often covered by what seems· to be the "natural'' 
concern or feeling of protectiveness for a child. The 
child is put into a golden cage, it can have every­
thing provided it does not want to leave the cage. • 
The result of this is often a profound fear of love 
on the part of the child when he grows up, as '1ove" 
to him implies being caught and blocked in his own 
quest for freedom. 

Sadism to many observers seemed less of a 
puzzle than masochism. That one wished to hurt 
others or to dominate them seemed, though not 
necessarily "good," quite natural. Hobbes assumed 
as a "general inclination of all mankind" the exist­
ence of "a perpetual and restless desire of power 
after power that ceaseth only in Death." 2 For him 
the wish for power has no diabolical quality but is 
a perfectly rational result of man's desire for pleas­
ure and security. From Hobbes to Hitler, who ex­
plains the wish for domination as the logical result 
of the biologically conditioned struggle for survival 

2 Hobbes, Leviathan, London, 1951, p. 47. 
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of the fittest, the lust for power has been explained 
as a part of human nature which does not warrant 
any explanation beyond the obvious. Masochistic 
strivings, however, tendencies directed against one's 
own self, seem to be a riddle. How should one 
understand the fact that people not only want to 
belittle and weaken and hurt themselves, but even 
enjoy doing so? Does not the phenomenon of maso­
chism contradict our whole picture of the human 
psyche as directed toward pleasure and self­
preservation? How can one explain that some men 
are attracted by and tend to incur what we all seem 
to go to such length to avoid : pain and suffering? 

There is a phenomenon, however, which proves 
that suffering and weakness can be the aim of hu­
man striving: the masochistic perversion. Here we 
find that ·people quite con�ciously want to suffer in 
one way or another and enjoy it. In the masochistic 
perversion, a person feels sexual excitement when 
experiencing pain inflicted upon him by another 
person. But this is not the only form of masochistic 
perversion. Frequently it is not the actual suffering 
of pain that is sought for, but the excitement and 
satisfaction aroused by being physically bound, 
made helpless and weak. Often all that is wanted 
in the masochistic perversion is to be made weak 
"morally," by being treated or spoken to like a little 
child, or by being scolded or humiliated in ·different 
ways. In the sadistic perversion, we find the satis­
faction derived from corresponding devices, that 
is, from hurting other persons physically, from tying 
them with ropes or chains, or from humiliating them 
by actions or words. 

The masochistic perversion with its conscious and 
intentional enjoyment of pain or humiliation caught 
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the eye of psychologists and writers earlier than 
the masochistic character ( or moral masochism) .  
More and more, however, one recognized how 
closely the masochistic tendencies of the kind we 
described first are akin to the sexual perversion, 
and that both types of masochism are essentially 
one and the same phenomenon. 

Certain psychologists assumed that since there 
are people who want to submit and to suffer, there 
must be an "instinct" which has this very aim. 
Sociologists, like Vierkand, came to the same con­
clusion. The first one to attempt a more thorough 
theoretical explanation was Freud. He originally 
thought that sado-masochism was essentially a sexual 
phenomenon. Observing sado-masochistic practices 
in little children, he assumed that sado-masochism 
was a "partial drive" which regularly appears in 
the development of the sexual instinct. He believed 
that sado-masochistic tendencies in adults are due 
to a :fixation of a person's psychosexual develop­
ment on an early level or to a later regression to it. 
Later on Freud became increasingly aware of the 
importance of those phenom�na which he called 
moral masochism, a tendency to suHer not phys­
ically, but mentally. He stressed also the fact that 
masochistic and sadistic tendencies were always to 
be found together in spite of their seeming contradic­
tion. However, he changed his theoretical e:x1>lana­
tion of masochistic phenomena. Assuming that there 
is a biologically given tendency to destroy which 
can be directed either against others or against 
oneself, Freud suggested that masochism is essen­
tially the product of this so-called death-instinct . . 
He further suggested that this death-instinct, which 
we cannot observe directly, amalgamates itself with 
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the sexual instinct and in the amalgamation appears 
as masochism if directed against one's own person, 
and as sadism if directed against others. He as­
sumed that this very mixture with the sexual in­
stinct protects man from the dangerous eHect the 
unmixed death-instinct would have. In short, 
according to Freud man has only the choice of 
either destroying himself or destroying others, if he 
fails to amalgamate destructiveness with sex. This 
theory is basically different from Freud's original 
assumption about sado-masochism. There, sado­
masochism was essentially a sexual phenomenon, 
but in the newer theory it is essentially a nonsexual 
phenomenon, the sexual factor in it being only due 
to the amalgamation of the death-instinct with the 
sexual instinct. 

Although Freud has for many years paid little 
attention to the phenomenon of nonsexual aggres­
sion, Alfred Adler has put the tendencies we are 
discussing here in the center of his system. But he 
deals with them not as sado-masochism, but as "in­
feriority feelings" and the "wish for power." Adler 
sees only the rational side of these phenomena. 
While we are speaking of an irrational tendency to 
belittle oneself and make oneself small, he thinks 
of inferiority feelings as adequate reaction to actual 
inferiorities, such as organic inferiorities or the 
general helplessness of a child. And while we think 
of the wish for power as an expression of an irra­
tional impulse to rule over others, Adler looks at it 
entirely from the rational side and speaks of the 
wish for power as an adequate reaction which has 
the function of protecting a person against the dan­
gers springing from his insecurity and inferiority. 
Adler, here, as always, canno� see beyond purpose-
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ful and rational determinations of human behavior; 
and though he has contributed valuable insights 
into the intricacies of motivation, he remains always 
on the surface and never descends into the abyss of 
irrational impulses as Freud has done. 

In psychoanalytic literature a viewpoint diHerent 
from Freud's has been presented by Wilhehn 
Reich,3 Karen Horney,4 and myself.5 

Although Reich's views are based on the original 
concept of Freud's libido theory, he points out that 
the masochistic person ultimately seeks pleasure 
and that the pain incurred is a by-product, not an 
aim in itself. Horney was the first one to recognize 
the fundamental role of masochistic strivings in the 
neurotic personality, to give a full and detailed 
description of the masochistic character traits, and 
to account for them theoretically as the outcome of 
the whole character structure. In her writings, as 
well as in my own, instead of the masochistic 
character traits being thought of as rooted in the 
sexual perversion, the latter is understood to be the 
sexual expression of psychic tendencies that are 
anchored in a, particular kind of character struc­
ture. 

I come now to the main question: What is the 
root of both the masochistic perversion and maso­
chistic character traits respectively? Furthermore, 
what is the common root of both the masochistic 
and the sadistic strivings? 

The direction in which the answer lies has al-

8 Charakteranalyse, Wien, 1933. 
4 The Neurotic Personality of Our Time, W. W. Norton 

& Company, New York, 1936. 
6 Psychologie der Autoritiit in Autoritiit und Familie, 

ed. Max Horkheimer, Alcan, Paris, 1936. 
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ready been suggested in the beginning of this 
chapter. Both the masochistic and sadistic strivings 
tend to help the individual to escape his unbearable 
feeling of aloneness and powerlessness. Psycho­
analytic and other empirical observations of mas­
ochistic persons give ample evidence ( which I can­
not quote here without transcending the scope of 
this book ) that they are filled with a terror of 
aloneness and insignificance. Frequently this feel­
ing is not conscious; often it is covered by com­
pensatory feelings of eminence and perfection. 
However, if one only penetrates deeply enough 
into the unconscious dynamics of such a person, 
one finds these feelings without fail. The individual 
finds himself "free" in the negative sen�e, that is, 
alone with his self and confronting an alienated, 
hostile world. In this situation, to quote a telling 
description of Dostoevski, in The Brothers Kara­
mazov, he has "no more pressing need than the one 
to find somebody to whom he can sun:ender, as 
quickly as possible, that gift of freedom which he, 
the unfortunate creature, was born with." The 
frightened individual seeks for somebody or some­
thing to tie his self to; he cannot bear to be his own 
individual self any longer, and he tries frantically 
to get rid of it and to feel security again by the 
elimination of this burden : the self. 

Masochism is one way toward this goal. The 
different forms which the masochistic strivings as­
sume have one aim: to get rid of the individual self, 
to lose oneself; in other words, to get rid , of the 
burden of freedom. This aim is obvious in those 
masochistic strivings in which the individual seeks 
to submit to a person or power which he feels as 
being overwhelmingly strong. ( Incidentally, the 
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conviction of superior strength of another person is 
always to be understood in relative terms. It can be 
based either upon the actual strength of the other 
person, or upon a conviction of one's own utter 
insignificance and powerlessness. In the latter event 
a mouse or a leaf can assume threatening features. ) 
In other forms of masochistic strivings the essential 
aim is the same. In the masochistic feeling of small­
ness we find a tendency which serves to increase 
the original feeling of insignificance. How is this to 
be understood? Can we assume that by making a 
fear worse one is trying to remedy it? Indeed, this 
is what the masochistic person does . As long as I 
struggle between my desire to be independent and 
strong and my feeling of insignificance or power­
lessness I am caught in a tormenting conflict. If I 
succeed in reducing my individual self to nothing, 
if I can overcome the awareness of my separateness 
as an individual, I may save myself from this 
conflict. To feel utterly small and helpless is one 
way toward this aim; to be overwhelmed by pain 
and agony another; to be overcome by the effects of 
intoxication still another. The phantasy of suicide 
is the last hope if all other means have not suc­
ceeded in bringing relief from the burden of alone­
ness. 

Under certain conditions these masochistic striv­
ings are relatively successful. If the individual finds 
cultural patterns that satisfy these masochistic 
strivings ( like the submission under the "leader'' in 
Fascist ideology ) ,  he gains some security by finding 
himself united with millions of others who share 
these feelings. Yet even in these cases, the mas­
ochistic '<solution" is no more of a solution than 
neurotic manifestations ever are: the individual 
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succeeds in eliminating the conspicuous suffering 
but not in removing the underlying conflict and the 
silent unhappiness. When the masochistic striving 
does not find a cultural pattern or when it quan­
titatively exceeds the average amount of masochism 
in the individual's social group, the masochistic 
solution does not even solve anything in relative 
terms. It springs from an unbearable situation, tends 
to overcome it, and leaves the individual caught in 
new suffering. If human behavior were always 
rational and purposeful, masochism would be as 
inexplicable as neurotic · manifestations in general 
are. This,-however, is what the study of emotional 
and mental disturbances has taught us : that human 
behavior can be motivated by strivings which are 
caused by anxiety or some other unbearable state 
of mind, that these strivings tend to overcome this 
emotional state and yet merely cover up its most 
visible manifestations, or not even these. Neurotic 
manifestations resemble the irrational behavior in 
a panic. Thus a man, trapped in a fire, stands at the 
window of his room and shouts for help, forgetting 
entirely that no one can hear him and that he could 
still escape by the staircase which will also be 
aflame in a few minutes. He shouts because he 
wants to be saved, and for the moment this behavior 
appears to be a step on the way to being saved-and 
yet it will end in complete catastrophe. In the same 
way the masochistic strivings are caused by the 
desire to get rid of the individual self with all its 
shortcomings, conflicts, risks, doubts, and unbear­
able aloneness, but they only succeed in removing 
the most noticeable pain or they even lead to greater 
suffering. The irrationality of masochism, as of all 
other neurotic manifestations, consists in the ulti-
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mate futility of the means adopted to solve an un­
tenable emotional situ�tion. 

These considerations refer to an important differ­
ence between neurotic and rational activity. In the 
latter the result corresponds to the motivation of an 
activity-one acts in order to attain a certain result. 
In neurotic strivings one acts from a compulsion 
which has essentially a negative character : to escape 
an unbearable situation. The strivings tend in a 
direction which only fictitiously is a solution. Actu­
ally the result is contradictory to what the person 
wants to attain; the compulsion to get rid of an 
unbearable feeling was so strong that the person 
was unable to choose a line of action that could be 
a solution in any other but a fictitious sense. 

The implication of this for masochism is that the 
individual is driven by an nnbearable feeling of 
aloneness and insignificance. He then attempts to 
overcome it by getting rid of his self ( as a psy­
chological, not as a physiological entity ) ;  his way 
to achieve this is to belittle himself, to suffer, to 
make himself utterly insignificant. But pain and 
suffering are not what he wants; pain and suffering 
are the price he pays for an aim which he compul­
sively tries to attain. The price is dear. He has to pay 
more and more and, like a peon, he only gets into 
greater debt without ever getting what he has paid 
for : inner peace and tranquillity. 

I have spoken of the masochistic perversion be­
cause it proves beyond doubt that suffering can be 
something sought for. However, in the masochistic 
perversion as little as in moral masochism suffering 
is not the real aim; in both cases it is the means to 
an aim: forgetting one's self. The difference between 
the perversion and masochistic character traits lies 
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essentially in the following: In the perversion the 
trend to get rid of one's self is expressed through 
the medium of the body and linked up with sexual 
feelings. While in moral masochism, the masochistic 
trends get hold of the whole person and tend to 
destroy all the aims which the ego consciously tries 
to achieve, in the perversion the masochistic 
strivings are more or less restricted to the physical 
realm; moreover by their amalgamation with sex 
they participate in the release of tension occur­
ring in the sexual sphere and thus find some direct 
release. 

The annihilation of the individual self and the 
attempt to overcome thereby the unbearable feeling 
of powerlessness are only one side of the mas­
ochistic strivings. The other side is the attempt to 
become a part of a bigger and more powerful 
whole outsjde of oneself, to submerge and partici­
pate in it. This power can be a person, an institu­
tion, God, the nation, conscience, or a psychic com­
pulsion. By becoming part of a power which is 
felt as unshakably strong, eternal, and glamorous, 
one participates in its strength and glory. One 
surrenders one's own self and renounces all strength 
and pride connected with it, one lose one's integ­
rity as an individual and surrenders freedom; but 
one gains a new security and a new pride in the 
participation in the power in which one submerges. 
One gains also security against the torture of doubt. 
The masochistic person, whether his master is 
an authority outside of himself or whether he has 
internalized the master as conscience or a psychic 
compulsion, is saved from making decisions, sayed 
from the final responsibility for th? fate of his self, 
and thereby saved from the doubt of what decision 
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to make. He is also saved · from the doubt of what 
the meaning of his life is or who ''he" is. These 
questions are answered by the relationship to the 
power to which he has attached himself. The mean­
ing of his life and the identity of his self are deter­
mined by the greater whole into which the self has 
submerged. 

The masochistic bonds are fundamentally differ­
ent from the primary bonds. The latter are those 
that exist before the process of . individuation has 
reached its completion. The individual is still part 
of "his" natural and social world, he has not yet 
completely emerged from his surroundings. The 
primary bonds give him genuine security and the 
knowledge of where he belongs. The masochistic 
bonds are escape. The individual self has emerged, 
but it is unable to realize its freedom; it is over­
whelmed by anxiety, doubt, and a feeling of 
powerlessness. The self attempts to find security· in 
"secondary bonds," as we might call the masochis­
tic bonds, but this attempt can never be successful. 
The emergence of the individual self cannot be 
reversed; consciously the individual can feel secure 
and as if he "belonged," but basically he remains 
a powerless atom who suffers under the submer­
gence of his self. He and the power to which he 
clings never become one, a basic antagonism re­
mains and with it an impulse, even if it is not 
conscious at all, to overcome the masochistic de­
pendence and to become free. 

What is the essence of the sadistic drives? Again, 
the wish to inflict pain on others is not the essence. 
All the different forms of sadism which we can 
observe go back to one essential impulse, namely, 
to have complete mastery over another person, to 
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make of him a helpless object of our will, to be­
come the absolute ruler over him, to become his 
God, to do with him as one pleases. To humiliate 
him, to enslave him, are means to this end and the 
most radical aim is to make him suffer, since there 
is no greater power over another person than that 
of inflicting pain on him, to force him to undergo 
suffering without his being able to defend himself. 
The pleasure in the complete domination over 
another person ( or other animate objects ) is the 
very essence of the sadistic dri�e. 6 

It seems that this tendency to make oneself the 
absolute master over another person is the opposite 
of the masochistic tendency, and it is puzzling that 
these two tendencies should be so closely knitted 
together. No doubt with regard to its practical con­
sequences the wish to be dependent or to suffer is 

6 Marquis de Sade held the view that the quality of 
domination is the essence of sadism in this passage from 
Juliette II ( quoted from Marquis de Sade, by C. Corer, 
Liveright Publishing Corporation, New York, 1934) : "It is 
not pleasure which you want to make your partner feel but 
impression you want to produce; that of pain is far stronger 
than that of pleasure . . .  one realizes that; one uses it and 
is satisfied." Corer in his analysis of de Sade's work defines 
sadism "as the pleasure felt from the observed modifications 

. on the external world produced by the observer." This 
definition comes nearer to my own view of sadism than that 
of other psychologists. I think, however, that Corer is wrong 
in identifying sadism with the pleasure in mastery or pro­
ductivity. The sadistic mastery is characterized by the fact 
that it wants to make the object a will-less instrument in 
the sadist's hands, while the nonsadistic joy in influencing 
others respects the integrity of the other person and is based 
on a feeling of equality. In Corer's definition sadi� loses its 
specific quality and becomes identical with any kind of 
productivity. 
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the opposite of the wish to dominate and to make 
others suffer. Psychologically, however, both tend­
encies are the outcomes of one basic need, spring­
ing from the inability to bear the isolation and 
weakness of one's own self. I suggest calling the 
aim which is at the basis of both sadism and mas­
ochism: symbiosis. Symbiosis, in this psychological 
sense, means the union of one individual self with 
another self ( or any other power outside of the own 
self ) in such a way as to make each lose the integ­
rity of its own self and to make them completely 
dependent on each other. The sadistic person needs 
his object just as much as the masochistic needs 
his. Only instead of seeking security by being 
swallowed, he gains it by swallowing somebody 
else. In both cases the integrity of the individual 
self is lost. In one case I dissolve myself in an out­
side power; I lose myself. In the other case I en­
large myself by making another being part of my­
self and thereby I gain the strength I lack as an 
independent self. It is always the inability to stand 
the aloneness of one's individual self that leads to 
the drive to enter into a symbiotic relationship with 
someone else. It is evident from this why masoch­
istic and sadistic trends are always blended with 
each other. Althougli on the surface they seem con­
tradictions, they are essentially rooted in the same 
basic need. People are not sadistic or masochistic, 
but there is a constant oscillation between the active 
and the passive side of the symbiotic complex, so 
that it is often difficult to determine which side 
of it is operating at a given moment. In both cases 
individuality and freedom are lost. 

If we think of sadism, we usually think of the 
destructiveness and hostility which is so blatantly 
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connected with it. To be sure, a greater or lesser 
amount of destructiveness is always to be found 
linked up with sadistic tendencies. But this is also 
true of masochism. Every analysis of masochistic 
traits shows this hostility. The main difference 
seems to be that in sadism the hostility is usually 
more conscious and directly expressed in action, 
while in masochism the hostility is mostly uncon­
scious and finds an indirect expression. I shall try 
to show later on that destructiveness is the result 
of the thwarting of the individual's sensuous, emo­
tional, and intellectual expansiveness; it is there­
fore to be expected as an outcome of the same con­
ditions that make for the symbiotic need. The point 
I wish to emphasize here is that., sadism is not 
identical with destructiveness, although it is to a 
great extent blended with it. The destructive per­
son wants to destroy the object, that is, to do away 
with it and to get rid of it. The sadist wants to 
dominate his object and therefore suffers a loss if 
his object disappears. 

Sadism, as we have used the word, can also be 
relatively free from destructiveness and blended 
with a friendly attitude towards its object. This 
kind of '1ovint' sadism has found classical expres­
sion in Balzac's Lost Illusions, a description wliich 
also conveys the particular quality of what we 
mean by the need for symbiosis. In this passage 
Balzac describes the relationship between young 
Lucien and the Bagno prisoner who poses as an 
Abbe. Shortly after he makes_ the acquaintance 
of the· young man who has just tried to commit 
suicide the Abbe says : " • • •  This young man has 
nothing in common with the poet who died just 
now. I have picked you up, I have given life to 
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you, and you belong to me as the creature belongs 
to the creator, as-in the Orient's fairy tales-the 
Ifrit belongs to the spirit, as the body belongs to 
the soul. With powerful hands I will keep you 
straight on the road to power; I promise you, 
nevertheless, a life of pleasures, of honors, of ever­
lasting feasts. You will never lack money, you will 
sparkle, you will be brilliant; whereas I, stooped 
down in the filth of - promoting, shall secure the 
brilliant edifice of your success. I love power for 
the sake of powerl I shall always enjoy your pleas­
ures although I shall have to renounce them. 
Shortly: I shall be one and the same person with 
you . . • . I will love my creature, I will mold him, 
will shape him to my services, in order to love 
him as a father loves his child. I shall drive at 
your side in your Tilbury, my dear boy, I shall 
delight in your successes with women. I shall say : 
I am this handsome young man. I have created this 
Marquis de Rubempre and have placed him 
among the aristocracy; his success is my product. 
He is silent and he talks with my voice, he fol­
lows my advice in everything." 

Frequently, and not only in the popular us�ge, 
sado-masochism is confounded with love. Masoch­
istic phenomena, especially, are looked upon as ' 
expressions of love. An attitude of complete self­
denial for the sake of another person and the sur­
render of one's own rights and claims to another 
person have been praised as examples of "great 
love." It seems that there is no better proof for 
"love" than sacrifice and the readiness to · give one­
self up for the sake of the beloved person. Actually, 
in these cases, "love" is essentia�ly a masochistic 
yearning and rooted in the symbiotic need of the 
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person involved. If we mean by love the passionate 
affirmation and active relatedness to the essence 
of a particular person, if we mean by it the union · 
with another person on the basis of the independ­
ence and integrity of the two persons involved, 
then masochism and love are opposites. Love is 
based on equality and freedom. If it is based on 
subordination and loss of integrity of one part­
ner, it is masochistic dependence, regardless of 
how the relationship is rationalized. Sadism also 
appears frequently under the disguise of love. To 
rule over another person, if one can claim that to 
rule him is for that person's own sake, frequently 
�ppears as an expression of love, but the essential 
factor is the enjoyment of domination. 

At this point a question will have arisen in the 
mind pf many a reader: Is not sadism, as we have 
described it here, identical with the craving for 
power? The answer to this question is that although 
the more destructive forms of sadism, in which the 
aim is to hurt and torture another person, are not 
identical with the wish for power, the latter is the 
most significant expression of sadism. The problem 
has gained added significance in the present day. 
Since Hobbes, one has seen in power the basic 
motive of human behavior; the following centuries, 
however, gave increased weight to legal and moral 
factors which tended to curb power. With the rise 
of Fascism, the lust for power . and the conviction 
of its right has reached new heights. Millions are 
impressed by the victories of power and take it 
for the sign of strength. To be sure, power over 
people is an expression of superior strength in a 
purely material sense. If I have the power over 
another person to kill him, I am "stronger" than 
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he is. But in a psychological sense, the lust for 
power is not rooted in strength but in weakness. 
It is the expression of the inability of the individ­
ual self to stand alone and live. It is the desperate 
attempt to gain secondary strengt_h where genuine 
strength is lacking. 

The word "power" has a twofold meaning. One 
is the possession of power over somebody, the 
ability to dominate him; the other meaning is the 
possession of power to do something, to be able, to 
be potent. The latter meaning has nothing to do 
with domination; it expresses mastery in the sense 
of ability. If we speak of powerlessness we have 
this meaning in mind; we do not think of a person 
who is not able to dominate others, but of a person 
who is not able to do what he wants. Thus power 
can mean one of two things, domination or po­
tency. Far from being identical, these two qualities 
are mutually exclusive. Impotence, using the term 
not only with regard to the sexual sphere but to all 
spheres of human potentialities, results in the sa­
distic striving for domination; to the extent to 
which an individual is potent, that is, able to real­
ize his potentialities on the basis of freedom and 
integrity of his self, he does not need to dominate 
and is lacking the lust for power. Power, in the 
sense of domination, is the perversion of potency, 
just as sexual sadism is the perversion of

., 
sexual 

love. 
Sadistic and masochistic traits are probably to 

be found in everybody. At one extreme there are 
individuals whose whole personality is dominated 
by these traits, and at the other there are those for 
whom these sado-masochistic traits are not char­
acteristic. Only in discussing the former can we 
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speak of a sado-masochistic character. The term 
"character" is used here in the dynamic sense in 
which Freud speaks of character. In this sense it 
refers not to the sum total of behavior patterns 
characteristic for one person, but to the dominant 
drives that motivate behavior. Since Freud as­
sumed that the basic motivating forces are sexual 
ones, he arrived at concepts like "oral," "anal," or 
"genital" characters. If one does not share this 
assumption, one is forced to devise different char­
acter types. But the dynamic concept remains the 
same. The driving forces are not necessarily con­
scious as such to a person whose character is dom­
inated by them. A person can be entirely dom­
inated by his sadistic strivings and consciously 
believe that he is motivated only by his sense of 
duty. He may not even commit any overt sadistic 
acts but suppress his sadistic drives sufficiently to 
make him appear on the surface as a person who is 
not sadistic. Nevertheless, any close analysis of his 
behavior, his phantasies, dreams, and gestures, 
would show the sadistic impulses operating in 
deeper layers of his personality. 

Although the character of persons in whom sado­
masochistic drives are dominant can be character­
ized as sado-masochistic, such persons are not 
necessarily neurotic. It depends to a large extent 
on the particular tasks people have to fulfill in their 
social situation and what patterns of feelings and 
behavior are present in their culture whether or 
not a particular kind of character structure is "neu­
rotic'' or "normal." As a matter of fact, for great 
parts of the lower middle class in Germany and 
other European countries, the sado-masochistic 
character is typical, and, as will be shown later, it 
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is this kind of character structure to which Nazi 
ideology had its strongest appeal. Since the term 
"sado-masochistic" is associated with ideas of per­
version and neurosis, I prefer to speak instead of 
the sado-masochistic character, especially when not 
the neurotic but the normal person is meant, of the 
"authoritarian character.,, This terminology is justi­
fiable because the sado-masochistic person is al­
ways characterized by his attitude toward author­
ity. He admires authority and tends to submit to 
it, but at the same time he wants to be an authority 
himself and have others submit to him. There is 
an additional reason for choosing this term. The 
Fascist systems call themselv�s- authoritarian be­
cause of the dominant role of authority in their 
social and political structure. By the term "au­
thoritarian character," we imply that it represents 
the personality structure which is the human basis 
of Fascism. 

Before going on with the discussion of the au­
thoritarian character, the term "authority" needs 
some clarification. Authority is not a quality one 
person ''has/' in the sense that he has property or 
physical qualities. Authority refers to an inter­
personal relation in which one person looks upon 
another as somebody superior to him. But there is 
a fundamental difference between a kind of su­
periority-inferiority relation which can be called 
rational authority and one which may be described 
as inhibiting authority. 

An example will show what I have in mind. The 
relationship between teacher and student and that 
between slave owner and slave are both based on 
the superiority of the one over the other. The in­
terests of teacher and pupil lie in the same direc-



MECHANISMS OF ESCAPE 187 

tion. The teacher is satisfied if he succeeds in 
furthering the pupil; if he has failed to do so, the 
failure is his and the pupil's. The slave owner, 
on the other hand, wants to exploit the slave as 
much as possible; the more he gets out of him, 
the more he is satisfied. At the same time, the 
slave seeks to defend as best he can his claims for 
a minimum of happiness. These interests are def­
initely antagonistic, as what is of advantage to the 
one is detrimental to the other. The superiority has 
a different function in both cases : in the first, it is 
the condition for the helping of the person sub­
jected to the authority; in the second, it is the 
condition for his exploitation. 

The dynamics of authority in these two types 
are different too: the more the student learns, the 
less wide is the gap between him and the teacher. 
He becomes more and more like the teacher him­
self. In other words, the authority relationship 
tends to dissolve itself. But when the superiority 
serves as a basis for exploitation, the distance be­
comes intensified through its long duration. 

The psychological situation is different in each 
of these authority situations. In the first, elements 
of love, admiration, or gratitude are prevalent. The 
authority is at the same time an example with 
which one wants to identify one's self partially or 
totally. In the second situation, resentment or hos­
tility will arise against the exploiter, subordination 
to whom is against one's own interests. But often, 
as in the case of a slave, this hatred would only 
lead to conflicts which would subject the slave to 
suffering without a chance of winning. There­
fore, the tendency will usually be to repress the 
feeling of hatred and sometimes even to replace it 
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by a feeling of blind admiration. This has two 
functions : ( l )  to remove the painful and danger­
ous feeling of hatred, and ( 2 )  to soften the feeling 
of humiliation. If the person who rules over me is 
so wonderful or perfect, · then I should not be 
ashamed of obeying him. I cannot be his equal 
because he is so much stronger, wiser, better, and 
so on, than I am. As a result, in the inhibiting kind 
of authority, the element either of hatred or of ir­
rational overestimation and admiration of the au­
thority will tend to increase. In the rational kind of 
authority, it will tend to decrease in direct pro­
portion to the degree in which the person sub­
jected to the authority becomes stronger and there­
by more similar to the authority. 

The difference between rational and inhibiting 
authority is only a relative one. Even in the rela­
tionship between slave and master there are ele­
ments of advantage for the slave. He gets a mini­
mum of food and protection which at least enables 
him to work for his master. On the other hand, it 
is only in an ideal relationship between teacher 
and student that we find a complete lack of an­
tagonism of interests. There are many gradations 
between these two extreme cases, as in the re­
la tionship of a factory worker with his boss, or a 
farmer's son with his father, or a hausfrau with 
her husband. Nevertheless, although in reality two 
types of authority are blended, they are essentially 

. different, and an analysis of a concrete author­
ity situation must always determine the specillc 
weight of each kind of authority. 

Authority does not have to be a person or in­
stitution which says : you have to do this, or you 
are not allowed to do that. While this kind of 
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authority may be called external authority, au­
thority can appear as internal authority, under the 
name of duty, conscience, or superego. As a matter 
of fact, the development of modem thinking from 
Protestantism to Kant's philosophy, can be char­
acterized as the substitution of internalized au­
thority for an external one. With the political vic­
tories of the rising middle class, external authority 
lost prestige and man's own conscience assumed 
the place which external authority once had held. 
This change appeared to many as the victory of 
freedom. To submit to orders from the outside ( at 
least in spiritual matters ) appeared to be unworthy 
of a free man; but the conquest of his natural 
inclinations, and the establishment of the domina­
tion of one part of the individual, his nature, by 
another, his reason, will or conscience, seemed to 
be the very essence of freedom. Analysis shows 
that conscience rules with a harshness as great as 
externai authorities, and furthermore that fre­
quently the contents of the orders issued by man's 
conscience are ultimately not governed by de­
mands which have assumed the dignity of ethical 
norms. The rulership of conscience can be even 
harsher than that of external authorities, since the 
individual feels its orders to be his own; how can 
he rebel against himself? 

· In recent decades "conscience" has lost much of 
its significance. It seems as though neither external 
nor internal authorities play any prominent role 
in the individual's life. Everybody is completely 
"freet if only he does not interfere with other 
people's legitimate claims. But what we find is 
rather that instead of disappearing, authority has 
made itself invisible. Instead of overt authority, 
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"anonymous" authority reigns. It is disguised as 
common sense, science, psychic health, normality, 
public opinion. It does not demand anything ex­
cept the self-evident. It seems to use no pressure 
but only mild persuasion. Whether a mother says 
to her daughter, "I know you will not like to go 
out with that boy," or an advertisement suggests, 
"Smoke this brand of ---cigarettes-you will like 
their coolness," it is the same atmosphere of subtle 
suggestion which actually pervades our whole so­
cial life. Anonymous authority is more effective 
than overt authority, since one never suspects that 
there is any order which one is expected to fol­
low. In external authority it is clear that there is 
an order and who gives it; one can fight against 
the authority, and in this fight personal independ­
ence and moral courage can develop. But whereas 
in internalized authority the command, though an 
internal one, remains visible, in anonymous au­
thority both command and commander have be­
come invisible. It is like being fired at by an 
invisible enemy. There is nobody and nothing to 
fight back against. 

Returning now to the discussion of the author­
itarian character, the most important feature to be 
mentioned is its attitude towards power. For the 
authoritarian character there exist, so to speak, 
two sexes : the powerful ones and the powerless 
ones. His love, admiration and readiness for sub­
mission are automatically aroused by power, 
whether of a person or of an institution. Power 
fascinates him not for any values for which a 
specific power may stand, but just because it is 
power. Just as his '1ove" is automatically aroused 
by power, so powerless people or institutions auto-
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matically arouse his contempt. The very sight of a 
powerless person makes him want to attack, dom­
inate, humiliate him. Whereas a different kind of 
character is appalled by the idea of attacking one 
who is helpless, the authoritarian character feels 
the more aroused the more helpless his object has 
become. 

There is one feature of the authoritarian char­
acter which has misled many observers : a tend­
ency to defy authority and to resent any kind of 
influence from ''above." Sometimes this defiance 
overshadows the whole picture and the submissive 
tendencies are in the background. This type of 
person will constantly rebel against any kind of 
authority, even one that actually furthers his in­
terests and has no elements of suppression. Some­
times the attitude toward authority is divided. 
Such persons might fight against one set -of au­
thorities, especially if they are disappointed by its 
lack of power, and at the same time or later on 
submit to another set of authorities which through 
greater power or greater promises seems to fulfill 
their masochistic longings. Finally, there is a type 
in which the rebellious tendencies are completely 
repressed and come to the surface only when con­
scious control is weakened; or they can be recog­
nized ex posteriori, in the hatred that arises against 
an authority when its power is weakened and when 
it begins to totter. In persons of the first type in 
whom the rebellious attitude is in the center of 
the picture, one is easily led to believe that their 
character structure is just the opposite to that of 
the submissive masochistic type. It appears as if 
they are persons who oppose every authority on 
the basis of an extreme degree of independence. 
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They look like persons who, on the basis of their 
inner strength and integrity, fight those forces that 
block their freedom and independence. However, 
the authoritarian character's fight against author­
ity is essentially defiance. It is an attempt to assert 
himself and to overcome his own feeling of power­
lessness by fighting authority, although the long­
ing for submission remains present, whether con­
sciously or unconsciously. The authoritarian char­
acter is never a ''revolutionary"; I should like to call 
him a "rebel." There are many individuals and 
political movements that are puzzling to the super­
ficial observer because of what seems to be an 
inexplicable change from "radicalism" to extreme 
authoritarianism. Psychologically, these people are 
the typical "rebels." 

The attitude of the authoritarian character to­
ward life, his whole philosophy, is determined by 
his emotional strivings. The authoritarian character 
loves those conditions that limit human freedom, 
he loves being submitted to fate. It depends on his 
social position what "fate" means to him. For a 
soldier it may mean the will or whim of his su­
perior, to which he gladly submits. For the small 
businessman the economic laws are his fate. Crisis 
and prosperity to him are not social phenomena 
which might be changed by human activity, but 
the expression of a higher power to which one has 
to submit. For those on the top of the pyramid it 
is basically not different. The difference lies only 
in the size and generality of the power to which 
one submits, not in the feeling of dependence 
as such. 

Not only the forces that determine one's own 
1i£e directly but also those that seem to determine 
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life in general are felt as unchangeable fate. It is 
fate that there are wars and that one part of man­
kind has to be ruled by another. It is fate that 
the amount of suffering can never be less than it 
always has been. Fate may be rationalized philo­
sophically as "natural law" or as "destiny of man," 
religiously as the "will of the Lord," ethically as 
"duty"-for the authoritarian character it is always 
a higher power outside of the individual, toward 
which the individual can do nothing but submit. 
The authoritarian character worships the past. 
\tVha t has been, will eternally be. To wish or to 
work for something that has not yet been before is 
crime or madness. The miracle of creation-and 
creation is always a miracle-is outside of his range 
of emotional experience. 

Schleiermacher's definition of religious expe­
rience as experience of absolute dependence is the 
definition of the masochistic experience in general; 
a special role in this feeling of dependence is 
played by sin. The concept of original sin, which 
weighs upon all future generations, is character­
istic of the authoritarian experience. Moral like any 
other kind of human failure becomes a fate which 
man can never escape. Whoever has once sinned is 
chained eternally to his sin with iron shackles. 
Man's own doing becomes the power that rules 
over him and never lets him free. The conse­
quences of guilt can be softened by atonement, 
but atonement can never do away with the guilt.1 

Isaiah's words, "Though your sins be as scarlet, 
1 Victor Hugo gave a most telling expression to the idea 

of the inescapability of guilt in the character of Javert in Les 
Miserables. 
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they shall be as white as snow," express the very 
opposite of authoritarian philosophy. 

The feature common to all authoritarian thinking 
is the conviction that life is determined by forces 
outside of man's own self, his interest, his wishes. 
The only possible happiness lies in the submission 
to these forces. The powerlessness of man is the 
leitmotif of masochistic philosophy. One of the 
ideological fathers of Nazism, Moeller van der 
Bruck, expressed this feeling very clearly. He 
writes : "The conservative believes rather in catas­
trophe, in the powerlessness of man to avoid it, 
in its necessity, and in the terrible disappointment 
of the seduced optimist." 8 In Hitler's writing 
we shall see more illustrations of the same spirit. 

The authoritarian character does not lack activ­
ity, courage, or belief. But these qualities for him 
mean something entirely cliff erent from what they 
mean for the person who does not long for sub­
mission. For the authoritarian character activity 
is rooted in a basic feeling of powerlessness which 
it tends to overcome. Activity in this sense means 
to act in the name of something higher than one's 
own self. It is possible in the name of God, the 
past, nature, or duty, but never in the name of 
the future, of the unborn, of what has no power, or 
of life as such. The authoritarian character wins 
his strength to act through his leaning on superior 
power. This power is ·never assailable or change­
able. For him lack of power is always an unmis­
takable sign of guilt and inferiority, and if the 
authority in which he believes shows signs of 

8 Moeller van der Bruck, Das Dritte Reich, Hanseatische 
Verlag-anstralt, Hamburg, 1931, pp. 223, 224. 
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weakness, his love and respect change into con­
tempt and hatred. He lacks an "offensive potency" 
which can attack established power without first 
feeling subservient to another and stronger power. 

The courage of the authoritarian character is 
essentially a courage to suffer what fate or its 
personal representative or c,leader" may have des­
tined him for. To suffer without complaining is 
his highest virtue-not the courage of trying to end 
suffering or at least to diminish it. Not to change 
fate, but to submit to it, is the heroism of the 
authoritarian character. 

He has belief in authority as long as it is strong 
and commanding. His belief is rooted ultimately 
in his doubts and constitutes an attempt to com­
pensate them. But he has no faith, if we mean by 
faith the secure confidence in the realizafion of 
what now exists only as a potentiality. Authoritar­
ian philosophy is essentially relativistic and nihil­
istic, in spite of the fact that it often claims so 
violently to have conquered relativism and in spite 
of its show of activity. It is rooted in extreme 
desperation, in the complete lack of faith, and it 
leads to nihilism, to the denial of life. 9 

In authorit�rian philosophy the concept of 
equality does not exist. The authoritarian character 
may sometimes use the word equality either con­
ventionally or because it suits his purposes. But it 
has no real meaning or weight for him, since it 
concerns something outside the reach of his emo-

9 Rauschning has given a good description of the ni­
hilistic ch2racter of Fascism in The Revolution of Nihilism, 
Alliance Book Corporation, Longmans, Green & Co., New 
York, 1939. 
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tional experience. For him the world is composed 
of people with power and those without it, of su­
perior ones and inferior ones. On the basis of his 
sado-masochistic strivings, he experiences only 
domination or submission, but never solidarity. 
Differences, whether of sex or race, to him are 
necessarily signs of superiority or inferiority. A 
difference which does not have this connotation is 
unthinkable to him. 

The description of the sado-masochistic striv­
ings and the authoritarian character refers to the 
more extreme forms of helplessness and the corre­
spondingly more extreme forms of escaping it by 
the symbiotic relationship to the object of worship 
or domination. 

Although these sado-masochistic strivings are 
common, we can consider only certain individuals 
and social groups as typically sado-masochistic. 
There is, however, a milder form of dependency 
which is so general in our culture that only in 
exceptional cases does it seem to be lacking. This 
dependency does not have the dangerous and pas­
sionate qualities of sado-masochism, but it is im­
portant enough not to be omitted from our dis­
cussion here. 

I am referring to the kind of persons whose 
whole life is in a subtle way related to some 
power outside themselves.10 There is nothing they 
do, feel, or think which is not somehow related 
to this power. They expect protection from ''him," 
wish to be taken care of by "him," make "him" 
also responsible for whatever may be the outcome 

10 In this connection, cf. Karen Horney, New ,vays in 
Psychoanalysis, W. W. Norton & Company, New York, 1939. 



MECHANISMS OF ESCAPE 197 

of their own actions. Often the fact of his depend­
ence is something the person is not aware of at all. 
Even if there is a dim awareness of some depend­
ency, the person or power on whom he is depend­
ent often remains nebulous. There is no definite 
image linked up with that power. Its essential 
quality is to represent a certain function, namely 
to protect, help, and develop the individual, to be 
with him and never leave him alone. The "X" 
which has these qualities may be called the magic 
helper. Frequently, of course, the "magic helper" 
is personified : he is conceived of as God, as a 
principle, or as real persons such as one's parent, 
husband, wife, or superior. It is important to recog­
nize that when real persons assume the role of the 
magic helper they are endowed with magic quali­
ties, and the significance they have results from 
their being the personification of the magic helper. 
This process of personification of the magic helper 
is to be observed frequently in what is called 
"falling iB love." A person with that kind of re­
latedness to the magic helper seeks to find him in 
flesh and blood. For some reason or other-often 
supported by sexual desires-a certain other per­
son assumes for him those magic qualities, and he 
makes that person into the being to whom and on 
whom his whole life becomes related and depend­
ent. The fact that the other person frequently does 
the same with the first one does not alter the pic­
ture. It only helps to strengthen the impression 
that this relationship is one of "real love." 

This need for the magic helper can be studied 
under experiment-like conditions in the psycho­
analytic procedure. Often the person who is ana­
lyzed forms a deep attachment to the psychoanalyst 
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and his or her whole life, all actions, thoughts, and 
feeling are related to the analyst. Consciously or 
unconsciously the analysand asks himself : would 
he ( the analyst ) be pleased with this, displeased 
with that, agree to this, scold me for that? In love 

, relationships the fact that one chooses this or that 
person as a partner serves as a proof that this par­
ticular person is loved just because he is ''he"; but 
in the psychoanalytic situation this illusion cannot 
be upheld. The most dillerent kinds of persons de­
velop the same feelings toward the most different 
kinds of psychoanalysts. The relationship looks like 
love; it is often accompanied by sexual desires; yet 
it is essentially a relationship to the personified 
magic helper, a role which obviously a psychoana­
lyst, like certain other persons who have some 
authority ( physicians, ministers, teachers ) ,  is able 
to play satisfactorily for the person who is seeking 
the personified magic helper. 

The reasons why a person is bound to a magic 
helper are, in principle, the same that we have 
found at the root of the symbiotic drives : an in­
ability to stand alone and to fully express his own 
individual potentialities. In the sado-masochistic 
strivings this inability leads to a tendency to get 
rid of one's individual self through dependency on 
the magic helper�in the milder form of dependency 
I am discussing now it only leads to a wish for 
guidance and protection. The intensity of the relat­
edness to the magic helper is in reverse proportion 
to the ability to express spontaneously one's own 
intellectual, emotional, and sensuous potentialities. 
In other words, one hopes to get everything one 
expects from life, from the magic helper, instead of 
by one's own actions. The more this is the case, the 
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more is the center of life shifted from one's own 
person to the magic helper and his personifications. 
The question is then no longer how to live oneself, 
but how to manipulate "him" in order not to lose 
him and how to make him do what one wants, even 
to make him responsible for what one is responsible 
oneself. 

In the more extreme cases, a person's whole _life 
consists almost entirely in the attempt to manipu­
late ''him"; people differ in the means which they 
use; for some obedience, for some "goodness," for 
others suffering is the main means of manipulation. 
We see, then, that there is no feeling, thought, or 
emotion that is not at least colored by the need to 
manipulate ''him"; in other words, that no psychic 
act is really spontaneous or free. This dependency, 
springing from and at the same time leading to a 
blockage of spontaneity, not only gives a certain 
amount of security but also results in a feeling of 
weakness and bondage. As far as this is the case, 
the very person who is dependent on the magic 
helper also feels, although often unconsciously, 
enslaved by ''him" and, to a greater or lesser degree, 
rebels against "him." This rebelliousness against 
the very person on whom one has put one's hopes 
for security and happiness, creates new conflicts. It 
has to be suppressed if one is not to lose "him," but 
the underlying antagonism constantly threatens the 
security sought for in the relationship. 

If the magic helper is personified in an actual 
person, the aisappointment that follows when he 
falls short of what one is expecting from this per­
son-and since the expectation is an illusory one, 
any actual person is inevitably disappointing-in 
addition to the resentment resulting from one's own 
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enslavement to that person, leads to continuous con­
flicts. These sometimes end only with separation, 
which is usually followed by the choice of another 
object who is expected to fulfill all hopes connected 
with the magic helper. If this relationship proves to 
be a failure too, it may be broken up again or the 
person involved may decide that this is just '1ife," 
and resign. What he does not recognize is the fact 
that his failure is not essentially the result of his 
not having chosen the right magic person; it is the 
direct result of having tried to obtain by the manip­
ulation of a magic force that which only the in­
dividual can achieve himself by his own sponta­
neous activity. 

The phenomenon of life-long dependency on an 
object outside of oneself has been seen by Freud. 
He has interpreted it as the continuation of the 
early, essentially sexual, bonds with the parents 
throughout life. As a matter of fact, the phenom­
enon has impressed him so much that he has 
asserted that the Oedipus complex is the nucleus of 
all neuroses, and in the successful overcoming of 
the Oedipus complex he has seen the main problem 
of normal development. 

In seeing the Oedipus complex as the central 
phenomenon of psychology Freud has made one 
of the most important discoveries in psychology. 
But he has failed in its adequate interpretation; 
for although the phenomenon of sexual attraction 
between parents and children does exist and al­
though conflicts arising from it sometimes consti­
tute part of the neurotic development, neither the 
sexual attraction nor the resulting conflicts are the 
essential in the fixation of children on their parents. 
As long as the infant is small it is quite naturally 
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dependent on the parents, but this dependence 
does not necessarily imply a restriction of the 
child's own spontaneity. However, when the parents, 
acting as the agents of society, start to suppress the 
child's spontaneity and independence, the growing 
child feels more and more unable to stand on its 
own feet; it therefore seeks for the magic helper 
and often makes the parents the personification of 
"him." Later on, the individual transfers these feel­
ings to somebody else, for instance, to a teacher, 
a husband, or a psychoanalyst. Again, the need for 
being related to such a symbol_ of authority is not 
caused by the continuation of the original sexual 
attraction to one of the parents but by the thwarting 
of the child's expansiveness and spontaneity and by 
the consequent anxiety. 

What we can observe at the kernel of every 
neurosis, as well as of normal development, is the 
struggle for freedom and independence. For many 
normal persons this struggle has ended in a com­
plete giving up of their individual selves, so that 
they are thus well adapted and considered to be 
normal. The neurotic person is the one who has 
not given up fighting against complete submission, 
but who, at the same time, has remained bound to 
the figure of the magic helper, whatever form or 
shape "he" may have assumed. His neurosis is al­
ways to be understood as an attempt, and essentially 
an unsuccessful one, to solve the conflict between 
that basic dependency and the quest for freedom. 
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2. DESTRUCTIVENESS 

We have already mentioned that the sado-mas­
ochistic strivings have to be ! differentiated from 
destructiveness, although they are mostly blended 
with each other. Destructiveness is different since 
it aims not at active or passive symbiosis but at 
elimination of its object. But it, too, is rooted in the 
unbearableness of individual powerlessness and 
isolation. I can escape the feeling of my own 
powerlessness in comparison with the world out­
side of myself by destroying it. To be sure, if I 
succeed in removing it, I remain alone and isolated, 
but mine is a splendid isolation in which I cannot 
be crushed by the overwhelming power of the ob­
jects outside of myself. The destruction of the 
world is the last, almost desperate attempt to save 
myself from being crushed by it. Sadism aims at 
incorporation of the object; destructiveness at its 
removal. Sadism tends to strengthen the atomized 
individual by the domination over others; destruc­
tiveness by the absence of any threat from the 
outside. 

Any observer of personal relations in our social 
scene cannot fail to be impressed with the amount 
of destructiveness to be found everywhere. For the 
most part it is not conscious as such but is 
rationalized in various ways. As a matter of fact, 
there is virtually nothing that is not used as a ration­
alization for destructiveness. Love, duty, conscience, 
patriotism have been and are being used as dis­
guises to destroy others or oneself. However, we 
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must differentiate between two different kinds of 
destructive tendencies. There are destructive tend­
encies - which result from a specific situation; as 
reaction to attacks on one's own or others' life and 
integrity, or on ideas which one is identified with. 
This kind of destructiveness is the natural and 
necessary concomitant of one's affirmation of life. 

The destructiveness here under discussion, how­
ever, is not this rational-or as one might call it 
"reactive"-hostility, but a constantly lingering 
tendency within a person which so to speak waits 
only for an opportunity to be expressed. If there 
is no objective "reason'' for the expression of de­
structiveness, we call the person mentally or emo­
tionally sick ( although the person himself will 
usually build up some sort of a rationalization ) .  In 
most cases the destructive impulses, however, are 
rationalized in such a way that at least a few other 
people or a whole social group share in the rational­
ization and thus make it appear to be "realistic" to 
the member of such a group. But the objects of 
irrational destructiveness and the particular reasons 
for their being chosen are only of secondary im­
portance; the destructive impulses are a passion 
within a person, and they always succeed in finding 
some object. If for any reason other persons cannot 
become the object of an individual's destructive­
ness, his own self easily becomes the object. vVhen 
this happens in a marked degree, physical illness is 
often the result and even suicide may be attempted. 

We have assumed that destructiveness is an es­
cape from the unbearabl� feeling of powerlessness, 
since it aims at the removal of all objects with 
which the individual has to compare himself. But 
in view of the tremendous role that destructive 



204 ESCAPE FROM FREEDOM 

tendencies play in human behavior, this interpreta­
tion does not seem to be a sufficient explanation; the 
very conditions of isolation and powerlessness are 
responsible for two other sources of destructive­
ness: anxiety and the thwarting of life. Concerning 
the role of anxiety not much needs to be said. Any 
threat against vital ( material and emotional ) in­
terests creates anxiety, 11 and destructive tend­
encies are the most common reaction to such anxi­
ety. The threat can be circumscribed in a particular 
situation by particular persons. In such a case, the 
destructiveness is aroused towards these persons. 
It can also be a constant-though not necessarily 
conscious-anxiety springing from an equally con­
stant feeling of being threatened by the world 
outside. This kind of constant anxiety results from 
the position of the isolated and powerless individ­
ual and is one other source of the reservoir of 
destructiveness that develops in him. 

Another important outcome of the same basic 
situation is what I have just called the thwartigg of 
life. The isolated and powerless individual is 
blocked in realizing his sensuous, emotional, and 
intellectual potentialities. He is lacking the inner 
security and spontaneity that are the conditions of 
such realization. This inner blockage is increased 
by cultural taboos on pleasure and happiness, like 
those that have run through the religion and mores 
of the middle class since the period of the Refor­
mation. Nowadays, the external taboo has virtu­
ally vanished, but the inner blockage has remained 

11 Cf . the discussion of this point in Karen Homey·s New 
Ways in Psychoanalysis, W. W. Norton & Company, New 
York, lg39. 
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strong in spite of the conscious approval of sensuous 
pleasure. 

This problem of the relation between the thwart­
ing of life and destructiveness has been touched 
upon by Freud, and in discussing his theory we 
shall be able to express some suggestions of our own. 

Freud realized that he had neglected the weight 
and importance of destructive impulses in his orig­
inal assumption that the sexual drive and the drive 
for self-preservation were the two basic motivations 
of human behavior. Believing, later, that destruc­
tive tendencies are as important as the sexual ones, 
he proceeded to the assumption that there are two 
basic strivings to be found in man: a drive that is 
directed toward life and is more or less identical 
with sexual libido, and a death-instinct whose aim 
is the very destruction of life. He assumed that the 
latter can be blended with the sexual energy and 
then be directed either against one's own self or 
against objects outside of oneself. He furthermore 
assumed that the death-instinct is rooted in a biolog­
ical quality inherent in all living organisms and 
therefore a necessary and unalterable part of life. 

The assumption of the death-instinct is satisfac­
tory inasmuch as it takes into consideration the full 
weight of destructive tendencies, which had been 
neglected in Freud's earlier theories. But it is not 
satisfactory inasmuch as it resorts to a biological 
explanation that fails to take account sufficiently 
of the fact that the amount of destructiveness varies 
enormously among individuals and social groups. 
If Freud's assumptions were correct, we would have 
to assume that the amount of destructiveness either 
against others or oneself is more or less constant. 
But what we do observe is to the contrary. Not 
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only does the weight of destructiveness among in­
dividuals in our culture vary a great deal, but also 
destructiveness is of unequal weight among dif­
ferent social groups. Thus, for instance, the weight 
of destructiveness in the character of the members 
of the lower middle class in Europe is definitely 
much greater than among the working class and the 
upper classes. Anthropological studies have ac­
quainted us with peoples in whom a particularly 
great amount of destructiveness is characteristic, 
whereas others show an equally marked lack of 
destructiveness, whether in the form of hostility 
against others or against oneself. 

It seems that any attempt to understand the roots 
of destructiveness must start with the observation 
of these very differences and proceed to the ques­
tion of what other differentiating factors can be 
observed and whether these factors may not account 
for the differences in the amount of destructiveness. 

This problem offers such difficulties that it re­
quires a detailed treatment of its own which we 
cannot attempt here. However, I should like to 
suggest in what direction the answer seems to lie. 
It would seem that the amount of destructiveness 
to be found in individuals is proportionate to the 
amount to which expansiveness of life is curtailed. 
By this we do not refer to individual frustrations 
of this or that instinctive desire but to the thwarting 
of the whole of life, the blockage of spontaneity of 
the growth and expression of man's sensuous, 
emotional, and intellectual capacities. Life has an 
inner dynamism of its own; it tends to grow, to be 
expressed, to be lived. It seems that if this tendency 
is thwarted the energy directed toward life under­
goes a process of decomposition and changes into 
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energies directed toward destruction. In other 
words : the drive for life and the drive for destruc­
tion are not mutually independent factors but are in 
a reversed interdependence. The more the drive 
toward life is thwarted, the stronger is the drive 
toward destruction; the more life is realized, the 
less is the strength of destructiveness. Destructive­
ness is the outcome of unlived life. Those individual 
and social conditions that make for suppression of 
life produce the passion for destruction that forms, 
so to speak, the reservoir from which the particular 
hostile tendencies-either against others or against 
oneself-are nourished. 

It goes without saying how important it is not 
only to realize the dynamic role of destructiveness 
in the social process but also to understand what 
the specific conditions for its intensity are. We have 
already noted the hostility which pervaded the 
middle class in the age of the Reformation and 
which found its expression in certain religious con­
cepts of Protestantism, especially in its ascetic 
spirit, and in Calvin's picture of a merciless God to 
whom it had been pleasing to sentence part of 
mankind to eternal damnation fo� no fault of their 
own. Then, as later, the middle class expressed its 
hostility mainly disguised as moral indignation, 
which rationalized an intense envy against those 
who had the means to enjoy life. In our contem-
porary scene the destructiveness of the lower mid­
dle class has been an important factor in the rise 
of Nazism which appealed to these destructive 
strivings and used them in the battle against its 
enemies. The root of destructiveness in the lowel" 
middle class is easily recognizable as the one which 
has been assumed in this discussion: the isolation 
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of the individual and the suppression of individual 
expansiveness, both of which were true to a higher _ 
degree for the lower middle class than for the 
classes above and below. 

3. AUTOMATON CONFORMITY 

In the mechanisms we have been discussing, the 
individual overcomes the feeling of insignificance 
in comparison with the overwhelming power of the 
world outside of himself either by renouncing his 
individual integrity, or by destroying others so that 
the world ceases to be threatening. 

Other mechanisms of escape are the withdrawal 
from the world so completely that it loses its threat 
( the picture we find in certain psychotic states 12 ) ,  

and the inflation of oneself psychologically to such 
an extent that the world outside becomes small in 
comparison. Although these mechanisms of escape 
are important for individual psychology, they are 
only of minor relevance culturally. I shall not, 
therefore, discuss them further here, but instead 
will tum to another mechanism of escape which 
is of the greatest social significance. 

This particular mechanism is the solution that 
the majority of normal individuals find in modern 
society. To put it briefly, the individual ceases to 
be himself; he adopts entirely the kind of per-

12 Cf. H. S. Sullivan, op. cit., p. 68 ff., and his Research 
ln Schizophrenia, American Journal of Psychiatry, Vol: IX, 
No. 3; also Frieda Fromm Reichmann, Transference Problems 
ln Schizophrenia, The Psychoanalytic Quarterly, Vol VIII. 
No. 4. 
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sonality offered to him by cultural patterns; and he 
therefore becomes exactly as all othe�s are and as 
they expect him to be. The discrepancy between 
"r' and the world disappears and with it the con­
scious fear of aloneness and powerlessness. This 
mechanism can be compared with the protective 
coloring some animals assume. They look so similar 
to their surroundings that they are hardly distin­
guishable from them. The person who gives up his 
individual seH and becomes an automaton, identical .. 
with millions of other automatons around him, 
need not feel alone and anxious any more. But the 
price he pays, however, is high; it is the loss of his 
seH. 

The assumption that the "normal" way of over­
coming aloneness is to become an automaton con­
tradicts one of the most widespread ideas concern­
ing man in our culture. The majority of us are 
supposed to be individuals who are free to think, 
feel, act as they please. To be sure this is not only 
the general opinion on the subject of modern in­
dividualism, but also each individual sincerely be­
lieves that he is "he" and that his thoughts, feelings, 
wishes are "his." Yet, although there are true in­
dividuals among us, this belief · is an illusion in 
most cases and a dangerous one for that matter, as 
it blocks the removal of those conditions that are 
responsible for this state of affairs. 

We are dealing here with one of the most fun­
damental problems of psychology which can most 
quickly be opened up by a series of questions. What 
is the seH? What is the nature of those acts that 
give only the illusion of being the person's own 
acts? What is spontaneity? What is an original men­
tal act? Finally, what has all this to do with free-
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dom? In this chapter we shall try to show how 
feelings and thoughts can be induced from the 
outside and yet be subjectively experienced as one's 
own, and how one's .own feelings and thoughts can 
be repressed and thus cease to be part of one's self. 
We shall continue the discussion of the questions 
raised here in the chapter on "Freedom and De-
mocracy. ,, 

Let us start the discussion by analyzing the mean­
ing of the experience which if put into words is, 
"I f 1 " "I thi k " "I ·n " Wh "I think," ee , n , wi • en we say 
this seems to be a clear and unambiguous statement. 
The only question seems to be whether what I think 
is right or wrong, not whether or not I think it. Yet, 
one concrete experimental situation shows at 
once that the answer to this question is not neces­
sarily what we suppose it to be. Let us attend an 
hypnotic experiment.18 Here is the subject A whom 
the hypnotist B puts into hypnotic sleep a�d sug­
gests to him that after awaking from the hypnotic 
sleep he will want to read a manuscript which he 
will believe he has brought with him, that he will 
seek it and not find it, that he will then believe that 
another person, C, has stolen it, that he will get 
very angry at C. He is also told that he will forget 
that all this was a suggestion given him during the 
hypnotic sleep. It must be added that C is a person 
toward whom the subject has never felt any anger 
and according to the circumstances has no reason 
to feel angry; furthermore, that he actually has not 
brought any manuscript with him. 

1a Regarding the problems of hypnosis cf. list of publica­
tions by M. H. Erickson, Psychiatry, 1939, Vol 2, No. 3, p. 

-- 472. 
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·what happens? A awakes and, after a short con­
versation about some topic, says, "Incidentally, this 
reminds me of something I have written in my 
manuscript. I shall read it to you." He looks around, 
does not find it, and then turns to C, suggesting that 
he may have taken it; getting more and more 
excited when C repudiates the suggestion, he' even­
tually bursts into open anger and directly accuses 
C of having stolen the manuscript. He goes even 
further. He puts forward reasons which should 
make it plausible that C is the thief. He has heard 
from others, he says, that C needs the manuscript 
very badly, that he had a good opportunity to take 
it, and so on. We hear him not only accusing C, but 
making up numerous "rationalizations" which 
should make his accusation appear plausible. ( None 
of these, of course, are true and A would never 
have thought of them before. )  

Let us assume that another person enters the 
room at this point. He would not have any doubt 
that A says what he thinks and feels; the only 
question in his mind would be whether or not his 
accusation is right, that is, whether or not the con­
tents of A's thoughts conform to the real facts. We, 
however, who have witnessed the whole procedure 
from the start, do not care to ask whether the ac­
cusation is true. We know that this is not the prob­
lem, since we are certain that what A feels and 
thinks now are not his thoughts and feelings but 
are alien elements put into his head by another 
person. 

The conclusion to which the person entering in 
the middle of the experiment comes might be some­
thing like this. "Here is A, who clearly indicates that 
he has all these thoughts. He is the one to know 
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best what he thinks and there is no better proof 
than his own statement about what he feels. There 
are those other persons who say that his thoughts 
are superimposed upon him and are alien elements 
which come from without. In all fairness, I cannot 
decide who is right; any one of them may be mis­
taken. Perhaps, since there are two against one, the 
greater chance is that the majority is right." We, 
however, who have witnessed the whole experiment 
would not be doubtful, nor would the -newcomer be 
if he attended other hypnotic experiments. He 
would then see that this type of experiment can be 
repeated innumerable times with different persons 
and different contents. The hypnotist can suggest 
that a raw potato is a delicious pineapple, and the 
subject will eat the potato with all the gusto asso­
ciated with eating a pineapple. Or that the subject 
cannot see anything, and the subject will be blind. 
Or again, that he thinks that the world is flat and 
not round, and the subject will argue heatedly that 
the world is flat. 

What does the hypnotic-and especially the post­
hypnotic-experiment prove? It proves that we can 
have thoughts, feelings, wishes, and even sensual 
sensations which we subjectively feel to be ours, 
and yet that, although we experience these thoughts 
and feelings, they have been put into us from the 
outside, are basically alien, and are not what we 
think, feel, and so on. 

What does the specific hypnotic experiment with 
'Yhich we started show? ( 1 )  The subject wills 
something, namely, to read his manuscript, ( 2)  he 
thinks something, namely, that C has taken it, and 
( 3 )  he feels something, namely, anger against C. 
We have seen that all three mental acts-his will 
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impulse, his thought, his feeling-are not his own in 
the sense of being the result of his own mental 
activity; that they have not originated in him, but 
are put into him from the outside and are subjec­
tively felt as if they were his own. He gives ex­
pression to a number of thoughts which have not 
been put into him during the hypnosis, namely, 
those ''rationalizations" ·by which he "explains" his 
assumption that C has stolen the manuscript. But 
nevertheless these thoughts are his own only in a 
formal sense. Although they appear to explain the 
suspicion, we know that the suspicion is there first 
and that the rationalizing thoughts are only invented 
to make the feeling plausible; they are not really 
explanatory but co�e post f actum. 

We started with the hypnotic experiment because 
it shows in the most unmistakable manner that, 
although one may be convinced of the spontaneity 
of one> s mental acts, they actually result from the 
influence of a person other than oneself under the 
conditions of a particular situation. The phenom­
enon, however, is by no means to be found only 
in the hypnotic situation. The fact that the contents 
of our thinking, feeling, willing, are induced from 
the outside and �e not genuine, exists to an extent 
that gives the impression that these pseudo acts 
are the rule, while the genuine or indigenous men­
tal acts are the exceptions. 

The pseudo character which thinking can assume 
is better known than the same phenomenon in the 
sphere of willing and feeling. It is best, therefore, 
to start with the discussion of the difference between 
genuine thinking and pseudo thinking. Let us sup­
pose we are on an island where there are fishermen 

_ w;id summer guests from the city. We want to know 
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what kind of weather we are to expect and ask a 
fisherman and two of the city people, who we 
know have all listened to the weather forecast on 
the radio. The fisherman, with his long experience 
and concern with this problem of weather, will 
start thinking, assuming that pe had not as yet 
made up his mind before we asked him. Knowing 
what the direction of the wind, temperature, humid-

. ity, and so on mean as a basis for weather forecast, 
he will weigh the different factors according to 
their respective significance and come to a more or 
less definite judgment. He will probably remember 
the radio forecast and quote it as supporting or 
contradicting his own opinion; if it is contradictory, 
he may be particularly careful in weighing the 
reasons for his opinion; but, and this is the essential 
point, it is his opinion, the result of his thinking, 
which he tells us. 

The first of the two city summer guests is a man 
who, when we ask him his opinion, lmows that he 
does not understand much about the weather nor 
does he feel any compulsion to understand any­
thing about it. He merely replies, "I cannot judge. 
All I lmow is that the radio forecast is thus and 
thus." The other man whom we ask is of a dif­
ferent type. He believes that he knows a great 
deal about the weather, although actually he 
knows little about it. He is the kind of person who 
feels that he must be able to answer every ques­
tion. He thinks for a minute and then tells us "his" 
opinion, which in fact is identical with the radio 
forecast. We ask him for his reasons and he tells 
us that on account of wind direction, temperature, 
and so on, he has come to his conclusion. 

This man's behavior as seen from the outside is 
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the same as the fisherman's. Yet, if we analyze it 
more closely, it becomes evident that he has heard 
the radio forecast and has accepted it. Feeling 
compelled, however, to have his own opinion 
about it, he forgets that he is simply repeating 
somebody else's authoritative opinion, and believes 
that this opinion is one that he arrived at through 
his own thinking. He imagines that the reasons he 
gives us preceded his opinion, but if we examine 
these reasons we see that they could not possibly 
have led him to any conclusion about the weather 
if he had not formed an opinion beforehand. They 
are actually only pseudo reasons which have the 
function of making his opinion appear to be the 
result of his own thi�king. He has the illusion of 

/ having arrived at an opinion of his own, but in 
reality he has merely adopted an authority's opin­
ion without being aware of this process. It could 
very well be that he is right about the weather and 
the fisherman wrong, but in that event it would 
not be ''his" opinion which would be right, al­
though the fisherman would be really mistaken in 
"his own" opinion. 

The same phenomenon can be observed if we 
study people's opinions about certain subjects, 
for instance, politics. Ask an average newspaper 
reader what he thinks about a certain political 
question. He will give you as "his" opinion a more 
or less exact account of what he has read, and yet 
-and this is the essential point-he believes that 
what he is saying is the result of his own thinking. 
li he lives in a small community where political 
opinions are handed down from father to son, "his 
own" opinion may be governed far more than he 
would for a moment believe by the lingering au-
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thority of a strict parent. Another reader's opinion 
may be the outcome of a moment's embarrassment, 
the fear of being thought uninformed, -and hence 
the "thought" is essentially a front and not the 
result of a natural combination of experience, de­
sire, and knowledge. The same phenomenon is to 
be found in aesthetic judgments. The average per­
son who goes to a museum and looks at a picture 
by a famous painter, say Rembrandt, judges it to 
be a beautiful and impressive picture. If we ana­
lyze his judgment, we find that he does not have 
any particular inner response to the picture but 
thinks it is beautiful because he knows that he is 
supposed to think it is beautiful. The same phe­
nomenon is evident' with regard to people's judg­
ment of music aird also with regard to the act of 
perception itself. Many persons looking at a fa­
mous bit of scenery actually reproduce the pic­
tures they have seen of it numerous times, say on 
postal cards, and while believing "they" see the 
scenery, they have these pictures before their eyes. 
Or, in experiencing an accident which occurs in 
their presence, they see or hear the situation in 
terms of the newspaper report they anticipate. As 
a .matter of fact, for many people an experience 
which they have had, an artistic performance or 
a political meeting they have ' attended, becomes 
real to them only after they have read about it in 
the newspaper. 

The suppression of critical thinking usually 
starts early. A five-year-old girl, for instance, may 
recognize the ihsincerity of her mother, either by 
subtly realizing that, while the mother is always 
talking of love and friendliness, she is actually cold 
and egotistical, or in a cruder way by noticing that 
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her mother is having an affair with another man 
while constantly emphasizing her high moral 
standards. The child feels the discrepancy. Her 
sense of justice and truth is hurt, and yet, being 
dependent o� the mother who would not allow 
any kind of criticism and, let us say, having a 
weak father on whom she cannot rely, the child is 
forced to suppress her critical insight. Very soon 
she will no longer notice the mother's insincerity 
or unfaithfulness. She will lose the ability to think 
critically since it seems to be both hopeless and 
dangerous to keep it alive. On the other hand, the 
child is impressed by the pattern of having to be­
lieve that her mother is sincere and decent and 
that the marriage of the parents is a happy one, 
and she will be ready to accept this idea as if it 
were her own. 

In all these illustrations of pseudo thinking, the 
problem is whether the thought is the result of 
one's own thinking, that is, of one's own activity; 
the problem is not whethe; or not the contents of 
the thought are right. As has been already sug­
gested in the case of the fisherman making a 
weather forecast, "his" thought may even be 
wrong, and that of the man who only repeats the 
thought put into him may be right. The pseudo 
thinking may also be perfectly logical and ra­
tional. Its pseudo character does not necessarily 
appear in illogical elements. This can be studied 
in rationalizations which tend to explain an action 
or a feeling on rational and reali�tic grounds, al­
though it is actually determined by irrational and 
subjective factors. The rationalization may be in 
contradiction to facts or to the rules of logical 
thinking. But frequently it will be logical and ra-
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tional in itself; then its irrationality lies only in 
the fact that it is not the real motive of ' the action 
which it pretends to have caused. 

An example of irrational rationalization is 
brought forward in a well-known joke. A person 
who had borrowed a glass jar from a neighbor had 
broken it, and on being asked to return it, an­
swered, "In the first place, I have already returned 
it to you; in the second place, I never borrowed 
it from you; and in the third place, it was already 
broken when you gave it to me." We have an 
example of "rational" rationalization when a per­
son, A, who finds himself in a situation of eco­
nomic distress, asks a relative of his, B, to lend him 
a sum of money. B declines and says that he does 
so because by lending money he could only sup­
port A's inclinations to be irresponsible and to lean 
on others for support. Now this reasoning may be 
perfectly sound, but it would nevertheless be a 
rationalization because B had not wanted to let 
A have the . money in any event, and although he 
believes himself to be motivated by concern for 
A's welfare he is actually motivated by his own 
stinginess. 

We cannot learn, therefore, whether we are deal­
ing with a rationalization merely by determining 
the logicality of a person's statement as such, but 
we must also take into account the psychological 
motivations operating in a person. The decisive 
point is not what is thought but how it is thought. 
The thought that is the result of active thinking is 
always new and original; original, not necessarily 
in the sense that others have not thought it before, 
but always in the sense that the person who thinks 
has used thinking as a tool to discover something 
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new in the world outside or inside of himself. 
Rationalizations are essentially lacking this qual­
ity of discovering and uncovering; they only con­
firm the emotional prejudice existlr!g in - oneself. 
Rationalizing is not a tool for penetration of real­
ity but a post-factum attempt to harmonize one's 
own wishes with existing reality. _ 

With feeling as with thinking, one- must distin­
guish between a genuine feeling, which originates 
in ourselves, and a pseudo feeling, which is really 
not our own although we believe it to be. Let us 
choose an example from everyday life which is 
typical of the pseudo character of our feelings in 
contact with others. We observe a man who is at­
tending a party. He is gay, he laughs, makes 
friendly conversation, and all in all seems to be 
quite happy and contented. On taking his leave, 
he has a friendly smile while saying how much he 
enjoyed the evening. The door closes behind him 
-and this is the moment when we watch him care­
fully. A sudden change is noticed in his face. The 
smile has disappeared; of course, that is to be 
expected since he is now alone and has nothing or 
nobody with him to evoke a smile. But the change 
I am speaking of is more than just the disappear­
ance of the smile. There appears on his face an 
expression of deep sadness, almost of desperation. 
This expression probably stays only for a few sec­
onds, and then the face assumes the usual mask­
like expression; the man gets into his car, thinks 
about the evening, wonders whether or not he 
made a good impression, and feels that he did. 
But was "he" happy and gay during the party? 
Was the brief expression of sadness and despera­
tion we observed on his face only a momentary 
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reaction of no great significance? It is almost im­
possible to decide the question without knowing 
more of this man. There is one incident, however, 
which may provide the clue for understanding what 
his gaiety meant. 

That night he dreams that he is back with the 
A.E.F. in the war. He has received orders to get 
through the opposite lines into enemy headquar­
ters. He dons an officer's uniform, which seems to 
be German, and suddenly finds himself among a 
group of German officers. He is surprised that the 
headquarters are so comfortable and that every­
one is so friendly to him, but he gets more and 
more frightened that they will find out that he is 
a spy. One of the younger officers for whom he 
feels a particular liking approaches him and says 
"I know who you are. There is only one way for 
you to escape. Start telling jokes, laugh and make 
them laugh so much that they are diverted by your 
jokes from paying any attention to you." He is very 
grateful for this advice and starts making jokes 
and laughing. Eventually his joking increases to 
such an extent that the other officers get suspi­
cious, and the greater · their suspicions the more 
forced his jokes appear to be. At last such a feeling 
of terror fills him that he cannot bear to stay any 
longer; he suddenly jumps up from his chair and 
they all run after him. Then the scene changes, 
and he is sitting in a streetcar which stops just in 
front of his house. He wears a business suit and 
bas a feeling of relief at the thought that the war is 
over. 

Let us assume that we are in a position to ask 
him the next day what occurs to him in connection 
with the individual elements of the dream. We 
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record here only a few associations which are 
particularly significant for understanding the main 
point we are interested in. The German uniform 
reminds him that there was one guest at the party 
on the previous evening who spoke with a heavy 
German accent. He remembered having been an­
noyed by this man because he had not paid much 
attention to him, although he ( our dreamer ) had 
gone out of his way to make a good impression. 
While rambling along with these thoughts he re­
calls that for a moment at the party he had had 
the feeling that this man with the German accent 
had actually made fun of him and smiled im­
pertinently at some statement he had made. Think­
ing about the cqmfortable room in which the head­
quarters were, it occurs to him that !t looked like 
the room in which he had sat during the party last 
night, but that the windows looked like the win� 
dows of a room in which he had once failed in an 
examination. Surprised at this association, he went 
on to recall that before going to the party he was 
somewhat concerned about the impression he 
would make, partly because one of the guests was 
the brother of a girl whose interest he wanted to 
win, and partly because the host had much in­
fluence with a superior on whose opinion about 
him much depended for his professional success. 
Speaking about this superior he says how much he 
dislikes him, how humiliated he feels in having to 
show a friendly front toward him, and that he had 
felt some dislike for his host too, although he was 
not aware of it at all. Another of his associations 
is that he had told a funny incident about a bald 
man and then was slightly apprehensive lest he 
might have hurt his host who happened to be 
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almost bald too. The streetcar struck him as strange 
since there did not seem to be any tracks. While 
talking about it, he remembers the streetcar he 
was riding on as a boy on his way to school, and 
a further detail occurs to him, namely, that he had 
taken the place of the streetcar driver and had 
thought that driving a streetcar was astonishingly 
little different from driving an automobile. It is 
evident that the streetcar stands for his own car 
in which he had driven home, and that his re­
turning home feminded him of going home from 
school. 

To anyone accustomed to understand the mean­
ing of dreams, the implication of the dream and 
the accompanying associations will be clear by 
now, although only part of his associations have 
been "'mentioned and practically nothing has been 
said about the personality structure, the past and 
the present situation of the man. The dream reveals 
what his real feeling was at the previous night's 
party. He was anxious, afraid of failing to make 
the impression he wanted to make, angry at sev­
eral persons by whom he felt ridiculed and not 
sufficiently liked. The dream shows that his gaiety 
was a means of concealing his anxiety and his 
anger, and at the same time of pacifying those at 
whom he was angry. All his gaiety was a mask; it 
did not originate in himself, but covered what 
"he" really felt : fear and anger. This also made 
his whole position insecure, so that he felt like a 
spy in an enemy camp who might be found out 
any moment. The fleeting expression of sadness 
and desperation we noticed on him just when he 
was leaving, now finds its affirmation and also its 
explanation: at that moment his face expressed what 
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was not really aware of feeling. In the dream, the 
feeling is described in a dramatic and explicit way, 
although it does not overtly refer to the people 
toward whom his feelings were directed. 

This man is not neurotic, nor was he under a 
hypnotic spell; he is a rather normal individual 
with/ the same anxiety and need for approval as 
are customary in modem man. He was not aware 
of the fact that his gaiety was not "his," since he 
is so accustomed to feel what he is supposed to 
feel in a particular situation, that it would be the 
exception rather than the rule which would make 
him aware of anything being "strange." 

What holds true of thinking and feeling holds 
also true of willing. Most people are convinced 
that as long as they are not overtly forced to do 
something by an outside power, their decisions 
are theirs, and that if they want something, it is 
they who want it. But this is one of the great il­
lusions we have about ourselves. A great number 
of our decisions are not really our own but are 
suggested to us from the outside; we have suc­
ceeded in persuading ourselves that it is we who 
have made the decision, whereas we have actually 
conformed with expectations of others, driven by 
the fear of isolation and by more direct threats 
to our life, freedom, and comfort. 

When children are asked whether they want to 
go to school every day, and their answer is, "Of 
course, I do," is the answer true? In many cases 
certainly not. The child may want to go to school 
quite frequently, yet very often would like to play 
or do something else instead. If 'he feels, "I want 
to go to school every day," he may repress his 
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disinclination for the regularity of schoolwork. He 
feels that he is expected to want to go to school 
every day, and this pressure is strong enough to 
submerge the feeling that he goes so often only 
because he has to. The child might feel happier 
i

f he could be aware of the fact that sometimes 
he wants to go and sometimes he only goes be­
cause he has to go. Yet the pressure of the sense 
of duty is great enough to give him the feeling 
that "he" wants what he is supposed to want. 

It is a general assumption that most men marry 
voluntarily. Certainly there are those 9ases of 
men consciously marrying on the basis of a feel­
ing of duty or obligation. There are cases in which 
a man marries because "he" really wants to. But 
there are also not a few cases in which a man 
( or a woman for that matter ) consciously believes 
that he wants to marry a certain person while 
actually he finds himself caught in a sequence of 
events which leads to' marriage and seems to block 
every escape. All the months leading up to his 
marriage he is firmly convinced that "he" wants 

· to marry, and the first and rather belated indica­
tion that this may not be so is the fact that on 
the day of his marriage he suddenly gets panicky 
and feels an impulse to run away. If he is "sensi­
ble" this feeling lasts only for a few minutes, and 
he will answer the question whether it is his in­
tention to marry with the unshakable conviction 
that it is. 

We could go on quoting many more instances 
in daily life in which people seem to make de­
cisions, seem to want something, but actually fol­
low the internal or external pressure of "having 
to want the thing they are going to do. As a mat-
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ter · of fact, in watching the phenomenon of hu­
man decisions, one is struck by the extent to which 
people are mistaken in taking as "their" decision 
what in effect is submission to convention, duty, 
or simple pressure. It almost seems that "original" 
decision is a comparatively rare phenomenon in a 
society which supposedly makes individual de­
cision the cornerstone of its existence. 

I wish to add one detailed example of a case 
of pseudo willing which can frequently be ob­
served in the analysis of people who do not have 
any neurotic symptoms. One reason for doing so 
is the fact that, aithough this individual case has 
little to do with the broad cultural issues with 
which we are mainly concerned in this book, it 
gives the reader who is not familiar with the op­
eration of unconscious forces an additional oppor­
tunity to become acquainted with this phenome­
non. Moreover, this example stresses one point 
which, though being implicitly made already, 
should be brought forward explicitly: the connec­
tion of repression with the problem of pseudo 
acts. Although one looks at repression mostly from 
the standpoint of the operation of the repressed 
forces in neurotic behavior, dreams, and so on, it 
seems important to stress the fact that every re­
pression eliminates parts of one's real self and en­
forces the substitution of a pseudo feeling for the 
one which has been repressed. 

The case I want to present now is one of a 
twenty-two-year-old medical student. He . is inter­
ested in his work and gets along with people 
pretty normally. He is not particularly unhappy, 
although he often feels slightly tired and has no 
particular zest for life. The reason why he war�.ts 
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to be analyzed is a theoretical one since he wants 
to become a psychiatrist. His only complaint is 
some sort of blockage in his �edical work. He 
frequently cannot remember things he has read, 
gets inordinately tired during lectures, and makes 
a comparatively poor showing in examinations. 
He is puzzled by this since in other subjects he 
seems to have a much better memory. He has no 
doubts about wanting to study medicine, but often 
has very strong doubts as to whether he has the 
ability to do it. 

After a few weeks of analysis he relates a dream 
in which he is on the top floor of a skyscraper 
he had built and looks out over the other build­
ings with a slight feeling of triumph. Suddenly the 
skyscraper collapses and he finds himself buried 
under the ruins. He is aware of efforts being made 
to remove the debris in order to free him, and can 
hear someone say that he is badly injured and 
that the doctor will come very soon. But he has 
to wait what seems to be an endless length of 
tiJ]:le before the doctor arrives. When he eventually 
gets there the doctor discovers that he has for­
gotten to bring his instruments and can therefore 
do nothing to help him. An intense · rage wells up 
in him against the doctor and he suddenly �finds 
himself standing up, realizing that he is not hurt 
at all. He sneers at the doctor, and at that mo­
ment he awakes. 

He does not have many associations in connec­
tion with the dream, but these are some of the 
more relevant ones. Titlnking of the skyscraper he 
has built, he mentions in a casual way how much 
he was always interested in architecture. As a 
child his favorite pastime for many years consisted 
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of playing with construction blocks, and when he 
was seventeen, he had considered becoming an 
architect. When he mentioned this to his father, 
the latter had responded in a friendly fashion that 
of course he was free to choose his career, but 
that he ( the father ) was sure that the idea was a 
residue of his childish wishes, that he really pre­
ferred to study medicine. The young man thought 
that his father was right and since then had never 
mentioned the problem to his father again, but had 
started to study medicine as a matter of course. 
His associations about the doctor being late and 
then forgetting his instruments were rather vague 
and scant. However, while talking about this part 
of the dream, it occurred to him that his analytic 
hour had been changed from its regular time and 
that while he had agreed to the change without 
any objection be had really felt quite angry. He 
can feel his anger rising now while he is talking. 
He accuses the analyst of being arbitrary and 
eventually says, "Well, after all, I cannot do what 
I want anyway." He is quite surprised at his anger 
and at this sentence, because so far he had never 
felt any antagonism toward the analyst or the 
analytic work. 

Some time afterwards he has another dream 0£ 
which he only remembers a fragment: his father 
is wounded in an automobile accident. He him­
self is a doctor and is supposed to take care of 
the father. While he is trying to examine him, he 
feels completely paralyzed and cannot do any­
thing. He is terror-stricken and wakes up. 

In his associations he reluctantly mentions that 
in the last few years he has had thoughts that his 
father might die suddenly, and these thoughts 
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have frightened him. Sometimes he had even 
thought of the estate which would be left to him 
and of what he would do with the money. He 
had not proceeded very far with these phantasies, 
as he suppressed them as soon as they began to 
appear. In comparing this dream with the one men­
tioned before, it strikes him that in both cases 
the doctor is unable to render· any efficient help. 
He realizes more clearly than ever before that he 
feels that he can never be of any use as a doctor. 
When it is pointed out to him that in the first 
dream there is a definite feeling of anger and de­
rision at the impotence -of the doctor, he remem­
bers that often when he hears or reads a bout cases 
in which a doctor has been unable to help the pa­
tient, he has a certain feeling of triumph of which 
he was not aware at the time. 

In the further course of the analysis other ma­
terial which had been repressed comes up. He dis­
covers to his own surprise a strong feeling of rage 
against his father, and furthermore that his feel­
ing of impotence as a doctor is part of a more 
general feeling of powerlessness which pervades 
his whole life. Although on the surface he 
thought that he had arranged his life according to 
his own plans, he can feel now that deeper down 
he was filled with a sense of resignation. He real­
izes that he was convinced that he could · not do 
what he wanted but had to conform with what 
was expected of him. He sees more and more 
clearly that he had never really wanted to become 
a physician and that the things which had im­
pressed him as a lack of ability were nothing but 
the expression of passive resistance. 

This case is a typical example of the repression 
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of a person's real wishes and the adoption of ex­
pectations of others in a way that makes them ap­
pear to be his own wishes. We might say that 
the original wish is replaced by a pseudo wish. 

This substitution of pseudo acts for original acts 
of thinking, feeling, and willing, leads eventually 
to the replacement of the original self by a pseudo 
self. The original self is the self which is the 
originator of mental activities. The pseudo self is 
only an agent who actually represents the role a 
person is supposed to play but who does so under 
the name of the self. It is true that a person can 
play many roles and subjectively be convinced 
that he is ''he" in each role. Actually he is in all 
these roles what he believes he is expected to be, 
and for many people, if not most, the original self 
is completely suffocated by the pseudo self. Some­
times in a dream, in phantasies, or when a per­
son is drunk, some of the original self may ap­
pear, feelings and thoughts which the person has 
not experienced for years. Often they are bad ones 
which he has repressed ·because he is afraid or 
ashamed of them. Sometimes, however, they are 
the very best things in him, which he has re­
pressed because of his fear of being ridiculed or 
attacked for having such feelings.14 

14 The psychoanalytic procedure is essentially a process 
in which a person tries to uncover this original self. "Free 
association'' means to express one's original feelings and 
thoughts, telling the truth; but truth in this sense does not 
refer to the fact that one says what one thinks, but the 
thinking itself is original and not an adaptation to an ex­
pected thought. Freud has emphasized the repression of "bad'' 
things; it seems that he has not sufficiently seen the extent 
to which the "good" things are subjected to repression also. 
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The loss of the self and it� substitution by a 
pseudo self leave the individual in an intense state 
of insecurity. He is obsessed by doubt since, being 
essentially a reflex of other people:,s expectation 
of him, he has in a measure lost his identity. In 
order to overcome the panic resulting from such 
loss of identity, he is compelled to conform, to 
seek his identity by continuous approval and 
recognition by others. Since he does not know who 
he is, at least the others will know-if he acts ac­
cording to their expectation; if they know, he will 
lmow too, if he only takes their word for it. 

The automatization of the individual in modem 
society has increased the helplessness and inse­
curity of the average individual. Thus, he is ready 
to submit to new authorities which offer him se­
curity and relief from doubt. The following chap­
ter will discuss the special conditions that were 
necessary to make this off er accepted in Ger­
many; it will show that for the nucleus-the lower 
middle class-of the Nazi movement, the authori­
tarian mechanism was most characteristic. In the 
last chapter of this book we shall continue the 
discussion of the automaton with regard to the 
cultural scene in our own democracy. 



CHAPTER VI 

Psychology of Nazism 

IN the last chapter our attention was focused on 
two psychological types : the authoritarian character 
and the automaton .. I hope that the detailed dis­
cussion of these types will help in the understand­
ing of the problems which this and the next chapter 
offer : the psychology of Nazism on the one hand, 
modern democracy on the other. 

In discussing the psychology of Nazism we have 
first to consider a preliminary question-the rel­
evance of psychological factors in the understand­
ing of Nazism. In the scientific and still more so in 
the popular discussion of Nazism, two opposite 
views are frequently presented: the first, that psy­
chology offers no explanation of an economic and 
political phenomenon like Fascism, the second, that 
Fascism is wholly a . psychological problem. 

The first view looks upon Nazism either as the 
outcome of an exclusively economic dynamism-of 
the expansive tendencies of German imperialism, or 
as an essentially political phenomenon-the con­
quest of the state by one political party backed by 
industrialists and Junkers; in short, the victory of 
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Nazism is looked upon as the result of a minority's 
trickery and coercion of the majority of the popu­
lation. 

The second view, on the other hand, maintains 
that Nazism can be explained only in terms of 
psychology, or rather in those of psychopathology. 
Hitler is looked upon as a madman or as a "neu­
rotic," and his followers as equally mad and men­
tally unbalanced. According to this explanation, as 
expounded by L. Mumford, the true sources of 
Fascism are to be found "in the human soul, not in 
economics." He goes on : "In overwhelming pride, 
delight in cruelty, neurotic disintegration-in this 
and not in the Treaty of Versailles or in the incom-­
petence of the German Republic lies the explana-­

tion of Fascism." 1 

In our opinion none of these explanations which 
emphasize political and economic factors to the 
exclusion of psychological ones-or vice versa-is 
correct. Nazism is a psychological problem, but the 
psychological factors themselves have to be under-­

stood as being molded by socio-economic factors; 
Nazism is an economic and political problem, but 
the hold it has over a whole people has to be under-­

stood on psychological grounds. What we are con­
cerned with in this chapter is this psychological 
aspect of Nazism, its human basis. This suggests 
two problems: the character structure of those 
people to whom it appealed, and the psychological 
characteristics of the ideology that made it such an 
effective instrument with regard to those very 
people. 

1 L. Mumford, Faith for Living, Harcourt, Brace & Co., 
New York, 1940, p. 118. 
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In considering the psychological basis for the 

success of Nazism this differentiation has to be 
made at the outset : one part of the population 
bowed to the Nazi regime without any strong re­
sistance, but also without becoming admirers of 
the Nazi ideology and political practice. Another 
part was deeply attracted to the new ideology and 
fanatically attached to those who proclaimed it. The 
first group consisted mainly of the working class 
and the liberal and Catholic bourgeoisie. In spite of 
an excellent organization, especially among the 
working class, these groups, although continuously 
hostile to Nazism from its beginning up to 1933, did 
not show the inner resistance one might have ex­
pected as the outcome of their political convictions. 
Their will to resist collapsed quickly and since then 
they have caused little difficulty for the regime 
( excepting, of course, the small minority which has 
fought heroically against Nazism during all these 
years ). Psychologically, this readiness to submit to 
the Nazi regime seems to be due mainly to a state 
of inner tiredness and resignation, which, as will 
·be indicated in the next chapter, is characteristic of 
the individual in the present era even in democratic 
countries. In Germany one additional condition was 
present as far as the working class was concerned: 
the defeat it suffered after the first victories in the 
revolution of 1918. The working class had entered 
the postwar period with strong hopes for the reali­
zation of socialism or at least for a definite rise in 
its political, economic, and social position; but, 
whatever the reasons, it had witnessed an unbroken 
succession of defeats, which brought about the 
complete disappointments of all its hopes. By the 
beginning of 1930 the fruits of its initial victories 
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were almost completely destroyed and the result 
was a deep feeling of resignation, of disbelief in 
their leaders, of doubt about the value of any kind 
of political organization and political activity. They 
still remained members of their respective parties 
and, consciously, continued to believe in their 
political doctrines; but deep within themselves 
many had given up any hope in the effectiveness of 
political action. 

An additional incentive for the loyalty of the 
majority of the population to the Nazi government 
became effective after Hitler came into power. For 
millions of people Hitler's government _then became 
identical with "Germany." Once he held the power 
of government, fighting him implied shutting one­
self out of the community of Germans; when other 
political parties were abolished and the Nazi party 
"was" Germany, opposition to it meant opposition 
to Germany. It seems that nothing is more difficult 
for the average man to bear than the feeling of not 
being identified with a larger group. However much 
a German citizen may be opposed to the principles 
of Nazism, if he has to choose between being 
alone and feeling that he belongs to Germany, most 
persons will choose the latter. It can be observed 
in many instances that persons who are not Nazis 
nevertheless defend Nazism against criticism of 
foreigners because they feel that an attack on Nazis 
is an attack on Germany. The fear of isolation and 

. the relative weakness of moral principles help any 
party to win the loyalty of a large sector of the 
population once that party has captured the 
power of the state. 

This consideration results in an axiom which is 
important for the problems of political propaganda: 
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any attack on Germany as such, any defamatory 
propaganda concerning "the Germans" ( such as the 
"Hun" symbol of the last war ) ,  only increases the 
loyalty of those who are not wholly identified with 
the Nazi system. Titis problem, however, cannot be 
solved basically by skillful propaganda but only by 
the victory in all GOuntries of one fundamental 
truth : that ethical principles stand above the exist­
ence of the nation and that by adhering to these 
principles an individual belongs to the community 
of all those who share, who have -shared, and who 
will share this belief. 

In contrast to the negative or resigned attitude of 
the working class and of the liberal and Catholic 
bourgeoisie, the Nazi ideology was ardently greeted 
by the lower strata of the middle class, composed 
of small shopkeepers, artisans, and white-collar 
workers.2 

Members of the older generation among this class 
formed the more passive mass basis; their sons 
and daughters were the more active fighters. For 
them the Nazi ideology-its spirit of blind obedi­
ence to a leader and of hatred against racial and 
political minorities, its craving for conquest and 
domination, its exaltation of the German people 
and the "Nordic Race"-had a tremendous emo­
tional appeal, and it was this appeal which won 
them over and made them into ardent believers 
in and fighters for the Nazi cause. The answer to 

2 Cf. to this whole chapter and specifically to the role of 
the lower middle class, Harold D. Lasswell's illuminating 
paper on ''The -Psychology of Hitlerism» in The Political 
Quarterly, Vol. IV, 1933, MacMillan & Co., London, p. 374, 
and F. L. Schuman's The Nazi Dictatorship, Alfred A. Knopf, 
New York, 1939. 
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the question why the Nazi ideology was so appeal­
ing to the lower middle class has to be sought for 
in the social character of the lower middle class. 
Their social character was markedly different from 
that of the working class, of the higher strata 
of the middle class, and of the nobility a9d the 
upper classes. As a matter of fact, certain features 
were characteristic for this part of the middle class 
throughout its history: their love of the strong, 
hatred of the weak, their pettiness, hostility, thrifti­
ness with feelings as well as with money, and es­
sentially their asceticism. Their outlook on life was 
narrow, they suspected and hated the stranger, 
and they were curious and envious of their ac­
quaintances, rationalizing their envy as moral in­
dignation; their whole life was based on the 
principle of scarcity-economically as well as psy­
chologically. 

To say that the social character of the lower 
middle class differed from that of the working class 
does not imply that this character structure was 
not present in the working class also. But it was 
typical for the lower middle class, while only a 
minority of the working class exhibited the same 
character structure in a similarly clear-cut fash­
ion; the one or the other trait, however, in a less 
intense form, like enhanced respect of authority or 
thrift, was to be found in most members of the 
working class too. On the other hand it seems that 
a great part of the white-collar workers-probably 
the majority-more closely resembled the character 
structure of the manual workers - ( especially those 
in big factories ) than that of the "old middle class," 
which did not participate in the rise of monop-
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olistic capitalism but was essentially threatened by 
it.3 

Although it is true that the social character of 
the lower middle class had been the same long 
before the war of 1914, it is also true that the events 
after the war intensified the very traits to which 
the Nazi ideology had its strong appeal: its craving 
for submission and its lust for power. 

In the period before the German Revolution of 
1918,_ the economic position of the lower strata of 
the old ·middle class, the small independent busi­
nessman and artisan, was already on the decline; 
but it was not desperate and there were a number 
of factors which made for its stability. 

The authority of the monarchy was undisputed, 
and by leaning on it and identifying with it the 
member · of the lower middle class acquired a feel­
ing of security and narcissistic pride. Also, the 
authority of religion and traditional morality was 
still firmly r0_9ted. The family was still unshaken 
and a safe refuge in a hostile world. The indi­
vidual felt that he belonged to a stable social and 
cultural system in which he had his definite place. 
His submission and loyalty to existing authorities 

s The view presented here is based on the results of an 
unpublished study of the "Character of German Workers and 
Employees in 1929/30," undertaken by A. Hartoch, E. 
Herzog, H. Schachtel, and myseH ( with an historical intro­
duction by F. Neumann ) ,  under the auspices of the Interna­
tional Institute of Social Research, Columbia University. 
Analysis of the responses of six hundred persons to a detailed 
questionnaire showed that a minority of the respondents 
exhibited the authoritarian character, that with about the same 
number the quest for freedom and independence was preva­
lent, while the great majority exhibited a less clear-cut mix• 
ture of different traits. 
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were a satisfactory solution of his masochistic shiv­
ings; yet he did not go to the extreme of self­
surrender and he retained a sense of the importance 
of his own personality. What he was lacking in 
security and aggressiveness as an individual, he 
was compensated for by the strength of the au­
thorities to whom he submitted himself. In brief 
his economic position was still solid enough to give 
him a feeling of sell-pride and of relative security, 
and the authorities on whom he leaned were strong 
enough to give him the additional security which 
his own individual position could not provide. 

The postwar period changed this situation con­
siderably. In the first place, the economic decline of 
the old middle class went at a faster pace; this 
decline was accelerated by the inflation, culminat­
ing in 1923, which wiped out almost completely the 
savings of many years' work. 

While the years between 1924 and 1928 brought 
economic improvement and new hopes to the 
lower middle class, these gains were wiped out by 
the depression after 1929. As in the period of in­
flation, the middle class, squeezed in between the 
workers and the upper classes, was the most de­
fenseless group and therefore the hardest hit.4 

But besides these economic factors there were 
psychological considerations that aggravated the 
situation. The defeat in the war and the downfall 
of the monarchy was one. While the monarchy 
and the state had been the solid rock on which, 
psychologically speaking, the petty bourgeois had 
built his existence, their failure and defeat shat­
tered the basis of his own life. If the Kaiser could 

' Schuman, op. cit., p. 104. 
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be publicly ridiculed, if officers could be attacked, 
if the state had to change its form and to accept 
"red agitators" as cabinet ministers and a saddle­
maker as president, what could the little man put 
his trust in? He had identified himself in his sub-­
altem manner with all these institutions; now, since 
they had gone, where was he to go? 

The inflation, too, played both an economic and 
a psychological role. It was a deadly blow against 
the principle of thrift as well as against the au-­
thority of the state. If the savings of many years, for 
which one had sacrificed so many little pleasures, 
could be lost through no fault of one's own, what 
was the point in saving anyway? If the state could 
break its promises printed on its bank notes and 
loans, whose promises could one trust any longer? 

It was not only the economic position of the 
lower middle class that declined more rapidly after 
the war, but its social prestige as well. Before the 
war one could feel himself as something better than 
a worker. After the revolution the social prestige 
of the working class rose considerably and in con­
sequence the prestige of the lower middle class fell 
in relative terms. There was nobody to look down 
upon any more, a privilege that had always been 
one of the strongest assets in the life of small shop­
keepers and their like. 

In addition to these factors the last stronghold of 
middle-class security had been shattered too: the 
family. The postwar development, in Germany per­
haps more than in other countries, had shaken the 
authority of the father and the old middle-class 
morality. The younger generation acted as they 
pleased and cared no longer whether their actions 
were approved by their parents or not. 
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The reasons for this development are too mani­
fold and complex to discuss here in detail. I shall 
mention only a few. The decline of the old social 
symbols of authority like monarchy and state af­
fected the role of the individual authorities, the 
parents. If these authorities, which the younger 
generation had been taught by the parents to re­
spect, proved to be weak, then the parents lost 
prestige and authority too. Another factor was 
that, under the changed conditions, especially the 
inflation, the older generation was bewildered and 
puzzled and much less adapted to the new condi­
tions than the smarter, younger generation. Thus 
the younger generation felt superior to their elders 
and could not take them, and their teachings, quite 
seriously any more. Furthermore, the economic 
decline of the middle class deprived the parents 
of their economic role as backers of the economic 
future of their children. 

The older generation of the lower middle class 
grew more bitter and resentful, but in a passive 
way; the younger generation was driving for action. 
Its economic position was aggravated by the fact 
that the basis for an independent economic exist­
ence, su�.h as their parents had had, was lost; the 
professional market was saturated, and the chances 
of making a living as a physician or lawyer were 
slight. Those who had fought in the war felt that 
they had a claim for a better deal than they were 
actually getting. Especially the many young officers, 
who for years had been accustomed to command 
and to exercise power quite naturally, could not 
reconcile themselves to becoming clerks or travel­
ing salesmen. 

The increasing social frustration led to a projeo-
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tion which became an important source for Na­
tional Socialism : instead of being aware of the 
economic and social fate of the old middle class, 
its members consciously thought of their fate in 
terms of the nation. The national defeat and the 
Treaty of Versailles became the symbols to which 
the actual frustration-the social one-was shifted. 

It has often been said that the treatment of Ger­
many by the victors in 1918 was one of the chief 
reasons for the rise of Nazism. This statement 
needs qualification. The majority of Germans felt 
that the peace treaty was unjust; but while the 
middle class reacted with intense bitterness, there 
was much less bitterness at the Versailles Treaty 
among the working class·. They had been opposed 
to the old regime and the loss of the war for them 
meant defeat of that regime. They felt that they 
had fought bravely and that they had no reason to 
be ashamed of themselves. On the other hand the 
victory of the revolution which had only been 
possible by the defeat of the monarchy had brought 
them economic, political, and human gains. The 
resentment against Versailles had its basis in the 
lower middle class; the nationalistic resentment 
was a rationalization, · projecting social inferiority 
to national inferiority. 

This projection is quite apparent in Hitler's per­
sonal development. He was the typical representa­
tive of the lower middle class, a nobody with no 
chances or future. He felt very intensely the role of 
being an outcast. He often speaks in Mein Kampf 
of himself as the "nobody," the "unknown man" he 
was in his youth. But although this was due es­
sentially to his own social position, he could ra­
tionalize it in national symbols. Being born outside 
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of the Reich he felt excluded not so much socially 
as nationally, and the great German Reich to which 
all her sons could return became for him the 
symbol of social prestige and security.5 

The old middle class's feeling of powerlessness, 
anxiety, and isolation from the social whole and the 
destructiveness springing from this situation was 
not the only psychological source of Nazism. The 
peasants felt resentful against the urban creditors 
to whom they were in debt, while the workers felt 
deeply disappointed and discouraged by the con­
stant political retreat after their first victories in 
1918 under a leadership which had lost all strategic 
initiative. The vast majority of the population was 
seized with the feeling of individual insignificance 
and powerlessness which we have described as 
typical for monopolistic capitalism in general. 

Those psychological conditions were not the 
"cause" of Nazism. They constituted its human basis 
without which it could not have developed, but 
any analysis of the whole phenomenon of the rise 
and victory of Nazism must deal with the strictly 
economic and political, as well as with the psy­
chological, conditions. In view both of the litera­
ture dealing with this aspect and of the specific 
aims of this book, there is no need to enter into a 
discussion of these economic and political ques­
tions. The reader may be reminded, however, of 
the role which the representatives of big industry 
and the half-bankrupt Junkers played in the estab­
lishment of Nazism. Without their support Hitler 
could never have won, and their support was 

5 Adolph Hitler, Mein Kampf, Reyna! & Hitchcock, New 
York, 1940, p. 3. 
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rooted in their understanding of their economic 
interests much more than in psychological factors. 

This property-owning class was confronted with 
a parliament in which 40 per cent of the deputies 
were Socialists and Communists representing groups 
which were dissatisfied with the existing social 
system, and in which were an increasing number 
of Nazi deputies who also represented a class that 
was in bitter opposition to the most powerful rep­
resentatives of German capitalism. A parliament 
which thus in its majority represented tendencies 
directed a·gainst their economic interest deemed 
them dangerous. They said democracy did not 
work. Actually -one might say democracy worked 
too well. The parliament was a rather adequate 
representation of the respective interests of the 
different classes of the German population, and 
for this very reason the parliamentary system could 
not any longer be reconciled with the need to 
preserve the privileges of big industry and half­
feudal landowners. The representatives of these 
privileged groups expected that Nazism would 
shift the emotional resentment which threatened 
them into other channels and at the same time 
harness the nation into the service of their own 
economic interests. On the whole they were not 
disappointed. To be sure, in minor details they 
were mistaken. Hitler and his bureaucracy were not 

· tools to be ordered around by the Thyssens and 
Krupps, who had to share their power with the 
Nazi bureaucracy and often to submit to them. 
But although Nazism proved to be economically 
detrimental to all other classes, it fostered the in­
terests of the most powerful groups of German 
industry. The Nazi system is the "streamlined'' 
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version of German prewar imperialism and-it con­
tinued where the monarchy had failed. ( The Re­
public, however, did not really interrupt the de­
velopment of German monopolistic capitalism but 
furthered it with the means at her disposal. ) 

There is one question that many a reader will 
have in mind at this point : How can one reconcile 
the statement that the psychological basis of Nazism 
was the old middle class with the statement that 
Nazism functions in the interests of German im­
perialism? The answer to this question is in prin­
ciple the same as that which was given to the 
question concerning the role of the urban middle 
class during the period of the rise of capitalism. 
In the postwar period it was the middle class, 
particularly the lower middle class, that was threat­
ened by monopolistic capitalism. Its anxiety and 
thereby its hatred were aroused; it moved into a 
state of panic and was filled with a craving for 
submission to as well as for domination over those 
who were powerless. These feelings · were used by 
an entirely different class for a regime which was 
to work for their own interests. Hitler proved to 
be such an efficient tool because he combined the 
characteristics of a resentful, hating, petty bour­
geois, with whom the lower middle class could 
identify themselves emotionally and socially, with 
those of an opportunist who was ready to serve 
the interests of the German industrialists and 
Junkers. Originally he posed as the Messiah of the 
old middle class, promised the destruction of de­
partment stores, the breaking of the domination 
of banking capital, and so on. The record is clear 
enough. These promises were never fulfilled. How­
ever, that did not matter. Nazism never had any 
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genuine political or economic principles. It is es­
sential to understand that the very principle of 
Nazism is its radical opportunism. What mattered 
was that hundreds of thousands of petty bourgeois, 
who in the normal course of development had little 
chance to gain money or power, as members of the 
Nazi bureaucracy now got a large slice of the 
wealth and prestige they forced the upper classes 
to share with them. Others who were not members 
of the Nazi machine were given the jobs taken away 
from Jews and political enemies; and as for the 
rest, although they did not get more bread, they got 
"circuses." The emotional satisfaction afforded by 
these sadistic spectacles and by an ideology which 
gave them a feeling of superiority over the rest of 
mankind was able to compensate them-for a time 
at least-for the fact that their lives had been 
impoverished, economically and culturally. 

We have seen, then, that certain socioeconomic 
changes, notably the decline of the middle class 
and the rising power of monopolistic capital, had a 
deep psychological effect. These effects were in­
creased or systematized by a political ideology 
-as by religious ideologies in the sixteenth century 
-and the psychic forces thus aroused became ef-
fective in a direction that was opposite to the 
original economic interests of that class. Nazism 
resurrected the lower middle class psychologically 
while participating in the destruction of its old 
socioeconomic position. It mobilized its emotional 
energies to become an important force in the strug­
gle for the economic and political aims of German 
imperialism. 

In the following pages we shall try to show that 
Hitler's personality, his teachings, and the Nazi 
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system express an extreme form of the character 
structure which we have called "authoritarian'' and 
that by this very fact he made a powerful appeal 
to those parts of the population which were-more 
or less-of the same character struchrre. 

Hitler's autobiography is as good an illustration 
of the authoritarian character as any, and. since in 
addition to that it is the m_ost representative docu­
ment of Nazi literahrre I shall use it as the main 
source for analyzing the psychology of Nazism. 

The essence of the authoritarian character has 
been described as the simultaneous presence of 
sadistic and masochistic drives. Sadism was under­
stood as aiming at unrestricted power over another 
person more or less mixed with destructiveness; 
masochism as aiming at dissolving oneself in an 
overwhelmingly strong power and participating in 
its strength and glory. Both the sadistic and the 
masochistic trends are caused by the inability of 
the isolated individual to stand alone and his need 
for a symbiotic relationship that overcomes this 
aloneness. 

The sadistic · craving for power finds manifold 
expressions in Mein Kampf. It is characteristic of 
Hitler's relationship to the German masses whom 
he despises and "1oves" in the typically sadistic 
manner, as well as to his political enemies towards 
whom he evidences those destructive elements that 
are an important component of his sadism. He 
speaks of the satisfaction the masses have in domi­
nation. "What they want is the victory of the 
stronger and the annihilation or the unconc:J.itional 
surrender of the weaker." 6 "Like a woman, • • • 

o op. cit., p. 469. 
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who will submit to the strong man rather than 
dominate the weakling, thus the masses love the 
ruler rather than the suppliant, and inwardly they 
are far more satisfied by a doctrine which tolerates 
no rival than by the grant of liberal freedom; they 

. often feel at a loss what to do with it, and even 
easily feel themselves deserted. They neither real­
ize the impudence with, which they are spiritually 
terrorized, nor the outrageous curtailment of their 
human liberties for in no way does the delusion of 
this doctrine dawn on them." 7 

He describes the breaking of the will of the 
audience by the superior strength of the speaker 
as the essential factor in propaganda. He does not 
even hesitate to admit that physical tiredness of his 
audience is a most welcome condition for their 
suggestibility. Discussing the question which hour 
of the day is most suited for political mass meet­
ings he says : , "It seems that in the morning and 
even during the day men's will power revolts with 
highest energy against an attempt at being forced 
under another's will and another's opinion. In the 
evening, however, they succumb more easily to the 

. dominating force of a stronger will. For truly 
every such meeting presents a wrestling match be­
tween two opposed forces. The superior oratorical 
talent of a domineering apostolic nature will now 
succeed more easily in winning for the new will 
people who themselves have in turn experienced a 
weakening of their force of resistance in the most 
natural way, than people who still have full com-

1 op. cit., p. 56. 
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mand of the energies of their minds and their will 
power. ,, 8 

Hitler himself is very much aware of the condi­
tions which make for the longing for submission 
and gives an excellent description of the situation 
of the individual attending a mass meeting. 

"The mass meeting is necessary if only for the 
reason that in it the individual, who is becoming an 
adherent of a new movement feels lonely and is 
easily seized with the fear of being alone, receives 
for the first time the pictures of a greater com­
munity, something that has a strengthening and en­
couraging effect on most people . . . .  If he steps for 
the first time out of his small workshop or out of 
the big enterprise, in which he feels very small, into 
the mass meeting and is now surrounded by thou­
sands and thousands of people with the same con­
viction . . .  he himself succumbs to the magic in­
fluence of what we call mass suggestion." 9 

Goebbels describes the masses in the same vein. 
''People want nothing at all, except to be governed 
decently," he writes in his novel Michael.10 They 
are for him, "nothing more than the stone is for the 
sculptor. Leader and masses is as little a problem 
as painter and color." 11 

In another book Goebbels gives an accurate 
description of the dependence of the sadistic person 
on his objects; how weak and empty he feels un­
less he has power over somebody and how this 
power gives him new strength. This is Goebbels' 

8 op. cit., p. 710 ff 
9 op. cit., pp. 715, 716. 

10 Joseph Goebbels, Michael, F. Eher, Miinchen, 1936, 
p. 57. 

11 op. cit., p. 21. 
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account of what is going on in himself : "Sometimes 
one is gripped by a deep depression. One can 
only overcome it, if one is in front of the masses 
again. The people are the fountain of our power." 12 

A telling account of that particular kind of power 
over people which the Nazis call leadership is given 
by the leader of the German labor front, Ley. In 
discussing the qualities required in a Nazi leader 
and the aims of education of leaders, he writes : 
"We want to know whether these men have the will 
to lead, to be masters, in one word, to rule . . . We 
want to rule and enjoy it . • .  We shall teach these 
men to ride horseback • • .  in order to give them 
the feeling of absolute domination over a living 
being." 13 

The same emphasis on power is also present in 
Hitler's formulation of the aims of education. He 
says that the pupil's "entire education and develop­
ment has to be directed at giving him the convic­
tion of being absolutely superior to the others." 14 

The fact that somewhere else he declares that a 
boy should be taught to suffer injustice without re­
belling will no longer strike the reader-or so I 
hope-as strange. This contradiction is the typical 
one for the sado-masochistic ambivalence between 
the craving for power and for submission. 

The wish for power over the masses is what ' 
drives the member of the,"elite," the Nazi leaders. 

- 12 Goebbels, Vom Kaiserhof zur Reichskanzlei, F. Eher, 
Miinchen, 1934, p.  120. 

13 Ley, Der W eg zur Ordensburg, Sonderdruck des Reichs­
organisations-leiters der NSDAP fiir das Fi.ihrercorps der 
Partei; quoted from Konrad Heiden, Ein Mann gegen, 
Europa, Zurich, 1937. 

14 Hitler, Mein Kampf, p. 618. 
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As the quotations above show, this wish for power 
is sometimes .revealed with an almost astonishing 
frankness. Sometimes it is put in less offensive 
forms by emphasizing that to be ruled is just what 
the masses wish. Sometimes the necessity to flatter 
the masses and therefore to hide the cynical con­
tempt for them leads to tricks like the following: 
In speaking of the instinct of self-preservation, 
which for Hitler as we shall see later is more or 
less identical with the drive for power, he says that 
with the Aryan the instinct for self-preservation has 
reached the most noble form "because he willingly 
subjects his own ego to the life of the community 
and, if the hour should require it, he also sacrifices 
it." 15 

While the "leaders" are the ones to enjoy power 
in the first place, the masses are by no means de­
prived of sadistic satisfaction. Racial and political 
minorities within Germany and eventually other 
nations which are described as weak or decaying 
are the objects of sadism upon which the masses 
are fed. While Hitler and his bureaucracy enjoy 
the power over the German masses, these masses 
themselves are taught to enjoy power over other 
nations and to be driven by the passion for domina­
tion of the wor Id. 

Hitler does not hesitate to express the wish for 
world domination as his or his party's aim. Making 
fun of pacifism, he says: "Indeed, the pacifist­
humane idea is perhaps quite good whenever the 
man of the highest standard has previously con­
quered and subjected the world to a degree that 
makes him the only master of this globe." 16 

1:; op. cit., p. 408. 
16 op. cit., p. 394 f. 
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Again he says : "A state which in the epoch of 
race poisoning dedicates itself to the cherishing of 
its best racial elements, must some day be master 
of the world." 17 

Usually Hitler tries to rationalize and justify his 
wish for power . .The main justifications are the fol­
lowing : his domination of other peoples is for their 
own good and for the good of the culture of the 
world; the wish for power is rooted in the eternal 
laws of nature and he recognizes and follows only 
these laws; he himself acts under the command of 
a higher power-God, Fate, History, Nature; his 
attempts for domination are only a defense against 
the attempts of others to dominate him and the 
German people. He wants only peace and freedom. 

An example of the first kind of rationalization is 
the following paragraph from Mein Kampf: 

"If, in its historical development, the German 
people had possessed this group unity as it was 
enjoyed by other peoples, then the German Reich 
would today probably be the mistress of this 
globe.n German domination of the world could 
lead, Hitler assumes, to a "peace, supported not by 
the palm branches of tearful pacifist professional 
female mourners, but founded by the victorious 
sword of a people of overlords which puts the 
world into the service of a higher culture." 18 

In recent years his assurances that his aim is not 
only the welfare of Germany but that his actions 
serve the best interests of civilization in general 
have become well-known to every newspaper 
reader. 

11 op. cit., p. 994. 
18 op. cit., p. 598 ff. 
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The second rationalization, that his wish for 
power is rooted in the laws of nature, is more 
than a mere rationalization; it also springs from 
the wish for submission to a power outside of one- · 
self, as �xpressed particularly in Hitler's crude 
popularization of Darwinism. In "the instinct of 
preserving the species," Hitler sees "the first cause 
of the formation of human communities ." 19 

This instinct of self-preservation leads to the fight 
of the stronger for the domination of the weaker 
and economically, eventually, to the survival of 
the fittest. The identification of the instinct of self­
preservation with power over others finds a par­
ticularly striking expression in Hitler's assumption 
that "the first culture of mankind certainly de­
pended less on the tamed animal, but rather on the 
use of inferior people." 20 He projects his own sa­
dism upon Nature who is "the cruel Queen of all 
Wisdom," 21 and her law of preservation is "bound 
to the brazen law of necessity and of the right of 
the victory of the best and the strongest in this 
world." 22 

It is interesting to observe that in connection 
with this crude Darwinism the "socialist" Hitler 
champions the liberal principles of unrestricted 
competition. In a polemic against co-operation be­
tween different nationalistic groups he says : "By 
such a combination the free play of energies is tied 
up, the struggle for choosing the best is stopped, 
and accordingly the necessary and final victory of 
the healthier and stronger man is prevented for-

19 op. cit., p. 197. 
20 op. cit., p. 405. 
21 op. cit., p. 170. 
22 op. cit., p. 396. 
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ever." 23 Elsewhere he speaks of the free play of 
energies as the wisdom of life. 

To be sure, Darwin's theory as such was not an 
expression of the feelings of a sado-masochistic 
character. On the contrary, for many of its ad­
herents it appealed to the hope of a further evolu­
tion of mankind to higher stages of culture. For 
Hitler, however, it was an expression of and simul­
taneously a justification for his own sadism. He re­
veals quite na:ively the psychological significance 
which the Darwinian theory had for him. When he 
lived in Munich, still an unknown man, he used to 
awake at 5 o'clock in the morning. He had "gotten 
into the habit of throwing pieces of bread or hard 
crusts to the little mice which spent their time in 
the small room, and then of watching these droll 
little animals romp and scufHe for these few deli­
cacies." 24 This "game" was the Darwinian "strug­
gle for life" on a small scale. For Hitler it was the 
petty bourgeois substitute for the circuses of the 
Roman Caesars, and a preliminary for the historical 
circuses he was to produce. 

The last rationalization for his sadism, his justifi­
cation of it as a defense against attacks of others, 
finds manifold expressions in Hitler's writings. He 
and the German people are always the ones who 
are innocent and the enemies are sadistfc brutes. 
A great deal of this propaganda consists of de­
liberate, conscious lies. Partly, however, it has the 
same emotional "sincerity" which paranoid_ a·ccusa­
tions have. These accusations always have the func­
tion of a defense against being found out with re-

23 op. cit., p. 761. 
24 op. cit., p. 295. 
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gard to one's own sadism or destructiveness. They 
run according to the formula : It is you who have 
sadistic intention. Therefore I am innocent. With 
Hitler this defensive mechanism is irrational to the 
extreme, since he accuses his enemies of the very 
things he quite frankly admits to be his own ai�s. 
Thus he accuses the Jews, the Communists, and 
the French of the very things that he says are the 
most legitimate aims of his own actions. He scarce­
ly bothers to cover this contradiction by rationali­
zations. He accuses the Jews of bringing the French 
African troops to the Rhine with the intention to 
destroy, by the bastardization which would neces­
sarily set in, the white race and thus "in turn to 
rise personally to the position of master." 25 Hitler 
must have detected the contradiction of condemn­
ing others for that which he claims to be the most 
noble aim of his race, and he tries to rationalize 
the contradiction by saying of the Jews that their 
instinct for self-preservation lacks the idealistic 
character which is to be found in the Aryan drive 
for mastery. 26 

6 

The same accusations are used against the 
French. He accuses them of wanting to strangle 
Germany and to rob it of its strength. While 
this accusation is used as an argument for the ne­
cessity of destroying "the French drive for Euro­
pean hegemony," 27 he confesses that he would 
have acted like Clemenceau had he been in his 
place.28 

The Communists are accused of brutality and 
H op. cit., p. 448 ff. 
2a Cf. op. cit., p. 414. 
21 op. cit., p. 966. 
as Cf. op. cit., p. 978. 
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the success of Marxism is attributed to its political 
will and activistic brutality. At the same time, how­
ever, Hitler declares : ''What Germany was lacking 
was a close co-operation of brutal power and in­
genious political intention." 29 

The Czech crisis in 1938 and this present war 
brought many examples of the same kind. There 
was no act of Nazi oppression which was not ex­
plained as a defense against oppression by others. 
One can assume that these accusations were mere 
falsillcations and have not the paranoid "sincerity" 
which those against the Jews and the French might 
have been colored by. They still have a definite 
propaganda value, and part of the population, in 
particular the lower middle class which is recep­
tive to these paranoid accusations on account of 
its own character structure, believed them. 

Hitler's contempt for the powerless ones becomes 
particularly apparent when he speaks of people 
whose political aims-the fight for national freedom 
-were similar to those which he himself professed 
to have. Perhaps nowhere is the insincerity of Hit­
ler's interest in national freedom more blatant than 
in his scorn for powerless revolutionaries. Thus he 
speaks in an ironical and contemptuous manner of 
the littl� group of National Socialists he had orig­
inally joined in Munich. This was his impression 
of the first meeting he went to : "Terrible, terrible; 
this was clubmaking of the worst kind and manner. 
And this club I now was to join? Then the new 
memberships were discussed, that means, my being 
caught." 30 

29 op. cit., p. 783. 
so op. cit., p. 298. 



256 ESCAPE FROM FREEDOM 

He calls them "a ridiculous small foundation," 
the only advantage of which was to offer "the 
chance for real personal activity." 31 Hitler says 
that he would never have joined one of the existing 
big parties· and this attitude is very characteristic 
of him. He had to start in a group which he felt 
to be inferior and weak. His initiative and courage 
would not have been stimulated in a constellation 
where he had to fight existing power or to compete 
with his equals. 

He shows the same contempt for the powerless 
ones in what he writes about Indian revolution­
aries. The same man who has used the slogan of 
national freedom for his own purposes more than 
anybody else, has nothing but contempt for such 
revolutionists who had no power and who dared to 
attack the powerful British Empire. He remembers, 
Hitler says, "some Asiatic fakir or other, perhaps, 
for all I care, some real Indian 'fighters for free­
dom,' who were then running around Europe, con­
trived to stuff even otherwise quite intelligent peo­
ple with· the fixed idea that the British Empire, 
whose keystone is in India, was on the verge of 
collapse right there . . • •  Indian rebels will, how­
ever, never achieve this • • .  It is simply an impos­
sibility for a coalition of cripples to storm a power­
ful State • • • I may not, simply because of my 
knowledge of their racial inferiority, link my own 
nation's fate with that of these so-called 'oppressed 
nations.' " 32 

The love for the powerful and the hatred for 
the powerless which is so typical for the sado-

s1 op. cit., p. 300. 
s2 op. cit., p. 955 ff. 
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masochistic character explains a great deal of Hit­
ler's and his followers' political actions. While the 
Republican government thought they could "ap­
pease" the Nazis by treating them leniently, they 
not only failed to appease them but aroused their 
hatred by th·e very lack of power and firmness they 
showed. Hitler hated the Weimar Republic because 
it was weak and he admired the industrial and 
military leaders because they had power. He never 
fought against established strong power but always 
against groups which he thought to be essentially 
powerless. Hitler's-and for that matter, Mus­
solini's-"revolution" happened under protection of 
existing power and their favorite objects were those 
who could not defend themselves. One might even 
venture to assume that Hitler's attitude toward 
.. Great Britain was determined, among other fac­
tors, by this psychological complex. As long as he 
felt Britain to be powerful, he loved and admired 
her. His book gives expression to this love for 
Britain. When he recognized the weakness of the 
British position before and after Munich his love 
changed into hatred and the wish to destroy it. 
From this viewpoint "appeasement" was a policy 
which for a personality like Hitler was bound to 
arouse hatred, not friendship. 

So far we have spoken of the sadistic side in 
Hitler's ideology. However, as we have seen in the 
discussion of the authoritarian character, there is 
the masochistic side as well as the sadistic one. 
There is the wish to submit to an overwhelmingly 

· strong power, to annihilate the seH, besides the 
wish to have power over helpless beings. This 
masochistic side of the Nazi ideology and practice 
is most obvious with respect to the masses. They 
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are told again and again : the individual is nothing 
and does not count. The individual should accept 
this personal insignificance, dissolve himself in a 
higher power, and then feel proud in participating 
in the strength and glory of this higher power. 
Hitler expresses this idea clearly in his definition 
of idealism: "Idealism alone leads men to volun­
tary acknowledgment of the privilege of force and 
strength and thus makes them become a dust par­
ticle of that order which forms and shapes the en­
tire universe." 83 

Goebbels gives a similar definition of what he 
calls-Socialism : "To be a socialist," he writes, "is 
to submit the I to the thou; socialism is sacrificing 
the individual to the whole." 34 

Sacrificing the individual and reducing it to a 
bit of dust, to an atom, implies, according to Hit-

� ler, the renunciation of the right to assert one's in­
dividual opinion, interests; and happiness. This 
renunciation is the essence of a political organiza­
tion in which "the individual renounces repre­
senting his personal opinion and his interests . . .  " 35 

He praises "unselfishness" and teaches that "in the 
hunt for their own happiness, people fall all the 
more out of heaven into hell." 36 It is the aim of 
education to teach the individual not to assert his 
self. Already the boy in school must learn "to be 
silent, not only when he is blamed justly but he 
has also to learn, if necessary, to bear injustice in 
silence." 87 Concerning his ultimate goal he writes: 

83 op. cit., p. 411.  
84 Goebbels, Michael, p. 25. 
85 op. cit., p. 408. 
aa op. cit., p. 412. 
s1 op. cit., p. 620 ff. 
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"In the folkish State the folkish view of life has 
finally to succeed in bringing about that nobler era 
when men see their care no longer in the better 
breeding of dogs, horses and cats, but rather in the 
uplifting of mankind itself, an era in which the one 
knowingly and silently renounces, and the other 
gladly gives and sacrifices." 38 

This sentence is somewhat surprising. One would 
expect that after the description of the one type 
of individual, who "knowingly and silently re­
nounces," an opposite type would be described, 
perhaps the one who leads, takes responsibility, or 
something similar. But instead of that, Hitler defines 
that ''other" type also by his ability to sacrifice. It 
is difficult to understand the difference between 
"silently renounces," and "gladly sacrifices." If I 
may venture a guess, I believe that Hitler really 
intended in his mind to differentiate between the 
masses who should resign and the ruler who should 
rule. But while sometimes he quite overtly admits 
his and the "elite's" wish for power, he often de­
nies it. In this sentence he apparently did not want 
to be so frank and therefore substituted for the 
wish to rule, the wish to "gladly give and sacri­
fice." 

Hitler recognizes clearly that his philosophy of 
self-denial and sacrifice is meant for those whose 
economic situation does not allow them any happi­
ness. He does not want to bririg about a social 
order which would make personal happiness pos­
sible for ev�ry individual; he wants to exploit the 
very poverty of the masses in order to make them 
believe in his evangelism of self-auuibi1ation. Quite 

88 op. cit., p. 610. 
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frankly he declares: 'We tum to the great army of 
those who are so poor that their personal lives 
could not mean the highest fortune of the 

Id " 39 wor . . .  
This whole preaching of �ell-sacrifice has an ob­

vious purpose : The masses have to resign them­
selves and submit if the wish for power on the side 
of the leader and the "elite" is to be realized. But 
this masochistic longing is also to be found in Hit­
ler himself. For him the superior power to which 
he submits is God, Fate, Necessity, History, Na­
ture. Actually all these terms have about the same 
meaning to him, that of symbols of an overwhelm­
ingly strong power. He starts his autobiography 
with the remark that to him it was a "good fortune 
that Fate designated Braunau on the Inn as the 
place of my birth." 40 He then goes on to say that 
the whole German people must be united in one 
state because only then, when this state would be 
too small for them all, necessUy would give them 
"the moral right to acquire soil and territory." 41 

The defeat in the war of 1914-1918 to him is "a 
deserved punishment by eternal retribution.'' 42 

Nations that mix themselves with other races "sin 
against the will of eternal Providence" 43 or, as he 
puts it another time, "against the will of the Eter­
nal Creator.» 44 Germany's mission is ordered by 
"the Creator of the universe." 45 Heaven is superior 

89 op. cit., p. 610. 
40 op. cit., p. I. 
41 op. cit., p. 3. 
42 op. cit., p. 309. 
48 op. cit., p. 452. 
'4 op. cit. , p. 392. 
,5 op. cit., p. 289. 
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to people, for luckily one can fool people but 
"Heaven could not be bribed." 46 

The power which impresses Hitler probably 
more than God, Providence, and Fate, is Nature. 
While it was the trend of the historical develop­
ment of the last four hundred years to replace the 
domination over men by the domination over Na­
ture, Hitler insists that one can and should rule 
over men but that one cannot rule over· Nature. I 
have already quoted his saying that the history of 
mankind probably did not start with the domesti­
cation of animals but with the domination over in­
ferior people. He ridicules the idea that man could 
conquer Nature and makes fun of those who be­
lieve to become conquerors of Nature "whereas 
they have no other weapon at their disposal but 
an 'idea.' " He says that man "does not dominate 
Nature, but that, based on the knowledge of a few 
laws and secrets of Nature, he has risen to the 
position of master of those other living beings lack­
ing this knowledge." 47 There again we find the 
same idea: Nature is the great power we have to 
submit to, but living beings are the ones we should 
dominate. 

I have tried to show in Hitler's writings the two 
trends that we have already described as funda­
mental for tile authoritarian character: the craving 
for power over men and the longing for submis­
sion to an overwhelmingly strong outside power. 
Hitler's ideas are more or less identical with the 
ideology of the Nazi party. The ideas expressed in 
his book are those which he expressed in the count-

4a op. cit., p. 972. 
,1 op. cit., p. 393 ff. 
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less speeches by which he won mass following for 
his party. This ideology results from his personality 
which, with its inferiority feeling, hatred against 
life, asceticism, and envy of those who enjoy life, is 
the soil of sado-masochistic strivings; it was ad­
dressed to people who, on account of their similar 
character structure, felt attracted and excited by 
these teachings and became ardent followers of the 
man who expressed what they felt. But it was not 
only the Nazi ideology that satisfied the lower mid­
dle class; the political practice realized what the 
ideology promised. A hierarchy was created in 
which everyone has somebody above him to submit 
to and somebody beneath him to feel power over; 
the man at the top, the leader, has Fate, History, 
Nature above him as the power in which to sub­
merge himself. Thus the Nazi ideology and prac­
tice satisfies the desires springing from the char­
acter structure of one part of the population and 
gives direction and orientation to those who, 
though not enjoying domination and submission, 
were resigned and had given up faith in life, in 
their own decisions, in everything. 

Do these considerations give any clue for a 
prognosis with regard to the stability of Nazism 
in the future? I do not feel qualified to make any 
predictions. Yet a few points-such as those that 
follow from the psychological premises we have 
been discussing-would seem to be worth raising. 
Given the psychological conditions, does Nazism 
not fulfill the emotional needs of the population, 
and is this psychological function not one factor 
that makes for its growing stability? 

From all that has been said so far, it is evident 
that the answer to this question is in the negative. 
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The fact of human individuation, of the destruc­
tion of all "primary bonds," cannot be reversed. 
The process of the destruction of the medieval 
world has taken four hundred years and is being 
completed in our era. Unless the whole industrial 
system, the whole mode of production, should be 
destroyed and changed to the preindustri�l level, 
man will remain an individual who has completely 
emerged from the world surrounding him. We 
have seen that man cannot endure this negative 
freedom; that he tries to escape into new bondage 
which is to be a substitute for the primary bonds 
which he has given up. But these new bonds do 
not constitute real union with the world. He pays 
for the new security by gi�g up the integrity of 
his self. The factual dichotomy between him and 
these authorities does not disappear. They thwart 
and cripple his life even though consciously he 
may submit voluntarily. At the same time he lives 
in a world in which he has not only developed 
into being an "atom" but which also provides him 
with every potentiality for becoming an individual. 
The modern industrial system has virtually a ca­
pacity to produce not only the means for an 
economically secure life for everybody but also to 
create the material basis for the full expression of 
man's intellectual, sensuous, and emotional poten­
tialities, while at the same time reducing consider­
ably the hours of work. 

The function of an authoritarian ideology and 
practice can be compared to the function of neu­
rotic symptoms. Such symptoms result from un­
bearable psychological conditions and at the same 
time oHer a solution that makes Ii£ e possible. Yet 
they are not a solution that leads to happiness or 
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growth of personality. They leave unchanged the 
conditions that necessitate the neurotic solution. 
The dynamism of man's nature is an important fac­
tor that tends to seek for more satisfying solutions 
if there is a possibility of attaining them. The alone­
ness and powerlessness of the individual, his quest 
for the realization of potentialities which devel­
oped in him, the objective fact of the increasing 
productive capacity of modem industry, are dy­
namic factors, which constitute the basis for a 
growing quest for freedom and happiness. The es­
cape into symbiosis can alleviate the suffering for 
a time but it does not eliminate it. The history of 
mankind is the history of growing individuation, 
but it is also the history of growing freedom. The 
quest for freedom is not a metaphysical force and 
cannot be explained by natural law; it is the ne­
cessary result of the process of individuation and 
of the growth of culture. The authoritarian systems 
cannot do away with the basic conditions that make 
for the quest for freedom; neither can they ex­
terminate the quest for freedom that springs from 
these conditions. 



CHAPTER VII 

Freedom and Democracy 

1. THE ILLUSION OF INDIVIDUALITY 

IN the previous chapters I have med to show that 
certain factors in the modem industrial system in 
general and in its monopolistic phase in particu­
lar make for the development of a personality 
which feels powerless and alone, anxious and in­
secure. I have discussed the specific coffditions in 
Germany which make part of her population fer­
tile soil for an ideology and political practice that 
appeal to what I have described as the authori­
tarian character. 

But what about ourselves? Is our own democ­
racy threatened only by Fascism beyond the At­
lantic or by the "fifth column" in our own ranks? 
If that were the case, the situation would be se­
rious but not critical. But although foreign and 
internal threats of Fascism must be taken serious­
ly, there is no greater mistake and no graver dan­
ger than not to see that in our own society we 
are faced with the · same phenomenon that is fer­
tile soil for the rise of Fascism anywhere: the in-
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significance and powerlessness of the individual. 
This statement challenges the conventional be­

lief that by freeing the individual from all exter­
nal restraints modem democracy has achieved true 
individualism. We are proud that we are not sub­
ject to any external authority, that we are free to 
express our thoughts and feelings, and we take it 
for granted that this freedom almost automatically 
guarantees our individuality. The right to express 
our thoughts, however, means something only if 
we are able to have thoughts of our own; freedom 
from external authority is a lasting gain only if 
the inner psychological conditions are such that 
we are able to establish our own individuality. 
Have we achieved that aim, or are we at least 
approaching it? This book deals with the human 
factor; its task, therefore, is to analyze this very 
question critically. In doing so we take up threads 
that were dropped in earlier chapters. In discuss­
ing the two aspects of freedom for modem man, 
we have pointed out the economic conditions that 
make for increasing isolation and powerlessness of 
the individual in our era; in discussing the psy­
chological results we have shown that this power­
lessness leads either to the kind of escape that we 
find in the authoritarian character, or else to a 
compulsive conforming in the process of which 
the isolated individual becomes an automaton, 
loses his self, and yet at the same time consciously 
conceives of himself as free and subject only to 
himself. 

It is important to consider how our culture fos­
ters this tendency to conform, even though there 
is space for only a few outstanding examples. The 
suppression of spontaneous feelings, and thereby 
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of the development' of genuine individuality, starts 
very early, as a matter of fact with the earliest 
training of a child.1 This is not to say that 
training must inevitably lead to suppression of 
spontaneity -if the real aim of education is to 
further the inner independence and individuality 
of the child, its growth and integrity. The restric­
tions which such a kind of education may have 
to impose upon the growing child are only transi7 

tory measures that really support the process of 
growth and expansion. In our culture, however, 
education too often results in the elimination of 
spontaneity and in the .substitution of original 
psychic acts by superimposed feelings, thoughts, 
and wishes. ( By original I do not mean, let me 
repeat, that an idea has not been thought be­
fore by someone else, but that it originates in the 
individual, that it is the result of his own activity 
and in this sense is his thought. ) To choose one 
illustration somewhat arbitrarily, one of the ear­
liest suppressions of feelings concerns hostility 
and dislike. To start with, most children have a 
certain measure of hostility and rebelliousness as - a result of their conflicts with a surrounding world 
that tends to block their expansiveness and to 
which, as the weaker opponent, they usually have 
to yield. It is one of the essential aims of the edu­
cational process to eliminate this antagonistic re-

1 According to a communication by Anna Hartoch ( from 
a forthcoming book on case studies of Sarah Lawrence N urs­
ery School children, jointly by M. Gay, A. Hartoch, L. B. 
Murphy ) Rorschach tests of three to five year old children 
have shown that the attempt to preserve their spontaneity 
gives rise to the chief conflict between the children and the 
authoritative adults. 
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action. The methods are different; they vary from 
threats and punishments, which frighten the child, 
to the subtler methods of bribery or "explanations," 
which confuse the child and make him give up 
his hostility. The child starts with giving up the 
expression of his feeling and · eventually gives up 
the very feeling itself. Together with that, he is 
taught to suppress the awareness of hostility and 
insincerity in others; sometimes this is not entirely 
easy, since children have a capacity for noticing 
such negative qualities in others without being so 
easily deceived by words as adults usually are. 
They still dislike somebody "for no good reason" 
-except the very good one that they feel the hos­
tility, or insincerity, radiating from that person. 
This reaction is soon discouraged; it does not take 
long for the child to reach the "maturity" of the 
average adult �nd to lose the sense of discrimi­
nation between a decent person and a scoundrel, 
as long as the latter has not committed some 
flagrant act. 

On the other hand, early in his education, the 
child is taught to have feelings that are not at all 
"his"; particularly is he taught to like people, to be 
uncritically friendly to them, and to smile. What 
education may not have accomplished is usually 
done by social pressure in later life. If you do not 
smile you are judged lacking in a "pleasing per­
sonality» -and you need to have a pleasing per­
sonality if you want to sell your services, whether 
as a waitress, a salesman, or a physician. Only 
those at the bottom of the social pyramid, who 
sell nothing but their physical labor, and those at 
the very top do not need to be particularly "pleas­
ant." Friendliness, cheerfulness, and everything 
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that a smile is supposed_ to express, become auto­
matic responses which one turns on and off like 
an electric switch.2 

To be sure, in many instances the person is 
aware of merely making a gesture; in most cases, 
however, he loses that awareness and thereby the 
ability to discriminate between the pseudo feeling 
and spontaneous friendliness. 

It is not only hostility that is directly suppressed 
and friendliness that is killed by superimposing 
its counterfeit. A wide range of spontaneous emo­
tions are suppressed and replaced by pseudo feel­
ings. Freud has taken one such suppression and 
put it in the center of his whole system, namely 
the suppression of sex. Although I believe that-­
the discouragement of sexual joy is not the only 
important suppression of spontaneous reactions 
but one of many, certainly its importance is not 
to be underrated. Its results are obvious in cases 
of sexual inhibitions and also in those where -sex 
assumes a compulsive quality and is consumed 
like liquor or a drug, which has no particular taste 
but makes you forget yourself. Regardless of the 
one or the other effect, their suppression, because 

2 As one telling illustration of the commercialization of 
friendliness I should like to cite Fortune,s report on "The 
Howard Johnson Restaurants." ( Fortune, September, 1940, 
p. 96 ) .  Johnson employs a force of "shoppers" who go from 
restaurant to restaurant to watch for lapses. "Since every­
thing is cooked on the premises according to standard recipes 
and measurements issued by the home office, the inspector 
knows how large a portion of steak he should receive and 
how the vegetable should taste. He also knows how long it 
should take for the dinner to be served and he knows the 
exact degree of friendliness that should be shown by the 
hostess and the waitress_,> 
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of �e intensity of sexual desires, not only affects 
the sexual sphere but also weakens the person's 
courage for spontaneous expression in all other 
spheres. 

In our society emotions in general are discour­
aged. While there can be no doubt that any cre­
ative thinking-as well as any other creative ac­
tivity-is inseparably linked with emotion, it has 
become an ideal to think and to live without emo­
tions. To be "emotional" has become synonymous 
with being unsound or unbalanced. By the accept­
ance of this standard the individual has become 
greatly weakened; his thinking is impoverished 
and flattened. On the other hand, since emotions 
cannot be completely killed, they must have their 
existence totally apart from the intellectual side 
of the personality; the result is the cheap and in- • 
sincere sentimentality with which movies and pop-

. 

ular songs feed millions of emotion-starved cus-
tomers. 

There is one tabooed emotion that I want to men­
tion in particular, because its suppression touches 
deeply on the roots of personality : the sense of 
tragedy. As we saw in an earlier chapter, the 
awareness of death and of the tragic aspect of 
life, whether dim or clear, is one of the basic 
characteristics of man. Each culture has its own 
way of coping with the problem of death. For 
those societies in which the process of individua­
tion has progressed but little, the end of individ­
ual existence is less of a problem since the experi­
ence of individual existence itself is less devel­
oped. Death is not yet conceived as being basi­
cally different from life. Cultures in which we find 
a higher development of individuation have treat-
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ed death according to their social and psychologi­
cal structure. The Greeks put all emphasis on life 
and pictured death as nothing but a shadowy and 
dreary continuation of life. The Egyptians based 
their hopes on a belief in the indestructibility of 
the human body, ·at least of those whose power 
during life was indestructible. The Jews admitted 
the fact of death realistically and were able to 
reconcile themselves with the idea of the destruc­
tion of individual life by the vision of a state of 
happiness and justice ultimately to be reached by 
mankind in this world. Christianity has made 
death unreal and tried to comfort the unhappy in­
dividual by promises of a life after death. Our 
own era simply denies death and with it orie funda­
mental aspect of life. Instead of allowing the 
awareness of death and suffering to become one of 
the strongest incentives for life, the basis for hu­
man solidarity, and an experience without which 
joy and enthusiasm lack intensity and depth, the 
individual is forced to repress it. But, as is always 
the case with repression, by being removed from 
sight the repressed elements do not cea·se to exist. 
Thus the fear of death lives an illegitimate exist­
ence among us. It remains alive in spite of the 
attempt to deny it, but being repressed it remains 
sterile. It is one source of the flatness of other 
experiences, of the restlessness pervading life, and 
it explains, I would venture to say, the exorbitant 
amount of money this nation pays for its funerals. 

In the process of tabooing emotions modem 
psychiatry plays an ambiguous role. On the one 
hand its greatest representative, Freud, has broken 
through the fiction of the rational, purposeful 
character of the human mind and opened a path 
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which allows a view into the abyss of human pas­
sions. On the other hand psychiatry, enriched by 
these very achievements of Freud, has made itself 
an instrument of the general trends in the manip­
ulation of personality. Many psychiatrists, includ­
ing psychoanalysts, have painted the picture of a 
"normal" personality which is never too sad, too 
angry, or too excited. They use words like "infan­
tile" or "neurotic" to denounce traits or types of 
personalities that do not conform with the conven­
tional pattern of a "normal'' individual. This kind 
of influence is , in a way more dangerous than the 
older and franker forms of name-calling. Then the 
individual knew at least that there was some per­
son or some doctrine which criticized him and he 
could fight back. But who can fight back at 
"science"? 

The same distortion happens to original think­
ing as happens to feelings and emotions. From the 
very start of education original thinking is dis­
couraged and ready-made thoughts are put into 
people's heads. How this is done with young chil­
dren is easy enough to see. They are filled with 
curiosity about the world, they want to grasp it 
physically as well as intellectually. They want to 
know the truth, since that is the safest way to 
orient themselves in a strange and powerful world. 
Instead, they are not taken seriously, and it does 
not matter whether this attitude takes the form of 
open disrespect or of the subtle condescension 
which is usual towards all who have no power 
( such as children, aged or sick people ) .  Although 
this treatment by itself offers strong discourage­
ment to independent thinking, there is a worse 
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handicap: the insincerity-often unintentional­
which is typical of the average adult's behavior 
toward a child. This insincerity consists partly in 
the fictitious picture of the world which the child 
is given. It is about as useful as instructions con­
cerning life in the Arctic would be to someone 
who has asked how to prepare for an expedition 
to the Sahara Desert. Besides this general misrep­
resentation of the world there are the many spe­
cific lies that tend to conceal facts which, for var­
ious personal reasons, adults do not want children 
to know. From a bad temper, which is rational­
ized as justified dissatisfaction with the child's be­
havior, to concealment of the parents' sexual ac­
tivities and their quarrels, the child is "not sup­
posed to know" and his inquiries meet with hostile 
or polite discouragement. 

The child thus prepared enters school and per­
haps college. I want to mention briefly some of 
the educational methods used today which in ef­
fect further discourage original thinking. One is 
the emphasis on knowledge of facts, or I should 
rather say on information. The pathetic supersti­
tion prevails that by knowing more and more facts 
one arrives at knowledge of reality. Hundreds of 
scattered and unrelated facts are dumped into the 
heads of students; their time and energy are taken 
up by learning more and more facts so that there 
is little left for thinking. To be sure, thinking with­
out a knowledge of facts remains empty and fic­
titious; but "information" alone can be just as � 
much of an obstacle to thinking as the lack of it. 

Another closely related way of discouraging 
original thinking is to regard all truth as rela-
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tive. 3 Truth is made out to be a metaphysical 
concept, and if anyone speaks about wanting to 
discover the truth he is thought backward by the 
"progressive" thinkers of our age. Truth is de­
clared to be an entirely subjective matter, al.most 
a matter of taste. Scientific endeavor must be de­
tached from subjective factors, and its aim is to 
look at the world without passion and interest. 
The scientist has to approach facts with sterilized 
hands as a surgeon approaches his patient. The re­
sult of this relativism, which often presents itself 
by the name of empiricism or positivism or which 
recommends itself by its concern for the correct 
usage of words, is that thinking loses its essential 
stimulus-the wishes and interests of the person 
who thinks; instead it becomes a machine to regis­
ter "facts." Actually, just as thinking in general 
has developed out of the need . for mastery of ma­
terial life, so the quest for truth is rooted in the 
interests and needs of individuals and social 
groups. Without such interest the stimulus for 
seeking the truth would be lacking. There are al­
ways groups whose interest is furthered by truth, 
and their representatives have been the pioneers 
of human thought; there are other groups whose 
interests are furthered by concealing truth. Only 

· in the latter case does interest prove harmful to 
the cause of truth. The problem, therefore, is not 
that there is an interest at stake, but which kind 
of interest is at stake. I might say that inasmuch 

3 Cf. to this whole problem Robert S. Lynd's Knowledge 
for What? Princeton University Press, Princeton, 1939. For 
its philosophical aspects cf. M. Horkheimer's Zum Ratlonal­
lsmusstreit ln der Gegenwiirtigen Philosophie. Zeitschrift 
fiir Sozialforschung, Vol 3, 1934, Alcan, Paris. 



FREEDOM AND DEMOCRACY 275 

as there is some longing for the truth in every 
human being, it is because every human being has 
some need for it. 

This holds true in the first place with regard to 
a person's orientation in the outer world, and it 
holds especially true for the child. As a child, 
every human being passes through a state of 
powerlessness, and truth is one of the strongest 
weapons of those who have no power. But the truth 
is in the individual's interest not only with regard 
to his orientation in the outer world; his own 
strength depends to a great extent on his knowing 
the truth about himself. Illusions about oneself 
can hecome crutches useful to those who are not 
able to walk alone; but they increase a person's 
weakness. The individual's greatest strength is 
based on the maximum of integration of his per­
sonality, and that means also on the maximum of 
transparence to himself. "Know thyself' is one of 
the fundamental commands that aim at human 
strength and happiness. 

In addition to the factors just mentioned there 
are others which actively tend to confuse what­
ever is left of the capacity for original thinking in 
the average adult. With regaJ"d to all basic ques­
tions of individual and social life, with regard to 
psychological, economic, political, and moral 
problems, a great sector of our culture has just 
one function-to befog the issues. One kind of 
smokescreen is the assertion that the problems are 
too complicated for the average individual to 
grasp. On the contrary it would seem that many 
of the basic issues of individual and social life 
are very simple, so simple, in fact, that everyone 
should be expected to understand them. To let 
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them appear to be so enormously complicated that 
only a "specialist" can understand them, and he 
only in his own limited field, actually-and often 
intentionally-tends to discourage people from 
trusting their own capacity to think about those 
problems that really matter. The individual feels 
helplessly caught in a chaotic mass of data and 
with pathetic patience waits until the specialists 
have found out what to do and where to go. 

The result of this kind of influence is a two­
fold one: one is a scepticism and cynicism to­
wards everything which is said or printed, while 
the other is a childish belief in anything that a 
person is told with authority. This combination of 
cynicism and na:iyete is very typical of the mod­
ern individual. Its essential result is to discourage 
him from doing his own thinking and deciding. 

Another way of paralyzing the ability to think 
critically is the destruction of any kind of struc­
turalized picture of the world. Facts lose the spe­
cific quality which they can have only as parts of 
a structuralized whole and retain merely an ab­
stract, quantitative meaning; each fact is just a-n­
other fact and all that matters is whether we 
know more or less. Radio, moving pictures, and 
newspapers have a devastating effect on this score. 
The announcement of the bombing of a city and 
the death of hundreds of people is shamelessly 
followed or interrupted by an advertisement for 
soap or wine. The same speaker with the same 
suggestive, ingratiating, and authoritative voice, 
which he has just used to impress you with the 
seriousness of the political situation, impresses 
now upon his audience the merits of the particu­
lar brand of soap which pays for the news broad-
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cast. Newsreels let pichrres of torpedoed ships be 
followed by those of a fashion show. Newspapers 
tell us the trite thoughts or breakfast habits of a 
debutante with the same space and seriousness 
they use for reporting events of scientific or artis­
tic importance. Because of all this we cease to be 
genuinely related to what we hear. We cease to 
be excited, our emotions and our critical judg­
ment become hampered, and eventually our atti­
tude to what is going on in the world assumes a 
quality of flatness and indiHerence. In the name 
of ''freedom" life loses all struchrre; it is com­
posed of many little pieces, each separate from 
the other and lacking any sense as a whole. The 
individual is left alone with these pieces like a 
child with a puzzle; the difference, however, is that 
the child knows what a house is and therefore can 
recognize the parts of the house in the little pieces 
he is playing with, whereas the adult does not see 
the meaning of the "whole," the pieces of which 
come into his hands. He is bewildered and afraid 
and just goes on gazing at his little meaningless 
pieces. 

What has been said about the lack of "original­
ity" in feeling and thinking holds true also of the 
act of tvilling. To recognize this is particularly 
difficult; modem man seems, if anything, to have 
too many wishes and his oply problem seems to 
be that, although he knows what he wants, he can­
not have it. All our energy is spent for the pur­
pose of getting what we want, and most people 
never question the premise of this activity: that 
they know their true wants. They do not stop to 
think whether the aims they are pursuing are 
something they themselves want. In school they 
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want to have good marks, as adults they want to 
be more and more successful, to make more 
money, to have more prestige, to buy a better car, 
to go places, and so on. Yet when they do stop 
to think in the midst of all this frantic activity, 
this question may come to their minds : "If I do 
get this new job, if I get this better car, if I can 
take this trip-what then? What is the use of it 
all? Is it really I who wants all this? Am I not 
running after some ·goal which is supposed to 
make me happy and which eludes me as soon as 
I have reached it?" These questions, when they 
arise, are frightening, for they question the very 
basis on which man's whole activity is built, his 
knowledge of what he wants. People tend, there­
fore, to get rid as soon as possible of these dis­
turbing thoughts. They feel that they have been 
bothered by these questions because they were 
tired or depressed-and they go on in the pursuit 
of the aims which they believe are their own. 

Yet all this bespeaks a dim realization of the 
truth-the buth that modern man lives under the 
illusion that he knows what he wants, while he ac­
tually wants what he is supposed to want. In order 
to accept this it is necessary to realize that to 
lmow what one really wants is not comparatively 
easy, as most people think, but one of the most 
difficult problems any human being has to solve. 
It is a task we frantically try to avoid by accept­
ing ready-made goals as though they were our 
own. Modem man is ready to take great risks when 
he tries to achieve the aims which are supposed 
to be "his"; but he is deeply afraid of taking the 
risk and the responsibility of giving himself his 
own aims. Intense activity is often mistaken for 
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evidence of sell-determined action, although we 
know that it may well be no more spontaneous 
than the behavior of an actor or a person hyp­
notized. When the general plot of the play is 
handed out, each actor can act vigorously the role 
he is assigned and even make up his lines and 
certain details of the action by himself. Yet he is 
only playing a role that has been handed over to 
him. 

The particular difficulty in recognizing to what 
extent our wishes-and our thoughts and feelings 
as well-are not really our own but put into us 
from the outside, is closely linked up with the 
problem of authority and freedom. In the course 
of modern history the authority of the Church has 
been replaced by that of the State, that of the 
State by that of conscience, and in our era, the 
latter has been replaced by the anonymous au­
thority of common sense and public opinion as in­
struments of conformity. Because we have freed 
ourselves of the older overt forms of authority, we 
do not see that we have become the prey of a 
new kind of authority. We have become automa­
tons who live under the illusion of being seH­
willing individuals. This illusion helps the indi­
vidual to remain unaware of his insecurity, but 
this is all the help such an illusion can give. 
Basically the self of the individual is weakened, 
so that he feeb powerless and extremely insecure. 
He lives in a world to which he has lost genuine 
relatedness and in which everybody and every­
thing has become instrumentalized, where he has 
become a part of the machine that his hands have 
built. He thinks, feels, and wills what he believes 
he is supposed to think, feel, and will; in this very 
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process he loses his self upon which all genuine 
security of a free individual must be built. 

The loss of the self has increased the necessity 
to conform, for it results in a profound doubt of 
one's own identity. li I am nothing but what I 
believe I am supposed to be-who am "I"? We 
have seen how the doubt about one's own self 
started with the breakdown of the medieval order 
in which the individual had had an unquestion­
able place in a fixed order. The identity of the 
individual has been a major problem of modem 
philosophy since Descartes. Today we take for 
granted that we are we. Yet the doubt about our­
selves still exists, or has even grown. In his 
plays Pirandello has given expression to this feel­
ing of modem man� He starts with the question: 
Who am I? What proof have I for my own iden­
tity� other than the continuation of my physical 
self? His answer is not like Descartes' -the affir­
mation of the individual self-but its denial: I 
have no identity, there is no self excepting the one 
which is the reflex of what others expect me to 
be : I am "as you desire me." 

This loss of identity then makes it still more im­
perative to conform; it means that one can be sure 
of oneseli only if one lives up to the expectations 
of others. If we do not live up to this picture we 
not only risk disapproval and increased isolation, 
but we risk losing the identity of our personality, 
which means jeopardizing sanity. 

By conforming with the expectations of others, 
by not being different, these doubts about one's 
own identity are silenced and a certain security 
is gained. However, the price paid is high. Giving 
up spontaneity and individuality results in a 
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thwarting of life. Psychologically the automaton, 
while being alive biologically, is dead emotion­
ally and mentally. While he goes through the mo­
tions of living, his life runs through his hands like 
sand. Behind a front of satisfaction and optimism 
modem man is deeply unhappy; as a matter of 
fact, he is on the verge of desperation. He des­
perately clings to the notion of individuality; he 
wants to be "different," and he has no greater rec­
ommendation of anything than that "it is dif­
ferent." We are informed of the individual name 
of the railroad clerk we buy our tickets from; 
handbags, playing cards, and portable radios are 
"personalized," by having the initials of the owner 
put on them. All this indicates the hunger for 
"difference" and yet these are almost the last ves­
tiges of individuality that are left. Modem man is 
starved for life. But since, being an automaton, he 
cannot experience life in the sense of spontaneous 
activity he takes as surrogate any kind of excite­
ment and thrill: the thrill of drinking, of sports, 
of vicariously living the excitements of fictitious 
persons on the screen. 

What then is the meaning of freedom for mod-
em man? 

He has become free from the external bonds 
that would prevent him from doing and thinking 
as he sees fit. He would be free to act according 
to his own will, if he knew what he wanted, 
thought, and felt. But he does not know. He con­
forms to anonymous authorities and adopts a self 
which is not his. The more he does this, the more 
powerless he feels, the more he is forced to con­
form. In spite of a veneer of optimism and initia­
tive, modem man is overcome by a profound feel-
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ing of powerlessness which makes him gaze to­
ward approaching catastrophes as though he were 
paralyzed. 

Looked at superficially, people appear to func­
tion well enough in economic and social life; yet 
it would be dangerous to overlook the deep­
seated unhappiness behind that comforting veneer. 
If life loses its meaning because it is not lived, 
man becomes desperate. People do not die quietly 
from physical starvation; they do not die quietly 
from psychic starvation either. If we look only at 
the economic needs as far as the "normal" per­
son is concerned, if we do not see the unconscious 
suffering of the average automatized person, then 
we fail to see the danger that threatens our cul­
ture from its human basis: the readiness to accept 
any ideology and any leader, if only he prom­
ises excitement and offers a political structure and 
symbols which allegedly give meaning and order 
to an individual's life. The despair of the human 
automaton is fertile soil for the political purposes 
of Fascism. 

2. FREEDOM AND SPONTANEITY 

So far this book has dealt with one aspect of 
freedom: the powerlessness and insecurity of the 
isolated individual in modem society who has be­
come free from all bonds that once gave meaning 
and security to life. We have seen that the individ­
ual cannot bear this isolation; as an isolated being 
he is utterly helpless in comparison with the world 
outside and therefore deeply afraid of it; and be-
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cause of his isolation, the unity of the world has 
broken down for him and he has lost any point of 
orientation. He is therefore overcome by doubts 
concerning himself, the meaning of life, and 
eventually any principle according to which he can 
direct his actions. Both helplessness and doubt 
paralyze life, and in order to live man tries to es­
cape from freedom, negative freedom. He is driven 
into new bondage. This bondage is different from 
the primary bonds, from which, though dominated 
by authorities or the social group, he was not en­
tirely separated. The escape does not restore his 
lost security, but only helps him to forget his self 
as a separate entity. He finds new and fragile se­
curity at the expense of sacrificing the integrity of 
his individual self. He chooses to lose his self since 
he cannot bear to be alone. Thus freedom-as free­
dom from-leads into new bondage. 

Does our analysis lend itself to the conclusion 
that there is an inevitable circle that leads from 
freedom into new dependence? Does freedom from 
all primary ties make the individual so alone and 
isolated that inevitably he must escape into new 
bondage? Are independence and freedom identical 
with isolation and fear? Or is there a state of posi­
tive freedom in which the individual exists as an 
independent self and yet is not isolated but united 
with the world, with other men, and nature? 

We believe that �ere is a positive answer, that 
the process of growing freedom does not constitute 
a vicious circle, and that man can be free and yet 
not alone, critical and yet not filled with doubts, 
independent and yet an integral part of mankind. 
This freedom man can attain by the realization of 
his self, by being himself. What is realization of 



284 ESCAPE FROM FREEDOM 

the self? Idealistic philosophers have believed that 
self-realization can be achieved by intellectual in­
sight alone. They have insisted upon splitting hu­
man personality, so that man's nature may be sup­
pressed and guarded by his reason. The result of 
this split, however, has been that not only the emo­
tional life of man but also his intellectual faculties 
have been crippled. Reason, by becoming a guard 
set to watch its prisoner, nature, has become a 
prisoner itself; and thus both sides of human per­
sonality, reason and emotion, were crippled. We be­
lieve that the realization of the self is accomplished 
not only by an act of thinking but also by the 
realization of man's total personality, by the active 
expression of his emotional and intellectual poten­
tialities. These potentialities are present in every­
body; they become real only to the extent to which 
they are expressed. In other words, positive free­
dom consists in the spontaneo� activity of the 
total, integrated personality. 

We approach here one of the most difficult prob­
lems of psychology: the problem of spontaneity. 
An attempt to discuss this problem adequately 
would require another volume. However, on the 
basis of what we have said so far, it is possible to 
arrive at an understanding of the essential quality 
of spontaneous activity by means of contrast. 
Spontaneous activity is not compulsive activity, to 
which the individual is driven by his isolation and 
powerlessness; it is not the activity of the automa­
ton, which is the uncritical adoption of patterns 
suggested from the outside. Spontaneous activity 
is free activity of the self and implies, psychologi­
cally, what the Latin root of the word, sponte, 
means literally: of onel' s free will. By activity we 
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do not mean "doing something," but the quality of 
creative activity that can operate in one's emo­
tional, intellectual, and sensuous experiences and in 
one's will as well. One premise for this spontaneity 
is the acceptance of the total personality and the 
elimination of the split between "reason" and '�na­
ture"; for only. if man does not repress essential 
parts of his self, only if he has become transparent 
to himself, and only if the different spheres of life 
have reached a fundamental integration, is spon­
taneous activity possible. 

While spontaneity is a relatively rare phenome­
non in our culture, we are not entirely devoid of it, 
In order to help in the understanding of this point, 
I should like to remind the reader of some instances 
where we all catch a glimpse of spontaneity. 

In the first place, we know of individuals who 
are-or have been-spontaneous, whose thinking, 
feeling, and acting were the expression of their 
selves and not of an automaton. These individuals 
are mostly known to us as artists. As a matter of 
fact, the artist can be defined as an individual who 
can express himself spontaneously. If this were the 
definition of an artist-Balzac defined him just in 
that way-then certain philosophers and scientists 
have to be called artists too, while others are as 
different from them as an old-fashioned photog­
rapher from a creative painter. There are other in­
dividuals who, though lacking the ability-or per­
haps merely the training-for expressing themselves 
in an objective medium as the artist does, possess 
the same spontaneity. The position of the artist is 
vulnerable, though, for it is really only the suc­
cessful artist whose individuality or spontaneity is 
respected; if he does not succeed in selling the � 
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he remains to his contemporaries a crank, a "neu­
rotic." The artist in this matter is in a similar posi­
tion to that of the revolutionary throughout history. 
The successful revolutionary is a statesman, the un­
successful one a criminal. 

Small children offer another instance of sponta­
neity. They have an ability to feel and think that 
which is really theirs; this spontaneity shows in 
. what they say and think, in the feelings that are 
expressed in their faces. If one asks what makes 
for the attraction small children have for most peo­
ple I believe that, aside from sentimental and con­
ventional reasons, the answer must be that it is this 
very quality of spontaneity. It appeals profoundly 
to everyone who is not so dead himself that he has 
lost the ability to perceive it. As a matter of fact, 
there is nothing more attractive and convincing 
than spontaneity whether it is to be found in a 
child, in an artist, or in those individuals who can­
not thus be grouped according to age or profes­
sion. 

Most of us can observe at least moments of our 
own spontaneity which are at the same time mo­
ments of genuine happiness. Whether it be the fresh 
and spontaneous perception of a landscape, or the 
dawning of some truth as the result of our thinking, 
or a sensuous pleasure that is not stereotyped, or 
the welling up of love for another person-in these 
moments we all know what a spontaneous act is 
and may have some vision of what human life could 
be if these experiences were not such rare and un­
cultivated occurrences. 

Why is spontaneous activity the answer to the 
problem of freedom? We have said that negative 
freedom by itself makes the individual an isolated 
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being, whose relationship to the world is distant 
and distrustful and whose self is weak and con­
stantly threatened. Spontaneous activity is the one 
way in which man can overcome the terror of 
aloneness without sacrificing the integrity of his 
self; for in the spontaneous realization of the self 
man unites himself anew with the world-with man, 
nature, and himself. Love is the foremost compo­
nent of such spontaneity; not love as the dissolu­
tion of the self in another person, not love as the 
possession of another person, but love as sponta­
neous affirmation of others, as the union of the in­
dividual with others on the basis of the preserva­
tion of the individual self. The dynamic quality of 
love lies in this very polarity : that it springs from 
the need of overcoming separateness, that it leads 
to oneness-and yet that individuality is not elimi­
nated. Work is the other component; not work as a 
compulsive activity in order to escape aloneness, 
not work as a relationship to nature which is partly 
one of dominating her, partly one of worship of 
and enslavement by the very products of man� s 
hands, but work as creation in which man becomes 
one with nature in the act of creation. What holds 
true of love and work holds true of all spontaneous 
action, whether it be the realization of sensuous 
pleasure or participation in the political life of the 
community. It affirms the individuality of the self 
and at the same time it unites the self with man 
and nature. The basic dichotomy that is inherent 
in freedom-the birth of individuality and the pain 
of aloneness-is dissolved on . a higher plane by 
man's spontaneous action. 

In all spontaneous activity the individual em­
braces the world. Not only does his individual self 
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remain intact; it becomes stronger and more solidi­
fied. For the self is as strong as it is active. There 
is no genuine strength in possession as such, nei­
ther of material property nor of mental qualities 
like emotions or thoughts. 'There is also no strength 
in use and manipulation of objects; what we use 
is not ours simply because we use it. Ours is only 
that to which we are genuinely related by our cre­
ative activity, be it a person or an inanimate object. 
Only those qualities that result from our sponta­
neous activity give strength to the self and thereby 
form the basis of its integrity. The inability to act 
spontaneously, to express what one genuinely feels 
and thinks, and the resulting necessity to present 
a pseudo self to others and oneself, are the root of 
the feeling of inferiority and weakness. Whether or 
not we are aware of it, there is nothing of which we 
are more ashamed than of not being ourselves, and 
there is nothing that gives us greater pride and 
happiness than to think, to feel, and to say what is 
ours. 

This implies that what matters is the activity as 
such, the process and not the result. In our culture 
the emphasis is just the reverse. We produce not 
for a concrete satisfaction but for the abstract pur­
pose of selling our commodity; we feel that we 
can acquire everything material or immaterial by 
buying it, and thus things become ours independ­
ently of any creative effort of our own in relation 
to them. In the same way we regard our personal 
qualities and the result of our efforts as commodi­
ties that can be sold for money, prestige, and 
power. The emphasis thus shifts from the present 
satisfaction of creative activity to the value of the 
finished producf. Thereby man misses the only 
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satisfaction that can give him real happiness-the 
experience of the activity of the present moment 
-and chases after a phantom that leaves him dis­
appointed as soon as he believes he has caught it 
-the illusory happiness called success. 

If the individual realizes his self by spontaneous 
activity and thus relates himself to the world, he 
ceases to be an isolated atom; he and the world 
become part of one structuralized whole; he has 
his rightful place, and thereby his doubt concern­
ing himself and the meaning of life disappears. 
This doubt sprang from his separateness and from 
the thwarting of life; when he can live, neither 
compulsively nor automatically but spontaneously, 
the doubt disappears. He is aware of himself as 
an active and creative individual and recognizes 
that there is only one meaning of life: the act of 
living itself. 

If the individual overcomes the basic doubt con­
cerning himself and his place in life, if he is re­
lated to the world by embracing it in the act of 
spontaneous living, he gains strength as an in­
dividual and he gains security. This security, how­
ever, diHers from the security that characterizes 
the preindividualist state in the same way in which 
the new relatedness to the world differs from that 
of the primary ties. The new security is not rooted 
in the protection which the individual has from a 
higher power outside of himself; neither is it a 
security in which the tragic quality of life is 
eliminated. The new security is dynamic; it is not 
based on protection, but on man's spontaneous ac­
tivity. It is the security acquired each moment by 
man's spontaneous activity. It is the security that 
only freedom can give, that needs no illusions be-
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cause it has eliminated those conditions that neces­
sitate illusions. 

Positive freedom as the realization of the self 
implies the full affirmation of the uniqueness of 
the individual. Men are born equal but they are 
also born different. The basis of this difference is 
the inherited equipment, physiological and mental, 
with which they start life, to which is added the 
particular constellation of circumstances and ex­
periences that they meet with. This individual 
basis of the personality is as little identical with 
any other as two organisms are ever identical 
physically. The genuine growth of the self is al­
ways a growth on this particular basis; it is an 
organic growth, the unfolding of a nucleus that 
is peculiar for this one person and only for him. 
The development of the automaton, in contrast, is 
not an organic growth. The growth of the basis of 
the self is blocked and a pseudo self is superim­
posed upon this self, which is-as we have seen­
essentially the incorporation of extraneous patterns 
of thinking and feeling. Organic growth is pos­
sible only under the condition of supreme respect 
for the peculiarity of the self of other persons 
as well as of our own self. This respect for and 
cultivation of the uniqueness of the self is the most 
valuable achievement of human culture and it is 
this very achievement that is in danger today. 

The uniqueness of the self in no way contradicts 
the principle of equality. The thesis that men are 
born equal implies that they all share the same 
fundamental human qualities, that they share the 
basic fate of human beings, that they all have the 
same inalienable claim on freedom and happiness. 
It furthermore means that their relationship is one 
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of solidarity, not one of domination-submission. 
What the concept of equality does not mean is that 
all men are alike. Such a concept of equality is 
derived from the role that the individual plays in 
his economic activities today. In the relation be­
tween the man who buys and the one who sells, the 
concrete differences of personality are eliminated. 
In this situation only one thiug matters, that the 
one has something to sell and the other has money 
to buy it. In economic life one· man is not different 
from another; as real persons they are, and the 
cultivation of their uniqueness is the essence of 
individuality. 

Positive freedom also implies the principle that 
there is no higher power than this unique in­
dividual self, that man is the center and purpose 
of his life; that the growth and realization of man's 
individuality is an end that can never be subor­
dinated to purposes which are supposed to have 
greater dignity. This interpretation may arouse 
serious objections. Does it not postulate unbridled 
egotism? Is it not the negation of the idea of 
sacrifice for an ideal? Would its acceptance not 
lead to anarchy? These questions have actually al­
ready been answered, partly explicitly, partly im­
plicitly, during our previous discussion. However, 
they are too important for us not to make another 
attempt to clarify the answers and to avoid misun­
derstanding. 

To say that man should not be subject to any­
thing higher than himself does not deny the dignity 
of ideals. On the contrary, it is the strongest af­
firmation of ideals. It forces us, however, to a 
critical analysis of what an ideal is. One is generally 
apt today to assume that an ideal is any aim 
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whose achievement does not imply material gain, 
anything for which a person is ready to sacrifice 
egotistical ends. This is a purely psychological­
and for that matter relativistic-concept of an 
ideal. From this subjectivist viewpoint a Fascist, 
who is driven by the desire to subordinate him­
self to a higher power and at the same time to 
overpower other people, has an ideal just as much 
as the man who fights for human equality and 
freedom. On this basis the problem of ideals can 
never be solved. , , 

We must recognize the difference between gen­
uine and fictitious ideals, which is just as funda­
mental a difference as that between truth and 
falsehood. All genuine ideals have one thing in 
common: they express the desire for something 
which is not yet accomplished but which is de­
sirable for the purposes of the growth and hap­
piness of the individual.4 We may not always 
know what serves this end, we may disagree about 
the function of this or that ideal in temis of 
human development, but this is no reason for a 
relativism which says that we cannot know what 
furthers life or what blocks it. We are not always 
sure which food is healthy and which is not, yet 
we do not conclude that we have no way what­
s"oever of recognizing poison. In the same way we 
can know, if we want to, what is poisonous for 
mental life. We know that poverty, intimidation, 
isolation, are directed against life; that everything 
that serves freedom and furthers the courage and 
strength to be oneself is for life. What is good or 

• Cf. Max Otto, The Human Enterprise, T. S. Croft, 
New York, 1940. Chaps. IV and V. 
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bad for man is not a metaphysical question, but 
an empirical one that can be answered on the 
basis of an analysis of man's nature and the effect 
which certain conditions have on him. 

But what about "ideals" like those of the Fascists 
which are definitely directed against life? How can 
we understand the fact that men are following these 
false ideals as fervently as others are following 
true ideals? The answer to this question is pro­
vided by certain psychological considerations. The 
phenomenon of masochism shows us that men can 
be drawn to the experiencing of suffering or sub­
mission. There is no doubt that suffering, sub­
mission, or suicide is the antithesis of positive 
aims of living. Yet these aims can be subjectively 
experienced as gratifying and attractive. This at­
traction to what is harmful in life is the phenom­
enon which more than any other deserves the 
name of a pathological perversion. Many psycholo­
gists have assumed that the experience of pleasure 
and the avoidance of pain is the only legitimate 
principle guiding human action; but dynamic 
psychology can show that the subjective experience 
of pleasure_ is not a sufficient criterion for the 
value of certain behavior in terms of human hap­
piness. The analysis of masochistic phenomena is 
a case in point. Such analysis shows that the sensa­
tion of pleasure can be the result of a pathological 
perversion and proves as little about the ob­
jective meaning of the experience as the sweet 
taste of a poison would prove about its function 
for the organism. 5 We thus come to define a gen-

5 The question discussed here leads to a point of great 
significance which I want at least to mention: that problems 
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uine ideal -as any aim which furthers the growth, 
freedom, and happiness of the self, and to define 
as fictitious ideals those compulsive and irrational 
aims which subjectively are attractive experiences 
( like the drive for submission ) ,  but which actually 
are harmful to life. Once we accept this definition, 
it follows that a genuine ideal is not some veiled 
force superior to the individual, but that it is the 
articulate expression of utmost affirmation of the 
self. Any ideal which is in contrast to such af­
firmation proves by this very fact that it is not an 
ideal but a pathological aim. 

From here we come to another question, that 
of sacrifice. Does our definition of freedom as non­
submission to any higher power exclude sacrifices, 
including the sacrifice of one's life? 

This is a particularly important question today, 
when Fascism proclaims self-sacrifice as the high­
est virtue and impresses many people with its 
id�alistic character. The answer to this question 
follows logically from what has been said so far. 
There are two entirely different types of sacrifice. 
It is one of the tragic facts of life that the de­
mands of our physical self and the aims of our 
mental self can conflict; that actually we may have 

of ethics can be clarified by dynamic psychology. Psychologists 
will only be helpful in this direction when they can see the 
relevance of moral problems for the understanding of per­
sonality. Any psychology, including Freud's, which treats such 
problems in terms of the pleasure principle, fails to under­
stand one important sector of personality and leaves the 
field to dogmatic and unempirical doctrines of morality. The 
analysis of self-love, masochistic sacrifice, and ideals as offered 
in this book provides illustrations for this field of psychology 
and ethics that warrant further development. 



FREEDOM AND DEMOCRACY 295 

to sacrifice our physical self in order to assert the 
integrity of our spiritual self. This sacrifice will 
never lose its tragic quality. Death is never sweet, 
not even if it is suffered for the highest ideal. It 
remains unspeakably bitter, and still it can be the 
utmost assertion of our individuality. Such sac­
rifice is fundamentally different from the "sacri­
fice'' which Fascism preaches. There, sacrifice is not 
the highest price man may have to pay to assert his 
self, but it is an aim in itself. This masochistic sac­
rifice sees the fulfillment of life in its very nega­
tion, in the annihilation of the self. It is only the 
supreme expression of what Fascism aims at in all 
its ramifications-the annihilation of the individual 
self and its utter submission to a higher power. It 
is the perversion of true sacrifice as much as 
suicide is the utmost perversion of life. True sac­
rifice presupposes an uncompromising wish for 
spiritual integrity. The sacrifice of those who have 
lost it only covers up their moral bankruptcy. 

One last objection is to be met: If individuals 
are allowed to act freely in the sense of spontane­
ity, if they acknowledge no higher authority than 
themselves, will anarchy be the inevitable result? 
In so far as the word anarchy stands for heedless 
egotism and destructiveness, the determining 
factor depends upon one's understanding of human 
nature. I can only refer to what has been pointed 
out in the chapter dealing with mechanisms of 
escape: that man is neither good nor bad; that life 
has an inherent tendency to grow, to expand, to 
express potentialities; that_ if life is thwarted, if 
the individual is isolated and overcome by doubt 
or a feeling of aloneness and powerlessness, then 
he is driven to destructiveness and craving for 
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power or submission. If human freedom is estab-­
lished as freedom to, if man can realize his self 
fully and uncompromisingly, the fundamental 
cause for his asocial drives will have disappeared 
and only a sick and abnormal individual will be 
dangerous. This freedom has never been realized 
in the history of mankind, yet it has been an ideal 
to which mankind has stuck even if it was often 
expressed in abstruse and irrational forms. There 
is no reason to wonder why the record of history 
shows so much cruelty and destructiveness. If 
there is anything to be surprised at-and encour­
aged by-I believe it is the fact that the human 
race, in spite of all that has happened to men, has 
retained-and actually developed-such qualities 
of dignity, courage, decency, and kindness as we 
find them throughout history and in countless in­
dividuals today. 

If by anarchy one means that the individual does 
not acknowledge any kind of authority, the an-­
swer is to be found in what has been said about 
the difference between rational and irrational au­
thority. Rational authority-like a genuine ideal­
represents the aims of growth and expansion of 
the individual. It is, therefore, in principle never 
in conflict with the individual and his real, and 
not his pathological, aims. 

It has been the thesis of this book that freedom 
has a twofold meaning for modern man : that he has 
been freed from traditional authorities and has 
become an "individual," but that at the same time 
he has become isolated, powerless, and an in­
strument of purposes outside of himself, alienated 
from himself and others; furthermore, that this 
state undermines his self, weakens and frightens 
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him, and makes him ready for submission to new 
kinds of bondage. Positive freedom on the other 
hand is identical with the full realization of the 
individual's potentialities, together with his ability 
to live actively and spontaneously. Freedom has 
reached a critical point where, driven by the logic 
of its own dynamism, it threatens to change into 
its opposite. The future of democracy depends on 
the realization of the individualism that has been 
the ideological aim of modern thought since the 
Renaissance. The cultural and political crisis of 
our day is not due to the fact that there is too 
much individualism but that what we believe to 
be individualism has become an empty shell. The 
victory of freedom is possible only if democracy 
develops into a society in which the individual, 
his growth and happiness, is the aim and purpose 
of culture, in which life does not need any justifica­
tion in success or anything else, and in which the 
individual is not subordinated to or manipulated 
by any power outside of himself, be it the State or 
the economic machine; finally, a society in which 
his conscience and ideals are not the internaliza­
tion of external demands, but are really his and 
express the aims that result from the peculiarity 
of his self. These aims could not be fully realized 
in any previous period of modern history; they 
had to remain largely ideological aims, because 
the material basis for the development of genuine 
individualism was lacking. Capitalism has created 
this premise. The problem of production is 
solved-in principle at least-and we can visualize 
a future of abundance, in which the fight for 
economic privileges is po longer necessitated by 
economic scarcity. The problem we are confronted 
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with today is that of the organization of social 
and economic forces, so that man-as a member 
of organized society-may become the master of 
these forces and cease to be their slave. 

I have stressed the psychological side of free­
dom, .. but I have.. also tried to show that the psy­
chological problem cannot be separated from the 
material basis of human existence, from the eco­
nomic, social, and political structure of society. 
It follows from this premise that the realization 
of positive freedom and individualism is also 
bound up with economic and social changes that 
will permit the individual to become free in terms 
of the realization of his self. It is not the aim of 
this book to deal with the economic problems re­
sulting from that premise or to give a picture of 
economic plans for the future. But I should not 
like to leave any doubt concerning the direction 
in which I believe the solution to lie. 

In the first place this must be said: We cannot 
afford to lose any of the fundamental achievements 
of modem democracy-either the fundamental one 
of representative government, that is, government 
elected by the people and responsible to the peo­
ple, or any of the rights which the Bill of Rights 
guarantees to every citizen. Nor can we compro­
mise the newer democratic principle that no one 
shall be allowed to starve, that society is respon­
sible for all its members, that no one shall be 
frightened into submission and lose his human 
pride through fear of unemployment and starva­
tion. These basic achievements must not only be 
preserved; they must be fortified and expanded. 

In spite of the fact that this measure of democ­
racy has been realized-though far from completely 



FREEDOM AND DEMOCRACY 299 

-it is not enough. Progress for democracy lies in 
enhancing the actual freedom, initiative, and spon­
taneity of the individual, not only in certain private 
and spiritual matters, but above all in the activity 
fundamental to every man's existence, his work. 

What are the general conditions for that? The 
irrational and planless character of society must 
be replaced by a planned economy that represents 
the planned and concerted effort of society as such. 
Society must master the social problem as ration­
ally as it has mastered nature. One condition for 
this is the elimination of the secret rule of those 
who, though few in number, wield great economic 
power without any responsibility to those whose 
fate depends on their decisions. We may call this 
new order by the name of democratic socialism 
but the name does not matter; all that matters is 
that we establish a rational economic system serv­
ing the purposes of the people. Today the vast 
majority of the people not only have no control 
over the whole of the economic machine, but they 
have little chance to develop genuine initiative and 
spontaneity at the particular job they are doing. 
They are "employed," and nothing more is ex­
pected from them than that they do what they are 
told. Only in a planned economy in which the 
whole nation has rationally mastered the economic 
and social forces can the individual share respon­
sibility and use creative intelligence in his work. 
All that matters is that the opportunity for genuine 
activity be restored to the individual; that the pur­
poses of society and of his own become identical, 
not ideologically but in reality; and that he apply 
his effort and reason actively to the work he is 
doing, as something for which he can feel respon-
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sible because it has meaning and purpose in terms 
of his human ends. We must replace manipulation 
of men by active and intelligent co-operation, and 
expand the principle of government of the peo­
ple, by the people, for the people, from the formal 
political to the economic sphere. 

The question of whether an economic and politi­
cal system furthers the cause of human freedom 
cannot be answered in political and economic 
terms alone. The only criterion for the realization 
of freedom is whether or not the individual ac­
tively participates in determining his life and that 
of society, and this not only by the formal act of 
voting but in his daily activity, in his work, and in 
his relations to others. Modem political democ­
racy, if it restricts itself to the purely political 
sphere, cannot sufficiently counteract the results 
of the economic insignificance of the average in­
dividual. But purely economic concepts like so­
cializa tion of the means of production are not suf­
ficient either. I am not thinking here so much of 
the deceitful usage of the word socialism as it has 
been applied-for reasons of tactical expediency­
in National Socialism. I have in mind Russia where 
socialism has become a deceptive word; for al­
though socialization of the means of production has 
taken place, actually a powerful bureaucracy ma­
nipulates the vast mass of the population; this 
necessarily prevents the development of freedom 
and individualism, even if government control may 
be effective in the economic interest of the ma­
jority of the people. 

Never have words been more misused in order 
to conceal the truth than today. Betrayal of allies 
is called appeasement, military aggression is cam-
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ouflaged as defense against attack, the conquest of 
small nations goes by the name of a pact of friend­
ship, and the brutal suppression of the whole pop­
ulation is perpetrated in the name of National So­
cialism. The words democracy, freedom, and indi­
vidualism become objects of this abuse too. There 
is one way to define the real meaning of the dif­
ference between democracy and Fascism. Democ­
racy is a system that creates the economic, politi­
cal, and cultural conditions for the full develop­
ment of the individual. Fascism is a system that, 
regardless under which name, makes the individual 
subordinate to extraneous purposes and weakens the 
development of genuine individuality. 

Obviously, one of the greatest difficulties in the 
establishment of the conditions for the realization 
of democracy lies in the contradiction between a 
planned economy and the active co-operation of 
each individual. A planned economy of the scope 
of any big industrial system requires a great deal 
of centralization and, as a consequence, a bureauc­
racy to administer this centralized machine. On 
the other hand, the active control and co-operation 
by each individual and by the smallest units of 
the whole system requires a great amount of 
decentralization. Unless planning from the top is 
blended with active participation from below, un­
less the stream of social life continuously Hows 
from below upwards, a planned economy will lead 
to renewed manipulation of the people. To solve 
this problem of combining centralization with 
decentralization is one of the major tasks of society. 
But it is certainly no less soluble than the techni­
cal problems we have already solved and which 
have brought us an almost complete mastery over 
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nature. It is to be solved, however, only if we 
clearly recognize the necessity of doing so and if 
we have faith in the people, in their capacity to 
take care of their real interests as human beings. 

In a way it is again the problem of individual 
initiative with which we are confronted. Individual 
initiative was one of the great stimuli both of the 
economic system and also of personal development 
under liberal capitalism. But there are two quali­
fications: it developed only selected qualities of 
man, his will and rationality, while leaving him 
otherwise subordinate to economic goals. It was 
a principle that functioned best in a highly indi­
vidualized and competitive phase of capitalism 
which had room for countless independent eco-
nomic units. Today this space has narrowed down. 
Only a small number can exercise individual ini­
tiative. H we want to realize this principle today 
and enlarge it so that the whole personality be­
comes free, it will be possible only on the basis of 
the rational and concerted effort of a society as a 
whole, and by an amount of decentralization which 
can guarantee real, genuine, active co-operation 
and control by the smallest units of the system. 

Only if man masters society and subordinates 
the economic machine to the purposes of human 
happiness and only if he actively participates in 
the social process, can he overcome what now 
drives him into despair-his aloneness and his feel­
ing of powerlessness. Man does not suffer so much 
from poverty today as he suffers from the fact 
that he has become a cog in a large machine, an 
automaton, that his life has become empty and 
lost its meaning. The victory over all kinds of au­
thoritarian systems will be possible only if democ-
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racy does not retreat but takes the offensive and 
proceeds to realize what has been its aim in the 
minds of those w4o fought for freedom throughout 
the last centuries. It will triumph over the forces 
of nihilism only if it can imbue people with a 
faith that is the strongest the human mind is capa­
ble of, the faith in life and in truth, and in freedom 
as the active and spontaneous realization of the 
individual self. 



APPENDIX 

I 

Character and the Social Process 

TBRoucHOUT this book we have dealt with the inter­
relation of socioeconomic, psychological, and ide­
ological factors by analyzing certain historical 
periods like the age of the Reformation and the 
contemporary era. For those readers who are in­
terested in the theoretical problems involved in 
such analysis I shall try, in this appendix, to dis­
cuss briefly the general theoretical basis on which 
the concrete analysis is founded. 

In studying the psychological reactions of a so­
cial group we deal with the character structure of 
the members of the group, that is, of individual 
persons; we are interested, however, not in the 
peculiarities by which these persons differ from 
each other, but in that part of their character struc­
hrre that is common to most members of the group. 
We can call this character the social character. The 
social character necessarily is less specific than the 
individual character. In describing the latter we 
deal with the whole of the traits which in their 
particular configuration form the personality struc­
ture of this or that individual. The social character 
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comprises only a selection of traits, the essential 
nucleus of the character structure o-f most mem­
bers of a group which has developed as the result 
of the basic experiences and mode of life com­
mon to that group. Although there will be always 
"deviants" with a totally different character struc­
ture, the character structure of most members of 
the group are variations of this nucleus, brought 
about by the accidental factors of birth and life 
experience as they differ from one individual to 
another. If we want to understand one individual 
most fully, these dillerentiating elements are of the 
greatest importance. However, if we want to un­
derstand how human energy is channeled and 
operates as a productive force in a given social 
order, then' the social character deserves our main 
interest. 

The concept of social character is a key concept 
for the understanding of the social process. Char­
acter in the dynamic sense of analytic psychology 
is the specific form in which human energy is 
shaped by the dynamic adaptation of human needs 
to the particular mode of existence of a given so­
ciety. Character in its turn determines the think­
ing, feeling, and acting of individuals. To see this 
is somewhat difficult with regard to our thoughts, 
since we all tend to share the conventional belief 
that thinking is an exclusively intellectual act and 
independent of --the psychological structure of the 
personality. This is not so, however, and the less 
so the more our thoughts deal with ethical, phil­
osophical, political, psychological or social problems 
rather than with the empirical manipulation of con­
crete objects. Such thoughts, aside from the purely 
logical elements that are involved in the act of 
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thinking, are greatly determined by the personality 
structure of the person who thinks. This holds true 
for the whole of a doctrine or of a theoretical 
system as well as for a single concept, like love, 
justice, equality, sacrifice. Each such concept and 
each doctrine has an emotional matrix and this 
matrix is rooted in the character structure of the 
individual. 

We have given many illustrations of this in the 
foregoing chapters. With regard to doctrines we 
have tried to show the emotional roots of early 
Protestantism and modem authoritarianism. With 
regard to single concepts we have shown that for 
the sado-masochistic character, for example, love 
means symbiotic dependence, not mutual affirma­
tion and union on the basis of equality; sacrifice 
means the utmost subordination of the individual 
self to something higher, not _assertion of one's 
mental and moral self; difference means difference 
in power, not the realization of individuality on 
the basis of equality; justice means that everybody 
should get what he deserves, not that the individ­
ual has an unconditional claim to the realization of 
inherent and inalienable rights; courage is the 
readiness to submit and to endure suffering, not the 
utmost assertion of individuality against power. Al­
though the word which two people of different 
personality use when they speak of love, for in­
stance, is the same, the meaning of the word is 
entirely different according to their character struc­
ture. As a matter of fact, much intellectual con­
fusion could be avoided by correct psychological 
analysis of the meaning of these concepts, since 
any attempt at a purely logical classification must 
necessarily £ail. 



CHARACTER AND THE SOCIAL PROCESS 307 

The fact that ideas have an emotional matrix is 
of the utmost importance because it is the key to 
the understanding of the spirit of a culture. Di£-
ferent societies or classes within a society have a 
specific character, and on its basis different ideas 
develop and become powerful. Thus, for instance, 
the idea of work and success as the main aims 
of life were able to become powerful and appealing 
to modern man on the basis of his aloneness and 
doubt; but propaganda for the idea of ceaseless 
effort and striving for success addressed to the 
Pueblo Indians or to Mexican peasants would fall 
completely flat. These people with a different kind 
of character structure would hardly understand 
what a person setting forth such aims was talking 
about even if they understood his language. In the 
same way, Hitler and that part of the German pop­
ulation which has the same character structure 
quite sincerely feel that anybody who thinks that 
wars can be abolished is either a complete fool or 
a plain liar. On the basis of their social character, 
to them life without suffering and disaster is as 
little comprehensible as freedom and equality. · 

Ideas often are consciously accepted by certain 
groups, which, on acc.9unt of the peculiarities of 
their social character, are not really touched by 
them; such ideas remain a stock of conscious con­
victions, but people fail to act according to them 
in a critical hour. An example of this is shown in 
the German labor movement at the time of the 
victory of Nazism. The vast majority of German 
workers before Hitler's coming into power voted 
for the Socialist or Communist parties and believed 
in the ideas of those parties; that is, the range of 
these ideas among the working class was extremely 
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wide. The weight of these ideas, however, was in 
no proportion to their range. The onslaught of 
Nazism did not meet with political opponents, the 
majority of whom were ready to fight for their 
ideas. Many of the adherents of the leftist parties, 
although they believed in their party programs as 
long as the parties had authority, were ready to 
resign when the hour of crisis arrived. A close 
analysis of the "character structure of German 
workers can show one reason-certainly not the 
only one-for this phenomenon. A great number of 
them were of a personality type that has many of 
the traits of what we have described as the au­
thoritarian character. They had a deep-seated re­
spect and longing for established authority. The 
emphasis of socialism on individual independence 
versus authority, on solidarity versus individual­
istic seclusion, was not what many of these workers 
really wanted on the basis of their personality 
structure. One mistake of the radical leaders was 
to estimate the strength of their parties only on 
the basis of the range which these ideas had, and 
to overlook their lack of weight. 

In contrast to this picture, our analysis of Prot­
estant and Calvinist doctrines has shown that those 
ideas were powerful forces within the adherents 
of the new religion, because they appealed to needs 
and anxieties that were present in the character 
structure of the people to whom they were ad­
dressed. In other words, ideas can become power­
ful forces, but only to the extent to which they are 
answers to specific human needs prominent in a 
given social character. 

Not only thinking and feeling are determined by 
man's character structure but also his actions. It 
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is Freud's achievement to have shown this, even 
if his theoretical frame of reference is incorrect. 
The determinations of activity by the dominant 
trends of a person's character structure are ob­
vious in the case of neurotics. It is easy to un­
derstand that the compulsion to count the windows 
of houses and the number of stones on the pave­
ment is an activity that is rooted in certain drives 
of the compulsive character. But the actions of a 
normal person appear to be determined only by 
ratjonal considerations and the necessities of real­
ity. However, with the new tools of observation 
that psychoanalysis offers, we can recognize that 
so-called rational behavior is largely determined 
by the character structure. In our discussion of 
the meaning of work for modern man we have 
dealt with an illustration of this point. We saw 
that the intense desire for unceasing activity was 
rooted in aloneness and anxiety. This compulsion 
to work differed from the attitude toward work in 
other cultures, where people worked as much as it 
was necessary but where they were not driven by 
additional forces within their own character struc­
ture. Since all normal persons today have about 
the same impulse to work and, furthermore, since 
this intensity of work is necessary if they want to 
live at all, one easily overlooks the irrational com­
ponent in this trait. 

We have now to ask what function character 
serves for the individual and for society. As to the 
former the answer is not difficult. If an individ­
uars character more or less closely conforms with 
the social character, the dominant drives in his 
personality lead him to do what is necessary and 
desirable under the specific social conditions of 
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his culture. Thus, for instance, if he has a pas­
sionate drive to save and an abhorrence of spend­
ing money for any luxury, he will be greatly helped 
by this drive-supposing he is a small shopkeeper 
who needs to save and to be thrifty if he wants to 
survive. Besides this economic function, character 
traits have a purely psychological one which is no 
less important. The person with whom saving is a 
desire springing from his personality gains also a 
profound psychological satisfaction in being able 
to act accordingly; that is, he is not only benefited 
practically when he saves, but he also feels satis­
fied psychologically. One can easily convince one­
self of this if one observes, for instance, a woman 
of the lower middle class shopping in the market 
and being as happy about two cents saved as an­
other person of a different character may be about 
the enjoyment of some sensuous pleasure. This psy­
chological satisfaction occurs not only if a person 
acts in accordance with the demands springing 
from his character structure but also when he reads 
or listens to ideas that appeal to him for the same 
reason. For the authoritarian character an ideology 
that describes nature as the powerful force to 
which we have to submit, or a speech which in­
dulges in sadistic descriptions of political occur­
rences, has a profound attraction and the act of 
reading or listening results in psychological satis­
faction. To sum up: the subjective function of 
character for the normal person is to lead him to 
act according to what is necessary for him from a 
practical standpoint and also to give him satis­
faction from his activity psychologically. 

If we look at social character from the stand­
point of its function in the social process, we have 
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to start with the statement that has been made with 
regard to its function for the individual : that by 
adapting himself to social conditions man develops 
those traits that make him desire to act as he has 
to act. If the character of the majority of people 
in a given society-:that is, the social character-is 
thus adapted to the objective tasks the individual 
has to perform in this society, the energies of peo­
ple are molded in ways that make them into pro­
ductive forces that are indispensable for the func­
tioning of that society. Let us take up once more 
the example of work. Our modem industrial sys­
tem requires that most of our energy be chan­
neled in the direction of work. Were -it only that 
people worked because of external necessities, 
much friction between-what they ought to do and 
what they would like to do would arise and lessen 
their efficiency. However, by the dynamic adapta­
tion of character to social requirements, human 
energy instead of causing friction is shaped into 
such forms as to become an incentive to act ac­
cording to the particular economic necessities. 
Thus modem man, instead of . having to be forced 
to work as hard as he does, is driven by the inner 
compulsion to work which we have attempted to 
analyze in its psychological significance. Or, in­
stead of obeying overt authorities, he has built up 
an inner authority-conscience and duty-which 
operates more effectively in controlling him than 
any external authority could ever do. In other 
words, the social character internalizes external 
necessities and thus harnesses human energy for 
the task of a given economic and social system. 
, As we have seen, once certain needs have devel­

oped in a character structure, any behavior in line 
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with these needs is at the same time satisfactory 
psychologically and practical from the standpoint 
of material success. As long as a society offers the 
individual those two satisfactions simultaneously, 
we have a situation where the psychological forces 
are cementing the social structure. Sooner or later, 
however, a lag arises. The traditional character 
structure still exists while new economic condi­
tions have arisen, for which the traditional char­
acter traits are no longer useful. People tend to 
act according to their character structure, but 
either these actions are actual handicaps in their 
economic pursuits or there is not enough op­
portunity for them to find positions that allow them 
to act according to their "nature." An illustration 
of what we have in mind is the character struc­
ture of the old middle classes, particularly in coun­
tries with a rigid class stratification like Ge1many. 
The old middle class virtues-frugality, thrift, 
cautiousness, suspiciousness-were of diminishing 
value in modem business in comparison with new 
virtues, such as initiative, a readiness to take risks, 
aggressiveness, and so on. Even inasmuch as these 
old virtues were still an asset-as with the small 
shopkeeper-the range of possibilities for such 
business was so narrowed down that only a mi­
nority of the sons of the old middle class could 
"use" their character traits successfully in their 
economic pursuits. While by their upbringing they 
had developed character traits that once were 
adapted to the social situation of their class, the 
economic development went fast�r than the char­
acter development. This lag between economic 
and psychological evolution resulted in a situation 
in which the psychic needs could no longer be 
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satisfied by the usual economic activities. These 
needs existed, however, and had to seek for satis­
faction in some other way. Narrow egotistical striv­
ing for one's own advantage, as it had character­
ized the lower middle class, was shifted from the 
individual plane to that of ·the nation. The sadistic 
impulses, too, that had been used in the battle of 
private competition were partly shifted to the so­
cial and political scene, and partly intensified by 
frustration. Then, freed from any restricting fac­
tors, they sought satisfaction in acts of political 
persecution and war. Thus, blended with the re­
sentment caused by the frustrating qualities of the 
whole situation, the psychological forces instead of 
cementing the existing social order became dyna­
mite to be used by groups which wanted to destroy 
the traditional political and economic structure of 
democratic society. 

We have not spoken of the role which the edu­
cational process plays with regard to the formation 
of the social character; but in view of the fact 
that to many psychologists the methods of early 
childhood training and the educational techniques 
employed toward the growing child appear to be 
the cause of character development, some remarks 
on this point seem to be warranted. In the first 
place we should ask ourselves what we mean by 
education. While education can be defined in vari­
ous ways, the way to look at it from the angle of 
the social process seems to be something like this. 
The social function of education is to qualify the 
individual to function in the role he is to play 
later on in society; that is, to mold his character in 
such a way that it approximates the social char­
acter, that his desires coincide with the necessities 
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of his social role. The educational system of any 
society is determined by this function; therefore 
we cannot explain the sbucture of society or the 
personality of its members by the educational proc­
ess; but we have to explain the educational sys­
tem by the necessities resulting from the social and 
economic structure of a given society. However, 
the methods of education are extremely important 
in so far as they are the mechanisms by which the 
individual is molded into the required shape. They 
can be considered as the means by which social 
requirements are transformed into personal quali­
ties. While educational techniques are not the 
cause of a particular ldnd of social character, they 
constitute one of the mechanisms by which char­
acter is formed. In this sense, the knowledge arid 
understanding of educational methods is an im­
portant part of the total analysis of a functioning 
society. 

What we have just said also holds true for one 
particular sector of the whole educational process : 
the family. Freud has shown that the early ex­
periences of the child have a decisive influence 
upon the formation of its character structure. If 
this is true, how then can we understand that the 
child, who-at least in our culture-has little contact 
with the life of society, is molded by it? The 
answer is not only that the parents-aside from cer­
tain individual variations-apply the educational 
patterns of the society they live in, but also that 
in their own personalities they represent the 
social character of their society or class. They 
transmit to the child what we may call the 
psychological . atmosphere or the spirit of a society 
just by being as they are-namely representatives 
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of this very spirit. The family thus may be con­
sidered to be the psychological agent of society. 

Having stated that the social character is shaped 
· by the mode of existence of a given society, I want 

to remind the reader of what has been said in 
the first chapter on the problem of dynamic ad­
aptation. While it is true that man is molded by 
the necessities of the economic and social structure 
of society, he is not infinitely adaptable. Not only 
are there certain physiological needs that im­
peratively call for satisfaction, but there are also 
certain psychological qualities inherent in man 
that need to be satisfied and that result in certain 
reactions if they are frustrated. What are these 
qualities? The most important seems to be the 
tendency to grow, to develop and realize po­
tentialities which man has developed in the 
course of history-as, for instance, the faculty of 
creative and critical thinking and of having dif­
ferentiated emotional and sensuous experiences. 
Each of these potentialities has a dynamism of its 
own. Once they have developed in the process of 
evolution they tend to be expressed. This tend­
ency can be suppressed and frustrated, but such 
suppression results in new reactions, particularly in 
the formation of destructive and symbiotic im­
pulses. It also seems that this general tendency to 
grow-which is the psychological equivalent of the 
identical biological tendency-results in such spe­
cific tendencies as the desire for freedom and the 
hatred against oppression, since freedom is the 
fundamental condition for any growth. Again, the 
desire for freedom can be repressed, it can dis­
appear from the awareness of the individual; but 
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even then it does not cease to exist as a potentiality, 
and indicates its existence by the conscious or 
unconscious hatred by which such suppression is 
always accompanied. 

We have also reason to assume that, as has been 
said before, the striving for justice and truth is an 
inherent trend of human nature, although it can 
be repressed and perverted like the striving for 
freedom. In this assumption we are on dangerous 
ground theoretically. It would be easy if we could 
fall back on religious and philosophical assump­
tions which explain �e existence of such trends 
by a belief that man is created in God's likeness or 
by the assumption of a natural law. However, we 
cannot support our argument with such explana­
tions. The only way in our opinion to account 
for this striving for justice and truth is by the 
analysis of the whole history of man, socially and 
individually. We find then that for everybody who 
is powerless, justice and truth are the most im­
portant weapons in the fight for his freedom and 
growth. Aside from the fact that the majority of 
mankind throughout its history has had to defend 
itself against more powerful groups which could 
oppress and exploit it, every individual in child­
hood goes through a period which is characterized 
by powerlessness. It seems to us that in this state 
of powerlessness traits like the sense of justice 
and truth develop and become potentialities com� 
mon to man as such. We arrive therefore at the 
fact that, although character development is 
shaped by the basic conditions of life and al­
though there is no biologically fixed human nature, 
human nature has a dynamism of its own that consti­
tutes an active factor in the evolution of the social 
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process. Even if we are not yet able to state clearly 
in psychological terms what the exact nature of this 
human dynamism is, we must recognize its exist­
ence. In trying to avoid the errors of biological 
and metaphysical concepts we must not succumb 
to an equally grave error, that . of a sociological 

- relativism in which man is nothing but a puppet, 
directed by the strings of social circumstances. 
Man:, s inalienable rights of freedom and happi­
ness are founded in inherent human qualities : his 
striving to live, to expand and to express the 
potentialities that have developed in him in the 
process of historical evolution. 

At this point we can restate the most important 
differences between the psychological approach 
pursued in this book and that of Freud. The first 
point of diHerence has been dealt with in a de­
tailed manner in the first chapter, so that it is 
only necessary to mention it here briefly, we look 
upon human nature as essentially historically con­
ditioned, although we do not minimize the sig­
nificance of biological factors and do not believe 
that the question can be put correctly in terms of 
cultural versus biological factors. In the second 
place, Freud's essential principle is to look upon 
man as an entity, a closed system, endowed by 
nature with certain physiologically conditioned 
drives, and to interpret the development of his 
character as a reaction to satisfactions and frustra­
tions of these drives; whereas, in our opinion, the 
fundamental approach to human personality is the 
understanding of man:, s relation to the world, to 
others, to nature, and to himself. We believe that 

_ man is primarily a social being, and not, as 
Freud assumes, primarily self-sufficient and only 
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secondarily in need of others in order to satisfy his 
instinctual needs. In this sense, we believe that in­
dividual psychology is fundamentally social psy­
chology o�, in Sullivan's terms, the psychology of 
interpersonal relationships; the key problem of 
psychology is that of the particular kind of related­
ness of the individual toward the world, not that 
of satisfaction or frustration of single instinctual 
desires. The problem of what happens to man's 
instinctual desires has to be understood as one 
part of the total problem of his relationship to­
ward the world and not as the problem of human 
personality. Therefore, in our approach, the needs 
and desires that center about the individual's rela­
tions to others, such as love, hatred, tenderness, 
symbiosis, are the fundamental psychological phe­
nomena, while with Freud they are only secondary 
results from frustrations or satisfactions of in­
stinctive needs. 

The diHerence between Freud's biological and 
our own social orientation has special signifi­
cance with regard to the problems of character­
ology. Freud-and on the basis of his findings, 
Abraham, Jones, and others-assumed that the child 
experiences pleasure at so-called erogenous zones 
( mouth and anus ) in connection with the process 
of feeding and defecation; and that, either by 
overstimulation, frustration, or constitutionally in­
tensified sensitivity, these erogenous zones retain 
their libidinous character in later years when in 
the course of the normal development the genital 
zone should have become of primary importance. 
It is assumed that this fixation on the pregenital 
level leads to sublimations and reaction-formations 
that become part of the character structure. Thus, 
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for instance, a person may have a drive to save 
money or other objects, because be sublimates the 
unconscious desire to retain the stool. Or a per­
son may expect to get everything from somebody 
else and not as a result of his own effort, be­
cause he is driven by an unconscious wish to be 
fed which is sublimated into the wish to get help, 
knowledge, and so forth. 

Freud's observations are of great importance, 
but he gave an erroneous explanation. He saw cor­
rectly the passionate and irrational nature of these 
"oral" and "anal" character traits. He saw also that 
such desires pervade all spheres of personality, 
man's sexual, emotional, and intellectual life, and 
that they color all his activities. But he mistook 
the causal relation between erogenous zones and 
character traits for the reverse of what they really 
are. The desire to receive everything one wants 
to obtain-love, protection, lmowledge, material 
things-in a passive way from a source outside of 
oneself, develops in a child's character as a re­
action to his experiences with others. If through 
these experiences the feeling of his own strength 
is weakened by fear, if his initiative and self-con­
fidence are paralyzed, if hostility develops and is 
repressed, and if at the same time his father or 

· mother offers affection or care under the condi­
tion of surrender, such a constellation leads to an 
attitude in which active mastery is given up and 
all his energies are turned in the direction of an 
outside source from which the fulfillroP.nt of all 
wishes will eventually come. This attitude assumes 
such a passionate character because it is the only 
way in which such a person can attempt to realize 
his wishes. That often these persons have dreams 



320 ESCAPE FROM FREEDOM 

or phantasies of being fed, nursed, and so on, 
is due to the fact that the mouth more than any 

� other organ lends itself to the expression of this 
receptive attitude. But the oral sensation is not 
the cause of this attitude; it is the expression of 
an attitude toward the world in the language of the 
body. 

The same holds true for the "anal" person, 
who on the basis of his particular experiences is 
more withdrawn from others than the "oral" per­
son, seeks security by making himself an autarchic, 
self-sufficient system, and feels love or any other 
outgoing attitude as a threat to his security. It 
is true that in many instances these attitudes first 
develop in connection with feeding or defecation, 
which in the early age of the child are his main 
activities and also the main sphere in which love 
or oppression on the part of the parents and friend­
liness or defiance on the part of the child, are ex­
pressed. However, overstimulation and frustration 
in connection with the erogenous zones by them­
selves do not lead to a fixation of such attitudes in 
a person's character; although certain pleasurable 
sensations are experienced by the child in con­
nection with feeding and defecation, these pleas­
ures do not assume importance for the character 
development, unless they represent-on the phys­
ical level-attitudes that are rooted in the whole 
of the character structure. 

For an infant who has confidence in the un­
conditional love of his mother, the sudden inter­
ruption of breast-feeding will not have any grave 
characterological consequences; the infant who ex­
periences a lack of reliability in the mother's 
love may acquire "oral" traits even though the feed-
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ing process went on without any particular dis­
rurbances. The "oral" or "anal" phantasies or phys­
ical sensations in later years are not important on 
account of the physical pleasure they imply, or 
any mysterious sublimation of this pleasure, but 
only on account of the specific kind of related­
ness toward the world which is underlying them 
and which they express. 

Only from this point of view can Freud's char­
acterological findings become fruitful for social 
psychology. As long as we assume, for instance, 
that the anal character: as it is typical of the Eu­
ropean- lower middle class, is caused by certain 
early experiences in connection with defecation, 
we have hardly any data that lead us to under­
stand why a specific class should have an anal 
social character. However, if we understand it as 
one form of relatedness to others, rooted in the 
character structure and resulting from the experi­
ences with the outside world, we have a key for 
understanding why the whole mode of life of the 
lower middle class, its narrowness, isolation, and 
hostility, made for the developme�t of this_ kind 
of character structure.1 

The third important point of difierence is close­
ly linked up with the previous ones. Freud, on 

1 F. Alexander has attempted to restate Freud's char­
acterological findings in terms that are in some ways similar 
to our own interpretation. ( Cf. F. Alexander, "The Influence 
of Psychological Factors upon Castro-Intestinal Disturbances, 
Psychoanalytic Quarterly, Vol XV, 1934. ) But although his 
views constitute an advance over Freud's, he has not suc­
ceeded in overcoming a fundamentally biological orientation 
and in fully recognizing interpersonal relationships as the 
basis and essence of these "pregenital', drives. 
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the basis of his instinctivistic orientation and also 
of a profound conviction of the wickedness of 
human nature, is prone to interpret all "ideal� 
motives in man as the result of something "mean"; 
a case in point is his explanation of the sense of 
justice as the outcome of the original envy a child 
has for anybody who has more than he. As has 
been pointed out before, we believe that ideals 
like truth, justice, freedom, although they are 
frequently mere phrases or rationalizations, can be 
genuine strivings, and that any analysis which 
does not deal with these strivings as dynamic fac­
tors is fallacious. These ideals have no metaphysi­
cal character but are rooted in the conditions of 
human life and can be analyzed as such. The fear 
of falling back into metaphysical or idealistic con­
cepts should not stand in the way of such analysis. 
It is the task of psychology as an empirical 
science to study motivation by ideals as well as 
the moral problems connected with them, and 
thereby to free our thinking on such matters from 
the unempirical and metaphysical elements that 
befog the issues in their traditional treatment. 

Finally, one other point of difference should be 
mentioned. It concerns the differentiation between 
psychological phenomena of want and those of 
abundance. The primitive level of human exist­
ence is that of want. There are imperative needs 
which have to be satisfied before anything else. 
Only when man has time and energy left beyond 
the satisfaction of the primary needs, can culture 
develop and with it those strivings that attend 
the phenomena of abundance. Free ( or sponta­
neous ) acts are always phenomena of abundance. 
Freud's psychology is a psychology of want He 
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defines pleasure as the satisfaction resulting from 
the removal of painful tension. Phenomena of 
abundance, like love or tenderness, actually do not 
play any role in his system. Not only did he omit 
such phenomena, but he also had a limited under­
standing of the phenomenon to which he paid so 
much attention: sex. According to his whole defini­
tion of pleasure Freud saw in sex only the ele­
ment of physiological compulsion and in sexual 
satisfaction the relief from painful tension. The 
sexual drive as a phenomenon of abundance, and 
sexual pleasure as spontaneous joy-the essence of 
which is not negative relief from tension-had no 
place in his psychology. 

What is the principle of interpretation that this 
book has applied to the understanding of the 
human basis of culture? Before answering this 
question it may be useful to recall the main 
trends of interpretation with which our own dif­
fers. 

1. The "psychologistic" approach which charac­
terizes Freud's thinking, according to which cul­
tural phenomena are - rooted in psychological 
factors that result from instinctual drives which 
in themselves are influenced by society only 
through some measure of suppression. Following 
thisJine of interpretation Freudian authors have ex­
plained capitalism as the outcome of anal eroti­
cism and the development of early Christianity as 
the result of the ambivalence toward the father 
image.3 

2 For a fuller discussion of this method cf. E. Fromm, 
The Dogma of Christ, Holt, Rinehart and Winston, Inc., 
New York, 1964. 
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2. The "economistic" approach, as it is presented 
in the misapplication of Marx's interpretation of 
history. According to this view, subjective eco­
nomic interests are the cause of cultural phenom­
ena, such as religioJl and political ideas. From 
such a pseudo-Marxian viewpoint, 3 one might try to 
explain Protestantism as no more than the answer 
to certain economic needs of the bourgeoisie. 

3. Finally there is the "idealistic" position, 
which is represented by Max Weber's analysis, The 
Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism. He 
holds that new religious ideas are responsible for 
the development of a new type of economic be­
havior and a new spirit of culture, although he 
emphasizes that this behavior is never exclusively 
determined by religious doctrines. 

In contrast to these explanations, we have as­
sumed that ideologies and culture in general are 
rooted in the social character; that the social char­
acter itself is molded by the mode of existence of 
a given society; and that in their turn the domi­
nant character traits become productive forces 
shaping the social process. With regard to the 
problem of the spirit of Protestantism and capital-

s I call this viewpoint pseudo-Marxian because it inter­
prets Marx> s theory as meaning that history is determined by 
economic motives in terms of the striving for material gain, 
and not as Marx really meant, in terms of objective con­
ditions which can result in different economic attitudes, of 
which the intense desire for the gain of material wealth is 
only one. ( This was pointed out in Chapter I. ) A detailed 
discussion of this problem can be found in E. Fromm>s 
"Ober Methode und Aufgabe einer analytischen Sozialpsycho­
logie,» Zeitschrift fur Sozialforschung> Vol. I, 1932, p. 28 ff. 
Cf. also the discussion in Robert S. Lynd's Knowledge for 

What?, Princeton University Press, Princeton., 1939. Chap. II. 
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ism, I have tried to show that the collapse of 
medieval society threatened the middle class; that 
this threat resulted in a feeling of powerless isola­
tion and doubt; that this psychological change was 
responsible for the appeal of Luther's and 
Calvin's doctrines; that these doctrines intensified 
and stabilized the characterological changes; and 
that the character traits that thus developed then 
became productive forces in the development of 
capitalism which in itself resulted from economic 
and political changes. 

With regard to Fascism the same principle 
of explanation was applied: the lower middle 
class reacted to certain economic changes, such 
as the growing power of monopolies and post­
war inflation, with an intensification · of certain 
character traits, namely, sadistic and masochistic 
strivings; the Nazi ideology appealed to and inten­
sified these traits; and the new character traits 
then became effective forces in supporting the ex .. 
pansion of German imperialism. In both instances 
we see that when a certain class is threatened by 
new economic tendencies it reacts to this threat 
psychologically and ideologically; and that the 
psychological changes brought about by this re­
action further the development of economic forces 
even if those forces contradict the economic in­
terests of that class. We see that economic, 
psychological, and ideological forces operate in 
this way: that man reacts to changing external situ­
ations by changes in himself, and that these 
psychological factors in their turn help in molding 
the economic and social process. Economic forces 
are effective, but they must be understood not as 
psychological motivations but as objective condi-
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tions : psychological forces are effective, but they 
must be understood as historically conditioned 
themselves; ideas are effective, but they must be 
understood as being rooted in the whole of the 
character structure of members of a social group. 
In spite of this interdependence of economic, 
psychological, and ideological forces, however, 
each of them has also a certain independence. This 
is particularly true of the economic development 
which, being dependent on objective factors, 
such as the natural productive forces, technique, 
geographical factors, takes place according to its 
own laws. As to the psychological forces, we have 
indicated that the same holds true; they are 
molded by the external conditions of life, but they 
also have a dynamism of their own; that is, they 
are the expression of human needs which, al­
though they can be molded, cannot be uprooted. 
In the ideological sphere we find a similar auton­
omy rooted in logical laws and in the tradition of 
the body of lmowledge acquired in the course of 
history. 

We can restate the principle in terms of social 
character: The social character results from the 
dynamic adaptation of human nature to the struc­
ture of society. Changing social conditions result 
in changes of the social character, that is, in new 
needs and anxieties. These new needs give rise to 
new ideas and, as it were, make men susceptible 
to them; these new ideas in their turn tend to 
stabilize and intensify the ne'Y social character 
and to determine man's actions. In other words, so­
cial conditions influence ideological phenomena 
through the medium of character; character, on 
the other hand, is not the result of passive adapta-
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tion to social conditions but of a dynamic adapta­
tion on the basis of elements that either are 
biologically inherent in human nature or have 
become inherent as the result of historic evolu­
tion. 
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If a man cannot l ive with freedom, he  wil l probably turn to fascism.  This 
concise statement reflects the central idea of ESCAPE FROM FREEDOM, 
Erich Fromm's most famous and very l ikely h is most important book. 
Using the insights of psychoana lys is as probing agents, Dr. Fromm un­
covers the ill ness of contemporary civil ization as witnessed by its will­
ingness to submit to total ita ria n rule. 

The rise of democracy set some men free politica l ly, whi le at the same 
time giving birth to a society in which the individual feels alienated and 
deh umanized . I n  th is important and challenging work, Dr. Fromm 
considers the causes of this phenomenon to be found in the minds of 
a l l  men, and exam ines the often appal l ing results. 
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