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Be ye lamps unto yourselves. 
Be your own reliance. 
Hold to the truth within yourselves 
as to the only lamp. 

BUDDHA 

True words always seem paradoxical but no other form of 
teaching can take its place. 

Who then are the true philosophers? 
Those who are lovers of the vision of truth. 

My people are destroyed by the lack of knowledge; 
because thou hast rejected knowledge 
I will also reject thee. 

LAO-TsE 

PLATO 

HOSEA 

If the way which, as I have shown, leads hither seems very 
difficult, it can nevertheless be found. It must indeed be 
difficult since it is so seldom discovered; for if salvation 
lay ready to hand and could be discovered without great 
labour, how could it be possible that it should be neglected 
almost by everybody? But all noble things are as difficult 
:is they are rare. 

SI'INOZA 
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terns of thought which try to give an answer to the human 
quest for meaning and to man's attempt to make sense of 
his own existence. For lack of a better word I therefore 
call such systems "frames of orientation and devotion." 

The point, however, I wish to emphasize is that there are 
many other strivings which are looked upon as entirely 
secular which are nevertheless rooted in the same need 
from which religious and philosophical systems spring. Let 
us consider what we observe in our time: We see in our 
own culture millions of people devoted to the attainment 
of success and prestige. We have seen and still see in other 
cultures fanatical devotion of adherents to dictatorial sys
tems of conquest and domination. We are amazed at the 
intensity of those passions which is often stronger than 
even the drive for self-preservation. We are easily deceived 
by the secular contents of these aims and explain them as 
outcomes of sexual or other quasi-biological strivings. But 
is it not apparent that the intensity and fanaticism with 
which these secular aims are pursued is the same as we 
find in religions; that all these secular systems of orienta
tion and devotion differ in content but not in the basic 
need to which they attempt to offer answers? In our cul
ture the picture is so particularly deceptive because most 
people "believe" in monotheism while their actual devo
tion belongs to systems which are, indeed, much closer to 
totemism and worship of idols than to any form ·of Chris
tianity . . i But we must go one step further. The understanding of 
the "religious" nature of these culturally patterned secular 
strivings is the key to the understanding of neuroses and 
irrational strivings. We have to consider the latter as an
swers- individual answers- to man's quest for orientation 
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tation. A number of other character traits could be dealt 
with similarly, and it could be shown that they are also 
direct outcomes of basic orientations or mixtures of such 
primary traits of character with those of temperament. 
However, a great number of others conventionally listed as 
character traits would be found to be not character traits 
in our sense but pure temperament or mere behavior traits. 

The main difference in the theory of character proposed 
. here from that of Freud is that the fundamental basis of 
character is not seen in various types of libido organization 
but in specific kinds of a person's relatedness to the world. 
In the process of living, man relates himself to the world 
( 1) by acquiring and assimilating things, and (2) by re-

. lating himself to people (and himself). The former I shall 
c;!ll the process of assimilation; the lattet: that of socializa
tion. Both forms of relatedness are "open" and not, as with 
the animal, instinctively determined. Man can acquire 
things by receiving or taking them from an outside source 
or by producing them through his own effort. But he must 
acquire and assimilate them in some fashion in order tc 
satisfy his needs. Also, man cannot live alone and unrelated 
to others. He has to associate with others for defense, for 
work, for sexual satisfaction, for play, for the upbringing 
of the young, for the transmission of knowledge and ma
terial possessions. But beyond that, it is necessary for him to 
be related to others, one with them, part of a group. Com
plete isolation is unbearable and incompatible with sanity. 
Again man can relate himself to others in various ways: he 
can love or hate, he can compete or cooperate; he can build 
a social system based on equality or authority, liberty or 
oppression; but he must be related in some fashion and the 
particular form of relatedness is expressive of his character. 
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These orientations, by which the individual relates him- \ \ 

self to the world, constitute the core of his character; char
acter can be defined as the (relatively permanent) form in \ 
which human energy is canalized in the process of assimila- I 
tion and socialization. This canalization of psychic energy 
has a very significant biological function. Since man's ac
tions are not determined by innate instinctual patterns, life 
would be precarious, indeed, if he had to make a deliberate 
decision each time he acted, each time he took a step. On 
the contrary, many actions must be performed far more 
quickly than conscious deliberation allows. Furthermore, if 
all behavior followed from deliberate decision, many more 
inconsistencies in action would occur than are compatible 
with proper functioning. According to behavioristic think
ing, man learns to react in a semiautomatic fashion by 
developing habits of action and thought which can be 
understood in terms of conditioned reflexes. While this 
view is correct to a certain extent, it ignores the fact that 
the most deeply rooted habits and opinions which are 
characteristic of a person and resistant to change grow from 
his character structure: they are expressive of the particular 
form in which energy has been canalized in the character 
structure. The character system can be considered the 
human substitute for the instinctive apparatus of the ani
mal. Once energy is canalized in a certain way, action takes 
place "true to character." A particular <:haracter may be 
undesirable ethically, but at least it permits a person to act 
fairly consistently and to be relieved of the burden of 
having to make a new and deliberate decision every time. 
He can arrange his life in a way which is geared to his char
acter and thus create a certain degree of compatibilIty be
tween the inner and the outer situation. Moreover, character 
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has also a selective function with regard to a person's idea~ 
and values. Since to most people ideas seem to be inde
pendent of their emotions and wishes and the result of 
logical deduction, they feel that their attitude toward the 
world is confirmed by their ideas and judgments when actu
ally these are as much a result of their character: as their 
actions are. This confirmation in turn tends to stabilize their 
character structure since it makes the latter appear right 
and sensible. 

Not only has character the function of permitting the 
individual to act consistently and "reasonably"; it is also 
the basis for his adjustment to society. The character of 
the child is molded by the character of its parents in re
sponse to whom it develops. The parents and their methods 
of child training in turn are determined by the social struc
ture of their culture. The average family is the "psychic 
agency" of society, and by adjusting himself to his family 
the child acquires the character which later makes him 
adjusted to the tasks he has to perform in social life. He 
acquires that character which makes him want to do what 
he has to do and the core of which he shares with most 
members of the same social class or culture. The fact that 
most members of a social class or culture share significant 
elements of character and that one can speak of a "social 
character" representing the core of a character structure 
common to most people of a given culture shows the degree 
to which character is formed by social and cultural patterns. 
But from the social character we must differentiate the in
dividual character in which one person differs from another 
within the same culture. These differences are partly due to 
the differences of the personalities of the parents and to the 
differences, psychic and material, of the specific social envi· 
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ronment in which the child grows up. But they are also due 
to the constitutional differences of each individual, particu
larly those of temperament. Genetically, the formation of 
individual character is determined by the impact of its life 
experiences, the individual ones and those which follow . 
from the culture, on temperament and physical constitu- : 
tion. Environment is never the same for two people, for 
the difference in constitution makes them experience the ' 
same environment in a more or less different way. Mere l 

habits of action and thought which develop as the result 
of an individual's conforming with the cultural pattern and 
which are not rooted in the character of a person are easily' 
changed under the influence of new social patterns. If, on 
the other hand, a person's behavior is rooted in his char
acter, it is charged with energy and changeable only if a 
fundamental change in a person's character takes place. 

In the following analysis nonproductive orientations are 
differentiated from the productive orientation.6 It must be 
noted that these concepts are "ideal-types," not descrip
tions of the character of a given individual. Furthermore, 
while, for didactic purposes, they are treated here separately, I 
the character of any given person is usually a blend of all 
or some of these orientations in which one, however, is 
dominant. Finally, I want to state here that in the descrip
tion of the nonproductive orientations only their negative 
aspects are presented, while their positive aspects are dis
cussed briefly in a later part of this chapter.7 

IJ 
6 If the reader wishes to begin with a picture of all the types, he can 

turn to the diagram on p. 111. 

7 See pp. ll2 ff. The following description of the non-productive orien. 
tations, except that of the marketing, follows the clinical picture of the 
pregenital character given by Freud and others. The theoretical difference 
becomes apparent in the discussion of the hoarding character. 
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on the market, how well he gets his personality across, how 
nice a "package" he is; whether he is "cheerful," "sound," 
"aggressive," "reliable," "ambitious"; furthermore what hi~ 
family background is, what clubs he belongs to, and whetheJ' 
he knows the right people. The type of personality required 
depends to some degree on the special field in which a per
son works. A stockbroker, a salesman, a secretary, a railroad 
executive, a college professor, or a hotel manager must each 
offer different kinds of personality that, regardless of their 
differences, must fulfill one condition: to be in demand. 

The fact that in order to have success it is not sufficient 
I to have the skill and equipment for performing a given task 

but that one must be able to "put across" one's personality 
\ in competition with many others shapes the attitude toward 

oneself. If it were enough for the purpose of making a 
living to rely on what one knows and what one can do, one's 
self-esteem would be in proportion to one's capacities, that 
is, to one's use value; but since success depends largely on 

[
how one sells one's personality, one experiences oneself as 
a commodity or rather simultaneously as the seller and the 

\ commodity to be sold. A person is not concerned with his 
life and happiness, but with becoming salable. This feeling 
might be compared to that of a commodity, of handbags on 
a counter, for instance, could they feel and think. Each 
handbag would try to make itself as "attractive" as possible 

I in order to attract customers and to look as expensive as 
I possible in order to obtain a higher price than its rivals. The 

\ 

handbag sold for the highest price would feel elated, since 
that would mean it was the most "valuable" one; the one 
which was not sold would feel sad and convinced. of its own 
worthlessness. This fate might befall a bag which, though 
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excellent in appearance and usefulness, had the bad luck to 
be out of date because of a change in fashion. 

Like the handbag, one has to be in fashion on the per-
sonality market, and in order to be in fashion one has to 
know what kind of personality is most in demand. This 
knowledge is transmitted in a general way throughout the 
whole process of education, from kindergarten to college, 
and implemented by the family. The knowledege acquired 
at this early stage is not sufficient, however; it emphasizes 
onl certain eneral ualities like adaptability, ambitIOn 
~md sensitivity to the changing expectations of ot er people. 
The more specific picture of the models for success one gets 
elsewhere. The pictorial magazines, newspapers, and news
reels show the pictures and life stories of the successful in 
many variations. Pictorial advertising has a similar function. 
The successful executive who is pictured in a tailor's adver
tisement is the image of how one should look and be, if 
one is to draw down the "big money" on the contemporary I 

personality market. 
The most important means of transmitting the desired 

personality pattern to the average man is the motion pic
ture. The young girl tries to emulate the facial expression, ) 
coiffure, gestures of a high-priced star as the most promising 
way to success. The young man tries to look and be like 
the model he sees on the screen. While the average citizen 
has little contact with the life of the most successful people, 
his relationship with the motion-picture stars is different. 
It is true that he has no real contact with them either, but 
he can see them on the screen again and again, can write 
them and receive their autographed pictures. In contrast 
to the time when the actor was sociaJ1y despised but was 
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nevertheless the transmitter of the works of great poets to 
his audience, our motion-picture stars have no great works 
or ideas to transmit, but their function is to serve as the link 
an average person has with the world of the "great." Even 
if he can not hope to become as successful as they are, he 
can try to emulate them; they are his saints and because of 
their success they embody the norms for living. 

Since modern man experiences himself both as the seller 
and as the commodity to be sold on the market, his self-

\ 
esteem depends on conditions beyond his control. If he is 
"successful," he is valuable; if he is not, he is worthless. 
The degree of insecurity which results from this orientation 
~ardlx be overestimated. If one feels that one's own 
value is not constituted primarily by the human qualities 
one possesses. but by one's success on a competitive market 
with ever-changing conditions, one's self-esteem is bound ~ 

'be shaky and in constant need of confirmation bothers. 
ence on i iven a s fIve re en ess or success, and 

any setbac IS a severe treat to one's self-esteem; e p ess- . 
ss insecurit and inferiority feelings are the result. If the 

vicissitudes of the market are the judges of one's value, the 
sense of dignity and pride is destroyed. 

But the problem is not only that of self-evaluation and 
self-esteem but of one's experience of oneself as an inde
pendent entity, of one's identity with oneself. As we shall 
see later, the mature and productive individual derives his 
feeling of identity from the experience of himself as the 
agent who is one with his powers; this feeling of self can I be briefly expressed as meaning "I am what I do." In the I marketing orientation man encounters his own powers as 
commodities alienated from him. He is not one with them 
but they are masked from him because what matters is not 
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his self-realization in the process of using them but his suc
cess in the process of selling them. Both his powers and 
what they create become estranged, something different from 
himself, something for others to judge and to use; thus his 
feeling of identity becomes as shaky as his self-esteem; it is 
constituted by the sum total of roles one can play: "I am 
as you desire me." 

Ibsen has expressed this state of selfhood in Peer Gynt: 
Peer Gynt tries to discover his self and he finds that he is 
like an onion- one layer after the other can be peeled off 
and there is no core to be found. Since man cannot live 
doubting his identity, he must, in the marketing orienta
tion, find the conviction of identity not in reference to him
self and his powers but in the opinion of others about him. 
His prestige, status, success, the fact that he is known to 
others as being a certain person are a substitute for the 
genuine feeling of identity. This situation makes him utterly 
dependent on the way others look at him and forces him to 
keep up the role in which he once had become successful. 
If I and my powers are separated from each other then, in
deed, is my self constituted by the price I fetch. 

The way one experiences others is not different from the 
way one experiences oneself.9 Others are experienced as 
commodities like oneself; they too do not present them
selves but their salable part. The difference between people 
is reduced to a merely quantitative difference of being more 
or less successful, attractive, hence valuable. This process 
is not different from what happens to commodities on the 
market. A painting and a pair of shoes can both be ex
pressed in, and reduced to, their exchange value, their price; 

9 The fact that relationship to oneself and to others is conjunctive 
will be explained in Chapter IV. 
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so many pairs of shoes are "equal" to one painting. In the 
same way the difference between people is reduced to a 
common element, their price on the market. Their indi4 

viduality, that which is peculiar and unique in them, is 
valueless and, in fact, a ballast. The meaning which the 
word peculiar has assumed is quite expressive of this atti4 

tude. Instead of denoting the greatest achievement of man 
- that of having developed his individuality- it has become 
almost synonymous with queer. The word equality has also 
changed its meaning. The idea that all men are created 
equal implied that all men have the same fundamental right 
to be considered as ends in themselves and not as means. 
Today, equality has become equivalent to interchangeability, 
and is the very negation of individuality. Equality, instead 
of being the condition for the development of each man's 
peculiarity, means the extinction of individuality, the "self
lessness" characteristic of the marketing orientation. Equal
ity was conjunctive with difference, but it has become 
synonymous with "in-difference" and, indeed, indifference 
is what characterizes modern man's relationship to himself 
and to others. 

These conditions necessarily color all human relation· 
ships. When the individual self is neglected, the relationships 
between people must of necessity become superficial, be4 

cause not they themselves but interchangeable commodities 
r are related. People are not able and cannot afford to be 
\ concerned with that which is unique and "peculiar" in each 

other. However, the market creates a kind of comradeship 
of its own. Everybody is involved in the same battle of com4 

petition, shares the same striving for success; all meet under 
the same conditions of the market (or at least believe they 
do). Everyone knows how the others feel because each is 
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in the same boat: alone, afraid to fail, eager to please; no 
quarter is given or expected in this battle. 

The superficial character of human relationships leads 
many to hope that they can find depth and intensity of 
feeling in individual love. But love for one person and love' 
for one's neighbor are indivisible; in any given culture, love ) 
relationships are only a more intense expression of the re
latedness to man prevalent in that culture. Hence it is an' 
illusion to expect that the loneliness of man rooted in the 
marketing orientation can be cured by individual love. 

Thinking as well as feeling is determined by the market
ing orientation. Thinking assumes the function of grasping 
things quickly so as to be able to manipulate them success
fully. Furthered by widespread and efficient education, this 
leads to a high degree of intelligence, but not of reason.10 

For manipulative purposes, all that is necessary to know is 
the surface features of things, the superficial. The truth, to 
be uncovered by penetrating to the essence of phenomena, 
becomes an obsolete concept- truth not only in the pre
scientific sense of "absolute" truth, dogmatically maintained 
without reference to empirical data, but also in the sense 
of truth attained by man's reason applied to his observa
tions and open to revisions. Most intelligence tests are at
tuned to this kind of thinking; they measure not so much 
the capacity for reason and understanding as the capacity 
for quick mental adaptation to a given situation; "mental 
adjustment tests" would be the adequate name for themY 

10 The difference between intelligence and reason will be discussed later 
on, pp. 96 ff. 

11 Cf. Ernest Schachtel, "Zum Begriff und zur Diagnosis der Persoen
lichkeit in 'Personality Tests' [On the concept and Diagnosis of Per
sonality Tests]," Zeitschrift, tiler Sozialforschung (Jahrgang 6, 1937), pp. 
597-62 4. 
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For this kind of thinking the application of the categories 
of comparison and of quantitative measurement- rather 
than a thorough analysis of a given phenomenon and its 
quality- is essential. All problems are equally "interesting" 
and there is little sense of the respective differences in their 
importance. Knowledge itself becomes a commodity. Here, 
too, man is alienated from his own power; thinking and 
knowing are experienced as a tool to produce results. Knowl
edge of man himself, psychology, which in the great tradi
tion of Western thought was held to be the condition for 
virtue, for right living, for happiness, has degenerated into · 
an instrument to be used for better manipulation of others 
and oneself, in market research, in political propaganda, in 
advertising, and so on. 

Evidently this type of thinking has a profound effect on 
our educational system. From grade school to graduate 
school, the aim of learning is to gather as much information 
as possible that is mainly useful for the purposes of the 
market. Students are supposed to learn so many things that 
they have hardly time and energy left to think. Not the 
interest in the subjects taught or in knowledge and insight 
as such, but the enhanced exchange value knowledge gives 
is the main incentive for wantmg more and better educa
tion. We find today a tremendous enthusiasm for knowl
edge and education, but at the same time a skeptical or 
contemptuous attitude toward the allegedly impractical and 
useless thinking which is concerned "only" with the truth 
and which has no exchange value on the market. 

Although I have presented the marketing orientation as 
one of the nonproductive orientations, it is in many ways 
so different that it belongs in a category of its own. The 
receptive, exploitative, and hoarding orientations have one 
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thing in common: each is one form of human relatedness 
which, if dominant in a person, is specific of him and char
acterizes him. (Later on it will be shown that these four 
orientations do not necessarily have the negative qualities 
which have been described so farP) The marketing orien
tation, however, does not develop something which is po
tentially in the person (unless we make the absurd assertion 
that "nothing" is also part of the human equipment); its 
very nature is that no specific and permanent kind of re- J" 
latedness is developed, but that the very changeability of 
attitudes is the only permanent quality of such orientation. 
In this orientation, those qualities are developed which can 
best be sold. Not one particular attitude is predominant, 
but the emptiness which can be filled most quickly with the 
desired quality. This quality, however, ceases to be one inl 
the proper sense of the word; it is only a role, the pretense 
of a quality, to be readily exchanged if another one is more 
desirable. Thus, for instance, respectability is sometimes 
desirable. The salesmen in certain branches of business 
ought to impress the public with those qualities of relia
bility, soberness, and respectability which were genuine in 
many a businessman of the nineteenth century. Now one 
looks for a man who instills confidence because he looks as 
if he had these qualities; what this man sells on the per
sonality market is his ability to look the part; what kind of 
person is behind that role does not matter and is nobody's 
concern. He himself is not interested in his honesty, but 
in what it gets for him on the market. The premise of the 
marketing orientation is emI'tiness theJ?ck.-2f..any specific 
guality which could not be subject to change, since any 
persistent ~f_~~aracter might conflict ~0.fl1e da~i~ 

12 Pp. 112 ff. 
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~r.e.quirements of the-.lQarket. Some roles would not fit 
in with the peculiarities of the person; therefore we must 
do away with them- not with the roles· but with the pecu
liarities. 1}1e marketing personality must be free~ ulall 
individuality. -- - --

The character orientations which have been described so 
far are by no means as separate from one another as it may 
appear from this sketch. The receptive orientation, for in
stance, may be dominant in a person but it is usually 
blended with any or all of the other orientations. While I 
shall discuss the various blendings later on in this chapter, 
I want to stress at this point that all orientations are part of 
the human equipment, and the dominance of any specific 
orientation depends to a large extent on the peculiarity of 
the culture in which the individual lives. Although a more 
detailed analysis of the relationship between the various 
orientations and social patterns must be reserved for a study 
which deals primarily with problems of social psychology, 
I should like to suggest here a tentative hypothesis as to the 
social conditions making for the dominance of any of the 
four nonproductive types. It should be noted that the sig
nificance of the study of the correlation between character 
orientation and social structure lies not only in the fact that 
it helps us understand some of the most significant causes 
for the formation of character, but also in the fact that 
specific orientations- inasmuch as they are common to 
most members of a culture or social class- represent power-

\ ful emotional forces the operation of which we must know 
in order to understand the functioning of society. In view 
of the current emphasis on the impact of culture on per-
sonality, I should like to state that the relationship between 
society and the individual is not to be understood simply 
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in the sense that cultural patterns and social institutions 
"influence" the individual. The interaction goes much 
deeper; the whole personality of the average individual is 
molded by the way people relate to each other, and it is 
determined by the socioeconomic and political structure of 
society to such an extent that, in principle, one can infer 
from the analysis of one individual the totality of the social 
structure in which he lives. 

The receptive orientation is often to be found in societies 
in which the right of one group to exploit another is firmly 
established. Since the exploited group has no power to 
change, or any idea of changing, its situation, it will tend 
to look up to its masters as to its providers, as to those from 
whom one receives everything life can give. No matter how 
little the slave receives, he feels that by his own effort he 
could have acquired even less, since the structure of his 
society impresses him with the fact that he is unable to 
organize it and to rely on his own activity and reason. As 
far as contemporary American culture is concerned, it seems 
at first glance that the receptive attitude is entirely absent. 
Our whole culture, its ideas, and its practice discourage the 
receptive orientation and emphasize that each one has to 
look out, and be responsible, for himself and that he has 
to use his own initiative if he wants to "get anywhere." 
However, while the receptive orientation is discouraged, it 
is by no means absent. The need to conform and to please, 
which has been discussed in the foregoing pages, leads to 
the feeling of helplessness, which is the root of subtle recep- I 

tiveness in modern man. It appears particularly in the atti
tude toward the "expert" and public opinion. People expect j 
that in every field there is an expert who can tell them how 
things are and how they ought to be done, and that all they 
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ought to do is listen to him and swallow his ideas. There are 
experts for science, experts for happiness, and writers be
come experts in the art of living by the very fact that they 
are authors of best sellers. This subtle but rather general 
receptiveness assumes somewhat grotesque forms in modern 
"folklore," fostered particularly by advertising. While every
one knows that realistically the "get-rich-quick" schemes do 

/ not work, there is a widespread daydream of the effortless 
life. It is partly expressed in connection with the use of 
gadgets; the car which needs no shifting, the fountain pen 
which saves the trouble of removing the cap are only ran
dom examples of this phantasy. It is particularly prevalent 
in those schemes which deal with happiness. A very char
acteristic quotation is the following: "This book," the 
author says, "tells you how to be twice the man or woman 
you ever were before- happy, well, brimming with energy, 
confident, capable and free of care. You are required to 
follow no laborious mental or physical program; it is much 
simpler than that. ... As laid down here the route to that 
promised profit may appear strange, for few of us can imag
ine getting without striving . . . . Yet that is so, as you will 
see." 13 

The exploitative character, with its motto "I take what I 
need," goes back to piratical and feudal ancestors and goes 
forward from there to the robber barons of the nineteenth 
century who exploited the natural resources of the conti
nent. The "pariah" and "adventure" capitalists, to use Max 
Weber's terms, roaming the earth for profit, are men of this 
stamp, men whose aim was to buy cheap and sell dear and 
who ruthlessly pursued power and wealth. The free market 

13 Hal Falvey, Ten SecolJds That Will Change Your Life (Chicago; 
Wilcox & Follett, 1946), 
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as it operated in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries 
under competitjve conditions nurtured this type. Our own 
age has seen a revival of naked exploitativeness in the au
thoritarian systems which attempted to exploit the natural 
and human resources, not so much of their own country 
but of any other country they were powerful enough to in
vade. They proclaimed the right of might and rationalized 
it by pointing to the law of nature which makes the stronger 
survive; love and decency were signs of weakness; thinking 
was the occupation of cowards and degenerates. 

The hoarding orientation existed side by side with the 
exploitative orientation in the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries. The hoarding type was conservative, less inter
ested in ruthless acquisition than in methodical economic 
pursuits, based on sound principles and on the preservation 
of what had been acquired. To him property was a symbol 
of his self and its protection a supreme value. This orienta
tion gave him a great deal of security; his possession of 
property and family, protected as they were by the relatively 
stable conditions of the nineteenth century, constituted a 
safe and manageable world. Puritan ethics, with the empha
sis on work and success as evidence of goodness, supported 
the feeling of security and tended to give life meaning and 
a religious sense of fulfillment. This combination of a stable 
world, stable possessions, and a stable ethic gave the 
members of the middle class a feeling of belonging, self
confidence, and pride. 

The marketing orientation does not come out of the 
eighteenth or nineteenth centuries; it is definitely a modern . 
product. It is only recently that the package, the label, the l 
brand name have become important, in people as well as in 
commodities. The gospel of working loses weight and the 
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and some change brought about. But if we consider the 

\ 

particular character and quality of this activity, we find that 
it is not really the hypnotized person who is the actor, but 
the hypnotist who, by means of his suggestions, acts through 
him. While the hypnotic trance is an artificial state, it is 
an extreme but characteristic example of a situation in which 
a person can be active and yet not be the true actor, his 
activity resulting from compelling forces over which he has 
'no contrOI-:- -
-- A common type of nonproductive activity is the reac
tion to anxiety,.whether acute or chronic, conscious or un-

/ conscious, which is frequently at the root of the frantic 
preoccupations of men today. Different from anxiety
motivated activity, though often blended with it, is the type 
of activity based on submission to or dependence on an 
authority. The authority may be feared, admired, or "loved" 
- usually all three are mixed- but the cause of the activity 
is the command of the authority, both in a formal way and 
with regard to its contents. The person is active because the 
authority wants him to be, ·and he does what the authority 
wants him to do. This kind of activity is found in the au
thoritarian character. To him activity means to act in the 
name of something higher than his own self. He can act in 
the name of God, the past, or duty, but not in the name of 
himself. The authoritarian character receives the impulse 

\

1 to act from a superior power which is neither assailable nor 
changeable, and is consequently unable to heed spontaneous 
impulses from within himself.15 

15 But the authoritarian character does not only tend to submit but also 
wishes to dominate others. In fact, both the sadistic and the masochistic 
sides are always present, and they differ only in degree of their strength 
and their repression respectively. (See the discussion of the authoritarian 
character in Escape from Freedom, pp. 141 ff.) 
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Resembling submissive activity is automat;Q.n activity. 
Here we do not find dependence on overt authority, but 
rather on anonymous authority as it is represented by public 
opinion, culture patterns, common sense, or "science." The 
person feels or does what he is supp~sed_to~eel or do; his 1 
activity lacks spontaneity in the sense that it does not 
originate from his own mental or emotional experience but 
from an outside source. 

Among the most powerful sources of activity are irra
tional passions. The person who is driven by stinginess, r 
masochism, envy, jealousy, and all other forms of greed 
is compelled to act; yet his actions are neither free nor 
rational but in opposition to reason and to his interests as 
a human being. A person so obsessed repeats himself, be-) 
coming more and more inflexible, more and more stereo
typed. He is active, but he is not productive. 

Although the source of these activities is irrational and 
the acting persons are neither free nor rational, there can 
be important practical results, often leading to material suc
cess. In the cOlicept of productiveness we are not conCerned) 
with activity necessarily leading to practical results but with 
an attitude, with a mode of reaction and orientation toward 
the world and oneself in the process of living. We are con
cerned with man's character, not with his success.16 

Productiveness is man's realization of the potentialities 
cllli~ac~istic of illm, the use of his PQwers.J3ut what is 

16 An interesting although incomplete attempt to analyze productive 
thinking is Max Wertheimer's posthumously published work, Productive 
Thinking (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1945). Some of the aspects of 
productiveness are dealt with by Munsterberg, Natorp, Bergson, and 
James; in Brentano's and Husserl's analysis of the psychic "act"; in 
Dilthey's analysis of artistic production and in O. Schwarz, Medizinische 
Anthropologie (Leipzig: Hirzel, 1929), pp. iii ff. In all these works, how
ever, the problem is not treated in relation to character. 



88 HUMAN NATURE AND CHARACTER 

"power"? It is rather ironical that this word denotes two 
contradictory concepts: power ot = capacity and power over 
= domination. This contradiction, however, is of a particu
lar kind. Power = domination results from the paralysis of 
power = capacity. "Power over" is the perversion ot "power 
to." The ability of man to make productive use of his powers 
is his potency; the inability is his impotence. With his 
power of reason he can penetrate the surface of phenomena 
and understand their essence. With his power of love he 
can break through the wall which separates one person from 
another. With his power of imagination he can visualize 
things not yet existing; he can plan and thus begin to create . 

. Where potency is lacking, man's relatedness to the world 
is perverted into a desire to dominate, to exert power over 
others as though they were things. Domination is coupled 
with death, potency with life. Domination springs from 
impotence and in turn reinforces it, for if an individual can 
force somebody else to serve him, his own need to be 
productive is increasingly paralyzed. 

How is man related to the world when he uses his powers 
productively? 

~ The world outside oneself can be experienced in two 
I ways: reproductively by perceiving actuality in the same 

fashion as a film makes a literal record of things photo
graphed (although even mere reproductive perception re· 
quires the active participation of the mind ); and generatively 
,by conceiving it, by enlivening and re-creating this new 
material through the spontaneous activity of one's own 
~l1ental and emotional powers. While to a certain extent 
everyone does react in both ways, the respective weight of 
each kind of experience differs widely. Sometimes either one 
of the two is atrophied, and the study of these extreme 

• 
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cases in which the reproductive or the generative mode is 
almost absent offers the best approach to the understanding 
(1f each of these phenomena. 

The relative.atrophy of the generative capacity is very fre· 
,.9.uent in our culture. A person may be able to recognize 
things as they are (or as his culture maintains them to be), 
but he is ,unable to enliven his perception from within. 
Such a person is the perfect "realist," who sees all there is 
to be seen of the surface features of phenomena but who is 
quite incapable of penetrating below the surface to the es· 
sential, and of visualizing what is not yet apparent. He sees 
the details but not the whole, the trees but not the forest. 
Reality to him is only the sum total of what has already 
materialized. This person is not lacking in imagination, but 
his is a calculating imagination, combining factors all of 
which are known and in existence, and inferring their future 
operation. 

On the other hand, the person who has lost the capacity 
to perceive actuality is insane. The psychotic person builds 
up an inner world of reality in which he seems to have full 
confidence; he lives in his own world, and the common 
factors of reality as perceived by all men are unreal to him. 
When a person sees objects which do not exist in reality but 
are entirely the product of his imagination, he has hallu
cinations; he interprets events in terms of his own feel· 
ings, without reference to, or at least without proper ac
knowledgment of, what goes on in reality. A paranoid per· 
son may believe that he is being persecuted, and a chance 
remark may indicate a plan to humiliate and ruin him. He 
is convinced that the lack of any more obvious and explicit 
manifestation of such intention does not prove anything; 
that, although the remark may appear harmless on the sur· 
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face, its real meaning becomes clear if one looks "deeper." 
For the psychotic person actual reality is wiped out and an 
inner reality has, taken its place. 

The "realist" sees only the surface features of things; he 
sees the manifest world, he can reproduce it photographi
cally in his mind, and he can act by manipulating things 
and people as they appear in this picture. The insane per
son is incapable of seeing reality as it is; he perceives reality 
only as a symbol and a reflection of his inner world. Both 
are sick. The sickness of the psychotic who has lost contact 
with reality is such that he cannot function socially. The 
sickness of the "realist" impoverishes him as a human being. 
While he is not incapacitated in his social functioning, his 
view of reality is so distorted because of its lack of depth 
and perspective that he is apt to err when more than manip
ulation of immediately given data and short-range aims are 

I involved. "Realism" seems to be the very opposite of in
\ sanity and yet it is only its complement. 

The true opposite of both "realism" and insanity is pro
ductiveness. The normal human being is capable of !.e

latingj1Lmself to_t~~ wo.!l~ simultan~.?us!y..EY I'erceivin iL 
~ it is and by conceiving it ~nlivened ansI enriched by his_ 
own powers. If one of the two capacities is atrophied, man 
is sic; ut The normaf p~ as 150tnc apacrties -eveii
though their respective weights differ. The presence of both 
reproductive and generative capacities is a precondition for 
productiveness; they are opposite poles whose interaction is 
the dynamic source of productiveness. With the last state
ment I want to emphasize that productiveness is not the 
sum or combination of both capacities but that it is some· 
thing new which springs from this interaction. 
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We have described productiveness as a particular mode 
of relatedness to the world. The question arises whether 
there is anything which the productive person produces 
and if so, what? While it is true that man's productiveness 
can create material things, works of art, and systems of 1" 

thought, by far the most important object of productive
ness is man himself. 

Birth is only one particular step in a continuum which 
begins with conception and ends with death. All that is 
between these two poles is a process of giving birth to one's 
potentialities, of bringing to life all that is potentially given 
in the two cells. But while physical growth proceeds by 
itself, if only the proper conditions are given, the process of 
birth on the mental plane, in contrast, does not occur auto
matically. It re uires roductive activiry to give life to th 
~fi?otional and intellectual I?otentialities...-aLman, to give 
birth to his self. It is part of the tragedy of the human situa
tion that the development of the self is never completed; 
even under the best conditions only part of man's potential
ities is realized. Man always dies before he is fully born. 

Although I do not intend to present a history of the con
cept of productiveness, I want to give some outstanding il
lustrations which may help to clarify the concept further. 
Productiveness is one of the key conce ts in Aristotle's 
Syst(;"ffi of ethics. One -cai1 determine virtue, he says, by 
ascertaining the function of man. Just as in the case of a 
flute player, a sculptor, or any artist, the good is thought 
to reside in the specific function which distinguishes these 
men from others and makes them what they are, the good 
of man also resides -in the specific function which distin-

-guishes him from other species and makes him what he is. 
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Is frozen into 
A stubborn heart. 
The wound is closed; 
Our power is lost. 

Broken Straws 
We are deeds 
You have left undone; 
Strangled by doubt, 
Spoiled ere begun. 
At the Judgment Day 
We shall be there 
To tell our tale; 
How will you fare? 24 

Thus far we have devoted ourselves to an inquiry into the 
general characteristics of the productive orientation. We 
must attempt now to examine productiveness as it appears 
in specific activities, since only by studying the concrete and 
specific can one fully understand the general. 

(b) Productive Love and Thinking 

Human existence is characterized by the fact that man is 
alone and separated from the world; not being able to stand 
the separation, he is impelled to seek for relatedness and 

, oneness. There are many ways in which he can realize this 

I need, but only one in which he, as a unique entity, remains 
intact; only one in which his own powers unfold in the very 
process of being related. It is the paradox of human exist· 
ence that man must simultaneously seek for closeness and 

I 24 Eleven ~ys of Henrik Ibsen (New York: ~he Modern Library~ 
Random Honse, Inc. ) , Act V, Scene VI. 
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for independence; for oneness with others and at the same 
Tme for t e l2.res~ati0.!l..2 fJ1E uniqueness an particu
larity.25 As we have shown, the answer to this paradox-and 
to the moral problem of man-is productiv~nCl.ss. -

One can be productiveTy related- to the world by acting 
and by comprehending. Man produces things, and in the 
process of creation he exercises his powers over matter. Man 
comprehends the world, mentally and emotionally, through 
love and through reason. His power of reaSOn enables him 
to penetrate through the surface and to grasp the essence of 
his object by getting into active relation with it. His powe 
of love enables him to break through the wall which sepa
rates him from another person and to comprehend him: 
Although love and reason are only two different forms of 
comprehending the world and although neither is possible 
without the other, they are expressions of different powers, 
that of emotion and that of thinking, and hence must be 
discussed separately. 

The concept of productive love is very different indeed 
from what is frequently called love. There is hardly any 
word which is more ambiguous and confusing than the 
word "love." It is used to denote almost every feeling short 
of hate and disgust. It comprises everything from the love 
for ice cream to the love for a symphony, from mild sym
pathy to the most intense feeling of closeness. People feel 
they love if they have "fallen for" somebody. They call their 
dependence love, and their possessiveness too. They believe, 
in fact, that nothing is easier than to love, that the diffi-

25 This concept of relatedness as the synthesis of closeness and unique
ness is in many ways similar to the concept of "detached- attachment" in 
Charles Morris' Paths of Life (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1942), one 
difference being that Morris' frame of reference is that of temperament 
while mine is that of character. 
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culty lies only in finding the right object, and that their 
failure to find happiness in love is due to their bad luck in 
not finding the right partner. But contrary to all this con
fused and wishful thinking, love is a very specific feeling; 
and while every human being has a capacity for love, its 
realization is one of the most difficult achievements. J;en-_ 
2fue love is rooted in pm ctiveness and may properl)' be 
called, therefore, "productive love." Its essence is the same 
whether it is the mother's love for the child, our love for 
man, or the erotic love between two individuals. (That it 
is also the same with regard to love for others and love for 
ourselves we shall discuss later.) 26 Although the objects of 
love differ and consequently the intensity and quality of 
love itself differ, certain basic elements may be said to be 

fi\ characteristic of all forms of productive love. These are 
11 care, responsibility, respect, and knowledge. 

Care and responsibility denote that love is an_ activiJ:¥. 
and nota paSSIon by which one is overcome, nor an affect 
which one is "affected by." The element of care and respon
sibility in productive love has been admirably described in 
the book of Jonah. God has told Jonah to go to Nineveh 
to warn its inhabitants that they will be punished unless 
they mend their evil ways. Jonah runs away from his mis
sion because he is afraid that the people in Nineveh will 
repent and that God will forgive them. He is a man with 
a strong sense of order and law, but without love. However, 
in his attempt to escape he finds himself in the belly of a 
whale, symbolizing the state of isolation and imprisonment 
which his lack of love and solidarity has brought upon him. 
God saves him, and Jonah goes to Nineveh. He preaches to 
the inhabitants as God had told him, and the very thing 

III Chapter IV, Se1fuhness, Self-Love, and Self-Interest. 
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he was afraid of happens. The men of Nineveh repent their 
sins, mend their ways, and God forgives them and decides 
not to destroy the city. Jonah is intensely angry and disap
pointed; he wanted "justice" to be done, not mercy. At last 
he finds some comfort by the shade of a tree which God 
had made to grow for him to protect him from the sun, 
But when God makes the tree wilt Jonah is depressed and 
angrily complains to God. God answers: "Thou hast had 
pity on the gourd for the which thou has not labored 
neither madest it grow; which came up in a night, and 
perished in a night. And should I not spare Nineveh, that 
great city, wherein are more than sixscore thousand people 
that cannot discern between their right hand and their left 
hand; and also much cattle?" God's answer to Jonah is to I 

be understood symbolically. God explains to Jonah that the 
essence of love is to "labor" for something and "to make 
something grow," that love and labor are inseparable. One 
loves that for which one labors, and one labors for that I I 
which one loves. 

The story of Jonah implies that love cannot be divorced 
from responsibility. Jonah does not feel responsible for the 
life of his brothers. He, like Cain, could ask, "Am I my 
brother's keeper?" Responsibility is not a duty imposed 
upon one from the outside, but is my response to a request 
which I feel to e my concern. eSp'onsI ITI y an resporiSe 
have the same root, respondere = "to answer"; to be respon
sible means to be ready to respond. 

Motherly love is the most frequent and most readily 
understood instance of productive love; its very essence is 
care and responsibility. During the birth of the child the 
mother's body "labors" for the child and after birth her love 
consists in her effort to make the child grow. Motherly love 
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does not depend on conditions which the child has to ful
fill in order to be loved; it is unconditional, based only upon 
the child's request and the mother's response.27 No wonder 
that motherly love has been a symbol of the highest form 
of love in art and religion. The Hebrew term indicating 
God's love for man and man's love for his neighbor is 
rachamim, the root of which is rechem = womb. 

But not so evident is the connection of care and respon
sibility with individual love; it is believed that to fall in love 
is already the culmination of love, while actually it is the 
beginning and only an opportunity for the achievement of 
love. It is believed that love is the result of a mysterious 
quality by which two people are attracted to each other, an 
event which occurs without effort. Indeed, man's loneliness 
and his sexual desires make it easy to fall in love and there 
is nothing mysterious about it, but it is a gain which is as 
quickly lost as it has been achieved. Qne is not lcwed acci
~ll}::' one's o~n ower to love J2roduces love-just as 
being interested makes one interesting. People are con-

. cerned with the question of whether they are attractive 

\ 
while they forget that the essence of attractiveness is their 

1 
own capacity to love. To love a person productively implies 
to care and to feel responsible for his life, not only for his 
physical existence but for the growth and development of' 

\all his human powers. To love productively is incompatible 

27 Compare Aristotle on love: "But friendship seems to consist rather 
iu loving than III being Joved. It may be seen to be so by the delight 
which mothers have in loving; for mothers sometimes give their children 
to be brought up by others, and although they know them and love them, 
do not look for love in return, if it be impossible both to love and to be 
loved, but are content, as it seems, to see their children doing well, and 
to give them their love, even if the children in their ignorance do not 
render them any such service as is a mother's due."- Welldon transla· 
tion, Book VIII, Chap. X. 
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with being passive, with being an onlooker at the loved ~ 

person's life; it implies labor and care and the responsibility II 
for his growth. . 

In spite of the universalistic spirit of the monotheistic 
Western religions and of the progressive political concepts 
that are expressed in the idea "that all men are created 
equal," love for mankind has not become a common ex
perience. Love for mankind is looked upon as an achieve
ment which, at best, follows love for an individual or as an 
abstract concept to be realized only in the future. But love I 

for man cannot be separated from the love for one indi
vidual. To love one person productively means to be related J 
to his human core, to him as representing mankind. Love 
for one individual, in so far as it is divorced from love for 
man, can refer only to the superficial and to the accidental; 
of necessity it remains shallow. While it may be said that 
love for man differs from motherly love inasmuch as the 
child is helpless and our fellow men are not, it may also be 
said that even this difference exists only in relative terms. 
All men are in need of help and depend on one another. 
Human solidarity is the necessary condition for the un- ' 
folding of anyone individual. 

Care and responsibility are constituent elements of love, J 
but without respect for and knowledge of the beloved per- J 
son, love deteriorates into domination and possessiveness. 
R<;:spect is not fear and awe; it denotes, in accordance with 
the root of the word (respicere = to look at), the ability 
to see a person as he is, to be aware of his individuality and 
uniqueness. To respect a person is not possible without 
knowing him; care and responsibility would be blind if they 
were not guided by the knowledge of the person's indi
viduality. 
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A preliminary approach to the understanding of produc
tive thinking may be made by examining the difference be
tween reason and intelligence. 

Intelligence is man's tool for attaining practical goals 
with the aim of discovering those aspects of things the 
knowledge of which is necessary for manipulating them. 
The goal itself or, what is the same, the premises on which 
"intelligent" thinking rests are not questioned, but are 
taken for granted and mayor may not be rational in them
selves. This particular quality of intelligence can be seen 
clearly in an extreme case, in that of the paranoid person. 
His premise, for instance, that all people are in conspiracy 
against him, is irrational and false, but his thought processes 
built upon this premise can in themselves show a remark
able amount of intelligence. In his attempt to prove his 
paranoid thesis he connects observations and makes logical 
constructions which are often so cogent that it is difficult 
to prove the irrationality of his premise. The application of 
mere intelligence to problems is, of course, not restricted 
to such pathological phenomena. Most of our thinking is 
necessarily concerned with the achievement of practical re
sults, with the quantitative and "superficial" aspects of phe
nomena without inquiring into the validity of implied ends 
and premises and without attempting to understand the 
nature and quality of phenomena. 

Reason involves a third dimension, that otdepth., which 
reaches to the essence of things and processes. While reason 
is not divorced from the practical aims of life (and I shall 
show presently in what sense this is true), it is not a mere 
tool for immediate action. Its function is to know, to under
stand, to grasp, to relate oneself to things by comprehending 
them. It penetrates through the surface of things in order 
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to discover their essence, their hidden relationships and 
deeper meanings, their "reason." It is, as it were, not two
dimensional but "perspectivistic," to use Nietzsche's term; 
i.e., it grasps all conceivable perspectives and dimensions, 
not only the practically relevant ones. Being concerned with 
the essence of things does not mean being concerned with 
something "behind" things, but with the essential, with the 
generic and the universal, with the most general and per
vasive traits of phenomena, freed from their superficial and 
accidental (logically irrelevant) aspects. 

We can now proceed to examine some more specific 
characteristics of productive thinking. In productive think
ing the subject is not indifferent to his object but is affected 
by and concerned with it. The object is not experienced as 
something dead and divorced from oneself and one's life, I 
as something about which one thinks only in a self-isolated 
fashion; on the contrary, the subject is intensely interested 
in his object, and the more intimate this relation is, · the 
more fruitful is his thinking. It is this very relationship 
between him and his object which stimulates his thinking 
in the first place. To him a person or any phenomenon be-\ 
comes an object of thought because it is an object of inter
est, relevant from the standpoint of his individual life or that 
of human existence. A beautiful illustration of this point is 
the story of Buddha's discovery of the "fourfold truth." 
Buddha saw a dead man, a sick man, and an old man. He, 
a young man, was deeply affected by the inescapable fate of 
man, and his reaction to his observation was the stimulus 
for thinking which resulted in his theory of the nature of 
life and the ways of man's salvation. His reaction was cer
tainly not the only possible one. A modern physician in the 
same situation might react by starting to think of how to 
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combat death, sickness, and age, but his thinking would also 
be determined by his total reaction to his object. 

In the process of productive thinking the thinker is moti
vated by his interest for the object; he is affected by it and 
reacts to it; he cares and responds. But productive thinking 
is also characterized by objectivity, by the respect the thinker 
has for his object, by his ability to see the object as it is and 
not as he wishes it to be. This polarity between objectivity 
and subjectivity is characteristic of productive thinking as 
it is of productiveness in general. 

To be objective is possible only if we respect the things 
we observe; that is, if we are capable of seeing them in their 
uniqueness and their interconnectedness. This respect is not 
essentially different from the respect we discussed in con
nection with love; inasmuch as I want to understand some
thing I must be able to see it as it exists according to its 
own nature; while this is true with regard to all objects of 
t;,hought, it constitutes a special problem for the study of 
human nature. 

Another aspect of objectivity must be present in produc
tive thinking abcJUt living and nonliving objects: that of 

j seein the tot~lit}' of3...l2..hen~. If the observer iso
lates one aspect of the object without seeing the whole, he 
will not properly understand even the one aspect he is 
studying. This point has been emphasized as the most im
portant element in productive thinking by Wertheimer. 
"Productive processes," he writes, "are often of this nature : 
in the desire to get a real understandmg, requestioning and 
investigation start. A certain region in the field becomes · 
crucial, is focused; but it does not become isolated. A new, 
deeper structural view of the situation develops, involving 
changes in the functional meaning, the grouping, etc., of 
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the items. Directed by what is required by the structure 
of a situation for a crucial region, one is led to a reasonable 
prediction, which- like the other parts of the structure
calls for verification, direct, or indirect. Two directions are 
involved: getting a whole consistent picture, and seeing 
what the structure of the whole requires for the parts." 28 

Objectivity requires not only seeing the object as it is 
but als'o seeing oneself as one is, i.e., being aware of the 
particular constellation in which one finds oneself as an 
observer related to the object of observation. Productive I' 

thinking, then, is determined by the nature of the object 
and the nature of the subject who relates himself to his 
object in the process of thinking. This twofold determina-
tion constitutes objectivity, in contrast to false subjectivity 
in which the thinking is not controlled by the object and 
thus degenerates into prejudice, wishful thinking, and phan-
tasy. But objectivity is not, as it is often implied in a false idea I 
of "scientific" objectivity, synonymous with detachment, 
with absence of interest and care. How can one penetrate the/ 
veiling surface of things to their causes and relationships if 
one does not have an interest that is vital anq sufficiently im
pelling for so laborious a task? How could the aims of inquiry 
be formulated except by reference to the interests of man? 
Objectivity does not mean detachment, it means respect; .,../ 
that is, the ability not to distort and to falsify things, per
!lons: and oneself. But does not the subjective factor in the 
observer, his interests, tend to distort his thinking for the 
sake of arriving at desired results? Is not the lack of personal 
interest the condition of scientific inquiry? The idea that 
lack of interest is a condition for recognizing the truth is 

28 Max Wertheimer, Productive Thinking (New York: Harper & 
Brothers, 1945), p. 167. Cf. also p. 192. 
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fallacious.29 There hardly has been any significant discovery 
or insight which has not been prompted by an interest of 
the thinker. In fact, without interests, thinking becomes 
sterile and pointless. What matters is not whether or not 

\ there is an interest, but what kind of interest there is and 
l what its relation to the truth will be. All productive think-

ing is stimulated by the interest of the observer. It is never 

1 an interest per se which distorts ideas, but only those inter
ests which are incompatible with the truth, with the dis
covery of the nature of the object under observation. 

The statement that productiveness is an intrinsic human 
faculty contradicts the idea that man is lazy by nature and 
that he has to be forced to be active. This assumption is an 
old one. When Moses asked Pharaoh to let the Jewish 
people go so that they might "serve God in the desert," his 
answer was: "You are lazy, nothing but lazy." To Pharaoh, 
slave labor meant doing things; worshiping God was lazi
ness. The same idea was adopted by all those who wanted 
to profit from the activity of others and had no use for 
productiveness, which they could not exploit. 

Our own culture seems to offer evidence for the very op
posite. For the last few centuries Western man has been 
obsessed by the idea of work, by the need for constant 
activity. He is almost incapable of being lazy for any length 

\ 
of time. This contrast, however, is only apparent. Laziness 
and compulsive activity are not opposites but are two symp
toms of the disturbance of man's proper functioning. In 
the neurotic individual we often find the inability to work 
as his main symptom; in the so-called adjusted person, the 
inability to enjoy ease and repose. Compulsive activity is 

!9 Ck K. Mannheim's discussion of this point in Ideology and Utopia 
, (New York: Harcourt, Brace and Company, 1936). 
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not the opposite of laziness but its complement; the op- 'J' 

posite of both is productiveness. I 

The crippling of productive activity results in either inac- //' 
tivity or overactivity. Hunger and force can never be con
ditions of productive activity. On the contrary, freedom, 
economic security, and an organization of society in which 
work can be the meaningful expression of man's faculties 
are the factors conducive to the expression of man's natural 
tendency to make productive use of his powers. Productive 
activity is characterized by the rhythmic change of activity 
and repose. Productive work, love, and thought are possible ) 
only if a person can be, when necessary, quiet and alone I 
with himself. To be able to listen to oneself is a prerequisite 
for the ability to listen to others; to be at home with oneself 
is the necessary condition for relating oneself to others. 

(4) OTientations in the Process of Socialization 

As pointed out in the beginning of this chapter, the 
process of living implies two kinds of relatedness to the 
outside world, that of assimilation and that of socialization. 
While the former has been discussed in detail in this chap
ter/o the latter has been dealt with at length in Escape 
from Freedom and therefore I will give here only a brief 
summary. 

We can differentiate between the following kinds of 
interpersonal relatedness: symbiotic relatedness, withdrawal
destructiveness, love. 

In the symbiotic relatedness the person is related to others 
but loses or never attains his independence; he avoids the dan-

30 Including love, which was treated together with all other manifesta
tions of productiveness in order to give a fuller description of the nature 
of productiven~ 

- ,.. 
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ger of aloneness by becoming part of another person, either 
by being "swallowed" by that person or by "swallowing" 
him. The former is the root of what is clinically described as 

/ masochism. Masochism is the attempt to get rid of one's 
individual self, to escape from freedom, and to look for 
security by attaching oneself to another person. The forms 
which such dependency assume are manifold. It can be 
rationalized as sacrifice, duty, or love, especially when cul
tural patterns legitimatize this kind of rationalization. Some
times masochistic strivings are blended with sexual impulses 
and pleasureful (the masochistic perversion); often the 
masochistic strivings are so much in conflict with the parts 
of the personality striving for independence and freedom 
that they are experienced as painful and tormenting. 

The impulsf! to swallow others, the sadistic, active form 
of symbiotic relatedness, appears in all kinds of rationaliza
tions, as love, oYerprotectiveness, "justified" domination, 
"justified" vengeance, etc.; it also appears blended with 
sexual impulses as sexual sadism. All forms of the sadistic 
drive go back to the impulse to have complete mastery over 
another person, to "swallow" him, and to make him a help-

. less object of our will. Complete domination over a power
less person is the essence of active symbiotic relatedness. The 
dominated person is perceived and treated as a thing to be 
used and exploited, not as a human being who is an end 
in himself. The more this craving is blended with destruc
tiveness, the more cruel it is; but the benevolent domina
tion which often masquerades as "love" is an expression of 
sadism too. While the benevolent sadist wants his object 
to be rich, powerful, successful, there is one thing he tries 
to prevent with all his power: that his object become free 
and independent and thus cease to be his. 
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ishness" and an alternative to love for others has pervaded 
theology, philosophy, and popular thought; the same doc
trine has been rationalized in scientific language in Freud's 
theory of narcissism. Freud's concept presupposes a fixed 
amount of libido. In the infant, all of the libido has the 
child's own person as its objective, the stage of "primary 
narcissism," as Freud calls it. During the individual's devel
opment, the libido is shifted from one's own person toward 
other objects. If a person is blocked in his "object-relation
ships," the libido is withdrawn from the objects and re
turned to his own person; this is called "secondary narcis
sism." According to Freud, the more love I turn toward the 
outside world the less love is left for myself, and vice vers~. 
He thus describes the phenomenon of love as an impover
ishment of one's self-love because all libido is turned to an 
object outside oneself. 

These questions arise: Does psychological observation 
support the thesis that there is a basic contradiction and a 
state of alternation between love for oneself and love for 
others? Is love for oneself the same phenomenon as selfish
ness, or are they opposites? Furthermore, is the selfishness 
of modern man really a concern for himself as an individual, 
with all his intellectual, emotional, and sensual potentiali
ties? H3s "he" not become an appendage of his socioeco
nomic role? Is his selfishness identical with self-love or is it 
not caused by the very lack of it? 

Before we start the discussion of the psychological aspect 
of selfishness and self-love, the logical fallacy in the notion 
that love for others and love for oneself are mutually ex
clusive should be stressed. If it is a virtue to love my neigh
bor as a human being, it must be a virtue- and not a vice
to love myself since I am a human being too. There is no 
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concept of man in which I myself am not included. A 
doctrine which proclaims such an exclusion proves itself to 
be intrinsically contradictory. The idea expressed in the 
Biblical "Love thy neighbor as thyself!" implies that respect 
for one's own integrity and uniqueness, love for and under
standing of one's own self, can not be separated from re
spect for and love and understanding of another individual. 
The love for m) own self is inseparably connected with the 
love for any other self. 

We have corne now to the basic psychological premises 
on which the conclusions of our argument are built. Gen
erally, these premises are as follows: not only others, but we 
ourselves are the "object" of our feelings and attitudes; the 
attitudes toward others and toward ourselves, far from being 
contradictory, are basically conjunctive. With regard to the 
problem under discussion this means: Love of others and 
love of ourselves are not alternatives. On the contrary, an 
attitude of love toward themselves will be found in all those 
who are capable of loving others. Love, in principle, is in
divisible as far as the connection between "objects" and 
one's own self is concerned. Genuine love is an expression 
of productiveness and implies care, respect, responsibility, 
and knowledge. It is not an "affect" in the sense of being 
affected by somebody, but an active striving for the growth 
and happiness of the loved person, rooted in one's own 
capacity to love. 

To love is an expression of one's power to love, and to 
love somebody is the actualization and concentration of this 
power with regard to one person. It is not true, as the idea 
of romantic love would have it, that there is only the one 
person in the world whom one could love and that it is the 
great chance of one's life to find that one person. Nor is it 
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ishness not felt as a "symptom"; it is often the one redeem
ing character trait on which such people pride themselves. 
The "unselfish" person "does not want anything for him
self"; he "lives only for others," is proud that he does not 
consider himself important. He is puzzled to find that in 
spite of his unselfishness he is unhappy, and that his rela
tionships to those closest to him are unsatisfactory. He 
wants to have what he considers are his symptoms removed 
- but not his unselfishness. Analytic work shows that his 
unselfishness is not something apart from his other symp
toms but one of them; in fact often the most important 
one; that he is paralyzed in his capacity to love or to enjoy 
anything; that he is pervaded by hostility against life and 
that behind the fac;ade of unselfishness a subtle but not less 
intense self-centeredness is hidden. This person can be cured 
only if his unselfishness too is interpreted as a symptom 
along with the others so that his lack of productiveness, 
which is at the root of both his unselfishness and his other 
troubles, can be corrected. 

The nature of unselfishness becomes particularly apparent 
in its effect on others . and most frequently, in our culture, 
in the effect the "unselfish" mother has on her children. 
She believes that by her unselfishness her children will ex
perience what it means to be loved and to learn, in turn, 
what it means to love. The effect of her unselfishness, how
ever, does not at all correspond to her expectations. The 
children do not show the happiness of persons who are 
convinced that they are loved; they are anxious, tense, afraid 
of the mother's disapproval and anxious to live up to her 
expectations. Usually, they are affected by their mother's 
hidden hostility against life, which they sense rather than 

. recognize, and eventually become imbued with it them-
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selves. Altogether, the effect of the "unselfish" mother is 
not too different from that of the selfish one; indeed, it is 
often worse because the mother's unselfishness prevents the 
children from criticizing her. They are put under the obliga
tion not to disappoint her; t~y are taught, under the mask 
of virtue, dislike for life. If one has a chance to study the 
'effect of a mother with genuine self-love, one can see that 
there is nothing more conducive to giving a child the ex
perience of what love, joy, and happiness are than being 
loved by a mother who loves herself. 

Having analyzed selfishness and self-love we can now pro
ceed to discuss the concept of selt-interest, which has be
come one of the key symbols in modern society. It is even 
more ambiguous than selfishness or self-love, and this am
biguity can be fully understood only by taking into account 
the historical development of the concept of self-interest. 
The problem is what is considered to constitute self-interest 
and how it can be determined. 

There are two fundamentally different approaches to this 
problem. One is the objectivistic approach most clearly 
fontlUlated by Spinoza. To him self-interest or the interest 
"to seek one's profit" is identical with virtue. "The more," 
he says, "each person strives and is able to seek his profit, 
that is to say, to preserve his being, the more virtue does he 
possess; on the other hand, in so far as each person neglects 
his own profit he is impotent." 27 According to this view, 
the interest of man is to preserve his existence, which is the 
same as realizing his inherent potentialities. This concept 
of self-interest is objectivistic inasmuch as "interest" is not 
conceived in terms of the subjective feeling of what one's 
interest is but in terms of what the nature of man is, ob· 

27 Spinoza, Ethics, IV, Prop. 20. 
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jectively. Man has only one real interest and that is the full 
development of his potentialities, of himself as a human 
being. Just as one has to know another person and his real 
needs in order to love him, one has to know one's own self 
in order to understand what the interests of this self are 
and how they can be served. It follows that man can deceive 
himself about his real self-interest if he is ignorant of his 
self and its real needs and that the science of man is the 
basis for determining what constitutes man's self-interest. 

In the last three hundred years the concept of self
interest has increasingly been narrowed until it has assumed 
almost the opposite meaning which it has in Spinoza's 
thinking. It has become identical with selfishness, with in
terest in material gains, power, and success; and instead of 
its being synonymous with virtue, its conquest has become 
an ethical commandment. 

This deterioration was made possible by the change from 
the objectivistic into the erroneously subjectivistic approach 
to self-interest. Self-interest was no longer to be deter
mined by the nature of man and his needs; correspondingly, 
the notion that one could be mistaken about it was relin
quished and replaced by the idea that what a person felt 
represented the interest of his self was necessarily his true 
self-interest. 

The modern concept of self-interest is a strange blend 
of two contradictory concepts: that of Calvin and Luther 
on the one hand, and on the other, that of the progressive 
thinkers since Spinoza. Calvin and Luther had taught that 
man must suppress his self-interest and consider himself 
only an instrument for God's purposes. Progressive think
ers, on the contrary, have taught that man ought to be only 
an end for himself and not a means for any purpose tran· 
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scending him. What happened was that man has accepted : 
the contents of the Calvinistic doctrine while rejecting its J 
religious formulation. He has made himself an instrument, 
not of God's will but of the economic machine or the state. 
He has accepted the role of a tool, not for God but for in
dustrial progress; he has worked and amassed money but 
essentially not for the pleasure of spending it and of enjoy
ing life but in order to save, to invest, to be successful. 
Monastic asceticism has been, as Max Weber has pointed 
out, replaced by an inner-worldly asceticism where personal 
happiness and enjoyment are no longer the real aims of life. 
But this attitude was increasingly divorced from the one 
expressed in Calvin's concept and blended with that ex
pressed in the progressive concept of self-interest, which 
taught that man had the right-and the obligation-to make 
the pursuit of his self-interest the supreme norm of life . 

...lbe, result i th t modern man lives accordin t2Jh~_.l2rin- j 

ciples of self-denial and thinks in terms of self-interest. He 
- elieves that he is acting in behalf of his interest when ac
tually his paramount concern is money and success; he de
ceives himself about the fact that his most important 
human potentialities remain unfulfilled and that he loses 
himself in the process of seeking what is supposed to be 
best for him. 

The deterioration of the meaning of the concept of self
interest is closely related to the change in the concept of 
self. In the Middle Ages man felt himself to be an intrinsic 
part of the social and religious community in reference to 
which he conceived his own self when he as an individual 
had not yet fully emerged from his group. Since the begin
ning of the modern era, when man as an individual was 
faced with the task of experiencing himself as an in depend 
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ent entity, his own identity became a problem. In the eight
eenth and nineteenth centuries the concept of self was nar
rowed down increasingly; the self was felt to be constituted 
by the property one had. The formula for this concept of 
self was no longer "I am what I think" but "I am what I 
have," "what I possess." 28 

In the last few generations, under the growing influence 
of the market, the concept of self has shifted from meaning 

It "I am what I possess". to meaning "I am as you desire 
me." 29 Man, living in a market economy, feels himself to 
be a commodity. He is divorced from himself, as the seller 
of a commodity is divorced from what he wants to sell. To 
be sure, he is interested in himself, immensely interested in 

28 William James expressed this concept very clearly. "To have," he 
says, "a self that I can care for, Nature must first present me with some 
object interesting enough to make me instinctively wish to appropriate it 
for its own sake .... My own body and what ministers to its needs are 
thus the primitive object, instinctively determined, of my egoistic interests. 
Other objects may become interesting derivatively, through association 
with any of these things, either as means or as habitual concomitants; 
:and so, in a thousand ways, the primitive sphere . of the egoistic emotions 
may enlarge and change its boundaries. This sort of interest is really the 
meaning of the word mine. Whatever has it, is, eo ipso, a part of ·me!" 
-Principles of Psychology (New York: Henry Holt and Company, " vols., 
1896), I, 319, 324. Elsewhere James writes: "It is clear that between 
what a man calls me and what he simply calls mine, the line is difficult to 
draw. We feel and act about certain things that are ours very much as 
we feel and act about ourselves. Our fame, our children, the work of our 
hands, may be as dear to us as our bodies are, and arouse the same feelings 
and the same acts of reprisal if attacked .... In its widest possible sense, 
however, a man's Self is the sum·total of all that he can call his, not only 
his body, and hiS psychic powers, but his clothes and his house, his wife 
and children, his ancestors and friends, his reputation and works, his land 
and horses and yacht and bank account. All these things give him the 
same emotions. If they wax or prosper, he feels triumphant, if they 
dwindle and die away, he feels cast down-not necessarily in the same 
degree for each thing, but in much the same way for all."-Ibid., I, "91-
292 . 

29 Pirandello in his plays has expressed this concept of self and the 
self·doubt resulting from it. 
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"synderesis" has been dropped by modern writers, the term 
"conscience" is used frequently for what scholastic philos
ophy had meant by syndf' resis , the inner awareness of moral 
principles. The emotional element in this awareness was 
stressed by English writers. Shaftesbury, for instance, as
sumed the existence of a "moral sense" in man, a · sense of 
right and wrong, an emotional reaction, based on the fact 
that the mind of man is itself in harmony with the cosmic 
order. Butler proposed that moral principles are an intrinsic 
part of the constitution of man and identified conscience 
particularly with the innate desire for benevolent action. 
Our feelings for others and our reaction to their approval 
or disapproval are the core of conscience according to Adam 
Smith. Kant abstracted conscience from all specific con
tents and identified it with the sense of duty as such. 
Nietzsche, a bitter critic of the religious "bad conscience," 
saw genuine conscience rooted in self-affirmation, in the 
ability to "say yes to one's self." Max Scheler believed con
science to be the expression of rational judgment, but a 
judgment by feeling and not by thought. 

But important problems are still left unanswered and 
untouched, problems of motivation on which the data of 
psychoanalytic research may shed some more light. In the 
following discussion we shall distinguish between "authori
tarian" and "humanistic" conscience, a differentiation 
which follows the general line of distinction between au
thoritarian and humanistic ethics. 

A. AUTHORITARIAN CONSCIENCE 

The authoritarian conscience is the voice of an inter· j 

nalized external authority, the parents, the state, or who· \ 
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ever the authorities in a culture happen to be. As long as 
people's relationships to the authorities remain external, 
without ethical sanction, we can hardly speak of conscience; 
such conduct is merely expediential, regulated by fear of 
punishment and hope for reward, always dependent on the 
presence of these authorities, on their knowledge of what 
one is doing, and their alleged or real ability to punish and 
to reward. Often an experience which people take to be a 
feeling of guilt springing from their conscience is really 
nothing but their fear of such authorities. Properly speak
ing, these people do not feel guilty but afraid. In the forma
tion of conscience, however, such authorities as the parents, 
the church, the state, public opinion are either consciously 
or unconsciously accepted as ethical and moral legislators 
whose laws and sanctions one adopts, thus internalizing 
them. The laws and sanctions of external authority become 
part of oneself, as it were, and instead of feeling responsible 
to something outside oneself, one feels responsible to some
thing inside, to one's conscience. Conscience is a more 
effective regulator of conduct than fear of external author
ities; for, while one can run away from the latter, one can 
not escape from oneself nor, · therefore, from the internal-

. ized authority which has become part of oneself. The au
thoritarian conscience is what Freud has described as the 
Super-Ego; but as I shall show later, this is only one form 

\ of conscience or,. possibly, ~_pr~liminary_~ 
.opmel!.t of consclen~ 

While- authoritarian conscience is different from fear of 
punishment and hope for reward, the relationship to the 
authority having become internalized, it is not very dif
ferent in other essential respects. The most important point 
of similarity is the fact that the prescriptions of authoritarian 



CONSCIENCE, MAN'S RECALL TO HIMSELF 145 

conscience are .!!9t determined by one:s OWIl--\£alue indg- I" 
ment but exclusively by the fact that its commands and 
tabU; are pronounced by authorities. If these norms happen 
to be good, conscience will guide man's action in the direc
tion of the good. However, they have not become the 
norms of conscience because they are good, but because 
they are the norms given by authority. If they are bad, they 
are just as much part of conscience. A believer in Hitler, for 
instance, felt he was acting according to his conscience 
when he committed acts that were humanly revolting. 

But even though the relationship to authority becomes 
internalized, this internalization must not be imagined to 
be so complete as to divorce conscience from the external 
authorities. Such complete divorcement, which we can 
study in cases of obsessional neurosis, is the exception 
rather than the rule; normally, the person whose conscience 
is authoritarian is bound to the external authorities and to 
their internalized echo. In fact, there is a constant inter
action between the two. The presence of external au
thorities by whom a person is awed is the source which 
continuously :gourishes the internalized authority, the con
science. If the authorities did not exist in reality, that is, if l 
the person had no reason to be afraid of them, then the 
authoritarian conscience would weaken and lose power. 
Simultaneously, the conscience influences the image which 
a person has of the external authorities. For such con
science is always colored by man's need to admire, to have 
some ideal,32 to shive for some kind of perfection, and the " 
image of perfection is projected upon the external author
ities. Tbe result is that the picture of these authorities is, in 

32 This side was stressed by Freud in his early concept of the "Ego
Ideal." 
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turn, colored by the "ideal" aspect of conscience. This is 
very important because the concept a person has of the 
qualities of the authorities differs from their real qualities; 
it becomes more and more idealized and, therefore, more 
apt to be re-internalized.33 Very often this interaction of 
internalization and projection results in an unshakable con
viction in the ideal character of the authority, a conviction 
which is immune to all contradictory empirical evidence. 

The contents of the authoritarian conscience are derived 
from the commands and tabus of the authority; its strength 

r 
is rooted in the emotions of fear of, and admiration for, 
the authority. Good conscience is consciousness of pleasing 
the (external and internalized) authority; guilty conscience 
is the consciousness of displeasing it. The good (authori
tarian) conscience produces a feeling of well-being and 
security, for it implies approval by, and greater closeness to, 
the authority; the guilty conscience produces fear and in
security, because acting against the will of the authority 
implies the danger of being punished and-what is worse
of being deserted by the authority. 

, In order to understand the full impact of the last state-I ment we must remember the character structure of the 
authoritarian person. He has found inner security by be
coming, symbiotically, part of an authority felt to be greater 
and more powerful than himself. As long as he is part of 
that authority- at the expense of his own integrity-he feels 
that he is participating in the authority's strength. His feel
ing of certaint and identi de end a t is s m~ 
lie reJecte by the authority means to be thrown into a 

33 A more detailed analysis of the relationship of conscience and author· 
ity is to be found in my discussion of the subject in Studien ueber Autori 
taet und Familie, ed. by 1\1. Horkheimer (Paris: Feliy. Alcan, 1936). 
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void, to face the horror of nothingness. Anything, to the I 
authoritarian character, is better than this. To be sure, the 
love and approval of the authority give him the greatest 
satisfaction; but even punishment is better than rejection. 
The punishing authority is still with him, and if he has I 
"sinned," the punishment is at least proof that the author- l 
ity still cares. By his acceptance of the punishment his sin 
is wiped out and the security of belonging is restored. 

The Biblical report of Cain's crime and punishment 
offers a classic illustration of the fact that what man is most 
afraid of is not punishment but rejection. God accepted 
Abel's offerings but did not accept Cain's. Without giving 
any reason, God did to Cain the worst thing that can be 
done to a man who can not live without being acceptable 
to an authority. He refused his offering and thus rejected 
l1im. The rejection was unbearable for Cain, so Cain killed 
the rival who had deprived him of the indispensable. What 
was Cain's punishment? He was not killed or even harmed; 
as a matter of fact, God forbade anyone to kill him (the 
mark of Cain was meant to protect him from being killed). 
His punishment was to be made an outcast; after God had 
rejected him, he was then separated from his fellow men. 
This punishment was indeed one of which Cain had to say: 
"My punishment is greater than I can bear." 

So far I have dealt with the formal structure of the au
thoritarian conscience by showing that the good conscience 
is the consciousness of pleasing the (external and inter
nalized) authorities; the guilty conscience, the conscious
ness of displeasing them. We turn now to the question of 
what the contents of good and of guilty authoritarian con
science are. While it is obvious that any transgression of 
positive norms postulated by the authority constitutes dis-
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obedience and, therefore, guilt (regardless of whether or 
not thlise norms in themselves are good or bad), tl-"-re are 
offenses which are intrinsic to any authoritarian situ,\1:ion. 

The prime offense in the authoritarian situation i~ re
bellion against the authority's rule. Thus disobedience ~e
comes the "cardinal sin"; obedience, the cardinal virtue. 
Obedience implies the recognition of the authority's su
perior power and wisdom; his right to command, to reward, 
and to punish according to his own fiats. The authority 
demands submission not only because of the fear of its 
power but out of the conviction of its moral superiority and 
right. The respect due the authority carries with it the tabu 
on questioning it. The authority may deign to give explana
tions for his commands an4 prohibitions, his rewards and 

\ 
punishments, or he may refrain from doing so; but never 
has the individual the right to question or to criticize. If 
there seem to be any reasons for criticizing the authority, it 
is the individual subject to the authority who must be at 
fault; and the mere fact that such an individual dares to 
criticize is ipso facto proof that he is guilty. 

The duty of recognizing the authority's superiority re
sults in. several prohibitions. The most comprehensive of 
these is the tabu against feeling oneself to be, or ever able 
to become, like the authority, for this would contradict the 
latter's unqualified superiority and uniqueness. The real sin 
of Adam and Eve is, as has been pointed out before, the 
attempt to become like God; and it is as punishment for 
this challenge and simultaneously as deterrence of a repeti
tion of it that they are expelled from the Garden of Eden.a4 

34 The idea that man is created in "God's image" transcends the 
authoritarian structure of this part of the Old Testament and is in fact 
the other pole around which Judaeo-Christian religion has developed, 
particularly in its mystical representatives. 
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In authoritarian systems the authority is made out to be)" 
fundamentally different from his subjects. He has powers 
not attainable by anyone else: magic, wisdom, strength 
which can never be matched by his subjects. Whatever the 
authority's prerogatives are, whether he is the master of the I 
universe or a unique leader sent by fate, the fundamental 
inequality between him and man is the basic tenet of au~ 
thoritarian conscience. One particularly important aspect 
of the uniqueness of the authority is the privilege of being 
the only one who does not follow another's will, but who 
himself wills; who is not a means but an end in himself; 
who creates and is not created. In the authoritarian orienta~ 
tion, the power of will and creation are the privilege of the 
authority. Those subject to him are means to his end and, 
consequently, his property and used by him for his own 
purposes. The supremacy of the authority is questioned by 
the attempt of the creature to cease being a thing and to 
become a creator. 

But man has never yet ceased striving to produce and to 
create because productiveness is the source of strength, 
freedom, and happiness. However, to the extent to which 
he feels dependent on powers transcending him, his very 
productiveness, the assertion of his will, makes him feel 
guilty. The men of Babel were punished for trying by the 
efforts of a unified human race to build a city reaching to 
heaven. Prometheus was chained to the rock for having 
given man the secret of fire, symbolizing productiveness. 
Pride in the power and strength of man was denounced 
by Luther and Calvin as sinful pride; by political dic
tators, as criminal individualism. Man tried to appease the 
gods for the crime of produ-ctiveness by sacrifices, by giv
ing them the best of the crop or of the herd. Circum· 
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cision is another attempt at such appeasement; part of the 
phallus, the symbol of male creativeness, is sacrificed to 
God so that man may retain the right to its use. In addition 
to sacrifices in which man pays tribute to the gods by 
acknowledging- if only symbolically-their monopoly on 
productiveness, man curbs his own powers by feelings of 
guilt, rooted in the authoritarian conviction that the exer· 
cise of his own will and creative power is a rebellion against 
the authority's prerogatives to be the sole creator and that 
the subjects' duty is to be his "things." This feeling of guilt, 
'n tum, weakens man, reduces his power, and increases his 
ubmission in order to atone for his attempt to be his "own 

creator and builder." 
Paradoxically, the authoritarian guilty conscience is a re

sult of the feeling of strength, independence, productive
ness, and pride, while the authoritarian good conscience 
springs from the feeling of obedience, dependence, power
lessness, and sinfulness. St. Paul, Augustine, Luther, and 
Calvin have described this good conscience in unmistakable 
terms. To be aware of one's powerlessness, to despise one
self, to be burdened by the feeling of one's own sinfulness 
and wickedness are the signs of goodness. The very fact of 
having a guilty conscience is in itself a sign of one's virtue 
because the guilty conscience is the symptom of one's "fear 
and trembling" before the authority. The paradoxical re
sult is that the (authoritarian) guilty conscience becomes 
the basis for a "good" conscience, while the good con-

I science, if one should have it, ought to create a feeling of 
guilt. 

The internalization of authority has two implications: 
one, which we have just discussed, where man submits to 
the authority; the other, where he takes ov~r the role of 
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the authority by treating himself with the same strictness 1 
and cruelty. Man thus becomes not only the obedient slave 
but also the strict taskmaster who treats himself as his own 
slave. This second implication is very important for the 
understanding of the psychological mechanism of authori
tarian conscience. The authoritarian character, being more 
or less crippled in his productiveness, develops a certain 
amount of sadism and destructiveness.35 These destructive I 
energies are discharged by taking over the role of the au
thority and dominating oneself as the servant. .In the 
analysis of the Super-Ego, Freud has given a description of 
its destructive components which has been amply con
firmed by clinical data collected by other observers. It does 
not matter whether one assumes, as Freud did in his earlier 
writings, that the root of aggression is to bc found mainly 
in instinctual frustration or, as he assumed later, in the 
"death-instinct." What matters is the fact that the au- ' 
thoritarian conscience is fed by destructiveness against the 
person's own self so that destructive strivings are thus per
mitted to operate under the disguise of virtue. Psychoana
lytic exploration, especially of the obsessional character, re
veals the degree of cruelty and destructiveness conscience 
sometimes has, and how it enables one to act out the 
lingering hate by turning it against oneself. Freud has con
vincingly demonstrated the correctness of Nietzsche's thesis 
that the blockage of freedom turns man's instincts "back
ward against man himself. Enmity, cruelty, the delight in 
persecution, in surprises, change, destruction- the turning 
of all these instincts against their own possessors: this is 
the origin of the 'bad conscience.' " 36 

35 F. Nietzsche, The Genealogy of Morals, II, 16. 
36 Ibid., II. 16. 
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Most religious and political systems in the history of 
mankind could serve as illustrations of the authoritarian 
conscience. Since I have analyzed Protestantism and 
Fascism from this point of view in Escape from Freedom 
I shall not give historical illustrations here, but shall limit 
myself to the discussion of some aspects of the authori· 
tarian conscience as they can be observed in the parent· 
child relationships in our culture. 

The use of the term "authoritarian conscience" in refer· 
ence to our culture may surprise the reader, since we are 
accustomed to think of authoritarian attitudes as being . 
characteristic only of authoritarian, nondemocratic cuI· 
tures; but such a view underestimates the strength of au· 
thoritarian elements, especially the role of anonymous au· 
thority operating in the contemporary family and society.37 

The psychoanalytic interview is one of the vantage points 
for studying the authoritarian conscience in the urban mid· 
dIe class. Here parental authority and the way children 
cope with it are revealed as being the crucial problem of 
neurosis. The analyst finds many patients incapable of 
criticizing their parents at all; others, who, while criticizing 
their parents in some respects, stop short of criticizing them 
with regard to those qualities they themselves have suffered 
from; still others feel guilty and anxious when they express 
pertinent criticism or rage against one of their parents. It 
often takes considerable analytic work to enable a person 
even to remember incidents which provoked his anger a,nd 
Cli ticism. 38 

37 Cf. the discussion of anonymous authority in democratic society in 
Escape from Freedom, Chap. V, p. 3. 

38 F. Kafka's letter to his father, in which he tried to explain to him 
why he had always been afraid of him is a classic document in this respect. 
Cf. A. Franz Kafka, Miscellany (New York: Twice a Year Press, 1940). 
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More subtle and still more hidden are those guilt feelings 

which result from the experience of not pleasing one'E\ 
parents. Sometimes the child's feeling of guilt is attached I 
to the fact of his not loving the parents sufficiently, particu- , 
larly when the parents expect to be the focus of the child's 
feelings. Sometimes it arises from the fear of having dis
appointed parental expectations. The latter point is particu
larly important because it refers to one of the crucial ele
ments in the attitude of the parent in the authoritarian 
family. In spite of the great difference between the Roman 
paterfamilias, whose family was his property, and the mod- i 
ern father, the feeling that children are brought into the J 

world to satisfy the parents and compensate them for the 
disappointments of their own lives is still widespread. This 
attitude has found its classic expression in Creon's famous 
speech on parental authority in Sophocles' "Antigone": 

"So it is right, my son, to be disposed-
In everything to back your father's quarrel. 
It is for this men pray to breed and rear 
1n their homes dutiful offspring-to requite 
The foe with evil, and their father's friend 
Honour, as did their father. Whoso gets 
Children unservicea1:t1e-what else could he 
Be said to breed, but troubles for himself, 
And store of laughter for his enemies" 39 

Even in our nonauthoritarian culture, it happens that parents 
want their children to be "serviceable"; in order to make up 
for what the parents missed in life. If the parents are not suc
cessful, the children should attain success so as to give them 

39 The Complete Greek Drama, ed. by W. J. Oates and E. O'Neill, Jr .. 
Vol. I (New York: Random House, 1938). 



1 54 PROBLEMS OF HUMANISTIC ETHICS 

a vicarious satisfaction. If they do not feel loved (particu· 
larly if the parents do not love each other), the children are 
to make up for it; if they feel powerless in their social life, 
they want to have the satisfaction of controlling and 
dominating their children. Even if the children fall in with 
these expectations, they still feel guilty for not doing 
enough and thus disappointing their parents. 

One particularly subtle form which the feeling of di&· 
appointing the parents frequently takes is caused by the 
feeling of being different. Dominating parents want their 
children to be like them in temperament and character. 
The choleric father, for instance, is out of sympathy with 
a phlegmatic son; the father interested in practical achieve
ments is disappointed by a son interested in ideas and 
theoretical inquiry, and vice versa. If the father's attitude is 
proprietary, he interprets the son's difference from him as 
inferiority; the son feels guilty and inferior because of his 
being different and he tries to make himself into the kind 
of person his father wants him to be; but he succeeds only 
in crippling his own growth and in becoming a very imper
fect replica of his father. Since he believes he ought to be 
like his father, this failure gives him a guilty conscience. 
The son, in attempting to fre~ himself from these notions 
of obligation and to become "himself," is frequently so 
heavily weighed down by a burden of guilt over this 
"crime" that he falls by the wayside before ever reachmg 
his goal of freedom. The burden is so heavy because he has 
to cope not only with his parents, with their disappoint· 
ment, accusations, and appeals, but also with the whole 
culture which expects children to "love" their parents. The 
foregoing description, though fitting the authoritarian 
family, does not seem to be correct as far as the contem 
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porary American, especially the urban, family is concerned 
in which we find little overt authority. But the picture I 
have given holds true, nevertheless, in its essential points. 
ns~d of ov~rt we find anonJ'mous autho~expre.&ed..in . 

.terms of enlOJillJlalb:JJighl char ed expectation ·nste~) 
Qf exp..li£it com~ands. Moreover, the parents do not feel \ 
themselves to be authorities, but nev .. ertheless they are the 
representatives of the anon~authority of the market, 
and they expect the children to live up to standards to 
which both- the parents and the children-submit. . 

Not only do guilt feelings result from one's dependence .\. 
on an irrational authority and from the feeling that it is 
one's duty to please that authority but the guilt feeling in 
its turn reinforces dependence. Guilt feelings have proved 
to be the most effective means of forming and increasing 
dependency, and herein lies one of the social functions of 
authoritarian ethics throughout history. The authority as 
lawgiver makes its subjects feel guilty for their many and 
unavoidable transgressions. The guilt of unavoidable trans-! 
gressions before authority and the need for its forgiveness 
thus creates an endless chain of offense, guilt feeling, and 
the need for absolution which keeps the subject in bondage 
and grateful for forgiveness rather than critical of the aj!
thority) demands. It is this interaction between guilt feel-

-ing and dependency which makes for the solidity and 
strength of the authoritarian relationships. The dependence 
on irrational authority results in a weakening of will in the 
dependent person and, at the same time, whatever tends to 
paralyze the will makes for an increase in depend~nce. Thus 
a vicious circle is formed. 

The most effective method for weakening the child's will 
is to arouse his sense of guilt. This is done early by making 
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the child feel that his sexual strivings and their early mani
festations are "bad." Since the child can not help having 
sexual strivings, this method of arousing guilt can hardly 
fail. Once parents (and SOCIety represented by them) have 
succeeded in making the association of sex and guilt per
manent, guilt feelings are produced to the same degree, and 
with the same constancy as sexual impulses occur. In addi
tion, other physical functions are blighted by "moral" con
siderations. If the child does not go to the toilet in the 
prescribed fashion, if he is not as clean as expected, if he 
does net eat what he is supposed to- he is bad. At the age 
of five or siy the child has acquired an all-pervasive sense of 

l 
guilt because the conflict between his natural impulses and 
their moral evaluation by his parents constitutes a con
stantly generating source of guilt feelings. 

Liberal and "progressive" systems of education have not 
changed this situation as much as one would like to think. 
Overt authority has been replaced by anonymous authority, 
overt commands by "scientifically" established formulas; 
"don't do this" by "you will not like to do this." In £ac.t~n 

.J]JaIl.)L.\Yeys this anonymous authority may be e~runore op
.J?ressive than the overt one. The child is no longer aware of 
being bossed (nor are the parents of giving orders), and he 
cannot fight back and thus develop a sense of independ-

( ,ence. He is coaxed and persuaded in the name of science, 

\ 
,common sense, and cooperation- and who can fight against 
-such objective principles? 

Once the will of the child has been broken, his sense of 
guilt is reinforced in still another way. He is dimly aware of 
his submission and defeat, and he must make sense of it. 
He cannot accept a puzzling and painful experience with
{lut trying to explain it. The rationalization in this caS'C' is, 
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in principle, the same as that of the Indian untouchable or f ~ 
the suffering Christian-his defeat and weakness are "ex-
plained" as being just punishment for his sins. The fact 
of his loss of freedom is rationalized as proof of guilt, and 
this conviction increases the guilt feeling induced by the 
cultural and parental systems of value. 

The child's natural reaction to the pressure of parental 
authority is rebellion, which is the essence of Freud's 
"Oedipus complex." Freud thought that, say, the little boy, 
because of his sexual desire for his mother, becomes the 
rival of his father, and that the neurotic development con
sists in the failure to cope in a satisfactory way with the 
anxiety rooted in this rivalry. In pointing to the conflict be
tween the child and parental authority and the child's 
failure to solve this conflict satisfactorily, Freud did touch 
upon the roots of neurosis; in my opinion, however, this 
conflict is not brought about primarily by the sexual rivalry 
but results from the child's reaction to the pressure of /1 
parental authority, which in itself is an intrinsic part of . 
patriarchal society. 

Inasmuch as social and parental authority tend to break 
his will, spontaneity, and independence, the child, not be
ing born to be broken, fights against the authority repre
~ented by his parents; he fights for his freedom not only 
trom pressure, but also for his freedom to be himself, a full
fledged human being, not an automaton. For some children 
the battle for freedom will be more successful than for 
others, although only a few succeed entirely. The scars left 
from the child's defeat in the fight against irrational author-

. i are to be found at the b~t!9..!E ~f ever neurosis. They 
form a syndrome the most important features of which are 
the weakening or paralysis of the person's originality and 
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spontaneity; the weakening of the self and the substitution 
of ~pseudo self in which the feeling of "I am" is dulled 
~nd replaced by the experience of self as the sum total of 
.others ' expectationsj the substitution of autonomy by 
heteronomy; the fogginess or, to use H. S. Sullivan's term, 
the parataxic quality of all interpersonal experiences. The 

.,most important sy~ptom of the defeat iJl.~ fight for one-
elf is_the_guilty conscience. If one has not succeeded in 

breaking out of the authoritarian net, the unsuccessful at
tempt to escape is proof of guilt, and only by renewed sub
mission can the good conscience be regained. 

B. HUMANISTIC CONSCIENCE 

Humanistic conscience is not the internalized voice of an 
authority whom we are eager to please and afraid of dis-l pleasing; it is our own voice, present in every human being 
and independent of external sanctions and rewards. What 
is the nature of this voice? Why do we hear it and why can 
we become deaf to it? 

Humanisti~ cop-science is the reaction of our tq.ttl E.er- _ 
soilaiitytOlts proper functioning or dysfunctioning; W- a _ 
reaction to the f1lnctioning of this or that ca12acitLbu~ 
the totality oLc'!Pa<j!ie~~!!ic~_~Estitute our hum~n and 
'Our individual existenc.e.. Conscience judges our functioning 

3"s human beings; it is (as the root of the word con-scientia 
indicates) knowledge within oneself, knowledge of our re
spective success or failure in the art of living. But although 
conscience is knowledge, it is more than mere knowledge in 
the realm of abstract thought. It has an affective quality, 
for it is the reaction of our total personality and not only 
the reaction of our mind. In fact, we need not be aware of 
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what our conscience says in order to be influenced by it. , 
Actions, thoughts, and feelings which are conducive to 

the proper functioning aud unfolding of our total personal
ity produce a feeling of inner approval, of "rightness," char
acteristic of the humanistic "good conscience." On the 
other hand, acts, thoughts, and feelings injurious to our 
total personality produce a feeling of uneasiness and dis
comfort, characteristic of the "guilty conscience." Con
science is thus a re-action at ourselves to ourselves. It is the 
voice of our true selves which summons us back to our
selves, to live productively, to develop fully and harmoni
ously- that is, to become what we potentially are. It is the 
guardian of our integrity; it is the "ability to guarantee 
one's self with all due pride, and also at the same time to 
say yes to one's self." 40 If love can be defined as the affirma
tion of the potentialities and the care for, and the respect 
of, the uniqueness of the loved person, humanistic con- • 
science can be justly called the voice ot our loving care tor } 
ourselves. 

Humanistic conscience represents not only the expres
sion of our true selves; it contains also the essence of our 
moral experiences in life. In it we preserve the knowledge j" 
of our aim in life and of the principles through which to 
attain it; those principles which we have discovered our
selves as well as those we have learned from others and 
which we have found to be true. 

Humanistic conscience is the expression of man's self
interest and integrity, while authoritarian cO"llScience is 
concerned with man's obedience, self-sacrifice, duty, or his 

40 F. Nietzsche, The Genealogy of Morals, II, 3. CL also Heidegger's 
description of conscience in M. Heidegger, Sein und Zeit, 54- 60, Halle 
a.s., 1927. 
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"social adjustment." The goal of humanistic conscience 'is 
productiveness and, therefore, happiness, since happiness is 
the necessary concomitant of productive living. To crip
ple oneself by becoming a tool of others, no matter how 
dignified they are made to appear, to be "selfless," un
happy, resigned, discouraged, is in opposition to the de
mands of one's conscience; any violation of the integrity 
and proper functioning of our personality, with regard to 
thinking as well as acting, and even with regard to such mat
ters as taste for food or sexual behavior is acting against 
one's conscience. 

But is our analysis of conscience not contradicted by the 
fact that in many people its voice is so feeble as not to be 
heard and acted upon? Indeed, this fact is the reason for 
the moral precariousness of the human situation. If con
science always spoke loudly and distinctly enough, only a 
few would be misled from their moral objective. One an
swer follows from the very nature of conscience itself: since 
its function is to be the guardian of man's true self-interest, 
it is alive to the extent to which a person has not lost him
self entirely and become the prey of his own indifference 
and destructiveness. Its relation to one's own productive
ness is one of interaction. The more productively one lives, 
the stronger is one's conscience, and, in turn, the more it 
furthers one's productiveness. The less productively one 
lives, the weaker becomes one's conscience; the paradoxical 
- and tragic- situation of man is that his conscience is 
weakest when he needs it most. 

\ 
Another answer to the question of the relative ineffec

tiveness of conscience is our refusal to listen and- what is leven more important- our ignorance of knowing how to 
listen. People often are under the illusion that their can-
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science will speak with a loud voice and its message will be 
dear and distinct; waiting for such a voice, they do not hear 
anything. But when the voice of conscience is feeble, it is 
indistinct; and one has to learn how to listen and to under
stand its communications in order to act accordingly. 

H,owever, learning to understand the communications of 
one's conscience is exceedingly difficult, mainly for two 
reasons. In order to listen to the voice of our conscience, 
we must be able to listen to ourselves, and this is exactly 
what most people in our culture have difficulties in doing. 
We listen to every voice and to everybody but not to our
selves. Weare constantly exposed to the noise of opinions 
and ideas hammering at us from everywhere: motion pic
tures, newspapers, radio, idle chatter. If we had planned in
tentionally to prevent ourselves from ever listening to our
selves, we could have done no better. 

Listening to oneself is so difficult because this art re
quires another ability, rare in modern man: that of being 
alone with oneselLln fact, we have developed a phobia of 
being alone; we prefer the most trivial and even obnoxious 
company, the most meaningless activities, to being alone 
with ourselves; we seem to be frightened at the prospect of 
facing ourselves. Is it because we feel we would be such bad 
company? I think the fear of being alone with ourselves is 
rather a feeling of embarrassment, bordering sometimes on 
terror at seeing a person at once so well known and so 
strange; we are afraid and run away. We thus miss the 
chance of listening to ourselves, and we continue to ignore 
our conscience. 

Listening to the feeble and indistinct voice of our con
science is difficult also because it does not speak to us di
rectly but indirectly and because we are often not aware that 
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it is our conscience which disturbs us. We may fe~l only anx· 
ious (or even sick) for a number of reasons which have no ap· 
parent connection with our conscience. Perhaps the most fre
quent indirect reaction of our conscience to being neglected 
is a vague and unsp·ecific feeling of guilt and uneasiness, or 
simply a feeling of tiredness or listlessness. Sometimes such 
feelings are rationalized as guilt feelings for not having 
done this or that, when actually the omissions one feels 
guilty about do not constitute genuine moral problems. But 
if the genuine though unconscious feeling of guilt has be· 
come too strong to be silenced by superficial rationalizations, 
it finds expression in deeper and more intense anxieties and 
even in physical or mental sickness. 

One form of this anxiety is the fear of death; not the 
normal fear of having to die which every human being ex· 
periences in the contemplation of death, but a horror of 
dying by which people . can be possessed constantly. This 
~nal fear of death results from the failure_of haying 
lived; it is the expression of our guilty conscience for having 
~a:sred-6u:rllfe ana mIssed the chance of roductive u~iJit 
our capaCI les. To Ie IS oignantly bitter, but the iska of hay
mgto- dlew lthout aving liVed is unbearable. Related to the 
~hona ear of deaTh is flie fear (;£growing old by which 
even more people in our culture are haunted. Here, too, we 
find a reasonable and normal apprehension of old age which, 
however, is very different in quality and intensity from the 
nightmarish dread of "being too old." Frequently we can 
observe people, especially in the analytic situation, who are 
obsessed by the fear of old age when they are quite young; 
they are convinced that the waning of physical strength is 
linked with the weakening of their total personality, their 
emotional and intellectual powers. This idea is hardly more 
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than a superstition, which persists in spite of the over
whelming evidence to the contrary. It is fostered, in our 
culture, by the emphasis on so-called youthful qualities, 
like quickness, adaptability, and physical vigor, which are 
the qualities needed in a world primarily orientated to suc
cess in competition rather than to the development of one's 
character. But many examples show that the person who 
lives productively before he is old by no means deteriorates; 
on the contrary, the mental and emotional qualities he de
veloped in the process of productive living continue to grow 
although physical vigor wanes. The unproductive person, I 
however, indeed deteriorates in his whole personality when 
his physical vigor, which had been the main spring of his 
activities, dries up. The decay of the personality in old ~~ 
is a sym12tom: it is the Eroof of the fai° ure of-having lived 
productively. The fear of getting old is an expression of the 
feelin - often u~n~-of living llnproductivel~; iLis.-
a reaction of our conscience to the mutilation of our selves. 
There are cultures in which there is a greater need and, 
therefore, a higher esteem for, the specific qualities of old 
age, like wisdom and experience. In such cultures can we 
find an attitude which is so beautifully expressed in the 
following utterance of the Japanese painter Hokusai: 

From the age of six I had a mania for drawing the form 
of thingso By the time I was fifty I had published an infinity 
of designs; but all I have produced before the age of seventy ~ 
is not worth taking into account. At seventy-three I have 
learned a little about the real structure of nature, of ani· 
mals, plants, birds, fishes and insects. In consequence when 
I am eighty, I shall have made more progress; at ninety 
I shall penetrate the mystery of things; at a hundred I 
shall certainly have reached a marvelous stage; and when 
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I am a hundred and ten, everything I do, be it but a dot 
or a line, will be alive. 

Written at the age of seventy-five by me, once Hokusai, 
today Gwakio Rojin, the old man mad about drawing.41 

The fear of disapproval, though less dramatic than the 
irrational fear of death and of old age, is a hardly less signif
icant expression of unconscious guilt feeling. Here also we 
find the irrational distortion of a normal attitude: man 
naturally wants to be accepted by his fellows; but modern 
~ w~ts to be acceIlled by everybody )md thw;~ 
.afmicLtcUleYiate, ill tlrinking.jeeling, and acting, from the 

!tural attern. One reason among others for tliiSirra
tional fear 0 disapproval is an unconscious guilt feeling. If 
man cannot approve of himself because he fails in the task 
of living productively, he has to substitute approval by 
others for approval by himself. This craving for approval 
can be fully understood only if we recognize it as a moral 
problem, as the expression of the all-pervasive though un
conscious guilt feeling. 

It would seem that man can successfully shut himself 
off against hearing the voice of his conscience. But there is 
one state of existence in which this attempt fails, and that 
is sleep. Here he is shut off from the noise hammering at 
him in the daytime and receptive only to his inner experi
ence, which is made up of many irrational strivings as well 
as value judgments and insights. Sleep is often the only oc
casion in which man cannot silence his conscience; but the 
tragedy of it is that when we do hear our conscience speak 
in sleep we cannot act, and that, when able to act, we forget 
what we knew in our dream. 

The following dream may serve as an illustration. A well-
41 From J. LaFarge, A Talk About Hokusai (W. C. Martin, 1896). 
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known writer was offered a position where he would have 
had to sell his integrity as a writer in exchange for a great 
deal of money and fame; while considering whether or not 
to accept the offer, he had this dream: At the foot of a 
mountain, he sees two very successful men whom he de
spises for ~~eir opportunism; they tell him to drive up the 
narrow road to the peak. He follows their advice and, when 
almost on the top of the mountain, his car falls off the 
road, and he is killed. The message of his dream needs little 
interpretation: while he slept, he knew that the acceptance 
of the offered position would be equivalent to destruction; 
not, of course, to his physical death, as the symbolic lan
guage of the dream expresses it, but to his destruction as an 
integrated, productive human being. 

In our discussion of conscience I have examined the 
authoritarian and humanistic conscience separately in order 
to show their characteristic qualities; but they are, of course, ) 
not separated in reality and not mutually exclusive in any ! 

one person. On the contrary, actually everybody has both 
"consciences." The problem is to distinguish their respec
tive strength and their interrelation. 

Often guilt feelings are consciously experienced in terms ·1 
of the authoritarian conscience while, dynamically, they are I 
rooted in the humanistic conscience; in this case the au
thoritarian conscience is a rationalization, as it were, of the 
humanistic conscience. A person may feel consciously 
guilty for not pleasing authorities, while unconsciously he 
feels guilty for not living up to his own expectations of 
himself. A man, for instance, who had wanted to become a 
musician had instead become a businessman to satisfy his 
father's wishes. He is rather unsuccessful in business, and 
his father gives vent to his disappointment at the son's fail-
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ure. The son, feeling depressed and incapable of doing ade
quate work, eventually decides to seek the help of a psycho
analyst. In the analytic interview he speaks first at great 
length about his feelings of inadequacy and depression. 
Soon he recognizes that his depression is caused by his 
guilt feelings for having disappointed his father. When the 
analyst questions the genuineness of this guilt feeling, the 
patient is annoyed. But soon afterward he sees himself in 
a dream as a very successful businessman, praised by his 
father, something which had never occurred in real life; at 
this point in the dream he, the dreamer, is suddenly seized 
by panic and by the impulse to kill himself, and he wakes 
up. He is startled by his dream and considers whether he is 

\ 

not mistaken after all about the real source of his guilt feel
ing. He then discovers that the core 0 h' il feelin is 

ot the fai ure to satisfy his father, but, on the contrary, his 
obedience 0 1m an . . to satis himself. His con
scious guilt feeling is genuine enough, as far as it goes, as an 'I expression of his authoritarian conscience; but it covers up 
the bulk of his feeling of guilt toward himself of which he 
was completely unaware. The reasons for this repression are 
not difficult to discern: the patterns of our culture support 
this repression; according to them it makes sense to feel 
guilty for disappointing one's father, but it makes little 
sense to feel guilty for neglecting one's self. Another reason 

, is the fear that by becoming aware of his real guilt, he 
would be forced to emancipate himself and to take his life 
seriously instead of oscillating between the fear of his angry 
father and the attempts to satisfy him. 

Another form of the relation between an authoritarian 
and humanistic conscience is that in which, although the 
contents of norms are identical, the motivation for their ac· 
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ceptance differs. The commands, for instance, not to kin, 
not to hate, not to be envious, and to love one's neighbor 
are norms of authoritarian as well as of humanistic ethics. 
It may be said that in the first stage of the evolution of .,.,,
conscience the authority gives commands which later 011 

~re followed not because of submission to the authority but 
because of one's responsibility to oneself. Julian Huxley has 
pointed out that acquisition of an authoritarian conscience 
was a stage in the process of human evolution necessary be-
fore rationality and freedom had developed to an extent 
which made humanistic conscience possible; others have 
stated this same idea with regard to the development of the 
child. While Huxley is right in his historical analysis, I do 
not believe that with regard to the child, in a nonauthori
tarian society, the authoritarian conscience has to exist as 
a precondition for the formation of humanistic conscience; 
but only the future development of mankind can prove.or 
disprove the validity of this assumption. 

If the conscience is based upon rigid and unassailable \ 
irrational authority, the development of humanistic con
science can be almost entirely suppressed. Man, then, be- J 

comes completely dependent on powers outside himself 
and ceases to care or to feel responsible for his own exist
ence. All that matters to him is the approval or disapproval 
by these powers, which can be the state, a leader, or a no 
less powerful public opinion. Even the most unethical be
havior- in the humanistic sense- can be experienced as 
"duty" in the authoritarian sense. The feeling of "ought- \ 
ness," common to both, is so deceptive a factor because it J 
can refer to the worst as well as to the best in man. 

A beautiful illustration of the complex interrelation ot 
authoritarian and humanistic conscience is Kafka's The 
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Trial. The hero of the book, K, finds himself "arrested bne 
fine morning" for a crime of which he is ignorant and is 
kept so for the remaining year he is to live. The entire novel 
deals with K's attempt to plead his case before a mysterious 
court whose laws and procedure he does not know. He tries 
frantically to engage the help of shyster lawyers, of women 
connected with the court, of anyone he can find- all to no 
avail. Eventually he is sentenced to death and executed. 

The novel is written in dreamlike, symbolic language; all 
the events are concrete and seemingly realistic, although 
they actually refer to inner experiences symbolized by ex
ternal events. The story expresses the sense of guilt of a 
man who feels accused by unknown authorities and feels 
guilty for not pleasing them; yet these authorities are so be-

n yond his reach that he cannot even learn of what they ac
cuse him, or how he can defend himself. Looked at from 
this angle, the novel would represent the theological view
point most akin to Calvin's theology. Man is condemned or 
saved without understanding the reasons. All he can do is 
to tremble and to throw himself upon God's mercy. The 
theological viewpoint implied in this interpretation is Cal
vin's concept of guilt, which is representative of the ex
treme type of authoritarian conscience. However, in one 
point the authorities in The Trial differ fundamentally 
from Calvin's God. Instead of being glorious and majestic, 
they are corrupt and dirty. This aspect symbolizes K's re
belliousness toward these authorities. He feels crushed by 
them and he feels guilty, and yet he hates them and feels 
their lack of any moral principle. This mixture of submission 

\ 
and rebellion is characteristic of many people who alternately 
submit and rebel against authorities and particularly against 

. the internalized authority, their conscience. 
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But K's guilt feeling is simultaneously a reaction of his hu- ./ 
manistic conscience. He discovers that he has been "ar
rested," which means, that he has been stopped in his own 
growth and development. He feels his emptiness and ste-
rility. Kafka in a few sentences masterfully describes the un
productiveness at K's life. This is how he lives: 

That spring K had been accustomed to pass his evenings 
in this way : after work, whenever possible- he was usually 
in his office until nine- he would take a short walk, alone 
or with some of his colleagues, and then go to a beer hall, 
where until eleven he sat at a table patronized mostly by 
elderly men. But there were exceptions to this routine, 
when, for instance, the Manager of the Bank, who highly 
valued his diligence and reliability, invited him for a drive 
or for dinner at his villa. And once a week K visited a girl 
called Elsa, who was on duty all night till early morning as 
a waitress in a cabaret and during the day received her 
visitors in bed.42 

K feels guilty without knowing why. He runs away from 
himself, concerned with finding assistance from others, 
when only the understanding of the real cause of his guilt 
feelings and the development of his own productiveness 
could save him. He asks the inspector who arrests him all 
kinds of questions about the court and his chances at the 
trial. He is given the only advice which can be given in this 
situation. The inspector answers: "However, if I cannot 
answer your question, I can at least give you a piece of ad
vice. Think less about us and of what is to happen to you; 
think more about yourself instead." 

42 F. Kafka, The Trial, tr. E. I. Muir (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 
193':'"), p. 23· 
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On another occasion hi~ conscien~e is represented by the 
prison chaplain, who shows him that he himself must give 
account to himself, and that no bribe and no appeal to pity 
can solve his moral problem. But K can only see the priest 
as another authority who could intercede for him, and all 
he is concerned with is whether the priest is angry with 
him or not. When he tries to appease the priest, the priest 
shrieks from the pulpit, " 'Can't you see anything at all?' It 
was an angry cry but at the same time sounded like the in
voluntary shriek of one who sees another fall and is startled 
out of himself." But even this shriek does not arouse K. 
He simply feels more guilty for what he thinks is the 
priest's anger with him. The priest ends the conversation 
by saying: " 'So why should I make any claims upon you? 
The Court makes no claims upon you. It receives you when 
you come, and it relinquishes you when you go.''' This 

, { sentence expresses the essence of humanistic conscience. 
'~ .~~ No power transcending man can make a moral claim upon 
,. ". him. Man is responsible to himself for gaining or losing his 

life. Only if he understands the voice of his conscience, can 
he return to himself. If he can not, he will perish; no one 
can help him but he himself. K fails to understand the 
voice of his conscience, and so he has to die. At the very 
moment of the execution, he has for the first time a glimpse 
of his real problem. He senses his own unproductiveness, his 
lack of love, and his lack of faith: 

His glance fell on the top storey of the house adjoining 
the quarry. With a flicker as of a light going up, the case
ments of a window there suddenly flew open; a human 
figure, faint and insubstantial at that distance and that 
height, leaned abruptly far forward and stretched both arms 
still farther. Who was it? A friend? A good man? Someone 
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who sympathized? Someone who wanted to help? Was it 
one person only? Or were they all there? Was help at 
hand? Were there some arguments in his favour that had 
been overlooked? Of course, there must be. Logic is doubt
less unshakable, but it cannot withstand a man who wants 
to go on living. Where was the Judge whom he had never 
seen? Where was the High Court, to which he had never 
penetrated? He raised his hands and spread out all his 
fingers.43 

For the first time K visualizes the solidarity of mankind, 
the possibility of friendship and man's obligation toward 
himself. He raises the question of what the High Court was, 
but the High Court about whom he is inquiring now is not 
the irrational authority he had believed in, but the High 
Court of his conscience, which is the , real accuser and 
which he had failed to recognize. K was only aware of his 
authoritarian conscience and tried to manipulate the au
thoritie~ which it represents . He was so busy with this ac- ~ 
tivity of self-defense against someone transcending him 
that he had completely lost sight of his real moral problem. 
He consciously feels guilty because he is accused by the 
authorities, but he is guilty because he has wasted his life 
and could not change because he was incapable of under
standing his guilt. The tragedy is that only when it is too ' 
late does he have a vision of what might have been. 

It needs to be emphasized that the difference between 
humanistic and authoritarian conscience is not that the 
latter is molded by the cultural tradition, while the former 
develops independently. On the contrary, it is similar in 
this respect to our capacities of speech and thought, which, I 
though intrinsic human potentialities, develop only in a 

43 Ibid., pp. 287-8. 
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social and cultural context. The human race, in the last five 
or six thousand years of its cultural development, has for
mulated ethical norms in its religious and philosophical 
systems toward which the conscience of every individual 
must be orientated, if he is not to start from the begin
ning. But because of the . interests vested in each system 
their representatives have tended to emphasize the differ-

I ences more than the common core. . t from the sta 
oint of man .. _the common elements in these teachings are 

I more imE2!ta~ than their differences. If the limitations 
. <"and distortions of these teachings are understood as being 

the outcome of the particular historical, socioeconomic, 
and cultural situation in which they grew, we find an amaz
ing agreement among all thinkers whose aim was the growth 
and happiness of man. 

3. Pleasure and Happiness 

Happiness is not the reward of virtue, but is virtue itself; 
nor do we delight in happiness because we restrain our 
lusts; but, on the contrary, because we delight in it, there
fore are we able to restrain them. 

Spinoza, Ethic 

A. PLEASURE AS A CRITERION OF VALUE 

Authoritarian ethics has the advantage of simplicity; its 
criteria for good or bad are the authority's dicta and to 
obey them is man's virtue. Humanistic ethics has to cope 

. with the difficulty which I have already discussed before: 
that in making man the sole judge of values it would seem 
that pleasure or pain becomes the final arbiter of good and 
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evil. H this were the only alternative, then, indeed, the hu
manistic principle could not be the basis for ethical norms. 
For we see that some find pleasure in getting drunk, in 
amassing wealth, in fame, in hurting people, while others 
find pleasure in loving, in sharing things with friends, in 
thinking, in painting. How can our life be guided by a 
motive by which animal as well as man, the good and the 
bad person, the normal and the sick are motivated alike? 
Even if we qualify the pleasure principle by restricting it to 
those pleasures which do not injure the legitimate interests 
of others, it is hardly adequate as a guiding principle for 
our actions. 

But this alternative between submission to authority and 
response to pleasure as guiding principles is fallacious. I 
shall attempt to show that an empirical analysis of the na
ture of pleasure, satisfaction, happiness, and joy reveals that 
they are different and partIy contradictory phenomena. 
This analysis points to the fact that happiness and joy al- ! 
though, in a sense, subjective experiences, are the outcome 
Df interactions with, and depend on, objective conditions 
and must not be confused with the merely subjective pleas
ure experience. These objective conditions can be sum
marized comprehensively as productiveness. 

The significance of the qualitative analysis of pleasure 
has been recognized since the early beginnings of human
istic ethical thinking. The solution of the problem, how
ever, had to remain unsatisfactory inasmuch as insight into 
the unconscious dynamics of the pleasure experience was 
lacking. Psychoanalytic research offers new data and sug
gests new answers to this ancient problem of humanistic · 
ethics. For the better understanding of these findings and 
their application to ethical theory a brief survey of some of 

" 
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the most important ethical theories on pleasure and' happi
ness seems desirable. 

Hedonism maintains that pleasure is the guiding prin
ciple of human action, both factually and normatively. 
Aristippus, the first representative of hedonistic theory, be
lieved the attainment of pleasure and the avoidance of pain 
to be the aim of life and the criterion of virtue. Pleasure to 
him is the pleasure of the moment. 

This radical- and naIve- hedonistic standpoint had the 
merit of an uncompromising emphasis on the individual's 
significance and on a concrete concept of pleasure, making 
happiness identical with immediate experience.44 But it was 
burdened with the obvious difficulty already mentioned, 
which the hedonists were unable to solve satisfactorily: that 
of the entirely subjectivistic character of their principle. 
The first attempt to revise the hedonistic position in intro
ducing objective criteria into the concepts of pleasure was 
made by Epicurus, who, though insisting upon pleasure 
being the aim of life, states that "while every pleasure is in 
itself good, not all pleasures are to be chosen," since some 
pleasures cause later annoyances greater than the pleasure 
itself; according to him, only the right pleasure must be 
conducive to living wisely, well, and righteously. "True" 
pleasure consists in serenity of mind and the absence of 
fear, and is obtained only by the man who has prudence 
and foresight and thus is ready to reject immediate gratifi-

i cation for the sake of permanent and tranquil satisfaction. 
Epicurus tries to show that his concept of pleasure as the 
aim of life is consistent with the virtues of temperance, 
courage, justice, and friendship. But using "feeling as the 

44 Cf. H. Marcuse, "Zur Kritik des Hedonisrnus," Zschft. f. SoziaIior· 
schung, VII, 1938. 
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canon by which we judge every good," he did not overcome 
the basic theoretical difficulty: that of combining the sub
jective experience of pleasure with the objective criterion 
of "right" and "wrong" pleasure. His attempt to harmonize J 
subjective and objective criteria did not go beyond the as
sertion that the harmony existed. 

Nonhedonistic humanistic philosophers coped with the 
same problem, attempting to preserve the criteria of truth 
and universality, yet not to lose sight of the happiness of 
the individual as the ultimate goal of life. 

The first to apply the criterion of truth and falsehood to 
desires and pleasures was Plato. Pleasure, like thought, can 
be true or false. Plato does not deny the reality of the sub
jective sensation of pleasure, but he points out that the 
pleasure sensation can be "mistaken" and that pleasure has 
a cognitive function like thinking. Plato supports this view 
with the theory that pleasure springs not only from an iso
lated, sensuous part of a person but from the total personal
ity. Hence he concludes that good men have true pleasures; 
bad men, false pleasures. 

Aristotle, like Plato, maintains that the subjective ex
perience of pleasure can not be a criterion for the goodness 
of the activity and, thereby, of its value. He says that "if 
things are pleasant to people of vicious constitution, we 
must not suppose that they are also pleasant to others than 
these, just as we do not reason so about the things that are 
wholesome or sweet or bitter to sick people, or ascribe 
whiteness to the things that seem white to those suffering 
from a disease of the eye." 45 Disgraceful pleasures are not 
really pleasures, "except to a perverted taste," while the 
pleasures which objectively deserve this name accompany 

45 Aristotle, Ethics, 1173·, 21 ff. 



176 PROBLEMS OF HUMANISTIC ETHICS 

those "activities which are proper to man." 46 For Aristotle, 
there are two legitimate kinds of pleasure, those which are 

; associated with the process of fulfilling needs and realizing 
our powers; and those which are associated with the ex
ercise of our po\\ers when acquired. The latter is the su-

I perior kind of pleasure. Pleasure is an activity (energia) of 
the natural state of one's being. The most satisfactory and 
complete pleasure is a quality supervening on the active 
use of acquired or realized powers. It implies joy and span· 
taneity, or unimpeded activity, where "unimpeded" means 

i "not blocked" or "frustrated." Thus pleasure perfects ac
tivities and hence perfects life. Pleasure and life are joined 
together and do not admit of separation. The greatest and 
most enduring happiness results from the highest human 
activity, which is akin to the divine, that of the activity of 
Ireason, and in so far as man has a divine element in him he 
will pursue such an activity.47 Aristotle thus arrives at a con
cept of true pleasure which is identical with subjective 
pleasure experience of the healthy and mature person. 

Spinoza's theory of pleasure is similar, in certain aspects, 
to Plato's and Aristotle's; but he goes far beyond them. He, 
too, believed that joy is a result of right or virtuous living 
and not an indication of sinfulness, as the antipleasure 
schools maintain. He furthered the theory by giving a more 
empirical and specific definition of joy which was based 
upon his whole anthropological concept Spinoza's concept 
of joy is rel~ted to that of potency (power). "Joy is a man's 
passage from a less to a greater perfection; sorrow is a man's 
passage from a greater to a less perfection." 48 Greater or 

46 Aristotle, Ethics, 1176., 15-30. 
47 See Book VII, Chaps. 11- 13, and Book X, Chaps. 4, 7. 8. 
48 Ethics, III, Re Affects, Def. II, III. 
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lesser perfection is the same as greater or lesser power to 
realize one's potentialities and thus to approach more 
closely "the model of human nature." Pleasure is not the 
aim of life but it inevitably accompanies man's productive 
activity. "Blessedness (or happiness) is not the reward of 
virtue but virtue itself." 49 The significance of Spinoza's view 
on happiness lies in his dynamic concept of power. Goethe, 
Guyau, Nietzsche, to name only some important names, 
have built their ethical theories on the same thought-that 
pleasure is not a primary motive of action but a companion 
of productive activity. 

In Spencer's Ethics we find one of the most comprehen
sive and systematic discussions of the pleasure principle, 
which we can use as an excellent starting point for further 
discussion. 

The key to Spencer's view of the pleasure-pain principle 
is the concept of evolution. He proposes that pleasure and 
pain have the biological function of stimulating man to act 
according to what is beneficial to him individually as well 
as to the human race; they are therefore indispensable fac
tors in the evolutionary process. "Pains are the correlatives 
of actions injurious to the organism, while pleasures are 
correlatives of actions conducive to its' welfare." 50 "Indi
vidual or species is from day to day kept alive by pursuit of 
the agreeable or avoidance of the disagreeable." 51 Pleasure, 
while being a subjective experience, can not be judged in 
terms of the subjective element alone; it has an objective 
aspect, namely, that of man's physical and mental welfare. 
Spencer admits that in our present culture many cases of 

49 Ibid., Prop. XLII. 
60 H. Spencer, The Principles of Ethics (New York: D. Appleton Co., 

1902), Vol. 1. 
'1 Ibid., pp. 79, 82. 
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"perverted" pleasure or pain experience occur, and he ex
plains this phenomenon by the contradictions and imper
fections of society He claims that "with complete adjust
ment of humanity to the social state, will go recognition of 
the truths that actions are completely right only when, be
sides being conducive to future happiness, special and 
general; they are immediately pleasurable, and that painful
ness, not ultimate but proximate, is the concomitant of ac
tions which are wrong." 52 He said · that those who believe 
that pain has a beneficial or pleasure a detrimental effect 
are guilty of a distortion which makes the exception appear 
to be the rule. 

Spencer parallels his theory of the biological function of 
pleasure with a sociological theory. He proposes that "re
moulding of human nature into fitness for the requirements 
of social life must eventually make all needful activities 
pleasurable, while it makes displeasurable activities at van 
ance with these requirements." 53 And further "that the 
pleasure attending on the use of means to achieve an end, 
itself becomes an end." 54 

The concepts of Plato, Aristotle, Spinoza, and Spencer 
have in common the ideas (1) that the subjective experi
ence of pleasure is in itself not a sufficient criterion of 
value; (2) that happiness is conjunctive with the good; (3) 
that an objective criterion for the evaluation of pleasure can 
be fou~d. Plato referred to the "good man" as the criterion 
of the right pleasure; Aristotle, to "the function of man"; 
Spinoza, like Aristotle, to the realization of man's nature by 
the use of his powers; Spencer, to the biological and soci,:Jl 
evolution of man. 

The foregoing theories of pleasure and its role in ethics 
52 Ibid., p. 99. 53 Ibid., p. 183. 54 Ibid., p. 159. 
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suffered from the fact that they were not constructed from 
sufficiently refined data based on precise techniques of 
study and observation. Psychoanalysis, in its minute study 
of unconscious motivations and of the dynamics of char
acter, laid the foundation for such refined techniques of 
study and observation and thus enables us to further the 
discussion of pleasure as a norm for living beyond its tradi- I 

tional scope. 
Psychoanalysis confirms the view, held by the opponents 

of hedonistic ethics, that the subjective experience of satis-_ 
faction is in itself dece tive and not a valid nteno 
va ue. e psyc oana ytic insight into the nature of mas
oC'IiiStic strivings confirms the correctness of the antihedon
istic position. All masochistic desires can be described as a 
craving for that which is harmful to the total personality. 
In its more obvious forms, masochism is the striving for 
physical pain and the subsequent enjoyment of that pain. 
As a perversion, masochism is related to sexual excitement 
and satisfaction, the desire for pain being conscious. "Moral 
~Qchism" is....the striving for being-.harme~illcallY, 
humiliate, d dominated' u_sually this wish is not COll

~but it is rationalized as loyalty, love, or self-negation, 
or as a response to the laws of nature, to fate, or to other 
powers transcending man. Psychoanalysis shows how deeply 
repressed and how well rationalized the masochistic striving 
can be. 

The masochistic phenomena, however, are only a par
ticularly striking instance of unconscious desires which are 
objectively harmful;~l1 neuroses can be .~nderstood as the 
result of unconscious stnvlll S whicti tend to harm ana to 

lock a person's growth. To crave that which is harmful is 
the very essence of mental sickness. Every neurosis thus 
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confirms the fact that pleasure can be in contradiction to 
man's real interests. 
i The pleasure arising from the satisfaction of neurotic 
cravings can be, but is not necessarily, unconscious. The 
masochistic perversion is an example of conscious pleasure 
from a neurotic craving. The sadistic person getting satisfac
tion from humiliating people, or the miser enjoying the 
money he hoarded, mayor may not be aware of the pleas
ure he derives from the satisfaction of his craving. Whether 

\ 

or not such pleasure is conscious or repressed depends on 
two factors: on the strength of those forces within a person 
opposing his irrational strivings; and on the degree to which 
' the mores of society sanction or outlaw the enjoyment of 
asuch pleasure. Repression of pleasure can have two different 
Imeanings; the less thoro~gh and more frequent form of re-

ression is the 0 . wh· Ie sure is felt consciously but 
IJ.9t in connection with the irra.£.onal strivin~suchz but
rather with a rationalized ex ression of it. The miser, for 
instance, may think he feels satisfaction because of his pru· 
dent care for his family; the sadist may feel that his pleasure 
is derived from his sense of moral indignation. The more 
radical type of re ression is that in which the . 
ness 0 any pleas~ Many a sadistic person will deny sin-

I. cerely that the experience of seeing others humiliated gives 

\ 
him any feeling of pleasure. Yet the analysis of his dreams 
and free associations uncovers the existence of unconscious 

~ pleasure. 
Pain and unhappiness can also be unconscious and the 

repression can assume the same forms just described with 
regard to pleasure. A person may feel unhappy because he 
does not have as much success as he desires, or because his 
health is impaired, or because of any number of external 



PLEASURE AND HAPPINESS 

circumstances in hii life; the fundamental reason for his 
unhappiness, however, may be his lack of Productiveness,~. 
the emptiness of his life, his incapacity to love, or any num
ber of inner defects which make him unhappy. He rational
izes hiUlUhappjne~ as it were, and thus does nOt feel It1ii" 
Co~nection with its real cause. Again, the more thorough 
kind of repression of unhappiness occurs where there is no I 
consciousness of unhappiness at all. In this case a person 
believes he is perfectly happy, while actually he is discon- l 
tented and unhappy. 

The concept of unconscious happiness and unhappiness 
meets with an important objection which says that happi
ness and unhappiness are identical with our conscious feel
ing of being happy or unhappy and that to be pleased or 
pained without knowing it is equivalent to not being 
pleased or pained. This argument has more than merely 
theoretical significance. It is of utmost importance in its 
social and ethical implications. If slaves are not aware of 
being pained by their lot, how can the outsider object to 
slavery in the name of man's happiness? If modern man is 
as happy as he pretends to be, does this not prove that we 
have built the best of all possible worlds? Is the illusion of .I 
happiness not sufficient or, rather is "illusion of happiness" 
not a self-contradictory concept? 

These objections ignore the fact that happiness as well as 
unhappiness is more than a state of mInd. In fact, hap- 'I 
p~s and unhappiness_ar~ eX12ress~.Lthe state..DTt~ I 
.entire organism, oLthe...to.ta~rsonality. Happiness is con
junctive with an increase in vitality, intensity of feeling and 
thinking, and productiveness; unhappiness is conjunctive 
with the decrease of these capacities and functions. Hap
piness and unhappiness are so much a state of our total per-
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sonality that bodily reactions are freguently more expressive 
I of thenan::Ouc- cons.ciQUs fee1ing.The drawn face of a 

'

person, listlessness, tiredness, or physical symptoms like 
headaches or even more serious forms of illness are frequent 

I expressions of unhappiness, just as a physical feeling of well
being can be one of the "symptoms" of happiness. Indeed: 
£.ur bod~ is less capable of being deceived about the strte<;f 

..E~~ess than our mindt, and one can entertain the idea 
that some time in the future the presence and degree of 
happiness and unhappiness might be inferred from an ex
amination of the chemical processes in the body. Likewise, 
the functioning of our mental and emotional capacities is 
influenced by our happiness or unhappiness. The acuteness 
of our reason and the intensity of our feelings depend on it. 
Unhappiness weakens or even paralyzes all our psychic 
functions. Happiness increases them. The subjective feeling 
of being happy, when it is not a quality of the state of well
being of the whole person, is nothing more than an illusory 
thought about a feeling and is completely unrelated to genu
ine happiness. 

( Pleasure or happiness which exists only in a person's head I but is not a condition of his personality I propose to call 
pseudo-pleasure or pseudo-happiness. A person, for in

I stance, takes a trip and is consciously happy; yet he may 
have this feeling because happiness is what he is supposed 
to experience on a pleasure trip; actually, he may be un
consciously disappointed and unhappy. A dream may r.eveal 
the truth to him; or perhaps, he will realize later that his 
happiness was not genuine. Pseudo-pain can be observed in 
many situations in which sorrow or unhappiness are con
ventionally expected and therefore felt. Pseudo-pleasure and 

)pseudo-pain are actually only pretended feelings; they are 
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thoughts about feelin s rather than enuine <:!motional ~ - . -_. 
penences . 
. --

B. TYPES OF PLEASURE 

The analysis of the qualitative difference between the 
various kinds of pleasure is, as already indicated, the key to 
the problem of the relation between pleasure and ethical 
values.55 

One type of pleasure which Freud and others thought 
was the essence of all pleasure is the feeling accompanying 
the relief from painful tension. Hunger, thirst, and the need 
for sexual satisfaction, sleep, and bodily exercise are rooted 

J lL-ts 
~J:.:JF.A.":'" 

in the chemism of the organism. The objective, physio
logical necessity to satisfy these demands is perceived sub
jectively as desire, and if they remain unsatisfied for any 
length of time painful tension is felt. If this tension is re
leased, the relief is felt as pleasure or, as I propose to call / 
it, satisfaction. This term, from satis-facere = to make suffi· 
cient, seems to be most appropriate for this kind of pleas
ure. It is the very nature of all such physiologically condi
tioned needs that their satisfaction ends the tension due to 
the physiological changes brought about in the organism. If 
we are hungry and eat, our organism-'-and we- have enough 
at a certain point beyond which further eating would ac
tually be painful. The satisfaction in relieving painful ten
sion is the most common pleasure and the easiest to obtain 

55 It does not seem to be necessary nowadays to show the fallacy of 
Bentham's assumption that all pleasures are qualitatively alike and only 
different in quantity. Hardly any psychologist holds this view any more, 
rven though the popular idea of "having fun" still implies that all 
pleasures have the same quality. 



184 PROBLEMS OF HUMANISTIC ETHICS 

psychologically; it can also be one of the most intense 
pleasures if the tension has lasted long enough and there
fore has becvme sufficiently intense itself. The significance 
of this type of pleasure cannot be doubted; nor can it be 
doubted that it constitutes in the lives of not a few almost 
the only form of pleasure they ever experience. 

A type of pleasure also caused by relief from tension, but 
different in quality from the one described, is rooted in 
psychic tension. A person may feel that a desire is due to 
the demands of his body, while actually it is determined by 
irrational psychic needs. He can have intense hunger which 
is not caused by the normal, physiologically conditioned 
need of his organism but by psychic needs to allay anxiety 
or depression (although these may be concomitant with ab
normal physiochemical processes). It is well known that 
the need for drinking is often not due to thirst but is 
psychically conditioned. 

Intense sexual desire, too, can be caused not by physio
logical but by psychic needs. An insecure person who has 
an intense need to prove his worth to himself, to show 
others how irresistible he is, or to dominate others by 
"making" them sexually, will easily feel intense sexual de
sires, and a painful tension if the desires are not satisfied. 
He will be prone to think that the intensity of his desires is 
due to the demands of his body, while actually these de
mands are determined by his psychic needs. Neurotic sleepi
ness is another example of a desire which is felt to be caused 
by bodily conditions like normal tiredness, although it is 

I actually caused by psychic conditions such as repressed 
anxiety, fear, or anger. ' 

These desires are similar to the normal, physiologically 
conditioned needs inasmuch as both are rooted in a lack or 
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in a deficiency. In the one case the deficiency is grounded in 
normal chemical processes within the organism; in the 
other case it is the result of psychic dysfunctioning. In both 
cases the deficiency causes tensions and the relief from it 
results in pleasure. All other irrational desires which do not ' 
assume the form of bodily needs, like the passionate crav
ing for fame, for domination, or for submission, envy, and 
jealousy, are also rooted in the character structure of a per
son and spring from a crippling or distortion within the 
personality. The pleasure felt in the satisfaction of these 
passions is also caused by the relief from psychic tension as 
in the case of neurotically conditioned bodily desires. 

Although the pleasure derived from the satisfaction of 
genuine physiological needs and of irrational psychic needs ' /' 
consists in the relief from tension, the quality of the pleas- ) 
ure differs significantly. The physiologically conditioned de
sires such as hunger, thirst, and so on, are satisfied with the 
removal of the physiologically conditioned tension, and 
they reappear only when theJLhysiological need arises again; 
they are thus rhYlhI.!!ic in naJnre. The.iIrati.unal desires, in 
contrast, are insatiable. The desire of the envious, the pos
sessive, the sadistic person does not disappear with its satis- , 
faction, except perhaps momentarily. It is in the very nature )J 
of these irrational desires that they can not be "satisfied." 
They spring from a dissatisfaction within oneself. The lack 
of productiveness and the resulting powerlessness and fear 
are the root of these passionate cravings and irrational de
sires. Even if man could satisfy all his wishes for power and 
destruction, it would not change his fear and loneliness, 
and thus the tension would remain. The blessing of imagi
nation turns into a curse; since a person does not find him
self relieved from his fears, he imagines ever-increasing 
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I satisfactions would cure his greed and restore his inner bal
ance. But greed is a bottomless pit, and the idea of the re
lief derived from its satisfaction is a mirage. Greed, indeed, 
is not, as is so often assumed, rooted in man's animal nature 
but in his mind and imagination. 

We have seen that the pleasures derived from the fulfill
ment of physiological needs and neurotic desires are the re
sult of the removal of painful tension. But while those in 
the first category are really satisfying, are normal, and are a 
condition for happiness, those in the latter are at best only 

t ~orary mitigation of need, an indication of patho-

\ 

logical functioning and of fundameiifaIUiihappiness. I pro. 
pose to call the pleasure derived from the fulfillment of 
irrational desires "irrational pleasure" in contradistinction 

I to "satisfaction," which is the fulfillment of normal physio
I logical desires. 

For the problem of ethics, the difference between irra
tional pleasure and happiness is much more important than 
that between irrational pleasure and satisfaction. In order 
to understand these distinctions, it may be helpful to intro
duce the concept of psychological scarcity versus abundance. 

The unfulfilled needs of the body create tension, the 
removal of which gives satisfaction. The very lack is the 
basis of the satisfaction. In a different sense, irrational de
sires are also rooted in deficiencies, in a person's insecurity 
and anxiety, which compel him to hate, to envy, or to sub
mit; the pleasure derived from the fulfillment of these crav
ings is rooted in the fundamental lack of productiveness. 

'1 Both physiologic~l and irrational psychic needs are part of 
~ a system of scarcIty. 

But beyond the realm of scarcity rises the realm of 
abundance. While even in the animal, surplus energy is 
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present and is expressed in play, 56 the r§alDLDLahuudau.ce-is.
essentially a human phenomenon. Jt is the realm of ro
Qucfivelless, onnn~r l~ty. Ihis realm can exist only to 
the extenf10 whit: an does not have to work for sheer J 
subsistence and thus to use up most of his energy. The evo
lution of the human race is characterized by the expansion 
of the' realm of abundance, of the surplus energy available 
for achievements beyond mere survival. All specifica~ 
human achievements of man spring from abundance. 
In a splieres of activIty the dIfference Detween scarcity i 
and abundance and therefore between satisfaction and hap
piness exists, even with regard to elementary functions like \ 
hunger and sex. To satisfy the physiological need of intense 
hunger is pleasureful because it relieves tension. Different 
in quality from satisfaction of hunger is the pleasure derived 
from the satisfaction of appetite. Appetite is the antici
pation of enjoyable taste experience and, in distinction to 
hunger, does not produce tension. Taste in this sense is a , '1~. 
Product of cultural development and refinement like musi- J- 'I /' 
calor artistic taste and can develop only in a situation of .... 
abundance, both in the cultural and the psychological 
meaning of the word. Hunger is a phenomenon of scarcity; 
its satisfaction, a necessity. Appetite is a phenomenon of 
abundance; its satisfaction not a necessity but an expression 
of freedom and productiveness. The pleasure accompany-
ing it may be called joy.57 

~6 This problem has been analyzed in G, Bally's excellent study, Vom 
Ursprung und von den Grenzen der Freiheit (B. Schwabe Co., Basel, 
1945)· 

57 Since at this point I want to make clear only the difference between 
scarcity-pleasure and abundance-pleasure, I hardly need to go into further 
details of the hunger-appetite problem. Suffice it to say that in appetite a 
genuine amount of hunger is always present. The physiological ,basis of 
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With regard to sex a distinction similar to that between 
hunger and appetite can be made. Freud's concept of sex is 
that of an urge springing entirely from physiologically con
ditioned tension, relieved, like hunger, by satisfaction. But 
he ignores sexual desire and pleasure corresponding to appe
tite, which only can exist in the realm of abundance and 

,. which is exclusively a human phenomenon. The sexually 
"hungry" person is satisfied by the relief from tension, 
either physiological or psychic, and this satisfaction consti-
tutes his pleasure. 58 But sexual pleasure which we call joy is 

" rooted in abundance and freedom and is the expression of 
sensual and emotional productiveness. . 

Joy and happiness are widely believed to be identical with 
the happiness accompanying love. In fact, to many, love is 
supposed to be the only source of happiness. Yet, in love as 
in all other human activities, we must differentiate between 
the productive and the nonproductive form. Nonproductive 
or irrational love can be, as I have shown before, any kind 
of masochistic or sadistic symbiosis, where the relationship 

I is not based upon mutual respect and integrity but where 
two persons depencL on ea.ch ..Q!:heLhe.cau.se..J:heyJr.eiru;a

J2.able of ~pending on themselves. This love, like all other 
."/ irrational strivings, is . .lli!.sed on scarcity, on the lack of pro-

.) . .,;J- ductiveness and inner secun~~ctive l~e, the closest 
' lI' ! form of relatedness between two people and simultaneously 

one in which the integrity of each is preserved, is a Rh~ 
I n~I.10n of abUl~d.i!n.c..e......a~bility for it is the testi-_ 

the eating function affects us in such a way that complete absence of 
hunger would also diminish appetite to a minimum. What matters, how
ever, is the respective weight of the motivation. 

58 The classic saying, "Omne animal triste post coitum" ("All animals 
are sad after intercourse"), is an adequate description of sexual satisfaction 
on the level of scarcity as far as human beings are concerned. 
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mony to human maturity . .loy and happiness are the con-
~Oll}ila.nts~oductive love. ,-- -- - - -

In all spheres of activity the difference between scarcity 
and abundance determines the quality of the pleasure ex
perience. Every person experiences satisfactions, irrational ll 
pleasures, and joy. What distiQgIJisbes people is the respeC::.~ 
tive weigh of each (;'f these pleasures in their lives. Satisfa~ ) f 
ti~-.i!Jmjonal pkasure do uo.t. require an emotional I' 

effort; only the ability to pr~d~e the conditions r~ 
tn~slon. oy IS an aChievement; it presupposes an ' r 

. tiff.g.rt, . .1ha of l2.roductive actiyi~ 
. H.3PRiness ~s an achievement .brough~.?ut by-~ 
mner productiveness and not a gIft 6f th~ds. Happmess 
a;d joy are not the satisfaction of a need springing from a 
physiological or a psychological lack; they are not the relief 
from tension but the accompaniment of all productive ac
tivity, in thought, feeling, and action. Joy and happiness are 
not different in quality; they are different only inasmuch as 
joy refers to a single act while happiness may be said to be 
a continuous or integrated experience of joy; we can speak 
of "joys" (in the plural) but only of "happiness" (in the 
singular) . 

Happiness is the indication that man has found the an
swer to the problem of human existence: the productive 
realization of his potentialities and thus, simultaneously, 
being one with the world and preserving the integrity of his 
self. In spending his energy productively he increases his 
powers, he "burns without being consumed." 

Happiness is the criterion of excellence in the art of liv· 
ing, of virtue in the meaning it has in humanistic ethics. 
Happiness is often considered the logical opposite of grief I 
or pain. Physical or mental suffering is part of human ex- I 
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istence and to experience them is unavoidable. To spare 
oneself from grief at all cost can be achieved only at the price 
of total detachment, which excludes the ability to experi-

l ence happiness. The opposite of happiness thus is not grief 
! or pain but depression which results from inner sterility and 

unproductiveness. 
We have dealt so far with the types of pleasure experi.· 

cnce most relevant to ethical theory: satisfaction, irrational 
pleasure, joy, and happiness. It remains to consider briefly 
two other less complex types of pleasure. One is the pleas-

I · -1\ ure which accompanies the accomplishment of any kind of 
/'\\ l ~ task one has set out to do. I propose to call this kind of 

C\,\.J--- pleasure "gratification." Having achieved something which 
\ one wanted to accomplish is gratifying although the ac

tivity is not necessarily productive; but it is a proof of one's 
power and ability to cope successfully with the outside 
world. Gratification does not depend very much on a spe
cific activity; a man may find as much gratification in a 
good game of tennis as in success in business; what matters 
is that there is some difficulty in the task he has set out to 
accomplish and that he has achieved a satisfactory result. 

The other type of pleasure which is left for discussion is 
not based on effort but on its opposite, on relaxation; it 
accompanies effortless but pleasant activities. The impor
tant biological function of relaxation is that of regulating 
the rhythm of the organism, which cannot be always active. 
The word "pleasure," without qualification, seems to be 
most appropriate to denote the kind of good feeling that 
results from relaxation. 

We started out with the discussion of the problematic 
character of hedonistic ethics, which claims that the aim of 
life is pleasure and that therefore pleasure is good in itself. 
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As a result of our analysis of the various kinds of pleasure 
we are now in a position to formulate our view on the ethi
cal relevance of pleasure. Satisfaction as relief from physio
logically conditioned tension is neither good nor bad; as far 
as ethical evaluation is concerned it is ethically neutral, as 
are gratification and pleasure. Irrational pleasure and happi
ness (joy) are experiences of ethical significance. Irrational 
pleasure is the indication of greed, of the failure to solve ; 
the problem of human existence. Happiness (joy), on the 
contrary, is proof of partial or total success in the "art o~ 
living." Happiness is man's greatest achievement; it is th 
response of his total personality to a productive orientatio 
toward himself and the world outside. 

Hedonistic thinking failed to analyze the nature of pleas
ure sufficiently; it thus made it appear as if that which is 
easiest in life-to have some kind of pleasure-were at the 
same time that which is most valuable. But nothing valu
able is easy; thus the hedonistic error made it easier to argue 
against freedom and happiness and to maintain that the 
very denial of pleasure was a. proof of goodness. Humanistic IJ 
ethics may very well postulate happiness and joy as its chief 
virtues, but in doing so it does not demand the easiest but 
the most difficult task of man, the fulI development of his t 
productiveness. . 

C. THE PROBLEM OF MEANS AND ENDS 

The problem of the pleasure in ends as against the pleas
ure in means is of particular significance for contemporary I 

society, in which the ends have often been forgotten in an 
obsessive concern with the means. 

The problem of ends and means has been formulated by 
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Spencer very clearly. He proposed that pleasure connected 
with an end necessarily makes the means to this end also 
pleasureful. He assumes that in a state of complete adjust
ment of humanity to the social state, "actions are com
pletely right only when, besides being conducive to future 
happiness, special or general, they are immediately pleasur
able, or that painfulness, not only ultimate but proximate, 
is the concomitant of actions which are wrong." 59 

At first glance Spencer's assumption seems plausible. If 
a person plans a pleasure trip, for instance, the prepara
tions for it may be pleasureful; but it is obvious that this is 

!/ not always true and that there are many acts preparatory to 
( a desired end which are not pleasureful. If a sick person has 

to endure a painful treatment, the end-in-view, his health, 
does not make the treatment itself pleasureful; nor do the 
pains of childbirth become pleasureful. In order to achieve 

I a desired end we do many unpleasant things only because 
our reason tells us that we have to do them. At best, it can 
be said that the unpleasantness may be more or less dimin
ished by the anticipation of the pleasure in the result; the 

1 anticipation of the end-pleasure may even outweigh com
pletely the discomfort connected with the means. 

But the importance of the problem of means and ends 
does not end here. More significant are aspects of the prob
lem which can be understood only by considering uncon
scious motivations. 

We can make good use of an illustration for the means
ends relationship which Spencer offers. He describes the 
pleasure which a businessman derives from the fact that 
when his books are balanced from time to time the result 
proves correct to a penny. "If you ask," he says, "why all 

59 Principles of Ethics, Vol. I, p. 49. 
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this elaborate process, so remote from the actual making of 
money and still more remote from the enjoyments of life, 
the answer is that keeping accounts correctly is fulfilling a 
condition to the end of money making, and becomes in it
self a proximate end-a duty to be discharged-that there 
may be discharged the duty of getting an income, that there 
may be discharged the duty of maintaining self, wife, and 
children." 60 In Spencer's view, the pleasure in the means, 
bookkeeping, is derived from the pleasure in the end: en
joyment of life, or "duty." Spencer failed to recognize two 
problems. The more obvious one is that the consciously 
perceived end may be something different from the one 
which is perceived unconsciously. A person may think that 
his aim (or his motive) is the enjoyment of life or the ful
fillment of duty toward his family, while his real, though 
unconscious, aim is the power he attains through money or 
the pleasure derived from hoarding it. 

The second-and more important-problem arises from 
the assumption that the pleasure connected with the means 
is necessarily derived from the pleasure connected with the 
end. While it may happen, of course, that the pleasure in 
the end, the future use of the money, makes the means to 
this end (bookkeeping) also pleasureful, as Spencer as
sumes, the pleasure in bookkeeping may be derived from 
an entirely different source and its connection with the end 
may be fictitious. A case in point would be an obsessional 
businessman who enjoys his bookkeeping activities tre
mendously and is greatly pleased when his accounts prove 
to be correct to the penny. If we examine his pleasure we 
will find that he is a person filled with anxiety and doubt; 

60 Ibid., p. 161. 
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he enjoys bookkeeping because he is "active" without hav
ing to make decisions or take risks. If the books balance he 
is pleased because the correctness of his figures is a symbolic 
answer to his doubts about himself and about life. Book
keeping to him has the same function as playing solitaire 
may have for another person or counting the windows of a 
house to still another. The means have become independ-
ent of the aim; they have usurped the role of the end, and It 

I the alleged aim exists only in imagination. 
The most outstanding example- relative to Spencer's il

lustration-of a means which has made itself independent 
and has become pleasureful, not because of the pleasure in 
the end but because of factors completely divorced from it, 
is the meaning of work as it developed in the centuries fol
lowing the Reformation, especially under the influence of 
Calvinism. 

The problem l!nder discussion touches upon one of the 
sorest spots of contemporary society. One of the most out
standing psychological features of modern life is the fact. 
t at activities which are means to ends have more and more 
~ped th~ p~sitio-; of ends l while the end themselves 
-11aVe"ashadowy and unreal existence .. People work in order 
to make money; they make money in order to do enjoyable 
things with it. The work is the means, the enjoyment, the 
end. But what happens actually? People work in order to 
make more money; they use this money in order to make 
still more money, and the end-the enjoyment of life- is 
lost sight of. People are in a hurry and invent things in 
order to have more time. Then they use the time saved to 
rush about again to save more time until they are so ex
hausted that they can not use the time they saved. We have 
become enmeshed in a net of means and have lost sight of 
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ends. We have radios which can bring to everybody the best 
in music and literature. What we hear instead is, to a large 
extent, trash at the pulp magazine level or advertising 
which is an insult to intelligence and taste. We have the . 
most wonderful instruments and means man has ever had, / 
but we do not stop and ask what they are for.s1 

The overemphasis on ends leads to a distortion of the 
harmonious balance between means and ends in various 
ways: one way is that all emphasis is on ends without suffi
cient consideration of the role of means. The outcome of 
this distortion is that the ends become abstract, unreal, and 
_eventuall nothing-bllt-I2i12e dreams. This danger has been 
discussed at length by Dewey. The isolation of ends can 
have the opposite effect: while the end is ideologically re
tained it serves merely as a cover for shifting all the emphs: 
sisto those activities which are allegedly means to this end. 
Th~Ot't'() for this mechanism is "The ends justify the 
means." The defenders of this principle fail to see that the \ 
use of destructive means has its own consequences which I 
actually transform the end even if it is still retained ideo- I 
logically. 

Spencer's concept of the social function of pleasurable 
activities has an important sociological bearing on the means
ends problem. In connection with his view that the pleas
ure experience has the biological function of making ac
tivities which are conducive to human welfare pleasant, and 
thereby attractive, he states that "remoulding of human na
ture into fitness for the requirement of social life, must 
eventually make all needful activities pleasurable, while it 
makes displeasurable all activities at variance with these re· 

61 A. de Saint-Exupery, in his Little Prince, has given an excellent de
scription of this very pattern. (New York: Reynal and Hitchcock, 194~.) 
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quirements." 62 He continues that "supposing it consistent 
with the maintenance of life, there is no kind of activity 
which will not become a source of pleasure, if continued, 
and that therefore pleasure will eventually accompany every 
move or action demanded by social conditions." 63 

Spencer touches here upon one of the most significant 
mechanisms of society: that any given society tends to form 
the character-structure of its members in such a way as 
to make them desire to Jo what they have to do in order to 
fulfill their social function. But he fails to see that, in a so
ciety detrimental tothe real human interest of its members, 
activities which are harmful to man but useful to the func
tioning of that particular society can also become sources 
of satisfaction. Even slaves have learned to be satisfied with 
their lot; oppressors, to enjoy cruelty. The cohesion of every 

, society rests upon the very fact that there is almost no activ
ity which can not be made pleasureful, a fact which suggests 
that the phenomenon that Spencer describes can be a source 
of blocking as well as of furthering social progress. What mat
ters is the understanding of the meaning and function of 
any particular activity and of the satisfaction derived from 
it in terms of the nature of man and of the proper condi
tions for his life. As has been pointed out above, the satis
faction derived from irrational strivings differs in kind from 
the pleasure derived from activities conducive to human 
welfare, and such satisfaction is not a criterion of value. 

I Just because Spencer is right in proposing that every socially 
useful activity can become a source of pleasure, he is wrong 
in assuming that therefore the pleasure connected with 
such activities proves their moral value. Only by analyzing 

62 Principles of Ethics, Vol. I, p. 138. 
63 Ibid., p. 186. 



FAITH AS A CHARACTER TRAIT 197 
the nature of man and by uncovering the very contradic- ., 
tions between his real interests and those imposed upon 
him by a given society, can one arrive at the objectively 
valid norms which Spencer strove to discover. His optimism 
with regard to his own society and its future, and his lack of 
a psychology which dealt with the phenomenon of irra
tional cravings and their satisfaction, caused him unwit
tingly to pave the way for the relativism in ethics which 
today has become so popular. 

4. Faith as a Character Trait 

Belief consists in accepting the affirmations 
of the soul; unbelief in denying them. 

- Emerson 

Faith is :not one of the concepts that fits into the intel
lectual climate of the present-day world. One usually asso
ciates faith with God and with religious doctrines, in con
tradistinction to rational and scientific thinking. The latter 
is assumed to refer to the realm of tacts, distinguished from 
a realm transcending facts where scientific thinking has no 
place, and only faith rules. To many, this division is un
tenable. If faith can not be reconciled with rational think
ing, it has to be eliminated as an anachronistic remnant ot 
earlier stages of culture and replaced by science dealing 
with facts and theories which are intelligible and can be 
validated. 

The modern attitude toward faith was reached after a 
long drawn-out struggle against the authority of the church 
and its claim to control any kind of thinking. Thus skepti
cism with regard to faith is bound up with the very advance 
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of reason. This constructive side of modern skepticism, 
however, has a reverse side which has been neglected. 

Insight into the character structure of modern man and 
the contemporary social scene leads to the realization that 
the current widespread lack of faith no longer has the pro
gressive aspect it had generations ago. Then the fight against 
faith was a fight for emancipation from spiritual shackles; 
it was a fight against irrational belief, the expression of faith 
in man's reason and his ability to establish a social order 
governed by the principles of freedom, equality, and broth
erliness. Today the lack of faith is the expression of pro
found confusion and despair. Once skepticism and rational-

\ 

ism were progressive for .. ces for the development of thought; 
now they have become rationalizations for relativism and 

\ uncertainty. The .. b<;!lief Jllat the gathering of mo.r.e.-and 
more facts will inevitably result in knowing the truth ha~ . 
!.eco~e· asupersfifion:-Trutli itselflslCiO'l<eau pon, in cer-
tain quarters, as a metaphysical concept, and science as re
stricted to the task of gathering information. Behind a front 
of alleged rational certainty, there is a profound uncertainty 
which makes people ready to accept or to compromise with 
any philosophy impressed upon them. 

Can man live without faith? Must not the nursling have 
"faith in his mother's breast"? Must we all not have faith 
in our fellow men, in those whom we love and in ourselves? 
Can we live without faith in the validity of norms for our 
life? Indeed, without faith man becomes sterile, hopeless, 
and afraid to the very core of his being. 

Was, then, the fight against faith idle, and were the 
achievements of reason ineffectual? Must we return to re
ligion or resign ourselves to live without faith? Is faith nec
essarily a matter of belief in God or in religious doctrines? 
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Is it linked so closely with religion as to have to share its des
tiny? Is faith by necessity in contrast to, or divorced from, 
rational thinking? I shall attempt to show that these ques
tions can be answered by considering faith to be a basic 
attitude of a person, a character trait which pervades all his .; 
experiences, which enables a man to face reality without 
illusions and yet to live by his faith. It is difficult to think 
of faith not primarily as faith in something, but of faith as 
an inner attitude the specific object of which is of second
ary importance. It may be helpful to remember that the 
term "faith" as it is used in the Old Testament- "Emunah" 
-means "firmness" and thereby denotes a certain quality 
of human experience, a character trait, rather than the con
tent of a belief in something. 

For the understanding of this problem it may be helpful 
to approach it by first discussing the problem of doubt. ~f :.A ~ 

Doubt, too, is usually understood as doubt or perplexity e-t",,,,h 
concerning this or that assumption, idea, or person, but it 
can also be described as an attitude which permeates one's 
personality, so that the particular object on which one 
fastens one's doubt is of but secondary importance. In 
order to understand the phenomenon of doubt, one must 
differentiate between rational and irrational doubt. I shall 
presently make this same discrimination with regard to the 
phenomenon of faith. 

Irrational doubt is not the intellectual reaction to an im
proper or plainly mistaken assumption, but rather the doubt 
which colors a person's life emotionally and intellectually. 
To him, there is no experience in any sphere of life which 
has the quality of certainty; everything is doubtful, nothing 
is certain. 

The most extreme form of irrational doubt is the neu-
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rotic compulsion to doubt. The person beset by it is com
pulsively driven to doubt everything he thinks about or to 
be perplexed by everything he does. The doubt often refers 
to the most important questions and decisions in life. It 
often intrudes upon trifling decisions, such as which suit to 
wear or whether or not to go to a party. Regardless of the 
objects of the doubt, whether they are trifling or important, 
irrational doubt is agonizing and exhausting. 

The psychoanalytic inquiry into the mechanism of com
pulsive doubts shows that they are the rationalized ex res
~s~iol!Lem.2!i£~.~sulhI2Lfrom 3-
lack of inte ration of the total personalit and from an in-"'-.,..---- - ---- . - ,...---
ten~P9~rlessness a hel lessness. Q!.1 y b~ 
recogniziQKJlte r ts of the doubt can one overcome the 
~ly.sis. oLw.i hich s rin s from the inner ex erience of 

_ owerles~ When such insight has not been attained, 
substitute solutions are found which, while unsatisfactory, 
at least do away with the tormenting manifest doubts. One 

I~Of these substitutes is compulsive activity in which the per-
. son is able to find temporary relief. Another is the accept

ance of some "faith" in which a person, as it were, sub
~ merges himself and his doubts. 

The typical form of contemporary doubt, however, is not 
the active one described above but rather an attitude of 
indifference in which everything is possible, nothing is cer
tain. An increasing number of people are feeling confused 
about everything, work, politics, and morals and, what is 
worse,Jheyj>elieve t~ very confusion to be a n..Qrmal stat~ 
-0 mind. They feel isolated, bewildered, and powerless; they 
do not experience life in terms of their own thoughts, emo
tions, and sense perceptions, but in terms of the experi
ences they are supposed to have. Although in these automa· 
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tized persons active doubt has disappeared, indifference and 
relativism have taken its place. 

In contrast to irrational doubt, rational doubt questions 
assumptions the validity of which depends on belief in an 
authority and not on one's own experience. This doubt has 
an important function in personality development. The child 
at first accepts all ideas on the unquestioned authority of 
his parents. In the process of emancipating himself from 
their authority, in developing his own self, he becomes I 
critical. In the process of growing up, the child starts to 
doubt the legends he previously accepted without question, \ 
and the increase of his critical capacities is directly propor
tionate to his becoming independent of parental authority 
and to his becoming an adult. 

Historically, r(ltional doubt is one of the mainsprings of 
modern thought, and through it modern philosophy, as 
well as science, received their most fruitful impulses. Here 
too, as in personal development, the rise of rational doubt 
was linked with the growing emancipation from authority, 
that of the church and the state. 

In regard to faith, I wish to make the same differenti
ation which was made with regard to doubt: that between 
irrational and rational faith. ~faith I understand I 
the belief in a person, idea, or sym bolwhlCIl does not result 
from one's own experience of thought or feeling, but which 
is based on one's emotional submission to irrational 
authority. 

Before we go on, the connection between submission and 
intellectual and emotional processes must be explored fur
ther. There is ample evidence that a person who has given 
up his inner independence and submitted to an authority 
tends to substitute the authority's experience for his own. 
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The most impressive illustration is to be found in the hyp
notic situation where a person surrenders to the authority 
of another and, in the state of hypnotic sleep, is ready to 
think and feel what the hypnotist "makes him" think and 
feel. Even after he has awakened from the hypnotic sleep 
he will follow suggestions given by the hypnotist, though 
thinking that he is following his own judgment and initi~ 
ative. If the hypnotist, for instance, has given the sugges~ 
tion that at a certain hour the subject will feel cold and 
should put on his coat, he will in the posthypnotic situation 
have the suggested feeling and will act accordingly, being 
convinced that his feelings and acts are based on reality and 
initiated by his own conviction and will. 

While the hypnotic situation is the most conclusive ex~ 
periment in demonstrating the interrelation between sub
mission to an authority and thought processes, there are 
many relatively commonplace situations revealing the same 
mechanism. The reaction of people to a leader equipped 
with a strong power of suggestion is an example of a semi
hypnotic situation. Here too the unqualified acceptance of 

I his ideas is not rooted in the listeners' conviction based 
upon their own thinking or their critical appraisal of the 

!\ ideas presented to them, but instead in their emotional sub
mission to the speaker. People in this situation have the 
illusion that they agree, that they rationally approve of the 
ideas the speaker suggested .... Th~ feel that ~~~y accept him 
becal!.se the ~gree with his ideas. In reali th~ se uenc~ i~ 
-~o'pposite: they .~c..££p.!_.-!.~~Leas ecause th~ have sub-_ 
_ mit~4.. to ..his ~ut1.!orityj_I!.~~ihypnotic fashioJl. Hitler 
gave a good description of this process in his discussion of 
the advisability of holding propaganda meetings at night. 
He said that the "superior oratorical talent of a domineer~ 
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ing apostolic nature will now [in the evening] succeed more 
easily in winning for the new will people who themselves 
have in turn experienced a weakening of their force of re
sistance in the most natural way than people who still have 
full command of their energies and their will power." 64 

For irrational faith, the sentence "Credo quia absurdum 
est" 65_ "1 believe because it is absurd" - has full psycho
logical validity. If somebody makes a statement which is 
rationally sound, he does what, in principle, everyone else 
can do. If, however, he dares to make a statement which 
is rationally absurd, he shows by this very fact that he 
has transcended the faculty of common sense and thus has 
a magic power which puts him above the average person. 

Among the abundance of historical examples of irrational 
faith it would seem that the Biblical report of the liberation 
of the Jews from the Egyptian yoke is one of the most re
markable comments on the problem of faith. In the whole 
report, the Jews are described as people who, though suffer
ing from their enslavement, are afraid to rebel and unwill
ing to lose the security they have as slaves. They understand 
only the language of power, which they are afraid of but 
submit to; Moses, objecting to God's command that he an
nounce himself as God's representative, says that the Jews 
will not believe in a god whose name they do not even 
know. God, although not wanting to assume a name, does 
so in order to satisfy the Jews' quest for certainty. Moses in
sists that even a name is not sufficient surety to make tho 
Jews have faith in God. So God makes a further concession. 
He teaches Moses to perform miracles "in order that they 

64 Adolf Hitler, Mein Kampf (New York: Reynal & Hitchcock, Inc., 
1939); p. 710• 

65 A popular, although somewhat distorted version of II sentence b, 
Tertullian. 
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may have faith that God appeared to you, the God of their 
fathers, the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob." The pro
found irony of this sentence is unmistakable. If the Jews 
had the kind of faith which God wished them to have, it 
would have been rooted in their own experience or the 
history of their nation; but they had become slaves, their 
faith was that of slaves and rooted in submission to power 
which proves its strength by its magic; they could be im
pressed only by another magic, not different from but only 
stronger than the one the Egyptians used. 

The most drastic contemporary phenomenon of irrational 
faith is the faith in dictatorial leaders. Its defenders attempt 
to prove the genuineness of this faith by pointing to the 
fact that millions are ready to die for it. If faith is to be 
defined in terms of blind allegiance to a person or cause 
and measured by the readiness to give one's life for it, then 
indeed the faith of the Prophets in justice and love, and 
their opponents' faith in power is basically the same phe
nomenon, different only in its object. Then the faith of the 
defenders of freedom and that of their oppressors is only 
different inasmuch as it is a faith in different ideas. 

Irrational faith is a fanatic conviction in somebody or 
something, rooted in submission to a personal or imper
sonal irrational authority. B,ational faith, in_..£ontrast, is a 
.fu.ill... cOEyiction based on productive inferr~ctual a~ 
tional activity. n rational thinking, in which faith is sup
posedto'have no place, rational faith is an important com
ponent. How does the scientist, for instance, arrive at a new 
discovery? Does he start with making experiment after ex
periment, gathering fact after fact without having a vision 
of what he expects to find? Rarely has any important dis
covery in any field been made in this way. Nor have people 
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arrived at important conclusions when they were merely 
chasing a phantasy. The process of creative thinking in any 
field of human endeavor often starts with what may be 
called a "rational vision," itself a result of considerable pre
vious study, reflective thinking, and observation. When the 
scientist succeeds in gathering enough data or in working 
out a mathematical formulation, or both, to make his origi
nal vision highly plausible he may be said to have arrived at 
a tentative hypothesis. A careful analysis of the hypothesis 
in order to discern its implications and the amassing of 
data which support it, lead to a more adequate hypothesis 
and eventually perhaps to its inclusion in a wide-ranging 
theory. 

The history of science is replete with instances of faith in 
reason and vision of truth. Copernicus, Kepler, Calileo, 
and Newton were all imbued with an unshakable faith in 
reason. For this Bruno was burned at the stake and Spinoza 
suffered excommunication. At every step from the concep
tion of a rational vision to the formulation of a theory, faith 

. is necessary: faith in the vision as a rationally valid aim to 
pursue, faith in the hypothesis as a likely and plausible 
proposition, and faith in the final theory, at least until a 
general consensus about its validity has been reached. This 
faith is rooted in one's own experience, in the confidence in 
one's power of thought, observation, and judgment. While 
irrational faith is the acceptance of something as true only 
because an authority or the majority say so, rational faith is 
rooted in an independent conviction based upon one's own 
productive observing and thinking. 

Thought and judgment are not the only realm of experi
ence in which rational faith is manifested. In the sphere of 
human relations, faith is an indispensable quality of any 
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significant friendship or love. "Having faith" in another 
person means to be certain of the reliability and unchange
ability of his fundamental attitudes, of the core of his per
sonality. By this I do not mean that a person may not 
change his opinions but that his basic motivations remain 
the same; that, for instance, his capacity or respect for 
human dignity is part of his self, not subject to change. 

In the same sense we have faith in ourselves. Weare 
aware of the existence of a self, of a core in our personality 
which is unchangeable and which persists throughout our 
life in spite of varying circumstances and regardless of cer
tain changes in opinions and feelings. It is this core which 
is the reality behind the word "I" and on which our convic-

. tion of our own identity is based. Unless we have faith in 
the persistence of our self, our feeling of identity is threat
ened and we become dependent on other people whose ap
proval then becomes the basis for our feeling of identity 
with ourselves. Only the person who has faith in himself is 
able to be faithful to others because only he can be sure 
that he will be the same at a future time as he is today and, 
therefore, to feel and to act as he now expects to. Faith in 
oneself is a condition of our ability to promise llomething, 
and since, as Nietzsche pointed out, man can be defined by 
his capacity to promise, that is one of the conditions of 
human existence. 

Another meaning of having faith in a person refers to the 
faith we have in the potentialities of others, of ourselves, 
and of mankind. The most rudimentary form in which this 
faith exists is the faith which the mother has toward her 
newborn baby: that it will live, grow, walk, and talk. How
ever, the development of the child in this respect occurs 
with such regularity that the expectation of it does not 
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seem to require faith. It is different with those potentialities 
which can fail to develop: the child's potentialities to love, 
to be happy, to use his rea50n, and more specific potenti
alities like artistic gifts. They are the seeds which grow and 
become manifest if the proper conditions for their develop
ment are given, and they can be stifled if they are absent. 
One of the most important of these conditions is that the 
significant persons in a child's life have faith in these po
tentialities. The presence of this faith makes the difference 
between education and manipulation. Education is iden
tical with helping the child realize his potentialities.66 The 
opposite of education is manipulation, which is based on 
the absence of faith in the growth of potentialities and on 
the conviction that a child will be right only if the adults 
put into him what is desirable and cut off what seems to be 
undesirable. There is no need of faith in the robot since 
there is no life in it either. 

The faith in others has its culmination in faith in man
kind. In the Western world this faith was expressed in re
ligious terms in the Judaeo-Christian religion, and in secu
lar language it has found its strongest expression in the 
progressive political and social ideas of the last 150 years. 
Like the faith in the child, it is based on the idea that the 
potentialities of man are such that given the proper condi
tions they will be capable of building a social order gov
erned by the principles of equality, justice, and love. Man 
has not yet achieved the building of such an order, and 
therefore the conviction that he can requires faith. But like 
all rational faith this, too, is not wishful thinking but based 

~6 The root of the word education is e·ducere, literally, to lead forth, or 
to bring out something which is potentially present. Education in this sense 
results in existence, which means literally to stand out, to have emerged 
from the state of potentiality into that of manifest reality. 
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upon the evidence of the past achievements of the human 
race and on the inner experience of each individual, on his 
own experience of reason and love. 

While irrational faith is rooted in the submission to a 
power which is felt to be overwhelmingly strong, omnis
cient, and omnipotent, in the abdication of one's own 
power and strength, rational faith is based upon the oppo
site experience. We have this faith in a thought because it 
is a result of our own observation and thinking. We have 
faith in the potentialities of others, of ourselves, and of 
mankind because, and only to the degree to which, we have 
experienced the growth of our own potentialities, the reality 

1 of growth in ourselves, the strength of our own power of 
reason and of love. The basis of rational faith is produc
tiveness; to live by our faith means to live productively and 
to have the only certainty which exists: the certainty grow
ing from productive activity and from the experience that 
each one of us is the active subject of whom these activities 
are predicated. It follows that the belief in power (in the 
sense of domination) and the use of power are the reverse 
of faith. To believe in power that exists is identical with dis
belief in the growth of potentialities which are as yet un
realized. It is a prediction of the future based solely on the 
manifest present; but it turns out to be a grave miscalcu
lation, profoundly irrational in its oversight of human po
tentialities and human growth. There is no rational faith in 
power. There is submission to it or, on the part of those 
who have it, the wish to keep it. While to many power 
seems to be the most real of all things, the history of man 
has proved it to be the most unstable of all human achieve-

1/ ments.Because of the fact that faith and .power are mu
tually exclusive, all religions and political systems which 
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originally are built on rational faith become corrupt and I 
eventually lose what strength they have if they rely on power . 
or even ally themselves with it. 

One misconception concerning faith must be briefly men- ~ 
tioned here. It is often assumed that faith is a state in r 
which one passively waits for the realization of one's hope. 
While this is characteristic of irrational faith, it follows 
from our discussion that it is never true for rational faith. 
Inasmuch as rational faith is rooted in the experience of 
one's own productiveness, it cannot be passive but must be 
the expression of genuine inner activity. An old Jewish leg
end expresses this thought vividly. When Moses threw the 
wand into the Red Sea, the sea, quite contrary to the ex
pected miracle, did not divide itself to leave a dry passage 
for the Jews. Not until the first man had jumped into the 
sea did the promised miracle happen and the waves recede. 

At the outset of this discussion I differentiated between 
faith as an attitude, as a character trait, and faith as the be
lief in certain ideas or people. So far we have only dealt 
with faith in the former sense, and the question poses itself 
now whether there is any connection between faith as a 
character trait and the objects in which one has faith. It 
follows from our analysis of rational as against irrational 
faith that such a connection exists. Since rational faith is 
based upon our own productive experience, nothing can be 
its object which transcends human experience. Further
more it follows that we cannot speak of rational faith when 
a person believes in the ideas of love, reason, and justice 
not as a result of his own experience but only because he 
has been taught such belief. Religious faith can be of either 
kind. Mainly some sects that did not share in the power of 
the church and some mystical currents in religion that em 
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phasized man's own power to love, his likeness to God, have 
preserved and cultivated the attitude of rational faith in re
ligious symbolism. What holds true of religions holds true 
for faith in its secular form, particularly in political and 
social ideas. The ideas of freedom or democracy deteriorate 
into nothing but irrational faith once they are not based 
upon the productive experience of each individual but are 
presented to him by parties or states which force him to 
believe in these ideas. There is much less difference between 
a mystic faith in God and an atheist's rational faith in man
kind than between the former's faith and that of a Calvinist 
whose faith in God is rooted in the conviction of his own 
powerlessness and in his fear of God's power. 

Man cannot live without faith. The crucial question for 
our own generation and the next ones is whether this faith 
win be an irrational faith in leaders, machines, success, or 
the rational faith in man based on the experience of our 
own productive activity. 

s. The Moral Powers in Man 

Wonders are many, and none is more wonderful than Man. 
-Sophocles, Antigone 

A. MAN, GOOD OR EVIL? 

The position taken by humanistic ethics that man is able 
to know what is good and to act accordingly on the strength 
of his I.Iatural potentialities and of his reason would be un
tenable if the dogma of man's innate natural evilness were 
true. The opponents of humanistic ethics claim that man's 
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nature is such as to make him inclined to be hostile to his 
fellow men, to be envious and jealous, and to be lazy, unless 
he is curbed by fear. Many representatives of humanistic 
ethics met this challenge by insisting that man is inherently 
good and that destructiveness is not an integral part of his 
nature. 

Indeed, the controversy between these two conflicting 
views is one of the basic themes in Western thought. To 
Socrates, ignorance, and not man's natural disposition, was 
the source of evilness; to him vice was error. The Old Testa
ment, on the contrary, tells us that man's history starts with '. .. 
an act of sin, and that his "strivings are evil from childhood 
on." In the early Middle Ages the battle between the two 
opposing views \\las centered around the question of how to 
interpret the Biblical myth of Adam's fall. Augustine 
thought that man's nature was corrupt since the fall, that 
each generation was born with the curse caused by the first 
man's disobedience, and that only God's grace, transmitted 
by the Church and her sacraments, could save man. Pelagius, 
Augustine's great adversary, held that Adam's sin was purely 
personal and had affected none but himself; that every man, 
consequently, is born with powers as incorrupt as Adam's 
before the fall, and that sin is the result of temptation and 
evil example. The battle was won by Augustine, and this 
victory was to determine-and to darken-man's mind for 
centuries. 

The late Middle Ages witnessed an increasing belief in 
man's dignity, power, and natural goodness. The thinkers 
of the Renaissance as well as theologians like Thoma6 
Aquinas of the thirteenth century gave expression to this 
belief, although their views on man differed in many essen
tial points and although Aquinas never reverted to the radi-
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calism of the Pelagian "heresy." The antithesis, the idea of 
man's intrinsic evilness, was expressed in Luther's and Cal
vin's doctrines, thus reviving the Augustinian position. 
While insisting on man's spiritual freedom and on his right 
- and obligation- to face God directly and without the 
priest as an intermediary, they denounced man's intrinsic 
evilness and powerlessness. According to them the greatest 
obstacle to man's salvation is his pride; and he can over
come it only by guilt feelings, repentance, unqualified sub
mission to God, and faith in God's mercy. 

These two threads remain interwoven in the texture of 
modern thought. The idea of man's dignity and power was 
pronounced by the enlightenment philosophy, by progres
sive, liberal thought of the nineteenth century, and most 
radically by Nietzsche. The idea of man's worthlessness and 
nothingness found a new, and this time entirely secularized, 
expression in the authoritarian systems in which the state 
or "society" became the supreme rulers, while the indi~ 
vidual, recognizing his own insignificance, is supposed to 
find his fulfillment in obedience and submission. The two 
ideas, while clearly separated in the philosophies of democ
racy and authoritarianism, are blended in their less extreme 
forms in the thinkmg, and still more so in the feeling, of 
our culture. Today, we are adherents both of Augustine and 
Pelagius, of Luther and Pi co della Mirandola, of Hobbes 
and Jefferson. We consciously believe in man's power and 
dignity, but- often unconsciously- we also believe in man's 
- and particularly our own- powerlessness and badness and 
explain it by pointing to "human nature." 67 

67 R. Niebuhr, the exponent of contemporary neo-orthodox theology, has 
made the Lutheran position explicit again, combining it, paradoxically, with 
a progressive political philosophy. 
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In Freud's writings the two opposing ideas have found 
expression ' in terms of psychological theory. Freud was in 
many respects a typical representative of the Enlighten
ment spirit, believing in reason and in man's right to pro
tect his natural claims against social conventions and cul
tural pressure. At the same time, however, he held the view 
that man was lazy and self-indulgent by nature and had to 
be forced into the path of socially useful activity.68 The I 
most radical expression of the view of man's innate de
structiveness is to be found in Freud's theory of the "death
instinct." After the first World War he was so impressed 
by the power of destructive passion that he revised his older 
theory, according to which there were two types of in
stincts, sex and self-preservation, by giving a dominant place 
to irrational destructiveness. He assumed that man was the 
battlefield on which two equally powerful forces meet: the 
drive to live and the drive to die. These, he thought, were 
biological forces to be found in all organisms, including 
man. If the drive to die was turned to outside objects, it 
manifested itself as a drive to destroy; if it remained within 
the organism, it aimed at self-destruction. . 

Freud's theory is dualistic. He does not see man as either 
essentially good or essentially evil, but as being driven by 
two equally strong contradictory forces. The same dualistic 
view had been expressed in many religious and philosophi
cal systems. Life and death, love and strife, day and night, 
white and black, Ormuzd and Ahriman are only some of 
the many symbolic formulations of this polarity. Such dual
istic theory is indeed very appealing to the student of human 
nature. It leaves room for the idea of the goodness of man, 

68 The two opposing sides of Freud's attItude are to be found in his 
The Future of an IIlusion. 
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but it also accounts for man's tremendous capacity for de-
structiveness which only superficial, wishful · thinking can 

.ignore. The dualistic position, however, is only the starting 
I point and not the answer to our psychological and ethical 
Iproblem. Are we to understand this dualism to mean that 
both the drive to live and the drive to destroy are innate 
and equally strong capacities in man? In this case human
istic ethics would be confronted with the problem of how 
the destructive side in man's nature can be curbed without 
sanctions and authoritarian commands. 

Or can we arrive at an answer more congenial to the 
principle af humanistic ethics and can the polarity between 
the striving for life and the striving for destruction be 
understood in a different sense? Our ability to answer these 
questions depends on the insight we have into the nature 
of hostility and destructiveness. But before entering into 
this discussion we would do well to be aware of how much 
depends on the answer for the problem of ethics. 

The choice between life and death is indeed the basic 
alternative of ethics. It is the alternative between produc
tiveness and destructiveness, between potency and impo
tence, between virtue and vice. For humanistic ethics all evil 

" strivings are directed against life and all good serves the 
I preservation and unfolding of life. 
I Our first step in approaching the problem of destructive

ness is to differentiate between ~ti.Q.n.aL..
"reacti "and' ratio~,Jb~ts:E:f.9~9it.ioned" ha~ Re
active, rational hate is a person's reaction to a threat to his 
own or another person's freedom, life, or ideas. Its premise 
is respect for life. Rational hate has an important biological 
function: it is the affective equivalent of action serving the 
protection of life; it comes into existence as a reaction to 
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vital threats, and it ceases to exist when the threat has been ( 
removed; it is not the opposite but the concomitant of the 
striving for life. 

Character-conditioned hate is different in quality. It is a 
character trait, a~ntinuous readine~~~~ng 
within the person who ls-liOs1I e rather than reacting with 
hate t o a st nniifus rom w~tional hate can be ac
tualized by the same kind of realistic threat which arouses 
reactive hate; but often it iLELgratuiiollS hate, using every 
opportunity to be expressed, rationalized as reactive hate' l 
The hating person seems to have a feeling of relief, as 
though he were happy to have found the opportunity to 
express his lingering hostility. One can almost see in his 
face the pleasure he derives from the satisfaction of his 
hatred. 

Ethics is concerned primarily with the problem of irra
tional hate, the ·passion to destroy or cripple life. Irrational 
1,gte is rooted in a persQ.!!'s character, its @ject bei~ 
Q.g.~ary im~c~. !!Js directed against others as well ~s 
~;llmt;...QUes.e~h w_e are more often aware of hatin 
others than of hatin ourselves. The hate against ourse ves 
is. usually ratlOna Izeda s sacriIiCe;SeIHessness, aSCeTICISm, or 
~~2elf-accusa~on and mferiority feeling. --

The frequency 0 reac lve fiate iseven greater than it may 
appear, because often a person reacts with hate toward 
threats against his integrity and freedom, threats which are 
not obvious and explicit but subtle or even disguised as love 
and protection. But even so, character hate remains a phe
nomenon of such magnitude that the dualistic theory of 
love and hate as the two fundamental forces seems to fit 
the facts. I have to concede, then, the correctness of the 
dualistic theory? In order to answer this question we need 
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to inquire further into the nature of this dualism. Are the 
good and evil forces of equal strength? Are they both part 
of the original equipment of man, or what other possible 
relation could exist between them? 

According to Freud destructiveness is inherent in all hu
man beings; it differs mainly with regard to the object of 
destructiveness- others or themselves. From this position it 
would follow that destructiveness against oneself is in re
verse proportion to that against others. This assumption, 
however, is contradicted by the fact that people differ in the 
degree of their total destructiveness, regardless of whether 
it is primarily directed against themselves or against others. 

I~we do not find great destructiveness against others in those 
who have little hostility against themselves; on the contrary 
we see that hostility against oneself and others is conjunc-
ive. We find furthermore that the life-destructive forces in 

a person occur in an inverse ratio to the life-furthering ones; 
the stronger the one, the weaker the other, and vice versa. 
This fact offers a clue to the understanding of the life
destructive energy; it would seem that the degree of destruc
tiveness is proportionate to the degree to which the unfold
ing of a person's capacities is blocked. I am not referring 
here to occasional frustrations of this or that desire but to 
the blockage of spontaneous expression of man's sensory, 
emotional, physical, and intellectual capacities, to the thwart-

' / ing of his productive potentialities. If life's tendency to 
f grow, to be lived, is thwarted, the energy thus blocked un

dergoes a process of change and is transformed into life
destructive energy. Destructiveness is the outcome ot un
lived lite. Those individual and social conditions which make 
for the blocking of life-furthering energy produce destruo 
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tiveness which in turn is the source from which the various 
manifestations of evil spring. 

If it is true that destructiveness must develop as a result 
. of blocked productive energy it would seem that it can 
rightly be called a potentiality in man's nature. Does it fol
low then that both good and evil are potentialities of equal 
strength in man? In order to answer this question we must 
inquire into the meaning of potentiality. To say that some
thing exists "potentially" means not only that it will exist 
in the future but that this future existence is already pre
pared in the present. This relationship between the present 
and the future stage of development can be described by 
saying that the future virtually exists in the present. Does 
this mean that the future stage will necessarily come into 
being if the present stage exists? Obviously not. If we say 
that the tree is potentially present in the seed it does not 

• mean that a tree must develop from every seed. The ac-
tualization of a potentiality depends on the presence of cer
tain conditions which are, in the case of the seed, for 
instance, proper soil, water, and sunlight. In fact, the con
cept of potentiality has no meaning except in connection 
with the specific conditions required for its actualization. 
The statement that the tree is potentially present in the 
seed must be specified to mean that a tree will grow from 
the seed provided that the seed is placed in the specific con
ditions necessary for its growth. If these proper conditions 
are absent, if, for instance, the soil is too moist and thus 
incompatible with the seed's growth, the latter will not de
velop into a tree but rot. If an animal is deprived of food, it 
will not realize its potentiality for growth but will die. It 
may be said, then, that the seed or the animal has two kinds 
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of potentialities, from each of which certain results follow 
in a later stage of development: one, a primary potentiality 
which is actualized if the proper conditions are present; the 
other, a secondary potentiality, which is actualized if con
ditions are in contrast to existential needs. Both the pri
mary and the secondary potentialities are part of the nature 
of an organism. The secondary potentialities become mani
fest with the same necessity as does the primary potenti
ality. The terms "primary" and "secondary" are used in 
order to denote that the development of the potentiality 
called "primary" occurs under normal conditions and that the 
"secondary" potentiality comes into manifest existence only 
in case of abnormal, pathogenic conditions. 

Provided we are right in assuming that destructiveness is 
a secondary potentiality in man which becomes manifest 
only if he fails to realize his primary potentialities, we have 
answered only one of the objections to humanistic ethics. 
We have shown that man is not necessarily evil but be
Gomes eviLm!!y if the E".9P~r conditions fur hjs growth and 
development are lackin& The evil has no independent ex-

- istence orITs own, it is the absence of the good, the result 
of the failure to realize life. 

We have to deal with still another objection to human
istic ethics which says that the proper conditions for the 
development of the good must comprise rewards and pun
ishment because man has not within himself any incentive 
for the development of his powers. I shall attempt to show 
in the following pages that the normal individual possesses 
in himself the tendency to clevelop, . .te-grow;-a-Bd to be pm 
auchve,and that the pa~alysis of this tendency is in itself 
the s om 0 men ess. enta ealth, like physi
cal hea th, is not an aim to which the individual must be 
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forced from the outside but one the incentive for which is 
in the individual and t~ 
s rong~ro~orces op~ating against him.69 

r e assumption that man h as- an inherent drive for 
growth and integration does not imply an abstract drive for 
perfection as a particular gift with which man is endowed. ( 
It follows from the very nature of man, from the PrinCiPle[ 
that the power to act creates a need to use this power and 
that the failure to use it results in dysfunction and unhap
piness. The validity of this principle can be easily recog
nized with regard to the physiological functions of man. 
Man has the power to walk and to move; if he were pre
vented from using this power severe physical discomfort or 
illness would result. Women have the power to bear chil
dren and to nurse them; if this power remains unused, if 
a woman does not become a mother, if she can not spend 
her power to bear and love a child, she experiences a frustra
tion which can be remedied only by increased realization of 
her powers in other realms of her life. Freud has called at
tention to another lack of expenditure as a cause of suffer
ing, that of sexual energy, by recognizing that the blocking 
of sexual energy can be the cause of neurotic disturbances. 
\Vhile Freud overvalued the significance of sexual satisfac
tion, his theory is a profound symbolic expression of the 
fact that man's failure to use and to spend what he has is 
the c~use of sickness and unhappiness. The validity of this 
principle is apparent with regard to psychic as weIl as physi
cal powers. Man is endowed with the capacities of speaking 
and thinking. If these powers were blocked, the person 
would he severely damaged. Man has the power to love, and 

69111is view has been strongly emphasized by K. Goldstein, H. S. Sul
livan and K. Homey. 
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if he can not make use of his power, if he is incapable of 
loving, he suffers from this misfortune even though he may 
try to ignore his suffering by all kinds of rationalizations or 
by using the culturally patterned avenues of escape from 
the pain caused by his failure. 

\ 
The reason for the phenomenon that not using one's 

powers results in unhappiness is to be found in the very 
, condition of human existence. Man's existence is character

ized by existential dichotomies which I have discussed in a 
previous chapter. He has no other way to be one with the 
world and at the same time to feel one with himself, to be 
related to others and to retain his integrity as a unique 
entity, but by making productive use of his powers . If he 
fails to do so, he can not achieve inner harmony and inte
gration; he is torn and split, driven to escape from himself, 
from the feeling of powerlessness, boredom and impotence 
which are the necessary results of his failure. Man, being 
alive, can not help wishing to live and the only way he can 
succeed in the act of living is to use his powers, to spend 
that which he has. 

There is perhaps no phenomenon which shows more 
clearly the result of man's failure in productive and inte
grated living than neurosis. Every neurosis is the result of 

n a conflict bet een m n's ifiherei1t owers and those forces 
which block their develo ment. Neurotic s m toms 
the symptoms of a physical sickness, are the expression of 
the fight which the healthy part of the personality puts uF 
against the crippling influences directed against its un
folding. 

However, lack of integration and productiveness does 

\
' not always lead to neurosis. As a matter of fact, if this were 

the case, we would have to consider the vast majority of 
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people as neurotic. What, then, are the specific conditions 
which make for the neurotic outcome? There are some con- -
ditions which I can mention only briefly: for example, one 
child may be broken more thoroughly than others, and the 
conflict between his anxiety and his basic human desires 
may, therefore, be sharper and more unbearable; 9f the 
c~ hC!.~e .9~elo ed a sense of freedom and o~ 

-:-i!y.~hich is greater than that oLt~Eerson! an ~ 
~!~~~h~2~ unacceptable. 

But instead of enumerating other conditions which make 
for neurosis, I prefer to reverse the question and ask what 
the conditions are which are responsible for the fact that so 
many people do not become neurotic in spite of the failure 
in productive and integrated living. It seems to be useful at 
this point to differentiate "Q.etween two concepts: that of 
defect, and that of neurosis.70 If a person falls to affam ma
t"ilrity, spontaneIty, and a genuine experience of self, he may 
be considered to have a severe defect, provided we assume 
that freedom and spontaneity are the objective goals to be 
attained by every human being. If such a goal is not at
tained by the majority of members of any given society, we 
deal with the phenomenon of socially patterned detect. 
The individual shares it with many others; he is not aware 
of it as a defect, and his security is not threatened by the 
experience of being different, of being an outcast, as it were. 
What he may have lost in richness and in a genuine feeling 
of happiness is made up by the security he feels of fitting in 
with the rest of mankind- as he knows them. As a matter 
of fact, his very defect may have been raised to a virtue by 

76 The following discussion of neurosis and defect is partly taken from 
my paper, " Individual and Social Origins of Neurosis," American Socio
logical Review, IX, No. 4 (August, lq44) . 

I 
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J his culture and thus give him an enhanced feeling of achieve
ment. An illustration is the feeling of guilt and anxiety 
which Calvin's doctrines aroused in men. It may be said 
that the person who is overwhelmed by a feeling of his own 
powerlessness and unworthiness, by the unceasing doubt of 
whether he is saved or condemned to eternal punishment, 

. who is hardly capable of any genuine joy and has made him
self into the cog of a machine which he has to serve, that 
such a person, .indeed, has a se~~. Yet this very de
fect was culturally patterned; it was looked upon as par-I· ticularly valuable, and the individual was · thus protected 
from the neurosis which he would have acquired in a cul
ture where the defect would give him a feeling of profound 
inadequacy and isolation. 

Spinoza has formulated the problem of the socially pat
terned defect very clearly. He says: "Many people are 
seized by one and the same effect with great consistency. 
All his senses are so strongly affected ~y one object that he 
believes this object to be present even if it is not. If this 
happens while the person is awake, the person is believed to 
be insane ... But if the greedy person thinks only of money 
and possessions, the ambitious one only of fame, one does 
not think of them as being insane, but only as annoying; 
generally one has contempt for them. But factually greedi
ness, ambition, and so forth are forms of insanity, although 
usually one does not think of them as 'illness.''' 71 These 
words were written a few hundred years ago; they still hold 
true, although the defect has been culturally patterned to 
such an extent now that it is not generally thought any 
more to be contemptible or even annoying. Today we can 
meet a person who acts and feels like an automaton; we 

11 Ethic; IV, Prop. 44, Schol. 
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find that he never experiences anything which is really his;1 
that he experiences himself entirely as the person he thinkS \ 
he is supposed to be; that smiles have replaced laughter, 
meaningless chatter replaced communicative speech and 
dulled despair has taken the place of genuine sadness. Two 
statements can be made about this kind of person. One is 
that he suffers from a defect of spontaneity and individual
ity which may seem incurable. At the same time it may be 
said that he does not differ essentially from thousands of I 
others who are in the same position. With most of them f 
the cultural pattern provided for the defect saves them 
from the outbreak ~f neurosis. :"ith some the~ural pat-

J ..em-aBe ot func IOn and the (fefect ap ears as a more or 
less severe neurosis. The fact that in these cases e cu tura 
pattern does not suffice to prevent the outbreak of a mani- ) 
fest neurosis is a result either of the greater intensity of the 
pathological forces or of the greater strength of the healthy 
forces which put up a fight even though the cultural pattern 
would permit them to remain silent. 

There is no situation which provides for a better op
portunity to observe the strength and tenacity of the forces 
striving for health than that of psychoanalytic therapy. To 
be sure, the psychoanalyst is confronted with the strength 
of those forces which operate against a person's self-realiza
tion and happiness, but when he can understand the power 
of those conditions- particularly in childhood- which made 
for the crippling of productiveness he cannot fail to be 
impressed by the fact that most of his patients would long 
since have given up the fight were they not impelled by an 
impulse to achieve psychic health and happiness. This very 1 
impulse is the necessary condition for the cure of neurosis. 
While the process of psychoanalysis consists in gaining 
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greater insight into the dissociated parts of a person's feel. 
ings and ideas, intellectual insight as such is not a sufficient 
condition for change. This kind of insight enables a person 
to recognize the blind alleys in which he is caught and to 
understand why his attempts to solve his problem were 
doomed to failure; but it only clears the way for those 
forces in him which strive for psychic health and happiness 
to operate and to become effective. Indeed, merely in
tellectual insight is not sufficient; the therapeutically effec
tive insight is experiential insight in which knowledge of 
oneself has not only an intellectual but also an affective 
quality. Such experiential insight itself depends on the 
strength of man's inherent striving for health and happi
ness. 

, The problem of psychic health and neurosis is insepa
, rably linked up with that of ethics. It may be said that 

every neurosis represents a moral problem. The failure to 
\ acnleve matunty and mtegratIOn or the wIlole personality 

is a moral failure in the...sense of humanistic ~bics. In a 
more specific sense many neuroses are the expression of 
moral problems, and neurotic symptoms result from un
solved moral conflicts. A. man~ fOflllSfance,maysufferTrOiil 
spells-6fo lzZiness for which there is no organic cause. In 
reporting his symptom to the psychoanalyst he mentions 
casually that he is coping with certain difficulties in his job. 
He is a successful teacher who has to express views which 
run counter to his own convictions. He believes, however, 
that he has solved the problem of being successful, on the 
one hand, and of having preserved his moral integrity, on 
the other, and he "proves" to himself the correctness of this 
belief by a number of complicated rationalizations. He is 
annoyed at the suggestion of the analyst that his symptom 
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may have something to do with his moral problem. How~ 
ever, the ensuing analysis shows that he was wrong in his 
belief, his spells of dizziness were the reaction of his better 
self, of his basically moral personality to a pattern of life 
which forced him to violate his integrity and to cripple his 
spontaneity. 

Even if a person seems to be destructive only of others, 
he violates the principle of life in himself as well as in 
others. In religious language this principle has been ex~ 

pressed in terms of man's being created in the image of 
God, and thus any violation of man is a sin against God. 
In secular language we would say that everything we do
good or evil- to another human being we also do to our~ 
selves. "Do not do to others what you would not have them 
do to you" is one of the most fundamental principles of 
ethics. But it is equally justifiable to state: Whatever you 
do to others, you also do to yourself. To violate the forces 
directed toward life in any human being necessarily has 
repercussions on ourselves. Our own growth, happiness, 
and strength are based on the respect for these forces, and 
one cannot violate them in others and remain untouched 
oneself at the same time. The respect for life, that of others 
as well as one's own, is the concomitant of the process of 
life itself and a condition of psychic health. In a way, de~ 
structiveness against others is a pathological phenomenon 
comparable to suicidal impulses. While a person may suc
ceed in ignoring or rationalizing destructive impulses, he
his organism as it were- cannot help reacting and being 
affected by acts which contradict the very principle by 
which his life and all life are sustained. We find that the 
destructive person is unhappy even if he has succeeded in 
attaining the aims of his destructiveness, which undermines 
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his own existence. Conversely, no healthy person can help 
admiring, and being affected by, manifestations of decency, 
love, and courage; for these are the forces on which his own 
life rests. 

B. REPRESSION VS. PRODUCTIVENESS 

The position that man is basically destructive and selfish 
l' leads to a concept which maintains that ethical behavior 
1\ consists in the suppression of these evil strivings in which 
." man would indulge without exercising constant self-control. 

Man, according to this principle, must be his own watch
dog; he must, in the first place, recognize that his nature is 
evil, and, in the second, use his will power to fight his in
herent evil tendencies. Suppression of evil or indulgence in 
it would then be his alternative. 

Psychoanalytic research offers a wealth of data concern
ing the nature of suppression, its various kinds, and their 
consequences. We can differentiate between (1) suppres
sion of the acting out of an evil impulse, (2) suppression 
of the awareness of the impulse, and (3) a constructive fight 
against the impulse. 

In the first kind of suppression not the impulse itself is 
suppressed but the action which would follow from it. A 
case in point is a person with strong sadistic strivings who 
would be satisfied and pleased to make others suffer or to 
dominate them. Suppose his fear of disapproval or the 
moral precepts he has accepted tell him that he should not 
act upon his impulse; hence he refrains from such ac
tion and does not do what he would wish to do. While one 
can not deny that this person has achieved a victory over 
himself, he has not really changed; his character has re-.---- ---
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mained the same and what we can admire in him is only his 
"will power." But quite aside from the moral evaluation of 
such behavior, it is unsatisfactory in its effectiveness as a 
safeguard against man's destructive tendencies. It would re~ 
quire an extraordinary amount of "will power" or of fear of 
severe sanctions to keep such a person from acting accord~ 
ing to his impulse. Since every decision would be the result 
of an inner battle against strong opposing forces, the 
chances for the triumph of the good would be so precarious 
that from the standpoint of the interest of society this type 
of suppression is too unreliable. 

By far the more effective way to deal with evil strivings 
would seem to be to hinder them from becoming con~ 
scious, so that there is no conscious temptation. This kind 
of suppression is what Freud called "repression." Repres~ 
sion means that the impulse, although it exists, is not per~ 
mitted to enter the realm of consciousness or is quickly re~ 
moved from it. To use the same illustration, the sadistic 
person would not be aware of his wish to destroy or to 
dominate; there would be no temptation and no struggle. 

Repression of evil strivings is that kind of suppression ' 
upon which authoritarian ethics relies implicitly or ex· 
plicitly as the safest road to virtue. But while it is true that 
repression is a safeguard against action, it is much less effec~ 
tive than its advocates believe it to be. 

fu:press~g an }mp~lse means removing it from aware~ 
ness but it does not mean removing it from existence. 
Freud has shown that the repressed impulse continues to 
operate and to ex<:!rcise a profound influence upon the per~ 
son although the person is not aware of it. The effect of the 
repressed impulse on the person is not even necessarily 
~maller than if it were conscious; the main difference is that 
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it is not acted upon overtly but in disguise, so that the per
son acting is spared the knowledge of what he is doing. Our 
sadistic person, for instance, not being aware of his sadism, 
may have the feeling that he dominates other people out 
of concern for what- he thinks- would be best for them or 
because of his strong sense of duty. 

But as Freud has shown, the repressed strivings are not 
acted out in such rationalizations only. A person, for 
instance, may develop a "reaction-formation," the very 
opposite of the repressed striving, as, for instance, over
solicitousness or overkindness. Yet the power of the re
pressed striving becomes apparent indirectly, a phenome
non which Freud called "the return of the repressed." In 
this case a person whose oversolicitousness has developed 
as a reaction-formation against his sadism may use this 
"virtue" ~ith the same effect his manifest sadism would 
li~lVe had: 0 ommate and to control. While he feels 
vutuous and superior, the effect on others is often even 
more devastating because it is hard to defend oneself 
against too much "virtue." 

Entirely different from suppression and repression is a 
third type of reaction to destructive impulses. While in 
suppression the impulse remains alive and only the action 
is prohibited, and while in repression the impulse itself is 
removed from consciousness and is acted upon (to some 
extent) in disguised fashion, in this third type of reaction 
the life-furthering forces in a erson fi ht a ainst the de-
structive an evil im ulses. The more aware a . of-

[
the latter the more is he able to react. Not only his will and 

IS reason take part, ut t ose emotional forces in him 
which are challenged by his destructiveness. In a sadistic 
person, for instance, such a fight against sadism will develop 



THE MORAL POWERS IN MAN 

a genuine kindness which beco f his character and 
relieves him from the task of being his own watchdog and 
of using his will power constantly for "self-control." In this 
reaction~_~t on one.1.. feeling of badness and 
~~ presence and use of productive forces 
wJ.!.hin rna!!.:.. Thus, as a result QLtbe -productive conflict 
J?etwee!LgQ0i and evil, the evil itself becomes a source of ---... _--,----------
virtu~ 

It follows from the standpoint of humanistic ethics that 
the ethical alternative is not between suppression of evil or 
indulgence in it. Both- represslOIl and III ulgence are only 
t~oaspects of bondage, and the-reaCciliical alternafive-:s
not between them but between re~dulgence on 
the one hand and productiveness on fuother. The aim of 
ii~manistic eth{csis not- the repression of man's evilness 
(which is fostered by the crippling effect of the authori
tarian spirit) but the productive use of man's inherent 
primary potentialities. Virtue is proportional to the degree l 
of productiveness a person has achieved. If society is con
cerned with making people virtuous, it must be concerned 
with making them productive and hence with creating the 
conditions for the development of productiveness. The first 
and foremost of these conditions is that the unfolding and 
growth of every person is the aim of all social and political 
::Ictivities, that man is the only purpose and end, and not a 
means for anybody or anything except himself. 

The productive orientation is the basis for freedom, vir
tue, and happiness. Vigilance is the price of virtue, but not 
the vigilance of the guard who has to shut in the evil 
prisoner; rather, the vigilance of the rational being who has 
to recognize and to create the conditions for his productive. 
ness and to do away with those factors which block him 
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and thus create the evil which, once it has arisen, can be 
prevented from becoming manifest only by external or in
ternal force. 

Authoritarian ethics has imbued people with the idea 

\ 

that to be good would require a tremendous and relentless 
effort; that man has to fight himself constantly and that 
every false step he makes could be disastrous. This view 
follows from the authoritarian premise. If man were such 
an . evil being and if virtue were onk. th,:. VIctOry over h~ 
.self, then Indeed the task would seem appallingly"CIiHiCult:
But if virtue is the same as productiveness, its achievement 
is, though not simple, by no means such a laborious and 
difficult enterprise. As we have shown, the wish to make 
productive use of his powers is inherent in man, and h ' 
efforts consist mainly iILremoying the obstacles in himself 
~n - rnhis environment which block him from following 

. hl~ m~ m~~ion. ust as the person who has become sterile 
and destructive is increasingly paralyzed and caught, as it 
were, in a vicious circle, a person who is aware of his own 

. powers and uses them productively gains in strength, faith, 
\ and happiness, and is less and less in danger of being 

alienated from himself; he has created, as we might say, a 
"virtuous circle," The experience of joy and happiness is 

l not only, as we have shown, the result of productive living 
but also its stimulus. Repression of evilness may spring 
from a spirit of self-castigation and sorrow, but there is 
nothing more conducive to goodness in the humanistic 

( sense than the experience of joy and happiness which ac
, companies any productive activity. Every increase in joy a 

culture can provide for will do more for the ethical educa
tion of its members than all the warnings of punishment or 
preachings of virtue could do, 
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C. CHARACTER AND MORAL JUDGMENT 

The problem of moral judgment is frequently asso
ciated with that of freedom of will vs. determinism. One 
view holds that man is completely determined by circum
stances which he can not control, and that the idea that 
man is free in his decisions is nothing but an illusion. From 
this premise the conclusion is drawn that man can not be 
judged for his actions since he is not free in making his 
decisions. The opposite view maintains that man has the 
faculty of free will, which he can exercise regardless of 
psychological or external conditions and circumstances; 
hence that he is responsible for his actions and can be 
judged by them. 

It would seem that the psychologist is compelled to sub
scribe to determinism. In studying the development of 
character he recognizes that the child starts his life in an 
indifferent moral state, and that his character is shaped by 
external influences which are most powerful in the early 
years of his life, when he has neither the knowledge nor the 
power to change the circumstances which determine his 
character. At an age when he might attempt to change the 
conditions under which he lives, his character is already 
formed and he lacks the incentive to investigate these con
ditions and to change them, if necessary. If we assume that 
the moral qualities of a person are rooted in his character, 
is it not true, then, that since he has no freedom in shaping 
his character, he cannot be judged? Is it not true that the 
more insight we have into the conditions which are respon
sible for the formation of character and its dynamics, the 
more inescapable seems the view that no person can be 
morally judged? 
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Perhaps we can avoid ' this alternative between psycho
logical understanding and moral judgment by a com
promise which is sometimes suggested by the adherents (ilf 
the free will theory. It is maintained that there are circum
stances in the lives of people which preclude the exercise 
of their free will and thus eliminate moral judgment. 
Modern criminal law, for instance, has accepted this view 
and does not hold an insane person responsible for his 
actions. The proponents of a modified theory of free will 
go one step further and admit that a person who is not 
insane but neurotic, and thus under the sway of impulses 
which he can not control, may also not be judged for his 
actions. They claim, however, that most people have the 
freedom to act well if they want to and that therefore they 
must be morally judged. 

But closer examination shows that even this view is 
untenable. We are prone to believe that we act freely be
cause, as Spinoza has already suggested, we are aware of 
our wishes but unaware of their motivations. Our motives 
are an outcome of the particular blend of forces operating 
in our character. Each time we make a decision it is de
termined by the good or evil forces, respectively, which are 
dominant. In some people one particular force is so over
whelmingly strong that the outcome of their decisions can 
be predicted by anyone who knows their character and the 
prevailing standards of values (although they themselves 
might be under the illusion of having decided "freely"). 
In others, destructive and constructive forces are balanced 
in such a way that their decisions are not empirically pre
dictable. When we say a person could have acted differently 
we refer to the latter case. But to say he could have acted 
differently means only that we could not have predicted 
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his actions. His decision, however, shows that one set of 
forces was stronger than the other and hence that even in 
his case his decision was determined by his character. There
fore, if his character had been different he would have acted 
differently, but again strictly according to the structure of 
his character. The will is not an abstract power of man 
which he possesses apart from his character. On the con
trary, the will is nothing but the expression of his character. 
The productive person who trusts his reason and who is 
capable of loving others and himself has the will to act 
virtuously. The nonproductive person who has failed to 
develop these qualities and who is a slave of his irrational 
passions lacks this will. 

The view that it is our character which determines our 
decisions is by no means fatalistic. Man, while like all other 
creatures subject to forces which determine him, is the onlY/ 
creature endowed with reason, the only being who is 
capable of understanding the very forces which he is sub
jected to and who by his understanding can take an active ' 
part in his own fate and strengthen those elements which 
strive for the good. Man is the only creature endowed with 
conscience. His conscience is the voice which calls him back 
to himself, it permits him to know what he ought to do in 
order to become himself, it helps him to remain aware of 
the aims of his life and of the norms necessary for the at~ 
tainment of these aims. We are therefore not helpless ViC- j 
tims of circumstance; we are, indeed, able to change and 
to influence forces inside and outside ourselves and to con
trol, at least to some extent, the conditions which play 
upon us. We can foster and enhance those conditions 
which develop the striving for good and bring about its 
realization. But while we have reason and conscience, which 



CHAPTER V 

The Moral Problem of Today 

Until philosophers are kings, or the kings and princes 
of this world have the spirit and power of philosophy, and ' 
political greatness and wisdom meet in one, and those com
moner natures who pursue either to the exclusion of the 
other are compelled to stand aside, cities will never have 
rest from their evils, no, nor the human race, as I believe 
-and then only will this our State have a possibility of life 
and behold the light of day. 

-Plato, The Republic 

Is there a special moral problem of today? Is not the moral 
problem one and the same for all times and for all men? 
Indeed it is, and yet every culture has specific moral prob- / 
lems which grow out of its particular structure, although 
these specific problems are only various facets of the moral 
problems of man. Any such particular facet can be under
stood only in relation to the basic and general problem of 
man. In this concluding chapter I want to emphasize one 
specific aspect of the general moral problem, partly because 
it is a crucial one from the psychological viewpoint and , 
partly because we are tempted to evade it, being under the J' 
illusion of having solved this very problem: man's attitude' 
toward force and power. I 

Man's attitude toward force is rooted in the very con
ditions of his existence. As physical beings we are subject 
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to power-to the power of nature and to the power of man. 
Physical force can deprive us of our freedom and kill us. 
Whether we can resist or overcome it depends on the ac
ci<!ental factors of our own physical strength and the 
strength of our weapons. Our mind, on the other hand, is 
not directly subject to power. The truth which we have 
recognized, the ideas in which we have faith, do not be
come invalidated by force. Might and reason exist on dif
ferent planes, and force never disproves truth. 

Does this mean that man is free even if he is born in 
chains? Does it mean that the spirit of a slave can be as 
free as that of his master, as St. Paul and Luther have 
maintained? It would indeed simplify the problem of hu
man existence tremendously if this were tru.e. But this 
position ignores the fact that ideas and the truth do not 
exist outside and independently of man, and that man's mind 
is influenced by his body, his mental state by his physical 
and social existence. Man is capable of knowing the truth 
and he is capable of loving, but if he-not just his body, but 
he in his totality- is threatened by superior force, if he is 
made helpless and afraid, his mind is affect-ed, its oper'ations 
become distorted and paralyzed. The paralyzing effect of 
power does not rest only upon the fear it arouses, but 
equally on an implicit promise- the promise that those in 
possession of power can protect and take care of the "weak" 
who submit to it, that they can free man from the burden 
of uncertainty and of responsibility for himself by guaran
teeing order and by assigning the individual a place in this 
order which makes him feel secure. 

Man's submission to this combination of threat and 
promise is his real "fall." By submitting to power = domi· 
nation he loses his power = potency. He loses his power to 
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make use of all those capacities which make him truly human; 
his reason ceases to operate; he may be intelligent, he may be 
capable of manipulating things and himself, but he accepts 
as truth that which those who have power over him call the 
truth. He loses his power of love, for his emotions are tied 
to those upon whom he depends. He loses his moral sense, 
for his inability to question and criticize those in power 
stultifies his moral judgment with regard to anybody and 
anything. He is prey to prejudice and superstition for he is 
incapable of inquiring into the validity of the premises 
upon which rest such false beliefs. His own voice cannot 
call him back to himself since he is not able to listen to it, 
being so intent on listening to the voices of those who have 
power over him. Indeed, freedom is the necessary condition 
of happiness as well as of virtue; freedom, not in the sense 
of the ability to make arbitrary choices and not freedom 
from necessity, but freedom to realize that which one 
potentially is, to fulfill the true nature of man according to 
the laws of his existence. 

}f freedom,. th~bility to preserve one's integrity against _ 
. ~> is the basic condition for mora!ili:, has man in the 
Western world not solved his moral problem? Is it not only 
a problem of people living under authoritarian dictator~ 
ships which deprive them of their personal and political 
freedom? Indeed, the freedom attained in modern democ~ 
racy implies a promise for the development of man which 
is absent in any kind of dictatorship, regardless of their 
proclamations that they act in man's interest. But it is a 
promise only, and not yet a fulfillment. We mask our own I 

moral problem from ourselves if we focus our attention on 
comparing our culture with modes of life which are the 
negation of the best achievements of humanity, and thus 
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we ignore the fact that we too bow down to power, not to 
that of a dictator and a political bureaucracy allied with 

I~ him, but to the anonymous power of the market, of suc-

~I cess, of public opinion, of "common sense" -or rather, of 
. common nonsense- and of the machine whose servants we 

have become. 
Our moral problem is man's indifference to himself. It lies 

~
in the fact that we Rave lost the sense of the significance and 

, uniqueness of the individual, that we have made ourselves 
I into instruments for purposes outside ourselves, that we 

experience and treat ourselves as commodities, and that our 
own powers have become alienated from ourselves. We 

,have become things and our neighbors have become things. 
The result is that we feel powerless and despise ourselves 
for our impotence. Since we do not trust our own power, 
we have no faith in man, no faith in ourselves or in what 
our own powers can create. We have no conscience in the 
humanistic sense, since we do not dare to trust our judg
ment. We are a herd believing that the road we follow must 
lead to a goal since we see everybody else on the same road. 
We are in the dark and keep up our courage because we 
hear everybody else whistle as we do; 

Dostoyevsky once said, "If God is dead, everything is 
allowed." This is, indeed, what most people believe; they 
differ only in that some draw the conclusion that God and 
the church must remain alive in order to uphold the moral 
order, while others accept the idea that everything is 
allowed, that there is no valid moral principle, that ex
pediency is the only regulative principle in life. 

In contrast, humanistic ethics takes the position that it 
man is alive he knows what is allowed; and to be alive 
means to be productive, to use one's powers not for any 
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purpose transcending man, but for oneself, to make sense 
of one's existence, to be human. As long as anyone be
lieves that his ideal and purpose is outside him, that it is 
above the clouds, in the past or in the future, he will go 
outside himself and seek fulfillment where it can not be 
found. He will look for solutions and answers at every point 
except the one where they can be found-in himself. 

The "realists" assure us that the problem of ethics is a 
relic of the past. They tell us that psychological or socio
logical analysis shows that all values are only relative to a 
given culture. They propose that our personal and social 
future is guaranteed by our material effectiveness alone. But 
these "realists" are ignorant of some hard facts. They do 
not see that the emptiness and planlessness of individual 
life, that the lack of productiveness and the consequent 
lack of faith in oneself and in mankind, if prolonged, re
sults in emotional and mental disturbances which would 
incapacitate man even for the achievement of his material 
alms. 

Prophecies of doom are heard today with increasing fre
quency. While they have the important function of drawing 
attention to the dangerous possibilities in our present situa
tion they fail to take into account the promise which is 
implied in man's achievement in the natural sciences, in 
psychology, in medicine and in art. Indeed, these achieve
ments portray the presence of strong productive forces which 
are not compatible with the picture of a decaying culture. 
Our period is a period of transition. The Middle Ages did 
not end in the fifteenth century, and the modern era did 
not begin immediately afterward. End and beginning im
ply a process which has lasted over four hundred years
a very short time indeed if we measure it in historical terms 
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and not in terms of our life span. Our period is an end and 
a beginning, pregnant with possibilities. 

If I repeat now the question raised in the beginning of this 
book, whether we have reason to be proud and to be hope
ful, the answer is again in the affirmative, but with the one 
qualification which follows from what we have discussed 
throughout: neither the good nor the evil outcome is auto-

_ matic or preordained. The decision rests with man. It rests 

I upon his ability to take himself, his life and happiness seri
ously; on his willingness to face his and his society's moral 
problem. It rests upon his courage to be himself and to be 
for himself. . 


