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A Frommian perspective on the socio-psychological structure
of post-fascism in liberal democracies
Takamichi Sakuraia,b

aKeio University, Shonan Fujisawa Campus, Fujisawa, Japan; bGoethe University Frankfurt, Frankfurt, Germany

ABSTRACT
My research explores Erich Fromm’s social theories of narcissism,
alienation and authoritarianism for the purpose of linking those
theories together, thereby analysing current populist phenomena
as an extension of a fascist development in terms of Enzo
Traverso’s conception of post-fascism. In my view, Fromm’s critical
social theory of narcissism, which pertains to his two other
theories, has great potential to unravel current political issues in
liberal democracies that are generally tackled in terms of
populism. Through a demonstration of the theoretical scope of
Fromm’s social theory, which sheds light on pathological social
and political phenomena in historical continuity, I argue that the
primary tasks of Critical Theory in Frommian terms are to divulge
the sources of fascist orientations in seemingly democratic
practice and to offer appropriate remedies for these difficulties. In
this light, I conclude that in terms of a Frommian social theory of
narcissism, fascist types of politics thrive even in advanced liberal-
democratic countries, taking the form of authoritarian populism,
particularly where society rests on a narcissistic character structure
intertwined with an authoritarian orientation.
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Introduction

My research, in terms of a Frommian theory of narcissism, will theoretically examine the
socio-psychological base of current political phenomena that are generally categorized as
authoritarian populism, particularly with respect to right-wing populism and extremism,
as can be seen in certain Western liberal democracies. It thereby seeks to illuminate
present populist movements in terms of some implications about the concept of
fascism through elaborating Erich Fromm’s critical social theory. It should be noted
that there are theorists who have tackled populism in terms of the concept of fascism, par-
ticularly with respect to US populist movements (e.g. Boggs 2018; Connolly 2017; Fogarty
2016; Giroux 2018; Stanley 2018; Traverso 2019). Despite this, however, no contribution
has thus far addressed issues pertaining to fascism rigorously in terms of Critical Theory
with only a couple exceptions (Giroux 2018; Sakurai 2018b).1 I stress that the attempt of
my research to refine Fromm’s social theory of narcissism, following my previous work, is
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of great value in the sense that it will contribute specifically to revealing some sources of
fascist orientations in systems of liberal democracy.

From Fromm’s socio-theoretical perspective, narcissism, especially in the form of group
narcissism, sometimes instigates a pathological politics, particularly when it is transformed
into a malignant kind that can contribute to inducing fascism in conjunction with an
authoritarian orientation (Sakurai 2018a, 2018b). However, Fromm, albeit acutely
aware, did not manage to explain this mechanism sufficiently while he succeeded to a
certain extent in integrating his conception of alienation, a Marxist notion, into his psy-
choanalytic theory of narcissism through transforming his main subject from an analysis
of the psychological base of fascism to that of psychopathologies of liberal democracy
(Fromm [1947] 1971, [1961] 2004, [1976] 2011; cf. Deguchi 2019; Sakurai 2018a,
2018b). This shows precisely that Fromm’s social theory is built essentially on the Freud-
ian psychoanalytic concept. From this perspective, I will argue that in Fromm’s terms it is
to a certain extent possible to see populism as an extension of a fascist development even in
liberal democracies, and that the theoretical scope of Fromm’s critical social theory is pre-
cisely to shed light on pathological social and political phenomena in historical continuity.
I will therefore identify the sources of fascist orientations behind democratic practice and
seek effective remedies for the problems. Through this discussion, I will conclude that in
Frommian terms, theoretically, fascist types of politics flourish even in advanced liberal-
democratic countries, particularly in the form of authoritarian populism, based on a nar-
cissistic character structure intertwined with an authoritarian orientation.

First, I will reconsider the significance of the aspect of Fromm’s being a Critical Theorist
by focusing on his being a scholarly heir of Freud and Marx. Second, I will look into
Fromm’s theory of narcissism at both psychoanalytic and socio-theoretical levels by
drawing attention to the theory as a character structure. Third, I will scrutinize
Fromm’s theory of alienation in terms of his theory of narcissism. Fourth, I will seek to
link Fromm’s theory of fascism to his theory of narcissism from the perspective of his con-
ception of authoritarianism. Finally, I will, through conducting a brief survey of historical
fascism and populism, identify the hidden meaning of fascism in liberal democracies in
terms of a Frommian critical social theory of narcissism, referring particularly to Traver-
so’s conception of post-fascism. I believe that it is worthwhile to augment Fromm’s social
theory of narcissism in line with this concept, particularly in the sense that, while Fromm
and Traverso are from different countries, Germany and Italy respectively, and specialize
in different subjects, sociology (and psychoanalysis) and intellectual history, they both
share their intellectual backbone in Marxist and Freudian traditions in favour of Critical
Theory.2

Fromm as a Critical Theorist: between Freud and Marx

Fromm is adequately considered a Critical Theorist as often as he is counted as a Neo-
Freudian as an extension of his being a psychoanalyst. This is best explained by the fact
that in his own scholarly writings, he located his thought between that of Marx and
Freud. It should be noted, however, that many of his writings have not been examined
by so-called social theorists despite his significant contribution to the early Frankfurt
School; indeed, this is primarily why he is sometimes called a ‘forgotten intellectual’
(e.g. McLaughlin 1998). From this perspective, it is hugely appropriate and relevant to
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raise his forgotten Critical Theory from the ashes through drawing attention to his Freud-
ian conception of narcissism in terms of his other Marxist conception of alienation, and
thereby to realize his full potential as a Critical Theorist. In this light, my research, focus-
ing on his socio-psychoanalytic conception of narcissism, will seek to elaborate the theo-
retical scheme of Fromm’s critical social theory while identifying in its theoretical terms
some fascist aspects of a current socio-pathological phenomenon as can be seen in
liberal democracies.

Fromm as a theorist of narcissism

Fromm’s conception of narcissism: pertaining to psychoanalytic and socio-
theoretical dimensions

As has often been mentioned, Fromm’s contribution to psychoanalysis has been dis-
dained, particularly by the mainstream of the discipline (Bacciagaluppi 1990; Bacciaga-
luppi and Biancoli 1993; Greenberg and Mitchell 1983; Lesser 2002; Roazen 2001).3 His
psychoanalytic theory of narcissism is a representative one (Bacciagaluppi and Biancoli
1993), for this is essentially difficult to understand for contemporary scholars who special-
ize solely in a subject area due to the cross-disciplinary, multi-layered structure of the
theory. In fact, it seems that apart from his theory of narcissism, Fromm’s work on psycho-
analysis, conducted in a ‘social dimension’, has itself restricted scholarly interest in his psy-
choanalysis to specific psychoanalysts as well as specific social scientists who are both
entangled essentially in interdisciplinary frameworks (Sakurai 2018a, 164). In addition,
it seems that the theory, in the sense of its semantic scope in theoretical, socio-pathological
and clinical levels (Bacciagaluppi 1993), has confused psychoanalysts in general. These
facts elucidate why many scholars have failed to embrace his psychoanalytic theory.

Having said that, Fromm’s theory of narcissism, involving socio-character structures,
gives us the opportunity to critically reflect on contemporary society and politics, for it
indicates that in a socio-theoretical dimension, narcissism works in conjunction with
the market mechanism, a core function of our society (Sakurai 2018a). From this point
of view, the theory cannot be understood simply on a psychoanalytic level, but it is
rather multi-layered on a socio-theorical level. This fact reveals precisely the theory’s nega-
tive side with respect to his reputation as we saw above.

However, the above adverse aspect of Fromm’s theory of narcissism does not at all
signify that it is not relevant in our scholarly domains. Rather, I stress that the cross-
and interdisciplinarity of the theory shows itself precisely to be the positive side of
Fromm’s theoretical framework, for above all he is an heir of Critical Theory.4 Fromm
this perspective, I will look briefly into Fromm’s conception of narcissism.

From a psychoanalytic theory of narcissism to a social theory of narcissism

Needless to say, Fromm’s theory of narcissism is founded on his theory of psychoanalysis,
the essence of which he absorbed from Freud. In his most basic theoretical framework of
narcissism, Fromm, following Freud, seeks to see narcissism in line with selfishness. As he
puts it, ‘Freud holds that the selfish person is narcissistic, as if he had withdrawn his love
from others and turned it toward his own person’ (Fromm [1956] 1962, 61). In Fromm’s
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view, narcissism is a psychological condition under which one cannot love oneself as well
as others – meaning selfishness – while self-love makes one love oneself, and one can
therefore love others (1941, 116, [1956] 1962, 60–61; cf. 1955, 36, [1947] 1971, 131).
From this perspective, Fromm defines narcissism as ‘self-infatuation’, which is, according
to him, rather the opposite of love (Fromm 1979, 49).

On this basis, Fromm develops his theory of narcissism in terms of his own distinctive
socio-character analysis. Individual ‘separateness’ and ‘antagonism’ which the character
structure of industrial society rests on, says Fromm, function in triggering narcissism,
on the grounds that when the raison d’être of an economic system relies upon selfishness,
it encourages people to be devoted to ‘seeking advantages at the expense of others’ (1979,
53). To put it another way, narcissism, in Fromm’s view, is rather induced and evolved by
society’s economic mechanism and character structure per se and contributes to their
functionings. Above all, in a market society people are required to live in such a way
that one is liked by others so as to sell oneself at the highest possible price, for this is
exactly the market mechanism itself. In Fromm’s terms, most importantly, narcissism
plays a predominant role in selling – and buying as well – because the market and its mech-
anism themselves need the cathexis of narcissistic energies that operate by way of taking
full advantage of others. The focal point is that in a market society narcissism functions by
caring about people’s needs in order that one may be liked by others.

As noted above, Fromm’s theory of narcissism consists of three levels: theoretical,
socio-pathological and clinical levels. The theory in a socio-theoretical dimension works
on the second level. Or, more precisely, in his social theory, narcissism, a character struc-
ture that comes into being as the counterpart of ‘self-love’, that is as ‘selfishness’ (Fromm
[1947] 1971, 1955, [1956] 1962), functions pathologically in the way that it is synchronized
with the market mechanism on a psychological level, taking the form of ‘social narcissism
(group narcissism)’ (Fromm 1964).

Fromm as a theorist of alienation

We can discern the development of Fromm’s social theory of narcissism most character-
istically in his conception of alienation. With regard to the latter theory, it is important to
note that the scholarly face of his being a theorist of alienation derives from his interaction
with Marxism, such that his philosophical concept owes a lot to Marx’s contribution
(Fromm [1961] 2004; Lio 1989).

In Marx’s theoretical scheme, the concept describes the paradoxical fact that human
beings come into existence as an object of capital in the system of capitalism (Marx
1992 [1867], 2004 [1844]).

In this social condition, they are, paradoxically, bound to be ‘controlled by man-made
tools fulfilling in the capitalist economy the important function of generating “surplus
value”, such as currency, production and commodity, that is to say “capital”’ (Sakurai
2018a, 171). This paradoxical phenomenon causes human beings to lose their own
raison d’être of ‘species-being’ and ‘species-life’, meaning humanity and human life
respectively, thereby leading them to be ‘alienated labor’, which does not even make
them feel they are living actively, and to lose their human nature (Marx [1844] 2004).

In Fromm’s terms, under these social conditions human beings come to care about
others’ preferences as a matter of first priority while feeling unbearable pain due to
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alienation, for they are above all required to be liked by others: ‘I am as you desire me’
([1947] 1971, 72–73).5 This is also the rallying cry on the battle field of life in liberal
democracy, in which people attempt to sell themselves at the highest possible price in
order to live while satisfying their narcissistic needs through exchanging whatever holds
economic value in a free market. The more they are involved in this survival, the more
they become narcissistic as the free market requires narcissism and hinges on this mech-
anism per se. This is exemplified by the dialectical function of the ‘marketing orientation’,
the individual’s and society’s character structure that warrants the market mechanism and
human life in market society, both of which depend heavily upon others’ preferences, and
of narcissism, their character structure that slakes their desires by way of being liked by
others (Fromm [1947] 1971).

Fromm as a theorist of fascism

A theorist of fascism and narcissism

Notwithstanding his success in establishing the essential connection between narcissism
and alienation, however, Fromm could not link narcissism and fascism adequately. I
will therefore seek to perform this task by focusing on his conception of authoritarianism,
which underpins his social theory of fascism.

Fromm’s conception of authoritarianism

Fromm first formulated his theory of authoritarianism in the Frankfurt School’s early work
named Studien über Autorität und Familie (Studies on Authority and Family) (1936)
(Fromm 1936a, 1936b). However, what he did in this work is quite limited, as exemplified
by his analysis of the father’s role that focused on German bourgeois, middle class families
simply for the purpose of going into detail about the emergence of authoritarianism on a
social level. In the work, Fromm put forward two perspectives on authoritarianism: first,
that the Western patriarchal family system contributed to generating the authoritarian
role of fathers in two different dimensions, at home and in the nation, thereby granting
the patriarch authority in the latter dimension; second, that authoritarians first come into
being in the family sphere mediating between society and the individual. Above all,
through identifying the socio-psychological base and origins of authoritarianism in terms
of the social functions of family, Fromm served to develop a theory of authoritarianism, par-
ticularly by linking authoritarianism at the family level to that at the social level.

On the basis of this socio-psychological research, Fromm elaborated his theory of
authoritarianism further in his writing Escape from Freedom (1941) through examining
the socio-psychological base of Nazism in psychoanalytic terms, particularly in terms of
‘sadomasochism’ (1941, Chs. 5 and 6). In the work, Fromm sought to demonstrate that
the authoritarian character structure, which underpins fascist politics, is characterized
specifically by the pathological phenomenon of sadomasochistic symbiosis. According
to him, in this symbiotic human relationship, individuals are pathologically dependent
upon each other and develop a sadomasochistic desire more due to loneliness in which
they feel unbearable pain, a social condition that has been brought about by the atomisa-
tion of individuals and the emergence of mass society. This, says Fromm, gives rise to the
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primary factor in a socio-pathological phenomenon wherein people are driven to glue
themselves onto a ‘secondary bond’ (1941, 141). He argues that this kind of alternative
to ‘primary bonds’, of which people have been independent, indeed functions in leading
them to escape from the psychological state of loneliness regardless of whether or not
they lose freedom, and they thereby bundle individuals together under mass social con-
ditions (1941, 36).6 Fromm claims:

Primary bonds once severed cannot be mended; once paradise is lost, man cannot return to it.
There is only one possible, productive solution for the relationship of individualized man
with the world: his active solidarity with all men and his spontaneous activity, love and
work, which unite him again with the world, not by primary ties but as a free and indepen-
dent individual. However, if the economic, social and political conditions on which the whole
process of human individuation depends, [sic] do not offer a basis for the realization of indi-
viduality in the sense just mentioned, while at the same time people have lost those ties which
gave them security, this lag makes freedom an unbearable burden. It then becomes identical
with doubt, with a kind of life which lacks meaning and direction. Powerful tendencies arise
to escape from this kind of freedom into submission or some kind of relationship to man and
the world which promises relief from uncertainty, even if it deprives the individual of his
freedom (1941, 36–37).

As Fromm puts it, ‘his active solidarity with all men and his spontaneous activity, love and
work… unite him again with the world, not by primary ties but as a free and independent
individual’. Importantly, in Fromm’s social theory this means that an incestuous tie that
serves to bundle people together functions pathologically in an authoritarian way that
indulges in parallel both the sadistic desire to gain control of people as subordinates
and the masochistic desire to become powerful by transferring its weak psychology to au-
thority, as is that superior to seizing power by itself; they and their raison d’être themselves
are essentially dependent upon each other. This signifies precisely that in Fromm’s sense
the sadistic and masochistic types of persons are both authoritarian. As Fromm implies,
fascist politics based on sadomasochistic authoritarianism stems from ‘[p]owerful ten-
dencies… to escape from… freedom into submission or some kind of relationship to
man and the world which promises relief from uncertainty’.

Fromm later advanced his theory of authoritarianism further in clinical and pathologi-
cal terms in his later work The Anatomy of Human Destructiveness (1973).7 Significantly,
he applied the concept of necrophilia to his discussion on fascism in this work.8 According
to Fromm, necrophilia signifies the ‘love of the dead’, which is theoretically divided up into
two kinds: ‘sexual necrophilia’, a ‘man’s desire to have sexual intercourse’, and ‘nonsexual
necrophilia’, the ‘desire to handle, to be near to, and to gaze at corpses, and particularly the
desire to disremember them’ (1973, 325). Fromm, by focusing particularly on the latter
necrophilia, seeks to link the pathological concept to his characterological theory. He
defines the ‘necrophilous character’ as the ‘passionate attraction to all that is dead,
decayed, putrid, sickly’, referring to the German criminal psychologist Hans von Hentig
(1973, 330–332). Fromm says:

it is the passion to transform that which is alive into something unalive; to destroy for the
sake of destruction; the exclusive interest in all that is purely mechanical. It is the passion
‘to tear apart living structures’. (1973, 332)

Fromm characterizes Hitler particularly as necrophilous.9 He, a typical necrophilous person,
is even driven by the desire to ‘transform a man into a corpse’ (1973, 338). On this basis,
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human beings with a necrophilous orientation such as Hitler, says Fromm, are to extinguish
everything by force. As Fromm puts it, ‘[w]hat has been, i.e. what is dead, rules his life: insti-
tutions, laws, property, traditions, and possessions’, and therefore ‘things rule man; having
rules being; the dead rule the living’ (1973, 339). Herein there is no tangible presence of
things and human beings and there are instead solely abstract things employed simply as
force. From these perspectives, necrophilia is characterized particularly by destruction. It
goes without saying that a destructive aspect of the character is associated with ‘sadism’,
therefore with authoritarianism (1973, 280–324). In particular, it is noteworthy that
Fromm provided a pathological, clinical concept for a political analysis of fascism.

Essentially, from these socio-pathological perspectives, elaborated by his distinctive
psychoanalytic theory, Fromm attempts to illuminate the essence of authoritarianism
for the purpose of clarifying the socio-psychological base of Nazism.

A Frommian concept of fascism: integrating authoritarianism and
narcissism

At this point I seek to integrate Fromm’s two theories of authoritarianism and narcissism
in dialectical terms. Essentially, in his social theory the two social psychologies narcissism
and fascism fulfil a dialectical, political function in contemporary narcissistic society
(Sakurai 2018a, 193). In this dialectic, human beings can realize an authentic democracy
only when developing a healthy politics built on a self-love orientation, while society falls
into fascism when they sado-masochistically and narcissistically depend upon each other –
in particular, the latter is explained by the sado-masochistic orientation, which serves as
the basic character structure of fascism, and the narcissistic orientation, which serves as
selfishness whereby one is driven by the desire to take advantage of others. On this, it
should be emphasized that, particularly with regard to the latter negative type of politics,
in society nowadays fascist movements emerge from sadomasochistic authoritarianism on
a social level through transferring injured group narcissism, induced by harsh economic
survival, to its narcissistic object under the social condition of alienation.

It is important to note that in Frommian terms it is essentially impossible for contem-
porary people to undergo the democratic path on the grounds that contemporary society
itself relies upon a narcissistic orientation, a character structure that underlies the capitalist
economic system which justifies the free market mechanism and induces the socio-patho-
logical, reversible phenomenon of alienation. As can be expected from this perspective, in
a Frommian social theory narcissism serves to stimulate alienation, or rather, these two
social pathologies are synchronized with each other. In this light, Fromm therefore
requires people to overcome their own needs of narcissism through transforming a
social structure of narcissism per se ([1956] 1962, 118–121, 1964, 90).

In short, in Fromm’s social theory: alienation is the socio-psychological result and
social psychology of the capitalist market mechanism; narcissism is the socio-psychologi-
cal base of contemporary consuming society that supports the market and its mechanism;
and authoritarianism is a socio-psychological mechanism for bundling up people’s psy-
chologies that buttress fascist politics. From this perspective, narcissism works in mediat-
ing between the mechanisms of alienation and fascism, in which respect Fromm’s social
theory is characterized particularly by his method that seeks to cast light on pathological
social phenomena by way of his distinctive psychoanalytic theory.
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Here a contrast in the issue of fascism in terms of alienation between Fromm andHannah
Arendt may illuminate our understanding of Fromm’s methodological position. Arendt,
while referencing Marx, rather refers to the concept of alienation for describing a socio-
psychological phenomenon whereby human beings come to be deprived of the place to
live, namely the ‘world’, as she calls the ‘world alienation’ (1958, ch. 6, sect. 35). By the
notion, importantly, Arendt means that they lose human conditions from the world. On
this basis, she seeks to identify a primary factor in alienating people from the world
wherein ‘society’ has occupied the place of human beings through destroying both the
‘private and public spheres’, namely the ‘world’ and ‘household’, thereby causing people
to be atomic (1958, ch. 2). In this sense, for Arendt mass society as a result of the atomization
of individuals is the very condition that evolves into the ideological movements underlying
totalitarianism. From this perspective, by the concept of alienation she rather denotes a
social condition under which human beings lose a spiritual place to live, while for
Fromm this concept denotes a socio-psychological condition under which they are separated
from others due to the social condition ‘labour’ under the system of capitalism, thereby
deprived of their ‘mental life’ and their ‘human life’, that is of humanity (Fromm [1961]
2004, 53; cf. Marx [1844] 2004, 93–109). It is obvious that the latter theorist deploys the
concept in Marx’s original sense, that is in a socio-economic sense, while the former theorist
does so in her modified terms that is not specifically associated with economic phenomena.
In addition, it is clear that Fromm’s alienation pertains specifically to a psychoanalytic
theory of narcissism, as noted above, while Arendt’s does not at all concern any psychoana-
lytic theories. Furthermore, it is clear that his theory of fascism is based heavily on a psycho-
analytic theory of authoritarianism while her theory of totalitarianism as an alternative to the
concept of fascism rather seems based on existentialist philosophy. To sum up, in Fromm’s
telling, alienation, bolstered up by the narcissistic orientation underpinning economic
markets, is a basic social condition that stimulates fascist politics on the basis of sado-maso-
chistic authoritarianism, whilst in Arendt’s account, it is a social condition that develops
totalitarianism simply due to an existential position of human beings, a loss of the
‘world’. This explains precisely why psychoanalysis, particularly a theory of narcissism, is
necessary for, and enriches, social theories in Fromm’s perspective.

Most importantly, the theoretical sense of a Frommian concept of fascism that I formu-
lated above is both the existence of ‘political narcissism’ and ‘economic narcissism’
(Sakurai 2018b, 2019). The former means a political-narcissistic orientation and its func-
tion of incestuously depending upon others for the purpose of satisfying one’s sadomaso-
chistic desires, particularly through transferring one’s narcissistic need to authority. And
the latter means an economic-narcissistic orientation and its function of selling oneself at
the highest possible price under the free market economy in the way that ‘I am as you
desire me’. Above all, to identify these two kinds of narcissistic social pathologies in a con-
crete society is exactly the primary theoretical function of a Frommian critical social
theory of narcissism (Sakurai 2018b, 2019).

Three relevant standpoints analysing fascism and populism in terms of a
Frommian social theory of narcissism

Can we derive an analysis of historical fascism and current populism in terms of the From-
mian social theory of narcissism? I will here suggest three relevant perspectives that enable
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us to consider the issues adequately: first, a from within standpoint that depicts processes
wherein democracy decays; second, two kinds of fascism, political and economic fascism;
and third, the pathological functions of a narcissistic character structure in a political
dimension. The first perspective explains a dialectical way wherein democracy collapses.
The second perspective describes economic fascism as ‘fascist movements in the economic
world that destroy democratic aspects in free markets and justify their own economic
activity in an authoritarian way on the basis of an economic sense of narcissism’, and po-
litical fascism as ‘political movements that destroy democratic facets of society and justif
[y] its own politics in an authoritarian way on the basis of a political sense of narcissism’
(Sakurai 2018b, 153). The third perspective implies a mechanism wherein the pathological
structure of contemporary society and politics operates.

It is evident that the most relevant political system to these three perspectives is liberal
democracy, which indicates that it can be seen most characteristically in the US, a repre-
sentative liberal democracy – not in the sense of a neo-liberal society, but rather in the
sense of a socio-political system that upholds the social functionings of alienation and nar-
cissism. From this point of view, I will first reconsider some primary issues of traditional
fascism and populism and then, focusing on the former concept, clarify fascist orientations
and their functionings in the country nowadays in terms of the Frommian social theory of
narcissism with an emphasis on the above three perspectives.

Traditional fascism and populism

Traditional fascism

It is believed that the term fascism was coined in the context of Italian politics in the early
1920s; in this respect, it is a relatively new political form meaning a ‘generalized historical
type of authoritarian political regime’ (Bach 2006, 192). In the context of Western
Marxism, the word has denoted political movements rather than a political system, par-
ticularly in the sense that it serves to destroy democracy ‘from within’ through ruling a
society by the use of ideology and fear (Adorno [1959] 2005). For political theorists
such as Arendt, fascism is rather discussed in the category of totalitarianism, specifically
by seeing the former political form in the same line as the communist ideology of Stalinism
(Arendt [1951] 1973).

According to Roger Griffin, fascism is characterized particularly as ‘a revolutionary
form of ultra-nationalism that attempts to realize the myth of the regenerated nation’
(Griffin 2012, 1; cf. Griffin [1991] 1993). From this perspective, he considers it essentially
as ‘a myth which applied in practice creates a totalitarian movement or regime engaged in
combating cultural, ethnic and even biological (“dysgenic”) decadence and engineering a
new sort of “man” in an alternative socio-political and cultural modernity to liberal capi-
talism’ (Griffin 2012, 1). On the other hand, Enzo Traverso, referring to some important
theorists of fascism, argues that fascism is a ‘counterrevolution’ that seeks to ‘build a new
society’ and a ‘New Man’ by not destroying capitalism (Traverso 2019, Ch. 4).

As far as my discussion is concerned, it appears that in particular Griffin’s position
simply invalidates Fromm’s that is in favour of ‘fascism with a smiling face’ (Fromm
[1976] 2011, 11, 173), a perspective that rather makes fascism an ordinary political con-
dition and therefore seems to oppose the view of a ‘revolutionary form of ultra-
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nationalism’ that transforms a society and builds a ‘new sort of man’. It must be empha-
sized, however, that the three theorists, Griffin, Traverso and Fromm, share a core point of
view concerning issues of fascist, political conditions in the sense of the dialectical charac-
teristic of modernity, particularly concerning capitalism. From these perspectives, it is
argued that fascism is a political wave of modernity that seeks to wreck democracy, under-
lain by deliberative processes, from within ironically by using the core elements of mod-
ernity. The focal point of discussion is that fascism is a response to ‘modernity’ from the
right under the social condition of mass society.

In the light of my discussion on traditional fascism, I will here put forward two relevant
perspectives on an analysis of pathological political phenomena in the societal framework
liberal democracy, pathologies that can be understood in terms of the category of fascism:
the actual political phenomenon of fascism in historical continuity in Western societies
nowadays; second, fascism that captures what the concept of modernity implies.10

However, it must be noted that the concept of fascism is much less used than the
concept of populism in current political discourse.

Populism

On the other hand, perhaps it is true that the concept of ‘populism’ illuminates our under-
standing of some of the current pathological political phenomena as can be widely seen in
advanced societies. It is important to remember, however, that the term was coined before
the 1920s, when the term fascism came into use, that is in the late nineteenth century. On
this, it is interesting to note that it seems they have relatively recently come to be used
together in similar contexts.11 With respect to the major conceptual issues of populism,
Federico Finchelstein defines it as an ‘authoritarian form of democracy that emerged orig-
inally as a postwar reformulation of fascism’ (Finchelstein 2017, 98). Jan-Werner Müller
describes populism as a counteroffensive reaction of populations who are virtually unrep-
resented (Müller 2016).

On the contrary, Traverso regards populism simply as a ‘style of politics’ (2019, 15).
According to him, populism is not a ‘fully-fledged political phenomenon’ and the
concept rather ‘erases the distinction between left and right, thus blurring a useful
compass to understand politics’ (2019, 15, 17). He argues that we are living in a ‘period
of postfascism’ with an emphasis on the conceptual significance of fascism, a political
movement that has been ‘transhistorical’ (2019, 4–5). Post-fascism the direction of
which is unpredictable, says Traverso, unconsciously and involuntarily dismantles the
important processes of democratic deliberation through transforming the form of tra-
ditional fascism in a way that ‘uphold[s] a plebiscitary model of democracy’ (2019, 28).
He concludes that post-fascism prospers wherever politics is built on the market mechan-
ism while making full use of ‘xenophobia’ and ‘nationalism’ (2019, 39). In this light, it
must be conceded that the word populism does rather serve as a quantitative concept
that rubs off qualitative issues behind the political arena as described by the concept of
post-fascism, a new political movement that emanates from the ‘defeat of the revolutions
of the twentieth century’ (Traverso 2019, 13).12

According to Traverso, post-fascism is exemplified by right-wing populist movements
that often take on authoritarian character features while capturing the essence of fascism
that destroys democracy from within in impolitical and non-ideological terms. It is
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interesting to note that in the context of populism he refers not only to politicians such as
Trump and Marine Le pen, but also to those such as Emmanuel Macron and Jean Luc
Mélenchon, in the sense that they all capture the characteristics of non- or post-ideologi-
cal, populist movements regardless of the difference between right and left (2019, 8–39).
However, this is precisely why Traverso prefers the word post-fascism, particularly in the
context of far-right politics, which is because the concept does enable him to rigorously
distinguish right-wing extremism from populism and integrate it into the category of
fascism by using the prefix ‘post-’.

Although the movements Trumpism and National Rally, in this respect, can both be my
research objects, as these two right-wing political forms belong in some way to liberal
democracies, here I refer only to the former in terms of post-fascism. Next, I will get
back to the issue of fascism, particularly in order to identify some specific meaning of
the right-wing political movement in historical continuity, before proceeding to analyze
the socio-psychological base of post-fascism from the perspective of a Frommian social
theory of narcissism.

Fascism in historical continuity: applying a Frommian critical social theory
of narcissism

Fascism: a problem concerning mass society

It is interesting to note that Fromm almost never used the term populism. He preferred
using the concept of fascism, particularly in the sense of a problem associated with the
character structure of mass society in any social contexts relevant for the issues of populism
(e.g. 1941, [1976] 2011; cf. Sakurai 2018a, Ch. 6, Sects. 6.4.2, 6.4.3). From this point of
view, the scope of fascism is no doubt within modern and contemporary society. It
goes without saying, however, that our times are not the same as the times of the mass
society that Fromm intends by his conception of it. This indeed implies the limitations
of an analysis of twenty-first-century society in terms of Fromm’s social theory. My
research therefore emphasizes the concept’s potential to untangle present socio-pathologi-
cal phenomena in historical continuity. I believe that the Frommian critical social theory of
narcissism will shed light on current socio-political conditions in liberal democracies as
illustrated by Traverso’s conception of post-fascism in socio-psychological terms. On
this, both the terms fascism and post-fascism will be used below, particularly to reveal
the socio-psychological base of current US society. The salient implication of this explora-
tion is that fascism in our society does betoken economic and political fascism emerging as
post-fascist movements.

The socio-psychological base of current post-fascist movements in liberal
democracies

In a political formulation, a malignant kind of group narcissism is the developmental basis
of a political form of narcissism, a social pathology that Fromm considers essentially as
malignant (1964, Ch. 4). In the theoretical framework of Fromm’s social theory, the dia-
lectical link between fanaticism and destructiveness, and narcissism, in a political dimen-
sion is supported by the ‘lack of objectivity and rational judgement’, the strong desire for
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‘narcissistic satisfaction’, the ‘reaction of rage’ and ‘narcissistic symbiosis and identifi-
cation’ (1964, 85–87). In the theoretical context, ‘clan’, ‘nation’, ‘race’ and ‘religion’ can
be primary narcissistic objects in political formulations (1964, 73). On the basis of these
factors in triggering the emergence of a pathological politics involving group narcissism,
Fromm argues, a racist, chauvinistic politics underlain by ‘fanaticism’ and ‘destructiveness’
thrives through ‘social transference’ (Fromm 1964, 83, 1979, 38–54).

In terms of Fromm’s social theory of narcissism, the basic structure of contemporary
society develops human narcissism per se, for it is based on a social structure involving
alienation which is intertwined with narcissism, as we saw above. This signifies precisely
that, in so far as both the pathological functionings rely upon each other, this cycle will
persist. According to the theoretical framework of the social structure, the result is that
people in this social context become psychologically isolated and fear living on an
extreme level under the social condition of alienation chiefly due to their existential iso-
lation and battle for survival in harsh economic environments, thereby inducing a sense
of ‘antagonism’ built on narcissism (Fromm 1979, 53). What they can do here in an every-
day life dimension is solely to gratify their narcissistic needs within the framework of
market capitalism ironically by exchanging what holds economic value while they
become more and more alienated. In these conditions, people simply hope for the emer-
gence of a hero who promises a cure for their injured narcissistic selves. From this perspec-
tive, a representative of this battle field of life is identified appropriately as contemporary
American society.

Can we find any indication as to how fascism emerges in contemporary narcissistic
society, particularly in current US society, in terms of the Frommian critical social
theory of narcissism? From this perspective, it is important to recall that its social con-
dition brings about the dialectical transformation from an economic form of fascism into
a political form of fascism. Economic narcissism, a narcissistic desire to be liked by
others under the free market economy, often cannot satisfy its own needs sufficiently
due to the social structure of the market mechanism, which requires one to survive
solely by selling oneself, particularly due to the law of economic fascism, a socio-pathologi-
cal mechanism that disrupts democracy from within by way of the free market economy
which exploits others. Consequently many people lose in this form of life as competition,
which means not only that they cannot satisfy their narcissistic needs sufficiently, but
rather that they cannot even live properly. In this case, working-class economic narcissism
transforms itself into a malignant kind of narcissism developing antagonistic emotions at
the ruling class, while simultaneously fostering xenophobia based on racial hatred and
becoming more nationalistic. This is precisely why economic narcissism is associated
with political narcissism, a narcissistic desire to satisfy one’s sadomasochistic needs by
incestuously depending upon others. For this reason, in the working class, political narcis-
sism always functions pathologically in a way that transfers group narcissism to its narcis-
sistic object, particularly to a political hero who promises to change an unacceptable social
condition in working-class people and slake their desires.

On this basis, fanatical, racist chauvinism first emerges through social transference on
the grounds that narcissistic antagonism caused by working-class dissatisfaction enlarges
itself on a political level. This fanatical movement then transfers its own group narcissism
to a concrete narcissistic object, particularly to an authoritarian political figure who needs
masochistic objects controlled while fulfilling masochistic people’s narcissistic desires,
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thereby instigating political fascism. Most of the people are herein unaware that they inevi-
tably support elites even though their political leaders emanate from the economic sphere
and both the leaders in economic and political fascism belong to the ruling class – in the
case of the US, people unconsciously support an economic form of fascism ironically by
supporting a political form of fascism, which is exemplified by Donald Trump, a typical
economic elite. These explain precisely why and how US society recently brought about
a dramatic political change. This was indeed the result of a social form of transference
which had spawned racist, chauvinistic group psychologies that were transferred to
Trump, who successfully exploited and manipulated people and their racist xenophobia
based on narcissistic antagonism for the purpose of gaining control of them on a national
scale, thereby satisfying his narcissism. This is exactly the mechanism of current US
society’s transformation from an economic level of fascism to a political level of fascism.

With regard to primary factors in Trumpism, Christian Fuchs, for example, precisely
tells us some of them in his recent book Digital Demagogue (2018). Fuchs, in favour of
Critical Theory, argues that the current US political movement underpinning President
Trump is an exemplary authoritarian populism that stems from an ideological connota-
tion of the person Trump, capitalism, authoritarianism and contemporary social media,
that is from ‘Trumpology’, as he calls it (2018, ch. 5). From this perspective, he defines
the ideological base of Trumpism as ‘authoritarian capitalism’, a

capitalism that uses repressive state power in order to advance capitalist interests, which fea-
tures a blurring of the boundaries between the state and big capital, state intervention into the
economy in favour of big capital, law-and-order politics, armament and militarism, and a
certain degree of repressive politics against immigrants, the political opposition and other
constructed enemies. (2018, 58)

Needless to say, these ideological tools triggering authoritarianism are herein profoundly
associated with Trump’s Twitter strategy. Similarly, Douglas Kellner, with the use of
Frommian and Critical Theory methods, attempts to shed light on the issue by way of
populism analysis, particularly in terms of ‘media spectacle’ (2016, e.g. 1–12). The po-
sitions of these two works are akin to each other in many respects, and it seems that a
difference between those is made only by Fuchs’ particular emphasis upon ideological
effects on Trumpist populism anchored in a synthetic combination of capitalism and
social media.

On the other hand, Henry A. Giroux takes a more classical way of explaining right-wing
extremism in terms of fascism without particular stress on the role of social media. He
argues that Trump has come into being as a contemporary ‘demagogue’ who deploys capi-
talist ideologies for political mobilization (2018, 29). As he puts it,

[be]ing ‘flawed differently’ means mobilizing against the suffocating circles of certainty that
define the ideologies, worldviews, and policies that are driving the new authoritarianism,
expressed so clearly by a Trump administration official who, with an echo of fascist Brown-
shirt bravado, told the press to shut up and be quiet. (2018, 59)

He concludes that the main connotation of this politics is no doubt ‘escape from freedom’
(2018, 25). This work rather focuses more on an analysis of how Trumpism has flourished
and will flourish with respect to the fascist escape.

Fuchs’ and Kellner’s analyzes in terms of populism give some new points of view con-
cerning the relationship between capitalism and social media and are relevant in
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identifying the ideological functions of new media supported by the market mechanism
involving all classes. Giroux’s, in this respect, is peculiar in the sense that it keeps a
firm grip on the classical concept of fascism and might seem in some way a bit old-
fashioned. To be sure, Kellner’s work partly applies a Frommian method of social psychol-
ogy, but these three works, however, all lack a socio-theoretical, analytical perspective that
can go into sufficient detail about far-right political phenomena with the use of a categori-
cal effect of fascism at both economic and political levels that typifies Frommian approaches;
this can be seen particularly in Fromm’s conceptions of narcissism and necrophilia, both
of which embrace his distinctive socio-theoretical analysis. In addition, it does not appear
that they sufficiently internalize some pathological perspective that characterizes Fromm’s
social theory.

Arguably, the Trumpist type of politics can be in some respects explained more reason-
ably in terms of populism, particularly in the sense that the political movement works as a
framework of a self-defence mechanism of political elites (D’Eramo 2013) and anti-plu-
ralism in a liberal democracy (Galston 2018). In these cases, the concept of populism is
more relevant in that politics functions in the same mechanism whether right or left. In
addition, Trumpism can be tackled better by the same notion in the sense that it is a
‘senile disorder’ in the liberal democracy side, a ‘“revolt of the included” who have now
been pushed to the margins’ (Revelli 2019, 1–11; cf. Müller 2016, 11). In this case, politics
also works regardless of the distinction between right and left. However, the concept of
post-fascism does rather work better in discerning the socio-psychological structures of
political extremism intertwined with xenophobic racism and ethno-nationalism, particu-
larly with respect to finding out some sources of fascist orientations in the social structures.
In that case, Fromm’s conception of fascism, particularly in terms of his characterological
theory, is quite useful and relevant.

To summarize, in terms of the Frommian social theory of narcissism, post-fascism in
liberal democracies emerges through bundling up people’s negative social psychologies
generated structurally by their deep dissatisfaction with economic narcissism, particularly
through the social transference from economic narcissism to political narcissism, a nation-
wide transference that is used for a political formulation.

Conclusion

As we have seen, in Fromm’s terms it is possible to see populist politics as an extension of a
fascist development even in liberal democracies, or rather, it is relevant to tackle the issue
from the perspective of the category of fascism. In this light, the theoretical scope of
Fromm’s critical social theory is precisely to shed light on pathological social and political
phenomena in historical continuity, or, more accurately, to detect the sources of fascist
orientations in seemingly democratic practice in from within terms, rather than populist
sources that are associated simply with a political style, and to seek effective remedies for
the difficulties.

I conclude that in terms of a Frommian critical social theory of narcissism, fascist types
of politics go places even in advanced countries, particularly in the form of authoritarian
populism, wherever is based on a narcissistic socio-character structure associated with an
authoritarian orientation, that is to say in liberal democracies.
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Notes

1. On this, Morelock’s work (2018) and Kellner’s work (2016) tackle the issues of ‘authoritarian
populism’ from this perspective, focusing particularly on those in the US. However, the
frameworks of the books are not involved specifically in analysing the issues in terms of
fascism.

2. In addition, it is worthwhile to develop Fromm’s social theory of narcissism, particularly in
the sense that exactly in the context of fascism Traverso himself refers to Fromm in his recent
work on post-fascism and populism, The New Faces of Fascism (2019, 24).

3. This fact can be considered in the same line as disregard for a scholarly figure of Fromm as a
Critical Theorist as seen above.

4. In this respect, from a Frommian perspective the current academic trend of interdisciplinary
attempts does rather appear to be a counterpart phenomenon of the subdivision of
disciplines.

5. On this, it must be noted that in Frommian terms the economic sense of narcissism is that in
a market one seeks to act in order to sell oneself at the highest possible price, and that its
political sense is that in a political society one helps others and vice versa (politics of self-
love) or depends upon others and vice versa (politics of narcissism). This is, as noted
above, based essentially on Fromm’s dialectical view of narcissism and self-love.

6. With regard to the description ‘bundle individual together’, it is interesting to note that the
concept of fascism is derived from the Italian word ‘fascio’, meaning ‘bundle of rods’, which is
used for the delineation of group solidarity (Whittam 1995, 6).

7. This book is of great relevance in many respects, particularly in the sense that it carries out
some clinical case studies of Hitler and some political elites such as Joseph Stalin and Hein-
rich Himmler. The book can be useful in identifying not only the essence of authoritarian
characteristics but also some of its additional character features.

8. However, it should be noted that he had already introduced the concept and succeeded in this
work to a certain extent in The Heart of Man (1964).

9. It is particularly interesting to note that Fromm defines Hitler as a ‘withdrawn, extremely
narcissistic, unrelated, undisciplined, sadomasochistic, and necrophilous person’ (1973, 413).

10. With regard to the second point, some works can be referred to (Griffin 2007; Woodley
2010).

11. My brief survey shows that there hardly existed any parallel usage of the two political con-
cepts before the 1970s.

12. It can be argued that the term post-fascism was introduced by the Rumanian philosopher
Gáspár Miklós Tamás (2000, 2001).
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