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THE PARADOX OF
FREEDOM:
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FEAR OF FREEDOM

I n  a n  a g e  w h e r e
individual  liberty  is
c e l e b r a t e d  a s  a
supreme  va lue ,  a
troubling  question
l ingers:  Why  do  so
many  people  willingly
s u r r e n d e r  t h e i r
freedom? The  answer,
a c c o r d i n g  t o
psychoanalyst  and
social philosopher Erich
F r o m m ,  l i e s  i n  a
profound psychological
conflict  —  the  fear  of

freedom  itself.  In  his
seminal  1941  work,
Escape  from  Freedom
(also published as The
Fear  of  Freedom),
Fromm argued that the
very  liberty  we  crave
can become a crushing
b u r d e n ,  l e a d i n g
individuals  to  seek
refuge in authoritarian
systems,  compulsive
conformity,  or  self-
destructive  behaviors.
This  article  explores
F r o m m ’ s
groundbreaking thesis,
e x a m i n i n g  t h e
h i s t o r i c a l ,
psychological,  and
sociological dimensions
of  the  Erich  Fromm
fear  o f  f reedom
concept,  and  reveals
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w h y  i t  r e m a i n s
strikingly  relevant
today.
Fromm’s insight is both
u n s e t t l i n g  a n d
liberating.  He  did  not
merely  descr ibe  a
pathological  aversion
to  choice;  instead,  he
d i a g n o s e d  a
widespread  human
condition rooted in the
separat ion  o f  the
i n d i v i d u a l  f r o m
trad i t iona l  soc ia l
s t r u c t u r e s .  A s
modernity  dissolved
the bonds of feudalism,
c o m m u n i t y ,  a n d
religious  certainty,
p e o p l e  g a i n e d
u n p r e c e d e n t e d
personal  freedom  —
but  also  inherited  a
profound  sense  of
i s o l a t i o n ,
powerlessness,  and
anxiety. For many, the
weight  of  this  new
autonomy  proved  too
heavy  to  bear.  The
Erich Fromm fear of

f reedom  i s  no t  a
dislike of liberty, but a
deep-seated  terror  of
the  lonel iness  and
responsibil ity  that
authentic  freedom
entails.

Who Was
Erich
Fromm?
E r i c h  F r o m m
(1900–1980)  was  a
German-born American
psychoanalyst  and
social critic who sought
to  b r idge  the  gap
between  Freudian
psychology and Marxist
social theory. He was a
m e m b e r  o f  t h e
Frankfurt  School  of
critical  theory,  though
he later developed his
o w n  h u m a n i s t i c
approach .  F romm
believed  that  human
nature  is  not  fixed  but



Erich Fromm Fear Of Freedom 3

3

shaped  by  social  and
historical  conditions.
His  work  consistently
e x p l o r e d  h o w
economic  and  cultural
structures  influence
the psyche — and how
individuals  respond  to
t h e  p r e s s u r e s  o f
modern  society.  The
concept  encapsulated
in  the  Erich  Fromm
fear  of  freedom  is
central  to  his  entire
b o d y  o f  t h o u g h t ,
appearing  not  only  in
Escape  from  Freedom
but also in later works
s u c h  a s  M a n  f o r
Himself  and The Sane
Society.

The Core
Thesis:
Freedom

as
Burden
Fromm  begins  with  a
distinction  between
two kinds of  freedom:
f r e e d o m  f r o m
(negative freedom) and
freedom  to  (positive
freedom).  Freedom
f r o m  r e f e r s  t o
liberation from external
constra ints  —  the
overthrow  of  tyrants,
the  end  of  feudalism,
t h e  r e m o v a l  o f
censorship.  Modern
democratic  societies
have  largely  achieved
this negative freedom.
However,  according to
Fromm,  this  liberation
came  at  a  cost .  As
people broke free from
traditional  authorities
and  communal  ties,
they lost the sense of
security and belonging
that  those  structures
provided. They became
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isolated individuals in a
vast, indifferent world.
The  Erich  Fromm
fear  o f  f reedom
arises precisely at this
point.  The  individual,
now  untethered,  feels
overwhelmed  by  the
s h e e r  n u m b e r  o f
choices and the burden
of  self-determination.
Without  a  firm
grounding  in  social
roles or shared beliefs,
the  self  feels  fragile
and  insignificant.  The
result  is  a  burning
desire  to  escape  from
freedom — to find new
forms  of  attachment,
submission,  or  fusion
that relieve the anxiety
of  isolation.  Fromm
therefore  argues  that
t h e  g r e a t e s t
p s y c h o l o g i c a l
challenge  of  modern
society  is  not  how  to
gain  more  freedom,
but how to handle the
freedom  we  already
have.

Historical
Roots:
From
Medieval
Bonds to
Modern
Isolation
To  understand  the
Erich Fromm fear of
freedom ,  we  must
look at history. Fromm
p r o v i d e s  a  v i v i d
contrast  between
medieval  society  and
the modern era. In the
M i d d l e  A g e s ,  a
person’s  place  in  the
world  was  fixed  by
birth,  guild,  church,
and feudal obligations.
T h e r e  w a s  l i t t l e
individual freedom, but
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there  was  also  little
doubt about identity or
purpose.  The  social
order provided a clear
sense of belonging and
meaning, even if it was
rigid and unequal.
The  Renaissance,
Reformation,  and  rise
of capitalism shattered
th i s  s ta t i c  wor ld .
P e o p l e  g a i n e d
economic  mobility,
religious  choice,  and
personal  ambition  —
but they also lost  the
comforting  webs  of
tradition. Martin Luther
and  John  Calvin,  for
example,  taught  that
salvation depended on
God’s  inscrutable  will
rather  than  on  the
Church’s  mediation.
This  doctrine,  Fromm
argues,  intensified
f e e l i n g s  o f
powerlessness  and
anxiety. The Protestant
e t h i c  p u s h e d
individuals  to  work
tirelessly to prove their

worth,  not  because
they  fe l t  f ree,  but
because  they  were
haunted by doubt. The
Erich Fromm fear of
freedom  thus  has
deep  historical  roots:
each  l eap  toward
ind iv idua l  l iber ty
b r o u g h t  n e w
p s y c h o l o g i c a l
p r e s s u r e s  t h a t
demanded resolution.

The
Psychic
Mechanis
ms of
Escape
Fromm  identifies  three
primary ways in which
individuals  attempt  to
flee from the burden of
freedom. These are not
conscious  choices  but
d e e p l y  r o o t e d
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p s y c h o l o g i c a l
mechanisms that seem
to offer relief.

AUTHORITARIANISM

T h e  m o s t  v i s i b l e
e s c a p e  r o u t e  i s
authoritarianism — the
tendency to submit to
a powerful leader or to
seek  dominance  over
others.  By  merging
w i t h  a n  e x t e r n a l
a u t h o r i t y ,  t h e
individual  gives  up
thei r  own  wi l l  and
becomes  part  o f  a
larger, powerful whole.
This  is  the  dynamic
Fromm  observed  in
Nazi  Germany  and
Fascist  Italy,  but  it  is
n o t  l i m i t e d  t o
totalitarian  regimes.
A u t h o r i t a r i a n
persona l i t ies  can
emerge in any society
where  people  feel
anxious,  isolated,  and
powerless.  They  long
for  a  leader  who  will
make  decisions  for

them,  define  right  and
wrong,  and  provide  a
sense  of  purpose.
S a d i s t i c  a n d
masochistic tendencies
often go hand in hand:
some  people  enjoy
controll ing  others,
while  others  revel  in
submission.  Both  are
expressions  of  the
Erich Fromm fear of
f r e e d o m  —  t h e
inability  to  bear  the
weight  of  one’s  own
autonomy.

DESTRUCTIVENESS

A  s e c o n d  e s c a p e
m e c h a n i s m  i s
destructiveness  — the
urge  to  annihilate,
whether  d i rec ted
outward (violence, war,
vandalism)  or  inward
( s e l f - s a b o t a g e ,
addiction).  According
t o  F r o m m ,  w h e n
i n d i v i d u a l s  f e e l
h e l p l e s s  a n d
o v e r w h e l m e d ,
destroying  something
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o r  s o m e o n e  c a n
restore  a  temporary
s e n s e  o f  p o w e r .
Destructiveness  is  not
necessarily  rooted  in
hatred;  rather,  it  is  a
pathological reaction to
an  unbearable  inner
emptiness.  The  Erich
F r o m m  f e a r  o f
freedom can manifest
as  hosti l ity  toward
t h o s e  w h o  s e e m
different  or  successful,
or as a desire to tear
d o w n  s o c i a l
institutions. In a world
where  freedom  feels
like chaos,  destruction
offers  a  dark  form  of
relief.

AUTOMATON
CONFORMITY

The  most  common
e s c a p e  i n
c o n t e m p o r a r y
democracies,  Fromm
argues,  is  automaton
con fo rmi ty  —  the
process  by  wh ich
individuals  abandon

their  authentic  selves
and adopt  the values,
tastes,  and  behaviors
dictated  by  society.
T h e y  b e c o m e
indistinguishable  from
mil l ions  of  others,
thinking what everyone
else  thinks,  wanting
what  everyone  else
wants. This isn’t  overt
submission to a tyrant;
it  is  a  subtle,  often
unconscious  surrender
to  majority  opinion,
consumer culture,  and
soc ia l  media .  The
individual  loses  their
own identity but gains
a  sense  of  belonging.
The  Erich  Fromm
fear  of  freedom  is
thus  soothed  by  the
f a l s e  s e c u r i t y  o f
conformity.  Yet  the
price is high: a life of
quiet  desperation,
alienation, and lack of
g e n u i n e  s e l f -
expression.
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RELEVANCE
TODAY: IS THE
FEAR OF FREEDOM

STILL ALIVE?

Decades  after  Fromm
wrote  Escape  from
Freedom,  his  analysis
feels more urgent than
e v e r .  T h e  E r i c h
F r o m m  f e a r  o f
freedom  is  visible  in
multiple  aspects  of
modern  l i fe ,  f rom
pol i t ical  trends  to
digital  behavior.

Political
Populism
and the
Search
for

Authority
Across  the  g lobe ,
authoritarian  leaders
have gained popularity
by promising to restore
order,  security,  and
national  greatness.
They  offer  simple
answers  to  complex
problems,  and  they
d e m a n d  l o y a l t y .
Suppor te rs  o f ten
express  a  desire  to
escape  the  confusion
of  democratic  debate
and  the  anxiety  of
economic  uncertainty.
F r o m m  w o u l d
recognize  this  as  a
classic  authoritarian
escape:  the  individual
gladly  surrenders  the
burden  of  freedom  in
e x c h a n g e  f o r
p r o t e c t i o n  a n d
certainty.  The  Erich
F r o m m  f e a r  o f
freedom is a powerful
undercurrent  in  the
r i s e  o f  p o p u l i s t
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movements,  where
f o l l o w e r s  f e e l
powerless  in  the  face
o f  g l oba l i za t i on ,
a u t o m a t i o n ,  a n d
cultural  change.  They
seek  a  strong  father
figure to take control.

Social
Media
and
Conformit
y in the
Digital
Age
Automaton  conformity
has found a new home
o n  s o c i a l  m e d i a
platforms.  Algorithms
encourage  users  to
adopt popular opinions,
c h a s e  l i k e s ,  a n d

perform  a  curated
identity that fits in with
t h e  c r o w d .  T h e
pressure to conform is
immense  —  deviating
from group norms can
lead to online shaming,
c a n c e l l a t i o n ,  o r
isolation.  Many people
fee l  t rapped  in  an
e n d l e s s  c y c l e  o f
c o m p a r i s o n  a n d
va l idat ion-seek ing,
losing touch with their
authentic  desires.  The
Erich Fromm fear of
freedom  is  alive  in
every  scroll:  rather
than  face  the  difficult
work  of  defining  one’s
own values, it is easier
to imitate the behavior
of  influencers,
celebrities,  and  peers.
While  this  provides  a
sense  of  belonging,  it
a l so  fos ters  deep
a n x i e t y  a n d  a
fragmented  sense  of
self.
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OVERCOMING THE
FEAR: FROMM'S
PRESCRIPTION
FOR POSITIVE

FREEDOM

Fromm did not merely
diagnose the problem;
he  also  offered  a  path
forward.  The  key  to
overcoming  the  Erich
F r o m m  f e a r  o f
f r e e d o m  i s  t o
transform  negative
freedom  into  positive
freedom — that  is,  to
develop  the  capacity
f o r  s p o n t a n e o u s
activity,  love,  and
creative work. Positive
f r e e d o m  i s  n o t  a
f r e e d o m  f r o m
constra ints ,  but  a
freedom to: to be fully
oneself,  to  connect
w i t h  o t h e r s
authentically,  and  to
engage with the world
in a meaningful way.

Spontane
ous
Activity
and Love
Fromm  emphasizes
that  spontaneous
activity is the opposite
o f  c o m p u l s i v e
conformity.  When  a
p e r s o n  a c t s
spon taneous ly  —
whether in work, play,
or relationship — they
are  fully  present  and
authentic. They are not
driven by fear, guilt, or
the need for approval.
The  most  important
form  of  spontaneous
activity  is  love,  which
Fromm  defines  not  as
d e p e n d e n c y  o r
sentimentality, but as a
active,  productive
power  that  respects
the uniqueness of  the
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other while uniting with
them.  Genuine  love
requires the courage to
be  independent  and
vulnerable at the same
time. It is the ultimate
antidote  to  the  Erich
F r o m m  f e a r  o f
freedom  because  it
allows the individual to
maintain  their  identity
while  experiencing
deep  connection.

Creative
Work and
Authentic
Living
Work,  too,  can  be  an
expression  of  positive
freedom. When labor is
merely  a  means  to
earn money or to obey
external  demands,  it
reinforces  alienation.
B u t  w h e n  w o r k  i s
creative  —  when  it

e x p r e s s e s  o n e ’ s
talents,  passions,  and
values — it becomes a
source of joy and self-
realization.  Fromm
advocates for a society
t h a t  e n a b l e s  a l l
individuals  to  engage
i n  p r o d u c t i v e ,
meaningful activity. On
a  pe r sona l  l eve l ,
overcoming  the  Erich
F r o m m  f e a r  o f
freedom  involves
taking responsibility for
one’s  l i fe ,  making
conscious choices, and
a c c e p t i n g  t h e
uncertainty that comes
w i t h  b e i n g  a n
autonomous  human
being. It is not an easy
path, but it is the only
one  tha t  l eads  t o
genuine well-being.

CONCLUSION:
EMBRACING THE
BURDEN OF
FREEDOM

E r i c h  F r o m m ’ s
exploration of the fear
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of  freedom  remains
o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
profound psychological

and social  analyses of
the  twentieth  century.
He showed that


