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AUTHORITARIAN ATTACHMENT DYNAMICS OF LATE-STAGE CAPITALISM

RETHINKING AUTHORITARIANISM FROM PERSONALITY TO ATTACHMENT
WITH ERICH FROMM’S WORK

The  relationship  between  the  psyche,  social  conditions  and  authoritarianism  has
garnered significant  attention in  psychological  and sociological  research.  Initially,  the
interplay  of  attitudes  and  authoritarianism  was  prominently  explored  by  scholars
associated with the Frankfurt School who conceptualized authoritarian behavior as an
outcome of internal conflicts, socialization pressures and personality orientations. This
construct of the authoritarian 'personality' encompasses psychological predispositions
characterized by a propensity to submit to authority, endorse traditional values, engage
in stereotypical and rigid thinking, exhibit sexual inhibition, engage in projection, and
harbor  hostility  towards  out-groups1.  While  this  perspective  transcends  the  19th-
century psychoanalytic model of the self by emphasizing the role of social structures, the
concept of ‘personality’  and its implicit  adherence to drive theory might fall  short in
understanding social aspects in far-right populism: In the Freudian drive model and, by
extension,  the  Frankfurt  School  model  of  authoritarian personality,  the  dimension of
embodiment is reduced to sexuality and its repression, subsuming social emotions such
as  pride,  envy,  and  shame  to  an  underlying  sexual  core2 while  their  inherent  socio-
hierarchic formation conditions are de-emphasized. As a consequence, the individual’s
emotional experience as an "introjection of an irrational society"3 or 'malaise'4 fail  to
capture how individual-level impacts of social structures co-produce authoritarianism.

1 Adorno, T. W./ Frenkel-Brunswik, E./ Levinson, D. J./ Sanford, R. N. (1950): The Authoritarian 
Personality. Harper & Brothers. \ Lö wenthal, L./ Guterman, N. (1949): Prophets of Deceit: A Study of 
the Techniques of the American Agitator. Harper & Brothers. 

2 Kaus, R.J. (1999): Psychoanalyse und Sozialpsychologie. Sigmund Freud und Erich Fromm; Heidelberg:
Universitä tsverlag C. Winter; 125.
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Beyond  these  limitations,  contemporary  scholarship  links  authoritarianism  to
social  dislocation  and  individual  psychological  factors  like  fear,  uncertainty,  and
socioeconomic instability5. In accordance, attachment theory approaches examine how
these  experiences  shape  attachment  styles  early  in  childhood,  influencing  levels  of
emotional  well-being,  self-esteem,  compassion,  and  tolerance6.  By  prioritizing
interpersonal  dynamics  instead  of  the  individual  psyche,  attachment  approaches
illuminate  the  intersection  of  social  cognition,  emotion,  behavior,  and  conscience  as
individuals are seen as components situated in dynamic social contexts that mold their
internal representations of the social world7. In particular insecure attachment, linked to
early-life stressors and lower socioeconomic status, can lead to a heightened experience
of fear and doubt, insecurity and lack of belonging8.  This, in turn, can strengthen the
need  for  symbolic  group  affiliations9 or  conspiratorial  ideation10.  Unsurprisingly,
parental rejection correlate with avoidant attachment, idealized perceptions of parents,
and  authoritarianism11.  Emotional  dysregulation  stemming  from  early  care-giving
deficits  can foster  shame,  aggression,  narcissism,  and other  antisocial  behaviors  that
correlate  with  reduced  emotional  regulation12 and  reduced  somatosensory  (bodily)
cognition of affective states13. 

These studies suggest a notable importance of both societal-structural causes on
the one hand and insecure attachment and somatosensory-emphatic deficits caused in
childhood on the other hand in shaping authoritarian behaviors. This underscores the
limitation  of  emphasizing  emotional  states  or  repression  isolated  from  social,
somatosensory, and relational conditions of individuals in theorizing authoritarianism
today.  To  reframe  authoritarianism  within  a  comprehensive  theoretical  framework,

3 Adorno, T. W. (1948): Remarks on The Authoritarian Personality. Unpublished, available online in the 
Max Horkheimer archive in the Universitatsbibliothek, Goethe Universitat, Frankfurt am Main.

4 Lö wenthal/ Gutermann 1949 (ibid.).
5 Altemeyer, B. (2006). The Authoritarian Specter. Harvard University Press. \ Hetherington, M. J./ 

Weiler, J. D. (2009): Authoritarianism and polarization in American politics. Cambridge University 
Press.

6 Jost, J. T./ Glaser, J./ Kruglanski, A. W./ Sulloway, F. (2003): Political conservatism as motivated social 
cognition. Psychological Bulletin (129): 339–375. \ Ainsworth, M. D. S./ Blehar, M. C./ Waters, E./ Wall, 
S. (1978): Patterns of attachment: A psychological study of the strange situation. Hillsdale: Erlbaum. \ 
Hazan, C./ Shaver, P. (1987): Romantic love conceptualized as an attachment process. Journal of 
Personality and Social Psychology (52): 511–524.

7 e.g. Boccato, G./ Capozza, D. (2011): Attachment styles and social groups: Review of a decade. TPM-
Testing, Psychometrics, Methodology in Applied Psychology 18(1): 19–30. 

8 De Wolff, M. S./ van IJzendoorn, M. H. (1997): Sensitivity and attachment: A meta-analysis on parental 
antecedents of infant attachment. Child Development (68: 4): 571-591.

9 Deci, E. L./ Ryan, R. M. (2000): The “what’’ and “why’’ of goal pursuits: Human needs and the self-
determination of behavior. Psychological Inquiry (11): 227–268.

10 Green, Ricky/ Douglas, Karen M. (2018): Anxious attachment and belief in conspiracy theories; in: 
Personality and Individual Differences (125): 30-37.

11 e.g. Main et al.  1985 (ibid.) \ Hassen MK. (1987): Parental behavior, authoritarianism and prejudice. 
Manas (34): 41–50.

12 Lindquist, K. A./ Barrett, L. F. (2008): Emotional complexity.; in: M. Lewis/ J. M. Haviland-Jones/ L. F. 
Barrett (eds.): Handbook of emotions; Guilford Press; 513-530.

13 Wainio-Theberge S,/Armony JL. (2023): Antisocial and impulsive personality traits are linked to 
individual differences in somatosensory maps of emotion; in: Scientific Reports 13(1):675.

2



integrating sociostructural, somatosensory-affective, and relational conditions within a
critical  theory approach,  Erich Fromm's insights emerge as pivotal.  Departing from a
narrow  focus  on  biological  drives,  Fromm  offers  a  differentiated  understanding  of
human  motivation,  viewing  both  biological  and  social  needs  as  shaped  by  societal
structures and emphasizing the vital importance of meaningful belonging and healthy
social  attachment14.  As  a  result,  his  perspective  highlights  how  deficiencies  in  these
areas,  such  as  social  narcissism  and  non-sexual  sadism,  shape  both  the  personal
identities and broader affective dynamics which constitute the conditions that enable
and  stabilize  authoritarian  tendencies15.  This  theoretical  lens  enables  a  deeper
exploration of the psychological and sociostructural factors that either foster or hinder
healthy relating in a broader social context. By applying Fromm's perspective, we can
reexamine the complex interplay between individual psychology, societal dynamics, and
social  bonds  inherent  in  authoritarianism  and  contemporary  far-right  dynamics  and
ideologies.

Friday 6th of December

14:00 Agnes Wankmüller (University of Passau)

Towards an understanding of Affective Attachment Dynamics

Comment: Mareike Kajewski

15:00 Niclas O' Donnokoé (International Psychoanalytic University Berlin)

Escape from Anxiety. An existentialist re-reading of Fromm's anthropology 
in the light of current social developments

16:00 Coffee and Snack

17:00 Amanda Malerba (Federal University of São Paulo)

Sadism and the other: reflecting with Freud and Fromm

18:00 Keynote: Andrew J. Shapiro (Graduate Center, CUNY)

Complicity of the Oppressed:  A Socially Patterned Defect that Reproduces  
Inequality

14 Kaus 1999: 206-7; 211.
15 Fromm, E. (1969): Escape from Freedom. New York: Avon Books. \ Short, N. (2017): On the Subject of 

Far-Right-Wing Politics. Critical Sociology (43:4-5): 763-777.
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Saturday 7th of December

09:00  Aastha Tyagi (University of Hamburg)

 Judaav (affective connection) for the nation: Values and ‘feeling rules’ in a 
Hindu nationalist home

10:00 Alexander Neupert-Doppler (Karlshochschule Karlsruhe)

Fromm's concept of the revolutionary character as an orientation for anti-
fascist pedagogy

11:00 Abosede P. Ipadoela (Catholic University Eichstatt-Ingolstadt)

TBA

12:00 Break for Lunch

13:00 Xiao He (East China University of Political Science and Law, Shanghai)

The Problem with Suffering Subject: Autonomy and dependence among 
migrant workers in Shanghai

14:00 Lukas Meisner (University of Erfurt)

Beyond Fascisisation, Towards Socio-Ecological Transformation: Defending 
the Concept ‘False Needs’ with Fromm and Marcuse

15:00 End of Workshop

The workshop will be held at: University of Hildesheim
Domänestraße 46
31141 Hildesheim
Seminar room Hs 46/ Weißes Haus KC.46.0.03

For registration please contact: Agnes Wankmüller 
wankmu01@ads.uni-passau.  de            

Mareike Kajewski
ka  jewski@uni-hildesheim.de  
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