
Marcuse and the Cave

Herbert Marcuse’s One-Dimensional Man



Plato’s Allegory of the Cave I

� Remember Philosophy 101

� Plato’s Republic, Book VII

� In the cave, people are chained.  They see the wall 
in front of them upon which shadows are 
projected.  They mistake shadows for substance projected.  They mistake shadows for substance 
and illusions for reality.

� The Philosopher escapes his chains, sees the truth 
behind the shadows, gains knowledge.

� The Philosopher is at first blinded by the sun 
outside of the cave but his eyes adjust. 



Plato’s Allegory of the Cave II

� The Philosopher disdains the society of the cave-
dwellers.  He disdains that which receives praise 
from those under an illusion.

� The Philosopher’s eyes no longer see well in the 
darkness.darkness.

� The cave-dwellers consider the Philosopher to be 
stupid.

� He feels compassion for his fellows in the cave 
and attempts to free them from illusion.

� They respond with ridicule and violence.



Dialectic as Education

� “And when the eye of the soul is really buried in a 
sort of barbaric bog, dialectic gently pulls it out 
and leads it upwards…to help it and cooperate 
with it in turning the soul around.”

� Dialectic = “tension between conflicting ideas”; 
“investigation of truth through discussion”



Dialectic, Hegel, and Marx

� Hegel (1770-1831) revived the idea of dialectic in 
modern philosophy.

� Today, both left and right-wing Hegelians exist.

� Marx picked up the idea of dialectic from Hegel � Marx picked up the idea of dialectic from Hegel 
and argued that history unfolds through dialectic.

� Thesis -> antithesis -> synthesis

� owners -> workers -> communist utopia



The Frankfurt School

� Institute for Social Research at the University of 
Frankfurt am Main

� Marxist thinkers who:

� Criticized other Marxists for supporting 
CommunismCommunism

� Criticized other Marxists for being unable to 
explain the development of the affluent, stable 
Capitalist societies

� “Frankfurt School” combined Marx with other 
theories, such as existentialism and Freudian 
psychoanalysis.



The Frankfurt School

� Founded in 1923; continues today

� Centered around “critical theory”

� Significant members include Erich Fromm, Max 
Horkheimer, Theodor Adorno, Herbert Marcuse, 
Jurgen Habermas, and others.Jurgen Habermas, and others.

� Most important critical theorist today is Jurgen 
Habermas – Associated with the “public sphere”

� What is critical theory?

� The application of critique to the ideology of 
society.



critique

� Autonomous individuals govern themselves.

� Autonomy is demonstrated by a person who 
chooses an action out of a respect for moral duty.

� This takes judgment.

� The autonomous individual has judgment.

� Critique is analysis; it means exercising “the 
faculty of judgment”.

� Self-governing, free individuals critique



Critical Theory

� Concerned with the relationship between critique
and moral autonomy.

� Applies the practice of critique to the ideology of a 
society.

� Note:  critique does not mean mere criticism.  



Herbert Marcuse

� 1898 – 1979
� Born in Germany
� Left Germany in 1933 

during the rise of the 
Nazis

� Became US Citizen in � Became US Citizen in 
1940

� Worked for US 
government against 
fascism during WWII

� Taught at Columbia, 
Harvard, Brandeis, UCSD

� “Father of the New Left”



Marx + Freud = Herbert Marcuse



Marcuse & Sigmund Freud

� In his book Civilization and its Discontents, Freud argued 
that human instincts and civilization are in conflict.

� “Our civilisation is, generally speaking, founded on the 
suppression of instincts.”

� We can’t go around killing whomever we want, sleeping 
with whomever we want, and not working.with whomever we want, and not working.

� As humans we have instinctual needs/desires towards 
both violence/death (thanatos) and sex/life that we 
repress through a socially-acquired conscience (or 
superego)

� The conflict between “instinctual freedom” and 
civilization’s demand for conformity creates discontent, 
neuroses, and guilt.



Marcuse & Sigmund Freud

� In Eros and Civilization, Marcuse disagrees with Freud.

� Civilization does not have to demand the suppression of 
human’s desire for individual freedom.

� Humanity’s “life energy”, or Eros, is actually liberating and 
constructive.constructive.

� Eros = love, play, leisure, art, desire for beauty, and sex.

� You might think about the hippies.

� Society's troubles result not from necessary repression 
but from unnecessary “surplus repression”.

� Marx + Freud = A critique of society that argues that the 
“erotic” life is allowed for the rich but denied to the poor. 



Hippies



One-Dimensional Man

� Published in 1964

� It is a critique of western 
capitalist society as well 
as of USSR communism.as of USSR communism.



Existence vs. Essence

� We must distinguish between:

� Fact and potential

� Appearance and reality

� “One-dimensional thought is not able to make these � “One-dimensional thought is not able to make these 
distinctions and thus submits to the power of the existing 
society.”

-Douglas Kellner

� The authentic individual can resist; the one-dimensional 
man submits to the power of existing society.



Dialectic vs. one-dimensional thought

� Dialectic = Platonic dialogue

� Truth through discussion

� Thesis -> antithesis -> synthesis

� Idea -> critique -> better, fuller, richer idea� Idea -> critique -> better, fuller, richer idea

� “one-dimensional” thought lacks the critical 
dimension

� It conforms to existing thought and behavior

� Without critique how do we see new potentials?

� How do we transcend existing society?



“One-Dimensional” Man

� Real human life needs freedom, creativity, self-
determination.

� Real humans are subjects not mere objects

� In one-dimensional society, the subject does not � In one-dimensional society, the subject does not 
or cannot stand outside but is assimilated.

� Rather than living a self-determined life, the one-
dimensional man follows external, objective 
norms and structures.

� He is an object not a subject.



Subject vs. Object

� A subject is free; an object is un-free

� A subject determines; an object is determined

� Marcuse argued that modern society was � Marcuse argued that modern society was 
evaporating the subjectivity of humans.

� Humans were losing the power of critique, and 
were increasingly administered by society.



The New Forms of Control

� “A comfortable, smooth, reasonable, democratic 
unfreedom prevails in advanced industrial 
civilization, a token of technical progress.”

� “Independence of thought, autonomy, and the � “Independence of thought, autonomy, and the 
right to political opposition are being deprived of 
their basic critical function in a society which 
seems increasingly capable of satisfying the needs 
of the individuals through the way in which it is 
organized.”



The New Forms of Control

� “Under the conditions of a rising standard of 
living, non-conformity with the system itself 
appears to be socially useless,...”

� “The most effective and enduring form of warfare 
against liberation is the implanting of material 
and intellectual needs that perpetuate obsolete 
forms of the struggle for existence.”



True Needs vs. False Needs

� True needs:

� Food

� Clothing

� Lodging

� “the satisfaction of these needs is the prerequisite for the � “the satisfaction of these needs is the prerequisite for the 
realization of all needs...”

� “the question of what are true and false needs must be 
answered by the individuals themselves...”

� But, we are being manipulated.

� False consciousness?



True Needs vs. False Needs

� “False Needs are those which are superimposed 
upon the individual...which perpetuate toil, 
aggressiveness, misery and injustice.”

� “Most of the prevailing needs to relax, to have 
fun, to behave and consume in accordance with 
the advertisements, to love and hate what others 
love and hate, belong to this category of false 
needs.”



False Needs = Toil?

� Marcuse wonders why we are still chained to our jobs, for 
so much of our life, if we are capable of providing for 
ourselves so easily now.

� Work

� Save� Save

� Buy

� Work

� Save

� Buy

� Marcuse argues that consumerism has made us less free, 
less in control of our destinies, and therefore less human.



Who do we blame?

� “the decisive difference is in the flattening out of 
the contrast (or conflict) between the given and 
the possible...”

� In a society where the worker and his boss watch � In a society where the worker and his boss watch 
the same television program, “then this 
assimilation indicates not the disappearance of 
classes, but the extent to which the needs and 
satisfactions that serve the preservation of the 
Establishment are shared by the underlying 
population.”



Who do we blame?

� Even owners and bosses are integrated, becoming 
less makers of decisions than corporate 
administrators

� Behind the veil of vast corporate & government 
administration, responsibility dissolves and there administration, responsibility dissolves and there 
is no place to affix responsibility, resentment, or 
anger

� Who governs? Who leads?



Objectification

� “The People recognize themselves in their 
commodities; they find their soul in their 
automobile, hi-fi set, split-level home, kitchen 
equipment.”

� “This is the pure form of servitude: to exist as an 
instrument, as a thing.”



Objectification



Objectification



Where are we going?

� “this society is a thoroughly static system of life: 
self-propelling in its oppressive productivity and 
in its beneficial coordination.”

� “Life as an end is qualitatively different from life 
as a means.”



� “The unrealistic sound of these propositions is 
indicative, not of their utopian character, but of 
the strength of forces which prevent their 
realization.”

-Herbert Marcuse, One-Dimensional Man

� “And, as for anyone who tried to free them and 
lead them upward, if they could somehow get 
their hands on him, wouldn’t they kill him?”

-Plato, The Republic



The End (for now)


