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Remembering Marcuse
Andrew Feenberg

I first met Marcuse in 1965 shortly after he joined the Philosophy Department of the new University of California, San Diego (UCSD). The move to the palms and beaches of southern California seemed to contradict the gloomy pessimism of his writings. But in person Marcuse was not gloomy at all. I recall my own surprise at his ironic humor and his rejection of the exaggerated gestures of respect that some students believed appropriate for a German professor. 

I am forewarned in writing this memoir by an incident that occurred a week or two after I arrived. A graduate student from Berkeley, then the Mecca of revolt, entered the department office where Marcuse was chatting with another professor. The student introduced himself and claimed to be in awe of the great minds gathered before him. Marcuse mocked him mercilessly. I would not want to deserve that mockery, but nevertheless I do think of Marcuse as a truly impressive person. I will try to explain why in the following remarks.

Marcuse was an outstanding figure at UCSD both as a political leader and as a scholar. His uncompromising criticism of the War in Vietnam made him a hero for the left wing students on campus. But his courses were rigorous; in the classroom he was simply a dedicated teacher of the history of philosophy. Nevertheless, he became a target of conservative criticism and was eventually expelled from the university in a complicated maneuver designed to placate Governor Ronald Reagan while preserving the appearance of academic freedom.
I studied Hegel and Heidegger with Marcuse, not Marx. Marcuse viewed them as great idealist philosophers with whom he was still engaged in dialogue. From Hegel he took the idea that each stage in history lives in the shadow of a better future the realization of which it obstructs. We who studied with Marcuse found in his Hegelian vision a validation of our own dissent. Our protests were not merely personal but belonged to History with a capital H. 
Marcuse believed, perhaps incorrectly, that he took very little from his teacher Heidegger. His disappointment over Heidegger’s Nazism was never assuaged. Yet he acknowledged the importance of Heidegger’s false path as an advance to the outer limits of bourgeois philosophy. What did he mean by this backhanded tribute? 
Marcuse criticized Heidegger’s early phenomenological approach for abandoning the concrete ground of history. But there was something right about a philosophy that could resist the hegemony of the “facts,” the vulgar scientistic naturalism then predominant in American philosophy. And Marcuse’s own most radical speculations on the “new sensibility” of the new left implied a phenomenological concept of lived experience. Some of us were immunized against positivism with a therapeutic dose of phenomenology we learned from Marcuse despite his own skepticism.

 Even before he became famous Marcuse was the star of the UCSD Philosophy Department. His very real erudition and charm gained him the respect of many scientists in this science dominated university. His speeches at rallies against the War in Vietnam were attended by hundreds and eventually thousands of students on our rapidly growing campus. We knew how fortunate we were to have such a teacher and I think he was truly dedicated to us despite our clumsiness and naivete. He took his intellectual mission seriously but he also demonstrated with us for our causes which were his as well. When his student Angela Davis was accused of political crimes, he defended her publicly, attracting undesirable attention on the right. When his life was threatened his students showed up to patrol his house. When he was fired from the university we wanted to protest but he discouraged us. He had worked out a deal allowing him to finish his work with his last graduate students. I benefited from this deal; his priorities were clear. 
Marcuse is remembered today primarily for his remarkable prominence during the late 1960s and ‘70s. Few philosophers have achieved such fame. He was not simply a “public intellectual;” he was a media celebrity, precisely the sort of thing he criticized in his writings. 
I was present when Marcuse first discovered his paradoxical status. He was already well known on the Left in the United States and Germany, but he was not yet famous in the world at large. He arrived in Paris for a UNESCO conference on Marx in early May of 1968, just as the largest protest movement of the ‘60s broke out a few blocks from his hotel. On entering the main conference hall, Marcuse was swarmed by journalists with cameras and notebooks. Unbeknownst to him, he had been the object of a press campaign in the preceding week which painted him as the “guru” of the student revolt. (A few weeks later the newspapers published articles refuting their own inflated estimate of his role.) 

A young reporter had observed Marcuse’s discomfort at this unexpected attention. He whispered in my ear that he would be happy to help “the professor” to escape. When he promised to ask no questions I agreed to relay his message. We soon found ourselves in a small car fleeing the scene to Marcuse’s great relief. The reporter offered to take us anywhere in Paris. Marcuse asked to meet the North Vietnamese delegation to the Paris peace talks, which had just begun. 
We asked at the desk of the Lutetia Hotel for an audience with the Vietnamese. They sent us the delegate responsible for public relations. He was a small, extremely thin and poorly dressed fellow who could not have looked less like a diplomat. He opened the conversation by complimenting Marcuse on his great age. Marcuse was taken aback; he did not think of himself as the “ancient of days,” on the contrary! After a further exchange of compliments, the conversation took a political turn. Marcuse warned the Vietnamese not to count on the American working class to end the war. His interlocutor nodded sympathetically. No doubt the Vietnamese had reached the same conclusion long before. 
On the walk to his hotel afterwards, Marcuse was recognized by the students who had just seized the Ecole des Beaux Arts. They invited him to address their general assembly. Marcuse greeted them in the name of the American movement and praised them for rejecting consumer society. This puzzled the Maoists in the audience, who were seeking a Chinese style “worker-peasant alliance” against French capitalism. Marcuse presented a rather different notion in his  UNESCO talk, “A Revision of the Concept of Revolution.” He argued that the revolution was no longer just a matter of replacing one ruling class with another, but also concerned the technological underpinnings of modern societies generally. The “continuity of domination” could be broken only by the transformation of a repressive technological infrastructure.
Marcuse soon identified this project with the May Events. This was the last major outburst of opposition to advanced capitalism. Its famous slogan, “All Power to the Imagination,” corresponded exactly to Marcuse’s transformative vision. Nineteen sixty eight was the “messianic moment” in Walter Benjamin’s sense; it laid down the horizon of progressive possibility for our time. Marcuse paid tribute to the activists who animated this moment in the preface to his most optimistic book, the Essay on Liberation.
What was it about Marcuse that made him a symbol of this moment? He was not flamboyant and did not seek publicity. His writings were considered obscure and although his books sold widely it is hard to believe that they were widely read. Two things made Marcuse such an attractive symbol: certain of his ideas converged with the sensibility of the movement, and he emanated a peculiar kind of personal authority. He was not only old, he was a German philosopher who had lived through many of the major events of the 20th century and survived to tell the tale. It is easy to dismiss the enthusiasm of youth, but not so easy to ignore the fidelity of age to the dreams of youth.
This is where Marcuse like his friend, the Marxist literary critic Lucien Goldmann, differed from many of those who attended the UNESCO conference. Goldmann expressed outrage that we were merely discussing revolution while the real thing unfolded outside the conference hall in the streets. But not all the participants took the movement seriously. After Marcuse left Paris I met a well known Italian Marxist in the courtyard of the Sorbonne, which we students had “liberated” a few days before. I was full of enthusiasm, but he complained that we had created a carnival, not a revolution. Adorno’s notion that the movement was a form of “pseudo-activity” had a certain currency among older left wing intellectuals who failed to recognize themselves in its slogans, demands and, crucially, its style. Marcuse did not share our confidence that revolution was around the corner, but he appreciated our spirit and found traces in it of the “negativity” advocated by the Frankfurt School. 

As he later explained, it was merely a coincidence that his ideas linked him to a movement he no more than others had foreseen. But what a coincidence! Marcuse called for a less repressive society that valued peace and pleasure over war and sacrifice. He argued for eliminating the competitive pressures and acquisitiveness of rich societies in which poverty could finally be eliminated and work transformed into a creative activity. He protested inequality and media manipulation and analyzed their causes in the structure of the system. These ideas were all themes of the movement, indeed they quickly became clichés, and they were developed with philosophical rigor in Marcuse’s books and speeches. 

Much has been made of Marcuse’s ideas on sexuality. He is remembered mistakenly as an advocate of the sort of orgiastic excess associated in the public mind with the movement if not actually enjoyed by many of the participants. In fact he anticipated some of Foucault’s most counter-intuitive conclusions about the politics of sexuality in modern societies. He introduced the concept of “repressive desublimation” to explain the instrumentalization of sex by the system. He argued that the intense focus on sexual attractiveness and sexual activity was not liberating but was part of the larger process of containing libidinal energy within the confines of the existing society. Of course Marcuse opposed the sexual Puritanism that still had considerable influence in America, but he also sounded the alarm over exaggerated expectations of sexual liberation.
A shared dystopian vision of American society constituted the most interesting of the coincidental convergences between Marcuse and the movement. The new left experienced America as a closed system capable of repelling or absorbing opposition. Marcuse’s thought belonged to a tradition of dystopian critique which had long expressed such notions. Like Huxley, he saw a threat to individuality in the rise of modern technological society. Cultural pessimism of this sort was rare on the left where most Marxists still celebrated technical progress while anxiously awaiting the proletarian revolution. By contrast Marcuse emphasized the role of science and technology in the organization of a repressive system.  
These themes appealed to a generation of young people who grew up in the America of the 1950s when the ideology of progress was at its height. We were masters of the atom and had put a man on the moon! No less significant was the integration of the labor unions into consumer society, which demonstrated the obsolescence of socialism. These achievements announced the end of history, the triumph of the existing society over its own utopian potential. To many in the new left and the counter-culture, radical change seemed both necessary and impossible. But paradoxically, by the end of the 1960s, the dystopian vision of isolated social critics like Marcuse was echoed by a mass movement. For that movement, the struggle against the War in Vietnam became a surrogate for the struggle against the imperium of technology at home. 

Beyond these convergences of ideas, there was a peculiar charisma about the person of Marcuse evident to those present at the many protest meetings at which he spoke. He did not indulge in the emotional gestures and rhetorical flourishes of a political orator, but addressed his audience soberly as someone authorized by historical experience and philosophical reflection. This stance made a shocking contrast to the content of his discourse. Here was an old and presumably wise professor calmly advocating revolution in complacent and self-satisfied America.
But perhaps something more profound was at work in Marcuse’s astonishing presence. He had participated as a young conscript in the Berlin soldiers’ council in the German revolution that followed World War I. He had fled the Nazis and worked for their defeat during the second world war and for the denazification of German society afterwards. He had criticized both post-war American society and Soviet communism as failed realizations of democratic ideals. Few of those present at his speeches were aware of the details, but these accumulated experiences seemed somehow expressed in his person, in the deep and strongly accented voice that spoke with authority of the European disaster and foresaw a similar fate for American imperial ambitions despite the triumphalist discourse of the politicians and the media. Thus beyond a convergence of ideas, Marcuse’s presence evoked a kind of mentorship. He taught the value of a life of political engagement by his example.
These impressions of Marcuse’s impact can be explained in terms of the theory of experience which he shared with his Frankfurt School colleagues. They worried that the capacity for experience had been damaged by the development of modern society. Presumably, in earlier times a richer and more complex relation to reality was available. Walter Benjamin was the source of this critical notion of experience. He distinguished between Erfahrung, experience shaped by a deep relation to reality, and Erlebnis, experience as a momentary response to passing sensation. Erfahrung registers the real at a subconscious level and changes the person who undergoes it, while Erlebnis is a defensive response to the speed and shock of daily life in a modern society. Erlebnis has no resonance and quickly slips out of consciousness as new experiences challenge the subject. These characteristic modern experiences leave few traces in contrast to Erfahrung, which has a kind of existential depth. In terms of this distinction Marcuse represented the possibility and the result of a rich and deeply reflected political Erfahrung, something not yet available to his young audience. 
But this audience had something to teach Marcuse. His historical experience was not yet over. His involvement in the new left represented a final chapter in which his own ideas underwent a further transformation. What did Marcuse draw from the movement? Here we have his own testimony in many articles and books written from the late ‘60s until his death in 1979. These texts testify to a revision of his earlier dystopianism. The one-dimensional society was effectively challenged, if not at the political level, at the deeper level of culture. At this level a  successor to the traditional concept of proletarian revolution had appeared. 
Of course Marcuse never imagined that students could overthrow the system. He always insisted that revolution, were it possible at all, could only be the work of the mass of the population. Rather, what the New Left and the counter-culture revealed were structures of sensibility that, if generalized, would destabilize the society and expose it to revolutionary transformation. It was this sensibility rather than the old idea of class consciousness, based on narrowly conceived interests, that constituted the new threat to capitalism. Or perhaps it would be more accurate to say that Marcuse reinterpreted the notion of consciousness in this richer form, revealed by the contemporary movements for radical change.
His theory of the new sensibility, explained in the Essay on Liberation, contained an implicit response to the Frankfurt School’s pessimistic vision of the decline of experience. Marcuse had argued earlier that advanced capitalism reached down into the very instincts with its promised paradise of consumption. Now, he claimed, this overwhelming force of social integration was answered by a new form of resistance. This was not simply a matter of political opinion or intellectual critique, but more profoundly, an existential revulsion at the destructiveness of the system. 
 The new sensibility was informed by the aesthetic imagination which opened up the aura of possibility surrounding the “facts of life” established by capitalism and the technological system that supported its rule.  Perception was no longer confined to the given, but had become critical. Alternatives to the oppressive structures of the society appeared thinkable once again. The individuals regained the mental independence required to break with the rituals of conformity that bound them to the system. The personal had become political, as participants in the movement liked to say. The new left thus renewed the power of the negative, the driving force behind history.
But for Marcuse it was not enough for the personal to become political.  It was also necessary for the political to become technological. Here his thought joined that of the most radical participants in the May Events. After 1968 Marcuse amplified his earlier rather abstract remarks on technology. At a time when many Marxists were skeptical of environmentalism, seen as a diversion from the class struggle, Marcuse argued that the technological domination of both human beings and nature traces back to the same source: the indifference of capitalism to the essential potentialities and life requirements of its workers and resources. But Marcuse was no technophobe. He did not propose a return to premodern conditions. Rather, he argued that the imagination could inform technological design and realize the values underlying the movement in the very structure of the machines. A technology respectful of human beings and nature could replace a system adapted to competition and war. This would be a technology of liberation capable of supporting a modern society without reproducing the domination inherited from the past.
These speculations on technology turned out to be prescient. Old deterministic and technocratic notions have been weakened by a generation of environmental protest. Today we are in the midst of a vast movement to transform technology in response to climate change, although it is not clear that this will have the radical consequences Marcuse foresaw. Perhaps technology is another scene on which the dystopian logic of advanced capitalism has the power to absorb all opposition. Perhaps not. There is a new spirit of concern for nature in the air and whether it is compatible with capitalism as we know it is very much in doubt.

What are we to make of these late developments in Marcuse’s thought? His ideas seem remote after the last 30 years of increasingly reactionary political and social developments. Yet the horizon of radical politics has not shifted much since Marcuse’s day. We still hope for many of the changes the new left struggled to achieve. Feminism, environmentalism, various democratic alternatives to capitalism all survive as ideals despite what Marcuse called the “preventive counter-revolution” that responded politically to the rise of the left. 

It is therefore too soon to dismiss Marcuse’s vision of a new kind of revolution based on changes in experience and technology. But radical change will certainly be far slower and more complex than we expected in the 1960s. Marcuse eventually realized there would be no continuous development of the movement but rather a “long march through the institutions,” a long period of reaction and consolidation of advanced capitalism. Were he alive today, he would be looking for evidence of the slow growth of the new sensibility wherever it could be found, not dogmatically calling for a revival of the new left.

Marcuse’s argument thus has a prefigurative significance. Like Marx studying the Paris Commune, Marcuse generalized from a limited historical experience to lessons valid for the long term. He recognized the extent to which the system had anchored itself in the psyche and the technological infrastructure of advanced societies and theorized a deeper form of resistance. He did not predict the revolution but elaborated the conditions of its possibility. For those still interested in radical alternatives, his thought should be an essential reference.
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