Herbert Marcuse

One-dimensional Society

Advanced industrial society confronts the critique with a situation which seems to deprive it of its
very basis. Technical progress, extended to a whole system of domination and coordination,
creates forms of life (and of power) which appear to reconcile the forces opposing the system and
to defeat or refute all protest in the name of the historical prospects of freedom from toil and
domination. Contemporary society seems to be capable of containing social change - qualitative
change which would establish essentially different institutions, a new direction of the productive
process, new modes of human existence. This containment of social change is perhaps the most
singular achievement of advanced industrial society; the general acceptance of the National
Purpose, bipartisan policy, the decline of pluralism, the collusion of Business and Labor within
the strong State testify to the integration of opposites which is the result as well as the

prerequisite of this achievement.

A brief comparison between the formative stage of the theory of industrial society and its
present situation may help to show how the basis of the critique has been altered. At its origins in
the first half of the nineteenth century, when it elaborated the first concepts of the alternatives, the
critique of industrial society attained concreteness in a historical mediation between theory and
practice, values and facts, needs and goals. This historical mediation occurred in the
consciousness and in the political action of the two great classes which faced each other in the
society: the bourgeoisie and the proletariat. In the 'Capitalist world, they are still the basic classes.
However, the capitalist development has altered the structure and function of these two classes in
such a way that they no longer appear to be agents of historical transformation. An overriding
interest in the preservation and improvement of the institutional status quo unites the former
antagonists in the most advanced areas of contemporary society. And to the degree to which
technical progress assures the growth and cohesion of communist society, the very idea of
qualitative change recedes before the realistic notions of a non-explosive evolution. In the
absence of demonstrable agents and agencies of social change, the critique is thus thrown back to
a high level of abstraction. There is no ground on which theory and practice, thought and action
meet. Even the most empirical analysis of historical alternatives appears to be unrealistic

speculation, and commitment to them a matter of personal (or group) preference.



And yet: does this absence refute the theory? In the face of apparently contradictory facts,
the critical analysis continues to insist that the need for qualitative change is as pressing as ever
before. Needed by whom? The answer continues to be the same: by the society as a whole, for
every one of its members. The union of growing productivity and growing destruction; the
brinkmanship of annihilation; the surrender of thought, hope, and fear to the decisions of the
powers that be; the preservation of misery in the face of unprecedented wealth constitute the most
impartial indictment - even if they are not the raison d'etre of this society but only its by-product:

its sweeping rationality, which propels efficiency and growth, is itself irrational.

The fact that the vast majority of the population accepts, and is made to accept, this
society does not render it less irrational and less reprehensible. The distinction between true and
false consciousness, real and immediate interest still is meaningful. But this distinction itself must
be validated. Men must come to see it and to find their way from false to true consciousness, from
their immediate to their real interest. They can do so only if they live in need of changing their
way of life, of denying the positive, of refusing. It is precisely this need which the established
society manages to repress to the degree to which it is capable of “delivering the goods” on an
increasingly large scale, and using the scientific conquest of nature for the scientific conquest of

man.

Confronted with the total character of the achievements of advanced industrial society,
critical theory is left without the rationale for transcending this society. The vacuum empties the
theoretical structure itself, because the categories of a critical social theory were developed during
the period in which the need for refusal and subversion was embodied in the action of effective
social forces. These categories were essentially negative and oppositional concepts, defining the
actual contradictions in nineteenth century European society. The category “society” itself
expressed the acute conflict between the social and political sphere - society as antagonistic to the
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state. Similarly, “individual,” “class,” “private,” “family” denoted spheres and forces not yet
integrated with the established conditions - spheres of tension and contradiction. With the
growing integration of industrial society, these categories are losing their critical connotation, and

tend to become descriptive, deceptive, or operational terms.

An attempt to recapture the critical intent of these categories, and to understand how the
intent was cancelled by the social reality, appears from the outset to be regression from a theory
joined with historical practice to abstract, speculative thought: from the critique of political

economy to philosophy. This ideological character of the critique results from the fact that the



analysis is forced to proceed from a position “outside” the positive as well as negative, the
productive as well as destructive tendencies in society. Modern industrial society is the pervasive
identity of these opposites - it is the whole that is in question. At the same time, the position of
theory cannot be one of mere speculation. It must be a historical position in the sense that it must

be grounded on the capabilities of the given society.

This ambiguous situation involves a still more fundamental ambiguity. One-Dimensional
Man will vacillate throughout between two contradictory hypotheses: (1) that advanced industrial
society is capable of containing qualitative change for the foreseeable future; (2) that forces and
tendencies exist which may break this containment and explode the society. I do not think that a
clear answer can be given. Both tendencies are there, side by side - and even the one in the other.
The first tendency is dominant, and whatever preconditions for a reversal may exist are being
used to prevent it. Perhaps an accident may alter the situation, but unless the recognition of what
is being done and what is being prevented subverts the consciousness and the behavior of man,

not even a catastrophe will bring about the change.

A comfortable, smooth, reasonable, democratic unfreedom prevails in advanced
industrial civilization, a token of technical progress. Indeed, what could be more rational than the
suppression of individuality in the mechanization of socially necessary but painful performances;
the concentration of individual enterprises in more effective, more productive corporations; the
regulation of free competition among unequally equipped economic subjects; the curtailment of
prerogatives and national sovereignties which impede the international organization of resources.
That this technological order also involves a political and intellectual coordination may be a

regrettable and yet promising development.

The rights and liberties which were such vital factors in the origins and earlier stages of
industrial society yield to a higher stage of this society: they are losing their traditional rationale
and content. Freedom of thought, speech, and conscience were - just as free enterprise, which
they served to promote and protect - essentially critical ideas, designed to replace an obsolescent
material and intellectual culture by a more productive and rational one. Once institutionalized,
these rights and liberties shared the fate of the society of which they had become an integral part.

The achievement cancels the premises.

To the degree to which freedom from want, the concrete substance of all freedom, is

becoming a real possibility, the liberties which pertain to a state of lower productivity are losing



their former content. 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. Such a society
may justly demand acceptance of its principles and institutions, and reduce the opposition to the
discussion and promotion of alternative policies within the status quo. In this respect, it seems to
make little difference whether the increasing satisfaction of needs is accomplished by an
authoritarian or a non-authoritarian system. Under the conditions of a rising standard of living,
non-conformity with the system itself appears to be socially useless, and the more so when it
entails tangible economic and political disadvantages and threatens the smooth operation of the
whole. Indeed, at least in so far as the necessities of life are involved, there seems to be no reason
why the production and distribution of goods and services should proceed through the

competitive concurrence of individual liberties.

Freedom of enterprise was from the beginning not altogether a blessing. As the liberty to
work or to starve, it spelled toil, insecurity, and fear for the vast majority of the population. If the
individual were no longer compelled to prove himself on the market, as a free economic subject,
the disappearance of this kind of freedom would be one of the greatest achievements of
civilization. The technological processes of mechanization and standardization might release
individual energy into a yet uncharted realm of freedom beyond necessity. The very structure of
human existence would be altered; the individual would be liberated from the work world's
imposing upon him alien needs and alien possibilities. The individual would be free to exert
autonomy over a life that would be his own. If the productive apparatus could be organized and
directed toward the satisfaction of the vital needs, its control might well be centralized; such

control would not prevent individual autonomy, but render it possible.

This is a goal within the capabilities of advanced industrial civilization, the “end” of
technological rationality. In actual fact, however, the contrary trend operates: the apparatus
imposes its economic and political requirements for defense and expansion on labor time and free
time, on the material and intellectual culture. By virtue of the way it has organized its
technological base, contemporary industrial society tends to be totalitarian. For “totalitarian” is
not only a terroristic political coordination of society, but also a non-terroristic economic-
technical coordination which operates through the manipulation of needs by vested interests. It
thus precludes the emergence of an effective opposition against the whole. Not only a specific

form of government or party rule makes for totalitarianism, but also a specific system of



production and distribution which may well be compatible with a “pluralism” of parties,
(il

newspapers, “countervailing powers,” etc.

Today political power asserts itself through its power over the machine process and over
the technical organization of the apparatus. The government of advanced and advancing industrial
societies can maintain and secure itself only when it succeeds in mobilizing, organizing, and
exploiting the technical, scientific, and mechanical productivity available to industrial
civilization. And this productivity mobilizes society as a whole, above and beyond any particular
individual or group interests. The brute fact that the machine's physical (only physical?) power
surpasses that of the individual, and of any particular group of individuals, makes the machine the
most effective political instrument in any society whose basic organization is that of the machine
process. But the political trend may be reversed; essentially the power of the machine is only the
stored-up and projected power of man. To the extent to which the work world is conceived of as a

machine and mechanized accordingly, it becomes the potential basis of a new freedom for man.

Contemporary industrial civilization demonstrates that it has reached the stage at which
“the free society” can no longer be adequately defined in the traditional terms of economic,
political, and intellectual liberties, not because these liberties have become insignificant, but
because they are too significant to be confined within the traditional forms. New modes of

realization are needed, corresponding to the new capabilities of society.

Such new modes can be indicated only in negative terms because they would amount to
the negation of the prevailing modes. Thus economic freedom would mean freedom from the
economy - from being controlled by economic forces and relationships; freedom from the daily
struggle for existence, from earning a living. Political freedom would mean liberation of the
individuals from politics over which they have no effective control. Similarly, intellectual
freedom would mean the restoration of individual thought now absorbed by mass communication
and indoctrination, abolition of “public opinion” together with its makers. The unrealistic sound
of these propositions is indicative, not of their utopian character, but of the strength of the forces
which prevent their realization. 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.

The intensity, the satisfaction and even the character of human needs, beyond the

biological level, have always been preconditioned. Whether or not the possibility of doing or



leaving, enjoying or destroying, possessing or rejecting something is seized as a need depends on
whether or not it can be seen as desirable and necessary for the prevailing societal institutions and
interests. In this sense, human needs are historical needs and, to the extent to which the society
demands the repressive development of the individual, his needs themselves and their claim for

satisfaction are subject to overriding critical standards.

We may distinguish both true and false needs. “False” are those which are superimposed
upon the individual by particular social interests in his repression: the needs which perpetuate
toil, aggressiveness, misery, and injustice. Their satisfaction might be most gratifying to the
individual, but this happiness is not a condition which has to be maintained and protected if it
serves to arrest the development of the ability (his own and others) to recognize the disease of the
whole and grasp the chances of curing the disease. The result then is euphoria in unhappiness.
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.

Such needs have a societal content and function which are determined by external powers
over which the individual has no control; the development and satisfaction of these needs is
heteronomous. No matter how much such needs may have become the individual's own,
reproduced and fortified by the conditions of his existence; no matter how much he identifies
himself with them and finds himself in their satisfaction, they continue to be what they were from

the beginning - products of a society whose dominant interest demands repression.

The prevalence of repressive needs is an accomplished fact, accepted in ignorance and
defeat, but a fact that must be undone in the interest of the happy individual as well as all those
whose misery is the price of his satisfaction. The only needs that have an unqualified claim for
satisfaction are the vital ones - nourishment, clothing, lodging at the attainable level of culture.
The satisfaction of these needs is the prerequisite for the realization of al/ needs, of the

unsublimated as well as the sublimated ones.

For any consciousness and conscience, for any experience which does not accept the
prevailing societal interest as the supreme law of thought and behavior, the established universe
of needs and satisfactions is a fact to be questioned - questioned in terms of truth and falsehood.
These terms are historical throughout, and their objectivity is historical. The judgment of needs
and their satisfaction, under the given conditions, involves standards of priority - standards which

refer to the optimal development of the individual, of all individuals, under the optimal utilization



of the material and intellectual resources available to man. The resources are calculable. “Truth”
and “falsehood” of needs designate objective conditions to the extent to which the universal
satisfaction of vital needs and, beyond it, the progressive alleviation of toil and poverty, are
universally valid standards. But as historical standards, they do not only vary according to area
and stage of development, they also can be defined only in (greater or lesser) contradiction to the

prevailing ones. What tribunal can possibly claim the authority of decision?

In the last analysis, the question of what are true and false needs must be answered by the
individuals themselves, but only in the last analysis; that is, if and when they are free to give their
own answer. As long as they are kept incapable of being autonomous, as long as they are
indoctrinated and manipulated (down to their very instincts), their answer to this question cannot
be taken as their own. By the same token, however, no tribunal can justly arrogate to itself the
right to decide which needs should be developed and satisfied. Any such tribunal is reprehensible,
although our revulsion does not do away with the question: how can the people who have been
the object of effective and productive domination by themselves create the conditions of

freedom?2

The more rational, productive, technical, and total the repressive administration of society
becomes, the more unimaginable the means and ways by which the administered individuals
might break their servitude and seize their own liberation. To be sure, to impose Reason upon an
entire society is a paradoxical and scandalous idea - although one might dispute the righteousness
of a society which ridicules this idea while making its own population into objects of total
administration. All liberation depends on the consciousness of servitude, and the emergence of
this consciousness is always hampered by the predominance of needs and satisfactions which, to
a great extent, have become the individual's own. The process always replaces one system of pre-
conditioning by another; the optimal goal is the replacement of false needs by true ones, the

abandonment of repressive satisfaction.

The distinguishing feature of advanced industrial society is its effective suffocation of
those needs which demand liberation - liberation also from that which is tolerable and rewarding
and comfortable - while it sustains and absolves the destructive power and repressive function of
the affluent society. Here, the social controls exact the overwhelming need for the production and
consumption of waste; the need for stupefying work where it is no longer a real necessity; the

need for modes of relaxation which soothe and prolong this stupefication; the need for



maintaining such deceptive liberties as free competition at administered prices, a free press which

censors itself, free choice between brands and gadgets.

Under the rule of a repressive whole, liberty can be made into a powerful instrument of
domination. The range of choice open to the individual is not the decisive factor in determining
the degree of human freedom, but what can be chosen and what is chosen by the individual. The
criterion for free choice can never be an absolute one, but neither h it entirely relative. Free
election of masters does not abolish the masters or the slaves. Free choice among a wide variety
of goods and services does not signify freedom if these goods and services sustain social controls
over a life of toil and fear - that is, if they sustain alienation. And the spontaneous reproduction of
superimposed needs by the individual does not establish autonomy; it only testifies to the efficacy

of the controls.

Our insistence on the depth and efficacy of these controls is open to the objection that we
overrate greatly the indoctrinating power of the “media,” and that by themselves the people
would feel and satisfy the needs which are now imposed upon them. The objection misses the
point. The preconditioning does not start with the mass production of radio and television and
with the centralization of their control. The people enter this stage as preconditioned receptacles
of long standing; the decisive difference is in the flattening out of the contrast (or conflict)
between the given and the possible, between the satisfied and the unsatisfied needs. Here, the so-
called equalization of class distinctions reveals its ideological function. If the worker and his boss
enjoy the same television program and visit the same resort places, if the typist is as attractively
made up as the daughter of her employer, if the Negro owns a Cadillac, if they all read the same
newspaper, 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.

Indeed, in the most highly developed areas of contemporary society, the transplantation
of social into individual needs is so effective that the difference between them seems to be purely
theoretical. Can one really distinguish between the mass media as instruments of information and
entertainment, and as agents of manipulation and indoctrination? Between the automobile as
nuisance and as convenience? Between the horrors and the comforts of functional architecture?
Between the work for national defense and the work for corporate gain? Between the private

pleasure and the commercial and political utility involved in increasing the birth rate?



We are again confronted with one of the most vexing aspects of advanced industrial
civilization: the rational character of its irrationality. Its productivity and efficiency, its capacity
to increase and spread comforts, to turn waste into need, and destruction into construction, the
extent to which this civilization transforms the object world into an extension of man's mind and
body makes the very notion of alienation questionable. The people recognize themselves in their
commodities; they find their soul in their automobile, hi-fi set, split-level home, kitchen
equipment. The very mechanism which ties the individual to his society has changed, and social

control is anchored in the new needs which it has produced.

Having discussed the political integration of advanced industrial society, an achievement
rendered possible by growing technological productivity and the expanding conquest of man and
nature, we will now turn to a corresponding integration in the realm of culture. In this chapter,
certain key notions and images of literature and their fate will illustrate how the progress of
technological rationality is liquidating the oppositional and transcending elements in the “higher
culture.” They succumb in fact to the process of desublimation which prevails in the advanced

regions of contemporary society.

The achievements and the failures of this society invalidate its higher culture. The
celebration of the autonomous personality, of humanism, of tragic and romantic love appears to
be the ideal of a backward stage of the development. What is happening now is not the
deterioration of higher culture into mass culture but the refutation of this culture by the reality.
The reality surpasses its culture. Man today can do more than the culture heroes and half-gods; he
has solved many insoluble problems. But he has also betrayed the hope and destroyed the truth
which were preserved in the sublimations of higher culture. To be sure, the higher culture was
always in contradiction with social reality, and only a privileged minority enjoyed its blessings
and represented its ideals. The two antagonistic spheres of society have always coexisted; the
higher culture has always been accommodating, while the reality was rarely disturbed by its

ideals and its truth.

Today's novel feature is the flattening out of the antagonism between culture and social
reality through the obliteration of the oppositional, alien, and transcendent elements in the higher
culture by virtue of which it constituted another dimension of reality. This liquidation of two-
dimensional culture takes place not through the denial and rejection of the “cultural values,” but
through their wholesale incorporation into the established order, through their reproduction and

display on a massive scale.



In fact, they serve as instruments of social cohesion. The greatness of a free literature and
art, the ideals of humanism, the sorrows and joys of the individual, the fulfillment of the
personality are important items in the competitive struggle between East and West. They speak
heavily against the present forms of communism, and they are daily administered and sold. The
fact that they contradict the society which sells them does not count. Just as people know or feel
that advertisements and political platforms must not be necessarily true or right, and yet hear and
read them and even let themselves be guided by them, so they accept the traditional values and
make them part of their mental equipment. If mass communications blend together harmoniously,
and often unnoticeably, art, politics, religion, and philosophy with commercials, they bring these
realms of culture to their common denominator — the commodity form. The music of the soul is
also the music of salesmanship. Exchange value, not truth value counts. On it centers the
rationality of the status quo, and all alien rationality is bent to It. As the great words of freedom
and fulfillment are pronounced by campaigning leaders and politicians, on the screens and radios
and stages, they turn into meaningless sounds which obtain meaning only in the context of
propaganda, business, discipline, and relaxation. This assimilation of the ideal with reality
testifies to the extent to which the ideal has been surpassed. It is brought down from the
sublimated realm of the soul or the spirit or the inner man, and translated into operational terms
and problems. Here are the progressive elements of mass culture. The perversion is indicative of
the fact that advanced industrial society is confronted with the possibility of a materialization of
ideals. The capabilities of this society are progressively reducing the sublimated realm in which
the condition of man was represented, idealized, and indicted. Higher culture becomes part of the

material culture. In this transformation, it loses the greater part of its truth.

The higher culture of the West — whose moral, aesthetic, and intellectual values industrial
society still professes — was a pre-technological culture in a functional as well as chronological
sense. Its validity was derived from the experience of a world which no longer exists and which
cannot be recaptured because it is in a strict sense invalidated by technological society. Moreover,
it remained to a large degree a feudal culture, even when the bourgeois period gave it some of its
most lasting formulations. It was feudal not only because of its confinement to privileged
minorities, not only because of its inherent romantic element (which will be discussed presently),
but also because its authentic works expressed a conscious, methodical alienation from the entire

sphere of business and industry, and from its calculable and profitable order.

While this bourgeois order found its rich — and even affirmative — representation in art

and literature (as in the Dutch painters of the seventeenth century, in Goethe's Wilhelm Meister. in



the English novel of the nineteenth century, in Thomas Mann), it remained an order which was
over-shadowed, broken, refuted by another dimension which was irreconcilably antagonistic to
the order of business, indicting it and denying it. And in the literature, this other dimension is
represented not by the religious, spiritual, moral heroes (who often sustain the established order)
but rather by such disruptive characters as the artist, the prostitute, the adulteress, the great
criminal and outcast, the warrior, the rebel-poet, the devil, the fool — those who don't earn a

living, at least not in an orderly and normal way.

To be sure, these characters have not disappeared from the literature of advanced
industrial society, but they survive essentially transformed. The vamp, the national hero, the
beatnik, the neurotic housewife, the gangster, the star, the charismatic tycoon perform a function
very different from and even contrary to that of their cultural predecessors. They are no longer
images of another way of life but rather freaks or types of the same life, serving as an affirmation

rather than negation of the established order.

Surely, the world of their predecessors was a backward, pre-technological world, a world
with the good conscience of inequality and toil, in which labor was still a fated misfortune; but a
world in which man and nature were not yet organized as things and instrumentalities. With its
code of forms and manners, with the style and vocabulary of its literature and philosophy, this
past culture expressed the rhythm and content of a universe in which valleys and forests, villages
and inns, nobles and villains, salons and courts were a part of the experienced reality. In the verse
and prose of this pre-technological culture is the rhythm of those who wander or ride in carriages,

who have the time and the pleasure to think, contemplate, feel and narrate.

It is an outdated and surpassed culture, and only dreams and childlike regressions can
recapture it. But this culture is, in some of its decisive elements, also a post-technological one. Its
most advanced images and positions seem to survive their absorption into administered comforts
and stimuli; they continue to haunt the consciousness with the possibility of their rebirth in the
consummation of technical progress. They are the expression of that free and conscious alienation
from the established forms of life with which literature and the arts opposed these forms even

where they adorned them.

In contrast to the Marxian concept, which denotes man's relation to himself and to his
work in capitalist society, the artistic alienation is the conscious transcendence of the alienated

existence — a “higher level” or mediated alienation. The conflict with the world of progress, the



negation of the order of business, the anti-bourgeois elements in bourgeois literature and art are
neither due to the aesthetic lowliness of this order nor to romantic reaction — nostalgic
consecration of a disappearing stage of civilization. “Romantic is a term of condescending
defamation which is easily applied to disparaging avant-garde positions, just as the term
“decadent” far more often denounces the genuinely progressive traits of a dying culture than the
real factors of decay. The traditional images of artistic alienation are indeed romantic in as much
as they are in aesthetic incompatibility with the developing society. This incompatibility is the
token of their truth. What they recall and preserve in memory pertains to the future: images of a
gratification that would dissolve the society which suppresses it. The great surrealist art and
literature of the "Twenties and 'Thirties has still recaptured them in their subversive and liberating
function. Random examples from the basic literary vocabulary may indicate the range and the
kinship of these images, and the dimension which they reveal: Soul and Spirit and Heart; la
recherche de l'absolu, Les Fleurs du mal, la femme-enfant; the Kingdom by the Sea; Le Bateau
ivre and the Long-legged Bait; Ferne and Heimat, but also demon rum, demon machine, and

demon money; Don Juan and Romeo; the Master Builder and When We Dead Awake.

Their mere enumeration shows that they belong to a lost dimension. They are invalidated
not because of their literary obsolescence. Some of these images pertain to contemporary
literature and survive in its most advanced creations. What has been invalidated is their
subversive force, their destructive content — their truth. In this transformation, they find their
home in everyday living. The alien and alienating oeuvres of intellectual culture become familiar
goods and services. Is their massive reproduction and consumption only a change in quantity,

namely, growing appreciation and understanding, democratization of culture?

The truth of literature and art has always been granted (if it was granted at all) as one of a
“higher” order, which should not and indeed did not disturb the order of business. What has
changed in the contemporary period is the difference between the two orders and their truths. The
absorbent power of society depletes the artistic dimension by assimilating its antagonistic
contents. In the realm of culture, the new totalitarianism manifests itself precisely in a
harmonizing pluralism, where the most contradictory works and truths peacefully Coexist in

indifference.

For example, compare love-making in a meadow and in an automobile, on a lovers' walk
outside the town walls and on a Manhattan street. In the former cases, the environment partakes

of and invites libidinal cathexis and tends to be eroticized. Libido transcends beyond the



immediate erotogenic zones — a process of nonrepressive sublimation. In contrast, a mechanized
environment seems to block such self-transcendence of libido. Impelled in the striving to extend
the field of erotic gratification, libido becomes less “polymorphous,” less capable of eroticism
beyond localized sexuality, and the latter is intensified. Thus diminishing erotic and intensifying
sexual energy, the technological reality /imits the scope of sublimation. It also reduces the need
for sublimation. In the mental apparatus, the tension between that which is desired and that which
is permitted seems considerably lowered, and the Reality Principle no longer seems to require a
sweeping and painful transformation of instinctual needs. The individual must adapt himself to a
world which does not seem to demand the denial of his innermost needs — a world which is not

essentially hostile.

The organism is thus being preconditioned for the spontaneous acceptance of what is
offered. Inasmuch as the greater liberty involves a contraction rather than extension and
development of instinctual needs, it works for rather than against the status quo of general
repression — one might speak of "institutionalized de sublimation.” The latter appears to be a vital

factor in the making of the authoritarian personality of our time.

It has often been noted that advanced industrial civilization operates with a greater degree
of sexual freedom — “operates” in the sense that the latter becomes a market value and a factor of
social mores. Without ceasing to be an instrument of labor, the body is allowed to exhibit its
sexual features in the everyday work world and in work relations. This is one of the unique
achievements of industrial society — rendered possible by the reduction of dirty and heavy
physical labor; by the availability of cheap, attractive clothing, beauty culture, and physical
hygiene; by the requirements of the advertising industry, etc. The sexy office and sales girls, the
handsome, virile junior executive and floor walker are highly marketable commodities, and the
possession of suitable mistresses — once the prerogative of kings, princes, and lords — facilitates

the career of even the less exalted ranks in the business community.

Functionalism, going artistic, promotes this trend. Shops and offices open themselves
through huge glass windows and expose their personnel; inside, high counters and non-
transparent partitions are coming down. The corrosion of privacy in massive apartment houses
and suburban homes breaks the barrier which formerly separated the individual from the public

existence and exposes more easily the attractive qualities of other wives and other husbands.



This socialization is not contradictory but complementary to the de-erotization of the
environment. Sex is integrated into work and public relations and is thus made more susceptible
to (controlled) satisfaction. Technical progress and more comfortable living permit the systematic
inclusion of libidinal components into the realm of commodity production and exchange. But no
matter how controlled the mobilization of instinctual energy may be (it sometimes amounts to a
scientific management of libido), no matter how much it may serve as a prop for the status quo —
it is also gratifying to the managed individuals, just as racing the outboard motor, pushing the

power lawn mower, and speeding the automobile are fun.

This mobilization and administration of libido may account for much of the voluntary
compliance, the absence of terror, the pre-established harmony between individual needs and
socially required desires, goals, and aspirations. The technological and political conquest of the
transcending factors in human existence, so characteristic of advanced industrial civilization, here
asserts itself in the instinctual sphere: satisfaction in a way which generates submission and

weakens the rationality of protest.

The range of socially permissible and desirable satisfaction is greatly enlarged, but
through this satisfaction, the Pleasure Principle is reduced — deprived of the claims which are

irreconcilable with the established society. Pleasure, thus adjusted, generates submission.

Does this mean that the critical theory of society abdicates and leaves the field to an
empirical sociology which, freed from all theoretical guidance except a methodological one,
succumbs to the fallacies of misplaced concreteness, thus performing an ideological service while
proclaiming the elimination of value judgments? Or do the dialectical concepts once again testify
to their truth — by comprehending their own situation as that of the society which they analyze? A
response might suggest itself if one considers the critical theory precisely at the point of its
greatest weakness — its inability to demonstrate the liberating tendencies within the established

society.

The critical theory of society, was, at the time of its origin, confronted with the presence
of real forces (objective and subjective) in the established society which moved (or could be
guided to move) toward more rational and freer institutions by abolishing the existing ones which
had become obstacles to progress. These were the empirical grounds on which the theory was
erected, and from these empirical grounds derived the idea of the liberation of inherent

possibilities — the development, otherwise blocked and distorted, of material and intellectual



productivity, faculties, and needs. Without the demonstration of such forces, the critique of
society would still be valid and rational, but it would be incapable of translating its rationality
into terms of historical practice. The conclusion? “Liberation of inherent possibilities” no longer

adequately expresses the historical alternative.

The enchained possibilities of advanced industrial societies are: development of the
productive forces on an enlarged scale, extension of the conquest of nature, growing satisfaction
of needs for a growing number of people, creation of new needs and faculties. But these
possibilities are gradually being realized through means and institutions which cancel their
liberating potential, and this process affects not only the means but also the ends. The instruments
of productivity and progress, organized into a totalitarian system, determine not only the actual

but also the possible utilizations.

At its most advanced stage, domination functions as administration, and in the
overdeveloped areas of mass consumption, the administered life becomes the good life of the
whole, in the defense of which the opposites are united. This is the pure form of domination.
Conversely, its negation appears to be the pure form of negation. All content seems reduced to the
one abstract demand for the end of domination — the only truly revolutionary exigency, and the
event that would validate the achievements of industrial civilization. In the face of its efficient
denial by the established system, this negation appears in the politically impotent form of the
“absolute refusal” — a refusal which seems the more unreasonable the more the established system

develops its productivity and alleviates the burden of life. In the words of Maurice Blanchot:

«Ce que nous refusons n'est pas sans valeur ni sans importance. C'est bien a cause de cela
que le refus est nécessaire. Il y a une raison que nous n'accepterons plus, il y a une apparence de
sagesse qui nous fait horreur, il y a une offre d'accord et de conciliation que nous n'entendrons
pas. Une rupture s'est produite. Nous avons été ramenés a cette franchise qui ne tolére plus la

complicité.» '

But if the abstract character of the refusal is the result of total reification, then the

concrete ground for refusal must still exist, for reification is an illusion. By the same token, the

! “What we refuse is not without value or importance. Precisely because of that, the refusal is necessary.
There is a reason which we no longer accept, there is an appearance of wisdom which horrifies us, there is
a plea for agreement and conciliation which we will no longer heed. A break has occurred. We have been
reduced to that frankness which no longer tolerates complicity.” “Le Refus,” in Le 14 Juillet, no. 2, Paris,
Octobre 1958.



unification of opposites in the medium of technological rationality must be, in all its reality, an
illusory unification, which eliminates neither the contradiction between the growing productivity

and its repressive use, nor the vital need for solving the contradiction.

But the struggle for the solution has outgrown the traditional forms. The totalitarian
tendencies of the one-dimensional society render the traditional ways and means of protest
ineffective — perhaps even dangerous because they preserve the illusion of popular sovereignty.
This illusion contains some truth: “the people,” previously the ferment of social change, have
“moved up” to become the ferment of social cohesion. Here rather than in the redistribution of
wealth and equalization of classes is the new stratification characteristic of advanced industrial

society.

However, underneath the conservative popular base is the substratum of the outcasts and
outsiders, the exploited and persecuted of other races and other colors, the unemployed and the
unemployable. They exist outside the democratic process; their life is the most immediate and the
most real need for ending intolerable conditions and institutions. Thus their opposition is
revolutionary even if their consciousness is not. Their opposition hits the system from without
and is therefore not deflected by the system; it is an elementary force which violates the rules of
the game and, in doing so, reveals it as a rigged game. When they get together and go out into the
streets, without arms, without protection, in order to ask for the most primitive civil rights, they
know that they face dogs, stones, and bombs, jail, concentration camps, even death. Their force is
behind every political demonstration for the victims of law and order. The fact that they start

refusing to play the game may be the fact which marks the beginning of the end of a period.

Nothing indicates that it will be a good end. The economic and technical capabilities of
the established societies are sufficiently vast to allow for adjustments and concessions to the
underdog, and their armed forces sufficiently trained and equipped to take care of emergency
situations. However, the spectre is there again, inside and outside the frontiers of the advanced
societies. The facile historical parallel with the barbarians threatening the empire of civilization
prejudges the issue; the second period of barbarism may well be the continued empire of
civilization itself. But the chance is that, in this period, the historical extremes may meet again:
the most advanced consciousness of humanity, and its most exploited force. It is nothing but a
chance. The critical theory of society possesses no concepts which could bridge the gap between

the present and its future; holding no promise and showing no success, it remains negative. Thus



it wants to remain loyal to those who, without hope, have given and give their life to the Great

Refusal.

At the beginning of the fascist era, Walter Benjamin wrote:

Nur um der Hoffnungslosen willen ist uns die Hoffnung gegeben.

It is only for the sake of those without hope that hope is given to us.



