Marcuse Reconsidered


Herbert Marcuse said advanced society created false needs which intergrate the individual into the system of production and consumption via mass media, advertising, and contemporary thought modes. 

The result is "one dimensional thought" and behavior of conformity and assimilation.

He promoted the "great refusal" as the only way to adequately respond to teh all-encompassing methods of control. 

He advocated "negative thinking" as a response to the positivism of consumer society.

Consumerism is a form of social control. We do not live in a free society, he said, except for the freedom to buy happiness.

We work to buy things we do not need, with damaging effects:

1) damaging psychic/spiritual effects.

2) damaging enviornmental effects.

3) we use material objects to mediate social connection (alination).

The "great refusal" is the protest against unnecessary repression, the struggle for the ultimate form of freedom.

His ideas are presented in his books: Eros and Civilization (1955), and One Dimensional Man (1964).

Today, the desire to be "cool" has been incorporated into consumer culture. 

"Cool capitalism is the incorporation of disaffection into capitalism. 'Cool' is the front region of capitalism today for those who are seduced by its cultural appeal and especially also for those who aspire, mostly in frustration, to the greatest fruits of a capitalist civilization. For capitalism to command hearts ana minds, it is necessary to mask out its less appealing back regions." [Cool Capitalism, Jim McGuigon]

Cool capitalism incorporates disaffection into capitalism itself, absorbing rebellion and thereby neutralizing opposition to the present system of culture and society.

In the countercultural analysis, simply having fun comes to be seen as the ultimate subversive act. Hedonism is seen as revolutionary doctrine. Is it any wonder that this kind of countercultural rebellion has reinvigorated consumer capitalism?

