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Abstract

"

This thesis is an examination of Herbert Marcuse's

concept of human nature. Starting from within the frame-

work of traditional psychoanalysis, Marcuse uses some of

its basic tenets such as "repression" to reveal a dimension

of thought not usually associated with Freudianism.

Marcuse's emphasis on repression, for example, reiterates

Freud's basic position. That is, repression must be

understood in its capacities' as both an ontogenetic

(individual) and phylogenetic (societal) function. But,

unlike Freud, Marcuse views this notion of repression as

more than simply a "given" psychoanalytical fact. The

character of repression is, rather, historically acquired

and, consequently, modifiable through time. Accordingly,

an appreciation of psychoanalytical categories suggests

an investigation into their political composition.

It is argued that the relationship of psychoanalysis,.
as an investigation of individual psychology I to politics.

clearly indicates an inextricable link between :the two.

The individual or ontogenetic factors contributing to human

nature cannot be. disassociated from societal or phylogenetic

considerations. Mor~over, Marcuse's view of this corres-

pondence as a dynamic or dialectical rather than static

relationship illustrates his radical point of departure
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from traditional psychoanalytical thought. That Marcuse

arrives at this conclusion using some of the most funda

mental assumptions posited by Freud represents his unique

contribution to the field of psychoanalysis.
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We cannot wait and we shall not
wait. I certainly cannot wait.
And not only because of my age.
I don't think we have to wait.
And even I, I don't have any
choice. Because'I literally
cQuldn't stand it any longer if
nothing would change. Even I
am suffocating.

- Herbert Marcuse

(December 1968)
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CHAPT I

, I

INTRODUCT

This thesis will be an analy

concept of repression. Beginning with Freud's understand-

ing of the term as a point of departure, I shall present

an exposition of Marcuse's formulation of the term "repres-

sion" with specific reference to its ontogenetic (individual). .

and phylogenetic (societal) features. I Marcuse associates

the terms "ontogenesis" and "phylogenesis" with more than

simply biological or instinctual characteristics. These

terms are meant to broaden ou~ interpretation of the psycho-

analytical traditional in a way which is contrary to Freud.

This means understanding psychological categories as

. political categories. In this' regard, one of "Marcuse's

unique contributions to the field of psychoanalysis was to

extend the discussion of repression, as it is found in

Freud; beyond the parameters of a distinctly psychosexual, ~

framework. This is not to say that such an endeavour was

not implicit in Freud's work~
. .

Marcuse uses the term

"repression" and its relationship.to other key concepts such

as the "pleasure principle" and "super-ego" in much the

same way as Freud. As such, Marcuse insists tha~ Freud's-
writing is implicitly rad~cal, a fact usually overlooked

by many of his critics.

I
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The radical potential of Freud ',s work is brought

2

out most clearly in,Marcu~e's discussion of human nature.

Broadly speaking, such an endeavour must take into account

the interconnectedness between private history and general

destiny. Links between the two are made in the thesis

through an expo,si tion, of processes such as "introj ection"

.and "symptom-formation." In Marcuse's hands, these psycho-

logical principles take on a decidedly p, ' 'cal associa-
67

tion. While Freud's writing, especially his. ater meta-

psychological work, discusses between

the individual and society it is 'left to Marcuse to fOrmulate

this relationship in a more complete, that is, political,

sense. That Marcuse viewed such an i~terpretation of

psych~alysis as necessary indicates pertain major themes
.,.

which dominate his wr~ting. First,

an undertaking with its emphasis on

he maintains that
f

individuality as

even

'privatized' as Freudianism cannot divorce itself from its

politlcal underpinnings. Accordingly, it is only possible

to fully a\preciate 'a term like "repression" if 'one,

addresses the political as well as individual factors

which make up its character. Moreover, the importance

~hich Marcuse places on both individual and political

mechanisms resides in his interpretation of them as inter-

dependent. Consequently, repression in this post-Freudian

sense is rendered intelligible only if 'externalized',
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political domination recap~tulates linternaliz~dl; personal

constraint. The focus of "personal constraint" in this

thesis will revolve around Freud's formulation of the

eternal fact of scarcity as it is understood by Marcuse.

'This discussion prov~des a framework in which the inextric-

able link between historical circumstance and personal

fate is highlighted. That this relationship has tradi-.' ,..
tionally presupposed limited ~ersonal desire as a sui generis

element of civilization provides the basis for another

principal motif in Marcuse's exposition of human nature.

The distinction Marcuse makes between "affirma-

culture" and civilization is 'integral to"any understanding

of his work. Put simply, "affirmative culture" is a societal

milieu which corresponds to the vital needs and aspirations

of human natur~ insof~ as it sustains and furthers these

needs. Conversely, the term "'civilization" is used pejora-

tively by Marcuse'to connote the traditional institutions

and values, such as our own, which are repressive of the

most minimal requirements for p~rsonal satisfaction.

Here, though, the terms "needs" and "aspirations" are
. • A • •..• • .

devoid of their traditional associations. Rather, they...
have a spiritual as well as materialist aspect, a quali-.. ,

tative as well as quantitative dimension indicative of a

much ,broader dialectic which informs his work. This

dialectical process, for Marcuse, is understood as a
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critical analysis of tendencies and historical possibili

ties with a view to the immanent capacity for negative

:9UO radica£ transformation within society.

Accordingly, Marcuse's writing is largely an

attempt to grapple with an anomaly. Given the dialectical

process and its inherent capacity for change, h?w can a~

historically conditioned phenomenon such as repression

take on an immutable or transhistorical app~arance as it

is expressed through Freud's formulation of the eternal
u

fact of scarcity? W~ sha\f attempt to demonstrate how

Marcuse deals with this anomaly through his interpretation

•of psychological as political categories. Suffice it is
\

to say at this point that the major thrust of his treat-

ment concerns tne twofold dialectical process between

individual and society as well as historical circumstance

and political ideology. If historical circumstance is,.
by definition, modifiable then individual repression

which is contingent on its specific historical context

must, ipso facto, not be immutable.

Starting from within this framework, we discovered

that Marcuse's critical evaluation of repression necessarily

h~s a profound impact on his interpretation of Freud's,
insights into human nature. Indeed, by arguing that

repression can only be comprehended within its specific

historical context, Marcuse's work suggests that the onto-

I,
I
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genetic (individual) and phylogeneti~ (societal) factors

contributirig to the maintenance of repression must be

viewed a,s dynamic rather than static concepts.. He concludes

that such fluidity indicates the possibilit¥ of overcoming

surplus-repression entirely. Stated negatively,

Marcuse sees the way in which Freud posits the tension

between ontogenetic and phylogenetic factors to be an

inad~quate characte:;{zation of the individual: an impli-,-
citly radical conception of human nature but inadequate

nonetheless. In view of this, another major concern of

this thesis will be to explore the suggestion of liberation
"

in Marcuse's work insofar ~s it delineates his understand-

ing of human nature. Such an exposition also serves to
.

bring attention to both Marcuse's departure from and

adherence to the essential elements in traditional psycho-

analytical thought.

"
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CHAPTER II

It II

REPRESSION IN THE WRI~INGS OF FREUD AND HARCUSE:

SIMIh~RITIES AND DIFFERE~CES

Herbert Marcuse's conception of human nature will

be discussed as it relates specifically to repression.

Drawing heavily upon a few selected texts from Freud's

work, an attempt will be made to illustrate that Marcuse

made a unique contribution to psychoana~ytical inquiry

through his stipulative definition of the 'term "repres-

sion". / For Marcuse, the term "repression" is:

used in the nontechnical sense to desig
nate both conscious and unconscious,
external and internal processes of ris
traint, constraint, and su~es~ion.

I . ;

These "processes of restraint, constraint, and suppression".

designate a type of repression which takes place at both a

political and' psychological level. •This is because repres-

sion is a result.of the material as well as the mental
, . 2

forces within a soc~ety. The exercise of ,repression,

moreover, provides an inextricable link between political

and psych6ana~ytical categories. It is this necessary

correspondence~etweenpolitics and psychoanalysis which

provides Marcuse with the central underlying focus of his

lH. Marcuse, Eros and Civilization (New York: Vintage
2 Books, 1955), p. 7.

h. Marcuse, Five Lectures (Boston: Beacon Press, 1970),
p. 2.
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work. This is qot to say that Freud's notion of repres-

sion is eclipsed by Marcuse's understanding of the term.

Marcuse's emphasis on repression is, rather, a reiteration

"'-of Freud's basic position. Repression must be understood

in its capacities as both an ontogenetic (individual) and

phylogenetic (societal) function. But, repression is more

than simply a "given" psychoanalytical fact. The character

of repression is, rather, "historically acquired" and,

consequently" modifiable through, time. This unders'tanding

of repression allows Marcuse a vehicle for interpreting

psychoanalytical ca~gories as political ones. As Marcuse

states,

The notion of a non-repressive civilization
will be discussed not as an 'abstract and
utopian speculation. We believe that the
discussion is justified on two concrete and

_ realistic grounds: first', Freud I s theore
tical conception itself seems to refute his
consistent denial of the historical possi
bility of a non-repressive civilization, and,
second, the very achievements of repressive
civilization seem to create the precondi
tions for the gradual abolition of repres-

, sion. 3

Drawing upon Freud's work as his point 'of criticism, Mar-
, . .

cuse suggests that it is inadequate to~understand repres-
, .

sion as principally the result of biological or psychosexual

history. It, is also predicated on the basis of social and

economic influences. Repression then is a dynamic rather..
than a static concept. A distinction ,must be made, how~

3H. Marcuse, Eros and ~ivilization (New York: Vintage
Books, 1955), p. 5.
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