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SUMMARY 

Psychoanalytic explorations of, and entanglements with, Marxist theory have led to 

strong claims about the place of psychic life in the social world. First we engage Freud's 

own expressions of the social and its place in the overall structure of his work. Second, 

we recapitulate the hermeneutic interpretation of Freud, particularly that of Paul Ricoeur. 

The dialectical nature of psychoanalytic discourse on this account reveals the open-ended 

quest of uncovering desire within narrated meanings. Yet this version remains strangely 

unmoved by the polis, in contrast to the work of Reich and Brown that we examine for its 

articulation of versions of subjectivity inspired by Marxist thought. We investigate the 

Frankfurt School and Marcuse in particular for the manner in which this project came to 

be expressed in an increasingly more pessimistic form before dying out in the latter 

decades of the twentieth-century. We conclude by asking what this work has meant for an 

understanding of desire, subjectivity and politics. 

 

It is a remarkable feature of a full century of institutional psychology that a group 

of psychologists should even consider the need to argue once again that the psyche exists 

not just in ‘nature’ but in the polis, the Greek origins of those words bearing witness to 

the need to resuscitate something of its 'classic' heritage.  Perhaps equally remarkable, for 

all its atomism and individualism, psychology has largely ignored psychoanalytic 

contributions to this problem by neither seriously engaging (save occasional skirmishes 

earlier in the twentieth-century) nor effectively repudiating, analytic traditions or 



practices.
1
 This might be understandable if psychoanalysis occupied the same intellectual 

domain as, say, mechanical engineering!  On the contrary, psychology and analytic 

traditions occupy the same grounds, vie for common topics and in their clinical practices, 

seem nearly to be engaged in the same modes of ministering to the psyche - 

psychotherapy.    

 

Occasional and recent forays into psychoanalysis by psychologists tend to be of 

the sort that either dismiss, diminish, or reinterpret in some fundamental way the entire 

tradition and its most profound insights.  Three recent books very clearly illustrate this 

tendency.  Ian Parker argues that psychoanalysis is ‘socially constructed’ by which he 

means not that psychoanalysis is one kind of construction in a world of social 

constructions but rather that psychoanalytic discourse itself deeply structures cultural 

phenomena (Parker, 1997).  As such psychoanalysis is neither properly emancipatory or 

realist on Parker’s account, yet he gives psychoanalysis far more credit than it is due, 

allowing him to dismiss it as a cultural artifact.  Michael Billig on the other hand has 

recently claimed that repression as originally found in psychoanalytic work is not the 

outcome of a complex inner process but the outcome of discursive skills and positions 

that presuppose a process like repression to take place (Billig, 1999).  Finally, Agnes 

Petocz, a clinically trained psychologist, develops a reading of Freud that supports a 

scientific realist account of psychoanalytic symbolism (Petocz, 1999).  In their own ways, 

                                                 
1
 In fairness we should add that those Quixotic attempts to entirely discredit (e.g., Hans 

Eysenck), or wholeheartedly support (e.g., Loyd Silverman), psychoanalytic notions on 

empiricist grounds did excite some psychologists in the period from the 1950s to 1970s. 



none of these kinds of works is willing to engage the analytic project, in the first instance, 

on its own terms. 

 

In this paper we wish to explore the relationship between psyche and polis, not by 

focusing on psychology’s lack and its continuing difficulties with the nature of ‘the 

social’, an obvious prima facie case having already been made by several decades of 

critique from the margins of social psychology, but by addressing the question of the 

relationship of the individual and the socio-political in psychoanalysis.  We wish to 

revisit several important moments in psychoanalytic history and ask what these have 

contributed to our understanding of ‘the psyche in the polis’.  We do so by addressing 

ourselves to classic literatures, not to the recent works of psychologists or those of recent 

critics of psychoanalysis.  The latter have become a near industry of late and tied up as 

these critiques are with the politics of “false” and “recovered” memories, they are far 

beyond our focus here.  We are also not writing from the position of psychoanalytic 

theorists or practitioners.  Instead we write as a means both to examine theoretical 

attempts to use psychoanalysis as an emancipatory tool and to interrogate insights in the 

analytic tradition for how they might allow us to understand the psychology of the 

interpenetration of the individual and social worlds. 

 

Freud and Culture 

For anyone acquainted with the work of Freud and his commentators, our 

concerns here are, in one sense, not unique.  Indeed, they represent a continuing curiosity 

with the ways in which an entirely private, psychic dimension of human life may come to 



show us the socio-cultural nature of those dimensions as well as the psychic dimensions 

of the social world.  Freud was keenly aware of this problem and contributed a number of 

works directly relevant to this problem, including the early Totem and Taboo 

(1913/1955a), the later Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego (1921/1955c) and 

Civilization and its Discontents (1930/1961d).  Indeed, as Freud aged he appeared to take 

greater interests in the relationship between civilization and culture on the one hand and 

sublimation and other psychic processes on the other. 

 

Freud claimed that all civilization is built on repression.  The restrictions of 

society effectively displace the sexual energy of the individual psyche into cultural 

projects. This process of sublimation creates culture at the cost of renouncing demands of 

the instincts. Despite his interests, however, Freud’s own discussions of the social world 

were attempts to elaborate key psychoanalytic notions and show how these were manifest 

and incarnated in the social.  He drew parallels between the individual and the social 

super-ego, the struggle between Eros and Thanatos in the psychic mechanism and social 

world, and the processes of individual development and civilization. These were not 

projects, however, that were meant to provide some final scientific account of social 

institutions, political processes and other socially structured phenomena.  Instead Freud's 

work can now be seen as one element of the general theory of psychoanalysis that weaves 

psychic dynamics into what, on the surface, seemed to be unrelated social dynamics.   

 

There are those who are concerned with the latter, sociologists and 

anthropologists, who have had more than passing fascinations with psychoanalytic 



theory.  In this tradition scholars have attempted to work out how the social world is 

manifested as the outcome of depth psychological processes.  This work had deep 

fascination for mid-century social scientists but floundered on the schism created by the 

demands of a positivistically oriented social science on the one hand and the clinical 

discourse of intra-psychic processes of psychoanalysis on the other.  Although numerous 

attempts were made to build bridges to psychoanalytic theory (e.g.,  Kardiner, Linton, 

DuBois, & West, 1945; Parsons, 1950, 1953, 1958; Roheim, 1947, 1950a, 1950b) most 

of these attempts faltered and have shifted to cultural studies.
2
 

 

Psychoanalysis, practice and theory 

In this paper we examine several attempts to deliberately mold psychoanalytic 

thought to emancipatory social movements.  We will begin, however, with Freud's 

conception of culture's relation to the psychoanalytic project and follow with a discussion 

of psychoanalytic practice and its hermeneutic reformulation to elaborate on the 

interpretive nature of analysis and its relationship to culture.  Neither solely science (in 

any early twentieth-century use of that term) nor strictly 'art,' psychoanalytic practice 

occurs at a boundary between the social and psychic realms, reshaping the psyche as the 

‘other’ is reconstituted.  Self and its world are engaged in a continual unfolding dialectic 

of meaning.  As any psychotherapeutic practice it must necessarily be grounded in the 

moral world of the everyday, reflexively reproducing as well as resisting that world.  It is 

here then that psychotherapy, subjectivity and social theory meet. 
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 Although see the recent book by Smelser (1998), who maintains there is a utility to such 

a rapprochement. 



Freud himself looked askance at attempts to embed psychoanalytic theory within 

radical social projects of any sort and was skeptical of Reich’s attempts at reformulating 

the psychoanalytic project.  Here we look more closely at two such attempts: the radical 

Marxist-Freudians of the 1930s, especially Reich and Brown, and the Frankfurt School of 

the 1940s to the 1960s.  Although both of these attempts have failed in one sense to bring 

psychoanalysis into the realm of social critique, they did open up previously closed doors 

to cultural criticism and pointed to the limits of any social theory that did not consider the 

psychic life of the members of political/economic structures.  In contemporary thought 

these developments gave way to the wide-spread adoption of Lacanian and neo-analytic 

ideas in cultural studies, literary criticism, feminism, film studies, and a host of other 

interdisciplinary projects that have loosened the bonds between the therapeutic 

foundations of psychoanalysis, its theory of psychic development and the cultural 

problems they address. 

 

Subjectivity 

 

The social-psychological world posited by Freud 

Freud posits a social world founded on an antagonism of community and 

individuals. The conflict revolves around the desire for communion with others and the 

need to live among others while desire itself, in its immediacy, is frustrated by the reality 

of other-ness. Freud writes, “the two urges, the one toward personal happiness and the 

other towards union with other human beings must struggle with each other in every 

individual; and so, also, the two processes of individual and of cultural development must 



stand in hostile opposition to each other and dispute the ground” (Freud 1930/1961d, p. 

335). Individual liberty clashing with the will of the group is the foundation for 

civilization. 

 

For Freud, civilization represses human instinctual dispositions for its own 

purposes. The death instinct, characterized by human aggression and lust for destruction, 

strives to reduce life to its original condition of inanimate matter, a state of total 

equilibrium. Such instinctual impulses come to be classified as good or bad according to 

the needs and demands of the human community (Freud, 1915/1957, p. 68). Only socially 

sanctioned impulses can be realized and tension develops as libidinal needs and social 

needs conflict and the community demands the subordination of the instinctual. Freud 

writes, “consequently subject to an unceasing suppression of instinct…the resulting 

tension betrays itself in the most remarkable phenomena of reaction and compensation.” 

(Freud, 1915/1957, p. 71). Cultural productions are the consequence of this instinctual 

sacrifice.  

 

Repression of the instincts required for social existence is burdensome for the 

nervous system. Early on, Freud depicts nervous disturbances as rooted in the 

suppression of sexual life.  In "Civilized Sexual Morality and Modern Nervous Illness" 

(1908/1959) Freud accounts for a heightened degree of nervous illness in modern life as a 

corollary of the extraordinary cultural achievements of modern times; such achievements 

being representative of advancing civilization. Displacing instinctual aim without 

reducing the intensity of the drive, “places extraordinarily large amounts of force at the 



disposal of civilized activity” (p. 39 ). This repression of energy, or more specifically 

sublimation, is a gain for society made at sometimes great and injurious cost to the 

individual. Freud (1930/1961d) writes, “The sexual life of civilized man is 

notwithstanding severely impaired; it sometimes gives the impression of being in process 

of involution as a function” (p. 295).  

   

Freud explains that the regulations and prohibitions of civilized society do not so 

much rule us as serve our own interests. Resigned to the necessity of renouncing instincts 

and to the burden of civilization, individuals will be in varying degrees hostile to society 

depending on the strength of the instincts, cultural benefits received in compensation for 

instinctual renunciation, and education to the benefits of being reasonable.  He points to 

the human origin of all social regulations and moral precepts. “Insecurity of life, which is 

an equal danger for everyone, now unites men into a society which prohibits the 

individual from killing and reserves the right to communal killing of anyone who violates 

prohibition” (Freud, 1927/1961b, p. 223). Aggressiveness is internalized, taken up by the 

super-ego, turned into conscience, and developed into a need for punishment and fear of 

authority. Yet without such restrictions on the death drive, every member of society is at 

risk. 

   

Freud leaves it an open question whether humanity can find a way of 

accommodating individual desires and cultural needs. At times he writes of the 

possibilities of Eros unrealized, but quickly concedes that all civilization as we know it is 

made possible by repression. Freud eschewed prescriptions for social reform. He writes 



(1908/1959), “It is certainly not a physician’s business to come forward with proposals 

for reform; but it seems to me I might support the urgency of such proposals if I were to 

amplify Von Ehrenfel’s description of the injurious effects of our ‘civilized’ sexual 

morality by pointing to the important bearing of that morality upon the spread of modern 

nervous illness” (p. 55). Yet the anti-social and anti-cultural death instinct inherent in the 

psyche of every individual precludes for Freud the possibility of eliminating all 

repression of instinctual demands in a civilized society.  In The Future of an Illusion 

(1927/1961b), Freud suggests a more moderate project of reducing the degree of 

instinctual sacrifices imposed by civilization.  

  

 

Freud: 20
th

 Century Theorist of Dialectical Subjectivity 

The psychoanalytic version of subjectivity proposes identity as comprised of the 

introjection and assimilation of significant others in one’s psychic structure as well as by 

the phylogenetic inheritance of archaic structures of human mind. The intersection of 

social and historical identity constitutes the subject both internally and externally. This 

psychic structure lends continuity to existence while simultaneously being in processes of 

intra-psychic and interpersonal conflict. Psychoanalysis seeks to develop self-conscious 

awareness both in terms of the historical, individually constituted identity as well as the 

current, interpersonally constituted identity. The orthogonal intersection of social and 

individual identities is the place where the subject is continuously recreated potentially 

lending therapeutic value to the analytic session.  

 



A traditional orthodox reading of the papers on technique in psychoanalytic 

practice (Freud, 1912/1958b, 1912/1958c, 1912/1958d, 1913/1958e, 1914/1958f, 

1914/195b, 1915/1958g, 1923/1961a, 1937/1964a, 1937/1964b, 1940/1964c) is 

characterized by an authoritarian attitude on the part of the analyst seemingly anathema 

to the notion of socially constituted subjectivity. Structural and procedural 

recommendations for the practice create differences in the authority of the discourses that 

emerge. The patient lies supine on the analyst’s couch, while a voice is heard from 

somewhere behind and above their head. The analyst is not visible to the patient but the 

patient is visible to the analyst, the analyst generates interpretations while the patient 

generates material for interpretation, the analyst remains as anonymous as possible while 

the patient reveals as much as possible. Mutual visual contact between analyst and patient 

occurs briefly upon entering and leaving the session; otherwise, sensory communication 

is limited to voice and hearing, leaving much space for the workings of the patient’s 

imagination. The situation appears to indicate that the analyst will work on and correct 

the neurotic subjectivity of the analysand; a subjectivity that exists independent of the 

analyst/analysand relationship. 

 

The analytic situation encourages detached observation and clear, precise, 

unidirectional statements by the analyst about the patient; embodying and reinforcing the 

spirit of scientific method and belief in the power of the rational mind out of which 

Freud’s thinking arose. Analysis is construed as a reliable procedure for making the 

patient’s inner world observable. Free associations of the patient are the objective 

material observed and analyzed revealing a layer of meaning normally hidden. While the 



patient’s self is the subject of discourse, the analyst’s interpretations point to the 

unthinkable something existing within the patient, causing disturbed, irrational behavior 

under a variety of situations. The patient’s discourse is observed to determine a 

meticulously clear understanding of the difficulties; an understanding believed to be 

definite and true both within and outside the analytic context. This categorical discourse 

secures position and truth of the patient’s identity.  

 

An orthodox understanding of psychoanalytic practice tends to support the notion 

that the analysand’s subjectivity can be given a single, correct interpretation by the 

doctor. “If one succeeds”, Freud (1923/1961a) says, “in arranging the confused heap of 

fragments, each of which bears upon it an unintelligible piece of drawing, so that the 

picture acquires a meaning, so that there is no gap anywhere in the design and so that the 

whole fits into the frame - if all these conditions are fulfilled, then one knows that one has 

solved the puzzle and that there is no alternative solution” (p. 116). Under the assumption 

of neutrality, the powerful and privileged position of the analyst, along with the exposed 

and vulnerable position of the patient, instead of understanding, authoritarian notions of 

psychoanalytic discourse may thwart the worldview of the analysand while affirming the 

worldview of the analyst. In his early writing, Freud recommends urging the patent to 

comply with the authority of the analyst’s interpretations. In this case, the fluidity of 

existence is at risk for being rigidly reduced, bottled in an interpretation, and swallowed 

whole by the patient. Freud (1914/1955b) writes, “After he has succeeded in forcing the 

repressed event…upon the patient’s acceptance in the teeth of all resistances…the patient 



may say: ‘Now I feel as though I had known it all the time.’ With this the work of 

analysis has been completed” (p. 207). 

 

The psychoanalytic injunction for the analyst to minimize responding to the 

patient’s desires diminishes the presence of normal interweaving social influence and 

thereby creates an environment where the psychical material of the patient not only 

manifests more freely, but is held to be categorically distinct from that of the analyst. The 

abstinence of the psychoanalyst forces the analysand to demonstrate what is wanted, 

something he or she feels is missing. The unspeakable desire is demonstrated within the 

analytic relationship, but the conditions of the session depict the  desire as originating 

from within the analysand. An analyst, with positivist pretensions to accessing socially 

independent, unambiguous subjectivity, may adhere closer to the psychoanalytic 

principles of conduct (neutrality, anonymity, evenly suspended attention) to justify the 

objectivity of his or her interpretation. Instead of moving closer to understanding, these 

principles may give the analyst authority to posit truth about the analysand, justified by 

analytic method, without recognizing the embedded, constructed, and social nature of 

understanding. Because of the analyst’s extensive training, including a personal analysis, 

the analyst’s interpretations may be privileged as more accurate. Principled interpretation 

of the discourse may be seen to point to the patient’s desires and concerns without 

pointing to the analyst’s. As such, the orthodox analysts might assume the position of 

arbiter of reality who can see and point out the analysand’s distortions without activating 

their own. As Merton Gill (1982) points out, there was no name given in classical 

psychoanalysis for a patient’s realistic response to the analyst’s counter-transference. The 



counter-transference, was originally considered an obstacle and an intrusion into the 

analytic process that could be avoided. 

 

Although Freud recommended analyst’s identify intra-psychic conflict forming 

the analysand’s individual thoughts feelings and beliefs, there is also an understanding of 

subjectivity as socially constituted through agreement. In 1910 Freud (1910/1958a) 

writes, “At it’s beginning psycho-analytic treatment was inexorable and exhausting. The 

patient had to say everything himself, and the physician’s activity consisted of urging him 

on incessantly. To-day things have a more friendly air. The treatment is made up of two 

parts - what the physician infers and tells the patient, and the patient’s working-over of 

what he has heard” (p. 141). The practice is seen to be much more of an exchange of 

positions and by 1937 Freud (1937/1964b) concedes that interpretations are conjectures. 

He urges the analyst to claim no authority, but instead to wait and observe the course of 

future developments. Understanding the analysand begins to be seen as a process arising 

out of the convergence of a multitude of positions within a particular context rather than 

merely the excavation of a set subject.  

 

The Hermeneutic Reading of Psychoanalysis 

Paul Ricoeur, in his work Freud and Philosophy (1970), reads psychoanalysis as 

hermeneutics by shifting the productive and not just the reproductive nature of 

interpretation. Ricoeur proposes that teleology is inherent in the archeological practices 

and positivistic explanations of psychoanalysis. He demonstrates how it is through a 



dialectic of spirit and instinct that we can account for the kind of innovative meanings 

which emerge in the relational practice of psychoanalysis.  

 

A central issue in Ricoeur’s thesis is the possibility for psychoanalysis to be a 

practice whereby untold subjectivities are both revealed and recognized as meaningful 

narratives. Psychoanalysis is a dialectical discourse that unearths desires hidden in the 

distorted images and ideas we have of our lives, but when a story is spoken there is 

meaning inherent in the words used. The subject divulges the inevitability of his or her 

cultural embeddedness and the language in which it is articulated is part of a cultural 

inheritance. So not only is the recounting of a personal narrative a social discovery of the 

interpolation of preconscious desires into the text of consciousness, but at the same time 

it is the transmission of an abundance of culturally pre-constructed mytho-poetic 

meaning. Understanding subjectivity is not simply an unmasking through the reductive 

analytic process. The analysand’s subjectivity is also constituted as the analyst, in 

relationship with the patient, recognizes what the patient is saying.  Thus psychoanalysis 

is a hermeneutic of discourse which analyses and constitutes subjectivity. As desires 

which position us in existence are uncovered, a recursive advancement of meaning is 

formed in the successive, innovative interpretations of our desires. 

 

Psychoanalytic discourse has come to be seen by hermeneutically oriented 

theorists as a social, historical, and culturally bound dialogue embedded with multiple 

interests. To reach an understanding, therapist and patient communicate and interpret 

ambiguous linguistic material. They engage in a hermeneutical practice, a practice unique 



to the therapist/patient relation. Understanding comes to life through interpersonal 

dialogue and from this perspective psychoanalysis is a hermeneutic of discourse where 

multiple subjectivities give life to interpretative functioning. The social conditions 

brought into the sessions by analyst and analysand along with the dialogue generated in 

sessions give rise to particular subjectivities. Discourse simultaneously points to the 

analysand’s subjectivity while creating subjectivities through dialogue by the conflict and 

convergence of different positions. As such, the therapist cannot escape personally 

influencing the understanding of the client’s difficulty.  

 

Psychoanalysis is concerned with both the intentionality of the patient’s 

subjectivity, its intertextuality, and its dialogical constitution.  On a hermeneutic reading 

of Freud, there is a dual potential in the work of psychoanalysis. Subjectivity is revealed 

by the analysand’s discourse and the analyst’s interpretations try to unmask hidden 

intentions, desires and fears existing within the analysand. Yet, Freud also saw 

psychoanalysis as a unique relationship between analyst and patient; positioned together 

in the tradition of the session and individually in terms of the systems of knowledge they 

bring to sessions, such that the understanding they generate is unique to that social 

relationship. The subjectivities of the analyst and analysand give life to the discourse, 

affect what interpretations are made as well as what is understood. Furthermore, what is 

understood establishes and contributes to the animation and vitality of that way of living. 

Psychotherapy, as a hermeneutic of discourse, is a cultural exchange, a merging of 

discourses, discourses which both reflect knowledge and experience as well as organize 

knowledge and experience, to render and constitute meaning. Understanding the 



analysand’s individual identity is limited by individual and relational qualities such as 

who the therapist and patient are, the contexts they bring to therapy, how they are situated 

in terms of their personal history, values, experiences and knowledge. Therapist’s and 

patient’s unique positions in matrices of socio-cultural understanding give life to the 

discursive dialogical re-positioning of subjectivities.  

 

The difference between this hermeneutic reading of Freudian theory and practice 

and mainstream methods of psychotherapy may be seen as the difference between 

patience with subjectivities in contrast to the prescription of subjectivity. Freud is not 

prescribing how one should be, but describing what relations demand of one. Freud tells 

us about the production of subjectivities and the processes that break down their 

production. The power of psychoanalysis resides in its ability to explain forces of 

production, reproductions of meaning, and the debt of expression to intersubjective 

desire. Unlike other contemporary models of therapeutic assessment and practice, instead 

of making definite claims about the truth and certainty of treatment method, 

psychoanalysis indicates an art and systematic methodology for understanding the 

process of understanding subjectivity; dispossessing us of the conviction that we know 

who we are in the immediacy of consciousness. Grosz (1990) writes, “The ego is split, 

internally divided between self and other. It can represent the person as a whole (as in the 

realist view) only in so far as it denies this internal rupture and conceives of itself as the 

source of its own origin and unity” (p. 47). Mainstream models of treatments, however, 

advertise mastery of a unified self. Cognitive and behavioral techniques are promoted as 



methods for defining oneself and one’s situation without mention of a shared community 

or communal identities.  

 

All such modern techniques of psychotherapy are what Ricoeur (1974) calls, 

“techniques of domination”. The intent of the method is to master and utilize oneself, 

situations and other people. In contrast, psychoanalysis is a “technique of veracity” 

intending to enter into the meaning of one’s condition; to know oneself better through the 

detours of desire (p. 190).  The liability, however, is for psychoanalysis to become 

dogmatic in its rejection of domination. Ricoeur acknowledges that psychoanalysts may 

fall into the trap of proclaiming assured knowledge, professing expertise and also 

becoming a vehicle of domination. Phillips (1995) is also concerned with the risk of 

psychoanalysis becoming an authoritative technique and losing its ability to express our 

suffering and our desires in place of knowing what it is we suffer and desire. At its best, 

Phillips sees psychoanalysis as a means to a personal style. At its worst, analysts forget 

that they are dealing in the realm of hermeneutics and not empirical truth. The need to 

believe that someone knows can push both analyst and analysand into “the subtleties of 

compliance” . 

 

The psychoanalytic process critiques the need for authority revising our notion of 

the expert and beguiling the commodified notion of subjectivity.  Analysis of the 

transference is the analysis of a person’s need for and belief in definitive knowledge. 

Analysts know that no one knows with absolute certainty while knowing that culturally 

they are expected to know. The trick of psychoanalysis is to believe in the patient to the 



degree of not telling him or her how to live without this becoming itself an expert 

injunction. In this dual role of expert and analyst of the need for the expert, Phillips 

(1995) remarks on the difficulty of sustaining the reflexive position of curiosity without 

slipping into promulgating injunctions. He writes, “the psychoanalyst is a professional 

who sustains his competence  by resisting his own authority. The unconscious, at least as 

Freud described it, is another word for the death of the guru” (p. xvi).  

 

The central insight of psychoanalysis lost in contemporary psychotherapy is that 

there is no certainty, no final word, no definite knowledge of the subject because the aim 

of one’s desire partakes in a multiplicity of meanings and is always at play with 

continually shifting expectations of certainty. Grosz (1990) writes, “Meaning is 

structured by more than human will or intent. Psychoanalysis is the first system of 

knowledge (in this century at least) to recognize the implications of the ambiguity and 

multiplicity of meaning utilized by the unconscious” (p. 13). The certainty of 

consciousness is in ignorance of hidden motivations. What the therapist says the patient is 

and what is to be done about it cannot escape latent forces of signified meanings already 

present in the unconscious.  In other words, psychoanalysis always leaves open the 

question of what kind of world we ought to live in and instead focuses on the prominence 

of desire for definitive and total certainty of the desired, of what ought to be. The ought is 

always already constituted prior to our consciousness in a social world fully articulated 

and so always one step removed from the presence of desire. At the same time, on a 

hermeneutic interpretation, that world is never fully determined, its meaning being 

uncovered through dialogues of consciousness. What we ought to do, think, or desire is 



not unconsciously determined nor socially dictated but politically negotiated.  Despite his 

accounts of the anthropological and psychological origins of culture, the problem of the 

kind of world we ought to inhabit is left open by Freud.  Indeed, his theory was originally 

an attempt to argue for the predominantly psychic origins of culture.   

 

We now examine two traditions that have attempted to critique 20
th

-century 

capitalist cultures and its inequities on neo-analytic grounds.  Subjectivity in these 

accounts is deeply problematized by virtue of an analysis of repressive and oppressive 

social conditions.  Here the order of things is reversed from their Freudian origins.  

Instead of attempting to argue for the predominately psychic origins of culture, culture is 

seen as the engine of psychic development. 

 

The Freudian Left 

 

Unwilling to accept instinctual renunciation as the necessary foundation of 

civilization, The Freudian Left promoted psychoanalysis as a form of consciousness that 

could radically transform society through more erotic and humane organization. The 

psychoanalytic understanding of subjectivity as formed through social relations along 

with inheritance of social meaning makes the individual a potential site of social 

transformation. Writers such as Norman Brown, Wilhelm Reich, and Herbert Marcuse all 

upheld psychoanalysis as a vehicle of revolutionary consciousness where sensuality and 

body consciousness could play significant roles in the evolution of civilization. 

Repression of eroticism is cast as an instrument of political repression.  The liberation of 



the body is seen as a potential site of political freedom and an ultimate source of human 

happiness.  

 

Programs of Social Reform: Wilhelm Reich 

In 1930 Reich begins to critique capitalism as authoritarian, patriarchal and 

sexually repressive while calling instead for an egalitarian socialist society. In providing 

a psychoanalytic account of how sexual oppression occurs, what its effects are on the 

individual, and what social and political functions such repression comes to serve, he sees 

potential for a social revolution in the possibility of accepting and experiencing the body. 

He argues that we are our bodies, but that we are dead to most of the pleasurable 

sensations of the body. Prevailing social political mythology assures us that pleasure in 

all aspects of life is not meant to be; instead, industrial society limits us to [only those 

pleasures that uphold the state,] the pleasures of consumption and efficiency. Life, we are 

told, is hard. The social order encourages its members to discipline their feelings, to 

minimize bodily awareness, to deaden the senses and to curb emotional spontaneity. 

Sensual awareness, as a source of contentment, would disrupt the prevailing economic 

and political social structure.  Instead we become grossly out of touch with bodily needs 

and impulses and live in our minds; thinking, planning and scheming for an ever better 

future. Such propaganda, Reich proposes, serves the state by reinforcing existing 

economic structures.  At his most reductionistic we see Reich, in the preface to the first 

edition of Character Analysis written in 1933, write,  

Ever since society was split into the owners of the means of production and the 

owners of the commodity working power, every social order has been established 



by the former, with disregard or against the will of the latter.  Because this order 

forms the psychic structure of all members of society, it reproduces itself in 

people.  Since this is done by utilizing and altering the instinctual apparatus, it 

also becomes affectively anchored in people (Reich, 1933/1949, p. xxiii, emphasis 

in original). 

 

Processes of sexual repression come to play in the most intimate realms of 

everyday life. Beginning in childhood, guilt and shame surround displays of strong 

emotions and shows of sexual pleasure. In the Sex-Pol writings, Reich (1972) describes 

prevailing power relationships in the family as patriarchal, ascetic, and possessive; 

making it easier for people to accept the authoritarian, male-dominated relationships and 

institutions constituting later social life, in such places as schools, churches, political 

arenas, businesses, and religious organizations. The suppression of natural feelings also 

promotes the acceptance of authoritarian dictates. By contrast a liberated democratic 

family, would be able to respect individual differences, promote shared decision making, 

and aim for family members' freedom and ability to develop for themselves. Self-

referential capacity for bodily pleasure would be cultivated in all of the basic life 

processes. Beginning with basic life processes such as eating, eliminating, sleeping, and 

playing, self-regulation would be encouraged in lieu of acting in accordance with the 

dictates of others. 

 

For Reich, the repressive characteristics of capitalist economy are reiterated in the 

repressive power structures of work, family life, and religious practices. Threatening 



separation, people are manipulated to conform and support the social order from an early 

age. The family engenders submissiveness and fear of authority while vitality is taboo. 

Children are taught to fear the father who governs with harshness. The traditional 

authoritarian family is characterized by obedience and suppression of emotional life. 

Institutions of education then continue to promote the ideology of the ruling order by 

instilling common notions of good character, moral sensibility and a strong sense of duty 

in students. The effect on the emotional life of the individual is what Reich terms an 

“emotional plague”. This plague is a rampant inability to feel life for oneself. It is the 

constant turning to authority to gauge what one is allowed to experience and express. In 

Reich’s words, “You despise yourself, Little Man. You say: “Who am I to have an 

opinion of my own, to determine my own life and to declare the world to be mine?” 

(Reich, 1948, p.14). 

  

In this way the social order is internalized by producing the characters it needs to 

preserve itself. Character is described by Reich as a kind of armor, manifesting as traits 

of personality but also as actual physical musculature on the body. Character initially 

develops to protect the individual from external threat, but once established it functions to 

control internal impulses that threaten emotional equilibrium. Eventually, character armor 

makes people insensitive and unable to form loving relations. Rigid insensitive character 

serves the purposes of a technological society. Suppressed emotions promote more 

technologically mediated relations. Armoring individuals against caring and affection 

fosters extreme competitiveness, makes it possible to do repetitive boring work, and 

confuses real human needs with consumer demands. The numbness of feeling also serves 



the ruling order by inhibiting curiosity, critical thinking, and reflective dialogue 

effectively paralyzing rebellion against the status quo. In Reich’s early writing he saw 

this armoring as a function of a capitalist economy but later he believed its origins 

predated the capitalist era and was a more general form of social control. 

 

In Mass Psychology of Fascism, Reich (1946/1991) explicitly weds the 

psychological with the political by combining Marxism with Freudianism. Although 

Marxists posit a link between ideology and social existence, they do not theorize the 

processes involved in this connection. Reich on the other hand explores how everyday 

social life and attending or ignoring the needs of the body is informed by types of 

political consciousness and he promotes psychoanalysis to redress the ways social 

phenomena affect individual psychology.  In Social and Sexual Revolution, Ollman 

(1978) writes, “In concentrating on what it is about social conditions that produces ideas 

and attitudes, Marxists have ignored the process by which one gives rise to the other, by 

which external situation is transformed into ideology. They also ignore the role played by 

irrational forces in keeping people from recognizing their interests. According to Reich, 

Freud’s theories offer the means to correct such oversights” (p. 178). Social life sublates 

ideology-constituting subjectivity. Marx hypothesizes that instead of consciousness 

determining social existence, it is social existence that determines consciousness, and 

Reich goes on to specify that it is the sexual aspect of social existence which determines 

consciousness. Whereas for Freud sexuality is repressed in society to ensure civility, for 

Reich sexual repression functions to secure the existing social structure. 

 



For Reich liberation of human being is achieved by transforming the social 

conditions of life and not through individual therapy. Reichian prescriptions for social 

reformation focus on conditions for the possibility of listening to the body. Reich does 

not simply promote sexual permissiveness but, more precisely, the capacity to surrender 

to the biological flow of life without inhibition; the revolutionary force is not sex itself 

but the ability to experience loss of the ego as it occurs most paradigmatically in orgasm. 

He envisions a society where each member is free, strong and autonomous; self-guiding, 

self-possessed, self-generating. Reich advocates relying on the body’s inner knowledge 

as completely as possible, distinguishing between the body’s needs and artificial needs 

cultivated by economic and political forces such as mass media marketing. His faith in 

the body extends to its knowing not only how to heal itself but also its knowing how to 

heal social relations and ultimately society. Body knowledge is attainable when there is 

an ability to lose oneself completely to the present and to experience the sensuality of 

existence without guilt or fear. The understanding and effective expression of libido 

guarantees, for Reich, a free society.  

 

Although experience and full release of libidinal energies is promoted as 

necessary for a harmonious society, formulaic procedures for success are not provided. 

Each must find their own way to freedom. Reich uses the story of Christ to illustrate how 

helping another to freedom both victimizes the helper and makes the helper into a source 

of tyranny. In The Murder of Christ (1953) Reich re-interprets the New Testament as a 

story of how Jesus came to liberate the Jews and other peoples from oppressive religions 

anathema to life, humanity, and the natural world. Instead, Reich reads the story of Jesus 



as promoting a religion of natural love and emotional freedom.  Jesus, however, was 

trapped by adoring disciples and victimized by the extravagant expectations of his 

followers. Accepting the role of Messiah proffered on him by his disciples, he marched 

on Jerusalem in a self-sacrificial messianic move to certain death. Christian acceptance of 

natural life expressions was ultimately turned into an authoritarian religion that 

condemned the natural world as evil. Reich confesses his fear of programmatic reform 

when he writes, “I become afraid of you when it is the Little Man in me who would 'lead 

you to freedom'” (Reich, 1948, p. 19). 

 

Reich believed the transformation of society must occur from within individual 

relations, if imposed from without by a pedantic elite the evolution of civilization would 

be extremely harmful. He strongly believed impositional freedom becomes fascism. In 

his later writings, (see for example the Sex-Pol December 1977 issue devoted to carrying 

on Reich’s sexual-political tradition) Reich loses confidence in left-wing attempts to 

revolutionize the system. He comes to believe in slow gradual change instead of 

disrupting reforms and sudden violent changes of communist revolution. The “great 

forgetting”, the great inhibition of enjoying ourselves, must be slowly undone. The 

surrender of armor needs to be organically achieved through self-realization. In Listen, 

Little Man!, Reich (1948) enjoins us to exercise our right to personal reaction, to feel, to 

love and to openly express, yet he recognizes the difficulty of such an injunction. He 

writes, “I know how you defend yourself against straightforwardness, I know the terror 

that strikes you when you are asked to follow your true, genuine being” (p. 34). This fear 

of freedom results because freedom means full responsibility for one’s own fate. People 



would rather give their pleasure over to the state, to a drug, a leader or religion that can 

be identified and blamed than endure the social responsibility of a sensuous existence. 

 

In Mass Psychology of Fascism, Reich (1946/1991) envisions a “work 

democracy” that eliminates the split between work and pleasure. In a cooperative milieu 

where individual needs and rights are recognized, leadership is meant to fall by mutual 

consent to the one most qualified for the task at hand. Authority is allocated for a limited 

time according to the function being performed. There are no permanent divisions of 

power. The members of such a society would be characterized by their vital emotional 

expression and physical health, communal fellowship, noticeable reduction of surface 

armor, ability to fully experience and release bodily sensations, increased sensitivity to 

nature, capacity for freedom, creativity, equality, and harmony.  

 

Clearly Reich’s vision of a utopian society based in sensual consciousness is at 

risk of descending into a kind of rugged individualism. As Frosh (1987/1999) has pointed 

out, although Reich begins with a detailed account of the intricate links amongst human 

sexuality, personal history, politics and ideology, his agenda can quickly move to a one-

sided concern with playing out individualistic instincts with abandon. Politics then 

reduces to biology and instead of revolutionizing social structures and restructuring 

ideologically informed power relations to vitalize and enrich human relationships, the 

agenda collapses in narcissism
3
. 

                                                 
3
 See Frosh (1987/1999) for a more thorough explication of how emancipatory socio-

political uses of psychoanalysis have failed to uphold the tension between economic 



 

Norman Brown 

Norman O. Brown’s interpretation of Freud fuels a vision of social transformation 

founded on the insight that death is an inescapable aspect of life. Counter to the 

prevailing cultural obsession with death, Brown would have us accept death in life and 

thereby “become friends with the life instinct”, better able to delight in fleeting pleasures 

of life and momentary subjectivities. Play would be a central quality of such a society. He 

writes, “The life instinct, or sexual instinct, demands activity of a kind that, in contrast to 

our current mode of activity, can only be called play. The life instinct also demands a 

union with others and with the world around us based not on anxiety and aggression but 

on narcissism and erotic exuberance.” (Brown, 1959, p. 305). To achieve such ends 

Brown insists understanding and insight are insufficient; cultivating acceptance and 

recognition of bodily reality is necessary for the realization of such a community.  

 

Brown takes issue with Freud at the moment when psychoanalysis withdraws the 

proposition that liberation from illness requires re-enactment and replaces re-enactment 

with historical recognition. Brown sees this move toward the transformative properties of 

pure consciousness as a kind of “word magic”; a regressive wish that one can rise above 

the instincts by making them conscious through turning them into words. For Brown, 

however, words do not hold such power and talk is not enough to satisfy the instincts. 

Recognizing the wish for the world to be other than it is Brown sees as an advance 

because it is a recollection of “the unloveliness of the external world”, but ultimately 

                                                                                                                                                 

structures, psychology and ideology and reduced to simplistic dichotomies of sex (good) 

and society (bad). 



remembering is resignation unless effort is made to shape the world into something worth 

loving. Brown (1959) writes, “in so far as psychoanalysis deflects attention from a further 

advance, to make external reality such that it can be loved, it can be an obstacle in the 

way of a final attainment of truth. For psychoanalysis - and before it the mystics - has 

taught that only when we can love the world can we have true knowledge of ourselves.” 

(p. 151). The libido withdrawn from the external world cannot return to the ego 

knowledge of its desire and effort to transform the world into something lovable.  

 

In short, Brown’s critique is that “Orthodox psychoanalytical therapy fails to 

direct the libido back to the external world in the form of a project to change the world.” 

(Brown, 1959, p. 152). Psychoanalytic insight can not change itself into social criticism 

and so represses desire, once recognized, back into unconsciousness. Freud capitulates, 

accepting the inevitability of the way things are. Alternatively, Brown proposes that the 

id and the ego align in an effort to create a world worth loving. He sees in the writing of 

Freud the suggestion to bring reality into closer harmony with the pleasure principle. For 

Brown this is a real possibility, in fact, the only rational response to the contradiction 

between reality and fantasy. Instead of accepting the status quo, Brown suggests 

changing human culture so that death in life can be accepted. He writes, “The 

transformation of psychoanalysis into a project to change human culture is the solution to 

the unsolved problem of the transference” (Brown, 1959, p. 154). 

 

It seems, for Brown, that political activism can begin on the couch. The 

relationship between the analysand and the analyst is a relationship in community and 



can be an object of historical and cultural critique which make innovative social 

developments possible. Brown (1959) writes,  “once we recognize that talk from the 

couch is still an activity in culture, it becomes plain that there is nothing for 

psychoanalysis to psychoanalyze except these projections…and thus psychoanalysis 

fulfills itself only when it becomes historical and cultural analysis” (p. 170). Not only 

does psychoanalysis provide opportunity for understanding, it also enacts revolutionary 

possibilities for social relations in general.   

 

 Brown reads Freud’s early thesis of the formation of culture, where civilization 

demands renunciation of individual instinctual gratification, as a kind of social contract 

theory. In later writings Freud’s discontent is depicted more as an existential condition 

not solely reliant on the conflict between individual freedom and social constraint, but 

rather inherent in the nature of existence. Repression originates not only from without in 

the clash of individual liberties and social constraints but also from within as evidenced 

by the ambivalence and anxiety surrounding the satisfaction of desires. The desire for 

union with the object desired is dependent in its origination with the reality of separation. 

An inescapable tension between love-object and subjectivity is thus inherent to the 

emergence of desire.  

 

 For Brown, it is the denial of separation in the face of desire for union that 

prevents human civilization from developing, not the restriction of libidinal expression 

per se. The pain of recognizing our separateness from universal oneness is avoided by 

denying dependence on the other. Fear of the pain of separation prevents full engagement 



with life and cultivates suffering through greed and possessiveness in relationships. The 

paradoxical tragedy of our interdependence and separation finds its archetype in the 

Oedipal myth which Brown re-interprets as representing the regressive fantasy of taking 

the place of our progenitor and being self-sufficient, our own maker, free from 

dependence on the other, a universe onto oneself, untouched by the painful reality of 

human existence.  

 

The consequences of not accepting the contingencies of loss and desire are dear 

and convoluted, ultimately leading to the negation of self and environment. Through a 

process of identification, object loss refused transforms the lost object into the self. This 

narcissistic libido, then, forms a de-sexualized reservoir of displaceable energy used in 

the production of cultural objects. The realities of the body are denied and life is stripped 

of its erotic potential. Brown (1959) writes, “desexualization is an intrinsic character not 

just of sublimations, but of the energy constituting the ego, and this desexualization is the 

consequence of substituting for bodily erotic union with the world the vain shadowy 

project of having the world within the self.” (p. 162). The play of bodily existence is 

traded for illusions of permanence and control. 

 

Culture is morbid for Brown because its products and monuments represent “the 

dominion of death in life”. The social-political consequences of disembodied existence 

forms the body politic while depleting the vitality of its individual members. Society is 

built on the sublimation of sexual energy consequent to an inability to accept the passing 

of all things. Brown (1959) writes, “Sublimation is the search for lost life; it presupposes 



and perpetuates the loss of life and cannot be the mode in which life itself is lived. 

Sublimation is the mode of an organism which must discover life rather than live, must 

know rather than be.” (p. 171). Consequently, humanity is unable to live in the 

immediacy of the body and becomes obsessed with time, living in the past and the future. 

Culture lacks an erotic sense of reality and becomes aggressive and dominating in 

attitude toward the passing of life. In denying the inevitable suffering associated with 

loss, possessive accumulation, obsession with time and money, and fear of the body 

become forces of social production.  

 

Brown’s prescription for reformation involves what he terms “the resurrection of 

the body”. He writes, “The resurrection of the body is a social project facing mankind as 

a whole, and it will become a practical political problem when the statesmen of the world 

are called upon to deliver happiness instead of power, when political economy becomes a 

science of use-values instead of exchange-values - a science of enjoyment instead of a 

science of accumulation.” (Brown, 1959, p. 317-318). Emancipation from the delusion of 

permanence will liberate enjoyment of the senses and “return our souls to our bodies” so 

that the “human state of self-alienation” may be overcome. 

 

In contrast to Reich, Brown believes that freeing libido would merely create more 

cultural productions. Only when death is accepted will society be liberated to life. Instead 

of Reich’s body rapture he advocates a more sober body consciousness and a body ego 

that can accept death in life enjoining the creation of a life worth loving. 

 



Human society, on Brown’s reading, is a world of sublimations formed out of 

dreams, wishes and fantasies that deny corporeal realities of separation and dependence 

and deplete the sensuous potentials of existence. Apollo as the god of form represents the 

exaltation of this ideology of sublimation. Brown suggests informing the Apollonian 

society with the Dionysian. The world of Dionysus is characterized as drunkenness and 

seething excitement in a society that can be loved; life not at a distance but life 

immediate. He suggests, “delighting in the full life of the body which it now fears. The 

consciousness strong enough to endure full life would be no longer Apollonian but 

Dionysian” (Brown, 1959, p. 308). The Dionysian organization of society is not genital 

as it seems to be for Reich but engages the entire sensuality of the body involving the 

dialectical unity and difference of life and death.  

 

 For Brown the myth of betterment is a perennial desire of the unconscious that 

needs to be taken seriously as a force for social transformation but escape from the 

shadows of cultural illusion into the vital immediacy of the body is a disappointing egress 

if it reduces only to vegetative consciousness or what Freud (1930/1961d) calls “a happy 

quiet”. Brown (1959) writes, “Psychoanalysis accepts the death of the body; but 

psychoanalysis has something to learn from body mysticism, occidental or oriental, over 

and above the wealth of psychoanalytical insights contained in it. For these mystics take 

seriously, and traditional psychoanalysis does not, the possibility of human perfectibility 

and the hope of finding a way out of the human neurosis into that simple health that 

animals enjoy, but not men” (p. 311). The cultivation of body awareness in conjunction 



with reflective self-analysis and the strength to accept death represents for Brown the 

way out of de-vitalized social productivity and the way into sensuous cultural enjoyment. 

 

Both Reich and Brown develop radical critiques of society based on a libidinal 

thesis of sexual repression.  In later life however both men repudiate these views, 

interestingly enough in opposite directions.  Reich, as is well known, turned after World 

War II to a "bio-energetic realm," a radical biological reductionism, which had unhappy 

consequences for him personally as well as politically.  Brown on the other hand 

repudiated his former political views in his later work Love’s Body (1966) in favor of an 

apolitical mysticism.  It was the later incarnation of the Frankfurt School that maintained 

the analytic-political project for several more decades. 

 

The Frankfurt School 

 

The form of critical theory associated with the Frankfurt school went through 

several distinct periods and transformations before splintering in the latter decades of the 

twentieth-century.  Founded in 1923, it was not until the ascension of Max Horkheimer to 

the directorship in 1930 and the school’s exile from 1933 to 1950 that it began to develop 

a discrete critical theory associated with a philosophical version of Marxism, conjoined 

(for some members of the school) with a neo-Freudian psychological theory.  It reached 

its peak in the 1950s and '60s, particularly with the popularity of the work of Herbert 

Marcuse in North America (for histories of the school and the development of critical 

theory, see Bottomore, 1984; Dubiel, 1985; Geuss, 1981; Jay, 1973).  According to Geuss 



(1981, p. 2), critical theory “is a reflective theory which gives agents a kind of knowledge 

inherently productive of enlightenment and emancipation.”  In this way critical theory is 

not a scientific theory with its “objectifying” nature but a reflective theory that is directed 

at a specific group of human agents and develops an epistemology for this group that 

helps it to self-knowledge.  In part then this explains the preoccupation with an anti-

positivist philosophy for the critical theorists as well as an emphasis on ideological 

critique or the critique of instrumental reason.
4
 

 

For our purposes, the crucial component of critical theory is the claim that critical 

theory provides enlightenment (through enabling agents to determine their true interests) 

and emancipation (freeing agents from coercion that is either self or other imposed) 

(Geuss, 1981).  For some members of the school, this emancipatory potential was made 

possible by making psychoanalysis a key part of the framework of a critical theory.  

Although it was not until the 1950s that this would be elaborated and developed, the 

programmatic nature of the ideas were already sketched by Horkheimer and in early 

studies by Fromm (including the latter’s critique of Reich) in the 1930s.  In his address 

“History and Psychology,” Horkheimer (1932/1993) noted that, 

The disclosure of psychical mediations between economic and cultural 

development certainly allows us to maintain that radical economic changes 

precipitate radical cultural changes.  Yet it may lead not merely to a critique of the 

conception of the functional relations between the two, but indeed to a 

                                                 
4
 In addition, the Frankfurt school critiques positivism as an ideology that surreptitiously 

maintains the status quo. In claiming perception as the only valid means of verification, 

scientific method privileges what communities can be conscious of, and hence represses 

other ways of knowing. 



strengthening of the suspicion that the sequence may be changed or reversed in 

the future (p. 120). 

Horkheimer is hereby changing the traditional Marxian base/superstructure in which 

economics was taken to be the foundational science.  A new social psychology (including 

a psychology of the unconscious and of instinctual mechanisms) must mediate between 

economics and history.  The program of an analytic social psychology was to have been 

the outcome of translating a set of philosophical ideas into a social scientific framework 

(Dubiel, 1985), a program that was abandoned with the exile of the members of the 

school.
5
 

 

Although Fromm went on to write considerable social-psychological works, we 

will focus here on the work of Marcuse.  This is because the latter maintained an identity 

with the school until his death and Fromm’s sociological and cultural readings of 

psychoanalysis led him to cut his ties with the school in 1939.  It should be noted that 

both are virtually absent in current literatures on cultural studies, and with the exception 

of Adorno and Horkheimer’s mid-40s essay on the ‘culture industry,’ so is most of the 

Frankfurt School.  Although this can be explained in part by the a-historicism of most of 

what passes for cultural studies, it is also that their particular interpretations of 

psychoanalysis are now wholly out of favor, replaced as they were by object-relations 

                                                 
5
Even before their exile however little progress was made in the attempt to relate 

psychological phenomena to specific historical economic conditions.  In addition, the 

Frankfurt school abandoned its project of correcting the consciousness of the working 

class, because the working class had been absorbed into mass consumer culture. Class 

consciousness had dissolved and with it the possibility of class conflict as a source of 

revolutionary incentive because the oppressed had been co-opted by technological 

rationalization. 



theory and Lacanian approaches.  Indeed, it is hard to remember that the New York 

Times Magazine said in 1968 that “In terms of day-to-day effect, Herbert Marcuse may 

be the most important philosopher alive” (cited in Marks, 1970). 

 

Two works (Eros and Civilization, 1955; One-Dimensional Man, 1964) constitute 

the basis of our claim that psychoanalysis played a supplementary role to a negative 

social theory in the work of Marcuse in the 1950s and 60s.  Psychoanalytic thought was 

crucial in re-deploying the role of economics in Marxist theory to subsidiary status 

although in the passage of time between Eros and Civilization (1955/1966) and One-

Dimensional Man (1964), Marcuse became obviously more pessimistic about the chances 

of overcoming repressive social structures.  In Eros and Civilization (1955/1966), 

Marcuse returned to the orthodox Freudian conceptions of instincts to argue (against neo-

Freudian revisionism, particularly any form of environmentalism or socio-reductionism) 

that Freud was right to consider the intimate connection between repression and 

civilization but wrong to conceive this as a strictly necessary relation.  Marcuse based his 

claim on a reconceptualization of several key Freudian concepts, including an insertion of 

socio-historical factors into the instinctual apparatus.  This includes the concept of 

“surplus repression” or the repression that is the outcome of social domination and is 

different from the natural “repression” required for the building of civilization.  The 

“performance principle” is the “specific reality principle” of modern industrial 

civilization, which emphasizes that “under its rule society is stratified according to the 

competitive economic performances of its members” (Marcuse, 1955/1966, p. 44).  With 



the removal of surplus repression and the removal of domination, the need for the 

performance principle will disappear. 

 

The conclusion to Eros and Civilization (1955/1966) is the undoing of the 

orthodox Freudian analysis of the relationship between sexuality and civilization.  

Marcuse argues that, according to Freud,  the inhibition of sexuality (the “sex instinct”) is 

culturally refined and sublimated into affection, love and responsibility.  According to 

Marcuse, however, these effects occurred in the private sphere while the public, social 

sphere was determined by the exchange value of products and performances.  This 

process can be reversed by the abolition of the surplus-repression necessitated by the 

performance principle and a “non-repressive reality principle” will result (p. 201).   

Furthermore, with the removal of surplus repression, “the body in its entirety would 

become an object of cathexis, a thing to be enjoyed - an instrument of pleasure” (p. 201).  

This process is not just a release of libido but a true transformation, “from sexuality 

constrained under genital supremacy to erotization of the entire personality” (p. 201).  

Indeed, this “transformation of the libido would be the result of a societal transformation 

that released the free play of individual needs and faculties” (p. 202).  And hence, under 

non-repressive conditions, sexuality is transformed into, or becomes Eros.   

  

This circumscribed description shows nonetheless that Marcuse’s deepest 

concerns lay with emancipating the psyche and not with a description or account, 

empirical or historical, of the social conditions that made surplus repression and the 

performance principle possible.  Indeed, the social world that Marcuse brings to bear on 



the psychic realm is a two-dimensional world, capable of repression and oppression or of 

great good and potential liberation.  For Marcuse, the “social content” of Freud’s theory 

lies in its capacity to oppose prevailing forms of society, making any revision of the key 

instinctual components of the theory suspect precisely because it plays into the hands of 

the bourgeoisie by denying these opposing forms. 

 

Marcuse abandons this optimistic and prescriptive component of the theory in his 

1964 One-Dimensional Man and in the new “political preface” that he writes to Eros and 

Civilization in 1966.  He begins the preface with the disheartening note that his optimism  

was based on the assumption that the rationale for the continued acceptance of 

domination no longer prevailed, that scarcity and the need for toil were only 

‘artificially’ perpetuated - in the interest of preserving the system of domination.  

I neglected or minimized the fact that this “obsolescent” rationale had been vastly 

strengthened (if not replaced) by even more efficient forms of social control (p. 

xi). 

Both in his new preface and in One-Dimensional Man, Marcuse meets the world of the 

1960s and discovers it is neither of a piece and also considerably more complex than his 

two-dimensional model lead him to argue.  In the preface he notes the considerable 

discrepancies between life in different parts of the world, the presence of war - especially 

Vietnam, the escalation of militarization, vast discrepancies in standards of living within 

the USA, racism, and so on.  Eros is no longer just a problem of repression, “the fight for 

life, the fight for Eros, is the political fight” (Marcuse, 1955/1966, p. xxv).  The 

satisfaction or expression of desire is a political struggle. 



 

In One-Dimensional Man (1964) Marcuse is concerned that the very processes he 

once associated with freedom and liberation are readily assimilated and converted into 

further forms of domination, repression and forms of technical manipulation.  This comes 

through the very “manipulation of needs by vested interests” (p. 3) and the fact of a 

society that counts among its members those who consume ever greater amounts of 

goods and ought to be better off than ever before.  Yet precisely here “emerges a pattern 

of one-dimensional thought and behavior in which ideas, aspirations, and objectives that, 

by their content, transcend the established universe of discourse and action are either 

repelled or reduced to terms of this universe” (p. 12).  No longer is sexuality sublimated 

but the oppositional and transcending elements of culture are “desublimated.”  In 

conclusion Marcuse is carefully and largely silent on the possibilities of revolution, 

emancipation and liberation.   

 

What made One-Dimensional Man (1964) so forceful was its conception of 

human nature in modern technologically driven, militaristic and imperialistic societies as 

essentially flat, shallow and driven by limited and narrow self-interests. This thesis is a 

step away from Marcuse’s earlier project of a foundational analytic conception of human 

nature that would form the foundations of an emancipatory critical theory. In the name of 

this emancipatory project, a two-dimensional conception of the social world created the 

necessary background. By 1964 Marcuse no longer held to an emancipatory form of 

critical theory but instead posited a complex and deeply troubling social world capable of 

overwhelming entirely the psychic structures of the citizens of advanced industrial 



societies.  Indeed, those citizens now participate in their own repression by playing at a 

flat, one-dimensional version of existence.  The psychic structure is considerably less 

clear and weaker than articulated in Eros and Civlization and even philosophy (at least 

analytic philosophy) has abandoned its task to help us see clearly.  For Marcuse 

(1955/1966), “the Pleasure Principle absorbs the Reality Principle; sexuality is liberated 

(or rather liberalized) in socially constructive forms” (p. 72).  This is the contraction of 

libido and the reduction of Eros to sexuality.  Libido becomes an instrument of 

oppression through its very expression, turned against Eros in the name of shallow 

pleasure. 

 

Although Marcuse does not represent all of critical theory, we feel that our 

discussion of these two works allows one conclusion: critical theory in the hands of 

Marcuse favored first, a deep (Freudian) psychic structure that allowed him to frame a 

potentially emancipatory critical theory premised on individual liberty and later, was 

limited by conceptions of ideology, history and society that prevented it from overcoming 

the profound negative consequences of a technical rationality.  Indeed, One-Dimensional 

Man is a return to a political and Marxian interpretation that is less obviously present in 

Eros and Civlization.   

 

Discussion 

 

Reich, Brown and the Frankfurt School are neither the only nor the last of the 

radical traditions in psychoanalysis that have attempted to take what was both a theory of 



human subjectivity and a therapeutic practice and bring it to bear on the larger question 

of what kind of world it is in which suffering is made manifest or to ask radical questions 

of what kind of world it is that prevents psychic development.  Especially within the 

context of early and mid-20
th

 century experiments in radical political revolution, 

psychoanalysis became an attempt to understand both the attractions of oppressive human 

conduct and the wide-spread popular submission to those experiments.   

As social analysis, however, these positions were never sufficiently historical to 

remain lasting positions of influence in the academy but are they not more than quaint or 

academic curiosities?  As Paul Robinson (1969/1990) said about the 21 years that had 

passed after writing his book The Freudian Left,   

While the Freudian Left may have fallen into neglect, perhaps even into disrepute, it 

nonetheless constituted a significant development within psychoanalytic opinion 

during the middle years of the century and thus remains a deserving subject of 

historical interest. . .  these thinkers have a continuing moral claim on our attention, 

and perhaps even our respect.  Although their hopes for a more libidinal culture 

now seem utterly utopian and their version of Freud no longer persuades, the social 

and psychological reality they set out to criticize is, I would argue, as bad as it ever 

was (p. xviii).   

Thus while their thought is utopian they retain a claim on our consciousness at a time 

when the 'sexual revolution' has run its course in favor of regressive sexual policies, 

AIDS, and fundamentalist inspired 'promise keepers', a backlash against feminism, 

celibacy until marriage and the like. 



This alone would be sufficient to demand a re-examination, and it is important to 

note that we are not the only ones to produce recent evaluations of this body of work 

(e.g., Frosh, 1987/1999; Robinson, 1969/1990).  In addition, the reductionism inherent in 

these approaches were important in developing, among English speaking academics, a 

renewed interest in Lacan and Lacanian feminist orientations to psychoanalysis (see 

Grosz, 1990).  These have revived the desire for a theory of subjectivity that neither 

trivializes the social/political nor slides into various forms of reductionism.  And of the 

modern Lacanians, Slavoj Zizek, stands out as among the most important of 

contemporary thinkers to build a critical theory of the subject. 

Aside from its historical interest, however, is there anything else to recommend this 

exegesis of the Freudian Left?  We believe there is, if only to confront our earlier reading 

of Freudian hermeneutics with a reading of the libidinal politics of the Freudian Left.  For 

what is narrated in psychoanalytic discourse and therapy is not just culturally constituted 

mytho-poetic meaning embedded in individual desire.  What comes to be constituted as 

desire in dialogue can be seen as already politically significant.  Just as there is no act of 

interpretation outside the polis, the subjectivity of the desiring subject is already pre-

figured in the narratives of exchange between therapist and analysand.  It is not a closed 

narrative, always open to other possibilities, but those possibilities too are constrained by 

the polis.  There may be no escape from the hermeneutic circle but that also means there 

is no escape from our responsibility to uncover the manner in which the polis is already 

embedded in our very desires and fantasies. 

Alternatively, the work of these authors also argues that there are political processes 

that mitigate or otherwise suppress the expression of desire.  Expressions of desire and 



identity become themselves interpolations of social arrangements.  That is, feelings 

become negotiated within compromises, contracts, agreements and exchanges such that 

desire is never one's own entirely but an amalgamation of what is desired within that 

which is possible.  The constraint of possibilities subsequently suppresses desire.  It's not 

just family values versus the sexual revolution, George W. Bush versus Bill Clinton, 

REAL Women versus feminists, but the continual harnessing of desire by calculations of 

what it is possible to desire. 

Marcuse prefigured another concern that has preoccupied cultural studies and 

critical thought in the last decades, namely the developing interest in the body.  In his 

"political preface" to the 1966 edition of Eros and Civilization he argued that his intent in 

that work had been to chart "a new direction of progress" that "would depend completely 

on the opportunity to activate repressed or arrested organic, biological needs: to make the 

human body an instrument of pleasure rather than labor" (p. xv).  By the time he wrote 

his preface however he saw that the revolt at home was the revolt of the "body against 

'the machine' - not against the mechanism constructed to make life safer and milder, to 

attenuate the cruelty of nature, but against the machine which has taken over the 

mechanism: the political machine, the corporate machine, the cultural and educational 

machine which has welded blessing and curse into one rational whole"  (p. xvii).  If there 

is a meaning to the Freudian left it is that it's most profound insights are still that the body 

is both the site of introjection, oppression and liberation and that it is there that the battles 

of the last decades continue to be fought.  As Marcuse asked, "does the power of the 

negative concentrate in still partly unconquered, primitive, elemental forces?" (p. xvii).  



His writing was an attempt to speak what was as yet an attempt to locate the possibilities 

of liberation in precisely those forces.  
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