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11. Human models and
economic systems
Con tem po rary rad i cal thought at tacks cap i tal ism on the grounds that it
leads to an un equal dis tri bu tion of goods. But it also ar gues that cap i tal ism
im poses cer tain lim i ta tions on the hu man per son al ity, and fal si fies re la -
tions be tween in di vid u als in capitalist society.

An eco nomic sys tem al lo cates re sources in a par tic u lar way. An eco -
nomic sys tem is also a set of re la tions be tween in di vid u als, re la tions of
con trol and sub or di na tion, of co-op er a tion and con flict. These re la tions
find ex pres sion in cer tain norms of in ter per sonal be hav iour, and un der ly -
ing these norms, in certain norms of human fulfilment.

When we came to judge these re la tions in terms of eth i cal cri te ria we
have to de cide to what ex tent they are nat u ral fea tures, and hence, of
course, be yond the scope of eth i cal judge ment, or to what ex tent peo ple
could act in dif fer ent ways, and so could be judged for act ing in the way
that they do. I want to stress this point, be cause very of ten peo ple ac cept as
be ing part of na ture re ac tions and drives which are merely the re sult of the
socia li sa tion pro cess char ac ter is tic of a par tic u lar so ci ety. Even if we take
some thing as ba sic as the sex ual drive, we see that al though it is pres ent in
nearly all in di vid u als, nev er the less the way in which in di vid u als ex pe ri -
ence their sex u al ity dif fers from so ci ety to society, as do accepted patterns
of sexual behaviour.

Potentialities
That is, and in di vid ual has [sic] a wide set of po ten ti al i ties, and the social is -
ing pro cess se lects cer tain of these po ten ti al i ties and changes them into
norms. The rea son why par tic u lar po ten ti al i ties are se lected over oth ers
must be found in the need for sta bil ity of that par tic u lar so ci ety. Of course
the pro cess of socia li sa tion may be in com plete and may there fore not in
fact guar an tee the sta bil ity of the so ci ety but the point is that the dom i nant
cul tural pat terns of the so ci ety are of this na ture. (Oth er wise it would be a
dif fer ent so ci ety). In Eros and Civili sa tion Marcuse uses the dis tinc tion
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be tween “re pres sion” and “sur plus re pres sion” to ana lyse this. Us ing his
own ver sion of Freud ian psy chol ogy, he ac cepts that so cial liv ing re quires
a cer tain amount of re pres sion of libidinal drives, since both the ma te rial
sit u a tion and the ne ces sity of work ing in col lab o ra tion with other peo ple
makes some ab ne ga tion in ev i ta ble. In or der to pre vent frus tra tion and con -
flict ev ery time this oc curs it is de sir able that the socia li sa tion pro cess
should im pose a cer tain amount of repression. The less gratification
possible in a given social situation, the more repression is necessary.

Marcuse ar gues that in any given so cial sit u a tion one can dis tin guish be -
tween the op ti mum dis tri bu tion of pos si bil i ties of grat i fi ca tion avail able
with the best uti li sa tion of the so cial and pro duc tive forces, and the ac tual
dis tri bu tion, which is a func tion of the way in which the so ci ety ac tu ally
uses its re sources, which is in turn a func tion of so cial or gani sa tion, and in
par tic u lar of class struc ture. That is, in or der to pro duce peo ple who will ac -
cept the type of life which the so ci ety can of fer them, it may be nec es sary to 
impose upon them a highly limiting set of “needs”.

This ar gu ment can be re for mu lated by say ing that in any par tic u lar so ci -
ety a cer tain ‘hu man model’ is im posed on in di vid u als. That is, they are
taught to find ful fill ment in cer tain ways. To judge a par tic u lar so ci ety we
need to see what hu man model is re quired for its con tin u ing func tion ing
and then com pare this model with an ideal model to see what hu man po ten -
ti al i ties are be ing sup pressed. I would sug gest as cri te rion an ideal hu man
model in which ful fill ment is found in free dom and in love. Free dom
means self-de ter mi na tion - that is, means us ing one’s power of rea son to
the full in or der to un der stand one self and one’s world, and in or der to act in 
terms of one’s un der stand ing. An in di vid ual re mains unfree if he acts in
terms of unquestioned acquired norms.

Community
The prin ci ple of love im plies that a cer tain type of re la tion with other peo -
ple is a way of achiev ing ful fill ment. That is, com mu nity with other peo ple
is a good in it self, not a way of ob tain ing other goods. (The fa mous ar gu -
ment be tween Thrasymachus and Soc ra tes in the Re pub lic hinges on this.
Soc ra tes be lieves that com mu nity (or love) is a good in it self — hence that
it is better to be just than un just, better to suf fer in jus tice than to do it.
Thrasymachus be lieves that the goal of hu man ex is tence is ma te rial con -
sump tion, and that there fore other peo ple should be used to help one be -
come rich.) Love and free dom are in ter de pen dent. On the one hand to love
some one means to be open to them to ex plore them, and this can not oc cur if 
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one re acts to the other in terms of a set of so cially im posed norms. On the
other hand the de vel op ment of rea son and con scious ness which un der lies
free dom can only oc cur in in ter ac tion with other peo ple, in com mu nity. Let 
us now look at the hu man model un der ly ing a cap i tal ist econ omy. What be -
hav iour pat terns, hence what norms of hu man ful fill ment are in volved?
The first im por tant mo tive is the profit mo tive. The pri mary ob jec tive of
the busi ness man is to ac cu mu late profit, and any other pur pose he may
have is sec ond ary. In one sense, of course, this is in ev i ta ble, since if a busi -
ness does n’t make prof its, it can not con tinue. But to say that the profit mo -
tive is dom i nant means more than this. It means that the ob jec tive is to con -
trol an ex panded busi ness and to ac quire more con sumer goods. In this sit u -
a tion the re la tion ship to other peo ple be comes in stru men tal. This is the sec -
ond im por tant fea ture. Other peo ple are to be used as a means to sat isfy
one’s own ends. They may be used more or less skil fully, but ‘in dus trial
psy chol ogy’ does n’t change the ba sic re la tion of in stru men tal ity. The
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worker has no real say in his work sit u a tion, where he is sub ject to the fi nal
au thor ity of the em ployer. He has no say in what shall be produced, in how
it shall be produced, in what will happen to the profits. That is, he merely
takes orders, and so is dehumanised and alienated.

Consumption
The drive for profit is not a ‘nat u ral’ drive. In many so ci et ies it plays no im -
por tant role. Even in our so ci ety it is nec es sary to dis tin guish be tween the
profit drive of the busi ness man and other peo ple’s search for a higher stan -
dard of liv ing. The lat ter is con nected pri mar ily with con sump tion, while in 
the for mer case the in di vid ual is aim ing not at con sum ing but at pos sess ing. 
The de sire to con sume seems to be much more rea son able than the de sire to 
pos sess. How ever the third fea ture of our hu man model seems to be a per -
ver sion even of the de sire to con sume. That is, there is a ten dency to see
con sump tion of ma te rial goods as the main area of hu man ful fil ment. Ad -
ver tise ments not only en cour age the con sump tion of a par tic u lar good.
Each ad vert also car ries the mes sage that it is through con sump tion that one 
achieves hap pi ness. We have an econ omy that is good at pro duc ing in di -
vid ual con sumer goods. How ever, be cause of the profit mo tive there is a
con tin ued drive for ex pan sion. This means that mar kets must be found, so
that peo ple must be trained to con sume the sort of things which the econ -
omy needs them to con sume. Peo ple must be moulded to the needs of the
economy, instead of the economy being designed to satisfy real human
needs.

To sum ma rise, the hu man model un der ly ing the cap i tal ist econ omy sees
hu man ful fill ment as ly ing in pos sess ing or con sum ing ma te rial goods, and
sees other hu mans es sen tially as means to this end. This de nies the prin ci -
ple of love. It makes the sphere of work into an area where one is not ex -
pected to ful fill one self, and the con sump tion norms which it im poses
make men un free by sub ject ing them to unexamined and non-natural
norms.

Efficiency
One’s cri te ria of eco nomic ef fi ciency de pend on one’s hu man model. In
our econ omy the ul ti mate cri te rion of ef fi ciency is the dif fer ence be tween
pro duc tion cost and price ex pressed in ma te rial terms. How ever, if one as -
sumed that one of the ob jec tives of an in dus try was to pro duce work ers’
sat is fac tion, then a fac tory which merely pro duced a money profit might be 
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judged highly in ef fi cient. I do not wish to sug gest that ma te rial goods are
not im por tant. A cer tain ma te rial ba sis is nec es sary for the ex pres sion of
love and free dom. Lei sure and free dom are in many ways linked, and lei -
sure as sumes a cer tain dis tance from na ture which can only be en sured by a
sat is fac tory tech nol ogy. But on the one hand pri or ity must be given to the
sat is fac tion of col lec tive needs, and on the other hand peo ple must be left
free to de cide, without advertising and social pressure, what consumer
goods they want.

Rad i cal groups of all kinds - stu dent groups, women’s lib er a tion groups,
black power groups - are crit i ciz ing west ern so ci ety along these lines.
Black power groups, in par tic u lar, are at tack ing “white civ i li za tion” not be -
cause it is white, but be cause it is in ad e quate in hu man terms. White ex ploi -
ta tion of blacks is merely a more dra matic ex pres sion of white will ing ness
to ex ploit other whites. That is, if, in ‘west ern civili sa tion’ it were not nor -
mal to treat other peo ple as means rather than as ends, the whole vi cious
cir cle of im pe ri al ism pro duc ing race dis crim i na tion and in equal ity
producing more in equality would never have begun.

For whites the im por tance of this is that what they do to blacks they do
also, in more mun dane ways, to one an other. If we look away from the con -
sump tion-ori ented busi ness model to a model based on love and free dom,
we can see the ex tent to which whites dam age them selves in dam ag ing
others.
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