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MARCUSE AND THE QUEST
FOR RADICAL SUBJECTIVITY

Douglas Kellner
University ofCalifornia at LosAngeles

Abstract

In thispaper, I maintain that theMarcuse anticipates thepost
structuralist critiqueofthesubject, that these critiques suggest
that theconcept ofthesubject contains too muchphilosophical
and politicalbaggage, and that we needa reconstructed notion
ofsubjectivity thatMarcuse and theFrankfurtSchool initiated
and enable us to further develop. In drawing on Nietzsche,
Freud, andaesthetic modernism, Marcuse posits a bodily, erotic,
gendered, social, and aestheticized sttbjectivity that overcomes
mind-bodydualism, avoids idealist and rationalistessential
ism, and is constructed in a specific social milieu and ischal
lenged to reconstruct itselfand emancipate itselffrom limited
and oppressiveforms. In followingMarcuse's reconstruction of
subjectivity, I'll accordingly, first, offer a re-reading of Eros
and Civilization to demonstrate how it anticipates the
poststructuralist critique of the subject and offers an alterna
tive conception ofsubjectivity. ThenI pursuesomeofthe con
tributions to rethinking subjectivity in Marcuse's later writ
ings, focusing on his notion ofradical subjectivity. A t stake is
developing a reconstructed Marcusean theory ofsubjectivity
which emphasizes the needfor a transformation ofthe affec
tive dimension, thesensibility, and our very conception ofthe
subject to helpcreate a reconstructed conception ofsubjectivity
for contemporary theoryand toprovideconceptions ofthesub
jective conditions for radical social change and ofagency in
orderto promote individual and social transformation.

The past two decades have witnessed a relentless philosophical
assault on the concept of the subject, once the alpha and omega
of modern philosophy. Materialists have decried the idealist and
essentialist dimensions of the traditional concept of the subject




