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ABSTRACT

Careful reading of Herbert Marcuse’s texts, including Counterrevolution
and Revolt, One-Dimensional Man, An Essay on Liberation, and Eros and
Civilization, reveals his subtle attention to the human–animal dialectic
and its role in human liberation. More specifically, animals mark the
irrationality of advanced industrialized society for Marcuse, and his
subtle but keen treatment of the animal question in politics provides
an opening to radically rethink politics for animals and humans.
Working from Marcuse’s critical theory, I explore the contemporary
one-dimensional animal, which I argue imbricates both animals and
humans in the violence and destruction that characterizes advanced
industrial society. Using Marcuse’s concept of one-dimensional
society and his discussion of animals as my theoretical framework, I
specifically consider vegetarianism in its capacity to militate against
the contemporary political economy of meat. I conclude that Marcuse’s
insights point to a radical vegetarianism aligned with anti-capitalist
politics that offers the development of sensuous, pleasurable, lifeaffirming sensibilities that support true liberation for both animals
and humans.

In 1964, Herbert Marcuse published the landmark book, One-Dimensional Man, which would
forever change the trajectory for radical theorizing. In it, Marcuse posited the very real possibility that in a late capitalist society where the visible gap between the proletariat and
owning classes is becoming increasingly imperceptible due to the burgeoning welfare state,
Marx’s hope of a working class revolution is just that, but a hope, nonetheless, which must
be kept alive: “It is only for the sake of those without hope that hope is given to us.”1 one-
dimensional society, according to Marcuse, is our advanced industrial society, which has
created false needs, driven by profit, which have so thoroughly integrated individuals into
the system of production and consumption that opposition to the system is rendered nearly
impossible. Practically, what this means is that all thought and behavior is becoming so
closed, so in line with “the smooth operation of the whole,” that oppositional action and
critical thinking is fading away.2 Destruction and waste, which should appear as irrational,
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are rationalized into the production of needs so that people identify themselves in their
commodities: “The very mechanism which ties the individual to his society has changed,
and social control is anchored in the new needs which it has produced.”3 Those denied by
the system, outside of it, are the ones who keep alive the hope of changing it, according to
Marcuse. As food, clothing, entertainment, and medical specimens, animals remain outside
the neoliberal capitalist system while simultaneously circulating within it as commodities
to be consumed for human “needs.” However, within advanced industrial societies like the
United States, the need to consume animals in these ways is irrational, unnecessary, and
harmful to both human and animal lives, a point gestured to by Marcuse, and one that echoes
his critique of false needs.
Marcuse has long been recognized as a beacon of radical politics for his support of the
direct action tactics of the New Left during the 1960s as well as his call for critical theory to
take seriously the weight of their revolutionary politics. Marcuse is less known, however, for
his subtle consideration of animals. For Marcuse, animals mark the absurdity of advanced
industrialized society; our ill treatment of animals, Marcuse notes in One-Dimensional Man,
is “the work of a human society whose rationality is still the irrational.”4 More than simply
presenting a discursive or theoretical break, animals function dialectically in Marcuse’s writings as the material memory of an antiquated ideology of violence and destruction and as
signs of the hope and possibility for a liberated and peaceful society.5 Marcuse, in his subtle
but keen treatment of the animal question in politics, provides an opening to radically rethink
politics for animals and humans. For this reason, Marcuse’s theory offers a valuable contribution to contemporary discussions of animal liberation. Moreover, careful study of Marcuse’s
work reveals his own dialectical tension with regard to animals: on one hand, Marcuse does
not hesitate to call out the irrational violence of animal destruction and the necessary elimination of it for a truly liberated society, while on the other, Marcuse still situates the animal
condition secondary to the human. With this in mind, this essay seeks to explore the contemporary one-dimensional animal, which I will argue imbricates both animals and humans
in the violence and destruction that characterizes advanced industrial society. Using
Marcuse’s concept of one-dimensional society and his discussion of animals as my theoretical
framework, I will specifically consider what I call radical vegetarianism in its capacity to
militate against the political economy of meat that defines our capitalist life world and as
an integral part of a larger anti-capitalist politics.

Herbert’s Hippopotamus
Curiously, Marcuse kept several dozen figurines of hippopotamuses in his university office.
Why? Well, in short, because Marcuse loved this particular animal for its absurdity and, in
that absurdity, the possibility that it represented. This, of course, is one of the reveals of the
1996 documentary, Herbert’s Hippopotamus, which was produced by Danish filmmaker Paul
Alexander Juutilainen and depicts Marcuse’s final years as a philosophy professor at the
University of California, San Diego.6 Elaborating on the subject of Marcuse’s fascination with
hippos, Douglas Kellner notes: “He thought the hippopotamus as a metaphor for all sorts of
3
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things. He saw it as the wonder in nature, that nature could produce something so
extravagant.”7
It is intriguing that Marcuse views an animal – a large and powerful herbivore that congregates in schools for protection against predators – as representative of radical possibility,
in turn, pointing to the often unseen importance of animals in his work. To be sure, Marcuse
does not dwell on the topic of hippos and one is left to speculate about the greater significance of hippos within his political imaginary. Yet, Marcuse’s fascination with hippopotamuses does provide a good starting point for examining his broader discussion of animals
and the importance of animals with regard to his political theory. Marcuse’s understanding
of the hippo as a figure of possibility, for example, noticeably contrasts with Thomas Hobbes’s
interpretation of the biblical behemoth, which in secular Hebrew translates to hippopotamus.8 For Hobbes, the hippo is a sign of evil and destruction and is, as behemoth, the title
animal of his account of the turmoil of the English Civil War. Herbert Schneider notes that
Hobbes largely inverts the original biblical meanings of leviathan and behemoth by casting
leviathan as the symbol of a powerful being that should be respectfully feared and behemoth
as an evil animal that causes destruction in its wake, a symbol of the multitude cast back to
the state of nature.9 As C.B. Macpherson explains in The Political Theory of Possessive
Individualism: Hobbes to Locke, the state of nature for Hobbes is neither, as commonly interpreted, a historical condition prior to civil society nor a hypothetical condition drawn from
natural human characteristics, but “a deduction from the appetites and other faculties not
of man as such but as civilized men.”10 Here, Macpherson is referring to Hobbes’s modern
materialist and market assumptions about human beings and, thus, his embedded belief
that what humans lack in the state of nature are the goods and comforts of modern civilized
life.11 Notably, Macpherson views English society at the time of the English Civil War as a
near complete market society.12 The state of nature in which Behemoth reigns, then, is one
that threatens the fundamental assumptions of this possessive market society and, thus,
the capitalist mode of production.
For Marcuse, nature is an object of history, so there is no use in romanticizing it or attempting to recreate a pre-technological state of nature; rather, Marcuse’s focus is on nature in
contemporary society, which is tightly administered and has become a mechanism of social
control – arguably, the market society that Hobbes renders a priori. A truly liberated society,
for Marcuse, also requires the liberation of nature and the recovery of its life-enhancing
forces, Eros, which is denied under capitalism.13 As Timothy W. Luke explains in his analysis
of Marcuse and radical ecology, one-dimensional society destroys nature to feed its false
needs and its false sense of freedom14 Thanatos, as opposed to Eros, drives this relationship
to nature in advanced industrialized societies, in turn, necessitating and normalizing waste,
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destruction, and death in everyday life. Critiquing the “state of nature” promoted by Hobbes
and other liberal thinkers, Marcuse notes: “As long as this is the history of mankind, the ‘state
of nature,’ no matter how refined prevails: a civilized bellum omnium contra omens, in which
the happiness of the ones must coexist with the suffering of the others.”15 Contra this aggressive state of nature, Marcuse argues that it is pleasure, not fear, that is the basis of human
action and liberation, and that liberating nature and its life-enhancing forces will bring about
new qualities of freedom.16 The hippopotamus, one could argue, signifies this new possibility
and freedom born of a non-exploitative relationship to nature. As such, the hippo is no longer
a beast to be feared, but an avatar of radical possibility. Moreover, for Marcuse, this kind of
embodiment is dialectical. One only sees the hippopotamus as affirmative if it is seen through
erotic eyes: “In the Orphic and Narcissistic Eros, this tendency is released: the things of nature
become free to what they are. But to be what they are depends on the erotic attitude: they
receive their telos only in it.”17
Steven Vogel criticizes Marcuse for his utopian stance, arguing that Marcuse still remains
indebted to a kind of anamnesis, a recollection of the forms of nature, which then contradict
the social character of nature that he simultaneously provides.18 This utopian ideal, as Vogel
describes, is “the ideal of human somatic happiness, a life of pleasure and instinctual satisfaction marred by as little necessary labor as possible.”19 Since nature is a historical entity,
this radical transformation of society ushered in via new technology and science would also
bring about a new nature as well.20 For Vogel, Marcuse’s reliance on Orpheus and Narcissus
in his discussion of a truly liberated society, one in which lions, lambs, and people reconcile
their differences, is especially troubling.21 Specifically, he points to a passage in which
Marcuse speaks to the objectivity of nature and animals: “In being spoken to, loved, and
cared for, flowers and springs and animals appear as what they are – beautiful, not only for
those who address and regard them, but for themselves, ‘objectively.’”22 For Vogel, this is an
unrealistic and wildly utopian image which discounts the human action necessary for social
transformation,23 and although he is not explicit on this point, Vogel’s critique again points
to Marcuse’s apparent anamnesis; for example, the vegetarian, primitive state that Plato
describes in The Republic (and The Statesman) is also representative of the peaceful “orphic
state” of the Golden Age of Greece – absent of property, war or social conflict – while the
luxurious state is its worldly manifestation.24
Yet what Vogel mutes in his critique is that in Counterrevolution and Revolt, Marcuse concedes the impossibility of Orpheus’s song: “The end of this war, the perfect peace in the
animal world – this idea belongs to the Orphic myth, not to any conceivable historical reality.”25 Marcuse is clear in Counterrevolution and Revolt that the orthodox Marxist view of
nature as something to be appropriated by humans, or unconcealed to reveal its social
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production as Vogel claims, remains plagued with arrogance: “Marx’s notion of a human
appropriation of nature retains something of the hubris of domination. ‘Appropriation,’ no
matter how human, remains appropriation of a (living) object by a subject.”26 One could
argue that it is precisely Marcuse’s allegiance to the ontological autonomy of nature that
provides a buffer from it being once again consumed by well-intended green ideologies,
even those with a Marxist sensibility.
Marcuse’s dialectical orientation is especially prescient with regard to animals. In OneDimensional Man and Counterrevolution and Revolt, Marcuse directly points to the unnecessary cruelty that animals suffer in a late capitalist society and their dialectical importance in
constructing a revolutionary politics. And while Marcuse chooses hippopotamuses as particular totems of radical possibility in everyday life, one could argue that his work points
toward the reality that animals, as a class which is not one,27 embody the violence and destruction of advanced industrialized society. A passage from Counterrevolution and Revolt is illustrative of this point:
Can the human appropriation of nature ever achieve the elimination of violence, cruelty, and
brutality in the daily sacrifice of animal life for the physical reproduction of the human race?
To treat nature “for its own sake” sounds good, but it is certainly not for the sake of the animal
to be eaten, nor probably for the sake of the plant. (…) In the face of the suffering inflicted by
man on man, it seems terribly “premature” to campaign for universal vegetarianism or synthetic
foodstuffs; as the world is, priority must be on human solidarity among human beings. And yet,
no free society is imaginable which does not, under its “regulative idea of reason,” make the
concerted effort to reduce consistently the suffering which man imposes on the animal world.28

Here, Marcuse points to the unnecessary destruction of animals for the physical reproduction
of the human species, calling to mind Marx’s observation in Economic and Philosophic
Manuscripts of 1844 that human beings, alienated in their labor, feel themselves in their
animal functions29 – specifically, eating and drinking, but one could also add predation and
killing – and also in One-Dimensional Man, where he points to an irrational existence in
advanced industrial society, in which suffering, violence, and destruction define nature and
human reality, and in which the continued ill-treatment of animals serves as the embodiment
of its irrationality.30 Likewise, in One-Dimensional Man, Marcuse points to our sub-rational
existence in advanced industrial society, in which suffering, violence, and destruction defines
nature and human reality, with animals serving as the embodiment of its irrationality.31 And
while Marcuse appears to support animal liberation and vegetarianism, he believes that
they are untimely goals given the current state of human affairs. In this sense, Marcuse again
presents a dialectical turn in which animals are secondary not by nature or dominion, but
– if we read across Marcuse’s texts – because the industrial working class remains the
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revolutionary class in itself, but not for itself; that is, it is thoroughly integrated into and
rewarded by the system.32
Naturally, animals do not make up a class in the traditional Marxist sense because they
do not possess the ability to develop a collective consciousness – at least not one that can
be communicated by animals in and for themselves. Yet they do possess a common experience as commodities in relation to the means of production; this, of course, includes animals
used for foodstuffs and experimentation, but also companion, zoo, and even wild animals.
As Bob Torres explains in Making a Killing, it is animals’ status as private property under the
law that leads to a common experience of exploitation for animals that is “woven into our
economy, our society, and our laws.”33 And, as Torres also discerns, as does David Nibert in
Animal Rights/Human Rights, this animal exploitation is directly linked to human exploitation.34 Animals and humans are inextricably linked in advanced industrial society so that the
One-Dimensional Man is at once the one-dimensional animal. This calls for the speculation
of whether the key to social transformation, to developing revolutionary consciousness in
and for itself, is the explication of the ways in which the political economy of meat shapes
one-dimensional society and, in turn, the one-dimensional animal that inhabits it.

Vegetarianism, Animals, and the Ideology of Death
Why do humans continue to kill and eat animals? Humans, especially those in advanced
industrialized societies like the United States (USA), do not need to eat animals to live or to
live well, for that matter. Yet, only two percent of Americans aged 17 and over are vegetarian
or vegan, while eighty-eight percent have always been meat-eaters, and ten percent are
former vegetarians and vegans. Of the lapsed vegetarians and vegans, more than half went
back to eating meat within a year and one-third went back within three months. Why did
they fall off the wagon? In a nutshell: it was really tough to stick with it.35 Even so, a recent
Gallop poll found that thirty-two percent of Americans support animal rights on par with
human rights, with concern for animals concentrated on their treatment in circuses, research,
and competitive sports.36 And despite the growing number of would-be vegetarians and
animal rights supporters, a 2013 survey conducted by Responsive Management also found
that seventy-nine percent of Americans approve of hunting to provide food, protect humans
from harm, and control and manage wildlife populations,37 pointing to a growing ideology
of locavorism and gastronomic authenticity, where the small-scale, direct act of hunting
appears more sustainable and authentic than industrialized meat production. It seems, then,
that Americans are a bit schizophrenic when it comes to killing animals and eating meat: a
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strong minority of Americans support animal rights, while a decent number of Americans
have dabbled in vegetarianism only to give it up, and most Americans remain consummate
meat-eaters and support hunting. One thing is clear, despite this ambiguity: killing and
eating animals is normal and largely tolerated in American society.
Marcuse points to the everyday brutality that individuals experience under capitalism
and the absolute need to end that violence for social transformation to occur, including
ending our violence against animals: “The elimination of violence, and the reduction in
suppression to the extent required for protecting man and animals from cruelty and aggression are preconditions for the creation of a humane society.”38 Such a society does not yet
exist according to Marcuse. Rather, capitalist accumulation dictates that destruction and
violence be tolerated and normalized as good for contemporary society. Of course, Marcuse
is writing in America during the 1960s and within the context of the Vietnam War, but his
insights are perhaps even more relevant within the “comfortable, smooth, reasonable, democratic unfreedom” of contemporary neoliberal society.39
A quick glance at the political economy of meat, focusing on meat production and consumption in the USA, for example, reveals its structural magnitude and the depths of violence
against animals: in 2012, total meat production in the USA was 92.9 billion pounds (in terms
of animal killed, this included 8.6 billion chickens, 113.2 million hogs, 32.1 million cattle,
250 million turkeys, and 2.2 million sheep and lambs) and the USA exported 1.5 billion metric
tons of beef and beef variety meat, totaling $631 billion in exports. In 2009, total meat and
poultry sales in the USA totaled $154.8 billion; and in 2010, 487,600 workers were employed
in meat packing and processing industries, earning a total of $19 billion in wages. Overall,
the economic ripple effect of the meat and poultry industries is $864.2 billion annually to
the USA economy, or six percent of the Gross Domestic Product (GDP). And, by way of its
production and distribution connections, it impacts firms in every sector of the USA economy,
and in every state and every congressional district.40
The political economy of meat is ubiquitous and it is not limited to large-scale operations.
Local, small-scale animal farms, although less profitable, supply the growing demand of
foodies in search of organic, sustainable, and locally sourced farm-to-table products; for
example, in 2009, small farms in the Pioneer Valley area of Massachusetts sold nine million
dollars worth of agricultural products to consumers, which was double the amount sold in
2002.41 One of only a handful of local slaughterhouses in the state, Adams Farm
Slaughterhouse, employs forty-one people and annually kills and processes about twenty-six
thousand animals, which are brought in from four hundred and fifty New England farmers.42
While the violence of local meat production and consumption is on a smaller scale, the
bourgeois demand for local meat sustains a niche market that ideologically functions to
naturalize the destruction and violence that Marcuse criticizes. Furthermore, it proliferates
a jargon of gastronomic authenticity, which assumes that, ultimately, one’s choices in the
market produce wide-scale political results, and which feeds the Happy Consciousness with
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39
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its conviction that local farmers bear a more authentic and less violent relationship to animals.43 The Happy Consciousness, which stifles revolutionary consciousness, absorbs animals’
contradictory existence as life and death in the commodity form of meat in both the smallscale and industrial contexts. The former deems humanely slaughtered, cruelty-free meat
– with its sustainable footprint, which can be traced directly back to the animal – as a morally
just, healthy, and rational choice; while the latter distances the consumer from animals to
the point of unrecognizability, rendering animals absent referents in the form of cheap and
satisfying meat products.44 Both, nonetheless, fetishize meat and naturalize meat-eating as
a biological and/or ecological necessity, which then rationalizes the irrationality of meat
consumption in an advanced industrial society in which it is no longer necessary, except to
serve profit.45
In short, One-Dimensional Man is also the Nietzschean higher man, who is also the
self-loading ass46 and, in turn, the one-dimensional animal. His life is identical to its life-activities; this is the reality for both animals and humans under capitalism.47 In his analysis of
Marx and animals, Bradley J. Macdonald demonstrates in a careful study of several of Marx’s
key texts that the dehumanizing and alienated context of capitalism that Marx describes in
Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844 demonstrates that both animals and humans
become equally exchangeable signifiers of exploitation (and by extension, death) that are
forever linked in the capitalist production processes. Animals and humans are reduced to
deformed commodity forms that deny their true potentialities.48 Marcuse’s political theory,
via its Marxian heterodoxy, allows us to militate against this dialectical fatalism by calling
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into question the centrality of the proletariat as the vehicle of radical social change in
advanced industrial society and by countering Marx’s understanding of capitalist stagnation
and crisis with a theory of capitalist expansion and stabilization that concedes the increased
cooperation and integration of the working class.49 This forces the realization that the working class is no longer a class for itself, but has been seamlessly integrated into the administered life that defines one-dimensional society.50 A voluntary servitude, as Marcuse observes
in An Essay on Liberation, which reaches to the depths of our biology within the context of
late capitalism by transforming false needs into vital needs, and the will to difference to the
will to domination:
The so-called consumer economy and the politics of corporate capitalism have created a second
nature of man which ties him libidinally and aggressively to the commodity form. The need for
possessing, consuming, handling and constantly renewing the gadgets, devices, instruments,
engines, offered to and imposed upon the people, for using these wares even at the danger of
one’s own destruction, has become a “biological” need in the sense just defined.

Here, Marcuse does not advocate a sort of romantic naturalism with regard to human nature,
but instead recognizes it as a historically produced condition that reifies established norms
of social behavior in such a way as to control that behavior to produce the one-dimensional
animal, the voluntary servant, and the man of resentment that is ultimately the higher man.
Or, conversely, which can be transformed by radical political action and the life-affirming
technologies of a new gay science that work in opposition to the death instinct that drives
contemporary society, and introduce a new sensibility rooted in Eros, thus fostering the
creation of an esthetic ethos of peace, beauty, and solidarity.51 As Andrew Feenberg discerns,
Marcuse’s idea of the “two-dimensional nature of experience” is the root of new political
sensibilities, which function in place of Marxian class consciousness as the source of radical
possibilities.52Contra this alternative possibility is the violent context of the ideology of death:
No domination is complete without the threat of death and the recognized right to dispense
with death – death by legal verdict, in war, by starvation. And no domination is complete unless
death, thus institutionalized, is recognized as more than natural necessity and brute fact, namely,
as justified and as justification.53

Nowhere is the ideology of death more apparent than in the “choice” to eat meat. Human
beings, and especially those in advanced industrial societies, do not need to eat meat to be
healthy. In fact, vegetarians are at lower risk of heart disease, certain types of cancers, hypertension, obesity, and diabetes. Yet in America, despite our confused concern for animals, we
are still a largely meat-eating society. The average American eats 270.7 lbs. of meat per year,54
or three-quarters of a pound of meat per day – the equivalent of more than half a cow or
seventy-five chickens a year, post-slaughter, cut and wrapped. In the case of animal agriculture, and also hunting, death is an institution and a value. The promotion of animal death
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for human life is sustained by a fear that if we do not eat animals, we will die, or at the very
least, wither away as a species.
In this sense, humans are seen naturally as carnivores, or at the very least critical omnivores
who eat the right animals, especially in the case of the gastronomically authentic consumer.
The key line of separation of animal and human with regard to the ideology of death is the
view that animals do not perceive their deaths in the same way that humans do. Thus, all
things being equal, if the choice is human or animal, the animal dies because it does not
have a sense of future in the same way that a human does. This ideology of death, in which
humans interpret death as a distinguishing feature of human existence, is the justification
for institutionalized violence: “A brute biological fact, permeated with pain, horror, and
despair, is transformed into an existential privilege.”55 For humans, as Marcuse further points
out, this ideology justifies the “glorified acceptance of death” and suffering at the hands of
and in the name of the state.56 Death, in turn, becomes transformed from a technical limit
of human freedom to a sociopolitical concept that “transforms nasty empirical facts into an
ideology.”57
For animals, this ideology justifies their death and our consumption of their bodies, transformed into the magical commodity of meat and served as a palliative to quell the human
fear of death. Animals function sacrificially and ideologically within this context.
Here, the ideology of death functions in two ways: by accepting compliance with a higher
power that judges the righteousness of death; and compliance with and forgiveness of those
who dole out death.58 Invoking Nietzsche, Marcuse concludes that resentment also applies
to the ideology of death: “The slaves revolt – and win – not by liberating themselves but by
proclaiming their weakness as the crown of humanity.”59 Carnivorism, as death incarnate,
becomes the defining characteristic of the human species: for the plebian meat-eater, it is
nature and the state who remains judge, jury, and executioner of this power, while for the
virtuous foodie this power of deceit lies in him or herself. Both, however, resign themselves
to the fetishistic consumption and acceptance of structuralized violence and death in the
commodity form of meat, which promises life in an otherwise lifeless world.

Herbert’s Herbivore: Toward a Radical Vegetarianism
Political radicalism thus implies moral radicalism: the emergence of a morality which might
precondition man for freedom. This radicalism activates the elementary, organic foundation
of morality in the human being. Prior to all ethical behavior in accordance with specific social
standards, prior to all ideological expression, morality is a “disposition” of the organism, perhaps
rooted in the erotic drive to counter aggressiveness, to create and preserve “ever greater unities”
of life. We would then have, this side of all “values,” an instinctual foundation for solidarity among
human beings – a solidarity which has been effectively repressed in line with the requirements
of class society but which now appears as a precondition for liberation.60
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In An Essay on Liberation, Marcuse ties political radicalism to the activation of Eros and a new
esthetic rationality and dimension. As the above passage explains, values are created in the
Nietzschean sense. Political radicalism implies the promotion of an ethical dimension that
actively desires and struggles to create the conditions for all life to flourish. Animals and
humans are tied together in an epic play of forces between the reactive nihilism of death
and the active struggle for life. Again, Marcuse is most explicit on this point in Counterrevolution
and Revolt, where he suggests that animals are unnecessarily destroyed for the physical
reproduction of the human species.61 Against administered society and in line with Marx’s
vision in Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts, non-repressive society would be the “free
play of human faculties outside the realm of alienated labor,”62 against these animal functions
(including and especially, as noted earlier, predation), which are the essence of alienated
and administered life, life-qua-death, under capitalism.
Advanced industrialized civilization tolerates violence, including and especially violence
against animals, because it serves the system; it represents the interests of those in power;
and because the media indoctrinate us to believe that it is acceptable, even preferable. In
this sense, as Marcuse explains in “Repressive Tolerance,” tolerance functions not to ensure
free speech and dissent, but uniformity and control through a distorted sense of equality:
“Within the affluent society, the affluent discussion prevails and, within the established
framework, it is tolerant to a large extent. All points of view can be heard.”63 Every view is
treated equally, no matter how false, uninformed, irrational, or unintelligent it may be. And
because the people have neither the information nor critical thinking to distinguish between
good and bad (which are inverted in the Nietzschean sense), they tolerate the aggressive
and violent policies of the Establishment.64 And, as Marcuse observes, while other views can
be expressed, they are constantly evaluated in relation to the public language of the conservative majority, thus determining in advance their reception.65
Vegetarianism has the potential to manifest the kind of refusal that Marcuse advocates,
but is only tolerated by society as long as it falls into categories of ethical, lifestyle, or consumer vegetarianism, which fit neatly in the framework of choice-based liberal politics and
the culture industry. Within this kind of reformist context, vegetarians do not threaten or
negate the established order, but instead fall into the categories of “freaks or types of the
same life,”66 and of beats, existentialists, or spiritualists whose modes of protest “are quickly
digested by the status quo as part of a healthy diet.”67 Vegetarianism can be easily coopted
and coerced by established systems of domination and tolerated so long as it functions
properly and profitably within the political economy of meat. For Marcuse, again, the abolition of cruelty against animals and humans is a prerequisite for a liberated society, within
which, meat-eating is practically unimaginable; but he is clear that a cruelty-free society
does not yet exist and skeptical of whether it ever will, at least with regard to universal
vegetarianism.68
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Marcuse finds universal vegetarianism to be premature given the violence that humans
inflict on each other, let alone animals; and, implicit in Marcuse’s analysis is that universal
vegetarianism would be a product of the revolution not a precursor of it. Certainly this could
be a limitation of Marcuse’s humanism, but it may just be that Marcuse is limited by his own
historical context. Much like Marx, who could not imagine the stupefying realities of contemporary capitalism, Marcuse could not imagine the dramatic rise in meat production and
consumption that would occur in the years after his death. For example, in the 1960s,
Americans consumed 161.7 lb of meat each year, while in 2000 they consumed 195.2 lb.69
As noted earlier, today Americans consume on average 270.7 lb of meat per year, which is
a sixty-seven percent increase from the time at which Marcuse was writing. Nor could
Marcuse imagine the dramatic shift, in terms of the proliferation of a mass meat culture, that
would result from the changes in wholesale and retail meat production and distribution that
were taking hold in the 1960s, including the development of large, decentralized slaughter
plants, the decline in grocery stores, and the rise in retail food and restaurant chains and
supermarkets.70 One also has to consider the rise in the animal rights movement since the
mid-1970s. Peter Singer’s promotion of ethical vegetarianism in Animal Liberation and Carol
Adam’s advocacy of vegetarianism as a form of resistance to patriarchal society in The Sexual
Politics of Meat – both of which rest on the individual choice of vegetarianism as a precursor
for change – undoubtedly introduced universal vegetarianism as a potential form of
opposition.71
Yet, a Marcusean analysis offers a deep structural critique of capitalism and a dialectical
study of the political economy of meat that is, arguably, somewhat absent in earlier discussions
of vegetarianism. Radical vegetarianism aligned with critical rationality in the Marcusean sense
demands a dialectical understanding of the ideological function of meat as a fetishized sign
that is at once the expression of real suffering and its protest against it, functioning similar to
the opiate quality of religion that Marx describes in “Contribution to the Critique of Hegel’s
Philosophy of Right: Introduction.”72 Meat is the sigh of the oppressed creature; that is, the
one-dimensional animal that is at once the dead commodity and the living commodity that
consumes it. Yet meat also ideologically functions to make people feel good in an otherwise
hopeless world. For the majority of Americans, eating meat supplies quick, cheap nourishment
and comfort. For the privileged foodies who consume local and sustainably produced meats,
it feeds the belly and soul with illusions of virtue and authenticity. For both the worker and
the foodie, meat-eating is reduced to a biological and/or ecological necessity for life. Meat is
also, simultaneously, the materialization of death. It is the bodies of killed animals and the
dead labor of workers joined in the dual nature of the one-dimensional animal.
Working from Marcuse’s position, radical vegetarianism entails not only refusing the practice of meat-eating and developing a new life-affirming sensibility with regard to animals,
but also refusing the pull of the reactive and moralistic forces that work to regulate contemporary society. The morality that Marcuse promotes resonates with a Nietzschean tone in
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the sense that it is a morality that says yes to life-affirming instincts and questions the value
of our values, albeit from a heterodox Marxist perspective.73 By refusing and shattering the
meat-fetish by not consuming flesh, radical vegetarians say yes to life while simultaneously
saying no to systemic violence; at the same time, however, they must be careful not to slip
into a reactive moral stance that alienates them from the oppressed in society or from the
Left generally, or that falls into the trappings of hyper-individualism. Radical vegetarianism
must recognize the structural conditions that drive people to compulsively and pathologically eat meat, and consequently, the radical moralism it promotes must not be dogmatic
or righteous, but anti-capitalist:
The causes [of domination] are economic-political, but since they have shaped the very instincts
and needs of men, no economic and political changes will bring this historical continuum to a
stop unless they are carried through by men who are physiologically and psychologically able
to experience things, and each other, outside the context of violence and exploitation. The new
sensibility has become, by this very token praxis: it emerges in the struggle against violence
and exploitation where this struggle is waged for essentially new ways and forms of life…74

Living a life of abolition is a not as simple a project as Torres asserts in Making A Killing.75 In
reality, practicing veganism or vegetarianism is neither simple nor easy, is limited by structural
conditions, and is certainly not affordable for many people. In light of Marcuse’s comments on
animal cruelty and vegetarianism in Counterrevolution and Revolt, one could argue that
Marcuse’s work cumulatively gestures toward a radical vegetarianism: a herbivorous and libidinal sensibility that multiplies possibilities for life, and in doing so, for the radical transformation
of society. To do this, however, vegetarianism cannot remain at the level of the individual. In
other words, it cannot simply be an individual choice, which may be pleasurable and/or glorified, but may also reinforce the existing repressive society. Eros needs a continuum of sociable
and affectionate interpersonal relationships, play, and creative work to flourish.76 Likewise,
radical vegetarianism needs the same. As much as vegetarians should commit themselves to
a broad spectrum of political projects that overcome their private interests in order to become
radicalized and politicized, the Left needs to embrace vegetarianism and actively struggle for
micro- and macro-social conditions that foster vegetarian sensibilities.
To do this, the Left must take seriously the gross violence inflicted against animals in
contemporary society – animals whose contradictory existence as both life and death, when
exposed, shocks the one-dimensionality of administered life. Eating animals feeds the death
drive that, as Marcuse notes, animates the one-dimensional society. Thus, the task of radical
vegetarianism aligned with societal transformation in the Marcusean sense is to expose the
irrational and ideological function of this meat consumption. To do this is no doubt uncomfortable, because it reveals the human “need” to eat meat as irrational and ideological, refuses
to tolerate the “choice” of eating meat, and exposes the structural violence of administered
life under late capitalism that ties together animals and humans in a tangled web of oppression. Likewise, it offends the pluralist sensibilities of neoliberal capitalism. In the end, however, Marcuse’s insights point to an anti-capitalist politics of a radical vegetarianism that
offer the hope of full liberation and the cultivation of sensuous, pleasurable, life-affirming
sensibilities that we cannot yet imagine, for both animals and humans.
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