THE ESSENTIAL MARCUSE

sal being, thus not a limited and unfree but an unlimited and free being, for universality, absence of limitations, and freedom are inseparable. And this fteedom
does not for example exist in a particular capacity . . . but extends over his whole
being" (Werke, II, p. 342).
14. The German Ideology says of the critique in the Deutsch-Franzosische
Jahrbiicher: "Since at that time this was done in philosophical phraseology;
the traditionally occurring philosophical expressions such as 'human essence:
'species' etc., gave the German theoreticians the desired excuse for . .. believing
that here again it was a question merely of giving a new turn to their theoretical
garments ..." (The German Ideology, Moscow, 1968, p. 259).
15. This turn from a state ~utside men to a human relation again iIIust~ates
the new problematic of Marx's theory: his penetration through the veil of abstract reification towards the comprehension of the objective world as the field
of historica l-soci:J I praxis. Marx emphasize. lha t tliis w~ly of po~ in g the questioll
hnd ;il l'cnd. entcrcd tmditiona l political economy when Adam SI!1ith recognized labour rl~ the "prillciple" of cconoll lics, bul its rc,l l ~e ll se was imll1ediate!
('omple tel co ncealed agnin sin ce this kind of political eCOlloml "merel}, formulated the Jail. of eN/rouged labour" (p. tl7; my ita lics).
16. Marx directs his heaviest attacks in the German Ideology precisely
against the concept of "truly human property" (particularly in his polemic
aga inst the "true socialists," op. cit., pp. 516ff.); h ere, within Marx's foundation
of the theory of revolution, this concept obviously has a significance quite different from that in Stirner and the "true socialists."
17. I have gone into this in my essay "Zum Problem der Dialektic" (Die

Gesellschaft,

12,

1931).
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An Interview with Herbert Marcuse
Frederick Olafson

in: The Essential Marcuse (2007), 115-127.

This interview, published in 1977, is an important, if rather one-sided,
source for understanding Marcuse's relations to Heidegger, both biographical and intellectual. As a Heidegger scholar, the interviewer, Frederick Olafson is anxious to discover evidence of Marcuse's lingering
interest in Heidegger's thought. He is not very successful and seems to
have provoked Marcuse into an extremely negative eyaluation of Heidegger's existential analysis, which Marcuse condemns for its false appearance of concreteness and excessive pessimism. Yet occasional
indications of interest do appear.
Marcuse concedes some value to Heidegger's critique of technology
and aspects of his concept of authenticity. The interview emphasizes,
perhaps overemphasizes, the opposition between Marxism and existentialism as can be seen from Marcuse's rather favorable comments on
Sartre whose attempted synthesis of these divergent schools of thought
impressed him in later years. At one point in the interview Olafson asks
whether Heidegger's teaching had a more durable influence than the existential themes Marcuse dismisses here. Marcuse replies that it did as
it introduced him to "a certain type and kind of thinking." The reader of
Marcuse's writings will find examples of that thinking despite all the disagreements with Heidegger.
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o LA F SON Professor Marcuse, you are very widely known as a social
philosopher and a Marxist; but I think there are relatively few who
know that Martin Heidegger and his philosophy played a considerable
role in your intellectual career. Perhaps we could begin by just laying
out the basic facts about that contact with Heidegger and with his phi-

losophy.
Here are the basic facts-I read Sein und Zeit when it
came out in 1927 and after having read it I decided to go back to
Freiburg (where I had received my Ph.D. in 1922) in order to work with
Heidegger. I stayed in Freiburg and worked with Heidegger until December 1932, when I left Germany a few days before Hitler's ascent to
power, and that ended the personal relationship. I saw Heidegger again
after the War, I think in 1946-47, in the Black Forest where he has his
little house. We had a talk which was not exactly very friendly and very
positive, there was an exchange ofletters, and since that time there has
not been any communication between us.

MARCUSE

Would it be fair to say that during the time you were in
Freiburg you accepted the principle theses of Being and Time and that
you were, in some sense, at that time, a Heideggerian? Or were there
major qualifications and reservations even then?

OLAFSON

I must say frankly that during this time, let's say from 1928
to 1932, there were relatively few reservations and relatively few criticisms on my part. I would rather say on our part, because Heidegger at
that time was not a personal problem, not even philosophically, but a r
problem of a large part of the generation that studied in Germany after
the first World War. We saw in Heidegger what we had first seen in
Husserl, a new beginning, the first radical attempt to put philosophy on
really concrete foundations-philosophy concerned with the human
existence, the human condition, and not with merely abstract ideas and
principles. That certainly I shared with a relatively large number of my
generation, and needless to say, the disappointment with this philosophy eventually came-I think it began in the early thirties. But we reexamined Heidegger thoroughly only after his association with Nazism
had become known.
MAR C USE

o LA F SON What did you make at that stage of the social aspect of
Heidegger's philosophy- its implications for political and soci~l life
and action? Were you yourself interested in those at that stage, did you
perceive them in Heidegger's thought?
I was very much interested in it during that stage, at the
same time I wrote articles of Marxist analysis for the then theoretical
organ of the German Socialists, Die Gesellschaft. So I certainly was interested, and I first, like all the others, believed there could be some
combination between existentialism and Marxism, precisely because of
their insistence on concrete analysis of the actual human existence, human beings and their world. But I soon realized that Heidegger's concreteness was to a great extent a phony, a false concreteness, and that
in fact his philosophy was just as abstract and just as removed from
reality, even avoiding reality, as the philosophies which at that time
had dominated German universities, namely a rather dry brand of neoKantianism, neo-Hegelianism, neo-Idealism, but also positivism.

MARCUSE

o LA F SON How did he respond to the hopes that yon had for some
kind of fruitful integration of his philosophy with, let us say, a Marxist
social philosophy?
He didn't respond. You know as far as I can say, it is today
still open to question whether Heidegger ever really rea~ Marx,
whether Heidegger ever read Lukacs, as Lucien Goldman mall1tam~. I
tend not to believe it. He may have had a look at Marx after or dunng
the Second World War, but I don't think that he in any way studied

MARC USE

Marx.
OLAFSON

There are some positive remarks about Marx in Heidegger's

writing, indicating that he was not at all ...
MARCUSE

That's interesting. I know of only one: the Letter on

Humanism.
OLAFSON

Yes.

Where he says that Marx's view of history excels all other
history. That is the only remark. I know the Letter was written under
the French occupation after the World War, one didn't know yet how
things would go, so I don't give much weight to this remark.

MARCUSE
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More generally, how do you view the importance of phenomenological and ontological analyses of the kind that Heidegger
offered in Being and Time, their importance I mean, for purposes of social analysis? You've made it clear that Heidegger himself was not interested in developing them in that direction. Do you think that they
might have had uses beyond those that he was interested in?

OLAFSON

In my first article ("Contribution to a Phenomenology of
Historical Materialism," 1928), I myself tried to combine existentialism
and Marxism. Sartre's Being and Nothingness is such an attempt on
a much larger scale. But to the degree to which Sartre turned to
Marxism, he surpassed his existentialist writings and finally dissociated
himself from them. Even he did not succeed in reconciling Marx and
Heidegger. As to Heidegger himself, he seems to use his existential
analysis to get away from the social reality rather than into it.
MARCUSE
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pared with which Husserl's last writings (and even his Logical Inves-

tigations) seem saturated with historical concreteness.
o LA FSON Does that leave social theorists then with materialism or behaviorism as some kind of working theory of human nature? I take it
that both Heidegger and Sartre have been attempting to resist philosophies of that kind. Does the dropping out of phenomenological and
ontological elements in social theory mean an acceptance, de facto, of
behaviorism?
No, it does not. It depends entirely on what is meant by ontology. If there is an ontology which, in spite of its stress on historicity,
neglects history, throws out history and returns to static transcendental
concepts, I would say this philosophy cannot provide a conceptual ba-

MARCUSE

sis for social and political theory.
Let me take you up on that reference to history. This is one
of the things that Heidegger interested himself in quite considerably
and there are at least two chapters in Being and Time that deal with history. Here of course the treatment is in terms of what Heidegger called
historicity, or historicality, which means that the theme is treated in
terms of a certain structure of individual (primarily individual) human
existence, that is to say the individual's relationship to his own past, the
way he places himself in a tradition, the way he modifies that tradition
at the same time as he takes it over. Does that work seem to you to have

OLAFSON

You see these pretty much dropping out of the work of people who have perhaps begun with ontology and phenomenology, but
have gone on to ...

OLAFSON

MARCUSE

Yes.

OLAFSON

To Marxism . You don't see a continuing role for that

kind of ...
I don't think so. You see, I said at the beginning, I spoke
about the false concreteness of Heidegger. If you look at his principal
concepts (I will use German terms because I am still not familiar with
the English translation) Dasein, das Man, Sein, Seiendes, Existenz, r
they are "bad" abstracts in the sense that they are not conceptual vehicles to cOll!prehend the real concreteness in the apparent one. They
lead away. For example, Dasein is for Heidegger a sociologically and
even biologically "neutral" category (sex differences don't exist!); the
Frage nach dem Sein remains the ever unanswered but ever repeated
question; the distinction between fear and anxiety tends to transform
very real fear into pervasive and vague anxiety. Even his at first glance
most concrete existential category, death, is recognized as the most inexorable brute fact only to be made into an unsurpassable possibility.
Heidegger's existentialism is indeed a transcendental idealism comMAR C USE

a lasting value, to have an element of concreteness?
I would see in his concept of historicity the same false or
fake concreteness because actually none of the concrete material and
cultural, none of the concrete social and political conditions which
make history, have any place in Being and Time. History too is subjected to neutralization. He makes it into an existential category which
is rather immune against the specific material and mental conditions
which make up the course of history. There may be one exception:
Heidegger's late concern (one might say: preoccupation) with technology and technics. The Frage nach dem Sein recedes before the Frage
nach der Technik. I admit that much of these writings I do not understand. More than before, it sounds as if our world can only be comprehended in the German language (though a strange and torturous one).

MAR C USE
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I have the impression that Heidegger's concepts of technology and
technics me the last in the long series of neutralizations: they are
treated as "forces in-themselves," removed from the context of power relations in which they are constituted and which determine their use
and their function. They are reified, hypostatized as Fate.
OLAFSON Might he not have used the notion of historicity as a structure of personal existence in a different way? Isn't it important for a social theory to show how an individual situates himself in a certain
society, in a certain tradition? Isn't it important that there be a characterization of that situation that is not just given at the level of relatively
impersonal forces and tendencies, but that shows how the individual
ties into those forces and tendencies?

There most certainly is a need for such an analysis, but that
is precisely where the concrete conditions of history come in. How does
the individual situate himself and see himself in capitalism-at a certain stage of capitalism, under socialism, as a member of this or that
class, and so on? This entire dimension is absent. To be sure, Daseil1 is
constituted in historicity, but Heidegger focuses on individuals purged
of the hidden and not so hidden injuries of their class, their work, their
recreation, purged of the injuries they suffer from their society. There is
no trace of the daily rebellion, of the striving for liberation. The Man
(the Anonymous Anyone) is no substitute for the social reality.
MAR C US E

Heidegger sees individual human beings as concerned
above all with the prospect of their individual death, and this supersedes all the kinds of concrete social considerations that YOll have mentioned. Do you think that that emphasis and that lack of interest in the
concrete and the social comes out of his theological training or bent of
mind?
OLAFSON
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nor personally, was there any hint of his sympathies for Nazism. In fact,
politics were never eliscussed-and to the very end he spoke very highly
of the two Jews to whom he dedicated his books, Edmund Husser! and
Max Scheler. So his openly declared Nazism came as a complete surprise to us. From that point on, of course, we asked ourselves the question; did we overlook indications and anticipations in Being Clnd Time
and the related writings? And we made one interesting observation, expost (1 want to stress that, ex-post, it is easy to make this observation): If
you look at his view of the human existence, of being-in-the-world, you
will find a highly repressive, highly oppressive interpretation. I have just
today gone again through the table of contents of Being and Time, and
had a look at the main categories in which he sees the essential characteristics of existence or Dasein. I can just read them to you and you
will see what I mean: "idle talk, curiosity, ambiguity, falling and beingthrown-into, concern, being toward death, anxiety, dread, boredom"
and so on. Now this gives a picture which plays well on the fears and
frustrations of men and women in a repressive society-a joyless existence: overshadowed by death and anxiety; human material for the authoritarian personality. It is for example highly characteristic that love is
absent from Being and Time-the only place where it appears is in a
footnote in a theological context together with faith, sin, and remorse. I
see now in this philosophy, ex-post, a very powerful devaluation oflife,
a derogation of joy, of sensuousness, fulfillment. And we may have had
the feeling of it at that time, but it became clear only after Heidegger's
association to Nazism became known.
OLAFSON

Do you think that Heidegger as a man was simply politi-

cally naive? Do you think he understood the implications of his collaboration with the Nazi Party as Rector of the University of Freiburg?
Well, I can speak rather authoritatively because I discussed
it with him after the war. In order to prepare my answer, let me first read
the statement which he made, I quote literally: "Let not principles und

MARCUSE

It ma y we ll be th ll t his very thoro ugh Lheo logicallTa ining
ha somethillg to do Wilh il. III ~lny case, il is very good that ou bring
MARC USE

up I he trc m ' nelOLiS importan ce th e lIotion of death has jo h is p hilosophy. becausc 1 be lieve thai is u e ry good stHlting point· For at le(lst briefly
tli. cussing t he Irlrn o u~ question of wh e th er l-I,eideggcr's azism was :a lready noticeable in his philosophy prior to 1933. Now, from personal experience I can tell you that neither in his lectures, nor in his seminars,

ideas rule your being. Today, and in the future, only the Fahrer himself
is German reality and its law." These were Heidegger's own words in
November 1933. This is a man who professed that he was the heir of the
great tradition of Western philosophy of Kant, Hegel, and so on - all
this is now discarded, norms, principles, ideas are obsolete when the
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Fiihrer ]"ys down the ]mv ane! defines reality- the German reality.
talked with him about that several times and he admitted it was an "error"; he misjudged Hitler and Nazism-to .which I want to add two
things, fi rst, that is one of the errors a ph i1osopher is not allowed to com-

OLAFSON

lichkeit, a concept that has known a wid e popularity, I guess, both
before and after Heidegger, implying a certain false relationship to
oneself, and thereby a certain false relationship to one's fellow men and
I suppose to one's society. Does this strike you as a concept, in Heideg-

not an error and this is not a mistake, this is actually the betrayal of philosophy as such, and of everything philosophy stands for. Secondly, he
admitted, as I s<lid, it was a mistake- but there he left the m8tter. He

ger's development of it, that has any continuing utility?
MAR C USE It is an interesting concept. Again, if I remember how he
actually defines authenticity, the same categories comc to Illy mind,
which I would call rather oppressive and repressive categories. What is

refused (and I think th8t somehow I find this rather sympathetic), he refused any attempt to cleny it or to declare it an aberration, or I don't
know what, because he did not want to be in the same category, as he
said, with all those of his colleagues who suddenly didn't remember

authenticity? Mainly, if! remember correctly, and please correct me if
I don't, the withdrawal from the entire world of the others, Das Man , I
don't know what the English translation is , ..

~lIIyl110re that th ey tought und er th e Nflzi ) li la t th Yever liUPP fted th e
nis, alld decla red Illal ac tua lly II ley had a IW<1 ys been Ilon- <1z i. m ,
j'n Ibe case ofH eid eggcr a~ far as I know, l ie g<1VC up iln y open icl IItificalioll with Naz.isill I Lhillk ill 1935 or I(n G. He waS not Re ·tor of the
Universily <l lI ymo rc. In olh er words, from th at tim e on he wiLhdn:!1
bilL l'o me this in 110 way simply caue Is L1le t<l tc men t he l11<1de. Tn m '
view, il' is irrclevllnh hen and wlay he withdrew his ullthusi;ISlic support
th
l Ciz i regi me- decisive and rde :lI1t is tll(: brute fac t tllCit he

OLAFSON

Authenticity would then mean the return to oneself, to
one's innermost freedom, and, out of this inwardness, to decide, to determine every phase, every situation, every moment of one's existence.

or

And the very real obstacles to this autonomy? The content, the aim,
the What of the decision? Here too, the methodical "neutralization":
the social, empirical context of the decision and of its consequences
is "bracketed." The main thing is to decide and to act according to
your decision. Whether or not the decision is in itself, and in its goals
morally and humanly positive or not, is of minor importance.

OLAFSON In his discussions with you did he give any indication of his
reasons for withdrawing, or what he believed the "mistake" of Nazism

are quite right. I think I do understand now why he turned against the
pre-Hitler democracy of the Weimar Republic - because life under the
Weimar Republic certainly in no way conformed to his existential categories: the struggle between capitalism and socialism, waged almost
daily on the streets, at the work place, with violence and with the intellect, the outburst of a radically rebellious literature and art-this entire
world, "existential" throughout, lies outside his existentialism.

The anonymous anyone .

MAR C USE

made the statement just quoted, that he idolized Hitler, and that he exhorted his students to do the same, If, "today and in the future," only
the Fahrer himself is "German reality and its law," then the only philosophy that remains is the philosophy of abdication, surrender.

MAR C USE In fact, I remember he never did. No, he never did. It certainly wasn't anti-Semitism. That I remember. But he never did, you

There's one important concept in Being and Time which

we haven't alluded to, and that is the concept of authenticity or Eigen-

mit. He certainly can ~l11d does commit many, many mistakes but this is

to be? I'm wondering in particular if it was motivated by anything that
one would call a moral consideration, or , ..

123
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OLAFSON There is another side to the concept-I agree with what
you have been saying about this side of it- but there's another side in

which Heidegger treats inauthenticity as a kind of deep attempt that
human beings make to present themselves to themselves in a form
that suppresses or blocks out the element of decision, the element of responsibility for themselves, that incorporates them into some kind of
larger, whether it be physical or social, entity, and thus relieves them of
the necessity for decision. Now that bears (it seems to me, perhaps I am
wrong) some analogy to things that you have had to say about tendencies in modern technological society.
Yes, I certainly wouldn't deny that authenticity, in a less
oppressive sense, is becoming increasingly difficult in the advanced so-

MAR C USE
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earlier thought?

It is important, and again it contains elements of truth,
but I don't know whether you can really incorporate them into his earlier work, and his later work I just haven't followed adequately, so I

MAR C USE

wouldn't know.
o LA F SON The interesting question that arises of course in connection
with that is what Heidegger's place would be in the history of Western
philosophy so conceived, because it has seemed, as you were saying, to
many that Being and Time was a final turn on the transcendental screw,
as it were, and that he would stand then in the same tradition as the
people that he seems to be criticizing so trenchantly.

Muerte.
OLAFSON

MAR C USE Well, it is a large question and I can only answer a small
part of it. I believe there is a common ground between Sartre's early
work and Heidegger, namely the existential analysis, but there the common ground ends. I would do injustice to Sartre if I would prolong it
beyond that point. Even L'Etre et le Niant is already much more concrete than Heidegger ever was. Erotic relationships, love, hatred, all
this-the body, not simply as abstract phenomenological object but the
body as it is sensuously expe ~ienced, plays a considerable role in Sartre
- all this is miles away from Heidegger's own analysis, and, as Sartre developed his philosophy, he surpassed the elements that still linked him
to existentialism and worked out a Marxist philosophy and analysis.

5

o LAFSO N Doesn't the Critique of Dialectical Reason still strike you as
a very idiosyncratic version of Marxism still marked importantly by the

ciety of today, but it seems to me that even in the positive sense, authenticity is overshadowed by death, by the entire interpretation of existence as being toward death, and the incorporation of death into every
hour and every minute of your life. This again I see as a highly oppressive notion, which somehow serves well to justify the emphasis of fascism and Nazism on sacrifice, sacrifice per se, as an end-in-itself. I think
there is a famous phrase by Ernst JUnger, the Nazi writer, who speaks
of the necessity of sacrifice "am Rande des Nichts oder am Rande des
Abgrunds" - "on the edge of the abyss, or on the edge of nothingness."
In other words a sacrifice that is good because it is a sacrifice, and because it is freely chosen, or allegedly freely chosen, by the individual.
Heidegger's notion recalls the battle cry of the fascist Futurists: Eviva la

You mentioned Sartre's name a while ago, and I'd like to
turn now, if I may, to the relationship between Heidegger and Sartre.
As you yourself have pointed out, I think, on occasion - Sartre's Being
and Nothingness is very heavily dependent upon Heidegger's Being and
Time as, of course, it is upon other works in the German tradition, like
The Phenomenology of Mind. Heidegger, on the other hand, has from
the standpoint of his latter thought, repudiated any suggestion of common ground between these two philosophies, or these two statements.
And that, of course, has been contested by others. How do you see this
problem of the relationship between Heidegger and Sartre, and the relationship of Heidegger to the whole wider phenomenon of existentialism in the post-war period?

12

In the specific context of the history of philosophy, this
may be true. In the larger political context, one may say that German
Idealism comes to an end with the construction of the Nazi state. To
quote Carl Schmitt: "On January 30, 1933, Hegel died."

MAR C USE

And yet Heidegger's philosophy enjoyed enormous prestige
in Germany in the post-war period. I think that is beginning to slack off

OLAFSON

"-

a bit ...
MARCUSE

True.

o LA F SON ... or has been for the last decade, and I suppose it was more
the later philosophy than the philosophy of Being and Time that formed
the basis for that renaissance of interest in Heidegger. Do you have any
impressions of his influence on German intellectual life in the post-war
period?
I only know, as you said, that by now it has been reduced
considerably. There was a great interest in Heidegger for quite some
time after the war, and I think you are right, it was mainly the late work

MARCUSE

and not the early work.
o LA F SON Theodor Adorno, a former colleague of yours, has characterized that influence in highly critical terms.
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MARCUSE

Yes.

As a glorification ofthe principle of heteronomy, which I
take to mean essentially the principle of external authority of some
kind. If that is true then there is a kind of paradox in the fact that a philosophy of will and self-assertion, of authenticity, has turned around
into an ideological basis for an essentially heteronomous and authoritarian social orientation.

OLAFSON

Yes, but as we discussed, I think the roots of this authoritarianism you can find (again ex-post) in Being and Time, and the heteronomy may not only be that of outside authorities and powers, but
also, for example, the heteronomy exercised by death over life. I think
that Adorno has this too in mind when he speaks of it.
MAR C USE

Do you think that Hegel is dead, that classical German philosophy is effectively at an end? Can there be continuators, more successful, perhaps, than Heidegger?

OLAFSON

MARCUSE

You mean the tradition of German Idealism?

o L A F SON I mean, is it still possible for living philosophies to be built
on the great classical authors, Hegel and Kant, whether through revision, or however? Are these still living sources of philosophical inspiration?

I would say more. There was, as I said, the mere fact that at
least a certain type and kind of thinking I learned from him, and at least
the fact-which again today should be stressed in the age of structuralism-that after all the text has an authority of its own and even if you violate the text, you have to do justice to it. These are elements which I

MAR C USE

think continue to be valid to this very day.
The analysis of the situation of the individual human being, the conscious human being-is this susceptible, do you think, of

OLAFSON

continuing treatment?
No. As far as I am concerned, the existential analysis a la
Heidegger today, I don't think there is anything in it I could say yes to,
except in a very different social and intellectual context.

MARCUSE

OLAFSON

Could you give us any indication of what the nature of that

context might be?
That is very difficult. It would open up a completely new
topic. The entire dimension that has been neglected in Marxian theory, for example, how social institutions reproduce themselves in the
individuals, and how the individuals, by virtue of their reproducing
their own society act on it. There is room for what may be called an ex-

MARCUSE

istential analysis, but only within this framework.
OLAFSON

I would definitely say yes. And I would definitely say that
one of the proofs is the continued existence and development of Marxist theory. Because Marx and Engels themselves never failed to emphasize to what extent they considered themselves as the heirs of German
Idealism. It is, of course, a greatly modified idealism, but elements of it
remain in social and political theory.

Well, thank you very much.

MARCUSE

I think you've already characterized, in general terms, what
permanent effect Heidegger's philosophy, his teaching, had upon your
own thought, upon your own philosophical work. Is there anything that
you want to add to that? On balance, does the encounter with Heidegger seem to you to have enriched your own philosophical thinking, or is
it something that you essentially had to see through and overcome?

OLAFSON

l27

MARCUSE

You're welcome.

