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Before one can talk about how one can be liberated from the affluent society, such as Marcuse has suggested, one need to look at what it is we are to be liberated from. Marcuse identifies the following issues that would seem to be inseparable from the goals of our society under capitalism  “Production and destruction, of satisfaction of needs and repression, of liberty within a system of servitude” (229) I will now try to explain some of the issues of Capitalism that Marcuse was talking about in today’s terms.

Production is the means by which capitalism moves, and is the basis of capitalist society. If there is no production, capitalism falls apart and fails to meet the needs of the people. While it is true that socialism under most understandings also needs production, it needs production to provide for needs, not wants. Capitalism has always succeeded by large scale production of goods that often time are wasteful and unnecessary. Under socialism production can be more restrained then capitalism. Given that this may entail the loss of some products that we want because they conflict with the goals of society. Capitalism is driven by profits, and anything that can be sold for profit will me made in order to reach the profit goals of the shareholders, or owners of the company. One of the first things we must do is look to the larger picture of how a product affects the people of a country or much less the world. But how is this related to destruction? One of the most talked about issues of today is should we open the Alaskan Wildlife Refugee to oil drilling? The production of wasteful vehicles including SUVs is driven by profit margins for companies and sold to a wanting public who for the most part uses the vehicles for social status symbols and for commuting. Are these products needed in today’s society? Are they helping to make the world better? I would say the no they don’t.  At 12-18 miles to the gallon these SUVs are one of the reasons our nation is so dependant on oil leading to the possible destruction of the most beautiful places in nature left in the United States. Outside of oil use, land as whole is used as a resource without regard to the destruction of the environment by companies. Nations wetlands and National Parks such as the Everglades of Florida are taken daily in an effort to developed land for suburban housing, industrial mining, and more other forms of development. These gains come at the cost of more destruction and more loss of environment in the name of capitalism. Now some may claim that it is possible for Capitalism to become “greener” and that socialism is not needed to correct this destruction. Well it is true that some companies have made gains in “green” capitalism. Holiday gas stations in the Midwestern United States have started selling “blue planet gas” with 70% less sulfur output in an effort to cut emissions and gain a niche in the market. This is an example of how capitalism can work to better goals, but it is not able to deal with many aspects of the conflict between production and destruction. Take the example of blue planet gas, it is offered at the same price as other gas, and because of this the company and sell and even profit from sales while helping curb destruction. Now ask yourself if the company would do the same if it did not find it could turn a profit from the new gas? This is the problem with capitalism; it does not function well socially unless it can make money in doing so. One may ask about donations made by companies and others and how they fit this view. Yes they can donate money to groups, but only if they make money first, and it is most often done as part of marketing and advertising. I think it should be clear that so long as we wish to have production under capitalism we will have with it destruction of nature. 


Marcuse in next stressed the conflict of satisfaction of needs and repression. I think it is best to stress not needs but wants and repression for the purpose of this essay. While Marcuse may indeed be able to show the correlation of the two, I believe it is not the worst of the two issues. Coffee, we really don’t need it even if some would tell you would die without a cup in the morning. Coffee is a good choice because it identifies two issues within capitalism with regard to needs and repression. No the workers at Starbucks are not the ones who are heavily oppressed; under current forms of capitalism it is the bean pickers who feel the brunt of oppression. While people may like to complain about the high prices they charge for coffee, the thing that makes it worse is the way they pay those who pick the coffee for them. They pay very little to those pickers, many making less then a few dollars a week. Some may say that they would have no job at all if not for this low paying job, but why do they get into situation that requires them to work these jobs, often times instead of going to school? Starbucks, who was a large focus in the WTO protest in 1999, added “fair trade coffee” after smaller protests years before, but this makes you question why they need to promote that one kind of coffee is fair trade? Is this not an admission that the other coffee is not fair trade? The coffee is even more expensive then the already expensive coffee (but not the most expensive), and is not promoted. The key comes down to the fact that under capitalism we are willing to repress others in order to meet not our needs, but our wants. If US companies followed the same rules that are set in place to protect works in the United States on all products made overseas, prices would skyrocket, capitalism would start to buckle, and people would have to deal with oppression outside of the United States along with our own issues. Major oppression by the United States and other affluent countries is most prevalent outside of their borders. The oppression is based on satisfying the needs of ourselves, without regards to the social problems that come with meeting our needs, and ensuring that profits can be made. Can we ever claim that Capitalism has made us free, when in good conscience we know that that liberty we cherish comes at the cost of loss of liberty in others? If Capitalism where contained to a society that was liberated and left without the ability to use the oppressed others as a means to keep profits in line, would it work so well? For to long we have based the record of Capitalism on its effects in our own nation, while neglecting the impact on other nations.


The last point made by Marcuse of “liberty within a system of servitude” (229) is a correct way of stating what Capitalism is, however few forms of socialism would be any different. It is rare in any type of society for anyone to work solely for themselves and not for someone or something.  Even under socialism you most likely will work for someone, but the goals of that someone may be more conducive to the goals of the people as a whole rather the goals of the stockholders and CEO. The difference between the two is whom that servitude is directed to, and for what means the people are serving. Money always is a driving force of servitude under capitalism, be it to make a profit or to make the money needed to keep the profits up, or money need to keep a nonprofit group afloat. Nonprofit groups are not exempt from the servitude of money, and those that are, most likely fail. How long can you serve the people if your nonprofit brings in no money? 


Is the answer revolution of the people against the affluent or should we stress more qualitative change? Marcuse would contest that in our affluent society we must strive for qualitative change for “to many revolutions throughout which the continuum of repression has been sustained, revolutions which have replaced one system of domination by another. (227) Cuba, Russia, China, Vietnam, and others have fallen victim to this revolution. Few would claim that any of these have truly been in the best interest of the people, nor have they followed the ideas set forth in the revolutions themselves. It is my belief that Qualitative change will only be addressed if it is done threw discussion, and working within the system to change the fundamentals of the system. Armed revolution will not happen and cannot be seriously looked as a way of positive change in an affluent society. One needs to focus on changing the mindset of the people to turn away from the goals of Capitalism and embrace a system that favor the betterment of society and nature as its main goals, and no violent revolution can bring this about. At best violence sets back those who strive for this goal, and work only to defeat its own goals. Did the WTO protest in 99 solve the issues? No, it was mostly viewed as violent radicals bent on chaos more then any real social movement, and with this the movement is discredited. This moment can not be waged like other movements for liberation, for as Marcuse states “Now, as to today and out own situation. I think we are faced with a novel situation in history, because today we have to be liberated from a relatively well-functioning, rich, powerful society. “ (226)

