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Repressive Tolerance (excerpted) 

By Herbert Marcuse 1965 

This essay is dedicated to my students at Brandeis University. 

     …Tolerance is an end in itself. The elimination of violence, and the reduction of 

suppression to the extent required for protecting man and animals from cruelty and 

aggression are preconditions for the creation of a humane society. Such a society 

does not yet exist…Tolerance is extended to policies, conditions, and modes of 

behavior which should not be tolerated because they are impeding, if not destroying, 

the chances of creating an existence without fear and misery. 

     This sort of tolerance strengthens the tyranny of the majority against which 

authentic liberals protested…It is the people who tolerate the government, which in 

turn tolerates opposition within the framework determined by the constituted 

authorities. 

     Tolerance toward that which is radically evil now appears as good because it serves 

the cohesion of the whole on the road to affluence. The toleration of the systematic 

moronization of children and adults alike by publicity and propaganda, the release of 

destructiveness in aggressive driving, the recruitment for and training of special 

forces, the impotent and benevolent tolerance toward outright deception in 

merchandizing, waste, and planned obsolescence are not distortions and aberrations, 

they are the essence of a system which fosters tolerance as a means for perpetuating 

the struggle for existence and suppressing the alternatives… 

[W]ithin a repressive society, even progressive movements threaten to turn into their 

opposite to the degree to which they accept the rules of the game. To take a most 

controversial case: the exercise of political rights (such as voting, letter-writing to the 

press, to Senators, etc., protest-demonstrations with a priori renunciation of 

counterviolence) in a society of total administration serves to strengthen this 

administration by testifying to the existence of democratic liberties which, in reality, 

have changed their content and lost their effectiveness. In such a case, freedom (of 

opinion, of assembly, of speech) becomes an instrument for absolving servitude…  



     Within the framework of such a social structure, tolerance can be safely practiced 

and proclaimed. It is of two kinds: 

1. the passive toleration of entrenched and established attitudes and ideas even if 

their damaging effect on man and nature is evident, and 

2. the active, official tolerance granted to the Right as well as to the Left, to 

movements of aggression as well as to movements of peace, to the party of 

hate as well as to that of humanity I call this non-partisan tolerance 'abstract' or 

'pure' inasmuch as it refrains from taking sides--but in doing so it actually 

protects the already established machinery of discrimination. 

     In the firmly established liberal society of England and the United States, freedom 

of speech and assembly was granted even to the radical enemies of society, provided 

they did not make the transition from word to deed, from speech to action… 

     Under a system of constitutionally guaranteed and…practiced civil rights and 

liberties, opposition and dissent are tolerated unless they issue in violence and/or in 

exhortation to and organization of violent subversion. The underlying assumption is 

that the established society is free, and that any improvement, even a change in the 

social structure and social values, would come about in the normal course of events… 

One might in theory construct a state in which a multitude of different pressures, 

interests, and authorities balance each other out and result in a truly general and 

rational interest. However, such a construction badly fits a society in which powers are 

and remain unequal and even increase their unequal weight when they run their own 

course…Under these circumstances, whatever improvement may occur 'in the normal 

course of events' and without subversion is likely to be an improvement in the 

direction determined by the particular interests which control the whole. 

     By the same token, those minorities which strive for a change of the whole itself 

will, under optimal conditions which rarely prevail, be left free to deliberate and 

discuss, to speak and to assemble - and will be left harmless and helpless in the face 

of the overwhelming majority, which militates against qualitative social change. This 

majority is firmly grounded in the increasing satisfaction of needs, and technological 

and mental co-ordination, which testify to the general helplessness of radical groups 

in a well-functioning social system. 

   Within the affluent democracy, the affluent discussion prevails, and within the 

established framework, it is tolerant to a large extent. All points of view can be heard: 

the Communist and the Fascist, the Left and the Right, the white and the Negro, the 

crusaders for armament and for disarmament. Moreover, in endlessly dragging 

debates over the media, the stupid opinion is treated with the same respect as the 



intelligent one, the misinformed may talk as long as the informed, and propaganda 

rides along with education, truth with falsehood. This pure toleration of sense and 

nonsense is justified by the democratic argument that nobody, neither group nor 

individual, is in possession of the truth and capable of defining what is right and 

wrong, good and bad. Therefore, all contesting opinions must be submitted to 'the 

people' for its deliberation and choice. But I have already suggested that the 

democratic argument implies a necessary condition, namely, that the people must be 

capable of deliberating and choosing on the basis of knowledge, that they must have 

access to authentic information, and that, on this basis, their evaluation must be the 

result of autonomous thought… 

     The question, who is qualified to make all these distinctions, definitions, 

identifications for the society as a whole, has now one logical answer, namely, 

everyone 'in the maturity of his faculties' as a human being, everyone who has learned 

to think rationally and autonomously. The answer to Plato's educational dictatorship is 

the democratic educational dictatorship of free men. John Stuart Mill's conception of 

the res publica is not the opposite of Plato's: the liberal too demands the authority of 

Reason not only as an intellectual but also as a political power. In Plato, rationality is 

confined to the small number of philosopher-kings; in Mill, every rational human 

being participates in the discussion and decision--but only as a rational being. Where 

society has entered the phase of total administration and indoctrination, this would be 

a small number indeed, and not necessarily that of the elected representatives of the 

people. The problem is not that of an educational dictatorship, but that of breaking 

the tyranny of public opinion and its makers in the closed society. 

     Liberating tolerance, then, would mean intolerance against movements from the 

Right and toleration of movements from the Left. As to the scope of this tolerance and 

intolerance: ... it would extend to the stage of action as well as of discussion and 

propaganda, of deed as well as of word. The traditional criterion of clear and present 

danger seems no longer adequate to a stage where the whole society is in the 

situation of the theater audience when somebody cries: 'fire'... 

     The whole post-fascist period is one of clear and present danger. Consequently, 

true pacification requires the withdrawal of tolerance before the deed, at the stage of 

communication in word, print, and picture… It should be evident by now that the 

exercise of civil rights by those who don't have them presupposes the withdrawal of 

civil rights from those who prevent their exercise, and that liberation of the Damned of 

the Earth presupposes suppression not only of their old but also of their new masters. 

 

     Withdrawal of tolerance from regressive movements before they can become 



active; intolerance even toward thought, opinion, and word, and finally, intolerance in 

the opposite direction, that is, toward the self-styled conservatives, to the political 

Right--these anti-democratic notions respond to the actual development of the 

democratic society which has destroyed the basis for universal tolerance. The 

conditions under which tolerance can again become a liberating and humanizing force 

have still to be created. When tolerance mainly serves the protection and preservation 

of a repressive society, when it serves to neutralize opposition and to render men 

immune against other and better forms of life, then tolerance has been perverted. And 

when this perversion starts in the mind of the individual, in his consciousness, his 

needs, when heteronomous interests occupy him before he can experience his 

servitude, then the efforts to counteract his dehumanization must begin at the place 

of entrance, there where the false consciousness takes form (or rather: is 

systematically formed) --it must begin with stopping the words and images which 

feed this consciousness. To be sure, this is censorship, even pre-censorship, but 

openly directed against the more or less hidden censorship that permeates the free 

media… 

     Education offers still another example of spurious, abstract tolerance in the guise of 

concreteness and truth: it is epitomized in the concept of self-actualization. From the 

permissiveness of all sorts of license to the child, to the constant psychological 

concern with the personal problems of the student, a large-scale movement is under 

way against the evils of repression and the need for being oneself… 

There is not, there cannot be any such right for any group or individual against a 

constitutional government sustained by a majority of the population. But I believe that 

there is a "natural right" of resistance for oppressed and overpowered minorities to 

use extralegal means if the legal ones have proved to be inadequate. Law and order 

are always and everywhere the law and order which protect the established hierarchy; 

it is nonsensical to invoke the absolute authority of this law and this order against 

those who suffer from it and struggle against it--not for personal advantages and 

revenge, but for their share of humanity. There is no other judge over them than the 

constituted authorities, the police, and their own conscience. If they use violence, they 

do not start a new chain of violence but try to break an established one. Since they 

will be punished, they know the risk, and when they are willing to take it, no third 

person, and least of all the educator and intellectual, has the right to preach them 

abstention. 
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To fix the original sin of racism, Americans should pass an anti-racist 
amendment to the U.S. Constitution that enshrines two guiding anti-racist 
principals: Racial inequity is evidence of racist policy, and the different 
racial groups are equals. The amendment would make unconstitutional 
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racial inequity over a certain threshold, as well as racist ideas by public 
officials (with “racist ideas” and “public official” clearly defined). It would 
establish and permanently fund the Department of Anti-racism (DOA) 
comprised of formally trained experts on racism and no political appointees. 
The DOA would be responsible for preclearing all local, state and federal 
public policies to ensure they won’t yield racial inequity, monitor those 
policies, investigate private racist policies when racial inequity surfaces, and 
monitor public officials for expressions of racist ideas. The DOA would be 
empowered with disciplinary tools to wield over and against policymakers 
and public officials who do not voluntarily change their racist policy and 
ideas. 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tvxyEta01EU 

 3:00 – 33:00 minutes 
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