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Under a system of constitutionally guaranteed and (generally and without too many and too
glaring exceptions) 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, prepared, defined, and tested in free and equal discussion, on the open marketplace
of ideas and goods. Now in recalling John Stuart Mill's passage, I drew attention to the premise
hidden in this assumption: free and equal discussion can fulfill the function attributed to it
only if it is rational expression and development of independent thinking, free from
indoctrination, manipulation, extraneous authority. The notion of pluralism and
countervailing powers is no substitute for this requirement. 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. It fits even worse when the variety of pressures unifies and
coagulates into an overwhelming whole, integrating the particular countervailing powers by
virtue of an increasing standard of living and an increasing concentration of power. Then, the
laborer, whose real interest conflicts with that of management, the common consumer whose
real interest conflicts with that of the producer, the intellectual whose vocation conflicts with
that of his employer find themselves submitting to a system against which they are powerless
and appear unreasonable. The idea of the available alternatives evaporates into an utterly
utopian dimension in which it is at home, for a free society is indeed unrealistically and
undefinably different from the existing ones. 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.

Herbert Marcuse, “Repressive Tolerance”, 1965

