Is Marx right in maintaining that alienation is inherent within capitalism?

Karl Marx (1818-1883) was born in Germany and initially studied philosophy. Marx is best known however for his writings, the “Communist Manifesto” and the  three volume work “Capital” (Das Kapital) which was finished posthumously. These works are both critical of capitalism and the way it works, in his opinion, to exploit and alienate workers.

The factory system developed with the industrial revolution in the late 18th and early 19th centuries and mechanised production caused the collapse in price of craftsman made goods (predominantly cloth initially) leaving former producers with little alternative but to seek work in the mills. These mills and the machinery within, were owned, built and operated by members of the capitalist class the ”bourgeoisie” who then control the means of production. The only aspect of the means of production not under the capitalists control is the Labour, which is provided by the workers the ‘proletariat’. 

Marx believed that in common with other living things, humans have a natural way of interacting with the world and are innately creative, to consciously express that fully is what makes us truly human and fulfilled. Marx calls this essence ‘species-being.’[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Marx, Karl, The Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts of 1844, Ed. Dirk Struk, Trans. Martin Milligan. (1964. New York: International Publishers)
] 


Alienation is a process that we experience when we feel disconnected or somehow removed from the normal world we are content to live in. It will result in a state of mind where we are unable to express our ‘species- being’, leaving us vulnerable and ill at ease with our surroundings.

Marx believed that being a worker under the capitalist system resulted in the individual becoming alienated from their ‘species-being’. Marx recognises three ways in which this happens.


Firstly, for the capitalist system to work there needs to be a pool of surplus labour, the unemployed, a subset of the proletariat. This means that members of the working classes are forced to compete against each other for what work is available, rather than co-operating with each other to obtain the maximum price for their work. This competitive pressure will inevitably tend to force down the price of labour, which of course benefits the capitalist, helping to keep down costs and increase profits. So, whilst competing for work, workers are alienated from each other.

Secondly, the worker has no say in what is made or in any of the decisions around how an item is made.  Workers are only able to buy the products that they make in the ‘marketplace’, and in doing so reward the capitalist, through the surplus value in the product. Additionally, very often, the worker cannot afford to buy the products he makes because he is not rewarded fairly for producing the item. As a result, capitalists need not do any work in the physical sense of the word because they are able to take their profit from the work that others do. All this destroys the relationship that the worker has with the work he produces, causing alienation.

   Thirdly, because the worker has no say in what happens in the factory, except to complete the task to which he is allotted many jobs are deeply unsatisfying. Much of the work done, revolves around boring repetitive tasks often in a dirty and hazardous environment. This type of work makes sensitive human beings behave in a way more like machines. Eventually workers only become to feel alive when they are not at work, in this way the worker is alienated from the very tasks he carries out to earn his wage. 

So, is Marx correct when he says that alienation is inevitable for members of the proletariat? The ‘dark Satanic Mills’ that William Blake writes about in his poem[footnoteRef:2] that became the hymn ‘Jerusalem’ no longer exist in this country. Economic factors mean that manufacturing has become too expensive and so has been ‘off-shored’ to developing countries on the other side of the world, where workers have little option but to put up with the same appalling conditions that were prevalent here during Victorian times and as a result ‘handsome’ profits can still be made. [2:  William Blake, Milton, a Poem in 2 Books. The Author & Printer W. Blake. To Justify the Ways of God to Men. (London, 1804) Preface] 

Meanwhile, the economy in this country has changed beyond recognition in the century and a half since Marx was writing.  The right to vote was first given to working men and eventually extended to all adults after the First World War. Workers have been able to join together, and form trades unions and the formation of the Labour Party have all resulted in better wages and conditions for working people.
Furthermore, work in the service and financial sectors has almost completely replaced manufacturing and has become hugely technological, meaning that a highly trained workforce rather than un-skilled labour is needed. The requirement for skilled labour has meant that many people will spend several years at college or university and many will require on-the-job training as new technologies or processes, come into play. The result of this is that some workers have actually become a valuable commodity in the workplace, to such an extent that recruitment companies will contact employees and try and poach them on behalf of a different employer, such is their value, presumably with offers of better wages and conditions. In response to this, employers will offer their workers rewards such as a free gym membership or a perk like as a company car as a reward for loyalty and commitment to the employer. 
Certainly, for the new tech companies such as Apple or Google[footnoteRef:3] , so much in the ascendant at the moment, the workplace has in some instances become a place where people can play as well as work, so keen is the employer to encourage the employee to be on board with the company’s ‘mission statement’. [3:  https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/slideshows/work-career/googles-mantra-to-keep-employees-happy-and-productive/how-google-keeps-its-employees-happy-and-productive/slideshow/54827717.cms Accessed 15/05/2018
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Whilst there are still people working at the lower end of the service sector, perhaps people like carers, van drivers and cleaners who carry out mainly low skilled jobs, who still have to put up with poor working conditions, for some people in the workplace, their career has become a very interesting, satisfying and well rewarded form of ‘second family’ to which they are only too happy to belong.
The word inherent  means unavoidable. For some people at least, it would seem, the concept of alienation in the workplace would be totally at odds with their experience of the world of work.
It is arguable then that Marx is wrong, at least in some instances. 
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