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

To begin with I would like to outline Marx’s definition of alienation. He means by the term alienation the separation of the worker from the ends of his or her labour. To alienate is ‘to extort from others what belongs to them.’[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Rius, Marx for Beginners, Icon Books Ltd., 1994, England: Cambridge, pg. 72] 


The alienation of the worker is expressed thus: the more he produces, the less he can consume; the more value he creates, the less value he has… Labour produces fabulous things for the rich, but misery for the poor, machines replace labour… while other workers turn into machines.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  K. Marx, Manuscripts of 1844, Progress Publishers, Moscow 1959; trans. Martin Mulligan] 


Marx defines four aspects inherent in alienation: man’s alienation from nature; man’s alienation from himself, or his own activity; alienation from his being a member of the human species (his species-being); and man as alienated from man, from other men.[footnoteRef:3] Marx posits alienation as a condition inherent within capitalism. [3:  I. Meszaros, Marx’s Theory of Alienation, The Merlin Press Ltd. 1970, England: London, pg. 14] 

	 Marx’s writing is incredibly dense and features hundreds of terms requiring definition; there is not space for their definitions here. However there are some key terms whose meaning must be clarified before examining alienation. One such term is division of labour; Marx says this is ‘based on the natural division of labour in the family and the separation of society into individual families opposed to one another’[footnoteRef:4]; the division stems from a natural separation. To this end labour in capitalism is divided amongst workers, with workers producing different things; their labour becomes their industry, their identity. ‘He [Marx] defines division of labour as an economic expression that only applies to the conditions of alienation’[footnoteRef:5]; which is to say (as I understand it) that we can only use the term if we accept as inherent the presence of alienation within capitalism.  [4:  K. Marx and F. Engels, The German Ideology, pub. 1932, London: Lawrence and Wishart, pg. 90]  [5:  I. Meszaros, op. cit., pg. 134] 

	
What is crucial in the idea of division of labour is that the goods produced are not designed by the labourer; as such, the worker is separated – alienated – from their natural activity. Under capitalism the worker is defined by their industry, and competes according to it: 

Each man [under capitalism] has a particular exclusive sphere of activity, which is forced upon him and from which he cannot escape. He is [one thing i.e. A hunter] … and must remain so if he does not wish to lose his means of livelihood.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  K. Marx and F. Engels, op. cit., pg. 48] 


Thus the division of labour, supposedly obeying a natural law, creates a bondage, an enslavement of worker to appetite; ‘…as activity is not voluntarily, but naturally, divided, man’s own deed becomes an alien power opposed to him, which enslaves him instead of being controlled by him.’[footnoteRef:7] Man is enslaved instead of empowered or at least ultimately advantaged by his ‘deed’. I believe it follows that if someone is enslaved they are necessarily alienated from their species-being, and I am therefore in agreement with Marx that in this particular scenario alienation is inherent within capitalism.  [7:  Ibid., pg. 48q] 

	
	Most companies in today’s world are based on a hierarchal power model: a CEO decrees the work which must be done by their underlings; perhaps the CEO must answer to someone higher-up in the ranking; and the workers of the company produce things which become, in the hands of their boss, commodities; these commodities create profit, profit from which the workers are alienated, and which also alienates the workers by its detachment from them. Those controlling labour, wishing to maximise their profits, may seek to minimise the wages they pay their workers whilst increasing the exchange value of their produce (minimising wages may achieve this, which alienates the worker from his own value).
	Whilst labourers produce commodities, they are also themselves a commodity. It follows from the existence of commodities that there is competition; the exchange-value of the commodity allows for this. Labourers producing commodities are reduced to ‘abstract activity with stomach’[footnoteRef:8]. ‘Abstract activity’ is defined as life-activity abstracted from its proper context; the abstraction leads to the worker becoming equivalent to a machine, thus causing the worker to be in competition with machinery. In this way the worker is also alienated from their species-being.  [8:  K. Marx, Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844, trans. by Martin Milligan, London: Lawrence and Wishart, pub. 1959, pg. 26] 


Whether or not alienation is inherent within capitalism, is an interesting question; it is undeniable that in much modern capitalism alienation is present. I agree that if one believes what Marx has to say, then it must follow that alienation is inherent within capitalism as Marx defines it. Whilst alienation may exist within capitalism, it is not necessarily always as a result of it. It is a fact that most societies cannot exist without producing some surplus of produce at some point; yet what happens with excess produce may be defined by either a political or an economical imperative. Which of these imperatives is at play is an important factor when considering the sense of alienation inherent. 
	What Marx has to say on alienation is fascinating and leads one to question the reasoning behind labouring and the justification for power relationships, and as such it is invaluable; whether alienation is inherently undesirable or unworkable is worth questioning. Whether or not one feels alienated gets to the roots of philosophy and to the question of how we are to live and why we are to live that way. The short essay format is not ideally equipped to fully encompass Marx’s thinking or fully elucidate the many necessary concepts of his thinking; however, I feel on the basis of the points made here it is acceptable to agree that Marx is right to say that alienation is inherent within capitalism: alienation is one of capitalism’s defining features. 
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