IS MARX RIGHT IN MAINTAINING THAT ALIENATION IS INHERENT WITHIN CAPITALISM?
Throughout his life and writings, Karl Marx posed that “the invisible hand of Capitalism”[footnoteRef:2] forces the proletariat into commoditizing their labour and thus causes the breakdown of the fulfilment the worker feels from their work, causing an alienation from labour, from production, and in some cases from humankind. While this view can be deemed extreme, and the absolute nature of this theory may be ‘idealistic’, the core belief held by Marx in much of his writing, as well as by scholars, reigns largely true that once man is separated from the joy of creation, creation becomes a chore and therefore man is separated from creation itself, as well as what he is creating and who he is creating with.  [2:  D. Kleinberg-Levin, , 'The Invisible Hands of Capital and Labour: Using Merleau-Ponty’s Phenomenology to Understand the Meaning of Alienation in Marx’s Theory of Manual Labour', Philosophy & Social Criticism, 31 (2005), p. 65.] 

Marx’s key belief is that man becomes alienated from his work, that is, labour becomes objectified and lost to the labourer.[footnoteRef:3] Under the “reality of capitalism”[footnoteRef:4], Marxist theorists suppose that workers create an “external existence”[footnoteRef:5] for themselves in order to deal with the duty of labour, thus becoming alienated from their own actions and forcing themselves to form separate fragments of themselves divided by their own labour. Throughout his writings, Marx holds “private ownership of means of production responsible for turning productive activity into alienated labour”[footnoteRef:6], meaning the commoditization of workforces and production itself is the root cause of man’s alienation from his labour. This devaluing of labour through its purchase is solely the work of the bourgeoisie who reduce men to peddlers of themselves. Kleinberg-Levin argues that: [3:  G. Petrovic, 'Marx's Theory of Alienation', Philosophy and Phenomenological Research, 23 (1963), p. 421.]  [4:  L. Jiang, 'Several Thoughts on Alienated Labor Theory by Marx', Asian Social Science, 8 (2012), p. 100. ]  [5:  Jiang, p. 101.]  [6:  O. Bakshi, 'Marx’s Concept of Man: Alienation, Exploitation and Socialism', International Studies, 48 (2011), p. 87.] 

“Behind the workers’ alienated – or say severed – hands there is the invisible hand of corporate Capital, a hand of demonic powers concealed behind the spellbinding phantasmagoria that the system is designed to produce.”[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Kleinberg-Levin, p. 58.] 

Primarily, the issue taken with labour and the root of much of its alienation us that it is “not a voluntary labour” and instead is “forced and compulsory” and therefore does not “satisfy the need of [fulfilling] labour”.[footnoteRef:8] With a complete separation of satisfaction and labour, no enjoyment is derived from work and therefore the proletariat becomes naturally disconnected from their labour. “Marx used labour alienation…to disclose…the fact that capitalists exploited workers”[footnoteRef:9], a notion that is largely irrefutable as there are constant real-world examples of overworked and underpaid labour in near every field of work. It can be argued that capitalism “objectifies, commodifies, alienates, fragments, and calculatingly measures our gestures”[footnoteRef:10] and that a worker becomes more machine than man, a notion that while extreme, cannot be completely refuted.  [8:  Jiang, p. 102.]  [9:  Jiang, p. 103. ]  [10:  Kleinberg-Levin, p. 59.] 

While this can be seen as a convincing and mildly irrefutable factor of labour, others may argue that Marx’s theory is simplistic and inconsistent.[footnoteRef:11] Primarily, an issue lies with what Marx deems to be fulfilling work. Marx believed that “the work of the proletarians has lost all individual character, and, consequently, all charm for the workman”[footnoteRef:12], asserting that monotonous and otherwise impersonal work alienates the worker, however he also posits that acts like fishing, hunting, and farming are fulfilling in their laboriousness.[footnoteRef:13] The Marxist notion of alienation has been as widely criticised as it has been accepted, Talcott Parsons was one of many theorists who have “explicitly rejected”[footnoteRef:14] the notion of ‘absolute’ alienation. His belief was that, despite an element of removal from their work, labourers still maintained “some components of genuine praxis, or some nonalienated moments of creative activity”[footnoteRef:15]. Here it is posited that “man is in essence a creative, practical being”[footnoteRef:16] and that we are not severed from that creativity when enacting a “raw commitment”[footnoteRef:17] as Parsons would view it. Moreover, Parsons claims that our creativity and ‘labour capacity’ is not utilisable without the other factors of production - meaning that committed labour is not, as Marx claims, an alien commodity but rather an intrinsic part to mankind’s development into fulfilled, working creatures.[footnoteRef:18] In fact, it is often posed that a separation between a worker and his work is simply an element of mankind’s development and that Marx’s dissatisfaction with the ‘alienation of labour’ is inconsistent purely because at it’s core, the notion is natural.  [11:  Petrovic, p. 419.]  [12:  K. Marx, F. Engels, Manifesto of the Communist Party, (Moscow: Progress Publishers, 1969), p. 18.  ]  [13:  Bakshi, p. 89.]  [14:  D. Sciulli, ‘Talcott Parsons’s Analytical Critique of Marxism’s Concept of Alienation’, American Journal of Sociology, 90 (1984), p. 515.]  [15:  Sciulli, p. 519.]  [16:  Petrovic, p. 421.]  [17:  Sciulli, p.523.]  [18:  Sciulli, p. 524.] 

There is a clear issue of regularity throughout many of Marx’s works regarding alienation of labour, however his defenders and fellow theorists are quick to argue that theories are ever developing and continuously changing with the theorist. Moreover, the parts of his works that remain consistent are damning of the capitalist system. Many Marxist scholars believe that increased consumerism creates a directly correlating devaluation of personal labour, alienating man not only from his work but from the world at large. While it can be argued that Marx’s view of alienation of labour is flawed, his notion that the worker’s “freedom to choose activities is severely limited…in capitalist societies”[footnoteRef:19] is evidenced across the real world as proletarian man is forced into a corner of commoditizing his own labour and therefore given incredibly limited choice in their actions.  [19:  Bakshi, p. 90.] 

It can be argued that this commoditized labour forces the proletariat into being nothing more than “a mere appendage of the circulation of capital itself”[footnoteRef:20] and that, in part through this dehumanization, the worker then becomes alienated from the products of their work. The “alienation of workers from their own labour products”[footnoteRef:21] is largely blamed on the bourgeoisie and their division of labour in order to increase productivity for the sake of profit, utilising human labour as if it were object machinery, separating each person’s labour out and only allowing them to individually make a ‘partial’ product and exacerbating the aforementioned dehumanization within the workplace.[footnoteRef:22] However, it can be argued that man alienates himself from the fruits of his labour as he values commodity and money over the satisfaction of work fulfilled and a product completed.[footnoteRef:23] This view is largely dismissed by scholars as, eloquently put by Kleinberg-Levin: [20:  Kleinberg Levin, p. 54.]  [21:  Jiang, p.101.]  [22:  Bakshi, p. 89.]  [23:  Petrovic, p. 420.] 

“Marx saw with remarkable lucidity that all our senses and bodily capacities have fallen under the spell of Capital, of self-interest, property, possession, a system that can survive only on the domination and exploitation of Man and Nature”[footnoteRef:24] [24:  Kleinberg-Levin, p. 63.] 

In other words, while man alienates himself from the product of his labour, it is the capitalist system that is the initial catalyst for this alienation. Others posit that the workers don’t even directly alienate the products of their labour but instead they come to be disconnected from the product as a result of the act of making it becoming ‘alien’ to them as an individual.[footnoteRef:25] The intrinsic connection between these two acts cannot be ignored as each exacerbates the other and it cannot be ruled out that one may cause another.  [25:  Petrovic, p. 421.] 

A key criticism of this thought is the belief that “all the fields of human activities might be alienated under certain circumstances”.[footnoteRef:26] In other words, the alienation of the products of our labour is no more profound than any other kind of disenfranchisement and is not, as Marx and similarly minded scholars believe, part of a wider economical issue. On another hand, it has been argued that division of labour - the proposed main cause of this form of alienation - is a necessary evil for the modern economy and that the development of it would always be inevitable and therefore cannot be blamed for the disenfranchisement of the workers.[footnoteRef:27] A further economical critique comes from Talcott Parsons who “categorize[d] labour as a ‘factor input’…and service as a ‘product input’”[footnoteRef:28] into the economy. While Marx defined all work as labour, Parsons makes a distinction here to defend the division of labour as he believes that all labour is a factor as opposed to a whole product and therefore expecting the fulfilment of complete production as a labourer as opposed to a service provider is unrealistic.  [26:  Jiang, p. 101.]  [27:  Bakshi, p. 87.]  [28:  Sciulli, p. 523.] 

While much labour is a ‘factor’ of a larger product, it does not have to be and it certainly has not always been. Parsons was largely preoccupied with maintaining the economy and therefore maintaining the work force, meaning there was a dismissal of criticism of the capitalist state, however damning that criticism may be. It was therefore his biased belief that all work must be done no matter if it fulfils the worker. While this is a valid view, it ignores the humanistic nature of working and the toll it takes on the individual. Regardless of whether “man alienates something from himself or himself from something”[footnoteRef:29], man becomes alienated from his work and this is a detriment - from two opposing base levels - to the individual and to the workforce as a whole. Once the labourer no longer has “contact with their hands” and, rather than personally conforming, they are so separated from their labour and the product that it feels as though their “hands conformed”[footnoteRef:30] of their own accord, becoming so separated from their labour that they become separated from themselves.  [29:  Petrovic, p. 421.]  [30:  Kleinberg-Levin, p. 57.] 

There is a proposition within Marxist theory that, once the labourer is alienated from their production and what they produce, they will eventually be alienated “from themselves, from one another, and from their sense of universal humanity”.[footnoteRef:31] The cause of this dissociation of self and humanity is highly debated, however one of the most understandable explanations is the division of labour leads to both a separation between workers as well as an individual divide between what we do and who we are. There is a belief among certain Marxists that ‘the more humanity is civilized and polite, the less poetic are its mores’[footnoteRef:32], meaning that man becomes separated from his own creative essence in his alienated labour.[footnoteRef:33] Therefore, as capitalism develops and labour becomes more of a commodity, there will be a distinct element of disenfranchisement within the people as what should be fulfilling becomes mandatory and what should be comradery turns to competition, almost forcing proletarian man to become alienated from his fellow worker in the process.[footnoteRef:34]  [31:  Kleinberg-Levin, p. 58.]  [32:  Kleinberg-Levin, p. 54.]  [33:  Jiang, p. 102.]  [34:  Petrovic, p. 421.] 

This “spiritual separation of the hand”[footnoteRef:35] creates an internal split and therefore drives men both away from themselves and away from each other, however Petrovic goes further and asserts that the self-alienated man is not a man; and a nonalienated man is the only one with true humanity.[footnoteRef:36] This proposition that a man is not a man if he is alienated creates multiple key critiques. Namely, the defining of what does and does not constitute a person is hotly debated as to the ethical notions of discounting those who are disenfranchised as no longer ‘men’ or ‘of mankind’ are far reaching. Moreover, this notion is made problematic by a later assumption in Petrovic’s paper that “alienation is a characteristic of…man’s development”[footnoteRef:37] and that “man is alienated from himself in the mode of everyday existence”[footnoteRef:38] as those who believe both statements may conclude that the proletariat is naturally subordinate and less human than those who are satisfied in their work or prosper and therefore do not become entirely alienated. [35:  Kleinberg-Levin, p. 57. ]  [36:  Petrovic, p. 422.]  [37:  Petrovic, p. 420.]  [38:  Petrovic, p. 423. ] 

Marx ignores, in his theory, “the capacity for moral judgement and action”[footnoteRef:39] in men and therefore his definition of humanity and the assumption of their universal alienation from the rest of mankind is deeply flawed. In believing that every man will become alienated from all other men, Marx assumes an apathy of all humanity - something that can be disproved from mere experience. The belief, therefore, that “the main problem facing society is…the inability of…society to realize their individuality”[footnoteRef:40] is deeply flawed as Marx’s core understanding of man is not sound and therefore his assumptions on the behaviour of man can be seen as equally broken in their nature. However, while the absolutism of his theory is questionable, the core notion is not easily disputed as an entity. The belief that all men will be separated from all men is narrow in it’s vagueness, but the idea that some men may well “alienate something from himself and himself from something” meaning that, in turn, he “alienates himself from himself”[footnoteRef:41] is one that is both believable and somewhat evidenced through the growing numbers of people becoming dissatisfied in their workplace.  [39:  Bakshi, p. 91. ]  [40:  Bakshi, p. 108.]  [41:  Petrovic, p. 421] 

To conclude, While Marx ignores the individuality of the worker and frequently changed his views on the subject of alienation, it remains throughout his writings that the system of labour enforced by a capitalist society is largely to blame for the alienation of the workers. It has been said that “Marx [was] not concerned with the exploitation of workers but their alienation”[footnoteRef:42], however I would posit that they are one and the same, the worker becomes alienated due to their exploitation, and is further exploited once their alienation feels commonplace. It is therefore more likely that Marx’s assertion that alienation is inherent to capitalism reigns largely true. [42:  Bakshi, p. 87.] 
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