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

Karl Marx developed his theory of alienation in his Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844 where he argues “the object which labour produces – labour’s product – confronts it as something alien, as a power independent of the producer.” Within capitalism, he claims that the worker is isolated not only from the product of his labour, but also the labour itself and his fellow workers, and Marx argues that this alienation is an unavoidable consequence of capitalism. The features of a capitalistic society, such as private ownership and wage labour, serve to alienate the worker and reinforce the means of production under capitalism. 
In this essay I will argue that alienation is an unavoidable characteristic of capitalism, and not something that can be reformed in a capitalist society. It is the nature of capitalism to isolate workers from as much of their productive ability as possible. This essay will explore Marx’s theory of alienation and the forms he identifies. I will illustrate, with use of Marx’s writings and other supporting academics, that alienation is a fundamental, necessary component of capitalism.
In a capitalist society, Marx says that worker’s labour is treated as a commodity and through this process, the worker becomes estranged from the product of their labour, the labour itself, fellow workers, and themselves. Marx first identifies the worker’s estrangement from their product. They do not own what they have created – it is owned by the bourgeoisie who own the means of production. The worker’s product therefore becomes external to themselves, something owned and controlled by the bourgeoisie instead of an expression of their own nature – “The worker puts his life into the object; but now his life no longer belongs to him but to the object.” (Marx, 1844). 
However, a simple argument against this point of alienation is that Marx puts too much emphasis on ownership of the product in relation to alienation. Do people not still feel fulfilled by the act of creation, and pride or happiness towards items of their creation, regardless of whether they own them? An artist can still feel proud of their work, see themselves or their identity within it, and experience the satisfaction of creation. It stands that the worker is still socially alienated from their product through lack of ownership, as Marx would argue that alienation is not simply a feeling or emotion. Even if a worker is able to feel a personal connection or fulfilment to their product, they are ultimately without control of what they have created as it is owned by the bourgeoisie. Later interpretations of the theory of alienation agree that alienation is different to simple dissatisfaction, and rather the workers relationship to their labour and product.
Marx continues on to explain the alienation of the worker from their labour. Under capitalism, the purpose of labour changes. Marx clearly highlights that the satisfaction no longer lies in the labour itself, but in the labour’s ability to fulfil needs separate and unrelated to it; “His labor is therefore not voluntary, but coerced; it is forced labor. It is therefore not the satisfaction of a need; it is merely a means to satisfy needs external to it.” (Marx, 1844).  It is no longer a chosen, creatively-free activity and has instead become a necessity that workers must perform and sell to survive. Labour becomes alienated when it no longer reflects the worker’s own expression and instead is constructed to serve the needs and wants of the bourgeoisie. The worker no longer works for themselves; their labour now exists and is used to meet the needs of others and so it becomes external to them.
Jon Elster is critical of the ambiguity around what is meant by spiritual alienation. In Making Sense of Marx, he writes; “Spiritual alienation may be seen either as a lack of a sense of meaning, or as a sense of a lack of meaning.” (1985) He questions whether alienation is an objective lack of meaning, in which meaning is lacking or prevented due to the nature of necessitated wage labour, or whether the subjective, individual perception is that their work lacks meaning. Understanding alienation as subjective counters Marx’s idea that alienation is an inherent property of capitalism, and rather leaves it to the individuals interpretation whether their productive labour is meaningful.
The estrangement of the self is proposed as a consequential effect of alienation from labour. Marx (1844) writes, “Estranged labour turns thus: Man’s species-being, both nature and his spiritual species-property, into a being alien to him, into a means of his individual existence. It estranges from man his own body, as well as external nature and his spiritual aspect, his human aspect.” In estranging the worker from their labour, Marx argues that the worker is therefore alienated from themselves and their own ‘species-being’. It’s important to understand what Marx means by species-being, and how the alienation of worker’s from their labour creates further estrangement.
“It is just in his work upon the objective world, therefore, that man really proves himself to be a species-being. This production is his active species-life.” (Marx, 1844) He argues that men distinguish themselves from animals through conscious, active labour. In order to survive in a capitalist society, that is by earning a wage through selling their labour power, the worker becomes isolated from the productive labour that ‘proves himself to be a species-being’, and so their species-being is not fully realised. 
A repeated criticism to Marx’s idea of alienation of the self is that he places work and labour too centrally to individuals’ lives. He places specific emphasis on a person’s species-being becoming realised through productive and free creative labour. However, is work the only thing that can help people realise this? It could be easily argued that other aspects of life – religion, family, relationships – could be other sources for self-realisation. Marx’s focus on labour is justified in that he is critiquing a type of society where labour is exploited and forced, but there should be acknowledgement that other aspects of life can perform the same role as labour in realising species-being. 
Marx, however, suggests that while self-realisation is not singularly achieved by productive, free labour, it does not diminish the role that that labour plays in human life and nature. He says, “free, conscious activity is man’s species character” (Marx, 1844). While meaning or self-realisation may be found through these other avenues, the worker is still left unable to freely express themselves through their productive labour as it is still owned and controlled by the bourgeoisie. Marx does not focus on labour because it is the most important or central aspect of human nature, but because it is the aspect exploited and externally controlled most prominently within a capitalist society. 
Having established an understanding of alienation of the self, the next conclusion is the alienation of other workers. Since, according to Marx, species-being is shared between humans, estrangement from that aspect will then estrange us from one another. Individuals do not prioritise collaboration, but rather the competition that capitalism fosters. He argues that social relationships instead become shaped by economic necessity and divided labour. 
However, Emile Durkheim argues that the unique circumstances of capitalism instead foster a heightened social cohesion and solidarity. Due to people possessing specialised knowledge, individuals are required to cooperate and rely on one another for contributions to labour. Durkheim refers to this as ‘organic solidarity’. His theory suggests that capitalism does not inherently alienate the worker, and it instead created a greater solidarity between them. Marx’s objection to this would be that this cooperation is still not voluntary. Workers are still forced into selling their labour power and the cooperation itself does not serve their own or their fellow workers’ needs, but the needs of the bourgeoisie. I would also argue that the presence of cooperation does not necessarily mean the absence of competition, and that both do exist within a capitalist society. 
In conclusion, alienation is an inherent and unavoidable part of capitalism, caused and aggravated by the characteristics of a type of society which prioritises profit over the wellbeing of its members. Marx clearly describes and explains the types of alienation and how they are interconnected, and how the unique characteristics of a capitalist society causes these forms of alienation. Despite countless objections to various aspects of Marx’s theory of alienation, none of these have been sufficiently able to illustrate that alienation is not inherent to capitalism. 
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