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To what extent is labour under capitalism always alienated?
Labour under capitalism has been the cause of much discussion throughout the ages. Many scholars have contributed to the vast amount of literature around this topic, including Karl Marx, he analyses heavily the affect labour, under the political ideology that is capitalism, has on society and the people within it. Since then a wide range of other academics, across many disciplines in the social sciences, have used Marx’s work to expand on or criticise his conclusions on labour and capitalism. The term alienation can be used to highlight the problems that people working under capitalist conditions face. It can be suggested that ‘alienation takes a number of forms that are all related to our production activity’ (Woodfin 2004:62). This essay will discuss the different ways in which capitalism alienates workers, and if in fact, under a capitalist system the cycle of labour being alienated can be broken. Drawing on ethnographic examples running throughout this essay, they will illustrate how labour is alienated or how people are trying to overcome this. 
‘Alienation is neither a disease nor a blessing but, for better or worse, a central feature of human existence’ (Kaufmann 1970:XV).  
Alienation is a term that has been used throughout history, it is understood that alienation even occurred long before the time of the Ancient Greeks, this can be explained by suggesting that alienation ‘is present in the simplest social formations’ (Schwimmer 1979:295). Therefore alienation has been imbedded within our society for thousands of years, making it difficult to see an end to there being a division between the ruling class, and the people being alienated or exploited, in whatever form not necessarily just under a working environment. However, this essay will be mainly concentrating on the alienation of workers under capitalism. Alienated labour in its simplest form can be described as ‘work which is imposed upon some… by others’ (Bottomore 1984:33). There are different ways in which labourers are alienated by capitalism, one main way in which this occurs is that workers get alienated from the products of their labour, this is due to the fact that these people are making things that are not for themselves, in fact these products, commodities and ‘things’ are used by the capitalists to make a profit, therefore alienation comes about because people are undergoing work to benefit someone else (Woodfin 2004:62). This view can be taken further as wage labours are not only alienated from the end product but also the materials that are used throughout the process and the machinery or tools that assist the worker, this is alienating the labourers as these things are not owned by them, without which they would not be able to create the end product (Wood 1981:42). Additionally it has been said that not only are the labours alienated from the end product but in fact the process which they are a part of might not lead to the completion of the product, these workers a simply just playing a part to the eventual completion, this has been described as ‘objective features of alienation’ (Worsley 1977:288). 
Alienated activity can also be described as ‘activity which fails to satisfy the need people have to exercise the human essential powers, to actualize and affirm themselves and their humanity’ (Wood 1981:36). In other words the capitalist system of labour can be seen as an alienating force due to the fact that workers have little to no control over their working conditions and rights, this can be seen as dehumanising and depersonalises the workers. Carrier (1992) sees alienation as a separation, whether this be person to person, or person to ‘things’ therefore he suggests that alienation is ‘how people perceive and understand themselves and their environs’ (Carrier 1992). Marx follows on from this to suggest that under capitalism humans will always have part of themselves alienated (Dickens 1996:57). This allows the idea that not only does work control their economical life, it also plays a part in their identity (Wallman 1979:2) or lack of it could be suggested in a capitalist work force.
Marx implies that society is split into two groups the bourgeoisie and the proletariat. In the case of working, the division of labour is unevenly separated between the minority capitalist bourgeoisie and the majority of workers the proletariat. Marx defines division of labour as ‘an economic expression that only applies to the conditions of alienation’ (Mészáros 1975:142). The division of labour allows the workers/proletariat to be alienated as they are controlled by a small minority of people, the capitalists. They are given strict rules, their body, mind and time are heavily controlled and they are exploited for their labour. However it can be said that the workers may not even know or feel like they are being exploited, which can lead further into the workers being taken advantage of due to the fact that they are unlikely to do anything about the problem of capitalist working conditions if they do not recognise themselves that they are being used for their dehumanized labour. (Woodfin 2004:61). Worsley (1977) discusses the link between power and alienation, and what affect this has over the workers, he suggests that ‘alienation implies much more than just a sense of boredom at work; it also refers to lack of power and control on the part of the worker’ (Worsley 1977:289). Therefore labour under capitalism could make people feel as though they have lost control over part of their lives, taking this view further, it’s implied that ‘money and things’ are controlling the proletariat in a capitalism workplace (Worsley 1977: 289). Although, it has been said that ‘as class consciousness emerges, workers become aware of their own alienation’ (Woodfin 2004:61). Therefore this can be interpreted to suggest that in time the more attentive workers are to their own exploitation, the more likely it is that the demise of alienated labour could occur.
Due to capitalism the workers have to sell their labour, this in turn means that labour then becomes a commodity, though it is argued that ‘capitalism involves an unequal (and hence unjust) exchange of commodities between worker and capitalist’ (Wood 1981:132). Not only are the workers selling their labour, they are exchanging it for a lower rate than the effort they are putting in, for instance the labour that is used to produce a commodity is a lot more valuable to the capitalist than the wage that they are giving to the workers and therefore the exploitation and alienation of these workers takes places under a capitalist work force (Woodfin 2004:52). This is significant because its implication is that the workers themselves are alienating their own labour as well as alienating themselves from each other (Ortiz 1979:210). Marx furthers this theory by suggesting that this was a main way to control workers under a capitalist work environment, by alienating workers from one another, almost like the bourgeoisies were trying to install rivalry between the proletariat, for example making numerous workers think that they have to compete for the same work (Woodfin 2004:63). An ethnographic example that show this in the work place is Burawoy’s study into what occurs on ‘shop floors’. He suggests that employers or the bourgeoisie try to increase production from the workers by giving incentives, almost like making the work into some sort of game that each worker strives to do better, (Burawoy 1979:51) this in turn means more product is being made, therefore more profit, which benefits the capitalists, again, this can be seen as another way in which capitalism exploits its workers. However, it could be said that by offering incentives, the workers extra or more productive labour is being recognised and therefore rewarded. Alienation can also occur between humans because it has been said that capitalism isolates workers from each other, the significance of this is that it means that each worker is looking for ways in which they can enhance their personal gain, therefore this suggests that workers can become in competition with one another, all due to the manipulation of the capitalist system (Morrison 1995:96). 
It can be believed that capitalism creates a continuous cycle of people in society being ‘exploited’ to produce things for other people, for a wage that they then spend on other goods made by another alienated worker under capitalism. However, this cycle of consumer desire to own commodities is only benefiting the capitalists by creating a need for labour to continue the want to feed into a product led society. This is also profiting the capitalists as there is a ‘surplus value’. Where the time and effort spent by the worker is given a certain wage but the products they make is then sold for more than the wage of the labourer with all the profits going to the capitalist bourgeoisie, (Wood 1981:133) therefore prolonging the alienation of the proletariat work force. This is noteworthy due to the fact that Marx criticises the idea that surplus value occurs because there is an ‘unequal exchange between worker and capitalist’ (Wood 1981:133). Marx goes on to reject the fact that surplus value is due to the price of the end product being much larger than what it cost to make as both these statements can allow the surplus value to be an ‘accident’ which Marx believes this cannot be simply an accident (Wood 1981:133). 
The division of labour could be described not so much as alienating people but separating the work into different categories, then the labourers can be divide by looking at their skills and attributes. This can then determine which part of the labour process they fit into. However certain types of work have criteria’s, for example, divisions can be made between gender, age and physical requirements. Whilst this separation of people due to their difference might not be exploitative or alienating yet it certainly has the potential to do so (Schwimmer 1979:306). An ethnographic example of this can be observed among the Orokaiva women. The Orokaiva are a group of people situated in the Northern Province of Papua New Guinea (Schwimmer 1979:294). In this society there are many roles of labour divided by gender, for example, the women are the main ‘Taro’ harvesters, the men never do it as they say ‘if they did, the Taro supply would be exhausted too soon’ (Schwimmer 1979:306). The only exception to this is when there is a feast in the community, this highlights the fact that the men see themselves as the superior force when harvesting Taro. This allows the idea that the women are being exploited or alienated. Although, interestingly the women then sell the Taro they have harvested and retain all the money (Schwimmer 1979:306), therefore I would argue that the women are not alienated through this process as they themselves are directly benefiting from the labour that they undertake. 
Even though capitalist work places have been blamed for the alienation of workers, it is not the only place that alienation can occur. It has been suggested that the family structure can also be a cause of perpetuating the capitalist ideology. Parsons (1959) suggests that the traditional nuclear family allows divisions of labour to take a biological stance and divide work into gendered roles. He goes on to say that the family and home gives protection, emotional warmth and an escape from the outside world. Jorgensen (1995) takes this one step further by using the ‘warm bath theory’ in which the ‘man/husband’ in this case goes out to work under the capitalist system and is unsatisfied with his job, however when he goes home he is emotionally supported by his wife and family, he has security and support in the home that he may not get in the work place (Clapham 2005:40). This can prolong the alienation of people as after a work day the labourer can come home and feel like they have their identity and power back which they may lose in a capitalist workplace. Also the women can become alienated as in this case they have to provide emotional support which is not recognised as labour or work, ‘the family is, and continues to be, the major unit sustaining the exploitation and subordination of women (Worsley 1977:178). Religion also has a part to play in the theory of alienating people, this is due to the fact that it could be referred to that religion is used to create false consciousness, consequently, it can be said that ‘the social function of religion, then, is to cloud people’s minds and anaesthesize them to the sufferings of their alienated condition’ (Wood 1981:13-14). Marx famously coined the term ‘the opium of the people’ when talking about religion for this function (Wood 1981:13-14). Therefore it can be said that exploitation and alienation cannot be confined to just the industrial context. Although after Hegel and Feuerbach’s theories on alienation and religion, Marx decide to take alienation outside of the religious setting and ‘placed it squarely within social and economic experience’ (Morrison 1995:91). 
It seems we need to abolish capitalist work places to be able to abolish the concept of alienated labour. Schumpeter argued that capitalism will break down due to its own economic success, and the destruction of the different levels of social classes under a capitalist system, however others have concluded that does not necessarily mean that the whole bourgeoisie class is in decline (Bottomore 1984:136-143), therefore there will still be opportunity for capitalist work places to continue the alienation and exploitation of workers. An ethnographic example that indicates capitalist work places are still being used around the world is Ong’s (1987) study of Malay women working in factories in Malaysia. He suggests that the capitalists alienated the women before they are even employed by putting in place policies that restrict who can be employed, for example they wanted the female employees to be single as apparently they have higher productivity at work, also married women are more likely to require pregnancy leave. Another way the recruiting policies divided the women is that they wanted the workers to live close to the factories as they will be easily available to do over time work, this highlights these women are already being alienated before they have even started their job (Ong 1987:154). Once these women become employed under the capitalist system they are controlled by a number of different techniques to becoming ‘docile bodies’ (Ong 1987:155). Foucault said that docile bodies can be used as a ‘target of power’ and that the docile bodies can be used and even distorted or transformed to benefit the needs of the person in charge (Rabinow 1984). Looking back at the ethnography of the Malay women working in the factories, another way that they were alienated is that they were watched and control by a male supervisor, the foremen has to be strict with the women even though the women were described as ‘very obedient and hardworking’ strictness was used as a form of controlling these women. However, it could be said that these foremen were under pressure from a higher authority to maintain high production goals (Ong 1987:164-165). Whether this is the case or not it is still allowing the alienation and exploitation of these women to occur.
Overall, it can be said that in most cases labour under capitalism is always alienated, however there needs to be consideration for other causes of alienation not just under the umbrella of the industrial context. Also how workers are taking back control of their own labour and working against the dehumanizing conditions that alienated them in a capitalist work force. It seems that the proletariat workforce need to recognise the situation that they are in, that they are being manipulated and alienated from their labour and work together with the other proletariat workers to over throw the capitalist bourgeoisie. Whether this is entirely possible is unclear but the future of people being exploited and alienated from their labour will continue unless the problem of the division of labour is addressed. I will conclude this essay with a noteworthy opinion from Marx, who argues that even though it may seem immoral how a capitalist work force runs, it is not entirely unfair. ‘Although capitalist exploitation alienates, dehumanizes and degrades wage labourers, it does not violate any of their rights, and there is nothing about it which is wrongful or unjust’ (Wood 1981:43). (Which caused much controversy amongst scholars!)
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