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I. Introduction 

As Marx says in the ‘Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts of 1844’, we realise 

human essence through labour (Marx, 1977:73-74). It is the realisation of human 

potentialities what concerns Marx in the first place, for it is the creation of our productive 

activity what constitutes the source of human happiness. Therefore, it is not only through 

labour where a person expresses its individuality, but also in the result of it; the product of 

labour (Marx, 1844:17-18).  

This source of happiness is seen by Marx become a source of misery under capitalist 

societies. It could be argued, then, that Marx is concerned about the conditions of workers 

and their exploitation by capitalists. And the reading of his later works–e.g. ‘The 

Communist Manifesto’ or ‘Capital’– could suggest so. I stand, however, with more non-

traditional accounts of Marx (cf. Fromm, 1961; Petrovic, 1963; Bakshi, 2011), and argue 

that he is complaining about something else; much more profound and relevant. The thesis 

this non-traditional view defends is that Marx claims that workers are, under capitalist 

societies, unable to develop the aforementioned potentialities and their talents, thus failing 

to express their individuality. It is not that Marx is not concerned about the exploitation of 
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workers. However, their alienation seems to be his priority (cf. Fromm, 1961: 48-49) for it 

is the concept which refers better to Marx’s conception of man (cf. Jaeggi, 2014a:14-16). 

Thus, alienation reveals itself as the true foundation of Marx’s theory. 

The concept of alienation has been thoroughly studied –and critiqued– as a vast 

amount of literature indicates (cf. Petrovic, 1963; Meszaros, 1972; Colletti, 1975 or 

Ollman, 1977 inter alia). My critique, however, is quite different. Marx’s theory is built on 

a number of critical and normative concepts such as the aforementioned exploitation and 

alienation. This essay constitutes a critique of the latter, as it seeks to show that Marx’s 

concept of alienation is characterized by two features that are often overlooked. Namely, 

(i) that alienation affects both workers and capitalists; and (ii) the fact that human history has 

only known an alienated world. This twofold critique attempts to undermine the Marxist 

notion of alienation as a normative concept –what should, or should not, be. Finally, two 

delimitations ought to be made. First, hereinafter I will refer specifically to Marx’s concept 

of labour alienation. And second, I will do so in particular with respect to the meaning Marx 

gives to the notion in his early writings –i.e., as developed in ‘The German Ideology’ and 

the ‘Manuscripts’– since the concept was not developed linearly. But first of all, as labour 

alienation is not a simple concept in Marx’s thought, a brief review of the notion is pertinent 

at this point.  

II. The notion of labour alienation revisited 

The concept of alienation can be defined as the distortion of the productive process; a 

reification of products as well as inter and intra-personal relations which prevents them 

from being, and being seen as, results or fruits of human agency, and thus dependent of it 

(cf. Meszaros, 1972 and Ollman, 1971). According to Wolff, alienation implies that “two 

things which belong together come apart” (2003:29). This concept is thoroughly studied by 

Marx, in particular, in his early writings. There, he gives the concept of alienation –that 

Feuerbach (1893) limits to the religious realm– a broader meaning, extending it to all 

spheres of human activity, as a general “impeded relation of appropriation” (Jaeggi, 

2014b:36). According to Marx:  

“[T]he externalization of the worker in his product means not only 

that his labour becomes an object, an external existence, but that it exists 
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outside him, independently of him and alien to him, and begins to confront 

him as an autonomous power; that the life which he has bestowed on the 

object confronts him as hostile and alien” (1975:324).  

In particular, as seen above, Marx develops the notion of alienated labour to which he 

attributes four essential characteristics: (i) alienation of the product; that is, the result of 

man’s labour; (ii) alienation from work or production; (iii) alienation of man from himself; 

and (iv) alienation from other human beings (cf. Fromm, 1961:93-109 or Wolff, 2003:28-

37).  

The first aspect of alienated labour is the alienation of the objects that result from 

man’s work. In capitalist societies, the object produced by workers will not remain in their 

control, use or possession, but that of the capitalist. Therefore, every worker is separated 

from the product, which is thereafter an alien object. The second characteristic of alienated 

labour is the alienation of production. Alienation of production is the cause of the first 

characteristic which, subsequently, is a consequence of the second. And the reason is that 

the activity that was meant to express man’s own individuality becomes an alien activity.  

Alienation from our species-being –i.e., alienation of man from himself– is the third 

characteristic, which results from the first and second. As Petrovic puts it, “by alienating his 

own activity from himself, man in fact alienates his essence from himself and he alienates 

himself from his essence” (1963:421). Under capitalism, Marx argues, most people do not 

enjoy the creativity and self-realisation that work should bring. Instead, workers earn little 

money after long hours of work so that “life begins for [men] when this activity ceases –at 

his meals, on the public-house bench, in his bed” (Marx, 1899:18). Finally, the fourth and 

last characteristic of alienated labour is the alienation of man from other men, which is a 

consequence of the third.  

These are the four characteristics of labour alienation. And, according to Marx, the 

alternative for this alienated man within an alienated world is the communist society “where 

nobody has one exclusive sphere of activity but each can become accomplished in any branch 

he wishes” (Marx et al., 1976:53). As we can see, the communist society is, for Marx, that 

in which we overcome alienation; a society were the two elements that belong together are 

back into their proper relation (Wolff, 2003:29). And, for the advent of the communist 



 4 

society, a mechanism has to be set in motion. According to Marx, such mechanism is the 

communist revolution, which will put an end to the alienated world: 

“The communists openly declare that their ends can be attained only 

by the forcible overthrow of all existing social conditions. Let the ruling 

classes tremble at a Communistic revolution” (Marx et al., 1969:34).  

Marx’s notion of alienation ought to be put into perspective, taking under 

consideration the historical context under which he developed his theory, as well as its 

relationship with other concepts. Especially with the notion of exploitation (cf. Buchanan, 

1979:121-139; Colletti, 1975:275-290 and Wolff, 2003:30-31). Nonetheless, most aspects 

of Marx’s concept of alienation are independent from any historical context if the notion is 

to be taken as explanatory of the human condition. However, I argue, this can be highly 

disputed.  

III. Labour Alienation as a Normative Concept: A Sea of Doubts 

As we have observed, the notion of labour alienation is the cornerstone of Marx’s 

theory. And it is so since it affects the more essential activity of human beings: production. 

For Marx, individuals under capitalism are not free but alienated; and individuals under 

communism would be free and fully developed. This provides the framework to be 

addressed. However, I argue, such a framework generates two questions. First, who are 

those alienated individuals? Is alienation a property or state only of workers or the entire 

human race? And second, is alienation merely one stage in human history? In other words, 

have human beings ever been unalienated? I seek to respond to these questions through what 

I call a horizontal and a vertical critique of the notion of labour alienation. A critique that may 

determine the very validity of the term as an explanatory concept of human condition’s 

evolution. The horizontal or static question refers to whom and the vertical or dynamic 

question to when, or for how long.  

The concept of alienation represents the main feature of individuals under Marx’s 

theory as a state of being which prevents us from finding purpose in life. Even though in 

later works such as ‘Capital’, Marx’s focus is in improving the working conditions of the 

proletariat, we find that the alienated state is not specific of workers, but also affects 
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capitalists –though the alienation of capitalists is, in Marx’s thought, different from that of 

workers. This may seem as a surprise, Bakshi argues, “for unlike workers, they have the 

means to choose freely the kind of activities they would like to pursue” (2011:90). 

However, the freedom capitalists have to choose any given activity is severely limited 

precisely due to the structure of capitalist society, which affects them both in the sphere of 

production and consumption. According to Marx: 

“[T]he emancipation of society from private property, from 

servitude, takes the political form of the emancipation of the workers; not 

in the sense that only the latter's emancipation is involved, but because this 

emancipation includes the emancipation of humanity as a whole. For all 

human servitude is involved in the relation of the worker to production, 

and all types of servitude are only modifications or consequences of this 

relation” (1975:132-133). 

We see then how Marx criticises, above all, capitalist society. For it enslaves man, 

workers and capitalists alike (Fromm, 1961:29). Marx is thus referring not to the 

emancipation of the working class, but of all men.  

However, if labour alienation affects both capitalists and workers, what motivates 

Marx to say that labour, in its nonalienated sense –as the productive activity characterized 

by its creativity and fulfilment of man’s nature– is the essential human activity? Others have 

critiqued the idea that labour is essential or, rather, the sole essential activity in the first 

place (Wolff, 2003:124). My question, however, is a more primitive one. I wonder how 

can we know that non-alienation exists in the first place. This is the quid of the horizontal or 

static critique: if alienated labour affects everybody –capitalists as well as workers– at the 

same time, Marx’s idea of a nonalienated man becomes a supposition, rather than a 

normative reference. A vague image lacking a model to be imitated.  

One could argue against this critique that Marx distinguishes between the alienation 

of workers and that of capitalists. As a result, it may seem that it is workers who should rise 

and enjoy the same joy as capitalist do through their productive activity. However, such 

distinction does not create two groups; the alienated –i.e., workers– and the nonalienated 

–i.e., capitalists–, but degrees of alienation. If we cannot find the nonalienated ideal around 
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us, perhaps we should look for it over time. Let us consider it in what I called the vertical or 

dynamic critique of the notion of labour alienation.  

 If not around him –or us–, it may be in another point in history where Marx finds his 

nonalienated man. A stage that therefore acts as an aspiration worth reaching through 

revolution. This is not a new question, neither with respect to Marx or regarding others. 

For instance, Heidegger speaks of alienation as a “structural moment of man’s existence” 

(Petrovic, 1963:423). Therefore, alienation is for him not a stage in history –which is 

preceded and superseded by others– but a structural state. In other words, for a man to be 

such, he has to be also alienated. On the contrary, for Marx, there is an original nonalienated 

condition of man. A nonalienated man which, under capitalism, is alienated from himself –

and by himself–, to later on return. That is precisely the purpose of the communist society, 

“the positive supersession of all alienation and the return of man from religion, the family, 

the state, etc., to his human existence” (Fromm, 1961:128, emphasis added).  

As we can see then, labour alienation is for Marx a temporary stage in history, and 

thus a temporary feature of man. However, Marx conceives labour alienation as a stage 

which is a constant feature of the past. And, at the same time, a feature that does not need 

to characterize the future. As Petrovic puts it, “Marx (…) thought that man had been thus 

far always self-alienated, but that he, for this reason, need not always remain so” 

(1963:424). But then again, I argue, how do we know that labour alienation belongs to –or 

defines– human essence? In other words, if we have only known an alienated world or we 

have always been alienated men, how do we know what alienation is, whether it ever existed 

and whether it is foreign to our nature? On what grounds is labour alienation an ‘unnatural 

separation’? (Corlett, 1988:701). This is a true conundrum in Marx’s thought, since it is 

hard to conceive a nonalienated starting point and, simultaneously, concede that human 

history –thus far– is the history of an alienated man.  

Marx would probably address both critiques in a rather simple way. For it does not 

require a more complex response. As a thought experiment, in a state of nature, the 

nonalienated man is conceivable, understandable, and even desirable, for it is indeed more 

joyful that the capitalist society described by Marx –and, perhaps, even our own. In such a 

way, Marx’s conception of the state of nature of man is as legitimate as those of Hobbes or 
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Rousseau, as well as more modern accounts of an original position as Rawls’s. The problem, 

however, arises, when the original position that is set as a premise in such a thought 

experiment becomes not only a point of departure, but a return destination. For that is 

precisely what Marx is seeking; the advent of the communist society in which man becomes 

unalienated from its productive activity and its labour –and, thus, from itself and from 

others–.  

It is not labour alienation as a descriptive or evaluative concept of the reality that 

surrounds us and the features that characterize man what is being criticised here. It is labour 

alienation as a normative concept, used for the purpose of explaining the evolution of human 

condition. For under the horizontal and vertical critiques, it turns out to be quite 

problematic. And it is especially so when the evolution of human condition, under Marx, is 

non-linear, but circular. If the evolution of the condition of man throughout history is 

conceived as a straight line, we can attempt to move towards a future state with the sole 

knowledge of present conditions. In this scenario, having some knowledge about the past is 

perhaps desirable, but unnecessary for our intended ends. However, if a circle is to be 

completed, in order to finish it and go back to square one, we need to have a certain 

knowledge not only about the present, but also about what Marx thinks is the state of nature 

of man –and thus defines most perfectly his essence–; a state of non-alienation. Otherwise, 

we are taking steps wearing a blindfold. And that can easily prevent us from achieving two 

things that seem rather evident in Marx’s thought. First, the means to become a 

nonalienated man –and put back things that belong together. And second, –and also 

dependent on the first– the end point itself; the nonalienated stage. The communist society. 

However, this nonalienated condition of man has never existed thus far. And that 

diminishes our ability to move towards a state of non-alienation. We know the current 

condition of man, and we might even comprehend the condition man has enjoyed –or 

suffered– throughout history. And we might very well call it the alienated man. Now, let 

us call a possible vision of the future the nonalienated stage, as it is different from the current 

one. And let us even concede that such hypothetical stage is morally better for man, as it 

more joyful for man than today’s –even though others, such as Wolff, disagree, since labour 

alienation seems to be “a feature of any highly mechanized production process, whether 
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used under communism or capitalism” (2003: 104). That, however, does not necessarily 

mean (i) that the mechanism to be liberated from the present condition should be the 

revolution; and (ii) that such stage –that is, the communist society– is better aligned with 

human nature.  

IV. Conclusion 

As we have seen, Marx’s conception of man is problematic as rooted in, or defined 

by, alienation. And it is so, especially, regarding how to bring about the change; the process 

that will lead him back to its true essence –i.e., the homo-faber whose creativity changes the 

world which, in return, changes man.  

It seems that the relationship between history and Marx’s concept of alienation 

undermines the latter in its normative role. The problem, then, is that Marx does not 

conceive alienation from a strictly natural point of view, but from a historical perspective.  

More elaborate thought experiments –as the aforementioned ones– aim to draw 

principles of justice, a better understanding of man, a theory of state, etc., from such states 

of nature or original positions. But they do not seek to go back there. Marx, however, 

conceives a hypothetical future stage of man’s condition in the image of that which relates 

better to his essence. As a result, Marx is proposing, under the notion of alienation and un-

alienation, an escape from something –capitalist society– and a return to a nature state. 

However, in light of the lack of any historic reference, instead of calling this next step a 

‘communist society’, we should better say, as old maps did, ‘hic sunt dracones’–i.e., here be 

dragons. For these are indeed unknown waters.  
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