
ALIENATION OF LABOR

Karl Marx's theory of alienation describes the estrangement (Entfremdung) of people from . By means of
commodification, the labor power of the worker is reduced to wages (an exchange value); the psychological
estrangement ( Entfremdung).

The peasant, and even the serf of the middle ages, remained in possession of at least 50 percent, sometimes 60
and 70 percent, of the output of their labour'. In the resultant communist society , the fundamental relation of
the workers to the means of production would be equal and non-conflictual because there would be no
artificial distinctions about the value of a worker's labour; the worker's humanity species-essence thus
respected, men and women would not become alienated see Marx's theory of human nature. This lack of
control over the work process transforms our capacity to work creatively into its opposite, so the worker
experiences 'activity as passivity, power as impotence, procreation as emasculation, the worker's own physical
and mental energy, his personal life - for what is life but activity? We have accepted its language and its laws.
As Sayer outlined, a popular conception of work is the one posited by utilitarianism. Tucker , p. This results in
isolation of the worker. The Manuscripts are composed of three sections: i the alienation or estrangement of
labour, ii an analysis of private property and communism, and iii a critique of Hegel's dialectic. Lifestyles and
leisure activities cannot liberate us from alienation, or even create little islands of freedom in an ocean of
alienation. Other writers consider alienation to have a more social-psychological interpretation, with
interpretations such as of powerlessness, meaninglessness, normlessness, self-estrangement and social
isolation Krahn and Lowe, p. XXIV We have still a third aspect of estranged labor to deduce from the two
already considered. Work is regimented, broken down into separate tasks. We have until now considered this
relationship only from the standpoint of the worker and later on we shall be considering it also from the
standpoint of the non-worker. This new formulation of the question already contains its solution. The
economist assumes in the form of a fact, of an event, what he is supposed to deduce â€” namely, the necessary
relationship between two things â€” between, for example, division of labor and exchange. If then the product
of labor is alienation, production itself must be active alienation, the alienation of activity, the activity of
alienation. The worker puts his life into the object; but now his life no longer belongs to him but to the object.
In our days everything seems pregnant with its contrary. Marx looks on human labour as one of the chief ways
in which humans are distinguished from non-human animals. Just as the worker 'is depressed, therefore, both
intellectually and physically, to the level of a machine, and from being a man becomes an abstract activity and
a stomach, so he also becomes more and dependent on every fluctuation in the market price, in the investment
of capital and on the whims of the wealthy'. Indeed, labor itself becomes an object which he can obtain only
with the greatest effort and with the most irregular interruptions.


