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Owen’s modern editor comments: ‘It is often

said that in this, and other ways, Owen treated

his work-people as if they were children.

There is some truth in this, but it must be

remembered that a large proportion of them

were children.’

Nevertheless there is something very apt in
this comment: Owen treated his workers in an

extraordinarily patronizing fashion, and this
leads to Marx’s criticism. Owen’s view that

you can change people by changing their

circumstances because people are wholly de-

termined by their circumstances makes prob-

lematic the role of the social reformer, who

sets out to make the change. For if the social

reformer is a human being, then his or her

actions should also be determined by the

circumstances. But to advocate and engage in

reform surely requires one to break free of that

chain of determination. Therefore materialist

social criticism seems to presuppose a class of

people—individual geniuses, as Owen saw
himself— superior to society who are exempt

from the laws of determination. But there

cannot be such people if deterministic materi-

alism is true.

Karl Marx (1818-1883).

Thus Marx rejected the crude materialism

of Owen and others. But in fundamental philo-

sophical terms the main fault with the materi-
alist view, for Marx, is something it shares

with the Cartesian picture. These views have

in commona theory of perception: that the

mind is a passive receiver of information from

37

an independent outside world. We could call

this a representative or correspondence theory

of mind: the mind is like a camera recording

external data.

What could be wrong with this? For Marx it

leaves out the fact that human beings are

active in the world, changing nature and what

they see. Things outside of us are not merely
‘given’ for us to perceive. The vast majority of

things one encounters are human products,
created or transformed by human endeavour.

This active side of man’s relations with the

world—the objectifying power of human

thought— was, Marx argues, first systemati-
cally developed by idealism, although, accord-
ing to Marx, in a mystified way. We can see
what Marx means by the ‘objectifying power’

of human thought by considering Kantian

epistemology. Kant’s central idea is that the
human mind structures the world through

categories which it imposes on reality. Thus,
for example, for Kant space and time have no

independent existence but are ‘forms’ of sense,
through which the human subject perceives
and organizes the world. We see things in

spatial and temporal relations only because of
the way the mind is constructed. So the human

mind is active in the sense that how the world

is presented to us depends on features of the

human mind: its organizing capacity. In this

sense, the world is a human construction.

The insight—which Kant

that human beings at least in part create the

world which they perceive. Yet Marx rejected

Kant’s position, endorsing certain Hegelian

criticisms and then, in turn, criticizing Hegel.

Of Hegel’s criticisms of Kant two are most

relevant here. First, for Kant, the mind has a

universal, ahistoric character. The basic struc-

ture of the mind is the same at all times and

places. By contrast Hegel argued for a develop-
mental conception, and one which allowed for

different levels of development for different

cultures.

Even more important is Hegel’s explanation

for this development: the mind changes

through interaction with the world. This is
part of the idea of a dialectical development.
As mind experiences and tries to understand

the world, it develops ever higher-level con-

cepts, thus changing itself. But Hegel’s view is
also a form of idealism in which the mind

makes up the world. So as the mind changes

the world changes. Consequently as mind

develops so does the world.
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Marx agrees that human action in the world

changes both the world and human beings.
But Hegel, thinks Marx, states this only in

an abstract way—idealistically—only in

thought, as a history of the development of our
concepts. And this is Marx’s objection.

To take stock, Marx has contrasted and

criticized two dominant philosophical posi-

tions. Firstly, the materialist position from

Hobbes to Feuerbach is criticized for its un-

reflective ahistorical nature, failing to give due

consideration to the role mankind plays in

creating the world it perceives. Secondly ide-
alism, at least in Hegel’s hands, understands

the importance of historical development, but

restricts this to the development of thought.

In sum we might propose a rather stylized

opposition between ahistorical materialism
and historical idealism. Having put matters

like this, it then becomes clear which elements

Marx decides to take from each in order to

develop his ‘philosophy of historical material-
ism’. Like Hegel he says that man changes

himself and the world through interaction

with the world. But unlike Hegel this is an

interaction that takes place in concrete reality,

as practical activity, not merely thought.

Marx identifies this practical activity with

productive activity: labour. Hegel’s idealism is
a ‘mystified expression’ of the real relation

between human beings and the world. Human

beings find self-realization in nature. They

change the world not merely by changing their

concepts of the world but by physically trans-

forming it. In doing this they change them-
selves by developing new needs and abilities,

which in turn gives rise to further forms of

interaction with the world.

The root idea— one Marx finds neglected in

all previous philosophies —is that human be-

ings have needs, and need, not contemplation,
is their primary relation to the world. Human

beings labour on the world in order to
satisfy their needs, evolving more and more
complex forms of production and social inter-
action in an attempt to satisfy further needs

which are always arising. Thus philosophical
view about man’s interaction with the world

turns into a theory of society, and a theory of

history. For Marx this thought completes the
history of philosophy.

Alienation

It is through the development of labour that

societies develop. But labour — individual and
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social—also has a crucial role in individual

self-development and fulfilment. ‘As indivi-
duals express their lives, so they are. What

they are, therefore, coincides with their pro-
duction, both of what they produce, and how

they produce’ (Marx 1970, p. 42).
This sets the scene for Marx’s critique of

capitalism. Although capitalism has created
immense social forces of production, capable

of production on scale previously undreamt

of, it nevertheless crushes individual flourish-

ing. For under capitalism the vast majority of

people do not live lives worthy of human
beings. Their lives, and especially their labour,
Marx says, are alienated.

The term ‘alienation’ commonly indicates

dislocation from one’s surroundings; the

thought of feeling lost in circumstances that

ought to be familiar. Marx’s concept incorpor-
ates this subjective aspect, but goes far beyond

it too. It is best introduced—as Marx does

himself the idea of religious aliena-

tion.

Marx took the idea of religious alienation

from other ‘Young-Hegelian’ writers—

notably although the root idea is
much older. The central thought is that man

makes God in Protagoras said. ‘If

triangles had a God, it would have three sides.’
Feuerbach agrees. Everything human beings

have said about God isa mystified expression of

things true of themselves. Human beings pro-

ject their own powers and attributes on to an
abstract, non-existent entity. Instead of enjoy-

ing and glorying in these powers, man ‘alien-
ates them’, raises them to an infinite level, and

worships them. Marx says that ‘religion is a
devious acknowledgement of man, through an

intermediary’.
In general, for Marx, that alienation exists

presupposes some normative account of how

things should be: what an appropriate or flour-
ishing human life would be. Secondly, it also

presupposes that something is lost: things that

belong together become separated. Finally,
and this is distinctive of the theory, that which

is lost must reappear in an alien form.

We can apply this in the case of religious
alienation. Human beings have what Feuer-

bach called a species-essence, a human poten-
tial. Yet they become ‘separated’ from this

essence. They do not use and enjoytheir

capacities. Rather, and this is the third point.

they project them on to an abstract being,
which then comes to dominate them. Human
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beings come to feel] that their lives and destin-
ies are controlled and determined by this

external, alien, being: by this object which,

unacknowledged by them, is of their own
making.
One can suffer from religious alienation

without realizing. Marx knows that many are

content with their relation to their God. This

he calls illusory happiness, happiness based

on an illusion. Yet even those who are happy

are still alienated.

Marx now deepens Feuerbach’s analysis.

Feuerbach does not explain why alienation

exists, and so is naive about how it is to be

overcome. His view is that when people come

to see religion for what it is, it will wither

away. Marx’s reply is that religious alienation

comes into existence because conditions on

earth are so bad that people seek solace in

heaven. Religion will not disappear until it is

no longer necessary: when it becomes possible

for human beings to enjoy their species-

essence on earth.

Alienated labour

Although religion clearly predates capitalism,
under capitalism Marx argues that it is largely

sustained by the problem, specific to capital-

ism, of alienated labour. I want essentially to

concentrate on just three of the many claims

made by Max concerning alienated labour:

first, that under capitalism people perform a

form of labour unworthy of human beings;

second, that capitalism itself is an alienated

product of human activity; third, that mankind
does not recognize its ‘communal essence’

under capitalism.

Human production is elucidated by Marx by

comparing it with the productive activities of
other animals. Human beings can produce in

accordance with their will and consciousness.

They can make elaborate plans, and then
knowingly and deliberately carry them out.
Also they can ‘distinguish their life’s activity

from themselves’. The spider, say, does not

distinguish spinning a web from being a spi-
der: it just goes ahead and spins the web. We,

on the other hand, can recognize that our

activities are distinct and under our control.

Human production is unrestricted. We can

produce ‘even in accordance with the laws of
beauty’.

Under capitalism, according to Marx, we fail
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to produce this way. We produce blindly, on

the level of animals, or worse:

In the factory we have a lifeless

machine which is independent of

workers, who are incorporated into it as

living appendages. (Marx 1976, p. 548)

[The Worker] is depressed, therefore,
both intellectually and physically to the

level of a machine, and from a man

becomes abstract activity and a

stomach. (Marx 1975, p. 285)

Productive activity should be ‘part’ of the

worker, in that it should be an end in itself: a

confirmation of the worker’s life, and a source

of enjoyment. But under capitalism labour is

‘external’. It is shunned when not necessary. It

is used to satisfy other needs, but it is not

enjoyed in itself. Hence it is degraded to a
means. Indeed it has become a commodity

— hired out to others for their use. Man is not

able to enjoy those features which are most

distinctively human. Hence man feels free

only when engaged in animal activity.
This, then, is a brief account of the degrada-

tion of labour under capitalism. More insidi-

ous, however, is our non-human relation to

our products: alienation from the product. The

basic idea here is that the world of objects is

created by human beings, but these objects

appear hostile and alien. Human beings are not

‘at home’ in the world they create. Not only do

workers lose control of their products; their

products come to control and dominate them.
Just as human beings first create a God, and
then bow down to it, they create an economic

world of objects and then become mystified

and dominated by it. They become —and this

is the crux—‘playthings of alien forces’.

This idea has two central aspects. First

humans become strangers in the world, not

appreciating or understanding their own cre-
ations. Many human products are treated as

miracles or facts of nature: consider the water,

sewerage and electricity systems. Secondly,

and crucially, human beings come to be domi-

nated and subjugated by these products. As we

saw, for example, one of the things that makes

productive activity so alienating is pro-
duction-line technology. But this technology

was invented by human beings, and manufac-

tured by human beings.

Most importantly, however, domination

also arises on another level, affecting not only

the worker. In fact, Marx says, the capitalist

suffers a double alienation: shielded from the
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At the mercy of market forces?

fact of alienation. Like the worker, the behav-

iour of the capitalist becomes controlled by

‘impersonal social] forces’. You can’t buck the
market. Capitalism has its laws, and you flout

them at your peril. If you ignore them, then,

just like those who try to ignore the law of

gravity, you will come to grief.
But what, as it were, is the metaphysical

status of these laws, these market forces?

According to Marx they are no more than the
accumulated consequences of human behav-

iour. Human beings act in certain ways, and

this has certain large-scale effects. Given these

effects certain future action by people seems

rationally required and this reinforces the

process, which becomes endlessly reinforced

by the behaviour it generates. Capitalism is a
mad machine, out of control, determining the

behaviour of people in ways which intensifies

its control. Like Frankenstein’s monster, or the

Sorcerer’s Apprentice’s broomstick, our cre-

ations come back to take on an independent,

oppressive, life. Capitalists must act as capital-
ists and seek ever-increasing profits, or lose

out in competition and sink to the level of the

(aged

worker, Bot the mint

profit, than he or she must the worker,
and working mothods,

wiileh the worker bas no choice but to accept

This we have some-

thing wo cannol restrain capitalism, And,
Marx dn Capital this bis cata.

strophlc affects, Contains
which daprosds wages ase

onsure that thers wilbalways be a large body of

will be affflcted by a

continual drop dn the rate of profit, and willbe

hit by recurring and ever-dogpontig crises, in

an over-shorloning boom bust cycla, AL this

isa of the normal functloning of

this anarchic system of productlon, To take

just one case, who wants
crashos? Yot they happen, And as a result of

human behaviour, of a type mandated by

capilalist structuras,
Finally under capitalism we do not

nize our common humanity, and our Commu.

nal essence, Human beings are hugely depan-

dent on cach other, Without realizing it weare

all part of an enormous division of

producing things for other people, and con-
suming the products of others. This mutual

dependence partly constitutes our communal
essence. Yet capitalism also forces us to be-

come alienated from this, and so from each

other, Consider the example of need. The

human response to a fellow being in need is to

do whatever is required to fulfil that need.

Under capitalism another response is appro-

priate: to use that need as a source of power or
profit. Those extremely short of money, for
example, will work for very little pay, Thus we
relate lo each other not with mutual need in

mind, but individual profit.
The reason for Marx’s hostility to the mar-

ket, and his idea of the planned economy as

liberating, have emerged. Capitalism is some-
thing we have created, through the unin-
tended consequences of human action. It is a

human product, even though it often appears

to us as a fixture of nature. Capitalism is,

thus, an alienated human product, and it
has disastrous effects. Labour—the central

human activity —is degraded. Individual lives

are tormented and less than fully human.

We are screened off from our communal

nature. Capitalism contains vast irrationa-

lities, leading to crisis and enormous waste of

human potential. We are ‘playthings of alien

forces’.




