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Another world is possible 
Capitalism creates a society that robs most people of their creative potential, says 
Phil Gasper 

PHIL GASPER responds to a supporter of capitalism

In the last issue of the ISR (#74), I wrote a column about Marx’s concept of alienation and why 
work—which Marx claims should be “life’s prime want”—is typically unpleasant and frustrating 
under capitalism. My article elicited an e-mail response from someone named Jeff. Here (edited 
slightly for grammar) is what he wrote: 

• “I know 5 billion people that would love to have some work, albeit frustrating and 
unpleasant. 

• “I also know millions of people that would love to live a commodified existence instead of 
starving to death. 

• “If socialists believe they can feed the world better than capitalism can, they have to prove it. 
• “Either system requires humans to do work, including unpleasant work, to support society, 

whether it be coal mining, working in a meat -packing factory, or picking corn. 
• “Industries required to support human existence will never disappear. Mass production 

facilities are required to support 9 billion people. There will always be mundane, unpleasant 
work. 

• “Unfortunately, socialists have never had a way to price labor, goods, and commodities 
within a socialist economic system, because there is no market. Stalin looked to the West to 
find a price point. 

• “Nationalizing certain industries makes sense, but the success or failure still depends on 
capitalism, which is the source of ongoing revenue and taxation. You are back to square 
one.” 

There’s nothing especially original about Jeff’s arguments, but for that very reason I thought it 
might be useful to respond to them. Socialists hear this kind of stuff all the time, and every now and 
then it’s worth reiterating why the common arguments criticizing our views and defending 
capitalism are so unconvincing. 

To begin with it’s worth noting that supporters of capitalism generally make two kinds of argument. 
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The first kind involves claiming that capitalism is a wonderful system that guarantees freedom, 
democracy, opportunity, prosperity, and apple pie. But when it becomes obvious that capitalism is 
failing to live up to these promises, its supporters make a second kind of argument. Yes, they say, 
capitalism may be less than perfect, and in many ways it may even be pretty awful, but it’s still 
better than anything else. In Margaret Thatcher’s famous words, “There is no alternative.” So 
criticize the system as much as you like, it’s still the best way to organize the economy. Or so we are 
told. 

Jeff’s arguments fall into this second category of “lesser-evil” defenses of capitalism. And so far as I 
can make out, he has three of them. The first is in his opening two paragraphs: it’s better to have a 
job under capitalism than to be unemployed, and being exploited is better than starving to death. 
Fair enough. I agree. But this is still a terrible argument. First, people who are starving to death 
would obviously prefer to eat unhealthy food than nothing at all, even if it’s laced with carcinogens, 
but that obviously doesn’t mean that there’s nothing wrong with carcinogenic food or that’s there’s 
no alternative to it. 

Second, why are there people unemployed and starving in the modern world to begin with? The fact 
is that mass unemployment, poverty, and hunger are all byproducts of the way that capitalism 
operates as an economic system. Marx long ago pointed out that capitalism routinely creates a 
reserve army of the unemployed, which forces workers to compete for jobs and drags down wages 
and conditions for everyone. 

Similarly, even though we live in a world that produces enough food to give an adequate diet for a 
population two or three times the its present size, half the world goes hungry because of the way 
that food distribution is organized under capitalism. Of course people want jobs and food. But to 
claim that capitalism is vindicated because being exploited is better than starving is twisted logic, to 
say the least. 

However, Jeff’s argument does give me the opportunity to say something about an issue that I didn’t 
discuss in my original piece. In his writings on alienation Marx emphasizes the way in which 
alienated labor generates alienation in the rest of our lives. Does that mean that people who are out 
of work are less alienated? 

Of course not. Not only do the unemployed have to scramble to meet even life’s most basic 
necessities, they also frequently lack even the minimal sense of self-worth and self-identity that 
having a job provides. Work is a central aspect of our lives. Almost the first thing you are asked 
when you meet somebody new is, “What do you do?” They’re not asking you about what TV 
programs you happen to enjoy, they’re asking you about what kind of employment you have. 

The unemployed—at least the involuntarily unemployed—have a huge void in their lives, which 
often leads to loss of self-worth, withdrawal, depression, and worse. For workers, the one thing 
worse than being exploited under capitalism is not being exploited. But it’s not an argument in favor 
of exploitation to say that some things are even worse. 

Jeff’s second argument is that unpleasant and mundane work is a fact of life, and so we presumably 
shouldn’t blame capitalism for the fact that work is so often frustrating and unsatisfying. But what 
this argument entirely ignores is the way in which production for profit systematically makes work 
much more unpleasant than it needs to be. Even the great eighteenth-century Scottish political 
economist Adam Smith—who is revered, but rarely read, by defenders of the free market—
acknowledged this fact. 

In his most important work, An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations (1776), 
Smith explains how breaking a complex process into a series of smaller, simpler tasks that can each 
be performed quickly by a single person, can greatly increase efficiency. But he also goes on to 
point out that 



the man whose life is spent in performing a few simple operations, of which the effects 
too are, perhaps, always the same, or very nearly the same, has no occasion to exert his 
understanding ... and generally becomes as stupid and ignorant as it is possible for a 
human creature to be.... But in every improved and civilized society this is the state into 
which the labouring poor, that is, the great body of the people, must necessarily fall, 
unless government takes pains to prevent it. 

Yes, you read that right—the patron saint of the free market argued that government intervention is 
necessary to prevent the market’s destructive effects. Seventy-two years later, Marx and Engels 
noted the same destructive effects in the Communist Manifesto: 

Owing to the extensive use of machinery and to the division of labor, the work of the 
proletarians has lost all individual character and, consequently, all charm for the 
workman. He becomes an appendage of the machine, and it is only the most simple, 
most monotonous, and most easily acquired knack, that is required of him. 

More recently, in his book Labor and Monopoly Capital (1974), the American Marxist Harry 
Braverman, showed at length how modern capitalism has used managerial control and technological 
innovations to increase worker output, while simultaneously degrading the nature of work itself—a 
point made earlier and more vividly by Charlie Chaplin in his comic masterpiece Modern Times. 

More generally, there is typically little incentive under capitalism to improve working conditions, 
and in fact very often quite the opposite. In a socialist society run democratically by workers, on the 
other hand, technology could be used to ensure that the most unpleasant, difficult, and dangerous 
work is mechanized as far as possible, and certainly made much safer for those who have to do it. 
Even if coal mining continued under socialism (although personally I hope it will be phased out as 
quickly as possible for environmental as well as health and safety reasons), thousands of miners 
would not die every year, as is the case around the world today. 

But there are two other points that need to be made here. First, what often makes work unpleasant is 
not the intrinsic character of the physical and mental activities involved, but the fact that those who 
do the work lack control over both their own work lives and over the larger work process. When 
people engage in activities because they care about the outcome and when they have a role in 
determining the goals, they are generally much more fulfilled. Digging a hole for minimum wage 
for a hedge-fund manager who is having his 20-acre estate landscaped, for example, is a very 
different experience from digging a hole as part of a reforestation program in which you participate 
in the decision-making process. 

Second, to the small extent to which some unpleasant work is an ineliminable feature of a complex 
society, it can be distributed in ways that minimize frustration. In the early stages of socialism, those 
who do perform it might receive additional compensation (higher wages or more leisure time, for 
example), which would contrast with capitalism, under which some of the most unpleasant work is 
also the lowest paid. Ideally, though, the work would be distributed equally, so that everyone capable 
of doing so would perform some portion of it. I might be a college lecturer during the day, but also 
spend a couple of hours each week cleaning out the bathrooms. The work might still be unpleasant, 
but it would not be deeply alienating. 

The third argument that Jeff makes is that there is no global alternative to capitalism: a planned 
socialist economy either won’t work because, in the absence of a market it won’t have a way of 
accurately pricing goods and services, or it will have to model it’s pricing on what happens in 
outside capitalist economies. This is the so-called calculation problem or debate, first raised in the 
1920s and 1930s by right-wing economists like Ludwig von Mises and Friedrich Hayek. The idea is 
that prices reflect information about supply and demand and thus provide signals that allow 



economies to coordinate production and distribution efficiently. In the absence of such price signals, 
von Mises and Hayek argued that it would be either theoretically or practically impossible to 
coordinate a complex economy, because it would be impossible to gather and process relevant 
information in real time. 

There have been plenty of responses to this argument over the decades, but perhaps the most 
important thing to point out is that it rests on the utterly false assumption that free markets do a 
good job of coordinating production in complex economies. Is it really necessary to mention what a 
good job our deregulated financial system did of wrecking the economy over the past decade and 
how the system was only saved by a massive government bailout? In fact the history of capitalism 
since the seventeenth century has been marked by periodic speculative frenzies in which prices lose 
all contact with the real economy and which have always ended in tears. 

Economists like Hayek argued that the market would eventually correct speculative excesses by 
itself. But the problem is that in an integrated global economy in which banks and corporations are 
often bigger economic players than most national economies, a market correction can bring the 
whole system crashing down and precipitate an economic depression. Governments then step in, but 
always in the interests of the rich and powerful. Socialists argue that the intervention should be in 
the interests of the vast majority of the population, who do the work that creates society’s wealth. 

There is a second serious problem with free-market economics—prices at best reflect only 
immediate costs to buyers and sellers. They don’t take into account what economists call 
“externalities”—the broader impact that economic transactions have on society and the 
environment. This problem has now of course become critical, and it is increasingly obvious that the 
free market has no solution to the dire threat of catastrophic climate change. 

So what would a socialist alternative to this look like? It would have to be based on a model of 
democratic participation and workers’ self-management, not a top-down command economy of the 
kind that eventually failed in Stalinist Russia and Eastern Europe. Such a model would take into 
account social and environmental costs, and would plan production based on meeting everyone’s 
needs, not on making profits for a small minority. 

As the Marxist economist Ernest Mandel once pointed out, “The bulk of current production 
corresponds to established consumption patterns and predetermined production techniques that are 
largely if not completely independent of the market.” Mandel argued that “the problem of allocating 
the resources needed for those products which are by and large known in advance [can] be solved by 
the associated producers, with the help of modern computers…” 

Democratic planning of this kind might never be perfect, but the economist Mike Kidron once 
estimated that at least forty percent of production under capitalism is wasted, even without taking 
into account such phenomena as built-in obsolescence and the inflation of consumer demand 
through mass advertising. Socialism could certainly do a better job than this. In any event, it is 
urgent that we find out. Capitalism is leading the world to disaster, and that can only be averted by 
building the struggle for a different kind of world. 

Phil Gasper is the editor of The Communist Manifesto: A Road Map to History’s Most Important Document (Haymarket 
Books, 2005) and a member of the ISR editorial board. 
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Capitalism and alienation 
Capitalism creates a society that robs most people of their creative potential, says 
Phil Gasper 

I’M SURE it’s not often that the ideas of Karl Marx are discussed in the prestigious pages of 
the British Journal of Dermatology, but an article published there in January 2008 
attempted to throw light not just on Marx’s state of physical health, but also on its supposed 
consequences for his entire worldview. 

According to the paper’s author, a professor of dermatology at the University of East Anglia 
in England named Stephen Shuster, medical evidence suggests that Marx suffered from a 
disease known as hidradenitis suppurativa in which the apocrine sweat glands—found 
mainly in the armpits and groin—become blocked and inflamed. According to Shuster while 
Marx complained of excruciating boils, he was actually a victim of this chronic skin disease. 

So far so good—a medical mystery solved, perhaps. But Shuster goes on to argue that, “In 
addition to reducing his ability to work, which contributed to his depressing poverty, 
hidradenitis greatly reduced his self-esteem. This explains his self-loathing and alienation, a 
response reflected by the alienation Marx developed in his writing.” 

Now I’ve actually read quite a bit of Marx, and this description struck me as just a little off. 
It is true that Marx told Engels in 1867, “The bourgeoisie will remember my carbuncles until 
their dying day.” But while I’ve noticed quite a lot of loathing of exploitation, oppression 
and poverty in Marx’s writing, I somehow must have missed the “self-loathing” that 
Schuster talks about. As for alienation, while Marx discusses it at length in his early 
writings, I personally find what he has to say illuminating and insightful—an analysis of one 
of the central problems of modern society that is still with us more than a century after his 
death. 

Capitalism is a system that endlessly promises people happy and self-fulfilled lives. In the 
United States this vision even has a name: the American Dream. But when we look around 
us, reality falls far short. We see this reflected in everything from divorce rates, child abuse, 
domestic violence, alcoholism, drug abuse, stress, mental illness, and general feelings of 
isolation and frustration that so many people experience. 

Rather than achieving self-realization and living meaningful and fulfilling lives, many 
people experience some degree of alienation, and the ones that don’t are quite likely 
engaged in some form of self-deception, perhaps sustaining a sense of meaning and self-
worth only with the help of illusions about themselves or their circumstances. 

Quite a few thinkers, including existentialist philosophers like Jean-Paul Sartre and Albert 
Camus, have argued that alienation is an unavoidable feature of the human condition, but 
this is not Marx’s view. Instead, Marx argues that alienation is largely a product of class 
society in general and of capitalism in particular, and that we could end a society 
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characterized by pervasive alienation if we radically reorganized our economic system. 

Marx’s most detailed discussion of alienation is in his Economic and Philosophical  
Manuscripts, which he wrote in 1844 but which were not published until the 1930s. In this 
work, Marx focuses on what he calls “alienated labor,” because he sees alienation at work as 
the central form of alienation. This is based on the assumption that the need to engage in 
free, creative labor is a central part of human nature. It’s precisely because capitalism 
systematically frustrates that need, that it is an alienating system. 

One of Marx’s main claims in the 1844 Manuscripts is that for most people most of the 
time, work is a frustrating, unpleasant experience. That’s something that most of us would 
agree with. In fact it’s such a commonplace that there are endless popular songs about 
waiting for the weekend or Saturday night to arrive. There’s even a national restaurant chain 
named for the relief people feel when they get out of work at the end of the week. (By 
contrast, no one has opened an eatery named “TGI Monday.”) 

When Marx was writing in the 1840s, he was thinking primarily of the monotonous brutality 
of factory labor. But what Marx wrote about blue-collar work in the mid-nineteenth century 
remains true of much white-collar work at the beginning of the twenty-first. In her book The 
Overworked American, the sociologist Juliet Schor reports the following: 

Thirty percent of [American] adults say that they experience high stress nearly 
every day; even higher numbers report high stress once or twice a week… 
Americans are literally working themselves to death—as jobs contribute to heart 
disease, hypertension, gastric problems, depression, exhaustion, and a variety of 
other ailments. 

Now a lot of people think that this is an unavoidable necessity, because work is intrinsically 
unpleasant. But Marx’s argument is that it doesn’t have to be this way. Work can be—or 
could be—meaningful, creative and self-expressive. And if it were like that for us all or most 
of the time, then our lives could be fulfilling and satisfying. 

The problem is that under capitalism work doesn’t have these characteristics for most 
people. Marx emphasizes two reasons why capitalism “robs workers of all life content.” The 
first is that it is an economic system that accentuates the division of labor, breaking 
production into a series of smaller and smaller, more specialized tasks, each performed by a 
different kind of worker, because this will increase profitability. As a result, “the individual 
laborers are appropriated by a one-sided function and annexed to it for life,” depriving them 
of the well-rounded variety of powers and activities that they need to be full human beings. 

The second reason why capitalism generates alienation is that it is an economic system in 
which a small minority controls the means of production, and in which most people can 
survive only by selling their own labor power. Workers under capitalism have to work for 
someone else. As a consequence, Marx argues that work has little or no intrinsic worth for 
the worker —as he puts it, “it is not the satisfaction of a need but a mere means to satisfy 
needs outside itself.” 

More generally, we find our lives dominated by impersonal powers, from labyrinthine 
bureaucracies to economic forces, which we are unable to control, even though they are 
ultimately human creations. In The German Ideology, Marx and Engels describe alienation 



as “the positing of social activity, the consolidation of our product as a real power over us, 
growing out of our control.” Capital describes the conditions of wage labor as “alienated 
from labor and confronting it independently,” and of capital as “an alienated and 
independent social might, which stands over against society as a thing.” 

But if we could abolish capitalism and replace it with a society in which workers 
collectively and democratically control production, then work itself could be transformed 
into an activity that we would find rewarding for its own sake. It would become a way of 
exercising our individual creativity and talents, and of contributing to the common good— 
“not only a means of life but life’s prime want,” as Marx put it in Capital. 

While capitalism continues, however, labor will continue to be alienated. In the Economic 
and Philosophical Manuscripts, Marx discusses various aspects of this alienation. First, 
workers are alienated from their product. What they produce does not belong to them, and 
the particular characteristics of what they produce are of little concern to them. All that 
matters is that they get paid a wage. Second, workers under capitalism are alienated from 
their own productive activity. They typically have no control over that activity, and it doesn’t 
express their own goals or projects. 

Third, workers are alienated from what Marx (following Feuerbach) calls their “species-
being,” in other words from those qualities that make them distinctively human. What 
distinguishes humans from other species is our capacity to engage in free, conscious, and 
creative work. But alienated labor reduces humans to the level of animals. 

Earlier philosophers had seen the distinctive characteristic of humans as our capacity for 
rational thought. But for Marx it is the application of rational, conscious thought to 
productive activity that distinguishes us from other creatures. As he says in The German 
Ideology, “Men can be distinguished from animals by consciousness, by religion or anything 
else you like. They themselves begin to distinguish themselves from animals as soon as they 
begin to produce their means of subsistence.” 

Unlike other species, we can step back from activity we perform to remain alive (our “life 
activity”), consciously assess it, and improve it. As Marx says, “The animal is immediately 
one with its life activity. It does not distinguish itself from this activity.” By contrast, a 
human being’s activity “is not a determination with which he immediately fuses.” Unlike 
other animals, “the human being makes his life activity an object of his will and 
consciousness.” 

But under capitalism, labor doesn’t get the opportunity to exercise this distinctively human 
ability. That’s why Marx says that “in his human functions [i.e. work], [man] is nothing 
more than animal.” He adds that alienated labor “estranges man from his own body, from 
nature as it exists outside him, from his spiritual essence, his human existence.” 

The final aspect of alienated labor is that, as a consequence of these other forms of 
alienation, workers are alienated from each other. Marx writes: “the proposition that man is 
estranged from his species-being means that each man is estranged from the others and that 
all are estranged from man’s essence.” 

Marx believes that alienation is a feature not just of capitalism, but of all earlier societies 
too, even before classes emerged. Even in the earliest pre-class societies, humans were 
dominated by external forces, and in all class societies, the direct producers are under the 



control of a parasitical ruling class.
But Marx also argues that alienation is worse under capitalism. In the Grundrisse—the 
notebooks he kept while he was preparing to write Capital—he wrote: “At early stages of 
[human] development the single individual appears to be more complete, since he has not 
yet elaborated the abundance of his relationships, and has not established them as powers 
that are opposed to himself.” 

However, he goes on: 

It is as ridiculous to wish to return to that primitive abundance as it is to believe 
in the continuing necessity of its complete depletion. The bourgeois view has 
never got beyond opposition to this romantic outlook and thus will be 
accompanied by it, as a legitimate antithesis, right up to its blessed end. 

So Marx rejects both the romantic view that we should retreat to a bygone era of supposed 
tranquility, and the bourgeois view that people by nature will always want more and will 
never be satisfied. 

He thinks that people are more alienated under capitalism because the gap between reality 
and potential is so much greater today than it was in earlier societies. Capitalism has created 
the wealth and technology that could allow everyone to lead fulfilled and meaningful lives. 
It offers us a glimpse of what our lives could be like, not in imagination but in reality. But at 
the same time it denies most people that kind of life. The solution is not to retreat to the 
past, which in any case is no longer possible, but to realize the potential that is now available 
to us by transforming society. 

People typically experience alienation as an individual problem, and there is a multi-million 
dollar self-help industry that has emerged offering individual solutions. Even books that 
locate alienation and unhappiness in a broader social context, like Affluenza by the British 
psychologist Oliver James, end up offering the same kind of advice. 

James attacks what he calls “selfish capitalism” for creating the “Affluenza Virus,” a “set of 
values which increases our vulnerability to emotional distress. It entails placing a high value 
on acquiring money and possessions, looking good in the eyes of others and wanting to be 
famous.” But the solutions that James offers all involve lifestyle changes that are beyond the 
means of most people. He advises mothers who are suffering from stress, for example, to 
find a nanny rather than use a pre-school. 

The truth is that there are no lasting individual solutions to the problem of alienation. 
Human happiness, wellbeing, and individuality can only be fully realized in a society free of 
exploitation and oppression, and achieving that kind of society requires a collective struggle 
to change the world. Simply being participants in that kind of struggle can start to lessen the 
degree of alienation in our lives, but alienation can only be completely abolished in a society 
in which “the free development of each” has become “the condition for the free development 
of all.” 

Phil Gasper is the editor of The Communist Manifesto: A Road Map to History’s Most Important 
Document (Haymarket Books, 2005) and a member of the ISR editorial board.


