On Alienation
a reconstructive analysis of the concept of
alienation
In the 1844 manuscripts, Marx relies on the concept of alienation in his critique of capitalism. In later writings, Marx came to disregard the idea of alienation because he thought it was too unclear to be the locus
of a clear headed scientific analysis. In this paper I explain what Marx meant by alienation in the 1844 manuscripts, drawing on his vivid description of alienated labour. I then go on to give a reconstructive analysis of the concept of alienation, whereby I attempt to naturalize it. This is done by elucidating the semantics
and logical structure of the concept of alienation, and thereafter by grounding it in causally efficacious
social and natural kinds. If the analysis is correct, alienation is a general umbrella term denoting objective malfunction of some type of other in living beings, including biomedical malfunction in the sense of
disease, and social malfunction in the sense of alienated labour. If the grounding is successful, alienation
could conceivably be studied empirically, and enjoy scientific respectability.
Av Paal Fredrik S. Kvarberg

I

n the Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844
(hereinafter ‘the 1844 manuscripts’), sometimes called
the ‘Paris manuscripts’, Marx attempts his first systematic
critique of modern capitalism. In his view, the organization of society compelled by the capitalist mode of production has unforeseen consequences, which, when they are
adequately spelled out, would motivate the working class
to overthrow it. This general theme runs through subsequent attempts by Marx to write an authoritative critique
of capitalism. Thus, the object of criticism in the 1844
manuscripts, The German Ideology (1846), and Capital
(1867), remains the same. The central differences concern
the form of the criticism itself.
In the 1844 manuscripts, Marx’s thinking is still very
abstract. In this critique, the argumentative strategy is
to show how human beings are alienated by the capitalist mode of production in modern societies. To this end,
he engages with the classical economic theory of Adam
Smith, Jean-Baptiste Say and David Ricardo. According
to the classical laissez faire economic theory, the most effective social organization for the generation of maximal
total wealth in society is a system of strict property laws
to ensure incentives for individuals to engage productive
economic activities, and freedom of exchange to ensure
that capital and labour flows to their most effective uses.
Marx critizises both aspects of the theory on the basis of
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the idea of alienation. Freedom of exchange is only the
most effective means of bringing about total wealth in society, but this is consistent with vastly unequal distributions.
Economic inequalities serve to differentiate people from
each other, and fragment society into classes with opposing
interests. In this way, people in capitalist societies are alienated from each other through economic segmentation.
According to Marx, the cost of integration, solidarity and
community is not necessarily worth the total prosperity
brought about by laissez faire trade. The institution of property rights is only necessary to incentivize individuals on
the assumption that human beings are self-interested utility maximizing and competitive by nature. However, Marx
rejects this assumption. Individuals in capitalist societies
are self-interested and competitive as a consequence of the
social organization of these societies, it is only a contingent
aspect of human nature. In fact, this way of life is not only
contingent, but alienating. Human beings are supposed to
work together co-operatively with common goals on the
basis of love and trust, but in capitalist societies the landless workings classes exchange labour to the capitalist merely to provide the means of subsistence. The nature of this
relationship is that of an economic transaction where both
parties pursue their own interests, and treat each other as
mere means to this end. This mode of production implies
an alienating form of labour, and a life lived labouring in
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an alienated way is not the way for human beings to live.
In sum, human beings ought not to be alienated from
each other, and human beings ought not to be alienated
through their work, for these reasons, capitalism is not a
good way to organize society. This is the main argument in
the critique of capitalism in the 1844 manuscripts.
Later on, Marx came to see the idea of alienation as
too murky a foundation for an authoritative critique of
capitalism. He wanted the critique to be hard-nosed and
scientific. To this end, he saw it as necessary to purge his
system of thought of abstract Hegelian concepts like spirit,
recognition and alienation. This left a normative vacuum
in Marx’s thinking. If the wrongness of capitalism is not
the fact that it tends to alienate people, a critique must
draw its normative brood somewhere else.
In Capital, the normative substitute came to be the
labour theory of value. According to this idea, the value
of some commodity is determined by the socially necessary labour time needed to expend for its production. This
idea is absolutely central to many of the most important
arguments in Capital. For example, it is through an analysis of surplus value, involving the labour theory of value
as a central premise, that Marx attempts to demonstrate
how workers are exploited in the capitalist mode of production. However, there is a wide consensus amongst contemporary economists that the labour theory of value is
wrongheaded. A loaf of bread is not valuable because the
baker expended skillful labour making it, rather, the baker
makes the bread because someone needs to eat, and is willing to pay for it. Similarly, the pearl-diver goes into the
water because she knows that pearls are valuable. Pearls are
not valuable because divers expend time diving for them.
The labour theory of value is the Achilles heel of Capital,
and the fact that Capital relies on this flawed conception
of value is also the reason why liberal economists justify to
themselves that Marx should not be taken seriously.
In what follows I want to analyse the concept of alienation. I will not evaluate whether the broader critique of
capitalism is correct or not. I will lay this question to the
side, I will only be concerned with the coherence of the
notion of alienation itself. It may or may not be true that
the capitalist mode of production compels workers to alienated labour, or that classical economic theory presupposes a capitalist mode of production. It may even turn out
that a capitalist social organization it the best system to
mitigate alienation in the long run. Although I am going
to write as if the Marxist analysis of these issues is correct,
I do not want to commit to them or pursue these issues in
any systematic way. My purpose in what follows is solely

samtale & kritikk

spalter

brev

analytical, and concerned with the idea of alienation.
The analytic strategy is first to explicate the meaning
Marx attaches to the concept of alienation in the 1844
manuscripts, and to expose the metaphysics underlying
it. Then, I want to give a reconstructive analysis of the
concept, drawing on modern ideas and techniques. Most
notably, perhaps, this involves a naturalistic reduction,
grounding the concept of alienation in natural kinds. My
aim is to render the concept clear and concise. To this end,
the analysis will have to be in part constructive, going beyond Marx’s own conception of the meaning of the concept. The upshot is that the semantics and metaphysics of
alienation will be transparent enough so that its causes and
effects could conceivably be investigated empirically. If the
analysis is successful, alienation could be made rigorous,
and enjoy scientific respectability, the lack of which was
the reason Marx abandoned the concept of alienation for
the labour theory of value.
I. Alienated Labour
The everyday notion of alienation connotes feelings. Most
prominently, perhaps, a feeling of unease at being an outsider in a community. In its extreme form, it brings to
mind the anxiety of not being at home in the world at all.
As we shall see, these surface appearances do in fact relate
to the meaning Marx attaches to the term in the 1844
manuscripts. However, in the German idealist tradition
in which Marx was steeped in his youth, the concept has
nothing to do with feelings at all. The feelings of unease,
existential anxiety or emptiness, are not the phenomena of
alienation itself. They are mere side-effects of alienation.
On this conception, alienation is something objective. It
is possible for someone to be alienated without him or her
realizing it, and it may be possible to be alienated without
having any of the feelings we associate with the concept.
The German idealist conception of alienation is that
of something coming apart, being foreign to itself, or somehow not fully being itself. In the jargon, it is the idea
of the existence of some object coming apart from its essence. For a particular human being to be alienated is for
that human being to exist in a way not corresponding to
the human essence.
According to the early Marx of the 1844 manuscripts, the essence of humankind, which he calls our
Gattungswesen,1 is twofold. It consists in a social and individual aspect.2 We are at the same time individuals and
members of a community. Rational creatures and social
animals. The aspect of individuality is characterized by our
biological substrate including needs and desires, creative
5
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powers, and rational capacities. The social aspect is characterized by the life-form of the class we belong to, and the
culture, practices, roles and all the other parts of our social
identity. These parts of social identity come with authority
and responsibilities, that is, functions one is supposed to
carry out for the good of the community. These aspects
come together in the principal feature characteristic of human beings: they work.
Work that expresses the human essence is what Marx
calls communal work. It is, as he puts it, work by man, for
man, as man (Marx 2000:94). Communal work is an activity the worker can see the point of, and engages freely. It
is a challenging practice3 that employs the full range of individual human capacities to the good of the community.
Shoemaking is a practice in this sense. When all is well,
the shoemaker learns the techniques of the trade by the
master and inherits the shoemaker’s tradition. In making
new shoes there is always the potential for any particular
shoemaker to exercise her rational capacities to improve on
the tradition, by tanning the leather using a better technique or by coming up with new and better designs for the
shoes. The practice involves using the body, and individual
shoemakers can expect to gradually improve their skills at
work to do their craft better and more effectively. If the
community is small, their friends and relatives might be
wearing shoes that the local shoemaker made. She may
then quite literally perceive the goods of her labour, and be
recognized by others for the excellence of her work.
In more abstract Hegelian terms, we may say that
through work, human beings impose form on nature. The
spirit of the worker is expressed in the form of the product,
or in the style of their exercise of the practice. Humans
project their spirit onto the world and make themselves
at home in it. In recognition of the distinctive particularity of other’s work, people come to know each other. And
in communication with others, the individual may come
to adequately know herself. This structure is the basis for
community, which is why it is called communal work.
Alienated labour is the negation of communal work,
and in a sense, a negation of human nature. In the 1844
manuscripts, Marx distinguishes two main facets of alienated labour. Alienation from work itself, and alienation
from the products of labour. Furthermore, alienated labour implies a host of other ways workers are alienated from
their human essence.
Alienated work is work in which the worker is prevented or otherwise unable to express her spirit in work. Marx
thought that the worker is alienated from her work in the
capitalist mode of production because standardized proce-
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dures and top-down micromanagement removes the subjective aspect of the worker from her work. The worker is
reduced to a mere instrument, a machine (Marx 2000:72).
At no point in the process does she make her own decisions
concerning how the work ought to be done. She is prevented from expressing her spirit, that is, her personality,
thoughts, aesthetic sense, etc., in her work. She is subjected
to a soulless existence (Marx 2000:42). Furthermore, insofar as alienated work permeates her life, in the sense that
her poverty reduces her to mere subsistence, and working
hours take up all her time, she is also unable to develop
the spiritual capacities of a full human being. Marx comments that many workers feel that their genuine human
life begins after work. Work is something one does in order
to have food on the table, and a safe place to live. Workers
tend to identify most with activities like eating, drinking
and sleeping. This is the stuff of working life. It is while
engaged in these activities that workers feel most that they
are being themselves. To Marx, however, it is a sure sign of
the perverting power of capitalism that it makes people feel
most human when exercising the capacities shared with
animals. Capitalism is a social system that degrades human
beings to an animal nature (Marx 2000:43).
It should be pointed out that many workers find room
to develop their spiritual capacities, even in the harshest
conditions. The African-Americans of the American South
were the originators of the blues and soul music. Some
would say that these accomplishments constitute the very
pinnacle of human spiritual achievement. Paradoxically,
this came about in conditions ill-suited to spiritual development. Under the institution of slavery. What form
of labour could be more alienating than slave labour? In
response, the Marxist maintains that slave labour is indeed
an alienated form of work that hinders the spiritual expression and development of human beings. The fact that
the African-Americans of the American south managed to
develop a supreme aesthetic expression is a testament to
the strength of the will of this people. Even though the
property-owning classes expended great efforts to suppress
their spiritual self-expression, they could not do so because
the inherent natural impulse of black folks to develop and
express their soul was greater. Another community of people might have been broken and given up on the idea of
realizing themselves fully. But the African Americans of the
American South would not budge, they refused to be mere
slaves.
Another aspect of alienated labour is alienation from
the labour product. When all goes well, human beings
work on their environments to make themselves a home.
Paal fredrik s. kvarberg
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In contrast to most animals, whose nature adapts to their
environment through selection, humans shape the environment to be amenable to their nature. The products
of their work serve their purposes, and their powers and
capacities are emboldened by their strivings. When humans are part of an integrated community, the good of the
community is good for the individual as well, and work
is directed to this dual end. In capitalist society, these human ways are broken. In this world, work is understood
to be exclusively self-serving. The relations between people
cooperating together is reduced to a mere exchange, not a
joint venture. Hard work is not a good for the community,
something for which the worker is praised; rather, it is a
symptom of greed.
Furthermore, workers have no control over the products of their work. These products do not contribute
to the community to which the worker belongs. Rather,
the fruits of her labour are taken from her and used to
oppress her. When the working classes do their job well,
they benefit the bourgeoisie who use this benefit to further
suppress their freedom. As Marx puts it, “The more the
worker exerts himself, the more powerful becomes the alien objective world which he fashions against himself, the
poorer he and his inner world become, the less there is that
belongs to him” (Marx 2000:39). The working classes do
not work to produce a world adapted to their needs. Their
productive force is directed to the accumulation of capital,
come what may. The shape of society resulting from this
direction of productive output is alienating to the worker
in the sense that they do not control it. They are steadily
creating a foreign world that is oppressive to themselves,
and they cannot stop it.
In fact, it is not only the workers who lose control of
their productive outputs. The capitalists too lose control
of the social evolution of society in a system of capitalism.
In the capitalist mode of production, the main social actors responsible for the evolution of society is the firm.
To survive in the climate of capitalism, the firm must be
profitable and outcompete rival firms. Hence, the firm
must be ruthless and profit maximizing in order to exist
at all. Although some firms are owned by wealthy families,
the main drivers of social change are pieced up into stocks
and managed by a board of directors chosen to maximize
profits for the stockholders. Hence, the flow and control
of the objects of production in capitalist society are not
controlled by anyone, it is directed by the system itself,
and outside the sphere of influence of even the wealthiest
capitalists.
It is a wild beast this machine, red in tooth and claw.
8
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Like natural selection, it steers the evolution of an organism, a huge social organism. Whereas the principle of
natural selection is the propagation of genes, the principle
of capitalism is the propagation of wealth. Although both
fitness and wealth are associated with well-being, neither
natural selection nor the invisible hand of the market necessarily bears on human flourishing.4
An immediate consequence of alienated labour is that
workers are also alienated from each other. When all is
well, people come to know each other through appreciation of each other’s work. There are, of course, other
ways humans get to know each other. For instance, they
sometimes talk to each other, play sports or engage other
activities. In fact, this is perhaps the primary way humans
get to know each other in capitalist societies. However,
working-class people have neither money nor time to play
tennis with each other. And when the future is uncertain
and dismal, it does not make sense to sit down for idle
chatter. In addition, the presentation people give of themselves in conversation is sometimes not perfectly accurate.
Everyone has a vested interest in being seen as smarter,
better connected, and more successful in general than they
really are. This interest is stronger when much is at stake,
for example when one is poor. Work, on the other hand,
is not something that can be faked as readily. If the local shoemaker has made robust shoes for a fair price in a
minimalist style with no-nonsense for 20 years, this says
something true about her. Insofar as a person is a worker,
her life consists of work. There is no real alternative for
self-expression open to her except through her work.
Unfortunately, many workers are alienated from their
work under modern capitalism. Therefore, products do
not reflect their individuality. In addition, the labour
products are taken away from the worker, branded and
delivered as the product of the firm, not of the worker.
The prevention of self-expression is therefore double-overdetermined. If someone found the product of her labour,
that someone would know that it does not reflect her spirit. If she got a job with room for self-expression, the firm
would give her a uniform and take credit for her labour
products. Therefore, people under capitalism are alienated from each other. An early Marxist explanation of the
prevalence of sex and hedonism in modern pop culture
would emphasize the loss of self-expression of workers in
capitalism as an explanatory factor. Since working classes
cannot express complex thoughts, emotions or personality through work, they are forced to express themselves
through surface appearances instead. According to this
Marxist line of thought, the focus on bodily appearance
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including skin colour and money in capitalist societies is
a direct consequence of the inability of the vast majority
of people to express the complexities of their inner lives
through work.
We can now see how alienated labour alienates human
beings from their essence. Individually, alienated labour
denies humans the opportunity to develop their physical
skills and rational capacities, and to express themselves
through their work. This implies that humans are alienated from each other, which in fact means that they cannot
form real communities of mutual recognition and respect.
When subjected to alienated labour, subjects are reduced
to a non-human existence. A mere shadow of real human
life.
II. The Semantics of Alienation
We now have a loose grip on the surface appearances associated with the concept of alienation as it is used in the
1844 manuscripts. Now I want to delve deeper to get at
what it really means for an individual to be alienated from
itself. To make sense of this it is necessary to expose the
semantic structure of the concept, and their corresponding
metaphysical structures.
I said that alienation occurs when something comes
apart from itself. The meaning of this mysterious sounding phrase is that of an individual not fully conforming
to, or realizing all properties associated with the category
to which it belongs. This might immediately sound paradoxical. The idea does not make sense from a mechanical
perspective. How can something be anything but itself?
How can something come apart from itself? The categories
of physics do not allow something to exist without it being
identical to itself. In that case, it would be something else.
A clump of gold either is or is not gold. And either weighs
2 pounds or weighs something else. Physical categories
are always either or, never almost or slightly. However, all
examples of alienation mentioned are cases of biological
individuals not fully conforming to biological categories.
As we shall see, the logical relation between individual and
category in biology is not the same as in physics.
Recall, if you can, the voice of David Attenborough
from one of the great nature documentaries he voiced.
Then, imagine a mountainous region and the image of a
bobcat. Now Attenborough says: “When springtime comes, and the snow begins to melt, the female bobcat gives
birth to two to four cubs.”5 If this seems strange, you could always grab a biology textbook or Wikipedia article on
a biological concept like ‘the gene’, ‘the cell’, ‘the grizzly
bear’ or ‘amoebae’. You will find a special type of language.
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Sentences are not about any particular living beings, they
are about types of living beings. Obviously, no particular
bobcat gave birth to two to four cubs. Particular bobcats
give birth to particular quantities of cubs. ‘The bobcat’,
on the other hand, may characteristically give birth to two
to four cubs. In the jargon, these sentences are called ‘generics’. They are about categories themselves, not about
any particular individual manifestations of them. The cell
characteristically reproduces by the process of mitosis or
meiosis. However, what exactly is meant by “characteristically” in this context?
This type of judgment is familiar and intelligible but
resists reductive empirical explanations. Unlike the universal generalizations with which we are familiar from physics,
biological individuals may belong to a biological category
without exemplifying all the properties associated with the
category. Every individual female bobcat does not have
two to four cubs, in fact, no female bobcats have two to
four cubs. However, these judgments are not mere statistical averages either. It may be true that the mean quantity
of cubs borne by female bobcats is two to four. However, it
is also true that ‘the human being has 32 teeth’. However,
it may turn out that only a minority of human beings actually have 32 teeth. Not all teeth have all grown out when
humans are young, and when humans grow old, some teeth usually fall out. Not to mention the fact that humans
sometimes suffer accidents that tend to reduce the stock of
teeth. Here is another, perhaps clearer example: ‘the acorn
takes between 6 and 24 months (depending on the species) to mature and grow into a great oak’. Although most
acorns do not grow into great oaks, it is true that this is an
essential part of its nature. Biological categories then, are
not mere mean statistical generalizations.
A more plausible interpretation prevalent in special
sciences is the universal generalization with a ceteris paribus clause. Ceteris paribus clauses are so-called ‘if, then’
statements following this schema: for all Sx, if… then…,
where the first empty space is filled in by qualifiers and the
second by a predicate. Plausible qualifiers for ‘the horse has
four legs’ may be something like: for all horses, if they are
healthy with no birth-defects and have not come across
any serious accidents, then they have four legs. In the human teeth case, it might read: all humans with normal teeth development, and who have not suffered any accidents
relating to their teeth, etc., have 32 teeth. However, notice
that the qualifiers already presuppose an understanding of
horses and humans. The way to specify what ‘accident’ or
‘normal development’ is, is by reference to the knowledge
of the category we are trying to explain. Hence, the ceteris
Paal fredrik s. kvarberg
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paribus strategy is circular (Thompson 2008:68-72).
The correct understanding of biological categories is
teleological, or if you prefer, functional. When we say that
the female bobcat gives birth to two to four cubs in spring,
we actually mean: ‘if all goes well, the female bobcat will
give birth to two to four cubs’. It is the same with the
acorn: ‘if all goes according to plan, the acorn will grow to
be a great oak’.
Although Marx himself does not use concepts like
function or purpose, he does make use of other teleological concepts such as need and development. It would be
too laborious to do a thorough textual analysis to establish
that Marx, in fact, employs teleological language here. An
argument from authority will do. Here is Amartya Sen
on the subject: “Among the classical political economists,
both Adam Smith and Karl Marx explicitly discussed the
importance of functionings and the capability to function
as determinants of well-being. Marx’s approach to the question was closely related to the Aristotelian analysis (and
indeed was apparently directly influenced by it). Indeed,
an important part of Marx’s programme of reformulation
of the foundations of political economy is clearly related
to seeing the success of human life in terms of fulfilling the
needed human activities” (Sen 2003:43). Now that we see
how the early Marxist idea of the human Gattungswesen,
or human essence, is logically identical to everyday concepts like ‘the tiger’, or ‘trout’, we may substitute the mysterious-sounding essence and Gattungswesen, for the more
familiar life-form and human nature.
Now we are ready to give a definition of alienation. An
individual living being is alienated if and only if that individual fails to realize the functional properties constitutive
of its nature, or life-form. We may also note that all and
only living beings may be alienated from their nature. The
acorn on the bottom of the sea that will never be a great
oak is alienated from its life-form in virtue of not realizing
its true nature. It is the same with a childless bobcat or a
horse with only three legs. These individuals do not fully
live up to the functional nature of the biological category
they instantiate.
In animals, alienation is a fully biological affair, not
so for human beings. Recall Marx’s conception of the
Gattungswesen of humankind in the 1844 manuscripts,
human nature has a social aspect. This means that the
human life-form is not merely a biological category, but
also a social category. In addition to being a member of
the species homo sapiens, an individual may also be a fisher, hunter, herdsman and critical theorist, all at the same
time, if he so wishes. Similar to the sense in which the
10
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biological functions characteristic of a biological life-form
determines the ideal which individuals of that life-form
should strive for, and what it means for individuals to be
alienated from their nature, there must be a way in which
social functions characteristic of social forms of life determines what it means for individuals to be alienated from
their community. This means that we should take seriously
the idea that generic judgments about social forms of life
determine how human beings ought to live. The sense in
which generic propositions such as, ‘the shipbuilder builds
ships’, or ‘parents care for their children’ imply normative
structure to these life-forms the same way generic propositions such as ‘humans engage in productive work that
makes use of all their physiological, creative, rational capacities’ do so.
In sum, we may conclude that a man is alienated if
his existence does not correspond to his Gattungswesen,
his biological and social life-form. That is the meaning
of some individual not fully being himself. Furthermore,
the meaning of the concept of the life-form of some type
of creature is specified in the same way biological categories are. By the functional properties characteristic of the
life-form.
III. The Metaphysics of Alienation
We have seen that alienation is an objective state that occurs for some individual when its state of being fails to
correspond to the functional properties constitutive of its
life-form. Perhaps surprisingly, this makes the structure of
the concept of alienation logically identical to the concept
of disease. A cardiovascular system that fails to perform
its function to some extent will disrupt the homeostatic
balance of the human body, and we characterize this as
some form of disease. And we do so regardless of what
the patient might think. Analogously, work that fails to
express the spirit of the worker or shape her environment
in a manner conducive to her flourishing, is work that fails
to perform the function work is supposed to have in the
life of human beings. Alienation is simply the general concept for malfunction of any form, an umbrella term covering other notions like disease, psychological disorder and
other types of malfunction. Marx conceived of himself as
some sort of social doctor, diagnosing the ills of society.
However, there is a fundamental disanalogy between
disease in the physiological sense and alienated labour, or
the alienation of other social kinds. The objective physiological concept of disease is derived from a concept of
health which is constituted by a constellation of biological
functional properties.6 On this conception of health and
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disease, the functional properties associated with biological life-forms are determined by the selected effects account of biological function.7 According to this theory, the
properties characteristic of biological categories are determined by natural selection. Specifically, some property Q
has function C if and only if the causal effect for which Q
was selected by natural selection in the recent evolutionary
history of the species is C.8
The point is that the medical concept of disease can
adequately account for the ascription of functional properties to a life-form. Marx on the other hand, gives no indication as to how he knows what human nature consists
in. It may seem plain that the human being is a productive, rational and social animal, but without a principled
way to determine the functional properties constitutive of
a life-form, the theory of alienation is vulnerable to epistemological and metaphysical objections. In fact, the apparent lack of any adequate account of the ascription of
functional properties to human nature is the very weakness modern philosophers exploit in their rejection of alienation as a legitimate normative concern.9
Up to the present day, there is no consensus amongst
modern philosophers about how this problem should be
addressed. According to a popular intuitionist approach,
we grasp the functional nature of living beings through a
rational faculty of intuition.10 On an alternative approach,
the constellation of needs and capacities constitutive of a
life-form are thought to be adaptations, whose functional nature is determined by the selected effects account of
function ascription.
Both approaches face serious challenges. The first approach faces an apparently insurmountable epistemological challenge. How can we determine the reliability of our
intuitions about the functional nature of a life-form? We
cannot. Therefore intuitionists are vulnerable to the charge
that they merely project a subjective conception of how
they themselves think human nature should be, instead of
actually describing how it is.11 This is not a good basis for
a metaphysics intended to support a conception of alienation as an objective phenomenon that parallels disease in
a medical sense.
The wholesale adoption of the selected effects account
of function ascription runs into trouble with the social aspect of human nature. As Marx correctly observes, man
is a social and historical creature whose nature is in part
determined by social relations and cultural self-conceptions. An individual is not only a member of the species
homo sapiens, she is also a constellation of social roles and
memberships in one or more communities. She may be a
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mother, citizen, software engineer, and tennis player. But
the functions associated with these practices, constitutive
of a certain form of life are not determined by natural selection. Hence, the selected effects account of function ascription is clearly not adequate to account for the complex
nuances of human nature.
I think the solution to this conundrum about the ascription of functional properties to complex life-forms
including a biological and social aspect is to adopt Larry
Wright’s unifying etiological conception of function ascription. This theory of functions is actually the forerunner to the selected effects account. It is more abstract, but
no less correct. This is exactly what is needed in order to
account for the full range of functional traits constitutive
of biological categories, including human nature.
The most essential feature of Wright’s unifying etiological function concept is the fact that it is historical.
Etiology is the study of origination. The etiological analysis is backwards-looking. On this conception, function is
ascribed to objects on the basis of their histories. It identifies the function of an object with that particular consequence of its being where it is, which explains why it is there
(Wright 1973:154). The analysis goes like this:
The function of X is F iff (if and only if ):
(a) X is there because it does F,
(b) F is a consequence or result of X’s being there
(Wright 1973:161)
The explanatory sense of ‘because’ in (a) is etiological.
Etiological explanatory forms answer historical ‘why’ questions. They say something about the causal background
history that led to the existence of X in its current form.
Notice that the explanatory sense of ‘because’ in this formula is indifferent to the reasons/causes distinction. We
may insert either artefacts/practices/social roles or biological traits in the place of X. We may also place consciously
represented reasons or blind mechanical causal chains in
the place of ‘because’ (Wright 1973:157). The generic ‘it
does F’ encompasses a broad conception of effects, and
could conceivably be extended to include intentional effects as well as causal and constitutive relations. This means that the analysis may explain both biological functions
associated with the individual biological aspect of human
nature, as well as the social roles and identifications associated with the social aspect of human nature.
As for (b), it identifies the function of X as being the
effect X has just where it is because it is exactly there. This
is the condition that distinguishes functional etiologies
Paal fredrik s. kvarberg
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from other causal chains (Wright 1973:161). The causal
effects associated with a rolling rock, its shape and weight
etc., may explain (a)—why it is where it is, rolling down a
hill, say. However, those causal effects are not a consequence of the rock being where it is, mere mechanical effects
of non-living types of objects do not satisfy (b). The rock
would have had those effects even if it were somewhere
else. The belt-buckle, on the other hand, only serves the
function of holding up pants if it is on a waist keeping a
belt together. A lone belt-buckle, floating in the ocean for
instance, without the specific context of a waist, belt, and
pants, would not have the effect for which it exists, that is,
for which it was created. The function of holding pants up
also explains why a person would put the belt-buckle on
his waist and use it to keep his belt together. Although belt
buckles could have fortunate accidental effects, deflecting
bullets in a gunfight for instance, these are not the effect
for which belt buckles are made.
It is the same with social practices like, for instance,
‘weaving’. The reason why the practice of weaving originated, and is sustained, can only be explained by the social
dynamics of the society within which it exists. The need for
clothing may be the fundamental rationale, but the evolution of the practice can only be explained by additional
social factors, most notably the laws of supply and demand
and relevant technological innovations. Of course, the full
analysis of social practices like this is way too complex to
get into here, but the structure is essentially the same as
with the belt-buckle. We ask, what is the reason why this
social practice, institution or artifact came about, and the
causal effect associated with the object which explains this
is the function of the object.
IV. Human Nature
We should now ask whether this unifying etiological analysis of function ascription validates or refutes Marx’s conception of human nature and alienation. On this conception, it is the ability of human beings to freely shape the
material world in accordance with a consciously adopted
plan through communal work that provides the essential
conditions for the fulfilment of our twofold nature as both
rational individuals and social creatures. We activate and
develop our physiological and psychological capacities
in meaningful work, and through mutual recognition of
labour products we build integrated communities on the
basis of understanding and respect. When this potential is
impeded for some someone, he or she is alienated to the
extent to which the potential is restricted.
A first thing to note is that this conception of human
12
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nature denotes functional properties at a high level of
abstraction. Contrary to the paradigm test cases for the
etiological theory of functions, like the human heart or
belt-buckle, this conception trades in general systems like
‘physiological and psychological capacities and traits’, and
‘social roles and positions’. An immediate consequence of
this is that the theory is compatible with a broad range of
possible findings. This insulates the theory from refutation, but this does not make it implausible. Marx was interested in the general picture, he would probably be fine
with a number of more detailed explications of human
nature. For instance, the Marxist analysis of the individual
aspect of human nature consisting in broad physiological
and psychological systems could be explicated by the selected effects account of function ascription, and would
most probably turn out to be consistent with it. In fact,
evolutionary explanations of many psychological systems
emphasize their entanglement in social dynamics, and could arguably be said to support the Marxist conception
of human nature with the emphasis on ‘the right type of
social relations and dynamics’ in a community to support
human life.
Marx is not alone in this type of broad speculation about human nature. Owen Flanagan and Martha Nussbaum
have speculated about what elements might be included
in a scientifically informed conception of human nature
too, and their accounts do not contradict the Marxist picture although their emphasis is different. Flanagan thinks
the following broad traits will be included: the six basic
emotions of anger, fear, disgust, happiness, sadness, and
surprise, the perceptual input systems, the propositional
attitudes (but not their contents), biological sex, sexual
desire, hunger, thirst, linguistic capacity and the capacity
to be conditioned, to reason and to remember (Flanagan
1991:41-2). Nussbaum thinks rather about shared spheres common to humanity which includes: mortality, the
body, pleasure and pain, cognitive capability, practical
reason, early infant development, affiliation and humour
(Nussbaum 1987:697-8).
These tentative lists are quite general and are all compatible with most possible outcomes of a completed
science of human nature. It would be foolish to speculate
in detail about what would be discovered in the future.
The point here is simply that there probably is a core of
functional traits that constitute the nature of humankind
and this core can be validated by empirical science. The
way these conceptions of human nature can be validated
or refuted by science is by a reductive analysis of the broad
abstract features into concrete traits and organs amenable
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to an analysis that reveals the effects for which they were
selected in recent history and which explains why they
exist the way they do. The point here is simply that the seemingly murky functional/teleological concept of human
nature can be explicated by analysis and modern science,
and thereby in principle be made fully perspicuous.
The structure of an analysis of the functional properties
of the social aspect of human nature would focus on social
evolution. If the target of analysis is, say, the institution
of law in a particular society, and the accompanying work
lawyers do to sustain and promote this institution, one
would have to do an etiological analysis of the development of that institution in that society. Fortunately, many
countries governed by the rule of law have constitutions
saying exactly what the purpose of the institution is. In
these cases, we may confidently conclude that the function
of the lawyer in society is to uphold the law, the function
of which is to assure justice and freedom, etc. Analyses like
this may of course be debated. It may turn out that a thorough historical analysis would reveal that the institution
of law exists for totally different reasons. Perhaps it exists
to ensure property rights, suppress the poor, and legitimate the rule of a handful of rich and powerful families.
One may make different cases, and perhaps the true reason
why important institutions exist is a constellation of different reasons. Either way, some such analyses are better
than others, and there is no plausibility to complete scepticism about historical explanations in general. We don’t
need a grand unifying theory of social evolution that is
able to explain all social facts to be confident that social
phenomena are amenable to historical explanation, at least
in principle.
Although there are still some murky nooks and crannies left to be explored in the idea of alienation, the main
conceptual contours should be clearly visible now. The last
conceptual connection I want to elucidate is the relationship between the individual and social aspect of human nature in the Marxist critique of capitalism.
Alienated labour, as I explained it above, has two facets. Firstly, it consists of alienation from the work itself,
that is, the life-practice which constitute the main bulk
of every human life. And secondly, it consists in alienation from the products of labour, i.e. the goods created
or services provided. A consequence of alienated labour is
that humans are also alienated from each other. Another
consequence is a loss of self-determination, both to change
one’s way of life, and to change the social organization of
society. We can now see that alienated labour is alienating
in the sense that it alienates workers from the individual
14
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aspect of their human nature, their Gattungswesen.
However, employment in a form of labour, or ‘lifepractice’ as Marx puts it, is also part of the identity of
individuals. In fact, it is the major social aspect of the essential nature of human beings. The way to understand
how alienated labour is bad for human beings then, is not
only to note that workers tend to feel bad in capitalist societies, but that alienated labour makes for an internal contradiction in the very identity of the workers. Capitalist
society breaks human beings in two, separating their individual and social nature, and reshuffles them to negate
each other. The point here is not merely to bring out the
Hegelian thinking in the 1844 critique, but to emphasize
an under-communicated aspect of this critique in Marx.
Namely the sense in which the individual biological aspect
of human nature has to be a constant in order for this
critique to make any sense. Later on, Marx abandons this
idea in favour of a fully social and historical conception
of human nature in the historical materialism he came to
espouse. This move is incompatible with the 1844 critique
of capitalism because the idea here is that certain forms of
social organizations are incompatible with human nature.
If human nature is determined by social organization,
there is nothing human beings can be alienated from in a
capitalist mode of production because their place within it
exhausts their human nature.
Conclusion
I have not given any direct reasons to believe that alienation is a legitimate normative concern that ought to play
a role in our normative deliberations. For this, one would
have to argue that alienation is bad in itself, and I have
only made progress towards this end, but I haven’t gotten
quite there yet. I have only shown how one might think
clearly about the concept of alienation without being implicated in dubious metaphysics. However, if one accepts
the validity of other candidates for normative concerns,
like justice, hedonic happiness, freedom or desire-satisfaction, the argumentative route to showing why alienation
should be avoided is direct and short.
After he adopted the fully social conception of human
nature, Marx never quite got a firm grip on the question of
normativity. If my argument is sound, Marx should never
have abandoned the Hegelian idea of alienation for the
labour theory of value as a normative foundation for a critique of capitalism. Another consequence is that alienation
can have a serious role to play in contemporary ethical and
political thinking.

Artikkel

samtale & kritikk

Literature

NOTES

Boorse, C. 1977, “Health as a theoretical concept” in Philosophy of 		
Science 44, 542-573.
Copp, D. & Sobel, D. 2004, “Morality and Virtue: An Assessment 		
of Some Recent Work in Virtue Ethics” in Ethics, 		
114:3, 514-554.
Flanagan, Owen. 1991, Varieties of Moral Personality: Ethics and 		
Psychological Realism, Harvard University Press,
	Cambridge MA.
Marx, K. 2000 [1844]. “Økonomisk-filosofiske manuskripter I & III”,
in Østerberg, D. (ed.), Rønnow, Bielenberg og Østerberg 		
(trans.), Det Kommunistiske Manifest og ungdomsskrifter, 		
27-92, De Norske Bokklubbene, Oslo.
——. 2000, “Menneskelig og umenneskelig produksjon”, in Østerberg,
D. (ed.), Rønnow, T., Bielenberg, T., og Østerberg, D. 		
(trans.) Det kommunistiske manifest og ungdomsskrifter, 93-		
98, De Norske Bokklubbene, Oslo.
——. 2000 [1845], “Teser om Feuerbach” in Østerberg, D. 		
(ed.), Rønnow, Bielenberg og Østerberg (trans.)		
Det kommunistiske manifest og ungdomsskrifter, 		
105-108, De Norske Bokklubbene, Oslo.
——. 2000 [1845], “Den Hellige Familie (Utdrag)” in Østerberg, D.
(ed.), Rønnow, T., Bielenberg, T. & Østerberg, D. (trans.),
Det kommunistiske manifest og ungdomsskrifter, 105-108,
De Norske Bokklubbene, Oslo.
Nussbaum, M. 2007 [1987] “Non-relative Virtues: An Aristotelian 		
	Approach”, in Shafer-Landau, R. (ed.), Ethical Theory: An 		
Anthology, Blackwell Publishing, Malden.
Millikan, R. G. 1989, “In Defense of Proper Functions” in Philosophy
of Science, 56:2, 288-302.
Singer, P. 1980, Marx: A Very Short Introduction, Oxford University 		
	Press, Oxford.
——. 1983, Hegel: A Very Short Introduction, Oxford University
	Press, Oxford
Thompson, M. 2008, Life and Action: Elementary Structures of 		
Practice and Practical Thought, Harvard University Press, 		
	Cambridge MA.
Sen A. 2003, “Development as Capability Expansion” in Fukuda-		
	Parr, S., et al., Readings in Human Development, Oxford 		
	University Press, New York/New Delhi
Williams, B. 1995 [1983], “Evolution, Ethics, and the 			
	Representation Problem” in Making Sense of Humanity, 		
100-10, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge.
Woodcock, S. 2015, “Neo-Aristotelian Naturalism and the 		
	Indeterminacy Objection”, International Journal 		
of Philosophical Studies, 23:1, 20-41.
Wright, L. 1973, “Functions”, The Philosophical Review, 82:2, 139-168.

1
This concept only appears in the writings of the early Marx. It is usually
translated as ‘species-being’, but could also be translated as ‘kind-essence’
or ‘genus-type’. The essential point is that the concept denotes a universal, as opposed to a particular.
2
Later on, in Theses on Feuerbach (1845), Marx criticizes Feuerbach for
his individualistic conception of human essence. There he boldly asserts
that the human nature is determined by social relations (Marx 2000:106,
§6).
3
Marx uses the term ‘life-activity’, but I do not think he would object
to my use of the heavily theorized concept of a practice.
4
This is the point Marx focused his attention on in later writings, especially in Capital.
5
This example is taken from Michael Thompson’s Life and Action
(2008:63).
6
There are other subjective concepts of disease also. Here I only consider
the objective notion of disease.
7
See (Boorse 1977). Another interesting interconnection here is to welfare economics. Amartya Sen explicitly credits Marx as a forerunner to
his own capabilities approach (Sen 2003:42-4).
8
See Millikans “In Defense of Proper Functions” (1989).
9
The locus classicus of this critique is Bernard Williams “Evolution,
Ethics, and the Representation Problem” (2003:110), and Ethics and
the Limits of Philosophy (1985 chapter 3). Other theories in the same
Aristotelian vein of thought, such as Martha Nussbaum, and Amartya
Sen’s ‘capabilities approach’ in political philosophy (Nusbaum 1987)(Sen
2003) and Philippa Foot’s theory of natural goodness in metaethics (Foot
2001) have all been criticized for the same problem. For a recent and
clear exposition of the critique, see Scott Woodcocks “Neo-Aristotelian
Naturalism and the Indeterminacy Objection” (2015).
10
Michael Thompson seems to favour this approach, see his Life and
Action, (2008:77). This seems to be the method by which Marx arrives at
his conception too, although he doesnt explicitly say so himself.
11
See Copp and Sobels “Morality and Virtue: An Assessment of Some
Recent Work in Virtue Ethics” (2004:534-5, 540).
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