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the topic of alienation. From its origin in ancient Greece and Old 

Testament, through the present day, alienation has been an 

underlying theme of social thought. It is not possible to give a fixed 

definition of alienation. It is defined in a very different fashion with 

different connotations by the researchers. However, the concept of 

alienation has acquired a more definite, stable and homogenous 

meaning in philosophy than in any other social science.

The main objective of the present thesis is to explore and 

examine different issues and implications of the concept of 

alienation. This dissertation is a systematic work towards the 

conceptual clarification and terminological precision of the term 

alienation.
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CHAPTER-I

INTRODUCTION



INTRODUCTION

Alienation is a very popular term now and has become almost a part of 

every day speech. The term alienation is multifaceted. It is difficult to give a 

single definition of it. Sometimes it is hard to tell exactly what does it mean - 

other than denoting a general feeling of being dissatisfied in someway. 

Alienation is one of those terms that started off as a philosophical concept 

and new meanings have been ascribed to it. Old meanings have been 

reinterpreted and broadened.

Before going to trace out the evolution of the term and the concept of 

alienation let us analyze the different meanings of the term.

Alienation (the noun) may be said to have the following four meanings.1

1. It means the act of estranging or being estranged, disaffection, 

estrangement, the feeling of being separated from other people and etc.

2. It also means an interruption in friendly relations: breach, break, 

disaffection, fissure, rent, rift, rupture, schism, split, separation resulting from 

hostilities.

3. It sometimes means serious mental illness or disorder impairing a 

person’s capacity to function normally and safely: brainsickness, craziness, 

dementia, derangement, disturbance, insaneness, insanity, lunacy, madness, 

mental illness, psychopathy, unbalance, psychiatry mania and psychic 

aberration.

4. In legal circle, it is used to mean a making over of legal ownership or 

title, conveyance, grant, transfer, and the voluntary and absolute transfer of 

title and possession of real property from one person to another.



The English word ‘alienation’ goes back to the Latin words ‘alienatio’ 

(alienare) and abalienatio (abalienare). These words, employed by Seneca 

and especially Cicero, essentially designated the sale of a commodity, 

cessation, transfer, or sale of rights and property. The German language has 

partially incorporated the Latin word as a foreign word: ‘alienieren,’ 

‘veralienieren’. The word ‘entfremden’ corresponded to these foreign terms, 

as has been demonstrated since Meister Eckhart (1260-1328).2

The German words ‘Entfremden’ and ‘Entfremdung’ add to the 

transmitted meanings of ‘alienare’ and ‘alienatio’ an initially theological, and 

later, philosophical dimension 3 (Ludz,1978), the origin of which can be found 

in the Christian Gnosis. The Gnostic conceptualization demonstrates that 

alienation is not only something negative, but also a determining element of 

the human conditions.

In social sciences, the individual’s estrangement from one’s 

community, society or world. The state of feeling estranged or separated from 

ones milieu, work, products of work or self are referred to be alienation. The 

concept appears both implicitly and explicitly in the works of Emile Durkheim, 

Ferdinand Tonnies, Max Weber and Georg Simmel, but is most famously 

associated with Karl Marx, who spoke of workers being alienated from their 

works and products under capitalism. In social sciences, alienation is 

associated with the problems caused by rapid social change, such as 

industrialization and urbanization which has broken down traditional 

relationships among individuals and groups and the goods and services they 

produce.
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• In Medical dictionary we find alienation, a state of estrangement 

between the self and the objective world or between different parts of 

the personality.

• In Political dictionary, ‘alienation’ is used to denote a 

relationship to property. One could, for example, alienate one’s 

property by transferring it to another person, or to an institution. During 

seventeenth century, the focus of the term shifted from material to 

immaterial possessions, such as rights and sovereignty over oneself. It 

came to be accepted by thinkers such as Grotius and Locke that 

alienating certain rights or powers was a necessary prerequisite for 

legitimate political society. Alienation in this sense became the basis of 

social contract theory. In the eighteenth century, thinkers such as 

Paine argued that certain rights were not just accidental to human 

character, but essential. Hence such rights were ‘inalienable’ and to 

loose such rights either by giving them away or by having them 

removed against one’s will, was to loose an essential part of one’s 

humanity. The first systematic account of alienation by a political 

theorist Rousseau is to be found in his “Discourse on the Origin of 

Inequality” (1755). Here alienation is uncompromisingly used as a 

condition of developed society, where systems of law, morals, religion, 

political and economics are one of the responsibilities of setting the 

parameters of one’s own liberty. Under such conditions, one will 

remain alienated from one’s potential moral self unless and until one 

can reconstruct society to enable one to participate in the setting of
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such boundaries. The social contract theory proposes such a view. 

The most important account of alienation from the point of view of 

political theory is that of Hegel and Marx. Hegel believed that the 

purpose of history is the progressive overcoming of the gap between 

the particular consciousness and the universal consciousness until a 

final unity of the two is achieved. This gap between the particular and 

the universal constitutes, for Hegel, a central and necessary element of 

alienation. History is therefore the history of humanity’s progress 

towards freedom from alienation. For Hegel, alienation is through and 

through a historical process.

It will not be out of context to state definitions of the concept of 

alienation given by some prominent thinkers. According to R. D. 

Laing:4

• “We are bemused and crazed creatures, strangers to our true 

selves, to one another, and to the spiritual and material world- - 

mad, even from an ideal standpoint we can glimpse but not adopt 

alienation. According to Eugene Ionesco, “There is no religion in 

which everyday life is not considered a prison; there is no 

philosophy or ideology that does not think that we live in alienation.”

• Vaclav Havel 5 maintains “Human beings are compelled to live 

within a lie, but they can be compelled to do so only because they are 

in fact capable of living in this way. Therefore not only does the system 

alienate humanity, but at the same time alienated humanity supports
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this as its own involuntary master plan, as a degenerate image of its 

own degeneration, as a record of people’s own failure as individuals.”

• Richard Schachf writes, “There is almost no aspect of 

contemporary life which has not been discussed in terms of alienation”.

• Erich Fromm7 maintains, “By alienation is meant a mode of 

experience in which the person experiences himself as an alien. He 

has become, one might say, estranged from himself. He does not 

experience himself as the center of his world, as the creator of his own 

acts—but his acts and their consequences have become his masters, 

whom he obeys, or whom he may even worship . The alienated person 

is out of touch with himself as he is out of touch with any other person. 

He, like the others, is experienced as things are experienced; with the 

senses and with common sense, but at the same time without 

being related to oneself and to the world outside positively”.

There exists a considerable controversy concerning the meaning, 

usefulness and relevance of the concept of alienation. Today, this intellectual 

and ideological issue has created a controversy among alienation theorists 

and researchers. Much of the controversy centers on fundamental epistemic 

problems. Several issues have been discussed regarding the intellectual 

origin in the ancient philosophy and medieval theology through Hegel and 

Marx to existentialism. One of the main objectives of the present thesis is to 

examine the meaning of different aspects of the concept of alienation. The 

progressive secularization of the concept and its implications in the present 

day society has been examined. Much of the work has been done by the
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scholars and researchers and they are divided over many of the issues. The 

present thesis is a systematic work towards conceptual clarification and the 

development from Hegel to existentialism through Marx. Conceptual 

clarification is necessary at the very outset since the term alienation is used 

on both the societal and individual levels with various meanings.

Different thinkers have used the term alienation in different senses. 

There are different types of alienation viz. Social Alienation, Psychological 

Alienation, Linguistic Alienation, Physical Alienation, Economic Alienation, 

Cultural Alienation, Religious Alienation, Spiritual Alienation, and now a days 

they talk of Technological alienation.

1. SOCIAL ALIENATION

In sociology and critical social theory, alienation has been used to refer 

to individual estrangement from traditional community and others in general. It 

is considered by many that the atomism of modern society means that 

individuals have shallower relations with other people than they would in 

traditional community. It leads to difficulty in understanding and adapting to 

each other’s uniqueness. Many sociologists of the late 19th/ early 20th century 

were concerned about alienating effects of modernization. German 

sociologists Georg Simmel and Ferdinand Tonnies have made critical works 

on individualization and urbanization. Simmel’s Philosophie des Geldes 

(Philosophy of money) describes how relationships become more and more 

mediated through money. Tonnies “Community and Society' is about the loss 

of primary relationship such as family bonds in favour of goal oriented 

secondary relationships. The idea of alienation can also be observed in the
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context of individual-society relation. Alienation means the unresponsiveness 

of the society as a whole to the individuality of each member of the society.

In social alienation a set of behaviours are designed to estrange the 

relationship between society and a person or a group of people. Social 

alienation is rooted in the terms of ‘bigot’ and ‘jealousy’. Bigotry is the practice 

of a person or a group of people who treats others with intolerance and 

hatred. They do not recognize the notion of egalitarianism.

According to sociologists, social structures can also cause alienation. 

From Marx's analysis of industrialization, it can be deduced that the effects of 

the capitalist system on the quality of human life are necessarily alienating. 

Under this system, the owners of the means of production plan what will be 

produced and how; they also decide how the products will be disseminated. 

As a consequence, workers are estranged from their capacity for thinking and 

making decisions about their own behavior, and thus are estranged from the 

social arrangements that make their labour useful. They are, in Marx's terms, 

estranged from their "species-being", from the crucial constituents of 

humanity. When social structure imposes alienation, however, there is no 

reason to conclude that people are aware of their circumstances, or that they 

construe their situation realistically. Indeed, research has shown that workers, 

who are objectively alienated, manage to function satisfactorily in the very 

frameworks (industrial and quasi-industrial) that create alienating conditions8. 

2. PSYCHOLOGICAL ALIENATION:-

Earlier alienation was viewed as a subjective individual condition. 

Classical psychiatry used the term to refer to any mental illness in which the
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subject no longer knows who he was. Alienation was used within psychiatry 

as a loose generic category describing various states of pathological isolation 

and madness. Currently it is used to describe objectively observable state of 

separateness occurring in human groups. Alienation is described as a 

condition where the subject no longer recognizes himself. Kelly has 

interpreted alienation objectively and explained psychological alienation in 

terms of relationships. Social conditions can also impact psychological 

alienation.

For Jacques Lacan9, human desire is constituted by mediation. "Man’s 

desire finds its meaning in the other’s desire, not so much because the other 

holds the keys to the desired object, but because his first objective is to be 

recognized by the other.” Lacan concludes, “Man’s desire is the desire of the 

other” and this does not mean that one desires another as object, but that one 

desires another desire, and wants to have one’s own desire recognized by 

the other”. This is an echo of Hegel’s master/slave dialectic. Thus the theme 

of alienation in Lacan refers to a forced choice, or vel, which is the Latin word 

expressing an alternate where it is impossible to maintain two terms at once. 

The vel is alienating in that it gives a false choice, a forced choice.

Piera AuCagnier also took up the notion of alienation. She insists that 

alienation rests on an encounter between the desires for self-alienation on 

one hand and the desire to alienate on the other. The process of alienation 

seeks to erase the tension arising from this difference. Alienation appears to 

be a pathological modality, like neurosis or psychosis that attempts to 

regulate the conflict between identifying subject and object. According to
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Piera AuCagnier, alienation is characterized by an asymmetry between the I 

and its object, with no reciprocity between what the one recognizes and what 

the other recognizes.

Adolescents are the most frequent victims of feelings of alienation. The 

alienated adolescent is often associated with a quest for identity. It commonly 

involves a distrust of adults, a rejection of their values, and a pessimistic 

world view. They feel that their lives are meaningless. They have little control 

over the events that shape their lives. They are not able to communicate their 

thoughts, emotions and feelings with others. Thus, they feel isolated from 

adults, their peer group or even themselves. Teenagers feel alienated as a 

result of anxiety over inadequate social skills or physical attractiveness. 

Experts consider it as a normal accompaniment to the dramatic, physical and 

intellectual changes. They view it as a deliberate identity choice. 

Schizophrenia involves alienation from both oneself and others. Social 

alienation characterizes those with antisocial tendency and have not 

experienced normal attachment to their parents in early childhood. The 

normal ability to relate to and identify with others is never developed.

3. LINGUISTIC ALIENATION:-

Men have evolved language as a medium through which ideas and 

thoughts may be expressed and exchanged. It comprises of words, symbols, 

signs etc. it is the basis of intellectual development and human culture is 

based upon it. It can be accumulated like wealth and knowledge. It is a social 

institution. It shapes human consciousness and behavior. When we 

communicate in a society various obstacles can stand on the way to access.
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Some of these obstacles arise from dysfunctions and others arise from 

alienation. Dysfunctions are generally the results of physical or intellectual 

challenges that an individual faces from birth or subsequent to accidents 

suffered during life. Alienation is usually the result of intentionally imposed 

obstacles. Languages always emerge in speaking and progress in writing. It 

is at these basic levels that the phenomenon of linguistic alienation arises and 

various forms of linguistic alienation become clearly visible. Communication is 

possible either orally or by written form of language. Corresponding to this 

there are two forms of linguistic alienation. Orality tends to be open and public 

whereas literacy tends to be closed and private. Orality functions in a more 

democratic and egalitarian manner than literacy. Now a day’s emphasis is 

given on communicative skill that is how to choose words while talking and 

how to express one’s feelings, desires and emotions. Rather it can be said 

that speaking is a type of work. Since words can be marketed, language can 

function as capital. The elite groups control the means of linguistic production 

and make huge profits. These portions of language that are treated like 

private property result in linguistic alienation for the masses.

There are different forms of linguistic alienation. For example, 

prisoners are not allowed to send written messages to others especially 

outside the prison. Sometimes individuals are allowed to read texts by 

authorities and even to write about them. But they do not understand the 

technical vocabulary and are alienated in this form of communication. 

Alienation occurs against the individuals who are illiterate. It occurs even 

against them who are literate but do not understand technical vocabularies.
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When a doctor prescribes medicines, we can read them but do not 

understand the meaning and feel alienated and so on.

Sometimes oppressive language hurts us and does linguistic violence. 

Oppressive language may cause psychological or physical violence. Most of 

the people use abusive forms of language to hurt the individuals to whom 

they are directed. Sometimes, totalitarian and genocidal languages lead to 

killing of large number of people.

Wittgenstein was working with the concept of linguistic alienation and 

was developing methods for its reduction. He stressed the fact that linguistic 

alienation does not occur when we do respect the rules which have been 

taught to us. What we call ‘normal communication’ masks the ways in which 

discourse and power are skewed toward specific educational, professional 

and racial classes.

4. PHYSICAL ALIENATION:-

Physical alienation is a feeling of not belonging. This feeling can be 

mental, religious, spiritual, psychological, political, social or economic. At one 

time or other, each one of us has experienced alienation in one form or 

another whether in a school, among family members, in religion, politics and 

in society. Let us undertake a first brief exploration of the concept by means 

of an example; in ordinary language we would say that a child, who is 

separated from his mother for a long time, becomes ‘alienated’ from her. Here 

the child is the subject of alienation, while the mother stands for the other part 

of the ‘belonging together’, out of which the little kid is alienated. Thus the 

meaning of alienation in general is used to denote a basic split in, or
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separation out of a ‘belonging together’. Let us take another example: a 

person detected as HIV positive feels alienated from his family and society. 

Here the individual is the subject of alienation and his family or society stands 

for the other part of the ‘belonging together’.

5. ECONOMIC ALIENATION:-

The concept of economic alienation is supposed to have originated 

with the young Karl Marx. Economic alienation is commonly held to be a 

product of capitalism and the industrial revolution. When a worker sells his 

labour power, part of his life energy, part of his life time, to another to the 

capitalist the later live on like a parasite. The labourer looses control over a 

large part of his working hours. From Marx’s analysis of industrialization, it 

can be said that the effects of the capitalist system on the quality of human 

life are necessarily alienating.

6. CULTURAL ALIENATION

Culture includes all that man acquired in the mental and intellectual 

sphere of his individual and social life. It is communicated from one 

generation to another and found only in human society. Every individual takes 

some part in the transmission and communication of culture. It is constantly 

changing. Cultural alienation has been an issue since long. It occurs in many 

places around the world. Let us take an example of Hindu converts. When the 

Hindus are converted to Christianity they are denied of their Hindu identity. 

The missionaries insisted upon them that being newly created persons, they 

should have a new identity. When they enter to the world of Christianity their 

names, culture and traditions are changed. When a Hindu boy or girl marries
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to a Christian then also he or she has to give up his/her old identity. When the 

convert leaves the older identity behind, he or she embraces another identity. 

The convert is deprived of his own identity in relation to society and social 

identity. The reason is Christianity is considered to be a western religion. The 

convert feels alien and doomed. This feeling is a lifetime trouble for the 

convert. Sometimes it seems to ‘betray’ his national identity and society 

accuses that his religion is alien. This is painful and ironic. But in actuality, 

they have to live among fellow Hindus who are very hostile to these converts. 

This is especially true in rural settings. As a result, there is identity crisis, 

cultural alienation and social deprivation. The converts are told to treat Hindu 

customs, traditions, festivals and moral values as perversions and useless. 

The symbols of holy things, blessings and cultural heritage are regarded as 

wicked and evil. The aim of the missionaries has been to destroy the Hindu 

culture and identity. In this way people are culturally alienated. They feel 

separated from the main stream of which they were a part once upon a time. 

Thus the converts have two identities: one is Hindu cultural identity and the 

other is a new Christian identity. While reading the Bible, these converted 

Christians naturally bring their perspectives on humanity and their different 

world view to it. From the beginning it is warned by the missionaries that it is 

absolutely “wrong” to bring any of Hindu cultural heritages to the 

understanding of Biblical text. Those who have attempted to integrate faith 

and culture are found to be guilty of undermining the revelation of Biblical 

truth.
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7. RELIGIOUS ALIENATION:-

Religion is about the relationship of humanity to the divine and to the 

rest of the creation in a harmonious and mutually enriching fashion. Religious 

alienation is the most common of all forms of alienation. It occupies a central 

place in Hegel’s phenomenology. Hegel’s master-slave dialectic helps one 

understand the causes of religious alienation at the interpersonal level. Bruno 

Baur, a disciple of Hegel also took alienation as a challenge to overcome by 

emphasizing on the concept of dialectic and negativity in Hegel’s system. He 

applied the concept of alienation to the religious field. Baur considered 

religious beliefs cause a division in man’s consciousness, particularly 

Christianity. It is opposed to consciousness as a separate power. Thus 

religion is an attitude towards the essence of self consciousness which was 

estranged from itself. He used the expression self alienation. Feuerbach also 

argues that religion is a form of alienation which prevents people from 

attaining realization of their own species being. He is of the opinion that, 

religion alienates man by reversing the relationship between the subject and 

the predicate - the Deity is supreme over man, even though it is created by 

man. Feuerbach presents that the distinction of man from God and God from 

man leads to the alienation of man from its true being. Leszek Kolakowski 

suggests that the clearest material example of religious alienation is blood 

sacrifice.

When there is conflict between moral laws and natural human instincts, 

it is religion, which tells us that the followers of natural instincts become
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sinners and thus alienated. This attitude is so deep in human psyche that 

deviations from any moral principle make human beings feel alienated.

8. SPIRITUAL ALIENATION:-

We find the reference to spiritual alienation in the Judeo-Christian 

tradition. The first aspect is the lament about being ‘alienated from God’ (or 

having fallen from grace). It belongs to the common heritage of Judeo- 

Christian mythology. It is said, the divine order has been violated; man has 

alienated himself from “the ways of God’. Christianity, in its universality, 

announces the imaginary solution of human self alienation in the form of “the 

mystery of Christ.

When we refer to orthodox Christianity we can find a belief system that 

God is transcendent and man is fallen. There is a sense of separation and 

distinction of man from God. We can also find the movement of one’s inner 

spirit towards self - realization. Hegel defines the movement of spirit in his 

lectures on the philosophy of religion. An understanding about Hegel’s 

theology can be possible by his dialectic. God is the thesis, man is the anti 

thesis (man is finite and God is infinite). Hegel sees Jesus Christ as the 

absolute ideality of the return of man’s spirit to God’s absolute spirit. Religion 

is the real expression of man’s relationship with God; not his separation from 

Him. The conclusion is one that synthesizes polar opposites into a whole and 

affirms a God of unity, not of separation.

The concept of alienation is not explicitly found in Indian context but 

similar types of expressions are implicitly contained in almost all the systems 

of Indian Philosophy. Life is full of suffering and it is an inescapable fact. Our
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joy is always qualified or limited by some form of pain and suffering. The 

experience of such pain motivates us to look more closely at our perception 

and experience of ourselves. This is the starting point of Indian philosophy. 

Thus there is a growing sense of how we have become separated or 

distanced from our own happiness and joy. Change is the cause of suffering 

and a sense of separation or alienation is the effect.

Analysis of the concept is made from Indian context. Thus we have to 

understand the different kind of desires and expectations which cause 

suffering and sense of separation or alienation and the ways to overcome 

them.

ALIENATION IN BUDDHISM

Buddha was mainly an ethical teacher and a social reformer rather 

than a metaphysician. He condemned the metaphysical views of his time by 

saying that these are futile and neither profitable nor conducive to the highest 

goal. He repeatedly told his disciples: “Two things only my disciples do, I 

teach - misery and cessation of misery”.10 Human life is full of suffering and 

pain. For him, the most urgent task is to lead man out of suffering and illness. 

He realized that suffering is universal to mankind. He was initially inclined 

towards humanism as it is evident that he was concerned with the problem 

which mankind is confronted. We should not bother about barren 

metaphysical speculations.

According to Buddha, there is suffering. The phenomenal world is full 

of misery and pain. There is want, desire, greed, jealousy, anxiety, sickness, 

old age, death etc. When we desire something and do not get it, then we feel
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pain and frustrated or disappointed. Whatever we are having, there is always 

a fear to loose it. This involves pain. Thus, one point is clear that we feel 

alienated.

Though there is no specific reference of the word alienation anywhere 

in the systems of Indian philosophy still suffering or misery can be regarded 

as a form of alienation. When we feel separated or alienated from anything 

we possess, we feel pain. So alienation and suffering are complementary 

terms.

The term “Dukhha” is rendered as alienation in the sense of physical 

and psychological separation. In Buddha’s philosophy we find the correct 

meaning of Dukhha as Anitya or impermanence. In this universe everything 

is changing, nothing is permanent. Alienation is also not permanent. It is 

temporary and is the foundation of all sufferings. Thus if man does not loose 

any thing and get every thing he desires, does not die and disintegrate then 

there will be no suffering. But this is not the case. Whenever there is 

alienation, suffering is bound to be there. Thus alienation is the first cause out 

of which all miseries, pain and sufferings arise.

According to Buddha there is a cause of suffering or a cause of 

alienation. Every event must have a cause. Nothing exists unconditionally and 

absolutely. Alienation also depends upon various conditions which cause 

suffering. This being, that arises, the cause being present, the effect arises’ is 

the causal law of dependant origination. “Pratitya Samutpada” or the doctrine 

of dependant origination is the foundation of all the teachings of Buddha.
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There is a cessation of suffering. The important thing to eliminate or 

overcome alienation is to know the causes and conditions which are 

responsible for it. Whatever is momentary must perish. So also alienation. 

There is a way leading to cessation of suffering. There is an ethical and 

spiritual path we have to follow to overcome alienation. Buddha offered the 

noble - Eightfold path which offers eight steps. They are right faith, right 

resolve, right speech, right action, right living, right effort, right thought and 

right concentration. When we come to this Samsara we feel some kind of 

alienation and the cessation of alienation according to Buddha results in 

Nirvana. Alienation is due to ignorance and can be destroyed only by 

knowledge. In other words, alienation is a type of ignorance and knowledge 

results in cessation or overcoming of alienation.

Buddha was a perfect humanist as he always worked for the well 

being, freedom and perfection of mankind. From the above it is clear that as 

an ethical teacher he showed the way out of suffering. Practical aspects of 

discipline, conducts are emphasized in his teachings.

ALIENATION IN YOGA PHILOSOPHY

In the Yoga philosophy the world has been perceived as full of 

happiness and suffering and these two sides are equally and ultimately true 

and real. Happiness and suffering are two poles of a single problem, known 

as Samsara. We do experience joy in our lives and many a times difficulties 

and sufferings. When we are happy, we feel at home in our happiness; when 

unhappy, we feel alienated and estranged as if in a lonely foreign land. We 

can posit the questions in this connection, in the following way.
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I. What are the ways or how do we get separated from our own joy?

II. How this separation or alienation could be overcome?

Yoga philosophy responds to these two questions and identifies the 

first question to the distance between human and divine experience: the other 

marks the way in which we often feel divided against us as we get caught up 

in the daily whirlwinds of activity, thought and desire. They accept that these 

problems cannot be solved but can only be ‘dissolved’ through liberation. We 

are indeed far from our true home - we are souls "fallen’ into a body, and 

seeking our way back to our true abode. We have to return to our original 

state, apart from our present situation of estrangement.

According to Yoga philosophers we feel alienated due to our mistaken 

and limited perception. We forget our own nature and are not able to 

recognize the presence of the divine. We are already at home but think to be 

far away due to ignorance. This feeling of alienation is temporary and it can 

be overcome when the realization of the divine dawns on us. Yoga is the 

process of awakening this realization of the divine presence.

There is a feeling of distance from the divine, and at the same time we 

often feel alienated from ourselves. We can express this alienation as the 

conflict between heart and mind, physical and mental and one’s innermost 

spirit or spiritual life. Yoga became an attempt to overcome this division within 

oneself. We have to change our own attitude, feeling and perception towards 

self and the world. The world and we ourselves are an ever changing 

expression of the Divine itself and is never truly ‘other’ than this one divine 

creative consciousness. The most important point I wish to mention is that
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when we are alienated from ourselves, we are at the same time alienated 

from God, we are also isolated within the ego and alienated from our deeper, 

truer spiritual self. The experience of this separation can be solved by the 

practice of yoga and control of mind.

In Upanishads and Vedas alienation has been treated as a kind of 

illusion. It is temporary. Unity is real. Unity is eternal. One life vibrates in all 

beings. Atman or self is one. All Jivas are reflections of the one supreme soul 

or Paramatma. On account of ignorance man thinks that other beings are 

separate from him. Thus we have to reflect upon ourselves, our surroundings 

and our actions in order realize the self.

THE ALIENATED SELF

With the development of separation from the natural world and the 

cultural milieu, a chasm began and gave rise to the experience of alienation 

of the self from the universe. This alienated self, the modern human being 

seems to be a bystander, an onlooker, someone mysteriously placed into this 

world. He lost a sense of direct connection to the universe and lives a life 

without meaning or purpose. According to Sri Aurobindo11, it was 

accompanied by a heightened sense of separateness along with an 

associated quickening of desire, analogous to the intensification of desire 

which occurs as a child grows into a self- conscious adolescent. Both the 

industrial and scientific revolutions were characterized by the desire to gain 

increased control - control over other people and control over nature itself. 

Thinking came to be seen as the servant of desire.
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Sri Aurobindo, examining the kind of thinking characteristic of the 

modern age, noted something Promethean in the modern desire to wrest forth 

the secrets of nature by use of rational mind. While contemplation of a 

superior reality naturally tends to evoke feelings of reverence, awe and 

wonder, contemplation of the modern image of reality tends to evoke either 

neutrality or alienation.

With the advancement of scientific knowledge and technical mastery, 

subjective knowledge has been devalued as a valid form of knowing. Second, 

the fruits of scientific knowledge create a sense of control over others and the 

world. The objective knowledge helps to create a sphere of investigation free 

from ecclesiastical interference. The creation of separate spheres for science 

and religion led to dissociation between the disciplines of theology, 

philosophy and science, those which seek knowledge of the spirit, the mind 

and the material world. Feeling and personal experience are considered to 

have little or no relationship with knowledge. Thus spiritual experience is 

relegated to the private sphere and science particularly natural science turn 

put to be the means to get objective knowledge.

ALIENATION IN VEDANTA

From Vedantic point of view Brahman is the only reality. There is no 

difference between Atman and Brahman. They are two different levels for one 

and same reality. The individual selves on account of their inherent Avidya 

imagine themselves as different from Brahman 12, as separate and alien from 

Brahman. Maya is the cause of such alienation. When Jiva becomes 

alienated, it identifies himself with body, senses or mind. It forgets his own
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nature. It is tinged with the false notions of the T and ‘mine’. This arises when 

mind comes into contact with ideas through sensation. It feels different, 

isolated from Brahman but such type of alienation is not permanent. When 

Brahma Jnana dawns this separation does not exist. It vanishes. Thus it is a 

type of spiritual alienation by the knowledge of Brahman.

There is only one definitive statement in Vedanta, “Tat Tvam Ast\ 

known as the Mahavakya, the great sentence. That you are, lays out the 

whole teaching in these words. ‘Taf refers to wholeness, fullness, limitless 

existence and consciousness, the formless and the world of forms. Tvam is 

you, the questioner, the subject, Asi is the equivalence, the equal sign in the 

equation. You are the whole. The truth of these words has to be unfolded by 

the scriptures through the guidance of a realized teacher. Thus overcoming 

this separation or alienation does not require anything, only the removal of 

ignorance which obscures the truth.

9. TECHNOLOGICAL ALIENATION:-

Man is different from animals. Man can reflect on things and in this 

sense he is always and necessarily alienated from nature. He gains 

understanding of reality and of himself. Through this understanding man 

realizes himself in a meaningful human world. Man created instruments and 

techniques to improve his standard of living. They used weapons to kill 

animals and thus endangered nature to secure a safe and comfortable life. In 

this way technology helps us to disclose the world and our surroundings. 

Modern technology became the prevailing form in which modern man 

exploited nature.
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Man has emerged from primitive stage by his rational power. 

Technology is seen as the externalization of our rational power. It is 

considered to be the means for realizing every imaginable human good. But 

man is never all powerful; he has specific limitations and boundaries. Man 

always attempts to get control over nature by means of technology. Great 

successes are achieved. Man has obtained large degree of mastery over 

nature, time and distance etc. But another side of picture is also there. Man 

can not have full control over technology. Man becomes an object or material 

in the organization of modern technology. Thus powerlessness of 

technological man follows as a consequence. This powerlessness also leads 

to meaninglessness. Now a day people are having high degree of depression 

and even suicides in our technological societies. It proves that many people 

experience meaningless in their existence. The problem is that we have to 

understand ourselves and meaning of our existence in a technological 

culture. But unfortunately technological knowledge cannot supply us with this 

kind of understanding. Thus it leads to alienation.

Technological progress is also considered to be the cause of cultural 

alienation. In the age of globalization and rapid development of science and 

technology there is gradual and slow rejection of tradition and culture. So it 

can be said that modern technology destroys culture and in this sense man is 

always and necessarily alienated. There is a transition from self 

understanding rational man to a technological-machine man. Man looses a lot 

of his potentiality, gets deskilled and dependent upon mega machines. As a 

result, man increasingly looses his opportunities for meaningful personal
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development. On this basis we see the alienating aspects of modern 

technology.

Despite tremendous differences among philosophers there exists 

considerable agreement on one issue in the alienation debate that, the term 

“alienation” points to deficiencies or losses in the lives of individuals, groups 

or societies. Thus it designates a negative state of affairs. But presently I 

have tried to bring out the broad spectrum of meanings which can be found 

through recourse to the intellectual origins of the world and the concept of 

alienation in ancient philosophy and medieval theology. Attempts have been 

made to focus on both the positive & negative aspects of the concept by 

tracing the historical progress of ideas from Gnostic thought to Hegel and 

certain twentieth century German social scientists.

HISTORY OF THE WORD ALIENATION

Both the Gnostic conceptualizations demonstrate that alienation is not 

something negative but also a determining element of the human condition. It 

provides the concept with positive value connotation.

We can find the reference of the ‘first alien life’, which remains beyond 

this world and is itself alien to it in Mandaeic literature. It provides the most 

extensive collection of Gnostic writings. The ‘first alien life’ roams around in 

the here-on-this side. It longs for its home on the other side. However, it also 

falls prey to this world since it gets lost in it and therefore alienates itself from 

its origin: to be beyond everything, or alienated. Longing for home, being 

without protection and guilt are the characteristics of the ‘first alien life’ which 

is designated as the light.13
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In the framework of historic theological interpretation, the world of God 

is designated as the Absolute, ‘On the other side’, outside the world, and 

opposed to the doomed (because alienated) world is this side. In the “Corpus 

Hermeticum” i.e. in late Gnosis, alienation finally means the liberation of 

pneuma, or the light, from the “dwelling “in this world. The orientation towards 

the world beyond becomes possible through this alienation because it is 

precisely the temporary ‘dwelling’ of the light in this world which opens the 

road for the rebirth of pneuma14. Here alienation is used in the sense of an 

ability to live in the world on this side. Plotinus, Augustine, Meister Eckhart 

have accepted the positive connotation of the term alienation. Plotinus dealt 

with the task of the soul; the soul needs the body in order to perceive 

anything at all. Without a body the soul would remain completely in pneuma, 

in the spiritual realm, and therefore would not be able to go through the other, 

the body, in order to return to the ‘light’. Therefore Nathan Rotenstraich 

correctly asserts: “Plotinus and his followers always stress the role of 

alienation in elevation (elevatio), and do not deem it as a distortion of the 

human condition”.

Augustine also sees alienation as a total turning away of the spirit from 

things mortal and as a forgetting of the misery in this world.15 Through self

alienation man can withdraw from the alienation, or disintegration, that affects 

this world. Alienation positively evaluated, serves as the criterion for 

distinguishing mystical understanding of the world from discursive thinking.

Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274) mentioned that ‘alienatio’ is always a 

preparatory stage for the real, the experience of God. In the ‘Summa
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Theologies’ he deals with alienation as ‘alienatio a sensibus’, which means 

the spirit of the prophet, is illuminated by the light.

For Meister Eckhart alienation is the precondition of the true life. He 

transcends the limitation that asserts the validity of only the supernatural 

emotion devoid of any corporeality. He has widened the meaning of 

alienation. God is without ‘anything alien’. Whatever that has come into being, 

that has been created, is alien by contrast. The soul has to liberate itself from 

the body, from the life and has to carry ‘itself off’ to ‘despiritualize’.16

Hegel brought new life to the Gnostic-mystic tradition of the alienation 

concept. Alienation is a mode of experience of consciousness. Without 

alienation, the absolute mind cannot unfold. The medium of being alien and 

different is necessary; it is a precondition for the unfolding of self 

consciousness. In the Philosophische Propadeutik’17 he designates alienation 

as a neutral notion, as the underlying condition and premise of ‘theoretical 

education’. In Phenomenology of Spirit alienation is viewed as a force that 

stimulates historical development. The Absolute has to be alienated into 

something else, into the negative, in order to realize, through the overcoming 

of this alienation, true unity with itself and therewith its perfection. By 

alienation, Hegel18 refers to the process by which finite spirit, the human self, 

doubles itself, externalizes itself, and then confronts its own other being as 

something separate, distinct and opposed to it. Spirit for Hegel, is social and 

historical. It develops through a process of self-division, self-alienation and its 

overcoming. This occurs in both the theoretical and practical spheres. Finite 

human spirit, in contrast to infinite spirit (God), “Is bounded and restricted by
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its opposite, namely nature. This restriction — the human spirit in its 

existence — overcomes and thereby raises itself to infinity, by grasping 

nature in thought through theoretical activity, and through practical activity 

bringing about a harmony between nature and the spiritual Idea, reason and 

good”.19

From the positive point of view we can see that for Hegel, the ‘self’ 

has the possibility of becoming an object, of ‘externalizing itself or losing itself 

in the object and then dialectically taking this being-different back into itself 

and reconciling this within itself. In Hegel’s ‘Phenomenology’ alienation and 

externalization are generally used synonymously. Hegel conceptualizes the 

‘having-become-an-object’ only as an Idea, as an ideal process. The self 

possesses the possibilities for rationally solving the alienated or externalized, 

the put-outside-itself in thought, and thus for bringing it back to itself. For 

Hegel, this dialectical process is central one because the mind’s becoming 

self conscious can only take place within the medium of being different.

For Fichte, consciousness is liberated. In the process of becoming 

conscious, the I recognizes that it was driven into alienation by its own dark 

depth.20 This depth should be made conscious and thereby be appropriated.

In Fichte and Hegel, we find that alienation contains a fullness of 

positive, neutral and negative value of connotations. This fullness was lost in 

the discussion of social sciences in twentieth century. The theological- 

philosophical use of ‘alienation’ was lost and generally stops in Karl Marx’s 

treatment. Two trends are particularly responsible for this. First, the English 

translation of ‘alienation’ in a negative connotation and second is the
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materialistic interpretation by Marx. Marx was confronted with the economic- 

juridical meaning of alienation in his early years. Thus, the concept has been 

converted to a term identifying economic processes in capitalist societies. 

Marx wanted to turn Hegel’s theological questions into secular ones. This 

process of secularization has influenced the concept of alienation. This 

secularization and Anglicization has strongly influenced the present day social 

science and the social scientists refer to Marx for their empirical research on 

alienation.

The problem of alienation is pivotal in modern life. It stems from the 

very real alienations experienced in present day society and from the growing 

antagonism between the rulers and the ruled in both the capitalist and post 

capitalist sectors of the world. There is a feeling of frustration due to the 

contradictions of life under contemporary capitalism. The future has not been 

assured or strengthened even the wealth pouring from the factories and 

farms. Instead, it has become another source of anxiety, for it is widely felt 

that a new depression will follow. The enhanced control over industrial 

processes made possible by automation confronts the workers with the 

specters of chronic unemployment. The command over nature involved in the 

tapping of nuclear energy holds over humanity’s head the threat of total 

annihilation rather than the promise of peace and plenty. People feel the 

economic and political forces governing their fate as alien powers. Despite 

the great advances in science, technology, industry, public health and other 

fields, people lack control over the government and the administration of the 

economy. Despite the official propaganda that they have freedom of thought,
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expression and they are the master of their own destiny, people knew that the 

powers of decision in the most vital affairs are not exercised by them but by 

the burocratic Caliphs.
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CHAPTER-II

ALIENATION IN 
HEGELIAN IDEALISM



ALIENATION IN HEGELIAN IDEALISM

The concept of alienation is a very old idea which has religious origin. 

It is rooted far back in the Judeo-Christian tradition. But it gained prominence 

in the philosophy of Hegel and occupies a central place in his writings. 

Alienation is a pivotal concept in the philosophical writings of Hegel especially 

in Phenomenology of Spirit and Philosophy of Right.

In the “A Dictionary of Philosophy”, we find ‘alienation’ defined as “(a) a 

process of estrangement or isolation from a natural or social context; (b) the 

condition arising as a result of such a process, [and] (c) the subjective 

experience of being in such an experience. According to this source, 

‘alienation’ is understood as negative, something undesirable or 

unwelcome”.1

According to “Oxford Companion to Philosophy”, ‘alienation’ is “a 

psychological or social evil, characterized by one or another type of harmful 

separation, disruption or fragmentation, which sunders things that belong 

together”.2 According to this source: people are alienated from the political 

process when they feel separated from it and powerless in relation to it; this is 

alienation because in a democratic society one belongs to the political 

process, and as a citizen it ought to belong to you. Reflection on one’s beliefs, 

values, or social order can also alienate one from others. It can undermine 

one’s attachment to others, cause one to feel separated from others.

This general definition equates ‘alienation’ with separation. This does 

not provide an adequate understanding of Hegel’s conception of ‘alienation’.
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Referring to Phenomenology of Spirit, Irving Horwitz maintains that for 

Hegel, alienation is, “the separation of the object of cognition from the man of 

consciousness, the philosopher’’.3 Horowitz understands ‘alienation’ as a 

synonym for separation. Halim Barakat claims that the conception of 

‘alienation’ can be traced to three sources. First, ‘alienation’ is defined in 

Hegelian-Marxian terms of powerlessness. Alienation is a result of being 

controlled by one’s own creations and tools. Second, ‘alienation’ is 

understood in Durkheim’s concept of “disintegration or breakdown in systems 

of social regulations and control.” Finally, the existentialists understand the 

term ‘alienation’ as “man’s experience of anxiety, restlessness, aloneness, 

despair and nothingness in the face of unlimited possibilities and under the 

burden of having to reject the past and constantly make a fresh start”. 

According to Barakat, these conceptions of ‘alienation’ are limited in four 

ways. The tendency is to use one concept rather than drawing on all three. 

That is, there is no agreement on the definition of ‘alienation.’ The three 

sources for understanding ‘alienation’ make no clear distinction between 

social and psychological alienation. Barakat says that few clearly distinguish 

between “source of alienation, alienation proper, and consequences of 

alienation.” Finally, few distinguish between “general alienation (i.e., 

alienation from society or the world at large) and specific alienation (i.e. 

alienation from a specific social organization)”. 4 Barakat’s understanding of 

Hegel is deficient. Alienation (German Enfremdung, also translatable as 

estrangement) is centrally the idea of something being separated from or 

strange to something else. I am self-alienated in so far as I cannot understand
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or accept myself; thought is alienated from reality in so far as it inadequately 

reflects it, I am alienated from my desires in so far as they are not 

authentically my own, but assail me as it were from without; I am alienated 

from the result of my labour in so far as they become commodities; and I may 

be alienated from my society in so far as I feel controlled by it, rather than part 

of a social unity that creates it. Thus the term alienation is multifaceted. It was 

taken over by nearly all the classical philosophical trends in the West as in the 

East. Hegel, who is one of the greatest German philosophers, took over the 

idea from his predecessors, but gave it a new slant and new basis, which 

denoted momentous progress.

Hegel used the concept alienation in his account of the history of the 

absolute mind or consciousness, which posits difference within itself and then 

does its best to overcome this self-alienation to regain unity. According to 

Hegel, unity, wholeness or harmony in all aspects of our being, is the end of 

life. It is unity in oneself, with other and with nature. Hegel was highly 

influenced by Plato and Aristotle from an early age. He was an enthusiastic 

student of the original Greek classics. He got the idea of unity of life from 

Plato and Aristotle. The main threat to such unity consists in division or 

alienation. Though the self should live in unity with itself, others and nature, it 

finds itself divided from itself and from them. The classical ideals demanded 

unity and modern society seemed to create division. Hegel wanted to reaffirm 

the classical ideal of unity against the world view. The goal is to overcome the 

divisions and achieve unity, so that it again at home in the world.
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He used alienation to portray the “unhappy consciousness” at the 

Roman world and the Christian Middle Age. When individuals under the 

Roman Empire deprived of the harmonious social and political life prevailing 

in Pagan antiquity, turned inward and directed their aspirations towards a 

transcendental deity and the other worldly kingdom.

He never identified himself with Protestant and Catholic. He regards 

Protestantism as an expression of extreme alienation of the self from the 

world. He wants to overcome this problem. He considers Christianity and 

Paganism as partial perspectives. In Christianity we begin with infinite and 

descend to finite whereas in Paganism we begin with finite and ascend to 

infinite. He argues that the task of philosophy is to unite both perspectives 

and to establish a new religion. He wanted to unite Paganism with Christianity 

to divinize nature and naturalize the divine. He rationalizes the concept of 

“God”. He denies its supernatural status. He believes that “God” is immanent 

in the world and is inseparable from nature and history.

Alienation is first discussed with regard to ‘Unhappy Consciousness’ 

and appears in ‘spirit as self-estrangement’, continuing in various forms 

throughout Phenomenology of Spirit. For Hegel, the unhappy consciousness 

is divided against itself, separated from its ‘essence’ which it has placed in a 

“beyond”. It was the most extreme form of alienation between self and world.

From the ‘unhappy consciousness’ chapter of the Phenomenology, we 

find a clear and critical attitude of Hegel towards Christianity in the Jena 

years. The orthodox Christianity is based on the belief of separation of God 

as transcendent and mankind as fallen. They conceive mankind as being in
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need of salvation. They maintain that salvation is possible through faith alone. 

A Christian sees his salvation in heaven; he regards himself as a stranger on 

the earth. The earth is the realm of disease, death and destruction. So the 

highest good can be found in the heavenly city.

Hegel wants to overcome the alienation between self and the world by 

giving a fundamental role to religion. It is religion that is likely to reconcile the 

individual to his world by showing him the immanence of the divine in nature 

and history. So by denying a transcendent God we overcome alienation but at 

the same time affirm the immanence of God.

Hegel was deeply interested in religious issues. In his young days his 

main concern was to take up religious concept and make them philosophically 

understandable. He defines religion as a “mode of consciousness” that seeks 

to establish the truth of the relationship between man and God. The truth of 

this relationship is the essence of religion. He argues that there is a deep 

need of mankind in general for religion. The religious attitude can encourage 

man to celebrate themselves as natural rather than spiritual beings. Hegel 

wanted to explore the content of religion by explaining the idea of God and 

the way this idea is related to man. In the words of Hegel, ‘religion possesses 

its object within itself and that object is God. Religion is the relation of the 

human consciousness to God’.

The problem of estrangement plays an important role in the 

‘Phenomenology of Spirit’. We find a systematic formulation of the problem of 

alienation and its overcoming in it. Before we examine, Hegel’s problems of 

alienation, in detail, we need some clarification about his method of dialectic.
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For to understand alienation is to understand the dialectic of thesis, antithesis 

and synthesis. Alienation is a kind of synthesis. It is self-fulfillment of all 

aspirations. It is not self annihilation but is a self completing process, for 

which Marx was indebted to Hegel.

So it is necessary to understand his dialectic method first. The dialectic 

begins with identity (Sein in the Hegel’s own word). It continues to the second 

step, which is negativity (Nichts in Hegel’s own word), the negation of the first 

step. The third step in the dialectic is Totality. Totality (Werden in Hegel’s own 

word) is the unified and unifying result of the first two steps, by which identity 

is first asserted and then negated. The concrete stage being totality, there is 

no pure identity or pure negativity. Identity and negativity are self- referential. 

Hegel himself has said,

“The negating being negates its identity to itself and becomes 
its own opposite but it continues to be same thing. It is the 
affirmation by negation”5

Thus negation is the instrument of progress; it is a potent source of 

conceptual movement.

Dialectic is the only true method of scholastic and scientific exposition. 

It is based on creative drive. Hegel uses his method in every field to find a 

solution. It is interpreted as a philosophical method which tries to explain this 

world of change and evolution in terms of unchangeable ideas. It is not 

something complicated and mysterious, but Hegel says, it is a method with a 

‘simple rhythm’; to dance to it takes no great skill. It is a method of exposition. 

Here each category is shown to be implicitly self contradictory and develops 

into the next. In the beginning of his logic Hegel gives an example which 

shows how his dialectic works. He gives ‘Being’ an example of a thesis. Here
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being stands for the mere “isness” of everything. Being is most abstract: it is

devoid of all determinations. It is the utter emptiness of all that exists. For

Hegel, to know an object merely as “being” is to know next to nothing about it.

The attempt to grasp “being” leads to its opposite “nothing”.

“Being, pure being, without any further determination.... It is 
pure indeterminateness and emptiness. There is nothing to be
intuited in it... just as little is anything to be thought in it....
Being, the indeterminate immediate, is in fact nothing, and 
neither more nor less than nothing” 6

Being passes into its opposite. ‘Nothing’ has at least the property of 

being defined. We can describe ‘nothing’ as the lack of determinate particular 

being. We end up in a situation where the attempt to grasp one melts into it’s 

opposite before once more to returning to itself.

As being and nothing work out their difference, they resolve into the 

synthesis, ‘becoming’. It is a unity since it involves the identity of being and 

nothing. It is more concrete. Synthesis is the positive outcome which unites 

both thesis and anti-thesis, avoids their self-contradictoriness. Hegel has 

applied this dialectical hierarchy in logic, philosophies of nature and spirit.

By his method of dialectic Hegel tried to solve the problem of 

alienation. Alienation is Hegel’s word, for what happens when people and 

ideas get cut off from unified reality. Alienation takes place when conflicts do 

not get resolved. It is a theme, which Hegel opened up for the modern world 

on many levels and in many subtle forms. One example of Hegel’s alienation 

is the idea that God is unknowable and separate from humanity.
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Let us take the normal scheme of Hegel’s dialectic. God is conceived 

as the undifferentiated universal, as the infinite and only true reality. While 

conceiving God we distinguish ourselves from him, between the infinite and 

finite. He becomes an object for me who is over and against me. When I am 

conscious of God as outside me or over against me then I feel alienated from 

Him. To overcome this alienation and separation, I have to return to Him. 

Thus there is a return of the particular to the universal, of the finite to the 

infinite. In this way man conceives himself as entering into union with God.

The idea of God contains two elements. First, that God is a being and 

exists in-and-for himself. Secondly, God exists in a relationship with man. It is 

important to understand this duality of the idea of God. At the same time, God 

is a, being-in-and-for-himself, and a being in a relationship, a being for an 

other. It is a necessity for God to have these things otherwise it would be a 

deficient idea of God.

Hegel wanted to explore the relationship of man with God. Accordingly 

he argues that man is the antithesis of God. Man is the antithesis of God not 

in terms of moral opposite but in the sense that man is finite and God is 

infinite. He sees Jesus Christ as the absolute ideality of the return of man’s 

spirit to identify with that of God’s absolute spirit. Religion is the real 

expression of man’s relationship with God, not his separation from Him. He 

wanted to synthesize the polar opposites into a whole and affirm a God of 

unity, not of separation.

God is absolute essence and the essence of consciousness. 

Consciousness must be both self and essence simultaneously. God must
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unite essence and self in himself. God is absolute essence means He is the

substance. In order to become spirit it is necessary that God also become 

subject or self. “God is spirit, “absolute spirit”. The movement thus goes from 

“pure substance” to the self-knowing and actual spirit. This spirit is self

knowing as subject or as self. There is a transition from in-itself to for-itself 

and the in-itself is not allowed to be lost entirely. At the end of the dialectic it 

must be in-and-for-itself.

The concept of God is at the beginning an immediately simple and self

identical, eternal essence. This implies pure abstraction. It corresponds to the 

level of pure thought, that is, abstract, unchangeable universality. When God 

is spirit, it expresses the fact that God is not merely abstract universality. 

Spirit implies the unity or unification of substance and subject.

When community treats God as spirit, it understands God as simple 

eternal essence and spirit is a contradiction and negative. In the course of 

further development Hegel shows that negativity lies not in the simultaneous 

assertion of the absolute essence and spirit but rather the simple essence as 

such has negativity in itself. God is eternally unchangeable. He is the 

negative-in-itself and this otherness does not exist in opposition to the 

thinking-consciousness, it must be otherness itself. This dialectic shows that 

the absolute in-itself is not only an extreme in thought but also in thought 

itself. Thus God is not only in-itself but he is also for-itself, that is, He is self 

thought and concept.7
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Thought is duality, otherness and difference. If God is thought, he 

distinguishes himself from himself and becomes an object. He thinks himself, 

conceives himself. There is a transition from T to ‘not-l’.8

God, in so far as is pure essence, is othering. This means He is only 

an other for Himself. He is only an other in so far as He thinks Himself. But at 

the same time, He is identical with Himself. He is the unity, returned into itself. 

This means that the othering of God remains in the element of pure thought. If 

God is other in Himself, He is also not only an object of knowing but rather is 

Himself knowing. He is thus self, for-itself and in principle also being-within- 

itself. Thus being-in-itself, however, does not come about here as such in 

appearance, but rather first of all God constitute Himself as knowing by 

externalization by positing of an opposite. God recognizes Himself only in so 

far as He becomes the other. In absolute externalization, God comes entirely 

to Himself. 9

Determinate plurality is possible in relation to unity. The human being 

is in-itself spirit or self, he is in-itself and for-itself, but he must become for 

itself. The othering of God is the first level in the element of pure thought. 

Here othering means only the transition to pure for-itself. There is also a 

fundamental difference between man and God. The in-itself, absolute 

substance, totality collected in the unity, stands in God at the start. God at 

first is objectivity or essence. Man is exactly the opposite, originally 

subjectivity. Man is worldly, God is totality. Man is dispersed out into the 

manifold consciousness. The dispersion stands at the beginning and above 

all a withdrawal into-itself. In each othering there is externalization.
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Hegel refers to the spirit, which is spirit-in-itself, but not yet for-itself, as 

innocent. Gradually man becomes aware of himself, of his self: the for-itself is 

reached and becomes at the same time the object of consciousness. The for- 

itself occupies the position of the in-itself. Thus a conflict arises between the 

two. Again there is a reconciliation. In this way the dialectic is complete.

As it is seen, Hegel’s early writings have been described as 

‘theological’. His philosophy is always about theology in the sense that, its 

subject matter is always about absolute or in religious language God and the 

relation of the finite to the infinite.

But in his later writings we find him as a firm believer in the unity of 

form and content. For him, real is rational and the rational is the real. We can 

apprehend reality only in its reconstruction. Hegel was considered as a great 

visionary as he presented mankind one of the most grandiose and impressive 

pictures of the universe. As a matured thinker he placed philosophy above 

religion as the more complete and true form of experience.

Hegel’s absolute is not an impenetrable reality existing above and 

behind its determinate manifestation. We should understand what Hegel 

means by the absolute. Absolute is not something which lies beyond the 

experiences and activities of men. Absolute is the Totality, reality as a whole, 

the universe. This totality is infinite life, a process of self-development. The 

absolute is the process of its own becoming, the circle which presupposes its 

end as its beginning. It becomes concrete or actual only by its development 

and through its end. He never thought of absolute as a transcendental deity.
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The absolute is the totality, the whole of reality, and this totality is a process. It 

is a process of self-reflection in which reality comes to know itself.

Hegel agrees with Aristotle that God is self-thinking thought but differs 

by saying that it is not transcendent reality but universe’s knowledge of itself. 

It is not realized in a supramundane consciousness. Thus we can define 

absolute as self-thinking thought which comes to think of itself.

Hegel, discarding the traditional proof for the existence of God 

remarked that these proofs have fallen into discredit. They are not 

philosophical. He was against any type of unreasoned faith and pious 

feelings. Thus from Hegelian point of view, it is the task of philosophy to give 

the true proof for the existence of God.

He was attracted by the Greek genius and exercised marked influence 

towards the Christian religion. He was also influenced by the rationalistic 

theism with a certain infusion of or tincture of Biblical supernaturalism. But, 

Hegel criticized Christianity by considering it arid and barren. He thought 

Christianity is a book religion and is a product of alien race. It is imposed and 

hostile to human happiness and liberty. On the other hand, Greek religion is 

intimately related to the spirit and genius of the people and formed an integral 

part of their culture.

There is a transformation of Christianity into an authoritarian 

ecclesiastical and dogmatic system which results in alienation of man from his 

true self. Liberty of thought and morality was lost through the imposition of 

dogmas and moral law. Thus man was regarded as alienated from God. In his 

early Berne period, Hegel remarks:
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“A positive faith is a system of religious propositions which 

are true for us because they have been presented to us by an 

authority which we cannot fault..., the concept implies a 

system of religious propositions or truths which must be held 

to be truth independently of our own opinions, and which even 

if no man has ever perceived them, and even if no man has 

ever considered them to be truths, nevertheless remains 

truth”.10

Such positivity has not given us something to accept voluntarily but 

imposes authoritatively without giving any reason. When Hegel directed his 

attention to the themes of alienation, he was dissatisfied with any view of 

reality as a remote and transcendental being. In his critique of Christianity, 

Hegel observes:

“The objectivity of the deity increased in direct proportion to 

the increase in the corruption and slavery of man, and this 

objectivity in reality no more than a revelation, a manifestation 

of this spirit of the age.... The spirit of the age was revealed in

the objectivity of its God when .... it was introduced into a

world alien to us, in a realm in which we had no share, where 

we would not acquire a place through our activity, but at most 

by begging or conjuring our way in; it was an age in which

man was a non-ego and his God another non-ego.... In such

an age the Deity sheds all its subjectivity and becomes 

nothing but an object”. 11

Hegel objects to Christianity because, its deity can be reached only by 

supplication, please and prayers and remains a divinity beyond the reach of 

our power and our will. Men are thus impotent and reduced to the level of 

passive onlookers. What men now see is a response to their supplications or 

a voluntary gift, but not the result of their own potency.
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Hegel’s phenomenology of spirit is the true birth place and secret of 

Hegelian philosophy. He gives full recognition to the problem of 

estrangement. In Phenomenology, Hegel undertakes an exposition of how 

knowledge makes its appearance through a sequence of determinate 

negatives. Absolute knowing knows that what appears as its object is itself. 

But this requires spirit to know itself through producing itself as alienation and 

then sublating this alienation, such that ‘it is at home with itself in its 

otherness as such.’ Thus the truth of spirit is actual when posited through 

negation.

Hegel’s resolution to alienation is through philosophical understanding, 

an embrace to the rational world. His conception of alienation is much 

broader than simply a sense of powerlessness. His resolution to alienation in 

phenomenology of spirit is concerned with consciousness. He used the 

concept of alienation in his account of the history of the absolute mind or 

consciousness, which posits difference within itself and then does its best to 

overcome this self-alienation to regain unity. In the process of change, 

everything has an antithetical nature, a unity and contradiction of opposites. It 

is both itself and becoming something else, its other, but this other is simply 

the development of the “itself, the implicit becomes explicit, the possible 

becomes real. In Hegel’s philosophy two main categories are alienation and 

estrangement. They are extreme expression of “otherness”. Absolute is at the 

centre of Hegel’s philosophical system. It is the whole of reality. This Absolute 

first exists as pure idea, a mere logical idea. The idea, breaks out of itself to a 

completely alienated condition - to Nature. In Hegel’s word, the idea or spirit
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resolves to go forth as nature. He considered nature as a lifeless dispersed 

mode of existence in contradiction with the lively permanent motion and 

universality of the absolute idea. This contradiction drives the idea forward 

which begins to emancipate itself from its lifeless egg-shell and is born as 

mind. Mind dialectically passes through a series of stages from crude 

sensation, across religion, to reach its highest self-realization in philosophy. 

Thus eventually the idea completes its cycle and ends as absolute.

Throughout the complex process of the Absolute idea, alienation plays 

a positive role. It is the expression of the negative at work within Hegelian 

Dialectics. The negative, as alienation is constantly destroying the existing 

forms through the conflict of opposites, thus everything is permanently driven 

on toward a higher form of existence. When mind becomes alienated from 

itself, conflicts arise. The most profound alienation in Hegel’s thought is the 

alienation or estrangement between one’s consciousness and its objects. The 

objective world becomes opposed to man. Human existence is plunged into 

all embracing contradiction.

Absolute knowledge comprehends objectivity standing over against the 

‘subjectivity’ estranged from it and is brought forth only within the self- 

alienating movement of spirit. Alienation is the central philosophical concept 

of the phenomenology. Let us analyze the following crucial passage from 

Hegel’s last chapter in which he employs this term in summarizing his 

conclusion.

“Surmounting the object of consciousness is not to be taken 

one-sidedly to mean that the object showed itself as returning 

into the self.... But rather that it is alienation of consciousness
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that posits thing hood and that this alienation has not merely a 

negative but a positive meaning... for self-consciousness.... 

for in this alienation it posits itself as object, or the object as 

itself.... These positing at the same time contains the other 

moment that self-consciousness has equally sublated this 

alienation and objectivity to and taken it back into itself so that 

it is at home with itself in its otherness as such”. 12

In his logic, Hegel intends to take the advantage of the double meaning 

of ‘Aufhebung’ (sublation) which means not only to abolish but to preserve. In 

Hegel’s system affirmation and negation are brought together, thus in spite of 

their ‘sublation’ in the course of Hegel’s philosophy of right, property, the 

family, civil society etc. continue to exist. In the phenomenology, ‘Aufhebung’ 

preserves alienation in the very moment of retracting it.

The estrangement forms taken on by spirit when it posits itself as 

objective remain as they are. The novelty consists solely in the reconciliation. 

Philosophy affords whereby spirit can feel at home, not withstanding this 

estrangement, because in it, it is its own other. Indeed, the alienation of self- 

consciousness is given a positive significance above in that it posits the self 

as objective. Hegel also stressed that there is no need to be afraid of such 

objectification.

“Spirit, he recalls, has shown itself to us to be neither merely 

the withdrawal of self-consciousness into pure inwardness, 

nor the more submergence of self-consciousness into 

substance. Using the language of ‘subject’ and substance he 

explains that ‘spirit is this movement of the self which empties 

itself of itself and sinks into its substance, and also, as subject, 

has gone out of that substance, into itself. He goes on: the first 

reflection out of immediacy is the subject’s differentiation of 

itself from its substance... the withdrawal into itself and the
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becoming of the pure but.... neither has the “I” to cling to 

itself in the form of self-consciousness as against the form of 

substantiality and objectivity, as if it were afraid of its 

alienation; the power of spirit lies rather in remaining the self

same spirit in its alienation and, as that which is both in itself 

and for itself, in making its being-for-itself no less merely a 

moment than its in itself’.13

Hegel explains in the preface that truth is not only ‘substance’ but is

equally subject. The famous passage follows:

Further, the living substance is being which is in truth subject, 

or, which is the same, is in truth actual only in so far as it is the 

movement of positing itself, or the mediation of its becoming- 

other with its own self. As subject it is pure simple negativity 

and thus the bifurcation of the simple, it is the doubling which 

sets up opposition, and then again the negation of 

...opposition. Only this self-restoring sameness, or this 

reflection in otherness with in-itself - not an original or 

immediate unity as such-is the true, it is the process of its own 

becoming the circle that presupposes, its end as its goal, 

having its end also for its beginning and only by being worked 

out to its end, is it actual”. 14

Hegel further explains that, the life of God and divine cognition can be 

spoken of as love playing with itself but he immediately qualifies this edifying 

notion. If, in-itself, the divine life is one of untroubled unity with itself in-itself, 

for which otherness and estrangement and the overcoming of estrangement 

are not serious matters. This leaves out the fact that its actualization in 

developed form is necessarily marked by, the seriousness, the suffering, the 

patience and the labour of the negative alienation. He explains that spirit 

needs time to do this in the last chapter. Hence the movement of carrying

47



forward the form of its self-knowledge is the labour which accomplishes as 

actual history.

Hegel treats alienation as a universal, ontological characteristic of self- 

conscious spirit. He regards alienation from nature as a characteristic feature 

of spirit. It is equally a part of the essence of self-conscious spirit to strive to 

overcome its alienation, its separation from nature. This sets for it a historical 

task which is also a characteristic feature of human spirit.

For Hegel, spirit is essentially ontologically and historical in character. 

Alienation can and will be overcome when spirit completes its development 

and comes to be at home in the world. This is a historical process. For Hegel, 

there are aspects of alienation which are not specific to capitalism but apply 

to all historical societies. Equally, moreover, the overcoming of alienation is a 

fundamental human drive: a historical task, achievable historically.

For Hegel, the overcoming of alienation is not an unattainable or even 

a distant idea; it can be, and is being achieved in the present. Work is an 

essential part of the process of spiritual self- development. It is a process of 

alienation and its overcoming leading to self-realization. The central theme of 

the Hegelian system is the story of human self- development, culminating in 

the spiritual achievements - the art, religion and philosophy of his own age. 

Thus, in Hegel’s system, labour is often presented in positive and uncritical 

terms as playing an essential role in a story of spiritual development and 

progress.

One of the most famous sections of the ‘Phenomenology1 is Hegel’s 

description of the ‘master slave’ dialectic. Hegel begins with two subjects
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struggling for recognition. This battle for recognition leads to a life for death 

struggle, after which one consciousness is master and the other is slave. The 

master is the dominant self-consciousness whose existence is being-for-self, 

while the slave is being-for another. The slave exists only to fulfill the master’s 

desire. The lord can only achieve the ‘negation’ of things, whereas, the slave 

works on the world to produce the things the master needs so the slave 

affirms himself as capable of altering the world.

In the Phenomenology of Spirit, we find that the aim of life is to free 

itself from the confinement of “in-itself and to become “for-itself. He 

characterizes self-consciousness as a form of life. In the master/ slave 

dialectic it refers to the development of self-consciousness as an essential 

moment to become for-itself. Each step in the dialectic is an attempt to make 

its unity, to make explicit what is implicit and to become for itself. This section 

occurs and gets extended exposition in the phenomenology. The master/ 

slave dialectic makes its appearance in different roles at different stages in 

Hegel’s work. In the review of master-slave dialectic, it reveals that there is a 

return of consciousness into self-consciousness. He believes that the self can 

become conscious of itself only in and through the mediation of another self- 

consciousness. It is premised on the fact that ‘self-consciousness exists in 

and for itself when, and by the fact that, it also exists for another: i.e. it exists 

only in being acknowledged.15 To attain self consciousness, we must first set 

boundaries. Exclusion and separation are necessary to founding of the self. 

The earliest stage is desiring self-consciousness. But then the situation
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becomes confrontational. Two self conscious individuals confront each other

as objects. They are not authentic in their self consciousness.

In isolation a subject can live perfectly but can be said to exist only 

when it is self-conscious. A subject can be said to be self-conscious when it is 

affirmed by another as a fellow subject. A sovereign subject only exists as 

such when it is recognized by other subject. This is possible when there is 

mutual recognition of each other. The mutual recognition or contact between 

two independent individuals is not mediated by any other entity. “Self- 

consciousness has before it another self-consciousness”.16 It has come out of 

itself. This has a double significance. First, it has lost its own self, since it 

finds itself as an other being. Secondly, in doing so it has superseded the 

other, for it does not see the other as an essential being, but in the other sees 

its own self. "7}

When an individual confronts other absolutely foreign individuals, they 

are not recognized well. He can only perceive other in terms of its own 

categories, beliefs and way of life. But in this sense it refuses its otherness 

and miss-recognizes the other as deficient versions of itself. What is essential 

about the other is not recognized. In this way one individual is alienated from 

the other. A world is made up of mutually self-isolated individuals. The subject 

inhabits a world, not of passive dead objects, but of independent living 

beings. Subjects interact as blind forces, external to one another, like plants 

or animals. These two self-consciousnesses appear to each other as pure 

externality, which gives rise to a battle for recognition. The first consciousness
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exists as an individual it considers other as inessential object. But the other is 

also self-conscious.

One individual makes its appearance to another in antithetical manner. 

They appear to each other like any ordinary object and do not rise above the 

bare level of life.

Before meeting or recognition of the other, each self consciousness 

only has knowledge of its own being and so has no certainty of itself, since 

the being of the self is essentially a socially acknowledged being.17 From the 

point of view of self-consciousness each sees in the other a sensuous and 

natural form of itself. The struggle for recognition is due to inequality. 

Inequality arises out of the necessity of each to rid itself of its abstract relation 

to itself. At first each relates to its other in the mode of desire. Each seeks to 

detach itself from, any specific existence... (viz) that it is not attached to life.18

Its self-certainty is merely inward and not found in the objective world, 

the world outside. Recognition cannot demonstrate the truth of a subject’s 

existence. It is possible through reciprocal and mutual understanding.

Therefore, the self-consciousness which is desire, can reach its truth 

only by finding another living self-consciousness. These two self- 

consciousnesses are isolated, self-sufficient subjects ready to go to war with 

each other. It gives rise to a battle for recognition. In the battle for recognition 

one individual refuses to give equal and independent status to other 

individual. It refuses to acknowledge the status of another rational being 

having the same organic structure and physical appearance as its own, it 

attempts to control and overpower others and make them obey, so that its
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independence can be established. To establish independence, the self 

passes through several stages like, the life/ death struggle, the master/ slave 

conflict etc.

The self-consciousness firstly sets itself to the task of eliminating the 

other.19 The self-consciousness which stands over against itself, each seeks 

the death of the other. Here it is noteworthy that Hegel justified death and 

war. To attend self-certainty each risks its life in attempting to negate the 

other’s life. Any absolute success on behalf of either results in the death of 

both. Thus death is the natural negation of consciousness, negation without 

independence which thus remains without the required significance of 

recognition. 20 The very relationship to death first enslaved one of the self 

consciousnesses and freedom is implicit in the second case.

Hegel also justifies the existence of evil as necessary to historical 

progress. It is an essential stage towards the self awareness of freedom. 

According to Hegel evil comes with fall of man, the lapse from the paradise of 

unity. To realize its freedom, the fall is necessary. One has to develop one’s 

power of reflection, capacity to think for oneself. To develop such a capacity 

alienation or separation from original unity is required. It is necessary that one 

should not feel at home in the world.

The assertions of one subject’s will indifferent to the other, threatens 

the other with death whether intended or not. However, in the task of gaining 

recognition by eliminating its other, the self-consciousness must acknowledge 

that does eliminate its other. It therefore eliminates itself. By killing the other 

subject, the subject fails to gain recognition of the truth of its existence,
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having only secured it for the moment. The subject reduces itself to self

subsistence when a subject simply dismisses or destroys another subject. In 

the process nothing is gained other than affirmation of its own superiority. 

Thus, involvement of the universal in life of the subject is required to achieve 

self-certainty.

The bondsman is dependent on the lord, doing the lord’s bidding and 

providing lord with recognition. The bondsman gains his personality through 

the lord. He becomes a mere object for the satisfaction of the lord’s needs 

and wants. Hence, the bondsman is a labourer, his ‘labourer is his being’. The 

master subject remains a subject which knows no universal or overreaching 

power to mediate its relation to other subject. In this sense it remains a single, 

self-sufficient subject. But it is oriented to another which it sees as sub

ordinate to itself. So it knows itself through the activity of another 

consciousness.

The bondsman is not merely a human who happens to labour for the 

sake of his lord. His purpose is that of another. The objects that he works on 

and creates are not his own but that of his lord and they constitute the chain 

from which he cannot get away. As the objects of his labour are his entire 

being he is at the mercy of the owner of these objects which he labours on, 

his being then becomes ‘being-for-another.’ Labour is the mediating 

relationship between bondsman and the lord. The bondsman’s consciousness 

exists only in the form and shape of thing hood. He becomes a thing whose 

very existence consists in its being used.
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Thus self-consciousness is reduced to mere instrument. The

bondsman’s need is inessential and they work for the master’s need. By 

recognizing the master’s needs as absolute, the bondsman’s own needs are 

cancelled and he becomes enslaved. The slave’s activity is meaningful only if 

his activity is oriented around the needs and way of life of the master. Hence 

reciprocal recognition has been cancelled. What the lord sees in the 

bondsman or what the bondsman sees in the lord, is not what either sees in 

himself 21. The lord’s essential nature is to exist only for himself; he is the 

sheer negative power for whom the thing is nothing. He is pure and essential 

while the action of the bondsman is impure and inessential. Both violate the 

golden rule that what the lord does to the other he also does to himself and 

what the bondsman does to himself he should also do to the other. The 

outcome is one-sided and unequal. They give rise to a new relationship of 

inequality between the two self consciousnesses: one has become lord, the 

other bondsman.

Thus ‘class division’ has been introduced into a traditional egalitarian 

way of life. The master’s accomplishments are the products of the slave’s 

labour; the slave does what the master only wishes for. The lord also relies on 

the bondsman’s labour for his livelihood, he depends on the bondsman’s self- 

consciousness. He fails to realize his own independent status as self 

consciousness. Analysis shows that at first master is taken to be the essential 

reality. Labour is identical with alienating activity, the result is ‘man’s coming 

to be as alienated from man. Hence, the role of labour is very important. 

Labour is for a purpose, a project, an idea, not just subsistence. It is a
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spiritual activity. Alienation can be overcome when there is a revolution in 

consciousness. When spirit achieves absolute knowledge of itself and all its 

works, there is a development of spirit towards its self-awareness. The spirit 

recovers itself. In Hegel, we find that labour enslaves and emancipates the 

bondsman. The dialectic of lordship/ bondage is metaphorical representation. 

Actually, Hegel develops self-consciousness out of the mere consciousness 

of external object. Consciousness cannot grasp itself in things. It must 

distinguish itself absolutely from them through their radical negative. Self- 

consciousness can only gain proper recognition through mutual respect. Here 

we are concerned with the most primitive level of self-consciousness, that of 

self-consciousness in general as against consciousness of objects.

The lord does not work for the objects at his desire. He lacks the self- 

consciousness which is gained through work. When the lord uses or enjoys 

the objects, he is using the self-consciousness of another- the labourer. The 

lord becomes dependent on the bondsman. The master is dependent for both 

recognition and work. Hence he is no longer an independent consciousness. 

He attains satisfaction through him, for this reason he is not an independent 

being- for himself. If we analyze deeply, we can see that it is really the master 

who is a slave because his object is the ‘unalloyed feeling of self-satisfaction’: 

that is to say, he is a slave to his appetites. His satisfactions are only fleeting, 

lacking the permanence of objective.

The servant, on the other hand, achieves mastery of his art. He can 

see that without his labour the world will cease to function. He sees that his 

labour is crucial in creating and fostering the world. He learns to recognize
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himself in these objects and things that make the world. The slave, who is 

forced to labour for the master, becomes aware of its own truth through the 

labour it performs. Although the slave possesses a thingies existence, the 

truth for slave consciousness is actually pure being-for-self. The seed of 

negativity and being-for-self is implicitly shown within slave consciousness. 

The slave already carries within it the truth of self consciousness, because 

this consciousness has been fearful, not of this or that particular thing or just 

at odd moments, but its whole being has been seized with dread; for it has 

experienced the fear of death, the absolute master.

It is the slave, who rises to the level of universal human reason. This 

turning of the table is necessary. In other words, the master is alienated as 

well as the bondsman. To establish a link between master and slave 

alienation is essential. Here one thing is noteworthy that it brings about an 

advance to self-consciousness. The consciousness of the power of labour to 

transform things is important. Material achievement does not provide a basis 

for Hegelian self-consciousness. As it is a spiritual odyssey, importance lies in 

the spiritual result and not in material one. It would be wrong if we claim that 

Hegel equates material labour with alienation. Here labour is a recuperating 

moment in spirit’s drive to realize its freedom in the face of blankness of 

objectivity. It is important to mention Lajwith’s opinion: for Hegel, work is not a 

particular economic activity, to be contrasted, say to leisure or play, but the 

basic way in which man produces his life, thereby giving form to the world. 

Work is neither physical nor intellectual in a particular sense, but spiritual in 

the absolute ontological sense.
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Hegel gave a spiritual interpretation of work. Through work, the 

bondsman becomes conscious of what he truly is. Hegel argues that 

consciousness becomes aware that it need not identify itself with any 

particular work. It is universal because it is ‘absolute negativity’ in so far as it 

withdraws itself from any determinate or particular work. In so far as work 

takes its place as a determinate particular in the world, it passes into an alien 

reality. Consciousness takes an idealistic attitude to work. Hegel explicates a 

negative function to work as a formative activity. The slave achieves self 

mastery in fearful work for the master. This negative aspect of the work is 

closely related with the absolute negativity of the death. In working of the 

objects, the salves own negativity, his pure being for self becomes an object 

for him. This negative moment is the alien being before which it has 

trembled22.

Work or labour and the fear of death are counterpart of the slave’s 

being-for-self. Hence they are essential. In this sense, alienation is positive to 

realize the truth of self consciousness. Death is the dissolution of the slave’s 

entanglements in sensuous nature. The slave posits himself as a negative in 

the permanent order of things, and thereby becomes for himself, some one 

existing on his own account23 The independence and freedom possible in self 

consciousness are due to the fear of death and work. Hegel emphasized the 

importance of death and considered it as a crucial premise for the possibility 

of the slave’s recognizing himself as being-for-self. Thus fear of death is 

implanted in the slave. There is always an intimate connection between death 

and the truth of self-consciousness, its freedom, self-recognition and work.
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Thus Hegel saw an evolution in the life of the masters and slaves. The 

slaves first stoically accept their fate as slaves and the power of the masters 

had over them. Then they become nihilistic cynic towards their situation. Then 

they became bored with the master-slave relationship. This leads to a 

fundamental change. It leads finally to a new life of abstraction, they transfer 

themselves to autonomous self consciousness.

When the spirit marches towards self realization, evil appears during 

the moment of difference. Spirit feels alienated due to inner division. The 

stage of division has two aspects: first, the self opposes itself to the other and 

second, the self still depends on the other. To assert its independence the 

self fights the other. In this case he does not realize that true independence 

can only be achieved through the other. He tries to destroy what is really 

essential to him. In attempting to do so he suffers from torment and agony 

which is it’s worst enemy. Here the spirit does not understand why it happens. 

He does not understand that alienation is a necessary stage in the self- 

realization of spirit. If we understand and grasp the necessity of alienation, 

state of division is overcome. The self incorporates the other within itself and 

makes itself whole again. From this, it is clear that in Hegel’s philosophy 

struggle, conflict and alienation are necessary for spiritual development.

The first stage - the need for recognition.The self can gain independence 

when recognized by other living beings
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CHAPTER-III

MARXISM
AND

ALIENATION



MARXISM AND ALIENATION

Marx was primarily concerned with philosophical issues when he was 

in the university in Germany. He was greatly influenced by the then German 

ideology and dialectics of Hegel and his followers. Some small incidents 

influenced Marx which happened in the Rhine province of western Germany. 

The poor peasants and other impoverished workers began to steal wood from 

the estates of the large landowners. The Government intervened violently 

against these people. It led Marx to conclude that the state represents only 

one part of the society, those who own private property rather than the 

general interest. He began to consider the proletariat as an important class. 

His approach was more philosophical than political. In his early years he had 

discussed the plight of the Moselle wine-growers and the problem of Prussian 

wood thefts. In 1844, he came in contact with the first socialist and workers 

organization in Paris. From study of philosophy i.e. Hegelianism, in 1843, he 

undertook the study of political economy, especially at the Adam Smith- 

Ricardo School. Engels analysis also spurred Marx to study political 

economy. Engels also provided a study of working class life, the condition of 

the working class in England in 1844. Marx began to criticize the political 

economists. He made the first attempt to synthesize his philosophical and 

economic ideas in the ‘Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts (1844)’. It is 

also called Parsian Manuscripts. This was an attempt to integrate his ideas 

about labour in bourgeois society with ideas about the fate of man, man’s 

position in history and his existence on the earth. Marx drew parallels
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between Hegelian philosophy and classical political economy, especially with 

respect to labour, and its importance in the analysis of society.

Alienation plays a central role in the Manuscripts, The German 

Ideology, and The Holy family. The theory of alienation is the intellectual 

construct in which Marx displays the devastating effect of capitalist production 

on human beings, on their physical and mental state and on the social 

processes of which they are a part .1 Through a careful examination of Marx’s 

theory of alienation, we shall see how modern bourgeois capitalism corrupts 

the most basic relationship. We shall observe how Marx’s entire project rests 

on a foundational concern for the individual’s alienated state in relation to the 

material world, his activity and most importantly his fellow human being. The 

theory of alienation plays a central role in his early writings and in his 

philosophical system as a whole.

The first major topic of the Manuscripts is alienation. It has many 

interpretations. We have already discussed different meanings of the concept 

of Alienation in the introductory chapter. The young Marx uses the terms 

Entfremdung (alienation or estrangement) and Entausserung (Externalization 

or alienation) in several different ways. It is applicable to various things to 

which it is closely connected. The important task is to discover the ways in 

which Marx uses the concept of alienation. It has been used to stand for:

1. The separation of things which naturally belong together, or the 

establishment of some relation of indifference or hostility between things 

which are properly in harmony.
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2. Workers are said to be deprived of, and hence ‘alienated’ (separated) from 

their products; they stand in an alien (hostile) relation to the environment in 

which they work, and they experience the labour they perform as alien to 

them.

3. The division of labour separates people into rigid categories, and sets 

human activities in an ‘alien’ relation to each other by developing the ones 

needed for each specialization to the detriment of each person’s individuality 

and integral humanity.

4. The economic system separates or alienates people from one another, by 

making them indifferent to the needs of other.

5. In the modern state the individual’s conscious participation in society as 

‘citizen’ is separated from everyday life, experienced as an alien or false 

identity to be assumed at odd intervals for ritual purposes. The political state 

itself is ‘alienated’ from the realm of material production and exchange in 

which people sustain their actual common life.

6. Christian religion separates every thing valuable and worthwhile from 

man and nature, positing it in an alien being outside the world 2

In Marx’s days one of the meanings of Enfremdung, was ‘madness’ or 

‘insanity’. Marx does not regard the alienated individuals as insane. He 

regards them as involved in some sort of irrationality. It may also mean 

‘unnatural separation’.

We are ‘alienated’ if we either experience our lives as meaningless or 

ourselves as worthless. It may be defined as lack of sense of meaning and 

lack of a sense of self-worth. A sense of meaning and a sense of self-worth
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are different but usually go together. Marx’s early writings are full of examples 

showing the disruptions of harmonies or vital relationship either within a 

human self or between the self and the world. These contribute to a person’s 

loss of a sense of self- worth or of coherence and meaning in life.

According to Marx the alienated workers are people robbed of all 

actual life contents and rendered worthless, devoid of dignity. Under existing 

social relations, “man is a degraded, enslaved, forsaken, despicable being”.3

One prominent theme which Marx stresses is the ‘alienation’ of human 

creations. Marx speaks of ‘self alienated’ individual to mean ‘alienated’ from 

that person’s true self or humanity. Alienated workers, according to Marx, 

spend their days in enervating drudgery and must do so if they are to obtain 

the means of physical subsistence, and so sustain the whole absurd cycle of 

their alienated lifes. “Life itself appears as only a means of life ... (man’s) life 

activity his essence is made into only a means to his existence”.4

Alienation, as experience of one’s self and life as empty, worthless and 

degraded is a vague notion. Capitalist relations according to Marx, also 

produce social conflict, poverty, disease, ugliness and insecurity. All these 

evils involve the loss of a sense of meaning or self-worth. These evils are 

associated with alienation in bourgeois form.

Marx recognized that people have become dehumanized by the 

alienation they suffer in contemporary life. Alienation is a process whereby 

people come to be divorced or isolated from the society around them. They 

become foreign to the world they live in.
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The concept of alienation is not original with Marx. He acquired it from 

his predecessors especially from Hegel and Feuerbach’s. Much of his early 

thinking was a mirror of Feuerbach’s. He differs from them in regard to the 

nature and causes of alienation.

Hegelianism was the ideological source and starting point of Marxian 

thought. Marx began his intellectual life as an ardent Hegelian. He recognized 

that the concept of alienation reflected extremely significant aspects of social 

life. Marx’s thinking was greatly influenced by the idealism and dialectic of the 

German philosopher Hegel.

FEUERBACH & ALIENATION

Hegel and Feuerbach regard alienation as a certain form of acute false 

consciousness which contains certain error/illusion about one self, one’s 

humanity or one’s relation to ultimate reality.

Feuerbach expressed the view that Hegel’s philosophy was in reality 

an abstract expression of the alienation of man from himself. Absolute idea 

was nothing but “a thing of thought”. Thus he stated that Hegel’s system has 

a religious essence. He reestablished the materialist truth that matter is the 

real base for thought. All ideas, Gods, angels and devils are our own 

intellectual creations. Religion reverses the real relations between man and 

nature. Man created God in his own image. Religion is a phenomenon of self 

estrangement. Hegelian idealism becomes Feuerbachian humanism. He 

argues that religion is a form of alienation which prevents people from 

attaining religion of their own species - being.
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Feuerbach's thinking has been described as humanist, because his 

theory of alienation is based on a theory of human nature as species-being 

as an innate to the human species. Ludwig Feuerbach used Entfremdung to 

describe this alienation from ourselves as arising from our projecting all the 

good qualities of human being into an imaginary figure called God. He 

believed that all the values that emanate from human beings, labour on earth 

is displaced into a beyond and thus the individual is alienated from himself.

But the concept is used by Marx to stand for a process in which 

humans become estranged from the products of their labours. Marx wrote 

about the concept of alienation which mirrored Feuerbach’s thinking. 

Feuerbach expanded Hegel’s concept of alienation through the theme that 

God is created by our human thoughts. Feuerbach wanted to abolish 

Christian values from human consciousness so that humans could conceive 

themselves as natural beings unalienated from themselves. It is the same in 

religion. The more man puts in God, the less he retains in himself. For 

Feuerbach, people alienate their essential being by attributing their human 

qualities to a God who is then worshipped on account of these qualities. In 

worshipping God, therefore people are unconsciously worshipping 

themselves. Marx takes his idea of alienation from Feuerbach, who showed 

the alienation of man from God. Feuerbach’s argument is that God created by 

man as the projection of man’s species-essence, the totality of his powers 

and attributes raised to the level of infinity. All religion is ‘opium’ to which 

alienated people turned for tranquillization. He resolves the religious essence 

into the human essence. He was actually not against religion in general, but
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was critical to those beliefs which conceive God as transcendent or outside 

the world. Such beliefs contribute to our sense of alienation. His account of 

alienation aimed not only at prevailing religious ideas, but also at their 

harmful psychological and social consequences. Another grim aspect of 

alienation is that it induces people, incapable of reconciling themselves to the 

real world, to manufacture illusory ones. In Hegel, it is self-alienated spirit, but 

in Marx, it is man alienated from himself. This alienation can be found in other 

spheres than religion. Specifically, in economy, as a sphere of alienation. So, 

he studied Adam Smith and other classical theorists of political economy. We 

find that the economic alienation is prominent in Marx’s philosophy. But to the 

underdeveloped mind, it appears as if Gods have created Nature and Man. 

Ideologically man is manipulated by “Witch doctors” and “Priests”. Thus men 

for thousand of years prostrated themselves before the idol of their ruling 

classes, the Gods manufactured in the minds of men.

Feuerbach thinks of alienation as a form of false consciousness. He 

conceives the overcoming of alienation as a theoretical victory, a triumph of a 

true species consciousness over a false one. For him, people should 

understand their essence as species being. Once people renounce their 

religious illusions about themselves and come to have the rational ideal of 

what human life should be, a truly human sociality will naturally arises in 

place of alienated one.

We can find the humanistic element in Marx which stems from the 

Feuerbach’s material inversion of Hegelian philosophy. Feuerbach argues 

that, truth, reality and sensation are identical. Only a sensuous being is a true
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and real being. Feuerbach maintains that the materialistic sensuous 

perceptible world is the only reality. Our consciousness and thinking is the 

product of a material, bodily organ. The brain is not a product of mind but 

mind is the product of matter. This is the clear reflection of materialism.

Feuerbach glorifies man by emphasizing his superiority over other 

animals. Human beings are different from other animals because there is a 

development of the senses of feeling, hearing, seeing and so on. He 

maintains:

“Man does not have the sense of small of a hunting dog or of a 

raven, but only because his sense of smell is a sense embracing 

ail kinds of smell; hence it is a freer sense which however is 

indifferent to particular smells. But, wherever a sense is elevated 

above the limits of particularly and its bondage to needs, It is 

elevated to an independent and theoretical significance and 

dignity. Even the lowest senses, smell and taste, elevate 

themselves in man to intellectual and scientific acts. The smell 

and taste of things are objects of natural science. Indeed, even 

the stomach of man, which we view so contemptuously, is not 

animal but human because it is a universal being that is not 

limited to certain kinds of food. He who concludes his view of man 

with the stomach, placing it in the class of animals, also consigns 

man as far as eating is concerned, to bestiality”. 5

The young Marx was not comfortable with the materialism of 

Feuerbach. Marx rejects the materialism of Feuerbach in his famous Eleventh 

Thesis on Feuerbach. He also rejects Feuerbach’s unquestioning enthusiasm 

for natural science. Marx at first was attracted by Feuerbach’s concept of 

species being but rejects it later. Marx accepts Hegel’s notion of the human
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individual as a social being and the determinant role of men and women in 

the making of history.

There is a difference between society and nature. Society is man

made and produced by men. But nature is not a human product, not man

made. But Marx argues that, there is no nature standing external or outside 

human consciousness. Men and women transform and create nature by 

taking advantage of natural laws. They transform and create society by 

developing their own natural human rationality. It is also true that we can 

never transform the whole of nature. Some aspects of reality are and always, 

will be unaffected by human endeavour. A part of nature will remain forever 

external to human beings. Hegel is of the opinion that finite mind considers 

the outside world to be an external reality alienated from ideality.

Marx brilliantly explicated the conception of finite consciousness 

advanced by Hegel in the famous section of Capital called ‘the fetishism of 

commodities and its secret’. Marx observes that a commodity embodies 

human labour power. The value of a commodity is an expression of the 

human labour required to produce it. In our society commodity domination is 

pervasive. All our achievements, everything we produce, appear as 

commodity. Marx noted that wealth of society in which the capitalist mode of 

production prevails, appears as an immense collection of commodities.

Commodities can be exchanged for one another because they 

embody human labour-power. Money is the social mediation between 

commodities as values and facilitates their exchange. Commodity reflects the
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social characteristics of men’s own labour. It also reflects the social relation of

the producers to the sum total of labour.

Marx believes that capitalism is a barrier to consciousness. The 

alienation it imposes - the subordination of individuals to the rule of capital - 

is only the necessary precondition for development of a freer and richer 

individual. Bourgeois society is antithetical form of social unity. The 

antithetical character can never be abolished through quite metamorphosis. 

The limitation of bourgeois thought is rooted in the bourgeois mode of 

production.

The primary aspect of alienation is that the worker sees the product of 

his conscious activity as a thing belonging to the capitalist.

“Capitalist production, Marx’ writes, ‘is the first step to develop 

the conditions of the labour process. On a large scale it tears 

them from the hands of the individual independent worker, but 

develops them as powers that control the individual worker 

and are alien to him. In this way capital becomes a highly 

mysterious thing. Marx continues, ‘The labour process under 

capitalism does not reproduce just capital but also the product 

i.e. the commodity. Capital and commodity are not only 

considered to be independent, autonomous things but also 

science, culture and so on. These are believed to be aspects 

of an independent, alien capitalism. They exist opposed to and 

apart from the individual”.6

Marx observes that the advantage of machinery, the use of science, 

inventions etc. are necessarily conceived in this alienated form and are 

deemed to be attributes of capital.

The great progress achieved in production, consumption, education 

and so on represents the achievement of the bourgeoisie. This is the most
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alarming side of alienation because the achievements are not of individuals 

from all classes. Science, which is the general intellectual product of the 

social process, also appears to be the direct off shoot of capital. The 

individual workers are isolated in getting the knowledge and abilities of 

science.

For Hegel and Marx the labour process occurs under the bourgeois 

mode of production is a process of outward necessity. In Marx’s words, 

labour capacity relates to its labour as to an alien, and if capital were wiling to 

pay it without making it, labour it, would enter the bargain with pleasure. Marx 

is of the opinion that all things under capitalism confront the individual 

workers as something alien, objective, ready-made. They exist independent 

of the workers without their intervention, and frequently hostile to them. As 

objects they are independent of the workers. Both the workers and the 

capitalists are alienated. The employer has no interest in the commodity. 

Production and sale are regulated and determined by autonomous market 

forces. Profit is the aim of the entrepreneur. The labour process appears as a 

necessary evil required for amassing profit. From this it is clear that the 

capitalist is just as enslaved by the relations of capitalism like the worker but 

in a different manner.

Marx took the reverse position. He rejects the view of Hegel, 

Feuerbach and the young Hegelians. He rejects the long tradition of 

philosophical and religious thinking. He holds that alienation is real: That we 

feel our lives to be empty and meaningless because they really are so. 

Alienated individuals are in the dark. They do not know what goals to pursue,
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how to lead a successful life and what sort of society to build. These are not 

basic problems for Marx. The basic problem is that alienated individuals lack 

the practical power to take meaningful action. There are real extra mental 

obstacles. Thus it is necessary to understand these obstacles, their nature 

and their removal. In this way we can sharpen alienation, make people aware 

of their condition and motivate them to do something about it. Religious false 

consciousness is only a symptom of alienation. So the primary thing is to 

struggle against alienation. Therefore Marx declares, the philosophers have 

only interpreted the world in various ways; but what matters, is to change it.

Thus alienation is real and practical. It is not an illusion or state of 

mind; it is rooted in people’s actual condition of life. By rejecting the 

metaphysics of Geist, Marx argues that alienation is not a matter of 

misunderstanding the proper relation between mind and nature. It cannot be 

overcome by a mere correction of thoughts.

Alienation of man is the process that separates man from part of 

himself. In Feuerbach, the separation is between man and the God created 

in man’s image. But Marx went beyond and dismissed the contemplative 

materialism of Feuerbach and others. Distancing himself from the influence of 

Hegel, Feuerbach and others, he developed his own theories. Marx gave his 

fullest treatment of alienation in “The Economic and Philosophic manuscripts, 

1844”. He rejected Feuerbach’s starting point of an abstract notion of human 

nature disconnected from the social and economic environment. He therefore 

attempted to look, not at people in abstraction, but at the position of the 

worker under capitalism. He started his studies on political economy in order
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to understand the material condition of the wage labour. According to Marx, 

Hegelian theory of alienation is itself the product of double alienation: of real 

man in consciousness and the consciousness of real man in absolute 

consciousness.

Marx recognized that the concept of alienation reflects extremely 

significant aspects of social life. Marx appropriates the term and gives it a 

radically new, social and political meaning. He transposes philosophical 

discourse into political discourse. For him, alienation is not something 

metaphysical (about human predicament) but a social phenomenon. The 

mature Marx was less of a philosopher and more of a revolutionary and social 

economist. For Marx, alienation was not rooted in the mind nor in religion but 

it is something rooted in the material world. Materialism was a development 

of the mature Marx. He became aware that Hegel’s idealism and Feuerbach’s 

abstract humanism obscured the real historical conditions and social 

contradictions that have generated the forms of alienations. In the Theses on 

Feuerbach’ which Marx jotted down in the spring of 1845, consists of eleven 

brief remarks. Here Marx distinguishes his own form of materialism from that 

of Feuerbach. He attacks Feuerbach for taking a passive view of objects and 

our perception of them. Marx wants to combine the active, dialectical side of 

idealist thought with the materialism of Feuerbach, and later Marxist call it 

‘dialectical materialism’.

From Marx’s analysis of industrialization, it can be deduced that the 

effects of the capitalist system on the quality of human life are necessarily 

alienating. Under the system, the owners of the means of production plan
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what will be produced and they also decide how the products will be 

disseminated. As a consequence, workers are estranged from their capacity 

for thinking and making decision about their own behavior and estranged 

from their capacity that makes their labour useful.

In Marxism the polar opposite of alienation is the realization of man’s 

species-being. By this, the Marxist mean the global attainment of a new level 

of human society in which we do not confront each other as atomized 

individuals alienated from each other but as colleagues in collectivity. 

PRIMITIVE SOURCE OF ALIENATION

The concept of alienation is rooted in the previous history of humanity. 

The process by which man becomes oppressed by his own creations has 

passed through distinct stages of evolution. The most primitive form of 

alienation arises from the disparity between man’s needs and wishes and his 

control over nature. Primitive people did not have enough productive forces, 

techniques and knowledge to assert mastery over the world around them. 

Their helplessness in material production has its counterpart in the power of 

magic and religion in their social life and thought. Man created the Gods in 

his own image. Alienation is therefore first of all a social expression of the fact 

that man lack adequate control over the forces of nature. In The Eighteenth 

Brumaire of Louis Napoleon, Marx writes, men make their own history, but 

they do not make it just as they please; they do not make it under 

circumstances chosen by themselves. But under circumstances directly 

encountered, given and transmitted from the past The tradition of the dead 

generations weighs like a night mare on the brain of the living.
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In primitive society men are oppressed by nature but not by the 

products of their labour. With the development of agriculture, stock breeding 

and craftsmanship they increased their sources of wealth and reduced 

nature’s oppression. The primitive alienation observable in “pre-civilized 

society” is so called “barbarism” and “slavery”, had very much to do with 

ignorance and fear. The low level of consciousness of primitive people across 

the globe did not enable man to penetrate his environment deeply or to 

understand the forces or laws of nature. With the development of agriculture, 

craftsmanship and stock breeding, higher forms of alienation were 

endangered. Civilized man began to control Nature increasingly, but he also 

began to loose control over the social progress of production. After the social 

division of labour goods became converted into commodities and were 

exchanged in the market. The laws of the market began to rule the producers 

and later men themselves became commodities that could be bought and 

sold. Civilized man’s growing control over nature was attended by a loss of 

control over the basic conditions of his economic activities. The producers 

lost control over their product when it became subject to the laws of the 

commodity market. Gradually these laws came to rule the producers to such 

an extent that in time men themselves became commodities to be bought and 

sold. Wage labour is a special type of alienated labour. There is nothing 

mysterious about the material origin of alienation in class society. It comes 

about as a consequence of the separation of the producers from the 

conditions of production and thereby from what they produce. When the 

labourers loose control of the material means of production, they forfeit
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control over their lives, their liberties and their means of development. Marx 

views that:

“Workers create products by mixing their own labour with 
natural resources to make new composite things that have 
greater economic values. Thus the labour itself is objectified, 
its worth turned into an ordinary thing that can be bought and 
sold in the open market as a mere commodity. The labour now 
exists in a form entirely external to the worker, separated from 
the human being whose very life it once was”.7

This is the root of what Marx called alienation, a destructive feature of 

industrial life.

In the sections of the manuscripts entitled, “Alienated labour”, Marx 

attempts to get at the basic causes of alienation. The first presupposition that 

must be taken into account before interpreting Marx’s work on alienation is 

that alienation takes place within the economic system of capitalism. Marx 

begins his analysis of alienated labour by analyzing what happens to workers 

under capitalism. As the worker creates wealth, this wealth is created for the 

capitalist and not for the worker or direct producer. The worker is working to 

produce something for someone other than himself. The product then 

becomes alien to the worker. Marx even goes so far as to say that the “object 

(or product) exists outside him independently, alien, an autonomous power 

opposed to him”. The product becomes so completely alienated from the 

producer that it is in ‘opposition’ to him. The worker produces commodities. 

Out of this commodities capital is created, and capital comes to dominate the 

worker. The worker himself or herself becomes devalued as a result the 

condition of the worker deteriorates.
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Marx notes:

“We shall begin from a contemporary economic fact. The 

worker becomes poorer the more wealth he produces and the 

more his production increases in power and extents. The 

worker becomes an ever cheaper commodity the more goods 

he creates. The devaluation of the human world increases in 

direct relation to the increase in value of the world of things.

Labour does not only create goods; it also produces itself and 

the worker as a commodity and indeed in the same proportion 

as it produces good”.8

There are four important aspects of alienation formulated by Marx in 

the Economic and Philosophic Manuscript of 1844. These modes are 

interdependent on each other to create a higher humanistic understanding of 

people’s alienation.

A) From products of own labour:

The first aspect of alienated labour is the separation of the worker from 

the products of their own labour. This is in Marx’s words, “The relation of the 

worker to the product of labour as an alien object exercising power over 

him”.9

In the old system, the worker produced a finished product, and he 

could be proud of it and be paid for it. But under the new system of 

capitalism, products are produced by machines, and the worker may never 

see the final finished product. And rather than being paid for the products he 

produces, the workers is paid an hourly wage. Since his labour is bought and 

sold, the worker himself becomes a commodity under capitalism. Marx 

believed that capitalism could only create alienation and estrangement.
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Under capitalism, the worker creates products or objects. These products are 

produced in conditions over which the worker has no control. Commodities 

produced by the labour are taken away from the worker and sold, and labour 

itself becomes a commodity. This produces wealth for the capitalist but 

poverty for the worker. Thus alienation produces riches and power for some 

but enslaves and deprives the worker. The product of labour belongs to the 

capitalist, who uses it to create profits. Workers have no control over the 

product or over what they are producing. Marx is pointing here to the absence 

of any control that workers have over the product. The product controls the 

worker and the worker has become the slave to the product. The object which 

labour produces confronts as something alien, as a power independent of the 

producer.

“All these consequences follow from the fact that the worker is 

related to the product of his labour as to an alien object. For it 

is clear on this presupposition that the more the worker 

expends himself in work the more powerful becomes the world 

of objects which he creates in face of himself, the poorer he 

becomes in his inner life, and the less he belongs to himself.

The worker puts his life into the object, and his life then 

belongs no longer to himself but to the object. The greater his 

activity, therefore, the less he possesses what is embodied in 

the product of his labour is no longer his own. The greater this 

product is, therefore the more he is diminished". The alienation 

of the worker in his product means not only that his labour 

becomes an object, assumes an external existence, but that it 

exists independently, outside himself, and aligned to him, and 

that it stands opposed to him as autonomous power. ”10 

Thus the most basic cause of alienated labour lies in the fact that the

worker does not own the product of his labour. The worker produces wealth
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that does not belong to him. The more the worker spends himself, the more 

powerful the alien objective world becomes which he creates over- against 

himself, the poorer he himself-his inner world--becomes”. By “objective 

world” Marx means literally the world of objects, i.e. everything in nature and 

everything people make out of nature. Marx even goes so far as to say that 

the object (or product):

“Exists outside him independently, alien, an autonomous 

power, opposed to him. The product becomes so completely 

alienated from the producer that it is in ‘opposition’ to him. The 

alienation from the natural and ‘external world’ means that the 

worker receives labour, and secondly that he receives the 

means of subsistence”11'

This consequential form of alienation plays a key role directly in the life 

of the worker. This is because the worker is not only given labour by 

something outside of himself, but that he is also given his basic means of 

physical living. This, to Marx, creates the vicious circle that the worker must 

work in alienation for his most basic needs (food, clothing, shelter). The 

worker is working not for himself, but for someone else. Thus creativity is lost 

to the worker forever under capitalism. It burns up the energies and leaves 

the worker feeling exhausted.

B) From the process of production or from the work itself:

The second aspect of alienation follows from the first. Here Marx 

considers the alienation of workers from their productive activity. “If then the 

product of labor is alienation, production itself must be active alienation”.12
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Here Marx argues that the kind of work and the condition of work that 

wage workers have to accept is inimical to their essential being .This work 

does not bring satisfaction but wears the worker down leaving only 

frustration. This is alienation in the process of production, within productive 

activity itself. The worker is alienated from his productive activity, playing no 

part in deciding what to do or how to do. Since the product is separated from 

the worker, the act of production is active alienation. The worker has a feeling 

of misery and is physically exhausted and mentally debased. The labour is 

aligned to the labourer i.e., it does not make up its existence, that he does not 

affirm himself in his labour, but denies himself. He does not feel happy but 

unhappy; he does not grow physically or mentally, but rather tortures his body 

and ruins his mind. He feels homeless at work because his work is not 

voluntary but imposed constrained, forced labour. His work is not the 

satisfaction of a need, but only a mean of satisfying other needs.

Thus, Marx asserts that the labour done does not belong to the 

workers intrinsic nature. We might take this to mean that the workers are 

forced to work by the external reality of poverty .There is no choice before the 

worker. They lack control over the work practices and condition. They have 

nothing to say about the product and how it will be used. Their days are 

sacrificed for something meaningless or even hostile.

This is a natural second step; for if what I produce is alien to me, then 

it stands to reason that the activity of my producing it would be equally alien. 

Here instead of life being a means to work, and our work being our “human” 

activity that satisfies us as human beings , it becomes a means to life, a mere
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means of survival, and thus is an “animal” function, whereas we feel “human” 

only in our animal functions- eating, drinking, procreating etc. Marx claims 

that the “fact” that the worker is alienated from his product also necessitates 

the fact that he is alienated from his very action of labour. The justification 

that Marx gives is, “if the product of work is externalization, production itself 

must be active externalization”13.

Marx also claims that labour is alien to man because it is always 

“forced labour”. Man is forced to work for someone other than himself if he 

wants to survive at all. In this way, the labour is not the worker’s own labour 

because it is not for the worker. Man’s self becomes alien to him in this labour 

process because the very act of labouring is in man’s nature. If this labour is 

alienated from man, then his nature is also alienated.

The labourer becomes poorer the more wealth he produces. The 

labourer becomes a cheaper commodity. The more commodities he creates 

with the increase in value of the world of things is directly proportional to the 

decrease of value for his own being. The object which labour produces, its 

product, confronts the labourer as a strange thing, as a power independent of 

the producer. The labour is related to the product of his labour as strange, 

foreign object. Marx objects to the fundamental condition which forces the 

worker to work for the capitalist. According to Marx, this leads to the 

devaluation of human beings, by turning the worker into a commodity, some 

one who can be bought and sold as a worker.

Man is a natural being. For his survival he depends upon the corporeal 

objects outside him. Because of this Marx calls man as ‘objective being’.
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Human being is wholly a natural being. He adopts an outward, worldly 

orientation, affirming both material nature and the relation of man to the 

natural world. The human essential powers are chiefly man’s ‘objective 

essential power’. The objects of man’s drive, says Marx, exist outside him, as 

objects independent of him. But these objects are objects of his needs, 

objects which are indispensable and essential to the exercise and 

confirmation of his essential powers.

Production is the most essential human function. So human beings are 

productive beings. Marx takes production to be the fundamental and 

encompassing human function because human beings, in practice, 

acknowledge it to be of fundamental importance to the character of their lives. 

He believes that the development and exercise of productive power is man’s 

most basic aspiration. He believes in the materialistic conception of history as 

a correct conception.

It can be argued that other living thing also have the power of 

production. Some animals even generate useful substances from their 

bodies. They store food, secrete honey, spin webs, dig burrows and build 

nests, dams or hives. But the productive power of human being is different 

from those of animals. It involves a certain kind of consciousness and 

purposeful plan which animals do not have. The distinctive feature of human 

labour is identified by Marx in Capital:

“A spider conducts operations which resemble those of a 

weaver, and a bee in the construction of its wax cells puts 

many a human architect to shame. But what above all 

distinguishes the worst architect form the best of bees is that 

he has already built the cell in its head before he built it in wax.
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At the end of the labour process a result comes about which is 

already present ideally in the representation of the labourer at 

its beginning. He not only works a change in form on 

something natural; he at the same time actualizes something 

natural to his own purpose, and he knows this purpose as 

determining the kind and mode of his action, and as something 

to which he must subject his will”.14

In the Paris writing Marx clarifies the distinctive feature of human 

activity. Man makes his life activity an object of his will and consciousness. 

Thus, for Marx ‘conscious life activity is the human species character’. It is 

what distinguishes man from animal life activity. Conscious life activity is very 

closely connected with the human attributes of self-consciousness and 

species consciousness.

Another distinctive feature of human labour or production is the use of 

tools or means of labour. By using the tools human beings have proven 

themselves cleverer than other animals at exploiting their environment. In his 

view ‘the history of industry is the open book of the human essential powers’. 

The means of labour are not only the measure of the development of human 

powers of labour, but also the indicator of the social relation within which 

labour goes on.

Only human beings have the concept of a tool. They make use of 

these tools, and have a concept of their own labouring activity. Though the 

use of tools, says Marx, is something natural, itself becomes an organ of 

(Mans’) activity, which he aids on to the organs of his own body, adding to his 

natural stature.
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Human labour is the conscious exercise of man’s power over nature. 

People can and do make a conscious effort to transmit, acquire and expand 

their powers. When human beings produce or labour, their aim is to achieve 

some result and make their life activity worthwhile. There must be a harmony 

between labour and human essence. In this way people not only actualize but 

also affirm themselves & their species-essence though labor. The essential 

powers of man can be developed, exercised and actualized though labour 

activity. The actualization of these powers makes human activity meaningful 

and worthwhile.

Marx is of the opinion that wage labourers feel at home with 

themselves only when they are not working, when they are compelled to, 

labouring activity ‘is not the satisfaction of a need, but merely the means to 

satisfy needs external to it’. Workers feel alienated and meaninglessness of 

their lives when they spend most of their working lives in drudgery, to satisfy 

the basic requirements for physical survival. Alienated labour, says Marx, 

degrades, spontaneous, free activity to a means; the worker’s ‘life itself 

appears only as a means to life’, and contains nothing in it which makes 

sense of the exertion necessary to require these means. A life of such labour 

is therefore a life lost to the man or woman who leads it, essentially a life of 

'self sacrifice’ or ‘mortification’.

Alienated life activity is a feature of any condition of servitude or class 

oppression. Alienated activity fails to satisfy the need of people how to 

exercise the human essential powers, to actualize and affirm themselves and 

the humanity.

84



C. From Species-Being or from Humanity:

In the third aspect of alienation, we can see more clearly that the 

influence of Feuerbach’s humanism is still working strongly in understanding 

Marx. Marx argues that workers are alienated from their essential species

being. By this Marx means that the character of every species is contained in 

the character or its life activity, and that the human species is known by free 

conscious activity. But Marx argues that wage - labour does not conform to 

this notion or free and conscious activity, and is not therefore, truly human 

activity.

“The object of labor is therefore the objectifications of man’s 

species life: for he duplicates himself not only as in 

consciousness, intellectually but also actively in reality, and 

therefore he contemplates himself in a world that he has 

created. In tearing away from man the object of this 

production, therefore estranged labor tears from his species 

life his real objectivity as a member of the species and 

transforms his advantage over animals in to the disadvantage 

that his inorganic body, nature is taken away from him”15.

This mode deserves special mention what he calls alienation from 

species-being (species essence). This is a rich concept, which underlies all 

the modes of alienation. For Marx, alienation extends not only to human 

being’s life activity, but to the very purpose and meaning of human life on a 

species level.

“In degrading spontaneous activity, free activity, to a means, 

estranged labor makes man’s species life a means to his 

physical existence. Free, conscious activity is man’s species 

character and in capitalist society life itself (man’s activity)
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becomes a mere means to life, then man becomes alienated 

from his essential nature”.16

Human beings have a consciousness and will where they can make

their own life activity. This is the essence of humanity. Man produce when

free from physical need, reproduce the whole nature, and construct in

accordance with beauty. This is the essence of species- being. It is from this

‘species being’ that we have above all, become alienated. Instead of

producing freely and according to the laws of beauty, people produce out of

need and alienated labour. It makes (a man’s) life activity, his essence, a

mere means for his existence. But in doing this, alienated labour takes away

the object of production , thus taking away species-being. Nature taken from

humans, consciousness becomes only a means. It alienates from man his

own body, external nature, his mental life and his human life.

“Since alienated labor (1) alienates nature from man and (2) 

alienates man from himself, from his own active function, his 

life activity; so it alienates him form the species....for labor,life 

activity, productive life now appear to man only as means for 

the satisfaction of a need, the need to maintain physical

existence...... in the type of life activity resides the whole

chapter of a species, its species-character; and free, 

conscious activity is the species- character of human 

beings.... Conscious life activity distinguishes man from the 

life activity of animals”.17

To know the causes of alienation we have to understand at least in 

what way human beings are frustrated about existing social condition and 

how they can lead a meaningful life.
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It is very much clear that we have many needs. In order to live a 

healthy, secured and comfortable life we have to face many conditions. 

These conditions may be prerequisites for a meaningful or worthy life. Human 

beings experience life as full of emptyness, worthwhile or worthless, 

meaningful or meaningless. So alienated life is a dehumanized life and 

opposes to human essence. If we live a life according to human essence then 

it would be a meaningful life. Marx’s theory of alienation is based on human 

nature. He asserts that human essence is inextricably bound up with the 

social relationship. The life of wage labourer is dehumanized because it lacks 

human essence. He describes man as ‘species being or ‘species essence’. In 

Marx, we find the idea that human beings are essentially connected to their 

species, because man is a social animal. He survives by living and working in 

some sort of co-operative relationship with them. In another passage we see 

Marx saying that, “man is a species being, in that he makes his own species 

his object, and behaves towards, conscious of or relates to himself as to the 

present, living species”.18 

Species consciousness and alienation

There is some intimate connection between species consciousness 

and self-consciousness. Self consciousness means the consciousness 

people have of themselves. Species-consciousness is the consciousness of 

the human species as a natural kind or a collective entity. A human being is 

conscious of the species in the form of society. They live with and depend on 

others of their kind. They are also conscious of the social relationships. They 

have a conception of their humanity, human condition, which they share with
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all other members of their species. They are conscious of engaging 

themselves in a mode of life which is specifically human. Thus, every human 

being has both a self-conception and a conception of humanity or the 

species essence. Marx says that ‘man practically and theoretically makes his 

own species his object. Some sort of species consciousness is ingredient in 

each person’s practical dealings with the world’.

The possibility of alienation is closely related to the essentially human 

trait of self-consciousness, when we feel our life worthless or worthwhile, as 

meaningless or meaningful. Now the question arises, what makes our life 

worthwhile? Marx often speaks of alienated life as one in which human 

beings fail to affirm, confirm or actualize themselves. Life can be meaningful if 

it is self- affirming, self conforming and self actualizing. Thus alienation is 

conceived as a separation and estrangement of individuals from their human 

essence. According to Marx, 'their being does not correspond to their 

essence’ and is not ‘in harmony’ with their lives and are not lives in which the 

human essence feels itself satisfied.

Self Actualization

When we are talking about self-affirmation and self-actualization of 

human species essence, emphasis is given to human value of community. 

Self actualization is not possible without actualizing the self of others. My 

good, my achievement and the meaningfulness of my life depends upon the 

achievement and good for others. In capitalist society, people serve the 

interest of other while consciously pursuing only their own. It is self- love in 

disguise. But for Marx, our good can be achieved only by pursuing the good
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of others for its own sake. Commodity production frustrates the human good. 

They impose an indirect and egoistic form on our pursuit of the good of 

others.

Marx is of the opinion that fulfilling human life consists in the 

development and exercise of our essential human capacities in a life of 

activity suited to our nature. Marx identified an alienated, unfulfilled life with 

one in which the need to develop and exercise our essential powers is 

frustrated. For Marx alienation consists in a kind of frustration or self

dissatisfaction. But every form of self-dissatisfaction is not alienation. We may 

be dissatisfied with ourselves and our achievements in the sense to improve 

upon them, but this is not a case of alienation.

D. From other persons. Fourth Form:-

Finally, the fourth aspect of alienation follows on from the first three 

aspects i.e. the “estrangement of man from man”. In other words, instead of 

true human relation between people, relations are governed by people roles 

as agent in the economic process of expansion and accumulation of value.

“A direct consequence of the alienation of man from the 

product of his labor, from his life activity and from his species

life, is that man is alienated from other man........man is

alienated from his species-life means that each man is 

alienated from others, and that each of the other is likewise 

alienated from others and that each of the other is likewise 

alienated from human life". 19

Finally, alienated man is also alienated from his human community, 

from his species being, “man is alienated from other men”. When man 

confronts himself he also confronts other man. What is true of man’s
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relationship to his work, to the product of his work and to himself, is also true 

of his relationship to other men. Each man is alienated from others; each of 

the others is likewise alienated from human life.

The fourth and final mode of alienation is an immediate consequence 

of the fact that man is estranged from the product of his labour, from his life 

activity, from his species being is the estrangement of “man from man”. 

Because each man is estranged from man’s essential nature, they are all 

estranged from one another. Rather than having conscious control over their 

social relationships, human beings are slaves to their own individuals’ 

survival, and thus true relation between people becomes impossible. The 

only relations that can exist are those of use.

From the above it is seen that, for Marx the worker is reduced to a 

commodity and makes human beings into animals. In the capitalist society 

there is competition among the workers for job, income etc. and human 

beings are alienated from other being. Not only economic deprivation but also 

cultural deprivation is important - because work is an essential 

anthropological concept.

Thus alienation is not only separation of something in the human 

which afterwards is extracted and reduced, but it later becomes hostile. The 

worker works hard, they create profit for the employer. On the opposite side 

the profit is taken from the workers and used against them. Wages are 

consequence of alienated labour because labour is servant to the wage. The 

down fall of one must be the downfall of the other (wage and private 

property).
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We have seen how each new conception of alienation necessarily

follows from the last. As the individual is alienated from the product of his

labour, the activity of his labour becomes alien. As each individual’s life

activity is alien to him, the human species is alienated from its species-being-

that is, free, conscious activity. Since individuals are alienated from their

species-being, they are necessarily alienated from each other. The basic

foundation of alienated labour culminates in the alienation of man from man-

a concept relatively independent of labour as such which then has effects and

manifestations that in turn give rise to the more concrete expressions of

alienation. The essential characteristic of the alienated individual is that he

must treat everything and everybody as a means to making money. Man is

alienated from his fellow man because neither can participate in the fulfillment

of the true-species character.

“Every individual is a totality of needs and only exists for the 

other person, as the other exists for him, in so far as each 

becomes a means for the other”.20

Un-alienated relation, for Marx cannot exist when human beings are 

not just encouraged but more often, forced to treat each other as means 

rather than as ends in themselves. Humans are also alienated from other 

human beings. Marx argues that the relationships of exchange are social 

relationship but appear to become only money relationship. Here we are 

supposed to accept that the central feature of human life is our productivity. 

According to Marc Stier on Marx, we do not think of productive activity as
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some thing enjoyable or as a means by which we transform our own way of 

life, rather we think of it as a necessity and drudgery.

From the above, one thing is common that alienation seems to involve 

some kind of unnatural separation or hostile relationship. Istvan Meszaros, 

one of the exponents of Marx’s system of alienation and reification declares 

that Marx’s system of alienation and reification is not less but more rigorous 

than the philosophical systems of his predecessors. Marx’s early writings 

were original, provocative, profound, and rich in both social and philosophical 

insights. Some writers argue that Marx’s theory of alienation is only a part of 

his early work and abandoned in the mature Marx. But, in his mature writings 

we also find the use of the term in many places in The Grundrisse, Capital 

and elsewhere.

Marx’s alienation within capitalism is so convincing that the reality of 

life is hidden while the illusion is seen as fact in such a way that people do 

not choose to revolt but rather choose to get along with the system, 

essentially choosing not to get connected, but remain in a state of alienation. 

The capitalist system deflects revolution away from the capitalists and puts it 

into competition amongst fellow workers where workers are pitted against 

each other to see who can produce more, work more quickly, or please the 

boss more. Those who succeed are given a few extra records, those who fail 

discarded. In either case hostility is generated among the workers towards 

each other. The isolation and interpersonal hostility tend to grow. The 

workers are often forced into outright competition and sometimes conflict with
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one another. This shows clearly and convincingly that alienation runs 

unnoticed by the worker in the capitalist society.

Now the question arises can the alienation of mankind be overcome? 

Marxism replies that these characteristic of a barbarous past and exploitative 

present can be removed by revolutionizing outworn social structures. We 

have achieved superiority over nature through science and technology. But 

still there is a conscious collective need to control over economic and political 

alienation. The material means for liberating humanity from the causes and 

consequences of alienation can only be possible through socialist revolution. 

When all the compelling inequalities in the conditions of life are done away 

with, then the disparities in the estrangements of one section of society from 

another will die away.

Alienation can be overcome by restoring the truly human relationship 

to the labour process, by people working in order to meet people’s needs, 

working as an expression of their own human nature, not just to earn a living.

Life would be meaningful and self worthy when there is a development 

and exercise of essential human powers. Marx criticized capitalism. He 

regards it as a social system in which social arrangements have failed to 

accommodate the potentialities for self-actualization. Capitalism has failed to 

translate its expanded powers into expanded opportunities for individual self- 

actualization. It has diminished the intelligence, skills and powers of individual 

labourers. It has restricted the labourers to participate in the potentialities of 

social production. Under capitalism people are liable to be alienated or 

spiritually unfulfilled. Beyond a certain point capitalism is proved to be
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incapable of supplying the basic condition for physical survival. The basic 

physical needs are more important than self actualization and spiritual 

fulfillment. Marx blames capitalist social relations for the fragmentation of 

human beings and the impoverishment of their individual powers.

In capitalist society the means of production are owned by few 

members of society. They act independently of one another and try to get 

maximum profit. These minorities determine the life activity of labouring 

majority. They are indifferent to the lives of wage labourers.

One cause of alienation is the frustration or abortion of human 

potentialities by the capitalist division of labour. Another prominent factor is 

the way in which people under capitalism are placed in a condition of 

degrading servitude. Under capitalism production and distribution are 

determined by private owners. Under these systems common man can not be 

masters of their own fate.

The degrading condition of slaves is not due to other human beings 

but due to impersonal and inhuman forces of their own creation. The German 

Ideology describes ‘alienation’ as the positing of social activity, the 

consolidation of our product as a real power over us, growing out of our 

control.

Under capitalism, production and destruction are regulated by private 

owners. It is determined by the interaction of independent individuals. It 

ensures the maximum freedom of individuals to choose their property. The 

market mechanism and economic system which result from all these free 

behaviors falls outside any one’s control. It may react terribly on each or all of
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us. But we feel powerless, individually and collectively to prevent it. In a trade

crisis this powerlessness is most prominent. Many capitalists are suddenly

ruined; workers loose their jobs due to social disaster inherent in the capitalist

trade cycle. Here the market system is not the only alienating feature. Under

capitalism what is alienating is human beings cannot be masters of their own

fate. In German Ideology it is expressed,

“Their own conditions of life, their labor and with it all the 

conditions of existence of modern society, have become 

something accidental for them, over which individual 

proletariats have no control and over which no social 

organization can give them control”.21

Two themes are closely related to Marx’s thinking. Firstly, alienation as 

frustration of human self-actualization by the division of labour and secondly 

alienation as the domination of social condition over their creations. Marx 

treats the division of labour as the inhuman conditions over which people lack 

control. Man’s own deed becomes an alien feature. The capitalist division of 

labour is an important cause of alienation. It frustrates and degrades human 

being. The Paris Manuscript expresses that under capitalism the worker’s life 

activity is not his own activity not self-activity but is rather the loss of his self.

By self activity Marx intends to explain a kind of activity, which is 

consciously determined and chosen by the agents. He is not forced by any 

alien external factors. When we consciously exercise our essential human 

capacity, make plans, rational choice about our life, we make our life activity 

its own object. Here the activities do not belong to an alien force which 

controls us. Rather the activity is under our conscious control and we are the
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masters. Capitalism frustrates these powers of self-understanding and self- 

determination. In this way, it frustrates our self-actualization. Marx’s emphasis 

on self-activity involves an affirmation of human freedom. Freedom for Marx 

is self-determination. True self-determination consists in imposition of human 

control on the social conditions of human production. Social institutions are 

products of human activity. For Marx, freedom can be achieved only in 

community with others. He declares that no society can be free unless it 

gives to each the social room for his essential life expression.

Thus it is clear that for Marx individual liberty is necessary to a free 

society and the bourgeois liberalism is not sufficient for genuine freedom. 

When social relations are consciously controlled by human beings, freedom 

can be attained. Marx believes that only in a communist society, people can 

be truly free. Here social relations are controlled collectively by human 

beings; it will be a classless society. People participate in society just as 

individuals. It is the unity of the individuals. They have the control over the 

conditions for their free development and movement. Marx wants to over 

throw capitalism because he was motivated by the real alienation and 

deprivation of people in capitalist society. The causes of alienation results 

from capitalist social arrangements.

When we study alienation we see that Marx’s approach explains a lot 

about the living and working condition of a labourer. But the structure of 

labour market has changed now. The worst conditions he describes are felt 

by some, but not by all workers. The division of labour has vastly expanded 

with different types of effects for different segments of working class. Marx
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deals only with work for capitalists, seeing the roots of alienation only in 

exchange of labour and private property. Marx ignores all aspects of life other 

than labour in the market.

The era of capital vs. labour has expired. The twenty first century is an 

integration of institutions controlled not by industrialists but by social 

engineers. He fails to recognize or acknowledge the missing ingredient 

namely consent, in the production process. Today access to material 

consumption and subsistence is certainly at a level never previously 

achieved. It would be characterized as progress.

Examination and analysis of human lives show that we spend most of 

the time and energy towards mundane works. We seek material property, 

enjoyment of senses, achieving good reputation and emotional security. Of 

course, these things can make somebody feel happy but for a short time. 

These things are not able to give the deep and lasting contentment. When 

one want is satisfied we are engaged in the pursuit of another worldly 

pleasure. These worldly pleasures cause mental and physical sufferings. 

They stimulate attachment, jealousy, greed and frustration. It also happens 

that; seeking to fulfill our own desires brings us into conflict with others. So, 

the question arises, how and where can we find happiness? It is not possible 

to get it from external conditions. Thus, happiness is a state of mind and the 

real source of happiness lies in mind. If our mind is pure and peaceful, we will 

be happy. But if it is impure and polluted, we can never find happiness even if 

we try to change our external conditions. Now, it is clear that Marx has
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ignored this aspect: the inner world. Money cannot buy love, affection and 

happiness.

Alienation is not the outcome of capitalism only. There are 

innumerable causes for it. Whether capitalism or socialism, the urban centers 

turn others into strangers, aliens, objects of suspicion and so on. To reduce 

this kind of alienation it is necessary to revive a sense of community, support, 

security and trust.

Marx exaggerated the fact that most people in capitalist society are 

alienated. Alienation may be due to lack of identification with our work. It may 

be due to production demands made on us by any modern economy. People 

find satisfaction, worth and gratification in their activities when they get 

monetary compensation. Thus alienation is not due to forced labour only.

If we look at the present scenario, we find that people are not really 

alienated under capitalism. They are not dissatisfied with the working 

conditions. Rather, they are dissatisfied with their lives, frustrated due to 

causes other than the actual frustration of genuine potentialities of the sort 

Marx believed in.

Now a day’s modern technology has increased people’s ability to 

exercise control over nature, over themselves and over their relations with 

each other. To produce the necessities of life, we require a short time. It gives 

people at least the potential mastery over time, hours, days and years which 

are the substance of human life. The result of technology expands and 

enriches human life. People now are free from the influence of an alienating 

social order. They could exercise rational control over the creation of new
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needs. Modern science has increased our knowledge both of ourselves and 

nature; outside us. Due to development of science and industry we have 

increased the power of communication. The world has become a village. 

Modern society has become mass society. I would like to conclude that 

Marx’s explanations of alienation are now obsolete. Thus, his account of 

alienation would not be consistent or applicable to the present century.

References

1. Oilman, B., Alienation, Cambridge University Press,

London, 1976. Chapter-18, p. 131.

2. Edward Reiss, Marx Engels Collected works, International

Publishers, New York, 1975, Chapter 2,

p. 16-17.

3. Ricardo D., Principles of Political Economy and Taxation,

P.Srutta Cambridge, , 1951, p. 346.

4. Edward Reiss, The Marx Engels Collected Works, International

Publishers, New York, 1975 ,Vol. 3, p.276.

5. Ludwig Feuerbach, The essence of Christianity tr. George Eliot,

6. Marx, K.,

New York, 1957, p. 33.

Capital, Progress Publishers, Moscow, Vol. Ill,

1971, p. 286.

7. Edward Reiss, The Marx Engels Collected Works, International

Publishers, New York, 1975 ,Vol. 3, p.293.

99



8. Marx, K.,

9. ibid.p. 73.

10. ibid.p.14.

11. ibid.p. 61.

12. ibid.p.110.

13. ibid.p. 61.

14. Edward Reiss,

15. Marx.K.,

16. ibid.p. 77.

17. ibid.p. 17.

18. Edward Reiss,

19. Marx,K.,

20. ibid.p. 90.

21. Edward Reiss,

Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844, 

in Early Writings, Penguin Books, 

Harmondsworth,1975, p. 279.

The Marx Engels Collected Works, International 

Publishers, New York, 1975, Vol. 3, p.178. 

Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844 

in Early Writings, Penguin Books, 

Harmondsworth,1975, p. 279.

2-57657

The Marx Engels Collected Works, International 

Publishers, New York, 1975, Vol. 3, p.275. 

Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844, 

in Early Writings, Penguin Books, 

Harmondsworth,1975, p. 17.

The Marx Engels Collected Works, International 

Publishers, New York, 1975, Vol. 5, p.79.

100



CHAPTER-IV

niTiA TmT a t Tniy yr
JuA.lu XXilN XXi\.X-/XuIVl

AND
AT TFNATTONN ii X IvylN



EXISTENTIALISM AND ALIENATION

“Existentialism” belongs to intellectual history of mankind like 

“Rationalism” and “Empiricism”. Existentialism was identified with a cultural 

movement. Karl Jaspers, Martin Heidegger, and Martin Buber in Germany, 

Jean Waht and Gabriel Marcel in France, the Jose Ortega y Gasset and 

Miguel de Unamuno and the Russians Nicholai Berdyaev and Lev Shestov 

were the major identified existentialist philosophers. Soren Kierkegaard and 

Fred rich Nietzsche were considered to be the precursors of movement. It 

was much a literary phenomenon than a philosophical one. The ideas of 

Sartre are better known through his fictional works (such as ‘Nausea’ and ‘No 

exit’) than through philosophical ones. Sometimes it is suggested that the 

term should be restricted to Sartre’s philosophy alone.

The need for existentialism as philosophy can be best understood as a 

reaction against the age of reason. Philosophers of that time believed that, 

reason is the man’s highest faculty. With the help of reason we can solve 

almost all the problems. It can provide a complete and all embracing 

knowledge. Reason is absolute and dominates everything and is the source 

of all knowledge. The age of reason was a reaction against theology. The 

philosophers of that age tried to refute all presuppositions. External, practical 

and scientific thinking was considered to be the right way of using reason. But 

it is not possible to start anything without any presupposition. There are 

presuppositions for the scientists also. There is also infinity of things which 

are beyond the scope of reason. Thus a need arose not as a reaction against 

theology but a philosophy which starts from human beings within a material
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world and to understand his problems. ‘Descartes dictum’, ‘Cogito Ergo Sum’, 

I think therefore I am’, shows the reflection of abstract thinking. So Pascal & 

Hamann said- ‘Est., ergo, cogito’ or reversing ‘Descartes dictum’, 7 am 

therefore I think. We have to accept our existence first and then to give up all 

the results of reasoning. There is a need to surrender to the inner voice, 

transcending reason. The reaction was necessary.

Existentialism rejects all forms of abstract thinking and absoluteness of 

reason. It is not interested in any kind of abstract speculation, but a way of 

life. It is a philosophy, capable of being lived. Philosophy should start from 

one’s own experience, one’s own inner knowledge. What we know is not the 

external world as such, but our own experience; the personal is real. Thus 

one’s own experience must be admitted as evidence. From this it is clear that 

there is a distinction between essence and existence. Essence refers to the 

true nature of things. Essence is considered in an abstract way like tableness 

of table or humanness of man. But existence is the particular table or the 

particular man whom we know. The Existentialists reject their predecessors 

who emphasized more on abstract ‘essences’, ‘ideas’ and ‘concepts’. They 

made a start from existence, from actual personal experiences. Existence is 

“self making-in-a situation”. The fundamental contribution lies in the idea that 

one’s identity is not constituted by nature or culture. Since to exist is to 

constitute such an identity. “Existence precedes essence”, is the central 

proposition of existentialism. There is no predetermined essence which 

defines human being. His essence constitutes his actual life. Most of the
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existentialist philosophers explain it by saying that man is defined only in so 

far as he acts. He is responsible for his action.

Existentialism as a philosophy begins, from man as an existent rather 

than a thinking subject .Sartre says, ‘man’s existence precedes his essence’. 

He goes on to explain: We mean that man first of all exists, encounters 

himself, surges up in the world and defines himself afterwards. If man, as the 

existentialist sees him, is not definable, it is because to begin with he is 

nothing. He will not be anything until later and then he will be what he makes 

of himself.

They shifted their attention on problems that are directly related to 

concrete human existence, like freedom, decision, responsibility etc. Man is 

distinguished from all other beings on the Earth because he has the power to 

exercise his freedom and responsible decision. In John Mac Murray’s words 

the ‘self as agent’ provides the central themes for existentialism. A group of 

existentialist made their contribution to topics like finitude, guilt, alienation, 

despair and death. Kierkegaard to Heidegger and Sartre, have provided 

brilliant analysis of the emotional life of man and the states as anxiety, 

boredom, nausea etc.

Thus, we can say- Existentialists are usually rebels against the 

establishment. They struggle against many fields’ like- theology, politics, 

morals, literature etc. The thinkers focus on the question of concrete human 

existence and the conditions of this existence rather than thypothesizing a 

human essence.
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Existentialism is not a school of philosophy, but refers to a number of 

related philosophical beliefs such as individual freedom and subjectivity. It is a 

philosophical movement which emphasizes individual existence, freedom and 

choice. Existentialism is humanism in the sense that it is very much 

concerned with human and personal values and with the realization of an 

authentic human existence. In existential writings, the concept alienation is 

used primarily to refer to a psychological or spiritual malaise. It is pervasive in 

modern society. It is symptomatic of the human condition as such. They reject 

the Hegelian idea and maintain that in the present age individuals are 

estranged from themselves and from the world. Such estrangement takes the 

form of ‘inauthenticity’: of not being oneself or true to oneself. For Heidegger, 

inauthenticity is our normal, ‘everyday’ state. It is not specific to modern 

society or to any particular social or historical condition. On the contrary, for 

Heidegger, inauthencity is that kind of Being which is closest to Dasein and in 

which Dasein maintains itself for the most part.

Existentialist philosophers try to grasp man as he actually is, what he 

experiences in his specific historical situation. The older metaphysical 

systems centre individual as an abstract entity. But now there is a shift of 

emphasis from objective method to subjective method where we find the 

central place is given to ourselves and the problems which harass us in our 

lives. We must start to discover truth by which we live from personal 

experience and base our ideas on it, not vice versa. The present chapter 

focused on the view of three Existentialist philosophers on alienation.
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1. Heidegger and the Concept of Alienation:

Martin Heidegger, the German philosopher and a colleague of 

Husserl’s was the most brilliant critic. He claimed that phenomenology should 

make manifest what is hidden in ordinary, everyday experience. In “Being and 

Time” he attempted to describe the structure of everydayness, or being-in-the 

world. For Heidegger, being thrown into the world among things in the act of 

realizing projects is the true self.

In the age of technology and mass culture, Heidegger was 

concerned with alienation of a person. Here the person does not choose his 

possibilities on the basis of his own being. He submits to the norms and 

principles which he considers to be universal and absolute. He lacks reflective 

and critical thinking. He embodies the commanding ways of an anonymous 

public. In Heidegger’s philosophy we see the inauthentic person taking 

himself to be an anonymous anyone, indistinguishable from everyone else. 

Both anonymity and the lack of recognition present real possibilities for 

alienation. The alienation that Heidegger speaks of in ‘Being and Time’ is not 

altogether the same kind of alienation that Marx refers to in the ‘‘Economic 

and Philosophical Manuscripts”. We have already discussed four modes of 

alienation in Marx. First man is alienated from his product and the second is 

from the natural world. Thirdly, man is alienated from human nature, or his 

essence. The last point is man’s alienation from man. The last point is worthy 

of being made in the comparison between Marx and Heidegger and their 

assessment of alienation.
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There are no class dichotomies and hostile relationships between 

economy and man or man to man in Heidegger’s theory of alienation. 

Alienation is reached through ontology of being.

In ‘Being and Time’ Martin Heidegger addresses alienation in a way 

that does not rely on the presuppositions of economy. It is only concerned 

with Dasein’s existence and being in the world. Heidegger uses the German 

word “Dasein” to describe the human being. “Dasein” can be translated as 

simply human existence. The word can be broken up in to its two constituent 

parts “DA” meaning here and “SEIN”, meaning “to be” or “being”. Thus 

“Dasein” means “to be here”. It is my place, my “here” from which a “there” 

exits. It is my stance in the world. Dasein, that being for which being is a 

concern, is the focus of Heidegger’s assessment of being. It is important to 

note that Dasein does not necessitate only ‘human being’. Dasein does not 

rely on any biological facticity of an entity. But a human being does also 

happen to be Dasein. So in most cases we shall use the term Dasein to refer 

to man while interpreting Heidegger’s stance on alienation.

For the most part, Dasein exists in the world. For Heidegger, the world 

is not an objective place or entity, but always revelatory of Dasein. The first 

and most general aspect of Being, Heidegger investigates is that of the world. 

That is, Dasein is ‘fallen’ (Verfallenheit) into the world of what Heidegger calls 

the ‘they-self. He regards this condition as the one in which all of us finds 

ourselves upon the dawning of consciousness. Fallenness is a state in which 

we, as individuals constantly obey the commands and prohibitions. We do not 

know their source and even do not bother to enquire into where from these
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commands come. They are unknown and unidentifiable. The world of ‘they’ is

the world of everyone and yet no one in particular. He does not speak of the

Cartesian world, or that of the physical earth sitting on space somewhere on

the outer arms of the Milky Way galaxy. There is no primitive paradise from

which we have fallen. Rather, he begins his analysis of the world. He says,

the world around me affects me, and I affect it.

“The ready- to -hand is encountered within - the -world in 

anything ready-to-hand the world is always ‘there’. Whenever 

we encounter anything, the world has already been previously 

discovered, though not thematically... With this thing, for 

instance, which is ready-to-hand, and which we accordingly 

call a ‘hammer’ there is an involvement in protection against 

bad weather; and this protection ‘is’, for the sake of 

.. .providing shelter for Dasein... that is to say, for the sake of a 

possibility of Dasein’s Being”.1

In terms of our being-with-others there are two ways in which we live 

out our experience: authentically and ^authentically. In an authentic mode of 

existence, I am aware of my own self, of my world, of myself and my choice 

as mine. We will return to this way of being shortly. Inauthentic living, on the 

other hand, is also known as fallen mode. At such times, I am aware of myself 

merely as other’s see me, and allow others to determine who I am. Such 

‘fallenness’ is not the product of particular social or historical circumstances. It 

is the normal mode of human existence. Inauthencity, selfestrangement is an 

ontological characteristic of Dasien. Here he appears to conceive of it as a 

sort of ‘original sin’ which can not be abolished by mere social action or social 

change. He states that Dasein exits ^authentically within this world. He found 

that Dasein’s existence is inauthentic. We live our lives caught up in the
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anonymous Das Mann, “the they”. It does not hold evaluative elements. We 

can not evaluate Dasein as ‘good’ or ‘bad’ or as being ‘worse’.

Heidegger first uses the term ‘alienation’ to characterize the everyday 

being of Dasein. (In chapter five of first section of Being and Time). He states: 

“Falling Being- in the-world is not only tempting and tranquillizing; it is at the 

same time alienating”.2

In this sentence we can see a myriad of ways that Dasein exists in 

everyday use. Let us analyze this sentence into different section. It will be 

helpful to grasp the concept properly.

First, Dasein is fallen into the world of the ‘they’. This ‘fallenness’ 

means that Dasein is separated from its potential authentic and unitary being 

- the being of affirmation of life in the face of death. Dasein loses its self in 

the ‘they-self. He also asserts that there is a temptation to fall into the 

‘tranquilizing’ world of the ‘they’. This kind of world is tranquilizing because 

Dasein feels at home here. Dasein feels comfortable. The temptation leads 

Dasein into the depths of this comfort Zone. There is a temptation for Dasein 

to be constantly caught up in the way of the ‘they’; or more precisely, 

‘entangled’ in itself because of the ‘they’.

We can refer the story found in the first two chapters of Genesis. The 

characters ‘Adam’ and ‘Eve’ have fallen into the world by tasting the fruit. 

They have been tempted into the world of fullness and tranquility. They 

essentially become alienated from God, and from authentic being’ and now 

must uphold the burden of the world.

Heidegger explains the character of alienation:
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“[Alienation]” does not, however, surrender Dasein to an entity 

which Dasein itself is not, but forces it into its inauthenticity - 

into a possible kind of being of itself. The alienation of falling - 

at once tempting and tranquilizing-leads by its own movement, 

to Dasein’s getting entangled in itself”.3

Here alienation is not alienation from anything (object) in the world, but 

Dasein is alienated from itself. Moreover we see that this alienation is not a 

kind of separation of Dasein from itself, but is an ‘entanglement’ within itself.

Dasein becomes lost in itself. Dasein exits ^authentically and exits in a 

state of alienation. This alienation is consequently part and parcel of the 

everyday life of Dasein. He wants this alienation. He is tempted by the world 

of the ‘They’: he is consequently tempted into alienation. Dasein wants to be 

taken away from its authenticity and possibility of being and placed into the 

comfort of the ‘they’. Here I fall away from taking of my existence as mine, 

and set caught up in the prattle of the they. In other words, I follow along the 

current fads, look to others for definition of who I should be and how I should 

act. At such times, I am not thinking about who I want to be, or how I want to 

live my life. I am not living in the realm of the possible. Instead, I lose 

awareness of myself in my daily concerns, tasks, activities and duties. We all 

usually live our lives in this way.

We can also live our lives authentically. At such times, we are aware of 

the meaning of existence. As such, I am aware of the possible. The realm of 

possible is most important for Heidegger.

It is important to note here, that Dasein is not ‘originally’ an authentic 

being in the temporal sense. Rather, Dasein always has authenticity as its
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own most possibility of being. At any moment, Dasein could be called into a 

state of anxiety from what Heidegger deems the ‘call of conscience’ 

“Conscience summons” Dasein’s self from its lost ness in the ‘they’. This 

‘summoning’ of Dasein to come out of the ‘they-self; is a summoning to 

freedom.

This freedom is only possible through the call of conscience. Once 

Dasein is called into a state of anxiety, and realizes its own most possibility 

and being towards death, only then can Dasein choose its possibilities of 

freedom. Heidegger states.

“..............anticipation reveals to Dasein its lostness in the
they-self, and brings it face to face with the possibility of being 
itself, primarily unsupported by concernful solicitude, but of 
being itself, rather, in an impassioned freedom towards death 
a freedom which has been released from the illusion of the 
‘they’, and which is factical, certain of itself, and anxious”.4

In this state of anxiety and being- able-to-choose, Dasein is no longer 

alienated because it is no longer in the world of the ‘they’. It is no longer 

entangled within itself. It has been called forth to become authentic, or to 

become its true and individuated self. Dasein is now free to choose its own 

most possibilities.

Heidegger does not claim any ‘prerequisites’ of alienation other than 

being - in - the -world. His assessment of alienation begins with Dasein’s 

ontological being. Heidegger does not think capitalism as the cause of 

alienation of Dasein but Dasein’s fallenness into the ‘they-self- it is Dasein 

who alienates Dasein. He differs from Marx by saying that Dasein is not the
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‘worker’. Dasein’s ontological being is not that of a worker as Marx suggested. 

To’ be’ a worker is only a mode of the everyday existence of Dasein.

In our everyday dealings and concerns we exist as ‘they-self’. The 

‘Idle - talk’ and tranquility of the ‘they’ is what we ‘in’ for the most part. 

Through this inauthentic way of being we are alienated. Heidegger states 

“The supposition of the ‘they’ that one is leading and sustaining a full and 

genuine ‘life’, brings Dasein a tranquility, for which everything is ‘in the best of 

order’ and all doors are open”.

Thus through the ‘tranquility’ of the ‘they’ Dasein becomes alienated. 

Dasein for the most part exists as ‘they-self; it exists ^authentically and in 

alienation. Thus alienation can be comfortable to Dasein. Because Dasein is 

under the influence and dictates of the ‘they’. It is comfortable with this. Here 

we find the difference of assessment from that of Marx where opposition of 

man to man is considered as a ‘materialistic’ alienation.

There are two forms of alienations of Dasein. Dasein is first alienated 

from itself because of the ‘they’ and then it is alienated from other Dasein. 

The very being of Dasein is for the most part inauthentic because it is part of 

‘everyone’. It is through this ‘they-self that Dasein is alienated from authentic 

self - hood.

Through a fundamental ontology, Heidegger has focused on the core 

of being. In this being, there is potential for authenticity, but for the most part, 

Dasein being is inauthentic. Through this ontology he arrives at basic state of 

alienation. The core meaning of alienation has been uncovered
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Heidegger is concerned with unfreedom of an even more and 

dangerous kind. According to him, usually our choices, intentions, desires 

and ways of life are not our own. They belong to an anonymous publicness. 

So the experience of alienation is not always from our deeds and our social 

world. But still we are existentially unfree. The possibility of unfreedom has 

already unfolded and engulfed us in our everyday normalized lives. 

Heidegger’s concern about inauthenticity is weighty and meaningful. The 

inauthentic individual relies and depends on ‘they1. From the standpoint of 

‘they’ its actions and involvements are interpreted. The ‘they’ steals the 

individual’s own most being. It tranquilizes him into an existent where man is 

not able to make any choice for himself. He takes up the choices that are 

presented by public interpretedness. Here the individual is not able to choose 

for himself but thinks ’what everyone does’ is appropriate for him. When this 

inauthentic self acts, his own self is not expressed but the anonymous 

average ‘they’ is expressed.

Thus alienation is due to the lack of reflective thinking and inability to 

examine and choose for oneself. If we always take the anonymous public 

interpretedness, no real community can emerge. If our desires, intentions and 

projects are not our own, freedom cannot be achieved. Without critical 

analysis if we accept this or that situation we cannot overcome this kind of 

unfreedom. Thus no community is possible in this sense.

When one becomes existentially free, the possibility of being free with 

respect to one’s worldly deeds and one’s community is opened up. In an 

authentic mode of existence the success or failure is entirely our own. So it is
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necessary to ask ourselves whether our needs and desires are our own or 

they are given to us by anonymously articulated social norms and forces. 

These forces guide us how to live, what we are and what we become. So 

when our life is not what one has taken to mean, but what others have led us 

to mean, then it has no meaning. This feeling may lead to anxiety. From this 

anxiety there is always a temptation to run away and back to the standards of 

normalcy. Here we are accustomed to and taken for granted. But as long as 

we deceive ourselves about the meaning of ‘freedom’ our life cannot be our 

own. The possibility for unfreedom and alienation is usually concealed behind 

an appearance of making real choices and acting freely. This possibility of 

alienation is very common in the age of technology and mass society. Here 

we are not facing our historical and social situations critically. We do not 

reflect and pose new questions to the traditional ways of living. Rather we 

busily and uncritically do what is normal and accept the answers of the 

anonymous publicness as valid answers for our own selves.

In this state we feel comfortable. We fail to see that we have not 

chosen for ourselves and thus failed to be ourselves. We turn away from our 

own selves, and complacently give up our individuality and freedom. An 

individual tendency towards lostness, fallenness and the movement at turning 

away is the condition for existential alienation in Heidegger.

Heidegger uses the term ‘self to refer to who Dasein is. The self 

ordinarily chooses on the basis of something other than itself. That something 

is the ’they’. Initially most part of a person is not an individualized ‘me’ but one 

(Das man), the person’s work does not express his authentic self. Rather a



person does things because one does things. Authenticity is a subjective and 

individual affair. Here one chooses for oneself and lives one’s situation, 

whatever that may be. This implies that it is possible to respond more or less 

authentically in any situation, regardless of the specific social circumstances. 

The inauthentic person is not free because he does not choose for himself. 

He does, what the ‘they’ considers to be appropriate. He does not alienate 

from his actions because he does not place himself against or outside the 

‘they’. The ‘they’ are those among whom he is a part. Thus the deed of an 

inauthentic person carries out and expresses the ‘they-self. When he is 

performing his actions his own being is covered. The actions do not express 

his own most individual self. Heidegger says, everyone is the other and no 

one is himself. Because the ‘they’ presents every judgment and decision as 

its own. It takes the responsibility of Dasein away from it. Dasein is free from 

freedom and responsibility to choose for himself. It is the ‘they’ who 

disburdens Dasein from it and tranquilizes it into satisfaction. It gives the 

assurance to Dasein that ‘everything is in order’. In this way we are relieved. 

It gives a type of certainty and easiness with respect to its being and its 

possibilities. The public interpretation, the ‘they’ restricts Dasein’s possible 

options for choice to what is familiar, attainable, feasible, correct and proper. 

In this way Dasein becomes blind to its own possibility for being and 

tranquilized. The others in the mode of the ‘they’ have taken Dasein’s being 

away from it. Dasein is “fallen” and lost.

Authenticity means the disclosure of human-being- in -question. Being 

an authentic self is not abandonment, but a modification of our normal, quasi
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anonymous identity. This modification takes place when our way of life is 

based on our being. It is in the resolute openness that a person is authentic. 

Because understanding of being essentially belongs to Dasein. Heidegger 

conceives an authentic modification as the most authentic possibility. 

Authenticity is a constant struggle to interrupt everyday entanglements and 

indifferent veiling of the possibility of an ownmost self.

There is no universal appropriate course of action as Dasein comes to 

itself. Dasein is brought into its concrete situation and confronted with its 

thrownness and guilt. The voice of conscience makes everyday public values 

and standards uncertain. Nothing familiar is encountered .The only thing 

Dasein knows in listening to the call of conscience is that, it bears 

responsibility for what it makes of the circumstances in which it finds itself. 

Charles Scott explains this in his article entitled “Question of Ethics in 

Heidegger’s Account of Authenticity”. Where he says that we only “being to 

find ourselves when we are dislocated and displaced by the disclosure of our 

being that has no standing, no name or interpretable meaning in our 

environment. But instead of being lost, we are making ourselves at home in 

our being. This means we are being freed from the lost ness in our familiar 

world of cultural inheritance and unexamined identities that make us who we 

are. Thus, to be authentic, we have to overcome the unquestioned power of 

traditional norms and values.

Dasein has its own being and has the essential possibilities in itself. 

When it is free from the grasp of ‘they’, it gains itself. Initially and for the most 

part, we allow the ‘they’ to chose for us, for we trust that the they knows best.



This quilt that is disclosed to Dasein in the call has to do with how we address 

the possibilities we are thrown into. An authentic person stands out in the 

questionableness of his tradition and community, knowing less who he is and 

who he ought to be. Now he discovers in the call, his own being, initially 

seems alien and causes his anxiety. A switch from heteronomy to autonomy 

is brought to light as a real possibility in Heidegger. In its authentic being, 

Dasein does not have to find a new world or a new group of people. Rather 

Dasein responds to its world in a new way, this time making a choice freely 

for itself. Authentic Dasein also frees others around him for their ownmost 

being instead of judging them according to anonymously articulate norms and 

standards.

The struggle for authentic existence initially puts an individual at odds 

with the norms of his world. An individual must take his fundamental cues for 

living from his own being, not merely from the standard of communal 

normalcy. Becoming authentic does not mean that an individual is free.

We have examined Heidegger’s view of overcoming existential 

alienation. He is of the opinion that at the time of technology, mass culture, 

media and consumerism a person is initially and for the most part unfree. He 

is not his ownself when he lives, thinks and acts in the world and in the 

society. He has given his own freedom to the they and chooses on the basis 

other than his own existence. Existential alienation is overcome when one 

hears and understands the call of conscience. In resoluteness, the possibility 

of freedom is opened up. In overcoming of existential alienation, an individual 

comes home to his own being. But he faces a possibility of alienation from his



work and from his social roles. An individual can realize his freedom only 

when he is in the community. His T is no longer a, they-self but own most 

self, must become a ‘We’. The norms, practices and standards which 

enslaved the 1’ previously, now enable and give meaningful content to an 

authentic Ts freedom. For Heidegger alienation is a pervasive feature of 

everyday life. ‘Fallenness’ is a normal part of the universal human condition. 

He condemns the present age and has given a negative picture of modern 

social life. He describes the way in which modern social life imposes the 

‘dictatorship’ of the ‘they’ upon the individual.

2. Sartre and Alienation

Jean Paul Sartre is the best known existentialist in the twentieth 

century. He is a philosopher of considerable originality and insight. His 

philosophy deals with the total aspect of human being. To determine the 

authentic nature of human existence he enquired into the ontology of man’s 

being, man’s ethical reality, social and political life. It was Sartre who created 

existentialism by taking Husserlian phenomenology and filtering it through 

French philosophical tradition. He was exited by Husserlian phenomenology 

because it appears to offer a chance for philosophy to find a concrete basis 

for itself in actual lived experience. Sartre’s existentialism is libertarian and 

phenomenological. Phenomenology is a kind of grand metaphysical theory 

which aims at achieving clarity about the meaning of the concrete contents of 

our consciousness. The sense of things as existing outside consciousness 

and incapable of being absorbed into it is at the heart of Sartre’s 

existentialism. From Husserl’s phenomenology Sartre finds the clue of
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alienation. Husserl accepted all consciousness is intentional; all 

consciousness is consciousness of something. But Sartre says, “everything is 

outside, everything including ourselves: outside, in the world, among others”. 

He argues that what is ‘inside’ consciousness is literally nothing. There is no 

inner life. It consists only what we do. We just act without determinant causes, 

in total freedom. There is nothing outside myself which can make me act in 

one way rather than another. Freedom is inescapable for conscious being. 

There is an overwhelming sense of negativity in Sartre’s writings, “We are 

condemned to be free”. - >

Sartre is a typical modern French intellectual. He is known for his 

phenomenological descriptions of nausea, alienation and angst. As an 

existentialist he has discarded any kind of blueprint and maintains that to call 

man as ‘existent’ is precisely to hold that there is no blue print. Each one’s 

existence is his own, characterized by unique mines. Man is nothing else but 

that which he makes of himself. As an individual I must decide the question 

for myself. We are the beings who choose what we are. They become truly 

themselves when they freely choose themselves. Everyone is unique and is 

to determine who he will become.

To choose to act in one way rather than another is to regard that way 

of acting is preferable to the other i.e. as a value. When I choose to be a 

teacher than a civil servant, it implicitly affirms that teaching is better for me 

than being a civil servant. Sometimes we pretend that our values are not 

chosen by us but are somehow imposed by someone or something outside 

oneself, whether by God, or by an impersonal reason, or by nature of things
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or by human nature. This is one form of bad faith in which we deceive

ourselves about the necessity to choose our own values. To make a choice is

to regard one set of considerations as having more weight than another.

Values do not exist independently of our consciousness. Sartre has written:

“You are free, therefore choose- that is to say invent. No rule 

of general morality can show you what you ought to do; no 

signs are vouchsafed in this world”.5

By this Sartre means that there is no God who established values or 

sets an ideal of humanity towards which each man must strive. Each must 

invent his own values and he exists authentically. In so far as he strives to 

realize values that really are his own. The existentialists usually reject the 

conventional morality. When I make a choice, it implies that I am committing 

not only myself, but in a certain manner to all mankind.

Dostoevsky challenged Sartre by saying if God is dead; everything is 

permitted in Sartrean world. Sartre was a representative of atheistic 

existentialism. He declares that, if God does not exist there is at least one 

being whose existence comes before its essence, that being is man. 

Existence precedes essence means man first of all exists, encounters 

himself, surges up in the world- and defines himself afterwards. There is no 

human nature, because there is no God to have a conception of it. Man 

simply is. Man is nothing else but that which he makes of himself. It is a 

world, in which man must create whatever sense and worth there is. It seems 

that Sartrean ethics is badly misunderstood by others who consider him from 

the perspective of his literary and dramatic works. Let us have an objective 

and sympathetic approach to his ethics.
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Sartre claims that the only way to achieve a free society for all men is 

by forging a direct relation with those who demand such a universal society, 

the masses. These are specific directives made by Sartre on how to attain his 

society of freedom. Sartre has asserted more than once. That, it is ridiculous 

to think that those like us who live in a world dominated by scarcity, 

oppression and alienation could conceive in any detail what the ideal free 

society would be.

We know that Sartre’s ideal society is Marx’s classless society. Class 

structure in Sartre’s eyes inevitably implies inequality and domination of some 

by others. Sartre was a figure who increasingly challenged authority, 

especially authority of state. In a classless society all would be equal, all 

would be peers. There would be no dominance of one group upon another. 

Sartre argues for ‘debureaucratization, decentralization and 

democratization’6. He wants a direct democracy, one in which all people 

participate in self- governance. Direct democracy is also advocated in the 

economic realm. He accepts the Marxist position that political superstructures 

are rooted in an economic base as their substructure and demands that the 

alienated masses attain control through collective ownership anc 

management of the instruments of labour.

A direct democracy as Sartre views, it would be the concrete 

embodiment of free society of free individuals mutually choosing to promote 

each others freedom. In it all men in the society would be able to participate 

freely in shaping their destiny, ‘Respect for the freedom of all’, is the watch
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word. This means, in direct democracy there is a complete openness of man 

to man.

“A man’s existence must be entirely visible to his neighbour, 

whose own existence must be entirely visible in turn, before 

true social harmony can be established”.7

Sartre points out that, all men must be free to pursue knowledge in 

order to discover the visible possibilities for actions that will fulfill their 

common needs. Thus a direct democracy can remove the alienation of man 

by man which is the major obstacle to freedom in the industrialized nations. 

He believes that it is the powerlessness of the masses in relation to their 

socio-economic-political system that constitutes their alienation today, not 

their lack of material necessities. Direct democracy is the remedy to the 

working masses who do not have control over their destiny and do not control 

the substructure and superstructures of their society. Now a day, scarcity is a 

universal phenomenon. All men will be free and able to live in harmony when 

scarcity is eliminated. When the alienated mass gains the power to control 

their destiny then scarcity will be abolished.

Sartre also accepted the Marx’s classless society where division of 

labour is abolished. Sartre agrees with Marx that it is this division which gives 

rise to different class struggle. He suggests that in the ideal society men will 

be both intellectual and manual worker; the two will not be divided into 

separate specialized classes. He believes that Marxist analyses the causes of 

alienation of freedom in contemporary society are accurate and that its goal is 

true socialism. “Socialism, he writes, is freedom choosing itself as the goal".
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He has emphasized the moral ideal of freedom for all in a classless society. 

Sartre never subscribes to any act or classes of acts that is always and 

everywhere morally good or morally evil. No universal statement about 

morality of acts are possible. He has not given any moral rules to guide the 

conduct. Sartre Says:

“First all men must be able to become one by improvement of 

their conditions of existence. So that a universal morality can

be created....  What matters first is the liberation of man. He

believes that it is ridiculous to expect any moral purity from the 

individuals when they live in the age of oppression, violence 

and alienation”. 8

Thus the challenge before all men is to promote the freedom of all.

From the above, it is clear that if man gets freedom he can create a

meaningful existence for himself. They will be convinced that they are not

totally passive but they can produce the system and can change it. Such a

realization is necessary if we want a new era of humanism. Thus his ethics is

teleological, traditional and humanistic. He has rejected an individual ethics of

personal salvation and comes to believe that a radical transformation of

society is necessary before men can live fully authentic lives. In a most

revealing interview Sartre was asked, “What are we saved by?” He replied,

“By nothing. There is no salvation anywhere. The idea of salvation implies the

idea of an absolute........ The absolute is gone. There remain countless

tasks”. He was then asked if he still saw the universe, as he did in Nausea, as

fundamentally absurd. His positive response was,

“The universe remains dark, we are animals struck by 

catastrophe....... But I discovered suddenly that alienation,
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exploitation of man by man, undernourishment, relegated to 
the background metaphysical evil which is a luxury. Hunger is 
an evil: period. A soviet citizen, an official writer, once said to 
me: “The day when communism (that is, well-being for 
everyone) reigns, man’s tragedy will begin: his finitude”. “It is 
not yet time to reveal it”.9

Thus salvation is impossible. There are countless tasks to attain- well

being for everyone.

3. Martin Buber & alienation

Buber was the most successful existentialists who chose personal 

relationship and the problem of communication among human beings. He 

deals with this problem in his book ' / and Thou' which is a small book written 

in the expressionist style. The style was half mystical and ecstatic. The 

present portion seeks to examine how Buber conceptualizes community. He 

inherits the prophetic consciousness in his demand to the community. He also 

sees that in the modern world alienation arises due to inability of man to 

relate and create meaningful communities.

The concept of alienation, or estrangement / verfremdung are also 

found in Buber's work when we analyze the concept of community. Alienation 

breaks relations and I - You relations is the goal of community. Thus true 

community can only emerge when alienation is conquered.

He distinguishes between two kinds of fundamental relationships 

which he calls 'I - It' and ' I - Thou'. When we utter the word T, we either 

establish a relationship with object or other persons or enter into the personal 

relationship indicated by 'I - Thou'. The primary word 'I - Thou' can be spoken 

only with the whole being'. Here T is completely involved without any
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reservation. But the primary word ' I - It' cannot be said with my whole being. 

Here the acquired knowledge by the observer is independent. To achieve 

absolute knowledge we have to renounce comprehensiveness and choose 

those inner experiences, with the help of subjective method.

In his book 7 and thou’ Buber emphasized that personal relationship is 

possible through complete involvement which needs personal meeting. When 

we are reading a book or attending a lecture our thoughts can wander, 

distracted or we can fall asleep. But when we succeed in making and eliciting 

a complete and frank response, we experience the personal meeting.

Personal meeting is the middle stage between ‘life with nature’ and the

‘life with the spiritual’. The middle stage ‘life with men’ is between these two

positive stages which can be fully expressed by language. The personal

meeting is based on the experience of ‘Thou’, an immediate knowledge of the

whole man. The meeting takes place through grace which is rooted in

everyday life. Understanding of the whole being means pure grace. Now, to

respond to such an experience is necessary. To speak in a chained way:

personal relationship is possible through personal meetings; personal

meetings is possible through a ‘grace’. - A final understanding of the whole

being. And to have ‘grace’, it is necessary to respond to it, i.e. to have

“personal participation”. To make participation possible our striving is

necessary. We have to be taken or chosen to participate.

“The Thou meet me through grace- it is not found by 
seeking...The Thou meets me. But I step in to direct relation 

with it. Hence the relation means being chosen and 
choosing”.10
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Thus active and respective participation is necessary for a successful 

meeting.

Complete dependence on grace may encourage inactivity, passive 

waiting or even laziness. But Buber made no such distinction between activity 

and passivity in the l-thou relationship. Buber is of the opinion that, we should 

concentrate on what we actually experience and live in the present only. 

Usually our practical life is preoccupied by our past and is constantly planning 

for the future. So we should not pay much attention to the passage of time.

"The real, filled present exists only in so far as actual present 
ness, meeting and relation exist. The present arises only in 
virtue of the fact that the ‘Thou’ becomes present... It is your 
present; only while you have it you have the present, ”11.

We can really live a full life.

Buber introduces another distinction between individuality and person. 

Individuality makes us different from others and includes character, race, 

activity, profession even genius. The person is expressed by the statements “I 

am” and represents selfhood. A person makes his appearance by entering 

into relation with other persons. The, I - Thou relationship is concerned with 

person but for this awareness of both individuality and person are important.

Buber insists that, we know the existence of other minds first, then we 

become aware of our own mind. Person is not an isolated entity. “I and the 

Thou grow together; through the "Thou” a man becomes I”. If we isolate 

somebody then it would be impossible to find a developed human mind. The 

aim is to create a community where I and Thou relationship exist for a society. 

For this Buber used the concept ‘we’. Our society is caught between two
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extremes - between modern individualism and modern collectivism. Both

these views are the result of the situation which is due to the combination o-' 

cosmic and social homelessness. We fear the world and the life. It causes the 

feeling of loneliness which we have never experienced before. We fee! 

ourselves cut off as man from nature and isolated as a person, in the middle 

of the swarming masses. Both modern individualism and modern collectivism 

see man only as a part. They miss holiness of man. Individualism perceives 

man only in his relationship with himself; collectivism does not see man at all 

but only society.

A true community is built when definite number of persons knowing 

their selfhood and responsibility are living in the l-Thou relationship. Though i: 

sounds utopian, yet it agrees with our actual experience. We must begin to 

recognize ourselves, to experience the ‘we’ within the context of the society. 

Thus the revival of real communities is obviously essential for a society.

I - you relationship is the real goal of the community. Buber sees the 

fundamental breakdown of human being’s ability to relate and to create 

meaningful communities. Buber uses the word verfremdung, which means 

alienation or estrangement. This concept is found largely in Buber’s work.

He conceives alienation as an inability to relate genuinely to others a 

situation where we can say “it” but not “you”. A rise of it- ness is the general 

cause of alienation. But the picture of alienation is incomplete. His 

understanding of “alienation sickness” focuses only on our subjective 

experience of the ‘symptoms’. Marx shows us the objective processes and 

Buber starts where Marx leaves off. In order to cure our alienation, we must
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realize our alienated state. It is not an easy task. Marx analyses the root 

cause of alienation and Buber looks at the present symptoms.

Focus will be made on Buber’s concept of alienation and his vision of 

community. We have already examined the concept with reference to Hegel & 

Marx. Criticisms have been given for their incompleteness demonstrating their 

complementary understandings of the idea.

It is true that Marx influenced Buber. As we have already seen, Marx 

has analyzed man’s alienation in their material condition the way Feuerbach 

did regarding their spiritual condition. In Marx’ theory of alienation we find 

strong echoes of Buber’s conception. We have to understand Marx’s concept 

of alienation before analyzing Buber’s. Marx recognized the tragedy of “the 

estrangement of man from man” and in Buber, this alienation finds poignart 

expression and its implications on the relational life of human beings.

We do not find a systematic theory of alienation in Buber, the way 

Marx does in his Manuscripts. But he wishes to bring to light the hinges that 

modern human beings have lost. They have great difficulty to enter into true 

relation with their fellow human beings. They have become strangers and 

aliens in their own society and in their own state. Their alienation from the r 

socio- political communities and from each other prompts Buber’s analysis of 

the nature of the relation, particularly as it functions in modern time.

Buber was not interested to find out the cause or origin of alienation. 

He wants to focus on the way in which we overcome our alienated state. 

When we are alienated what is it that we miss? He also wants to show us 

what a true relation looks like.
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He used so many metaphors to define the character of I - Thou

relation. It is important to mention here that I -Thou relationship is not

romantic or anti rational. Before going to analyze the concept of verfremdung

(which Buber used in sense of inability to relate each other in modernity), let

us analyze some of Marx’s technical and systematic formulation of the theory

of alienation in brief. According to Marx, in bourgeois capitalism, the worker is

alienated from his own product and from his life activity. But Buber says,

making thing is an I - It activity can not be considered the Sine Qua Non cf

humanness. For Buber, the act of creating only extends in to the world of I-

You when we are creating works of art. Buber describes the artist as a man

for whom the subject of his representation has become a Thou. When we

appreciate the work of art, we must make this work a ‘Thou’ for us. The I-

Thou relationship is at work here. In this way we can form I- Thou relationship

with our partners in labour producing activity. But Buber has restricted his

encounters with our artistic creations. He considers the artist’s actions as a

form of I - you relation. He says, with art,

“That which confronts me is fulfilled through the encounter 
through which it enters in to the world of thing in order to 
remain incessantly effective, incessantly it but also infinitely 
able to become again a you, enchanting and inspiring12

Works of art are meant to confront human beings in I - you 

encounters. Thus according to Buber, if whatever we produce is a work art 

then it would constitute essential nature of human being.

In Marx, we find that the most essential character of human life is 

activity which distinguishes him from other animals. Labour becomes
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dehumanized under capitalism. From Buber’s point of view it is no longer an 

art but a means to life, no longer an encounter of I -YOU, but an experience 

of l-it. He emphasized that human beings must not be a ‘maker’ but an artist. 

This reversal is applicable not only to a single individual but to the human 

species as a whole.

The fourth form of alienation maintained by Marx that, man is alienated 

from man, acts as our bridge to Buber. Man is alienated from his fellow man 

because neither can participate in the fulfillment of the true human species 

character. From this Buber begins his analysis. To understand Buber’s 

socialistic vision of the true community, the analysis of l-You and l-lt relation 

is necessary. Alienation is the major theme of the second part of 7 and Thou’. 

The book has three parts. First part deals with the twofold attitude of human 

beings and the distinction between l-lt and l-You modes of relation. The third 

part demonstrates the theological orientation and implication of this 

conception.

In the second part, Buber analyses the concept of l-You in history. 

The need for I- You and increasing exclusion of l-You in the modern world. 

When we are not able to understand I -You relationship properly, alienation 

arises.

His primary thesis concerning the alienation of modern human beings 

is that people are increasingly unable to relate to each other as human 

beings. (l-You), and instead generally experience or use other people (l-lt). 

Thus people are alienated both from the individuals they encounter daily and 

from the societies to which they belong.
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Buber carefully observes l-lt relationship, “l-lt is an amoral realm, l-lt is 

where we equip, preserve and alleviate human being.13

Here we utilize our egoistic drives of self- equipment, Self- 

preservation and self-alleviation. Alienation emerges when “man lets it have 

its way". That “the relentlessly growing it world grows over him like weeds’’ 

and “his own I loses it actuality”.14

In Buber’s theory of alienation we find that there is a progressive 

increase of the It-world. Now modern human beings have increased the 

scientific, technological and political influence over the natural world. It 

restricts our ability to enter into the You- world. Alienation is due to the 

imbalance of an It-centric world.

If we look at history, in the primitive society, a healthy balance existed

between the necessary functions of l-lt and l-Thou: The l-lt realm continually

burst through with l-you moments of encounter, and then this l-you relations

feed back into l-lt relations. In the ancient tribal society people did net

possess the knowledge to produce adequate food, to cure most diseases.

They did not know how to protect themselves from the hostile-environment.

They had limited capacity to control over their society. But Buber argues, in

spite of all these, primitive human beings had not lost their ability to relate. I-

you relation was not pleasant:

“Even if it was a hell....unreal it was not. Primitive man 

experiences encounter were scarcely a matter of tame 

delights; but even violence against a being one really 

conforms is better than ghostly solicitude for faceless digits!

From the forever a path leads to God, from the latter only to 

nothingness”. 15
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During that period, l-you encounter was of a violent nature.

Now human beings are repressed by infinite amount of social

structures which serve It-centric ends. Alienation increases when the It-realm

increases Buber argues that in the modern west, the l-lt relationship itself has

become ’’Severed”. The “I” is unknown about “It” T becomes alienated

because relations have been corrupted and fragmented.

“Standing under the basic word of separation which keeps 
apart I and It, he (man) has divided his life with his fellow men 
into two neatly defined districts: institutions and feelings. It- 
district and l-districts”.16

For Buber, modern institutions are removed from the relationships of 

true public life. Modern individuals do not even consider them as being realms 

of relation. Buber questions,

“Consider the two chambers of this life, the economy and the 
State: are they even thinkable in their present dimension and 
ramifications, except on the basis of a superior renunciation of 
all “immediacy”?17

Buber refers ‘immediacy’ as the pre requisite for all l-Thou encounter.

The modern individual is “pre occupied with (his) own feeling” - 

alienated from the world and other human beings. It is due to his 

overwhelming concern with the emotional content of his own, severed I. This 

pre occupation also reflects the increasing It-ness of institutional life. Feelings 

are comprised of a variety of sensations which we experience, separated 

from public life. Feelings become more central to the individual’s life. The 

more he is severed from community, the more the very distinctions between
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public and private life becomes pronounced. A society with vast economic 

inequalities poses tremendous obstacles to l-you relation.

l-lt is an inevitable feature of life, but it has exponentially increased in 

modern society. Alienation is caused by the simultaneous centralization of 

power into economic and political institutions. The capitalist system depends 

on and glorifies the l-lt realm also responsible for alienation. Buber argues 

that due to the advancement of capitalism the structure of the society has 

broken down. Capitalism deals with only individuals. The modern state aids 

and abets it by progressively dispossessing groups of their autonomy. A 

capitalist economy deals most fundamentally with the individual consumer 

Cultural and religious groups struggle to maintain their importance in the lives 

of their members. When profit motive takes precedence over the human need 

for community, religious and cultural groups fragment into extended families 

extended families break into nuclear families, nuclear families dissolve into 

individuals. The personal world of feelings becomes a refuge that has little to 

do with relation to community. Thus the individuals, we encounter daily ofter 

do not belong to any real or imaginary cultural community of which we are £ 

part.

We cannot deny the material benefits of modernity of the rise of l-lt 

We have seen that in pre-modern society, life was ’’nasty, brutish and short’ 

as mentioned by Thomas Hobbes. But Buber argues that human beings 

during that period at least had a immediacy of relation. Buber has formulatec 

his theory of alienation and of the opinion that the modern man has become 

estranged from his ownself and from other human beings around him. The
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lack of ‘It’ capacities was not present in the pre-modern human beings. They 

may have frequently killed each other and treated each other in horrible ways 

but at least they were able to relate to one another. This immediacy of relation 

is lost in modern society. Still now we are killing each other and treating each 

other unjustly in a greater volume than pre-modern society. In addition to this, 

politically and economically, modern individuals are alienated from the 

societies in which they reside. Modern capitalist society seeks to concentrate 

economic and political power as centrally as possible. In our society, the 

holders of economic power are so large that the members of the modern 

economy have no practical influence over them, and no way of relating, even 

as an I to an It. The tragedy of our age is that we have the technological 

capacity to prevent starvation across the globe, yet people are starving 

across the globe. In other words, we are developing l-lt abilities constantly 

and more rapidly. In this process, we are unable to say ‘you’ which keeps us 

from consciously restructuring our institutions.

In the modern society, the ‘It’ is growing like weeds and the human

agency has nearly disappeared from institutional life.

“The state is no longer led; the strokes still pile up coal, but the 

leadings merely seem to rule the racing engines. They tell you 

that they have adjusted the apparatus modern conditions; but 

you notice that henceforth they can only adjust themselves to 

the apparatus”.18

From this it is clear that alienation in modern society is so deported ' 

that no small measure could possibly lift human being out of their state. Buber 

claims that, loosening up the framework of the economy or the state cannct
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make up for the fact that neither stands any longer under the supremacy cf 

the you saying spirit, and stirring up the periphery cannot replace the living 

relationship to the center.

This is to say that even measures of positive reform-action that make 

the economy ‘freer’ and institution “juster” cannot solve the fundamental 

corruptions modern society brings to human relations.

For Buber, community must emerge from a group of people who are 

living and working together. They must have a common relationship to the 

external you. In other words, community demands its members to be 

accessible ‘yours’ not only to each other but to God as well. A true community 

of living and working together grows from a community of faith. This is true 

even if the members address their eternal you (God) by other names. They 

can have any type of faith and still be a “community of faith”, even if they 

“fancy that they are Godless”. Here we see Buber making a diversion fron 

Marx relating to the point of God.

Though Buber’s theory of alienation covers the same ground as 

Marx’s; the former proceeds in opposite direction. Buber rests his theory of 

alienation upon an inability of human beings to say “you” and arrives at a 

conclusion criticizing the modern economic and material condition. On the 

opposite side, Marx starts with the material and economic condition cr 

alienated labour and arrives at a critique of modern man’s ability to relate.

The most fundamental contrast between Marx’s and Buber’s 

conception of how we overcome alienation and the role of religion in this 

process, it can be said that there is a causal relationship between the inter
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human concept of community and the economic structure of communism. In 

Marx, In order to change relation between people, the relations to production 

must be changed.

From the standpoint of religion both of them differ. Religion, for Marx,

was a diagnostic indicator of man’s oppression the overcoming of which

needs to take place in order for real action to be undertaken by the proletariat:

“Religion is the sigh of the oppressed creature, the sentiment 

of a heartless world, and the soul of soulless conditions. It is 

the opium of the people. The abolition of religion as the illusory 

happiness of men, is a demand for their real happiness".19

Buber, on the other hand, sees religion as not only compatible 

with socialistic aims for community, but essential to them. Buber’s first thesis 

of religious socialism expresses the fundamental symbiosis. He feels religion 

and socialism must undertake in order to flourish. Religious socialism can 

only mean that religion and socialism are essentially dissected to each 

other - that each of them needs the covenant with the other for the fulfillment 

of its own essence. Religion, that is, the human person’s binding of himself to 

God, can only attain its full reality in the will for a community of the human 

race, out of which God, alone, can prepare his kingdom. Socialites, that is, 

mankind’s becoming a fellowship-man’s becoming a fellow to man- cannot 

develop other than out of a common relation to the divine center, even if this 

be again and still nameless unity with God and community among the 

creatures belong together religion without socialism is disembodied spirit 

and, therefore, not genuine spirit; socialism without religion is body 

emptied of spirit and, hence, also not genuine body. But-socialism without
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religion does not hear the divine address; It does not aim at a response. Still it 

happens that if responds; religion without socialism hears the call but does 

not respond.

Buber rejects mysticism in its purest form. Pure mysticism aims at an 

all inclusive oneness; the mystic experiences, in moments of ecstasy, a 

complete union in which God and men are merged. Buber criticizes 

mysticism by saying, all mystic discipline presupposes that God is 

within me; but truly though God surrounds us and dwells in us; we never 

have Him within us.

All mysticism treats external reality as illusory. But Buber says that 

this is the stage of the I -Thou relationship, ‘life with nature’. Again 

mysticism tries to exclude suffering but Buber says that it is a part of the 

action in meeting. It must be at work in the I -Thou relationship. He also 

criticized pantheism. In both mysticism and pantheism God is all 

inclusive and endangers the human person. It creates a wrong reaction 

making the I self-centered, cutting off from other men and the transcendental. 

Buber says if you do not experience the creative action of God as the final 

Thou, our life is always in danger of being reduced to the level of the I - it 

relationships.

Buber finds careful and selective use of religious material to 

the formations of community. He also believes that certain expressions of 

the l-eternal you encounter truly challenge the structure of society, are 

divinely inspired; it needs to bind human beings together in fellowship.
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He formulates his concept of the “living center” as a basis for 

religious socialism:

“True community does not come into being because people 

have feelings for each other, but rather on two accounts: all of 

them have to stand in a living, reciprocal relationship to a 

single living center, and they have to stand in a living, 

reciprocal relationship to one another”. 20

When l-you becomes central to a person’s life and when a person 

participates in a true community, alienation can cease from society and other 

individuals. In this way we can place all members “living in the center”.

Let us consider what constitutes this “living center” idea. Buber’s vision

of community is recognizable in I and Thou. He writes that:

“What corresponds to the essential Thou on the level of self

being, in relation to a lot of men, I call the essential we. By we,
I mean a community of several independent persons, who 

have reached a self and self-responsibility, the community 

resting on the basis of this self and self-responsibility, and 

being made possible by them. The We' includes the ‘Thou’ 

potentially. Only men who are capable of truly saying Thou to 

one another can truly say we with one anothef. 21

Analysis of Buber’s vision shows that all the members of a true 

community are bound together in a relation that transcends a collection of I - 

you relations and becomes a we. Within the community political authority 

would be decentralized; cultural practices would be shared in common and 

feature of the group would be more than feature of the individual. Another 

important and striking element of Buber’s “living center” is that true 

community is religious in character. He considers external you, God, as the
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basis for community. It is not the community which is the basis of God as 

some would have it. For Buber, Men’s relations to their true you, being radii 

that had from all l-points to the center, create a circle. Not the periphery, not 

the community comes first, but the radii, the common relation to the center. 

That alone assures the genuine existence of a community.

Buber also claims that, extended, the lines of relationship intersect in 

the external you and every single you is a glimpse of that. If we imagine the I 

and the you of a I- you encounter each as a line, running parallel to each 

other, Buber claims that they will intersect in infinity-in the eternal you, God If 

we posit third fourth line parallel to each other, all the lines meet in infinity. 

Now imagine a ring of lines, or more precisely a cylinder, all parallel to each 

other, and all intersecting in infinity. This cylinder of lines is the vision of 

community. From this we have seen how Buber sees the interconnected ness 

in human beings relation to each other and their relation to God. Thus it is 

impossible to imagine a true community without a living center. In it, the living 

center, God, lifts human beings out of their alienated states. Although, in 

Buber’s mind, “men have addressed the external you by many names”22, and 

sometimes by no name at all. Thus Buber views religion as a necessary part 

- along with the true socialist community - of over coming alienation.

To conclude, alienation or estrangement is an important thing which 

characterizes existentialism. The existentialists used the concept alienation to 

mean that one is estranged from one’s own consciousness and from others. 

We are hemmed in by a world of things which are opaque to us and which we 

cannot understand. Science has also alienated us from nature. The product of
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science, highly specialized concepts, laws, theories and technologies are 

unintelligible to a layman. These factors stand between us and nature. We 

are also estranged from human institutions, bureaucratized government on 

the federal, state and local levels, national political parties, and giant business 

corporations. We do not understand their workings. They point out that all our 

personal human relationships are poisoned by feelings of alienation. We also 

do not feel a part of them. We live in alienation from our own institutions.

Thus, Alienation affects all social and work relations. In this chapter we 

have traced the development of alienation from Heidegger to Buber through 

Sartre. Buber’s religious socialism differs from Heidegger’s authenticity. 

Sartre represented atheistic existentialism. Here one thing is common, that 

they are pessimistic in their approach. They have over emphasized upon the 

evil side of human life. They do not conceive the moral failure in terms of the 

alienation of human beings. They have not developed a concrete thesis far 

overcoming alienation.
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CHAPTER-V

CONCLUSION



CONCLUSION

The concept of alienation is very broad and it encompasses all aspects 

and features of human life. It involves any kind of separation. It is observed 

that every religion, culture and philosophical tradition has its own theory of 

alienation. They have their own story of how humans came to be alienated 

either from God or from nature or from other human beings. In the beginning 

of the thesis a continuous effort brought the broad field of alienation theory 

into sharper critical focus. Systematic conceptual clarification and 

terminological precision are made. A rich intellectual heritage is revealed by 

retracing the evolution of the concept alienation. Historical genesis of the 

word alienation has been examined from the Gnostic tradition to the modern 

age. The views of Plotlines, Augustine, and Moister Eckhart have been 

examined. The views of Hegel, Fichte and Marx have also been explained in 

brief. Very often the positive and neutral value connotations of the concept 

are neglected. But the uses and different aspects of alienation illuminate a 

rich spectrum of meanings which have been obscured or reduced in the 

course of time. The term alienation covers an extensive range of meanings 

and uses in legal, societal, medical - psychological and philosophical - 

theological spheres. Different types of alienations viz. social, psychological, 

linguistic, economic, cultural, religious, spiritual and technological alienation 

have also been explained in brief. Alienation as a serious concept is found 

more in west than in the east. It is not a live issue in India. Alienation is not 

found explicitly in the schools of Indian thought. But similar expressions are 

found in Buddhism, Yoga philosophy, in Upanishads and Vedanta. Thus
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spiritual alienation has been explained with reference to the above systems. 

Buddhism is an extreme example of the great concern with the basic problem 

of alienation. In Buddhist school of thought, suffering is the starting point and 

this is nothing but a type of alienation. The term ‘dukha’ is rendered as 

alienation in the sense of physical and psychological separation. It is not 

permanent but temporary. Once we know the cause of suffering or ‘Pratitya 

Samutpada’ alienation can be overcome. Yoga philosophy emphasizes on 

change which is the cause of sufferings and a sense of separation or 

alienation is the effect. We have a growing sense of how we have become 

separated or distanced from our own happiness or joy. The sages of yoga 

wished to address both the terms that help us to understand and overcome 

them. We feel alienated due to our limited knowledge. We forget our true 

nature and fail to recognize the divine. But this feeling is temporary and can 

be overcome when we realize the divine.

In the Upanishads and Vedanta, alienation is due to ignorance. From 

Vedantic point of view, the individual selves are alienated and separated from 

Brahman due to Maya. Maya is the cause of alienation. It is not permanent. 

When knowledge of Brahman dawns, ignorance as well as alienation 

vanishes. From the above it is clear that alienation has never been a problem 

for Indian thinkers.

The Christian doctrine of original sin and redemption has been 

regarded by many as one of the first versions of the story of man’s alienation 

and dealienation. Some have insisted that the concept of alienation found its 

first expression in western thought in the Old Testament concept of idolatry.
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The relationship of human beings to logos in Heraclitus can also be analyzed 

in terms of alienation. The list of precursors could easily be enlarged. But 

probably no thinker before Hegel could be read and understood in terms of 

alienation and dealienation.

The concept of alienation is central to Hegel’s account of the 

development of spirit and thus of the process of human self development. He 

does not treat individual self-consciousness as an immediate, unchanging 

given. It develops through a process of alienation and its overcoming, self

estrangement and self-recognition, a fall into division and reconciliation.

Hegel criticized traditional Christianity specifically the idea that God is 

transcendent, unknowable and separate from humanity. For him, it is the 

extreme form of alienation. Hegel realizes that traditional Christianity has 

created alienation by the inherited idea of a divine. God is being objectified 

and treated as a stranger in Heaven. God rules the earth and human beings 

have no communication with him. Hegel treats God as a divine stranger and 

infinite object: This bad infinity and inherited religion are the reasons cf 

creating the many kinds of alienation of human life. He pledges that this bad 

religion should be rejected in order to eliminate alienation.

Hegel has given an important role to religion by stressing its good side 

to overcome alienation. Through religion we can establish a true relationship 

between man and God. For Hegel, God is infinite but no longer over and 

against the world, but is “in and through it, grounding it, energizing it, orienting 

its unfolding”. He applied his dialectical method in every field to find a 

solution. Alienation is Hegel’s word for what happens when people and ideas
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get cut off from unified reality. Two examples of alienation we have given h 

this connection. One example of Hegel’s alienation is the idea that God is 

separate from humanity and another example is the famous story of 

master/slave dialectic.

The most famous section of the Phenomenology, which contains 

Hegel’s description of the master / slave dialectic, has been examined. Hegel 

begins with two subjects struggling for ‘recognition’. This battle for recognition 

leads to a ‘life or death’ struggle, after which one consciousness becomes 

master and the other becomes the slave. The master is dominart 

consciousness whose whole existence is ‘being- for- self, while the slave is 

being -for- other. The slave exists only to fulfill the master’s desires. The 

slave works in the world to produce things, which the master needs.

In fashioning things, the slave gains an awareness of the fact that he 

exists in his own right and in his work. The situation has reversed. The master 

now only exists through another, through the labour of the slave. On the 

contrary, the slave has now achieved power over the objective world through 

his labour. It is important to note that the change in consciousness goes 

through the mind of the slave. Hegel’s dialectic starts with the slave’s 

consciousness, posits the world of labour and then returns to a transformed 

consciousness leaving reality unchanged.

In Hegel, the negation of the negation was a means of asserting the 

rule of thought over the objective world. For Hegel, the real world is the world 

of alienation, that is to say any objectification is to alienate oneself. He starts 

with a form of consciousness about the world, then negates that in the name
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of objective reality and restores the realm of thought by ‘negating the 

negation’. The whole movement starts with the ideal and ends with the ideal. 

The real world is nothing but an alienated realm and thought just has to 

realize this ‘other’ as its own creation. Thus, we find in Hegel’s philosophy 

that alienation is a necessary step for spiritual development or self-realization 

of the spirit.

The concept of alienation is regarded today as one of the central 

concepts of Marxism. His account of alienation draws explicitly and directly on 

Hegel’s work. He inherited the concept from Hegel and agrees with him that 

self is social and historical, but he also criticized Hegel’s account of history as 

the self development of spirit. He rejected the view that alienation has already 

been overcome in the present society.

In Marx’s early writings, alienation refers to the separations of things 

that naturally belong together, or to antagonism between things that are 

properly in harmony. Marx believes that alienation is a systematic result of 

capitalism. His theory relies on Feuerbach’s The Essence of Christianity’ 

(1841), which argues that the idea of god has alienated the characteristics of 

the human beings.

Marx was a disciple of Hegel and wanted to set Hegel “back on his 

feet”. Hegel’s philosophy presented a sort of dialectical immanence in which 

the divine element progressively impregnated all earthly forms of reality until it 

became incarnate in the state. Marxism established itself as a philosophical 

doctrine in reaction against the position adopted by a false spirituality. Marx 

retained dialectical analysis as a means of acquiring knowledge, Thesis,
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antithesis and synthesis became the watch word. He affirmed materialism in 

preference to the idealism of his master. Marxist materialism is a radical 

materialism. The spirit is not denied; but the activities which we ascribe to the 

human spirit can only be the properties of living matter which reaches a 

certain point in complexity.

According to Marx all that exists is matter. His humanism is a mutilated 

form of humanism. Hegel described a succession of historic stages in the 

world as Geist or spirit, by which spirit progresses towards perfect self

understanding. Marx rejects this idea. In Marx’s reaction to Hegel, these two 

idealist poles are replaced with materialist categories: spiritual ignorance 

becomes alienation, and the transcendent end of history becomes man’s 

realization of his species being. He agrees with Hegel that the self is a social 

and historical creation but propounds a materialist theory. Present capitalist 

society is characterized by alienation. This has an economic and social basis. 

Marx identified four specific ways in which alienation pervades capitalist 

society. Marx found three main flaws in capitalism (a) Inefficiency (b) 

Exploitation and (c) Alienation.

For Hegel, the paradigm of alienation is the unhappy consciousness, a 

form of mistaken Christian religiosity whereby ones own spiritual essence is a 

divine being dwelling outside the world in a supernatural beyond. The natural 

world is inessential and thus is devoid of true reality. Whereas, in Hegel’s 

pantheistic view, that natural world is the necessary expression/ 

objectification of the divine world spirit.

For Feuerbach, the idea of God is really no more than our idea of our
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own human essence erroneously conceived as an entity distinct from and 

opposed to us. Hegelian philosophy makes the same mistake in locating what 

is essential in human thoughts and deeds in an obstructive, supernatural 

world mind rather than the real, material world. Thus, for Feuerbach, 

alienation is a kind of mistake (false consciousness) that is cured once people 

renounce their religious illusions.

Marx on the other hand, maintains that religion is itself not the cause of 

alienation. It is the opiate of the masses and serves two purposes. First, it 

expresses a sense of worthlessness and emptiness of human life and 

second, within this worthlessness man feels comfortable. For Hegel and 

Feuerbach, alienation is mental and involves a misunderstanding of one’s 

condition. In contrast, alienation is real for Marx. He respects the idea that 

alienation consists of a false consciousness. Alienation cannot be removed by 

changing the thought of people. Even if we change the thought of people, 

alienation would be more painfully apparent. What matters is not just to 

interpret the world but to change it. From this his humanistic approach 

towards alienation is made clear. Alienation is objective in Marx whereas it is 

subjective in Hegel and Feuerbach.

Marx also emphasized the species consciousness of human beings. 

People are alienated when they lack meaning of worth. Now the question 

arises, what makes the life of human beings meaningful? Marx replies that 

there is a distinctively human way of living. He has a conception of human 

nature. This is embodied in his notion of species being. This has two 

elements. (1). man is a social being and (2). He is conscious of this fact.
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Human beings must be aware of their role in society, humanity and 

relationship with other humans. On the other hand, an alienated life is one 

where individuals fail to affirm, confirm and actualize their essences as 

humans. When human beings are not satisfied with their human essences, 

they feel alienated. Thus alienation is a separation and estrangement of 

individuals from their human essence.

Another point is also noteworthy in this connection. Marx writes that 

human beings are potentially free because they are species beings. People 

are free when they do and choose deliberately to organize their social and 

economic interests. But under capitalism individuals are forced to be one 

particular kind of human beings. Thus capitalism alienates the capitalists as 

well as the workers. So alienation is absence of self-realization and freedom. 

Both these are obstructions to what is to be human. Thus alienated life is 

dehumanized.

Existentialism is not a school of philosophy but refers to a number of 

related philosophical beliefs. In the fourth chapter, I have examined three 

important existentialist philosophers, Heidegger, Sartre and Martin Buber and 

their views on alienation. Existentialism was a reaction against the age of 

reason. They have rejected all forms of abstract thinking and absoluteness of 

reason. They made a start from existence, from our actual personal 

experience. ‘Existence precedes essence’ is the central proposition of 

existentialism. Man is distinguished from other animals because of freedom of 

taking decision for himself.

The chapter under reference contains discussions on three important
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existentialist philosophers. Martin Heidegger was concerned with alienation of 

a person. For him, man exists because he is conscious. He used a technical 

expression for man that is ‘Dasein’. Man is the being immediately present to 

the world. He has to live his life here. He has an inescapable relationship with 

the world. The distinction which he made between authentic and inauthentic 

existence of Dasein has been explained. Man can overcome his alienation 

through the call of consciousness.

Heidegger does not treat capitalism as the cause of alienation. Dasein 

is an ontological being. There are two forms of alienations of Dasein. First is 

alienation from itself and then it is alienation from other Dasein. We are 

existentially unfree. Alienation is due to the lack of reflective thinking and 

inability to examine and choose for oneself. Freedom is possible only when 

we think for ourselves or choose for ourselves. Existential alienation is 

overcome when one hears and understands the call of conscience.

Jean Paul Sartre was the best known existentialist in the twentieth 

century. He believes that it is the powerlessness of the masses in relation to 

their socio-economic- political system that constitute their alienation. He also 

argues that when people live in the age of oppression, violence and alienation 

it is ridiculous to expect any moral purity.

Buber chooses personal relationship and the problem of 

communication among human beings. He argues that in the modern world 

alienation arises due to the inability of human beings to relate and create 

meaningful communities. He uses the word verfremdung, which means 

alienation or estrangement. He was influenced by Marx. He has analyzed l-lt
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and l-Thou relationship. There is a progressive increase of the It- world in his 

theory of alienation. When l-You relationship is central to a person’s life and 

he participates in a true community, alienation can cease from society and 

other individuals.

We have examined the views of Heidegger, Sartre and Buber. From 

the above discussion one could rightly say that the philosophy of 

existentialism is essentially a rebellion against man’s growing alienation in 

modern society. They have only analyzed the psychological factors which are 

responsible for alienation. Nowhere have we found any concrete solution to 

eliminate alienation. Of course the disease from which modern man suffers is 

alienation. They made it popular again by creating a negative picture of the 

world. Perhaps that is so. Now the question arises, how a man can live like a 

thing without faith, without conviction and with little capacity to love. Such 

existence is meaningless. Thus they failed to find the meaning of our true 

existence.

It is observed that Hegel’s idealism, Marx’s materialism and 

existentialism subscribe to the doctrine of humanism. These ideologies aim at 

man as the nucleus of their thoughts. They have tried to solve the problem of 

alienation in their own way. Their conclusions are factual but inadequate. 

They are specific, analytic but one sided. Much discussion has been made by 

these thinkers, but this has not made the problem simpler. Hegel’s view is 

confined in abstract logical thought. Marx’s emphasis on the material forces, 

especially economic factors is not satisfactory. In existentialist’s opinion man 

is determined by his own choice and decision shows the normlessness.
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These thinkers search for some feature of life in the contemporary world to 

blame for alienation. Religion, capitalism and technology are among the 

conditions blamed. But no where we can find a concrete solution to overcome 

alienation. The problem lies in their onesided exploration of human nature. 

Man is a complex being. He has his physical, vital and mental aspects with 

their characteristic needs. If a man were a simple being, a particular ideology 

would be sufficient for him. He has a metaphysical aspect apart from physical 

and mental aspects. To reach at a conclusion about him by emphasizing any 

one or more aspects of his complex nature is one sided and erroneous effort. 

There are different kinds of alienation corresponding to the various aspects of 

human nature. Exclusive emphasis on one aspect in isolation of the other is 

not appropriate. What is required is a holistic approach to the problem and its 

overcoming.

Alienation is a common problem we are facing now. We have the 

burden of misery, oppression, alienation and discrimination. The world in 

which we are living today is not what it was a hundred years ago. The 

scenario has changed. The problem which we are facing now is being 

aggravated day by day. In the modern society people are defined primarily as 

individuals. Each individual must have his or her own rights; job and money. 

People are living alone and looking at life in terms of their own separate 

identity. Though there is material affluence and unprecedented personal 

rights, there is also tremendous emotional unhappiness and personal 

alienation. People seek the advancement of their own at the expense of the 

society. Modern society has removed more obvious class divisions and
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inequities. Overt slavery has been abolished, but a class division of rich and 

poor still exists. The division of rich and poor is perhaps the most cruel and 

defining aspect of social identity. Even communist countries could not abolish 

class rather they have created new classes of bureaucrats, police men and 

ideologues. Modern society has no real concept of freedom. It emphasizes on 

success, affluence and materialism. Modern freedom is defined mainly in 

terms of commercial values; freedom to buy or do what one wants in the outer 

world. Modern commercialization is reaching its limits in global exploitation 

and ecological devastation. The abstract ideological approaches have failed. 

Spiritual intuition is considered to be a matter of individual subjectivity, it is 

believed to yield no valid knowledge of reality. Spiritual experience is 

explained as the result of electro-chemical events in the brain and genetic cr 

environmental conditioning.

In the present day society, due to the advancement of science and 

technology man is becoming more and more materialistic. The modern man 

bothers less about the attainment of values. Morality has lost its relevance h 

modern society. Modern man has become more concerned with sensual 

pleasure and material possessions than with morality and salvation. A life that 

is dedicated to the unrestrained satisfaction of these urge is not desirable and 

even perilous. Therefore it is essential that the instinctual urges should be 

regularized by the ideal of spiritual realization. This tendency indirectly forces 

the modern man to become alone and feel alienated from the society and 

from other human beings. They are forced to lead a life in which that nature 

has no opportunity to be fulfilled or actualized. In this way, the experience cf
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alienation involves a sense of lack of self worth and an absence of meaning in 

one’s life. We bother less about others. Some people think that morality is 

now out of date. They regard morality as a system of nasty puritanical 

prohibitions, mainly designed to stop people having fun.

There is greed for power, position, prestige, money, envy and egotism. 

There is also the sense of suspicion, anger, frustration and anguish through 

comparison. All these factors made human life more complex, problematic 

and insecure. There are varied reactions to the pressure of modern life. Some 

seek escape in the madness of material desire and fall into debt and despair. 

Others fall prey to the material void of alcohol and drugs. Some others react 

with violence, vandalism and crime. In spite of progress and development 

man feels helpless, powerless, oppressed and alienated. Hence alienation is 

an inescapable fact of human life.

Thus, there is an even greater need to solve these problems. The 

solution should involve flexible, intelligent, clear and compassionate thinking. 

The twentieth century is identified and equated with progress, reason and 

human benefit. Science is supposed to enlighten and bring progress but it has 

caused alienation and oppression.

There are different views of the causes of alienation and prescribed 

solutions for it. It varies from thinker to thinker. It would be appropriate to 

suggest some solutions from Indian perspective, though the concept was 

originated and made popular in the west. It has never been a problem for 

Indian thinkers. They have defined these problems more comprehensively in 

depth. Their approaches were not only psychological but also axiological and

153



typological. Human problem cannot be solved only by analysis of man’s 

activities but also through the value experience of the individual. 

Value/morality constitutes a large part of human nature which has been 

neglected in Hegelianism, Marxism and by existentialists. Thus a detailed 

analysis of the problems and their solutions can only be possible through 

Indian point of view. Perhaps that is the reason why alienation as a serious 

concept is not explicitly present in India

The most important question remains: Is it possible to eliminate 

alienation completely? The answer is yes. Of course it is not easy because 

alienation makes its impressions in the deeper recesses of the mind, in its 

subconscious layers. Then what should we do to eliminate or overcome 

alienation? To overcome alienation, we have to accept the challenges and 

face it. Taking above facts into consideration an attempt has been made to 

solve the problem of alienation. Here the contribution of Bhagvad Gita is 

significant. It gave the world a new concept of value i.e. Karma Yoga which 

synthesizes spiritual excellence, mental efficiency and physical fitness. It is 

not only concerned with an individual’s spiritual upliftment but also deals with 

diverse values like material, social, and spiritual. There is a clear synthesis 

between material and spiritual values, individual and social values. Let us 

analyze different solutions from the standpoint of Bhagvad Gita to overcome 

alienation.

1) The ideal of Niskama Karma can solve this problem. The ideal of 

disinterested action is a doctrine of self-effort without any aspiration for 

the result. Right action is not a means to an end but it is an end in
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itself. It eliminates greed, enviousness and any personal consideration. 

We should perform our duty according to the dictates of the 

conscience. Personal consideration or selfish motive is not acceptable. 

It recommends the performance of an action as a devotion to 

discharge social obligation. One should perform one’s duty. Duty is for 

duty’s sake. Duty should be discharged as categorical imperative. But 

what is duty? It is not doing what we like or what gives us material 

pleasure in the external world. The tragedy is in modern society. We 

seek what brings outer achievement and acquisition not the real 

capacities which bring inner peace and happiness1.

There is no end to material satisfaction. Life can be lived for a long 

time with wellness and in so called freedom but without meaning. What is the 

meaning of our life leaves a big blank. But we must understand the highest 

goal of our life.

Gita prescribes the concept of Svadharma which reflects the spiritual 

capacity of a person. There is a difference between material capacity and 

spiritual capacity. Materially we may grow to make a lot of money but not 

spiritually to achieve a higher state of consciousness. A person becomes a 

doctor not necessarily out of love of healing but out of looking for a highly paid 

job. The difficulty lies in determining the real capacity of a person. So the first 

thing is to know our real capacities. We have to understand our true nature or 

the species characteristics. Man is not only social or material being. He is a 

complex being. He has his physical, vital and mental aspects with his 

characteristic needs. If man were a simple being, a particular ideology would
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be sufficient for him, be it material or ethical, religious or secular. Exclusive 

emphasis on either in isolation of the other is a mere abstraction.

He is the synthesis of physical, mental and spiritual elements. We have 

to promote spiritual qualities which are suppressed by ego based desires of 

modern commercial society. There is need of introspection.

2) The second important need is to perform selfless service for the society 

with the sense of sacrifice. Sacrifice is required in two forms i.e. one at the 

individual level and the other at the societal level. Without the sense of 

sacrifice an individual cannot think of serving others. Sacrifice has no 

meaning if the subjective interest is hidden. So selflessness and purity of 

intention is important. Alienation also occurs due to selfishness, greed etc. 

alienation can be overcome when an individual discharge his duty towards 

the society with devotion. A real well being is possible if each and every 

individual finds some value in achieving his own goal as well as getting that of 

others. A faithful and honest discharge of duties leads to the perfection of the 

individual.

To overcome alienation the theory should be founded on the principle 

of equality. Equality gives rise to brotherhood. An individual can consider 

everybody as equal only when mind is disciplined and well balanced. Sound 

mental health is the very goal of any human activity. So to increase 

concentration and discipline we have to train it, practice the skill. To purify 

and concentrate our mind we have to change our lifestyle, and our attitude 

towards life. It is urged that the feeling of alienation may be due to
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suppressed feelings. Thus there must be a harmonious development of 

physical fitness and mental tranquility to overcome alienation.

Practice of austerity is essential to overcome alienation because it 

brings purification and perfection in an individual’s thought, speech and deed. 

A balanced personality can be attained if all these values are assimilated. 

Practice of moral qualities like forgiveness, steadiness, nonviolence, equality, 

truth, no miserliness, shame etc. supposed to move individual self from the 

state of alienation to a state of perfection. These moral qualities make a 

man’s life meaningful. Practice of morality and concentration of mind are the 

prerequisite to overcome alienation.

Thus we must return to spirituality because there is no other alternative 

for modern man than the choice between barbarism and a new renaissance 

of humanism, that is spirituality. It ensures freedom to the individual to shape 

his destiny in a manner of his own choosing. It is conducive to his personal 

development and happiness and that of the society as a whole in the field of 

material as well as spiritual. Love, truth, justice, compassion are basic to 

spirituality. Spiritualization means working with a purpose for the betterment 

of society. Sometimes there is a tendency to equate religion with spirituality, 

but they are contrary to each other. Spirituality integrates the salvation of the 

individual with the transformation of the society. It is a vision that insists that 

one’s welfare is coterminous with the welfare of the society. Spiritually 

liberates us from the barriers of religion.

Thus there is an urgent need to evolve spirituality for the global 

scenario. It is the ultimate affirmation of harmonious approach. It is universal,
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pure, harmonious and wholesome way of life, a life of morality. It helps us to 

have self introspections, to bear stress of modern life and gives us strength to 

serve and improve society. It unites and there can never be divisions. Such 

type of approach is appropriate in the present context though there may be 

other solutions to the problems of alienation.

To conclude, alienation has been used as a conceptual category by 

philosophers, thinkers, statesmen and religious leaders to explain suffering of 

man in a very wide sense. Suffering may be physical, mental, spiritual, 

economic, religious, linguistic and so on. As there are varieties of alienation, 

so innumerable ways and means have been prescribed and recommended to 

eliminate alienation. Further, the fact of alienation has been conceptualized in 

very many ways. But I think in the contemporary period spirituality is the only 

panacea to eliminate all kinds of alienation.
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