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Psychological Implications of Capitalism

ABSTRACT

Capitalism was described by Karl Marx as an antagonism between the owners of the
physical capital - the bourgeoisie, and the working people producing all the wealth but
not claiming any benefits for it. Marx believed that this relationship between the
workers and the products they manufacture would end up alienating the workers from
society and ultimately themselves. Capitalism soon led to what we now know as
consumerism; the idea that material goods are no longer used for their purpose but as
a portrayal of socioeconomic status. Same as capitalism, consumerism has also
caused conflict between relationships. With the economic growth and antagonism for
power and wealth, we no longer purchase an item solely for its use, but mostly to
accomplish a certain level of prestige or self-comfort. So how do we solve the problem
of social inequality and the feeling of insufficiency? Erich Fromm proposed the simple
idea of exploring our feelings: love and reason can serve as a way to bridge the
differences between the social classes and offer relief to interpersonal relationship

conflicts.
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CAPITALISM AND THE LOSS OF SELF-WORTH

Capitalism was broadly defined by Karl Marx as a system that aims to alienate the
masses. He made that observation after seeing that the higher social classes, or the
bourgeoisie, wielded absolute power, since they owned the means of production; yet,
the workers, or the proletariat, who were the ones working alongside the means of
production and manufacture the goods, were in seemingly no possession of power.
This, according to Marx, causes the proletariat to be alienated not only from their work,
since they are unable to profit from it right away, but also from their work superiors, as
they live drastically different lives and have significantly different priorities. Since most
of the workers are seen as cogs in a machine, they are often faceless and are solely
judged on the efficiency of their work and of the product they make. If the product of
one’s work is better than another’s, they will be rewarded and likely, promoted.
Conversely, the other person may be demoted or even made redundant. In capitalistic
societies, workers are instruments. When an instrument is not functional, it is not
favored and, instead, disregarded or disposed of. This way of determining a person’s
value based on the quality of the work that they produce, has interpersonal
consequences for the workers. When someone is promoted over someone else, this
creates feelings of insecurity or self-doubt on a personal level and a competitive
tension on a social level. Essentially, a member of the proletariat may be working in
order to survive and cover their basic, physiological needs such as food, shelter and
so on, while a member of the bourgeoisie may be occupied to cover their self-

actualization needs, like feeling accomplished or prestigious.
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Self-fulfillment
needs

Self-

actualization:
achieving one's
full potential,
including creative
activities

Esteem needs:

prestige and feeling of accomplishment Psychological

needs
Belongingness and love needs:
intimate relationships, friends

Safety needs:
security, safety Basic

needs
Physiological needs:
food, water, warmth, rest

Table 1: Pyramid on Needs

In reality, this may not seem to have detrimental effects on society at a first glance but
as we look deeper, we can see behaviours between people and communities that are
inherently based on unwanted human attitudes. Human relationships have been
poisoned by the elevated and ‘pumped-up’ egotistical nature that capitalism,
inextricably leads to. Nowadays, the phenomenon of depreciating self-worth in the
youth and the older generation of today is way too common. Children are taught that
compliance to their teacher is the way to gain favours in their academic life. We can
parallel this to a worker that is told by their boss that the only way to succeed in the
work environment is through complete compliance. Young kids’ introduction to this
type of thinking has spectacular effects on society. People find value in their money
and status and thus people relationships are affected as their self-worth and self-value

is determined by their money and socioeconomic status. This obviously affects human
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relationships between people. It is not random that in a friendly relationship between
two people, if one’s status is decreased due to a loss of their job for example, the way
that they will determine their self-worth within the relationship will radically shift. This
in turn will switch the power dynamic within the relationship as the one with more status
will have influence over the relationship and its members. This gives a different view
to the common Marxist saying that ‘The history of all hitherto existing society is the
history of class struggles.” And: ‘oppressor and oppressed, stood in constant

opposition to one another,’.

THE ALIENATION OF THE WORKING CLASS

Marx saw capitalism not only as a source of economic exploitation of the working
people (proletariat), but also as a cause for alienation from our humanity, what he calls
“species being”. When relationships in the working environment are distorted, society
is being conceived as a competition, where each person needs to do better than the
other, and people are being used as means to an end. Alienation as a general term is
the separation of a subject and an object that typically belong together. A subject, in
this context, is a self, a person. An object might be anything from an intangible concept
or a broad entity like society, to a group of people or even an individual. The subject
and the object typically belong together, and alienation occurs when they are
separated. In capitalism, workers are alienated from their labor since they are not able
to receive direct profit from it, rather they receive it in the form of a paycheck,
commonly at the end of every month. Even if the product they produce sells more that
particular month, or they work harder than the previous month, they will still get the

same paycheck.
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Alienation as a concept is inherent to capitalism as it is the only way that the higher
class can keep the status quo and thusly further take advantage of the working class.
In the process of trying to incorporate individuality in industry, workers are deprived of
their own sense of individuality. Subsequently, the workplace becomes a breeding
ground for relationship implications between the workers and their employers as well
as the workers and the products they are manufacturing. Alienation may lead to
workers feeling antagonism and envy towards their supervisors, as they start to
recognize that in a system of capitalism, their labor does not belong to them, but rather
to their employers, since they are the ones that are receiving the full economic
compensation of their hard work. These feeling often go unnoticed, in a phenomenon
coined by psychologist Ronald David Laing, called mystification, which is a tool to
enable a misrepresentation of what is going on or what is being done in the service of
one social class over another, implicating that the mystified person is not aware of

conflict and may experience false peace or calm.
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(Economic) subject-object:
Alienation from the product of labour

Alienation of labour Alienation from the means of production

power (subject) (object) / \

Object of labour  Instruments of labour

Table 2: The Alienation process

However, if the workers become aware of alienation, and the class divide between
them and the supervisor, then class consciousness is developed. In Marxism, class
consciousness is a person's set of beliefs about their social class or economic status
in society, as well as the structure of their class and their class interests. This
realization may alienate the worker even further from their workplace and may lead
him to question why he or she is working for their supervisor in the first place, since,
as Parker puts it “the reasons we work are referred to as mysterious forces that
structure our lives as machines who must sell our labor power to others”. To sum up,
capitalism cannot exist without alienation: for a capitalist society to function, workers
must not only “become things”, but they must also come to believe the unsubstantial
notion that this is “the way things go”. In essence, it is necessary that workers, the
subjects, are separated from the product of their own labor, the object, while also
accepting that being paid significantly less for something they produced is the

standard, which is true for a vast majority of capitalistic societies today.
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CONSUMERISM AND THE EXPENDABLES

Consumerism is a socioeconomic order based on our society's fixation on material
goods and the idea that increasing consumption of products and services is a
desirable goal, whilst a person's well-being and happiness are also dependent on
acquiring commodities and material possessions. Many scholars have studied this
phenomenon, namely French sociologist Jean Baudrillard, who held the belief that
consumerism is another step in the development of capitalism. ltems are more often
purchased for their prestige or for the value they carry in society rather than their use.
Because of this, goods have become an indicator of wealth, prestige, and social class.
The more expensive material goods one possesses, the wealthier and respectable
they are. In this way, items begin to correlate with financial and social status. This not
only creates a divided society where the hierarchy is determined through the prestige
of the objects one possesses, but it also substitutes social values. In a society where
goods determine class, moral values may be discarded or replaced by consumption.
For example, conflict between a romantic couple may no longer need discussion and

empathy to be resolved, as far as a gift might as well be the solution.

Modern—day consumerism has proven to be a threat to our societal harmony. What
gives societies and people value is entirely based on what the modern-day society
gives value to. While other past societies might have stressed that values such as love
or respect are critical for the success of a country and for the labeling of one country
as valuable, our modern-day western society places much force on consumption. An
interesting way of looking at this trend is through Karl Marx’s theory of object’s two
dimensionality. In brief, Marx believed that objects had two dimensions, the “use-

value”, which is the actual purpose of the object and the “exchange-value” which is the
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value that makes objects exchangeable on the market. A deeply consumerist society
deems the exchange-value as more important than the use-value. This normalizes
buying products, especially luxury goods that would be otherwise considered useless,
in order to showcase one’s social class, while at the same time, it isolates people that

cannot afford to buy these products and makes them outcasts.

It isn’t random that the people benefiting from this mass consumeristic way of thinking,
are the same people actively embracing it. The notion that buying more gives more
value to a person seems to be completely taken from advertisements. When ads clog
up our feed and most of the world’s eyes sees an advertisement that they probably
have seen before on a daily basis, even subconsciously, this has a major effect. As
most of modern-day economies are based on the working class, which is needed in
order to generate wealth, which is taken by the higher class, this working class needs
to be kept in check. Because if too many people get rich, then the people at the top
will not have people below to take from. The main way that the working class is kept
in check is through buying menial things. The higher class has managed to convince
the proletariat that the new iPhone is critical not only for their social life but for survival
in the modern day. Thus, the proletariat spends its money on meaningless items and
due to additional social factors, is kept in check. So even if one isn’t brainwashed into
buying the new phone, if everyone around them does so then they must do so too.

And if the very rich people all own phones, then they must be doing something right.

As societal values take a different shape, specifically that of money, a diminishing in
the core aspects of those values can also be seen. Essentially, love becomes an
exchangeable product; if love is conveyed only through a ring and a necklace then

thus, in our minds, love is a ring and a necklace. Love loses the inherent aspect of
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what made it love in the first place. For example, the value of knowledge has been
seen to be conveyed through college merchandise. Even if knowledge doesn’t
diminish in the public eye as much, people that try to express their knowledge need to
show that they, for example attended Harvard, even if they never did. Thus, knowledge
loses its core meaning as it is not expressed through knowing but through showing
that you know. This is detrimental for day-to-day interactions; if your partner never

buys you anything it seems they don’t love, you.
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Table 3: Factors influencing consumerism

As the number of choices grows further, the negatives escalate until we become
overloaded. At this point, choice no longer liberates, but debilitates.” Consumerism
has dehumanized people to the point where our interpersonal relationships have been
transformed into "transactional" relationships between the products that people

produce and the actual person producing them.
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THE SOLUTION TO A DISTORTED SOCIETY

A philosopher that offered an alternative solution to a distorted society was Erich
Fromm. Fromm believed that by applying psychoanalytic principles to remedy cultural
tribulations, mankind could develop a psychologically balanced, “sane society.” His
idea was that in an industrial world that moves too quickly, people need to take time
to learn some values that will eventually lead them to the knowledge of loving and how
to practise it. He believed that if we can identify the reasons love is absent from our
system, maybe we could try doing the completely opposite things and make the
system work better. He also supported that tiredness and boredom come with being
around “bad” people, specifically people who do not have anything to say and refuse
listen to what you have to say. He trusted that love and reason could provide answers
to questions about how life should be lived. To him love was a “universalistic
orientation toward others that promotes autonomy and mutual respect for humanity”.
Additionally, he believed that the basic principles of capitalism have infected people's
relationships to the point where we have become interchangeable products, rather
than sentient beings. That is why he supported that love is wholly absent from a system
such as capitalism. Essentially, Fromm sees that as a society we seek refuge through
a flawed perception of love, with the flawed idea that we are getting closer to one
another and removing our separation, but rather we are truly engaging in fake acts of
love to dodge the underlying issue that is enough to characterize the majority of the

population as insane.

Furthermore, in one of his works, “Art of Loving” (1956), Fromm postulated that love
is a key component to cooperating with nature and overcoming alienation. He also

claimed that “Love isn’t something natural. Rather it requires discipline, concentration,

11
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patience, faith and the overcoming of narcissism. It isn’t a feeling; it is a practice”. But
that would raise the question: is love intact in this sense, considering that capitalism
and consumerism have affected our perception and practice of love? For instance, in
today’s, capitalist society, people do not try to fix love when it is not working, they
simply follow the “industrial manual” and replace it with something or someone new.
Specifically, due to capitalism the relationships between people have become similar
to the ones between people and the products. In the people-products relationship, the
buyer is presented with so many choices that in reality they don’t feel satisfied when
they choose, because the differences between the products are slight and a new one
is going to be presented months later with a small difference making the product more
perfect. This has brought a mentality in people that anything with the smallest
imperfection is worth replacement. This mentality has transferred in the inter-human
relationships. This way of thinking has greatly influenced the surge in divorces the 215t
century has experienced. Marriages nowadays end suddenly due to egotism, greed

and competition between partners.
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CONCLUSION

In conclusion, according to Marx and other scholars that followed his work, capitalism
and its products have distorted human relationships through the years. The working
class has been exploited for their labour and has become so dehumanised to the
extent where the work they produce is of more importance to the industrial world than
the person itself. Such behaviour causes conflict between classes and especially
anxiety to the lower socioeconomical classes. Consumerism has become excessive,
people seem to buy things they do not need to impress people they do not know, for
the sake of prestige and the hollow feeling of accomplishment. Fromm had an idealistic
theory that would potentially end the problem of conflict between the classes, love. By
identifying the general absence of love, we could discover the conditions that were

responsible for this absence and reverse them.
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