


Introduction

Among both Marxists and critics of Marxism there is a tendency to
overlook and at times misinterpret the meaning and importance of leisure
and play in Marx’s thought. Critics of Marx have often labelled Marxism a
philosophy of work, indicating that work is the only legitimate form of ac-
tivity for people in Marx’s view and condemning him for the narrowness of
his conception of human activity." While defenders of Marx’s position
have, especially since the publication of his early manuscripts in 1932, em-
phasized the creativity characteristic of unalienated work,? they have been
understandably reluctant to interpret Marx’s concept of praxis as a form of
play. Indeed, many contemporary Marxists would want to criticize
capitalistic forms of play and leisure, and this would make them all the
more hesitant to discuss unalienated praxis in terms of play. With the excep-
tion of discussions of Marx within a psychoanalytic context® and scattered
references to the problem in the recent literature on Marx,” there has been
little in the way of a systematic investigation of the relationship between
play and leisure and work in their unalienated as well as their alienated
states in Marx’s early writings.

There is, however, the foundation of a theory of play and leisure in these
early writings, and it stands in need of explication and development.
Especially in the 1844 manuscripts and the notes on Mill’s Elements of
Political Economy, Marx provides the basis for both a theory of the
~ alienated character of play and leisure in capitalist society and an indication
of the characteristics of unalienated play and leisure. In the first section of
this paper, I shall construct Marx’s implicit theory of alienated play and
leisure in capitalist society, expanding on certain aspects of the problem
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which have become especially important in contemporary American society
and briefly sketching the relationship between alienated work and alienated
leisure activity (play).® The second section contains a development of
Marx’s notion of unalienated leisure and play, also based primarily on his
early writings, in which the unity of work and play in unalienated praxis will
be emphasized. It will be shown that Marx’s position involves an overcom-
ing of the dichotomy between work and play found in capitalist society and
a rethinking of the traditional categories in terms of which work and play as
forms of human activity are understood. This discussion leads to the ques-
tion of whether there is any meaningful distinction between work and play
in their unalienated forms. In the third section, I shall consider some possi-
ble reasons for rejecting the view of the identity of unalienated work and
play, including some which Marx himself seems to have had in mind when
writing Das Kapital. It will be shown that these objections can be successful-
ly met when one takes into consideration the dialectical notion of human
needs present in Marx’s early writings.

Alienated Play and Leisure

The uncovering of the alienated character of leisure in capitalist society was
not a matter of primary concern for Marx for several reasons. First, it was
not a pressing problem for the proletariat when seen in the light of the more
crucial problem of alienated labor. Second, it would do little to advance the
cause of the workers’ revolution to analyze alienated leisure where it did ex-
ist as a problem—in the upper ¢lass. Simply as a matter of priorities, an in-
quiry into the alienated character of leisure was not of prime importance.
The third reason for leaving this problem relatively uninvestigated provides
the theoretical basis for the preceding two reasons: alienated leisure is
primarily a derivative phenomenon, a secondary effect of more fundamen-
tal forms of alienation. It would be better, then, first to investigate the more
basic problem, that of alienated labor.

The development of capitalist societies has not, however, followed exact-
ly the course Marx had anticipated. For a number of reasons, the considera-
tion of which is beyond the scope of this paper, the sharp polarization of
capitalist society and the eventual revolution of the proletariat have not yet
come to pass. In contemporary Western, highly industrialized societies, a
gradual improvement in the wages and salaries of workers and a steady
decrease in the number of hours of work per week have brought about an
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increase in the amount of free time potentially available to most workers.
This increase in potential free time has important consequences in regard to
the problem of alienated labor in capitalist society. Rather than eliminating
the problem of alienated labor, the gradual increase in free time serves to
reinforce and perpetuate the fundamental alienation of labor. In this sec-
tion of the paper, I shall outline the theory of alienated leisure and play
which is implicit in Marx’s early writings, developing the ways in which this
is related to the problem of alienated labor and stressing the inadequacy of
increased leisure as the answer to humanity’s fundamental alienation in
capitalist society.

There are at least seven conditions under which the worker’s leisure can
be said to be alienated or the worker can be said to be alienated from his or
her leisure: (1) when one does not have any leisure; (2) when leisure is
justified only if it results in increased productivity; (3) when the worker
must sacrifice leisure for more money; (4) when leisure becomes dominated
by private property, the need to have rather than be; (5) when leisure activi-
ty is transformed into consumer activity; (6) when leisure extends and rein-
forces the alienation of work, and (7) when it becomes a flight from the
alienation of work. Let us examine each of these conditions in turn.

First, the complete absence of leisure, which arises in a situation where
the worker has no time left over from work for anything more than fulfill-
ing basic physiological needs, is indicative of a state of alienation in the
sense that there is no possibility, even outside of one’s job, of free, creative
activity. The total absence of leisure is, properly speaking, indicative of
alienation, not because it involves alienated leisure, but because it points
toward the complete domination of alienated labor in the life of the in-
dividual. Instances of such a complete absence of leisure are presumably
less common today than they were in Marx’s time. The tendency to restrict
and perhaps even completely eliminate leisure would be rooted in what
Marx describes as the capitalist’s desire to give to the worker only that
which is necessary to maintain the worker during work, enough to insure
that there is always an adequate supply of workers.” However, categories
such as “‘necessary minimum’’ have a social and economic foundation, and
their definition varies in accordance with changes in that foundation. In the
last few decades in America, that necessary minimum has been raised
significantly. This shift has resulted in a limited justification for greater
leisure in comtemporary society—and this brings us to the second condition
under which leisure is alienated.
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When leisure is justified only insofar as it brings about an increase in
worker productivity, it is seen not as having a value in itself or as a human
value for the person involved, but as being of value only as a means to in-
créase production. Implicit in calling this alienated leisure is the judgment
that leisure activity should indeed have a value in itself, that it should not be
simply a means to greater productivity. The ‘‘in itself”” character of leisure
activity is negated when it is justified only as a way to increase productivity,
and the worker is alienated in this sense in his leisure activity because the in-
trinsic value of his or her activity is denied. Only its meaning and value in
relation to increased productivity is recognized.

It should be noted, however, that individual workers may not always
perceive the alienated aspect of leisure activity in such a situation, but that
would be due either to fortuitous circumstances (e.g., when management
extends a large amount of free time to the worker) or because of the
worker’s own expectations. For example, under certain circumstances, it
may increase productivity if management provides both free time and a
wide range of leisure activities for its workers insofar as this creates a more
“‘hygenic’’ environment for the workers. In such a case, the worker may
well be able to use that free time in such a way as to make it quite mean-
ingful to herself or himself. However, several factors should be noted here.
First, there is strong evidence to suggest that such a ‘‘hygenic’” approach to
worker satisfaction is only effective in producing short-term changes.® Se-
cond, insofar as his leisure activities are values in themselves for the worker,
one is still faced with the problem of giving workers social expression in
which only work is recognized as a genuine value-creating activity. Third,
the principle which determines the allocation of free time for leisure remains
in this instance one which does not recognize the intrinsic, human meaning
of leisure activity, even though in some specific cases it may happen to per-
mit its development. The fundamental structure of the situation remains the
same, although under certain conditions it may allow for more individual
creativity. Fourth, if a worker has come to expect very little of his leisure
time, then alienation may not arise in this instance as a perceived problem,;
but it is nonetheless present, even though it is masked by the worker’s false
consciousness.’

The third condition under which leisure is alienated is when, even though
it is potentially available, leisure time is sacrificed in order to earn more
money. Marx argued that, in a society in which wealth is increasing, an in-
crease in the level of wages leads to overwork on the part of the workers due
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to their desire for the riches that the capitalist possesses.'” There is now
some doubt whether this is in fact the case, for the relationship between in-
come effect and substitution effect in our own society is unclear.'
However, too great a preference for leisure poses a danger for capitalist
society, leading eventually to a decline in productivity and the gross na-
tional product. While the direction American society takes is yet to be deter-
mined, it is clear that if leisure time is sacrificed in order to do more
alienated work in order to earn more money, then humanity becomes
alienated from its leisure; if it is not sacrificed in this way, then it clearly
presents a threat to the growth of a capitalist economy.

Taken together, these three conditions of alienated leisure refer primarily
to ways in which the quantity of leisure time may be affected by alienated
labor. In each instance, the principle governing the allocation of leisure time
is one which negates the human meaning of leisure through a denial of the
intrinsic value of the activity in question. The next four aspects of the
phenomenon of alienated leisure are related more specifically to ways in
which the content of leisure activities is shaped by alienated labor, although
the question of the quanitity of leisure time will arise again in passing. By
encouraging possessiveness, conspicuous consumption, the values of the
marketplace such as competitiveness, and an illusory escape from the
alienation of work, leisure activity becomes alienated in our society. Let us
now turn to a consideration of these remaining conditions under which
leisure can be said to be alienated.

In a commodity-based society, private property plays a central role. In
the 1844 manuscripts, Marx argues that even people’s senses are restruc-
tured in such a society. The emphasis is not on free, human praxis, but
rather on mere having.

Private property has made us so stupid and one-sided that an object is
only ours when we have it, i.e., when it exists for us as capital or when
it is directly eaten, drunk, worn, inhabited, etc., in short, used in some
way...Thus a/l the physical and intellectual senses have been replaced
by the simple alienation of all these senses, the sense of having."
Leisure activity is not exempt from this transformation, and the tendency
that Marx describes here seems to have reached a high point in our own
society. For example, the sense of hearing—which may well be most fully
satisfied aesthetically in listening to music—has for many today been
replaced by the need to have incredibly sophisticated stereo systems, records
and tapes. All too often, such systems far outstrip their owners’ listening
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ability; in those instances where it does not, there is often more concern
about how well the sound is reproduced than about what is being played.
The fetishism of equipment and gadgets which pervades many leisure ac-
tivities today is but the extension of the fetishism of commodities and
evidence of another condition under which leisure may be alienated: the
domination of private property which tranforms leisure activity into mere
having.

The fifth aspect of alienated leisure is closely related to the preceding one.
Leisure activity becomes a consumer activity, whether it involves the con-
sumption or possession of goods (as in the previous instance) or of services.
There are a number of economic factors contributing to this tendency, and
one of the most significant of these is the necessity to expand the market.
Insofar as a steady growth of the Gross National Product is considered
necessary,'” and insofar as increased industrialization and automation
result in increased productivity per worker, it becomes increasingly
necessary to produce and market new goods and services. The realm of
leisure activities offers one of the more profitable areas in which new
markets can be developed. As a consequence of this, there is an ever-
growing demand to transform leisure activity into consumer activity. In-
sofar as this is the case, leisure activity becomes alienated from its human
meaning and value and becomes a specific type of economic activity whose
meaning and value are determined by the forces of the marketplace.

Sixth, leisure can become alienating when it extends or reinforces the
alienation already found in work. Several of the preceding conditions of
alienated leisure relate directly to this, but additional examples of the way in
which leisure extends the alienation of work abound. In sports, for exam-
ple, many of the values of capitalist society are strikingly reflected, especial-
ly in organized sports on the professional level. The emphasis on competi-
tion, performance, efficiency, quantification, etc. reflects the organization
of labor in our society and serves to reinforce it and those values compatible
with a capitalist system.'* Numerous studies have indicated that the leisure
activities of workers often correlate with their work activities—e.g., boring
and unimaginative leisure is often found among those whose work has the
same characteristics.'® In these and many other instances, leisure activities
extend and reinforce more general patterns of alienation already present in
society, especially those found in the work situation.

There are, however, occasions on which individuals attempt to overcome
the alienation of their work situation through the creative use of leisure, and
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this is the seventh condition under which leisure may be alienated. In his
discussion of alienated labor in the first of the Paris manuscripts, Marx con-
cludes:
...man (the worker) feels himself to be freely active only in his animal
functions—eating, drinking and procreating, or at most also in his
dwelling and in personal adornment—while in his human functions he
feels himself to be only an animal. The animal becomes human and the
human becomes animal.
Eating, drinking and procreating are of course also genuine human
functions. But in abstraction, separated from the remaining environ-
ment of human activities and turned into final and sole ends, they are
animal functions.'®
Implicit in this description is the thesis that a peculiar inversion takes place
at times in capitalist society, an inversion which Marx discusses here in
terms of animal and human activities. It had been described somewhat dif-
ferently two paragraphs earlier in this same manuscript: ‘‘The worker,
therefore, feels himself at home only when he is not working, whereas at
work he feels homeless.”’'” The inversion consists essentially in this: con-
fronted with the absence of conditions for meaningful, creative and free ac-
tion in the primary world of work, people seek to find that freedom,
creativity and meaningfulness in an alternative world, that of play and
leisure. There is a close parallel here with religion: both are attempts to
create pseudo-worlds to which people can flee to find in an illusory fashion
that which they cannot find in the everyday world of work. Where this
tendency manifests itself most strongly in leisure, the pursuit of leisure
assumes almost religious dimensions and a ritualistic quality.'® Religion, on
the other hand, exhibits a definite play-element, and this has been stressed
in contemporary theology.' Religion and play share a common element:
they both function as illusory paths people follow in the attempt to realize
one’s species-being. However, both paths are dead ends for Marx, for that
realization can only be accomplished through productive activity and the
transformation of the actual world for Marx.

The attempt to find in leisure the freedom, creativity, and meaningfulness
that is unavailable in work leads inevitably to alienated leisure for several
reasons, and the discussion of those reasons can serve to explicate the con-
temporary relationship between work and leisure. First, the attempt to find
freedom and meaning in the world of leisure alone is an escape in that the
achievements made in this are relegated to a sphere of unimportance.
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Leisure, although free, is trivial precisely because it is set aside from the
everyday world and not intended to transform it. The dichotomy between
work and leisure in contemporary society serves to isolate the freedom and
creativity characteristic of playful activities and leisure from the world of
work and thereby to undermine the significance of the freedom and creativi-
ty of leisure activities. In this sense, the freedom of leisure is trivialized.
Second, this process serves also to insulate work from demands that it be
transformed. B'y viewing leisure as the primary sphere of freedom, one
undermines the strength of demands that work be transformed into a freer
and more creative activity. This reinforces the alienation present in work in-
sofar as it discourages attempts to transform work and encourages the
worker to seek freedom and creativity elsewhere.

In the preceding remarks, I have sketched the conditions under which
leisure may be said to be alienated and, in the process, indicated the close
connections between alienated labor and alienated leisure. It is now possible
to pull these together in more systematic fashion. Alienated leisure in our
society is a derivative phenomenon, growing out of alienated labor, in
which the positive values usually associated with leisure (freedom, creativi-
ty, meaningfulness in itself) are either negated or are recognized only in an
illusory fashion. They are negated in the absence of leisure, when leisure is
justified only in terms of increased work productivity, when leisure is
sacrificed for money, and when it becomes dominated by the values of
capitalist society (private property, exchange value, etc.). The positive
values are given illusory recognition when they are attributed to leisure at
the expense of overcoming the alienation found in labor. The division which
exists between work and leisure serves to perpetuate the alienation of both
spheres, trivializing the freedom and creativity found in leisure and justify-
ing the absence of those qualities in the world-transformative activity of
work. Where leisure directly reflects the values of capitalist society, it fur-
ther intensifies the alienation found in work. Although the alienation in
leisure is the result of alienated labor, it comes to exist to a limited extent as
an independent problem in a way similar to that of religion insofar as it
becomes institutionalized. In this sense, the critique of alienated leisure
must lead us back to the problem of alienated labor, for the key to the prob-
lem of alienated leisure is not to be found in leisure itself but in alienated
labor and in overcoming the split between work and play.*

Implicit in the foregoing discussion of alienated play and leisure has been
a notion of what human activity could become if the alienation of both
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work and play in capitalist society were overcome. We must now turn to a
closer consideration of unalienated human activity, investigating in par-
ticular the way in which Marx’s notion of unalienated human activity
(praxis) overcomes the dichotomy between work and play.

Unalienated Praxis: The Unity of Work and Play

In unalienated praxis the division between work and play is overcome.
Traditionally, play and leisure activity have often been defined as activity
done for its own sake,*' and the implied contrast here is with work as an ac-
tivity which is not done for its own sake but rather for the sake of something
outside of itself. The basic presupposition of this distinction is that there are
two distinct kinds of human activity, one whose value and meaning and
purpose are intrinsic to the activity, the other being one in which these
qualities are extrinsic. This is the distinction between activity done for its
own sake and that which is only a means. Unalienated praxis, however, in-
volves precisely the overcoming of the necessity for this distinction; it is
free, creative human activity which has both intrinsic and extrinsic value,
meaning and purpose. As Marx pointed out in the Grundrisse, ‘‘labour can-
not become play, as Fourier would like.”’?? Yet neither is it sufficient, as
Marx pointed out in his critique of Max Stirner’s position, to make work
the free competition of workers among themselves, for in this sense ““work
is free in all civilized countries; it is not a question of freeing work, but of
transcending [aufheben] it.”’?* What will be called here ‘‘unalienated
praxis’’ is free, creative human activity in which the split between intrinsic
and extrinsic value, meaning, and purpose has been overcome. In contrast
to this, alienated labor is activity which lacks intrinsic value, meaning and
purpose; alienated leisure is activity which lacks extrinsic value, meaning
and purpose. When alienation is overcome, each of these activities gains the
qualities it was lacking in its alienated state and the two kinds of activity
become one in unalienated praxis.

In his comments on Mill’s Elements of Political Economy, Marx sketches
his vision of genuine human production, work as ‘‘a free manifestation of
life and an enjoyment of life.”’** His description, although lengthy, should
be noted carefully, for it provides the foundation for the notion of
unalienated praxis.

Suppose we had produced things as human beings: in his production
each of us would have twice affirmed himself and the other. (1) In my
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production I would have objectified by individuality and its particulari-
ty, and in the course of the activity [ would have enjoyed an individual
expression of life; in viewing the object I would have experienced the
indiviudal joy of knowing my personality as an objective, sensuously
perceptible, and therefore indubitable power. (2) In your satisfaction
or your use of my product I would have had the direct and conscious
satisfaction that my work satisfied a Auman need, thus that it objec-
tified human nature, and that it created an object appropriate to the
need of another human being. (3) 1 would have been the mediator be-
tween you and the species and you would have known and experienced
me as a completion of your own nature and a necessary part of your
self; I would have been affirmed in your thought as well as your love.
(4) In my individual life I would have directly created your life; thus in
my individual activity 1 would have immediately confirmed and real-
ized my true human and social nature.

Our productions would be so many mirrors reflecting our nature.

This relationship would thereby become reciprocal, what happens on
my side would happen on yours.?*

Most, although not all, of the essential elements of Marx’s idea of
unalienated praxis are contained in this passage. This praxis is productive,
free, a source of enjoyment, a mediation between people on the level of
thought as well as of action, a mediation between individuality and human
nature, and is rooted in human needs. To these six characteristics three
more must be added: praxis is a mediation between humanity and nature, is
rooted in imagination, and is many-sided. Let us examine each of these
characteristics briefly, placing special emphasis on the way in which they are
related to play.

First, unalienated praxis is productive; but we must ask the question, pro-
ductive of what? 1f the productivity of unalienated praxis is limited to the
production of physical objects, then many forms of play (as well as other
kinds of human activity) would be eliminated from this category, for they
are not productive in this sense. However, such a narrow definition of pro-
ductivity in terms of physical objects falls short of expressing the richness of
Marx’s notion of praxis. In the first of the 1844 manuscripts, Marx main-
tains that unalienated work (life activity, productive life) is ‘‘life creating
life...free, conscious activity...man makes his life activity itself an object of
his will and consciousness.’’*¢ Unalienated praxis is productive, in the most
fundamental sense of the term, of human life itself, and this is not ade-
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quately understood as an aggregate of ‘‘things,”” but as an on-going process
of creating relations.?” If this is the case, then the productive charaeter of
unalienated praxis does not exclude those forms of play which do not pro-
duce physical objects, but only those activities which do not contribute to
the production of human life. However, it should be noted that one of the
difficulties of such an interpretation is that it appears to yield too easily to
vague interpretations of any activity as being productive.”® This objection
can be met through a further specification of the notion of unalienated
praxis, especially in terms of its foundation in human needs. This will be
dealt with below.

Second, this praxis is free. Within this context, ‘‘free’” does not mean ar-
bitrary or capricious; rather, it is free because it is grounded in a con-
sciousness of humanity’s species-being, of its fundamental human nature.*”
Moreover, such ‘‘freedom’’ is not divorced from human needs, but rather
grounded in them as part of our species-being. We are free insofar as we are
able to realize our species-being. This is in sharp contrast to the freedom
often found in play, for the freedom of play appears in many instances to be
capricious. Building a sand-castle, for example, seems to be an example of
arbitrary, creative, playful activity.*® It could be argued, however, that the
apparent arbitrariness of play is at times deceptive, that it masks hidden in-
tentions and drives which cannot otherwise find expression;*! yet insofar as
the freedom found in play is arbitrary, it is clearly to be distinguished from
that found in unalienated praxis. Moreover, the freedom found in play is
distinguished from unalienated praxis insofar as it is bought at the expense
of stepping outside of everyday existence; this involves not only a suspen-
sion of that everyday world, but also of one’s own self through the assump-
tion of a new role in the game.*? In contrast to this, praxis transforms rather
than suspends the everyday world and one’s self. Its freedom is thus more
firmly rooted in the world and the self than is the freedom usually en-
countered in play and is more openly involved in transforming both than is
play.

Third, unalienated praxis is a source of enjoyment, and this is an element
that it shares with play. In Das Kapital Marx links this enjoyment to work
“‘as something that gives play to the worker’s bodily and mental powers.”’**
Such praxis is enjoyable because is is unalienated; Marx is not maintaining
that such activity is unalienated simply because it is enjoyable. Although
unalienated praxis shares in general with play the characteristic of being en-
joyable, in unalienated praxis this quality is rooted in a very specific concep-
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tion of the nature of unalienated activity and is dependent upon the
presence of the other qualities here under discussion. Play, on the other
hand, can be enjoyable for any number of possible reasons which have
nothing to do with its foundation in our species-being.

Fourth, it is through unalienated praxis that a mediation takes place be-
tween persons and their comrades. This takes place both on the level of
thought and on that of action, and involves mutual recognition of the other
both as an individual and as a species-being. That recognition is manifested
both on the level of material productive activity and on that of self-
consciousness. Commenting on communism as the overcoming of private
property, Marx stresses that:

...the social character is the universal character of the whole move-
ment; society itself produces man as man, so it is produced through
him. Both in their content and in their mode of existence activity and
enjoyment are social, social activity and social enjoyment.**
In contrast to this, the mediation which occurs in play (when it does occur)
is usually apart from the everyday world—a mediation between players as
players, not as people. Insofar as this is the case, the mediation encountered
in play is a mediation on the level of appearances.

Fifth, this praxis also brings about a mediation between individuality and
human nature (species-being), for it is the activity of an individual aware of
one’s own nature and acting to realize it in a concrete situation. ‘‘Individual
life and species life are not different things,”” Marx argues in the 1844
manuscripts, for “though man is a unique individual...he is equally the
totality, the ideal totality, the subjective existence of society thought and ex-
perienced for itself.”’** In thought as well as action, humanity realizes its
social nature, and this involves making one’s individuality real for others
and simultaneously confirming one’s humanity. This is another sense in
which unalienated praxis is productive: it produces a mediation between in-
dividuality and human nature through the interaction of people with others
on both the level of material production and that of symbolic interaction.?*®
In contrast to this, play is often a stepping outside the confines of both in-
dividuality and human nature; it is a mediation of one role with another,
but these need not be grounded either in genuine individuality or in human
nature,

Sixth, unalienated praxis is rooted in human needs. In contrast to
alienated labor, which “‘is not the satisfaction of a need, but only a means
for satisfying other needs,’’*” unalienated praxis is itself our highest human
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need. In contrast to the view of the wealthy person found in political
economy, Marx offers his own definition of genuine wealth and poverty,
relating it to a notion of human needs far beyond the traditional economic
one:
The wealthy man is at the same time one who needs a complex of
human manifestations of life, and whose own self-realization exists as
an inner necessity, a need. Not only the wealth but also the poverty of
man acquires, in a socialist perspective, a human and thus a social
meaning. Poverty is the passive bond which leads man to experience a
need for the greatest wealth, the other person.*®

This notion of the rootedness of unalienated praxis in human needs, which
in some respects is quite close to Maslow’s,* stands in sharp contrast to
play which is usually seen as independent of the realm of needs. Play is
usually interpreted as belonging to the realm of freedom, while the realm of
necessity is in part constituted by the needs of people. Marx’s notion of
human needs, as will be shown in the third section of this paper, is one
which attempts to overcome this dichotomizing thinking, but the further
development of this theme must be set aside for the moment.

Seventh, such praxis is also a mediation between humanity and nature.
This thesis is ambiguous as it stands, for “‘nature’’ can be either the external
natural world or humanity itself as a natural being. The ambiguity is,
however, intentional, for Marx is using nature in both senses.

The universality of man appears in practice in the universality which
makes the whole of nature into his inorganic body: (1) as a direct
means of life, and equally (2) as the material object and instrument of
his life activity.*°
In fact, however, when the narrow bourgeois form has been peeled
away, what is wealth, if not the universality of needs, capacities, en-
joyments, productive powers, etc., of individuals, produced in univer-
sal exchange? What, if not the full development of human control over
the forces of nature—those of his own nature as well as those of so-
called “‘nature’’ 74
Whereas in alienated labor we are alienated from the natural world and
from our own nature, in unalienated praxis we are participating in the
humanization of the natural world and the naturalization of our own
nature. Communist society ‘‘is the accomplished essential unity of man with
nature, the true resurrection of nature, the realized naturalism of man and
the realized humanism of nature.””*? In contrast to this, play usually in-
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volves no mediation between us and the external natural world except a
transitory one on the level of appearances; transformations may be made
temporarily during the game, but these dissolve after it is over.

Eighth, unalienated praxis is rooted in human imagination. This is
already implicit in the notion of such praxis as free, conscious activity
grounded in our species-being, but this aspect should be made explicit. Im-
agination is one of the things which characterizes human work as described
in Marx’s early writings.* and even in the philosophically less sophisticated
discussion of the difference between the productivity of animals and that of
human beings in Das Kapital the emphasis on imagination remains:

...what distinguished the worst architect from the best of bees is this,
that the architect raises his structure in imagination before he erects it
in reality. At the end of every labour-process, we get a result that
already existed in the imagination of the labourer at its commence-
ment, i.e., has already pre-existed ideally.**
The rootedness in imagination is a characteristic that unalienated praxis
shares with play, as what Jacques Henriot called ‘‘the internal dimension of
all praxis.”’* There are, however, important differences here which must
not be neglected. Play may take place primarily or even solely in the realm
of the imagination without resulting in a transformation of objective reali-
ty. When imagination looses its rootedness in the conditions of existence,
when it attempts to substitute the imaginary for the real instead of using the
imagination to reveal the real possibilities of praxis, then it loses its
transformative power and becomes an escape. Religion is an example of the
‘‘spontaneous activity of the human imagination...””# It is an attempt to
provide illusory answers to real questions. While Marx clearly recognizes
the element of imagination in unalienated praxis, the imagination is both
rooted in prior perception of an objective world and issues forth in activity
that transforms those conditions; in both respects, this imagination is
distinguished from that found in play.

Finally, unalienated praxis is many-sided. This many-sidedness has its
philosophical foundation in several characteristics of our being. First,
humanity’s species-being is universal, making all of nature the object of its
theoretical and productive activity.*” Second, our needs are many-sided, as
is evident from the passages quoted above on genuine wealth, and this calls
forth a corresponding many-sided praxis. This is evident, for example, in
the description of the communist worker given in The German ldeology:
“‘In communist society, however, where nobody has an exclusive area of ac-
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tivity and each can train himself in any branch he wishes, society regulates
the general production, making it possible for me to do one thing today and
another tomorrow, to hunt in the morning, fish in the afternoon, breed cat-
tle in the evening, criticize after dinner, just as I like, without ever becoming
a hunter, a fisherman, a herdsman, or a critic.”’** It will not do, on the basis
of this passage, to assert as McBride has done* that Marx’s vision of
unalienated man is one of “man as player,”” but the many-sidedness of
unalienated praxis is related to the multiplicity of possible roles found in
play. To state the proposition in a negative fashion, we can say that both
unalienated praxis and play help prevent our identity from being deter-
mined in a one-sided way by a single role. However, whereas play in-
troduces alternative roles which are separated from the everyday world and
in principle not transformations of it, unalienated praxis transforms that
everyday reality, giving a concrete foundation to our many-sidedness.
Throughout this analysis of the relationship between unalienated praxis
and its relation to play, the emphasis has been on the ways in which such
praxis is differentiated from play. However, these differences rest upon a
specific concept of play—of play as it exists in our own society, of alienated
play existing within the context of alienated labor. In unalienated praxis
there is contained a genuine—if at this stage of history still only a
theoretical—Aufhebung of the division between alienated labor and
alienated play, one which negates the alienated aspects of each and retains
and transforms their unalienated aspects into unalienated praxis. That
which is negated in this Aufhebung of play is related directly to the
character of play as mere appearance, the separation of play from our con-
crete species-being, and the non-dialectical relationship between play and
the non-play world. Play is negated insofar as it is not productive of human
life, its freedom is restricted to the realm of appearance, its enjoyability is
not rooted in our life and species-existence, its mediations between people
and their comrades and between the individual and one’s species-being take
place only on the level of appearance, it is not rooted in and transformative
of human needs, it does not mediate between us and nature, it remains
isolated in the imagination, and its many-sidedness is not integrated into the
primary life-world. Play is affirmed insofar as it is creative of human life, is
free, conscious activity, opens up new relations among people and
transforms humanity’s nature, transforms human needs and nature through
imaginative, world-transformative activity, provides a continuing affirma-
tion of the many-sidedness of human activity. In this sense, unalienated
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praxis retains many of the characteristics traditionally associated with play,
but fundamentally transforms them by destroying their isolation from
humanity’s primary species-activity. Unalienated praxis is neither work nor
play—such categories are no longer appropriate since they belong to those
ages in which work and play are alienated and thus separate—but rather a
form of human activity which overcomes the traditional dichotomy between
work and play.

On the Possibility of Unalienated Praxis

The description of unalienated praxis developed here makes explicit an ideal
which is clearly present in Marx’s early writings and which, although
seldom made explicit later, also plays a dominant role in his later writings.
However, this notion of unalienated praxis is a problematic one for a varie-
ty of reasons. Not only might one ask whether it is possible in principle to
achieve such a condition of unalienated existence, but it is also possible to
ask what sense it makes to talk about the characteristics of unalienated
praxis at this point in history. Marx saw the real dangers involved in concen-
trating one’s attention on visions of a future state—and not the least of
these was that of mistaking the vision of the future for the present reality.®°
Is not the attempt to describe the characteristics of unalienated praxis itself
an instance of alienation—of philosophical alienation? Is it not a flight into
ideal, rather than real, solutions—an escape from the actual problems
which confront us into a mere word game?

I would suggest that this is not necessarily the case—that, in fact, a close
consideration of the nature of unalienated praxis is necessary for concrete,
revolutionary praxis today. Such activity is always a movement toward a
goal, and close scrutiny of such goals is a necessity. Particular emphasis on
the question of play and leisure is especially appropriate today precisely
because of the increase in potential non-work time and the attempts to meet
the problem of alienated labor through an increase in leisure time. Such at-
tempts will not solve the problem of alienation, for they simply replace
alienated labor with alienated leisure. The alienation found in work and
play can only be overcome in unalienated praxis in which the necessary divi-
sion between work and play is itself overcome.

Yet this is mere idle speculation if such an overcoming is impossible.
Among the arguments which could be raised against its possibility, there are
three major ones which will be considered in this final section. These center
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around the relation of human needs to work and play, the relation between
the realm of necessity and that of freedom, and the relation between use-
value and exchange-value. In each of these three areas, serious arguments
can be raised from within Marx’s own perspective against the possibility of
unalienated praxis. I shall develop and evaluate each of these in turn, show-
ing how they further advance our investigation into the notion of
unalienated praxis as the unity of work and play.

Work, Play and Human Needs

Two arguments, both based on the nature of our needs, can be presented
against the possibility of human activity becoming fully unalienated praxis.
They differ from each other in regard to their specific conceptions of
human work. First, it could be argued that work is an activity done under
the constraint of our needs, while play takes place precisely when that realm
of needs has been set aside. Huizinga has argued that all play theorists stress
the disinterested character of play: ‘‘Not being ‘ordinary’ life it stands out-
side the immediate satisfaction of wants and appetites, indeed it interrupts
the appetitive process.””®' Because it is a suspension of the order of everyday
existence, play also suspends our need structure for a limited period of time.
Thus it could be argued that work must be distinct from play, for work is
always done in the service of our needs, while play takes place only when
those needs have been temporarily suspended. Insofar as play involves a
temporary suspension of needs, those needs remain a continuing
characteristic of human existence and the overcoming of the division be-
tween work and play is impossible.

The second argument is similar to the first insofar as it centers around our
needs, but maintains that unalienated work takes place only when basic
needs have been met. Contrasting human productivity to that of animals,
Marx appears to argue in favor of this position in the 1844 manuscripts
when he maintains that animals ‘‘produce only under the domination of
direct physical needs, while man himself produces when he is free from
physical need and only truly produces in freedom from such need.’’** In-
sofar as there must remain a realm dominated by direct physical needs, it
could be argued that there must remain a realm of alienated work.
Although these arguments differ on the relationship between work and
man’s needs, they are in agreement on one point: the freedom characteristic
of play and unalienated praxis is only to be found in a realm beyond that of
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our needs. It seems as though both Marx and many play theorists would
agree that as long as we are creatures of needs, not all activity can become
truly free and thus cannot become unalienated praxis.

Both these arguments are based on premises which do not withstand
critical examination. The first argument presumes that play really does take
place outside of the realm of needs, but the discussion of alienated leisure
has shown the way in which the values and needs characteristic of capitalist
society (i.e., the need for having) dominate contemporary play. Play often
only appears to transcend the realm of needs, and psychoanalysis has con-
tributed to unmasking this apparent freedom.** Both the first and second
arguments share a common and inadequate premise: they both conceive of
needs only as they exist within capitalist society, viewing those needs as
forces which dominate us. Such a view is indeed justified under certain
historical circumstances, but to take a specific stage in the development of
our needs as the unchangeable essence of human needs is indeed to distort
human reality and to negate the dialectical character of our development. In
the following remarks, I shall outline Marx’s position on humanity’s needs,
showing their dialectical character and the way in which that bears on the
relation between work and play, and then consider needs in capitalist socie-
ty as contrast to those to be found in future communist society, showing the
way in which a dialectical conception of human needs provides a theoretical
ground for the possibility of attaining unalienated praxis.

Human needs are always relational, natural needs expressing our relation
to ‘“‘nature,’’ both in the sense of our natural essence and in the sense of the
natural world which belongs to us.’* This relation is a dialectical one in
which history begins with the production of means to satisfy basic material
needs, an increase in our powers, and the creation of new needs which arise
in this process.®® There is a continual interaction here, one in which the
satisfaction of needs develops new powers and opens up new possibilities,
new relationships between humanity and its natural world as well as other
humans. Human needs are relational, expressing our relation to our com-
rades as well as to the natural world—a relation which is being continually
transformed through productive activity. In this sense, people participate
both directly and indirectly in the creation of each other in relation to their
needs. By participating in the satisfaciton of the needs of others, by creating
new needs in them, and by allowing their actions to respond to our needs,
humanity is direclty creating itself through this need-transforming activity.
Indirectly through the transformation of nature and the modes of produc-
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tion and social institutions, we accomplish the same end. In this sense, our
needs are not static, given in unalterable form, but the dynamic expression
of our transformative activity as related to both the natural world and our
comrades.

In that section of the 1844 manuscripts dealing with private property and
communism, Marx describes the development of humanity’s sexual need,
showing the way in which the progress of civilization consists in the pro-
gressive humanization of natural needs and the naturalization of species
needs. The passage provides an excellent example of Marx’s dialectical con-
ception of human needs and his vision of those needs in their fullest
development.

The immediate, natural and necessary relation of human being to
human being is the relation of man to woman. In this natural species-
relationship man’s relation to nature is directly his relation to man, as
his relation to man is directly his relation to nature, his own natural
determination. Thus, in this relation is sensuously revealed, reduced to
an observable fact, the extent to which human nature has become
nature for man or to which nature has become human nature for him.
From this relationship man’s whole level of development can be as-
sessed. It follows from the character of this relationship how far man
has become, and has understood himself as, a species-being, a human-
being. The relation of man to woman is the most natural relation of
human being to human being. It indicates, therefore, how far man’s
natural behavior has become Auman, and how far his human essence
has become a natural essence for him, how far his human nature has
become nature for him. It also shows how far the need of man has
become a human need, how far the other man as a human being has
become a need for him, how far he is in his most individual existence at
the same time a social being.®®
This mediation between people and nature is fundamentally social, one
which reaches its culmination in a state where people’s ‘‘...natural existence
has become (their) human existence,”” resulting in a society which “‘is the ac-
complished essential unity of man with nature.””*” Marx’s notion of human
needs, as developed in his 1844 writings, is one which envisions the even-
tual, full reconciliation between the natural and the human. We do not
become creatures without needs (that would be the humanism without the
naturalism, man without nature), nor do we become purely creatures of
needs (that would be naturalism without humanism, nature without species-
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being); rather, we become beings whose natural needs have become fully
human. Whereas our natural needs dominate us when they are merely
natural, they cease to dominate when they are at one with conscious species-
existence; they become richer, more complex, fully human. The need, for
example, for an object of sexual gratification becomes the fully developed
need for another person as both a natural and a human being; this does not
exclude the sexual aspect at all, but merely excludes being dominated by it
(or any other one-sided need which turns the other person into an object).

In contrast to this state in which natural needs become fully human and
human needs become natural, humanity in capitalist society is alienated
from its natural as well as its human needs. In a passage cited above, it was
shown that the worker in capitalist society was alienated from needs in
leisure as well as in work: ‘‘the animal becomes human and the human
becomes animal.”’** The worker tries to substitute ‘‘animal’’ needs (i.e., his
or her natural needs existing in isolation from the context of full human ac-
tivity) for human needs, and ‘‘human’’ needs (i.e., the need to create
oneself and others as members of the species) are pursued in an unfree,
animal way. Instead of an on-going mediation of the natural and the
human, we encounter an inversion of them. Seen from a different perspec-
tive, needs in capitalist society are alienated in another sense: the abstract
need for money comes to replace our natural and human needs. “‘The need
for money is, therefore, the real need created by the modern economic
system, and the only need which it creates.’’** The needs of the other person
become something to be exploited, a weakness which can be the key to get-
ting money from him or her. Production becomes centered around
exchange-value, losing its foundation in use-value and human needs. In
both the case of the worker and that of the capitalist, humanity in capitalist
society is prevented from the full development of its human and natural
needs, from the full mediation between the natural and the human which
constitutes an index of our whole level of development.

Thus Marx’s conception of human needs is a dialectical one, sharply
distinguishing between needs as they exist in capitalist society and those
needs as they will exist in communist society. To argue that we will always
be at least in part dominated by needs and that therefore not all our activity
can become free, unalienated praxis is to argue on the basis of a conception
of needs as they exist in capitalist society. When, however, these needs have
been transformed in a communist society, as Marx envisioned it in his early
writings, this argument no longer holds, for in ceasing to dominate humani-
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ty, these needs lose their hold as an externally-imposed necessity.
The Realm of Freedom and the Realm of Necessity

In these early writings, Marx developed a dialectical concept of needs, of
the process of humanization and naturalization of our natural and
specifically human needs, which surpassed previous theories of human
needs and opened the way for an understanding of how the dichotomy be-
tween necessity and freedom could be overcome. This dichotomy, reflected
in that between work and leisure, was one which existed only at specific
stages in our development, stages characterized by scarcity. Such scarcity
may be either the result of natural conditions or created by us, and the cri-
tique of capitalist society lays bare the ways in which “‘artificial’” scarcity is
created through the exploitation of our needs as well as the ways in which
conditions of natural scarcity are perpetuated through the modes of produc-
tion and distribution of that society. Moreover, throughout Marx’s con-
sideration of the question of needs, the traditional dichotomy between
material and social needs is overcome. Especially in the 1844 manuscripts
and The German Ideology the social and historical character of our needs is
stressed, and the measure of the level of a society’s development is the
degree to which our natural needs become fully human and our human
needs become fully natural.

All this seems to be contradicted in Marx’s well-known discussion of the
relationship between the realm of freedom and that of necessity in Das
Kapital. Discussing the question of what constitutes the real wealth of socie-
ty, Marx describes his vision of the relationship between freedom and
necessity.

In fact, the realm of freedom actually begins only where working which
is determined by necessity and external purposefulness ceases; thus in
the very nature of things it lies beyond the sphere of actual material
production. Just as the savage must wrestle with nature to satisfy his
needs, to maintain and reproduce life, so must civilized man, and he
must do so in all social formations and under all possible modes of pro-
duction. With his development this realm of natural necessity expands
as a result of his needs; but, at the same time, the forces of production
which satisfy these needs also increase. Freedom in this field can only
consist in socialized man, associated producers, rationally regulating
their interchange with nature, bringing it under their common control,
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instead of being ruled by it as by the blind forces of nature; and achiev-
ing this with the least expenditure of energy and under conditions most
favorable to, and worthy of, their human nature. But it nonetheless
still remains a realm of necessity. Beyond it begins that development of
human energy which is an end in itself, the true realm of freedom,
which, however, can blossom forth only with this realm of necessity as
its basis. The shortening of the working-day is its basic prerequisite.*

In this analysis, Marx himself fails to overcome the categories of the society
that he was criticizing and thereby falls into traps that he himself had earlier
elucidated. He is, first of all, reifying a particular social relationship—in
this instance, he takes the limits of a particular stage of production to be
“‘the nature of things”’ (der Natur der Sache nach). The implication that
there is an unchangeable character in this relationship ignores the dialec-
tically developing social and economic foundation of the ‘‘nature of
matter.”” Second, this description implies a dichotomy between material
production and the realm of freedom—genuine human productivity. Yet
such a position is also non-dialectical: it is the transformation of a// produc-
tion, including material production, into genuine human production which
constitutes our authentic possibilities, and such a transformation marks the
emergence of a genuine communist society. One of the strengths of Marx’s
criticisms of German philosophy, materialism, and previous economic
theory was precisely his insight into the ultimate untenability of the distinc-
tion between the material realm and that of freedom; yet it is precisely this
insight which he abandons here. Third, in his comparison of the civilized
human with the savage, Marx neglects the historical dimension of the
transformation of needs which he had established at great length in the 1844
manuscripts and The German Ideology. The assertion, ‘‘just as the
savage...so must civilized man...”” (italics added) clearly negates the
genuinely historical character of the development of our needs—civilized
humanity’s relation to nature is not to be understood ‘‘just as’’ the savage’s
unless one is willing to maintain a non-dialectical and ahistorical view of
our relation to nature. Fourth, Marx’s assertion that ‘‘this realm of anatural
necessity expands as a result of his needs’ fails to take into account the
dialectical transformation of this necessity which Marx himself, has de-
scribed in the Grundrisse, where he argues that the development of
capitalism provides the material conditions under which labor ““...appears
no longer as labour, but as the full development of activity itself, in which
natural necessity in its direct form has disappeared, because a historically
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created need has taken the place of the natural one.”’*" This reflects a point
already made in Marx’s criticism of Feuerbach’s concept of nature in The
German Ideology: nature, and thus natural necessity, are always mediated
by people in history, and the direction of this process is toward the transfor-
mation of natural necessity into creative determination by human praxis.
Fifth, there is a second formulation of the dichotomy between freedom and
necessity in this passage: that between that which is an end in itself
(Selbstzweck) and external purposes (dufere ZweckmdaBigkeit). This for-
mulation is even less tenable,®? for it is precisely the mediation between in-
trinsic and extrinsic purposes and values which constitutes the on-going pro-
cess of unalienated praxis. Marx’s position in this passage denies the even-
tual possibility of such a mediation, and this denial is reflected in the sug-
gestion that the working-day be shortened. He is clearly advocating the
perpetuation of two separate realms: the realm of necessity is not to be fun-
damentally transformed, but only decreased.

Ernest Mandel has shown that the view of the relationship between the
realm of freedom and that of necessity that Marx developed in Das Kapital
was already present in the Grundrisse. Basing his analysis on the latter
work, Mandel argues that the ‘‘transformation of the quantitative ratio be-
tween work and leisure...will give rise to a qualitative revolution, on the
condition that it be integrated into a process of progressive disalienation of
labor, consumption, and man himself, through the progressive withering
away of commodity production, classes, the state, and the social division of
labor.”’®* The precise nature of this qualitative revolution remains,
however, rather vague, for Mandel maintains at the same time that it is an
illusion to think that, ‘“‘industrial work can ever become ‘free’ work.”’ ¢
Mandel avoids the fundamental issue of the relationship between freedom
and necessity and the possibility of unalienated praxis by substituting
quotation marks for conceptual clarity in this instance. If this qualitative
revolution takes place under the conditions enumerated by Mandel, then in
what sense would work not be ‘‘free’’? Certainly it would not be free in the
sense of being arbitrary, but it would be free in the sense that it would not
be done under the domination of external necessity as is forced labor. As
was shown above in the discussion of the characteristics of unalienated
praxis, the freedom found in this mode of activity is not the arbitrary
freedom of play, but the freedom found in our conscious choice to express
our individuality and species-being through productive activity.

The problem here is not, in the final analysis, as much a problem with
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Mandel’s interpretation of Marx’s position in the Grundrisse as it is with
Marx’s doctrine of the two realms. The distinction between the realm of
freedom and that of necessity negates the notion of unalienated praxis as
the overcoming of the dichotomy between work and play. Based upon an
ahistorical and non-dialectical conception of human needs and natural
necessity, it minimizes but nonetheless perpetuates the alienation of labor as
something done out of necessity, for extrinsic purposes alone. Marx clearly
considers a full humanization of natural necessity to be impossible in princi-
ple insofar as he adheres to.the doctrine of the two realms. Activities done
for their own sake remain in a separate realm from those done for extrinsic
purposes, and these two realms can never be fully mediated.

The contrast between the realm of necessity and that of freedom is the
division between activity done for externally imposed purposes and that
done for its own sake. This is parallel to the difference between the extrinsic
purpose and value of an act versus its intrinsic purpose and value. This
distinction between intrinsic and extrinsic purpose and value is dealt with on
another level in Marx’s later writings: that of the difference between use-
value and exchange-value. Before concluding this analysis of play and
leisure and their relationship to work, we must thus consider the problem of
the relationship between use-value and exchange-value insofar as it bears on
the question of the relationship between work and leisure.

Use-Value and Exchange-Value

Although a complete explication of Marx’s use of the terms ‘‘use-value’
and ‘“‘exchange-value’ lies beyond the scope of this paper, it is possible to
sketch the broad outlines of his criticism of capitalist society in terms of
these categories and then to relate this criticism to the problem of alienated
labor and leisure and their overcoming in unalienated praxis.

In a capitalist society, a thing has value only insofar as it exists as a com-
modity. As such, it exhibits a two-fold value structure: use-value, which is
an expression of quality, and exchange-value, which is an expression of
quantity, In a commodity-based society, the only way in which use-value
can achieve social expression is as an exchange-value. Such an expression of
its value is, however, inadequate and alienating for several reasons. First,
the expression of value becomes purely quantitative and abstract since it is
measured purely in terms of its equivalence to money as a universal medium
of exchange and is a measure of the amount of labor contained in the pro-
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duct. This negates the qualitative dimension of the product as an expression
of the individual’s creative activity. Second, the worker produces objects
which do not meet his or her own needs (i.e., lack a direct use-value), but
which have an exchange-value which will allow the worker to purchase
things to satisfy needs. Thus the activity of producing has only an extrinsic
value and purpose for the worker, but is not intrinsically valuable or mean-
ingful for her or him. Moreover, the productive forces of society as a whole
become directed toward the creation of exchange-values, diverting produc-
tion away from any necessary concern with fulfilling human needs, use-
values. Third, insofar as exchange-value is expressed in prices, these can
vary according to fluxuations in the market, etc., putting the worker further
at the mercy of a form of value relation which dominates him or her.
Fourth, since the owners of the means of production make a profit from the
surplus value of the worker’s labor because the worker has to sell it as a
commodity, the worker is alienated from the surplus value created by labor
and becomes increasingly dominated ty the accumulation of dead labor in
capital. The alienation of labor in capitalist society becomes most evident
when the workers, instead of producing in terms of use-value, produce only
in terms of the exchange-value of their labor as a commodity. Exchange-
value becomes an alien power dominating people, ruling their productive
activities, destroying the foundation of those activities by negating their in-
trinsic value, and transforming our human needs into the abstract need for
money and the needs of others into sources for exploitation. The critical
dimension of this position is clear: the domination of exchange-value in
capitalist society separates us from the truly human value and meaning of
our activity, our selves, our product, and our comrades which is revealed in
use-value, substituting a quantitative, abstract and inhuman form of value
for it.

Implicit in the critical function of the distinction between use-value and
exchange-value is a notion of what constitutes genuine use-values. Marx
never presented an adequate, systematic exploration of this question on its
own terms, primarily because his analysis of use-values was directed toward
those values as found in capitalist society. In such a society, ‘‘activity,
regardless of its individual manifestation, and the product of activity,
regardless of its particular make-up, are always exchange-values, and
exchange-value is a generality, in which all individuality and particularity
are negated and extinguished.’’® Use-value can only be expressed in terms
of exchange-value, and because of this a mystification of the true situation
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develops in which the ‘‘social character of activity, as well as the social form
of the product, and the share of the individuals in production here appear as
something alien and objective, confronting the individuals, not as their rela-
tion to one another, but as their subordination to relations which subsist in-
dependently of them and which arise out of collisions between mutually in-
different individuals.”’®” Relations between persons are transformed into
relations between things, and this reified relationship is expressed in terms
of exchange-value. The dominance of exchange-value in capitalist society is
such that use-value can only be expressed socially as exchange-value,
thereby losing its specifically human quality. For this reason, it is impossi-
ble to consider use-value apart form exchange-value in capitalist society.

Nonetheless, if Marx’s critique of capitalist society is to retain its force,
he must develop a notion of what constitutes genuine use-values, even
though these are not found in their pure form in capitalist society. In Das
Kapital he defines a use-value as something which satisfies a human need,*®
and this definition offers a foundation for a critical theory of use-values. By
being linked to human needs, use-values are integrated into the dialectic of
human needs and productive activity discussed above. Seen within this con-
text, use-value would become an expression of a given product’s value in
relation to the self-transformative process of human work, its value in rela-
tion to the full humanization and naturalization of humanity. In this sense,
use-value expresses the individual producer’s relationship toward oneself as
a productive member of the species, toward one’s product as a manifesta-
tion of one’s own humanity and a confirmation of the humanity of one’s
comrades, toward one’s comrades as the ground for the realization of one’s
own humanity as well as its confirmation, and toward one’s own activity as
in itself the expression of species-being. This would constitute an adequate
notion of use-value and provide a foundation for its critical application to
capitalist society, for it calls attention to those elements which are not ade-
quately expressed in exchange-value and thereby provides the foundation of
a critique of exchange-value as the form of value in capitalist society.

The overcoming of capitalist society involves the eventual overcoming of
exchange-value as the form of value, although this may remain in the transi-
tion stage of socialism.* Bertell Ollman has argued that, while appropriate
to capitalist society and analyses of it, ‘‘neither use-value nor exchange-
value ever come into Marx’s descriptions of communism, where each in-
dividual, as a conscious and fully cooperating member of the community,
produces what he wants and consumes what he needs.””’® Although it is true
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that Marx does not use the category of use-value in his scattered descrip-
tions of communist society, it is not clear that this is an adequate reason for
rejecting its applicability to such a society. If use-value is defined in terms of
human needs, and if these needs are different at different stages in our
development, then the definition of ‘‘use-value’” would appear to vary ac-
cording to the stage of development to which it is applied. a use-value for a
person in communist society would be different from a use-value for one in
capitalist society. Nonetheless, one can agree with Ollman in this respect:
the form of value in communist society will be one in which the split be-
tween use-value and exchange-value will be overcome. The overcoming of
this duality will preserve the social character of exchange-value and its
rootedness in others’ needs, but will negate its purely quantitative, abstract
and reified aspects. Simultaneously, it will retain the characteristics of use-
value developed in the preceding paragraph, grounding use-values in the
authentically human needs of unalienated humanity rather than in the nar-
row, one-sided needs of humanity in capitalist society. In this sense, a new
value form is created, retaining aspects of both use-value and exchange-
value as they existed in capitalist society while overcoming the alienating
dimensions of both. Insofar as two of the needs which develop in com-
munist society are the need for the other person as a full human being’* and
the need for self-realization through unalienated praxis,”” these are ‘‘use-
values.”” Whether one wants to retain the term ‘‘use-value’’ to designate
these values as they exist in a transformed state in communist society, or to
call them by a new name (as Ollman does), it is nonetheless evident that
unalienated praxis becomes fully grounded in unalienated human needs,
and this new foundation overcomes the split between use-value and
exchange-value.

The split between use-value and exchange-value in capitalist society
points to a problem: a division between the intrinsic value (meaning and
purpose) of human activity and its extrinsic value. Use-value is an expres-
sion in capitalist society of the intrinsic value of human activity and the pro-
ducts of such activity. Although in capitalist society such use-value may be
narrowly construed because of the stage of development of our needs, it
need not remain so in later stages of development. In a similar way, extrin-
sic value, based on exploitation and domination in capitalist society, may be
transformed in a communist society in such a way as to be congruent with
the intrinsic value, its fruition rather than its negation. In the concluding
paragraph of the third of the 1844 manuscripts, Marx presents a picture of
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unalienated exchange (and, implicitly, of what is called here ‘‘extrinsic
value’’) which should be considered in conjunction with the description of
unalienated production quoted above from Marx’s comments on Mill’s
Elements of Political Economy.
Let us assume man to be man, and his relation to the world to be a
human one. Then love can only be exchanged for love, trust for trust,
etc. If you wish to enjoy art you must be an artistically cultivated per-
son; if you wish to influence other people you must be a person who
really has a stimulating and encouraging effect upon others. Every one
of your relations to man—and to nature—must be a specific expression
of your real individual life that corresponds to the object of your will.
If you love without evoking love in return, i.e., if your love as love does
not produce an opposite love, if you are not able, by the manifestation
of yourself as a loving person, to make yourself a beloved person, then
your love is impotent and a misfortune.”

The problem to which Marx is pointing here, and the problem which is ex-
pressed in capitalist society in terms of use-value and exchange-value, is that
our activities and products have both an intrinsic and an extrinsic value and
meaning. Actions are done for their own sake as well as for the sake of
others. In capitalist society the intrinsic value and meaning of activities are
systematically negated, and their extrinsic meaning and value finds expres-
sion not as a value relation between persons but rather as one between
things which dominate the individuals involved. This form of value rela-
tions is one which alienates people from the intrinsic and extrinsic value and
meaning of their acts and products.

This separation of intrinsic and extrinsic value and meaning is directly
related to the problem of the relationship between work and leisure in their
alienated forms. In effect, alienated work is work done only for exchange-
value, activity whose value and meaning are extrinsic to the act itself.
Alienated leisure is activity done for its own sake, but which can only find
its expression as value in society insofar as it is converted into an exchange-
value. If it ‘'becomes an exchange-value, however, its specificity and its
quality as a free, creative act of a unique indidual are negated; if, on the
other hand, it does not become an exchange-value, then it becomes valueless
and trivial in a capitalist society.

The problem of overcoming the dichotomy between work and leisure,
when stated in these terms, is to overcome the split between intrinsic and ex-
trinsic meaning and value, not by giving leisure activities an exchange-value
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or giving work a use-value, but rather by overcoming these value-forms as
such in society. In this sense, the dichotomy between work and leisure is one
that is expressed in capitalist society in terms of the split between exchange-
value and use-value. Neither dichotomy is to be overcome through the
assertion of one side of the opposition, but rather through a dialectical
overcoming of the opposition itself. Just as the division between use-value
and exchange-value is to be overcome through the creation of a new value-
form which gives authentic expression to the human relations of
unalienated praxis, so too work and leisure are overcome through a form of
human activity which transcends the alienated aspects of both.

Conclusion

In the preceding analysis, I have tried to show that, although he did not
develop it systematically, there is present in Marx’s writings both a critical
theory of the alienated character of play and leisure in capitalist society and
a theory of the overcoming of such alienation. The alienation found in
leisure is not to be overcome within the sphere of leisure itself, but rather
must involve the overcoming of the very division between work and leisure.
When this dichotomy is overcome, a new form of human activity
emerges—one which is not adequately designated as either ‘““work’ or
‘‘play.”” It has been described here as unalienated praxis. In the second sec-
tion of this paper, the main characteristics of this form of human activity
have been developed, and special emphasis has been placed on the transfor-
mation of human needs within the process of the emergence of such
unalienated praxis. In the light of this notion of human needs, it was shown
that the overcoming of the division between work and play is not a
theoretical impossibility, that there need not remain a perpetual division
between the realms of freedom and necessity, and that a new form of value
is possible which would overcome the split between use-value and exchange-
value. Even where Marx moved away from this vision of unalienated
humanity (as, for example, in his discussion of the realms of freedom and
necessity), it was shown that this was not necessary if one took the dialec-
tical character of human needs fully into account.

To show that such an overcoming of the dichotomy between work and
leisure is not theoretically impossible is not, clearly, to show that in fact this
dichotomy will be overcome. Theory alone does not solve real problems,
but a theoretical analysis such as this can at least show that certain
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theoretical objections to the possibility of overcoming this dichotomy are
not well-founded and that attempts to solve the problem of alienation in
capitalist society cannot succeed by looking to the realm of leisure alone.
While the gradual increase in the amount of free time potentially available
to workers in advanced industrial societies seems to hold the promise of a
realm of freedom in which the alienation which dominates their existence
can be overcome, this is a false hope. Leisure by its very nature in capitalist
society is alienated, and the flight to leisure merely extends and reinforces
that alienation. Only through an overcoming of the dichotomy between
work and leisure can the alienation found in either realm be overcome, and
social policies which perpetuate this dichotomy fail to solve the fundamen-
tal problem of alienation in contemporary capitalist society. While a critical
analysis can show that the increase of leisure time does not offer a solution
to the problem of alienation, it remains the task of revolutionary praxis to
determine whether in fact we shall overcome this alienation through an
overcoming of the dichotomy between work and leisure.
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