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How	labor	estrangement	plays	a	role	in	the	relationship	between	part-time	work	and	

college	students	 

Karl Marx was the famous 19th-century philosopher for his views and opinions on society, 

economics, and politics. In “Estranged Labor,” written in 1844, he elaborated on the views that 

men suffering is systematically created by the operation of the capitalist economic system. 

Contrary to the popular opinion that human suffering is personal and distinct, Marx suggests that 

human suffering is systematic and social since it is created by the society which prioritizes 

profits over human essence. The reason for this collective pain is that humans are forced to work 

automatically and constantly without regard to contentment or creativity. Marx termed this 

“labor alienation,” and there are four forms of it: alienation from the products, from his own 

labor, from others, and from oneself. It is common to think that the main labors are adults, who 

do 9 to 5 work at cubicles every day; however, it is actually apparent for college students to fall 

into this trap of alienation, especially through part-time jobs. This paper explores how student 

workers and part-time jobs exemplify the concept of “labor alienation,” thus demonstrates the 

validity of Marx’s point of view. By understanding “labor alienation” among college students 

and part-time jobs, it is evident that the alienation is so pervasive as soon as one joins the labor 

force in a capitalist economy.  

According to Marx, the labor and the product which he made are completely disconnected: 

“labor’s product - confronts it as something alien, as a power independent of the producer.” In 

other words, even though the labor contributes to the production, he never understands fully the 

product, and cannot see the product as a genuine expression of himself. This alienation can easily 

be seen in the context of college students working part-time jobs. Students are likely to be 
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trained and specialized in only one singular part of the process. For instance, in a fast-food 

restaurant, to maximize the profit in the least amount of time, there will always be an individual 

in charge of the grille, and another individual working as a cashier, as it will be inefficient taking 

up both of these responsibilities simultaneously. Therefore, no employee exactly knows all the 

steps to make a dish, and “the worker is related to the product of labor as to an alien object.” The 

student workers neither learn any new knowledge nor feel that any part of the product as a 

creation of their own. This strengthens Marx’s observation “the worker becomes a servant of his 

object, in that he receives an object of labor, and secondly, in that he receives means of 

subsistence.” This also holds true to students working part-time, as most of them are working to 

support themselves for education and livelihood. Because of this superficial relationship, 

students do the jobs for the sake of working, and gradually “deprives himself of the means of 

life.” In other words, students are working for a job they have no control over and have no 

importance in their lives except for the means to survive. Part-time jobs gradually deprived 

students of creativity and independence in work.  

Not only have no connection with the product, but labor is also alienated from the production, 

which is clearly demonstrated by the case of students who work part-time. Since students do not 

have much work experience, and also more willing to accept jobs, they are given mostly 

monotonous and repetitive jobs. Other than his/her own specialization, the student does not 

participate in any other producing activities, such as distribution, marketing, or design. Since the 

work is deary and lacks the incentive for creativity, student workers start to become a machine in 

mass production. Furthermore, the minimum wage for the job strengthens one’s alienation to his 

own labor, as it prevents him from buying the goods he produced himself. Being a small wheel 
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in the grand machine places the value of the student workers at the bottom, slowly take them 

away from the supposedly work contentment.  

The fact that capitalism focusing on efficiency and profit over the group’s shared benefits can 

also be seen in the students' part-time situation. Firstly, because everyone has a distinctive, 

designed task, people have few chances to make connections with one another. This harms the 

opportunities of collaboration and group work, ruining the utter basic human instinct to 

communicate and connect. The community sense in these workplaces is also very low since the 

ultimate goal is to maximize profits, not encourage community bonds. This might lead to the 

competition between employees, and in the case of students, being the younger or less 

experienced ones from the group, he/she might experience inequality at the workplace such as 

wages cut or forced extra hours work. These factors contribute to students alienating from others, 

leading to detrimental impacts on the emotional and mental health of each individual.  

These days, the baseline of the capitalist society claiming that work is an integral and inevitable 

part of one’s life. However, Marx disputes this view, explaining how labor inherently does not 

stem from the human essence: “the fact that labor is external to the worker, i.e., it does not 

belong to his intrinsic nature;...his labor is therefore not voluntary, but coerced; it is forced 

labor.” From Marx’s observation, labor is not the human’s nature, and that the labor only 

becomes himself outside of work. This is the alienation that affects students the most, as, during 

the time at college, it should be time for students to explore themselves. However, because most 

part-time jobs involve long shifts, being committed to working part-time means students have to 

sacrifice the time dedicated to hobbies, and interests, or just simply rest to the work not 

contributing to his/her growth. Even though creativity is an essential part of human nature, 
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working in a monotonous environment strips students of the chance to live as they are, therefore 

making college students even more disoriented, and straying away from oneself even further.  

Marx has offered a viewpoint showing the dark side of the economy that focuses solely on the 

material profits. Even though the human suffering from the capitalist economy is mutual, it is 

shown through the example of college student and part-time jobs in this paper that “labor 

alienation” creeps in as soon as one joins the workforce and no one really escapes the impact of 

capitalism. Thus, it is important to recognize the effects of it on human spirits, emotions, and our 

own connection with ourselves. Understanding the observation and theory of Marx is beneficial 

for us to apply to everyday life, and learn little by little to get the least effect from it.  

 


