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Difficulty Passage: 

“Estranged labor turns thus: 
(3) Man’s species-being, both nature and his spiritual species-property, into a being alien to him, 
into a means of his individual existence. It estranges from man his own body, as well as external 
nature and his spiritual aspect, his human aspect. 
(4) An immediate consequence of the fact that man is estranged from the product of his labor, 
from his life activity, from his species-being, is the estrangement of man from man. When man 
confronts himself, he confronts the other man.”  1

 

 

Engagement Passage: 

“Our white sisters 
radical friends 
love to own pictures of us 
walking to the fields in the hot sun 
with straw hat on head if brown 
bandana if black 
in bright embroidered shirts 
holding brown yellow black red children 
reading books from literacy campaigns 
smiling.”  2

  

1 Karl Marx, “Estranged Labor,” in Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844, (Moscow: Progress Publishers, 
1959), 32. 
2 Jo Carillo, “And When You Leave,Take Your Pictures With You,” in This Bridge Called My 
Back: Writings by Radical Women of Color (1980), 4th edition, ed. Cherríe Moraga and Gloria 
Anzaldúa (Albany: SUNY Press, 2015): 63. 
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Confusion is nearly unavoidable when reading Karl Marx, perhaps because people today 

have difficulty relating to the plight of Marx’s wage-labor workers. One understands the 

meaning behind Marx’s writing when coming from the more modern perspective of Jo Carrillo. 

Looking at Marx’s “Estranged Labor” through the lens of Carrillo’s “And When You Leave, 

Take Your Pictures With You” illustrates that conforming to the problematic ways of society 

makes one lose touch with their humanity, rendering them unable to connect to the humanity of 

others. 

A specific passage from Marx’s “Estranged Labor” is particularly confusing. As the title 

suggests, the passage in question approaches the concept of estrangement. However, this passage 

focuses on the estrangement of the worker from his holistic life, rather than just from his work.  3

The first difficult concept arises when Marx claims that a consequence of estranged labor is “the 

estrangement of man from man.”  This is perplexing because in the same passage, Marx also 4

writes that estranged labor alienates a worker from “his human aspect.”  It is unclear as to how 5

detachment from oneself relates to detachment from others, and how these can occur as 

simultaneous consequences of something. 

The puzzlement continues with the line, “Estranged labor turns thus: Man’s 

species-being, both nature and his spiritual species-property… into a means of his individual 

existence.”  It is not implicit what “species-being” refers to, except that it most likely has to do 6

with one’s spiritual nature rather than their physicality. However, this assumption increases 

uncertainty: how can something spiritual like one’s “species-being” turn into “a means of his 

3 The worker is referred to using male pronouns because that is how Marx refers to the worker. 
4 Marx, “Estranged Labor,” 32. 
5 Marx, “Estranged Labor,” 32. 
6 Marx, “Estranged Labor,” 32. 
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individual existence”?  The passage becomes more ambiguous as Marx writes, “When man 7

confronts himself, he confronts the other man.”  If the worker has already become separated 8

from his “human aspect,” is it his human side or his estranged side that he confronts?  9

Additionally, how can confronting oneself simultaneously mean confronting other people? Even 

Marx’s intention behind the word “confront” is elusive — he could mean acting in a hostile 

manner towards oneself and others, or coming face-to-face with oneself and others.  

Jo Carrillo’s poem “And When You Leave, Take Your Pictures With You” contains keys 

that unlock the perplexing aspects of Marx’s passage. Carrillo touches on Marx’s concept of 

estrangement by highlighting the separation of white women from women of color. She writes, 

“Our white sisters, radical friends, love to own pictures of us” — one can surmise that “us” 

refers to women of color.  Carrillo then describes how the pictures white women own depict 10

women of color with “brown yellow black red children.”  This continuous phrase suggests that 11

white women view women of color as a singular “other,” despite race having immeasurable 

variations. This disassociation of white women from women of color clearly relates to Marx’s 

concept of estrangement on the surface, but the connection goes much deeper. 

Carrillo’s poem explains Marx’s concept of estrangement from others coinciding with 

one’s estrangement from their own human side. By owning photos of — instead of actually 

engaging with — women of color, white women acknowledge nothing more than that one 

surface-level snapshot in time.  This shallow acknowledgement neglects to recognize that 12

7 Marx, “Estranged Labor,” 32. 
8 Marx, “Estranged Labor,” 32. 
9 Marx, “Estranged Labor,” 32. 
10 Carrillo, “And When You Leave,” 63. 
11 Carrillo, “And When You Leave,” 63. 
12 Carrillo, “And When You Leave,” 63. 
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women of color have the same amount of humanity and complexity as white women, and it 

allows white women to separate themselves from all women who do not identify as white. This 

separation permits white women to deny the shared humanity that connects them to women of 

color. However, the sense of being allied in some way with everyone is a significant component 

of the human spirit, and white women grow out of touch with their human sides by denying this 

affiliation. By demonstrating the dissociation of white women from women of color, Carrillo 

illuminates Marx’s concept of estrangement from oneself and others, indicating that it stems 

from loss of human connection. 

Carrillo’s representation of the white women’s disengagement from human connection 

enlightens Marx’s concept of “species-being” as a person’s relationship to their attachment to 

their species.   This new understanding from Carrillo’s poem clarifies Marx’s concept of turning 13

species-being into a “means of existence.”  The act of a white woman owning a photo of a 14

woman of color is not just an act of estrangement, but one of tokenization.  This tokenization 15

turns women of color into a commodity that exists to further the contentment of white women 

who refrain from actively interacting with women of color. Similarly, the worker who becomes 

estranged from other people turns this lack of connection into a reason to fill life with work. 

Becoming estranged from one’s species-being is a particular kind of tokenization in which one 

capitalizes on their missing human connection, and turns that absence into an advantage. 

This vital human connection illustrates the significance of Marx’s phrase, “when man 

confronts himself, he confronts the other man.”  Carrillo’s poem clarifies that Marx’s usage of 16

13 Marx, “Estranged Labor,” 32. 
14 Marx, “Estranged Labor,” 32. 
15 Carrillo, “And When You Leave,” 63. 
16 Marx, “Estranged Labor,” 32. 



Catterall 5 

the word “confront” implies facing something head-on. Carrillo suggests that white women need 

to face the humanity of women of color, while Marx implies that the worker needs to face the 

reality that humans are more than commodities. The call to see humanity face-to-face makes it 

evident that by confronting “himself” Marx refers to one’s human side, not the estranged one, for 

seeing one’s own humanity allows for relation to the humanity of others.  This push to confront 17

oneself and others implies the need for confronting larger social forces at play. Several 

professional and personal areas of life become less rich than they could be, often due to practices 

guided by society. Perhaps the authors want their readers to confront the reasons for this 

bleakness.  

This idea of digging through societally-enforced restrictions provides insight to Marx’s 

ultimate message of the selected passage: the loss of human connection stems from being 

complicit in society’s immorality. It is easy to follow society, even if society is cruel. A worker 

would have found it easier to work tiring wage-labor than to rebel because society cared more 

about the product than the worker, and seeking better employment would be taking a large risk. 

A white woman would find it easy to consider herself separate from women of color because 

society normalizes that separation, and interacting with women of color as equals would require 

leaving her comfort zone.  In the end, each case of complicity results in self-estrangement as 18

well as estrangement from others.  

By looking at Marx’s ideas through Jo Carrillo’s modernized perspective, one reaches an 

understanding that estrangement from oneself and others results from complying to dubious 

17 Marx, “Estranged Labor,” 32. 
18 This is not to suggest that white women are in the same oppressed situation as wage-labor workers. White women 
have a position of privilege in society. These groups relate to one another in their estrangement that results from 
conforming to societal standards. 
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social norms. Through this message, both authors advocate for revolution — Carrillo wants real 

interracial interaction to overcome the oppressive concept of white superiority and separation, 

and Marx wants the workers to revolt against the elites who control society. While their 

perspectives come from different times, their arguments are timeless: one must look past the 

standards enforced by the powerful institutions in society, understand what needs to change, and 

make that change happen. 
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