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ABSTRACT

Background: Debates about the continued relevance of Marxist theory for twenty-first century
capitalism have intensified amid deepening economic inequality, the proliferation of precarious
and platform-mediated labor, the ecological emergency, and the fragmentation of collective class
identity under digital capitalism. Objective: This study critically examines Marx's conflict theory
of class antagonism and alienation by analyzing how these classical concepts are transformed
and intensified in contemporary capitalist production, with particular attention to platform
economies, financialization, and the Global South. Methods: A systematic literature review was
conducted using Scopus, Web of Science, and Google Scholar, covering peer-reviewed
publications from 2019 to 2025 addressing Marxist political economy, class theory, alienation,
labor sociology, and digital capitalism. Results: Class antagonism and alienation in
contemporary capitalism have undergone structural transformation without losing their essential
character: exploitation persists across new labor forms, geographies, and value chains;
alienation deepens as digital capitalism colonizes domains previously outside the commodity
form. The structural contradictions of capitalism—between labor and capital, production and
ecology, global accumulation and local social reproduction—have intensified. Conclusion:
Marx's theoretical legacy remains indispensable for sociological analysis of contemporary
capitalism, but requires systematic updating through feminist political economy, eco-Marxism,
digital labor theory, and postcolonial critique to capture the full complexity of twenty-first century
class relations.
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INTRODUCTION

"Capital is dead labour, that, vampire-like, only lives by sucking living labour, and
lives the more, the more labour it sucks." — Karl Marx, Capital: A Critique of
Political Economy, Volume | (1867). This metaphor has acquired renewed
urgency in an era when global platforms extract billions of hours of unpaid
cognitive labor daily while their founders amass unprecedented wealth. The
Guardian, 'How Big Tech turned Marx's vampire metaphor into reality,’
January 2024.

The resurgence of scholarly interest in Karl Marx's political economy and sociology in the
twenty-first century reflects not intellectual nostalgia but theoretical necessity. Thomas Piketty's
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monumental empirical analysis demonstrated with encyclopedic force that the tendency toward wealth
concentration identified by Marx is capitalism's structural default trajectory when left unrestrained by
countervailing political forces (Piketty, 2022). The period from 1980 to the present has witnessed a
dramatic reversal of the mid-twentieth century compression of inequality — driven by deregulation,
financialization, the erosion of labor rights, and the rise of winner-take-all digital markets —
producing levels of wealth concentration not seen since the Gilded Age precisely when Marx was
writing (Harvey, 2023; Therborn, 2022).

Yet the forms that class antagonism and alienation take in contemporary capitalism differ
significantly from those Marx analyzed in nineteenth-century industrial Britain. The factory
proletariat — the paradigmatic revolutionary subject of classical Marxism — has been largely
displaced in the Global North by a complex post-industrial class structure encompassing cognitive and
service workers, platform contractors, financial professionals, and an expanded precariat in
structurally ambiguous positions. In the Global South, meanwhile, the industrial proletariat has
expanded dramatically within global supply chains that transfer environmental and labor costs to less-
regulated, lower-wage production environments. The geography of capitalist exploitation has become
as important as its internal dynamics (Robinson, 2021; Amin, 2022).

Marx's theory of alienation — the estrangement of human beings from their productive
activity, from the products of their labor, from other human beings, and from their species-being —
was elaborated in the context of nineteenth-century industrial production. Yet its phenomenological
core — the reduction of living human capacities to instruments of profit, the subordination of
creativity to market calculation, the transformation of social relationships into commodity exchanges
— has found new and intensified expression in twenty-first century capitalism. The attention
economy, platform labor, algorithmic management, and the commaodification of digital sociality
represent not the transcendence of alienation but its extension into domains of human life previously
outside the commaodity form (Fuchs, 2022; Jaeggi, 2021).

Fraser (2023) identifies three 'background conditions' of capitalist production that are
systematically undermined by accumulation: social reproduction, ecological metabolism, and
democratic political authority. The simultaneous crisis in all three — manifested in the care deficit,
climate emergency, and democratic backsliding characteristic of contemporary capitalism — is
analyzable as the expression of capitalism's structural contradictions that Marx's framework, suitably
extended, illuminates. These crises are not policy failures but constitutive features of a mode of
production organized around profit rather than human and ecological flourishing.

This paper proceeds by examining the theoretical architecture of Marx's class conflict and
alienation framework; analyzing how these concepts apply to and must be modified for contemporary
capitalism including platform economies, financialization, and Global South dimensions; and
identifying the critical extensions required for a comprehensive twenty-first century Marxist
sociology. The goal is to demonstrate both the enduring analytical power of Marx's framework and
the theoretical work required to preserve that power in the face of capitalism's ongoing structural
transformation.

The paper makes several specific contributions. First, it provides a systematic comparative
analysis of classical Marxist categories and their contemporary transformations in a unified analytical
framework. Second, it integrates the Global South dimension — often neglected in metropolitan
Marxist scholarship — into the analysis. Third, it synthesizes recent neo-Marxist and post-Marxist
extensions — feminist political economy, eco-Marxism, digital labor theory, postcolonial critiqgue —
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into a coherent updated framework. These contributions constitute a significant advance over existing
reviews that address these themes in isolation.

The timeliness of this inquiry cannot be overstated. In an era of rising inequality, deteriorating
working conditions for large segments of the global workforce, accelerating ecological destruction,
and plutocratic capture of democratic institutions, the analytical tools for understanding these
dynamics have immediate political significance. Marx's framework, critically applied and
appropriately updated, provides indispensable resources for this understanding and for imagining the
structural transformations required to address these converging crises.

METHODS
This study adopted a systematic literature review methodology guided by the PRISMA

framework. The review was designed to synthesize recent scholarly contributions to Marxist political
economy, class theory, labor sociology, and the sociology of alienation in twenty-first century
capitalism contexts.

Literature searches were conducted across Scopus, Web of Science, JSTOR, and Google
Scholar. Search terms were developed iteratively and included: 'Marx class conflict contemporary
capitalism," 'Marxist alienation twenty-first century," ‘class analysis neoliberalism," ‘precariat class
formation," 'platform capitalism political economy,' 'digital labor Marxist,' 'global supply chains
exploitation,' 'eco-Marxism metabolic rift,"’ feminist Marxism social reproduction,’ financialization
class,’ 'surplus value digital economy," and 'postcolonial Marxism Global South." The search was
restricted to publications from 2019 to 2025.

Inclusion criteria were: (1) peer-reviewed journal articles, book chapters, or scholarly
monographs in English between 2019 and 2025; (2) substantive engagement with Marxist theory,
class analysis, alienation, or labor sociology in the context of contemporary capitalism; (3) theoretical,
empirical, comparative, or critical-analytical contributions; and (4) sufficient methodological
transparency. Excluded were journalistic sources, practitioner publications, biographical studies of
Marx without theoretical application, and studies focused exclusively on pre-1990 historical
capitalism without contemporary relevance.

From an initial pool of 307 documents, 41 duplicates were removed, 186 excluded at abstract
screening, and 54 further excluded following full-text review, yielding a final corpus of 26 sources.
Data extraction focused on theoretical arguments, conceptual innovations, empirical applications, and
critical revisions of Marxist categories. Thematic synthesis organized findings around three axes: the
theoretical architecture of Marxist class conflict and alienation theory, contemporary transformations
and new manifestations, and critical extensions.

RESULTS
Theoretical Architecture: Class Conflict, Surplus Value, and the Logic of Alienation
Marx’s theoretical framework rests on interrelated concepts whose internal logic connects

economic exploitation to the social and psychological dimensions of human life under capitalism. The
labor theory of value provides the foundation: exchange value is determined by socially necessary
labor time; labor power is purchased at its reproduction cost (the wage) but generates more value in
production than the wage represents, with the difference constituting surplus value — the mechanism
of exploitation at the heart of the capital-labor relation (Marx, 1867/2022; Harvey, 2023).

Class, for Marx, is a structural-relational concept defined by differential position within the
relations of production rather than a descriptive income or occupational category. The antagonism
between capitalists and workers is not contingent on subjective attitudes but inscribed in the logic of
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accumulation itself: competitive pressure compels each capitalist to maximize surplus value
extraction; survival compels workers to resist it. The structural antagonism generates class conflict as
a persistent feature of capitalist society even in periods of apparent social peace (Wright, 2021;
Therborn, 2022). Table 1 below provides a systematic comparative analysis of classical Marxist
analytical categories and their transformation in contemporary capitalism.

Table 1. Classical Marxist Framework and Its Transformation in Contemporary Capitalism: A Comparative Analysis

Classical Marxist Framework (19th-20th
Century)

Contemporary Capitalism (21st Century)

Analytical Dimension

Fragmented: financial capitalists, managerial

Binary: bourgeoisie vs. proletariat; - ot i
class, precariat, cognitive laborers; class

Class structure industrial working cliass as revolutionary boundaries blurred by credentialism and asset
subject .
ownership
Platform gig economy, reproductive labor,
Primary site of Industrial factory: direct extraction of attention economy, data harvesting, care
exploitation surplus value through unpaid labor time economy, global supply chains in the Global
South
Alienation from product, process, species- Extended to leisure, digital self-expression,
Form of alienation being, and fellow workers in factory emotional labor; algorithmic management
production intensifies loss of autonomy
Religious ideology, bourgeois press, Surveillance capitalism, algorithmic content
Ideological domination education as instruments of ruling class curation, social media architecture, meritocratic
consciousness ideology via digital self-branding

Fragmented by precarity, digital individualism,
and platform-mediated atomization; class identity
displaced by consumer identity

Obijective position generates subjective

Class consciousness solidarity through shared exploitation

Tendency of rate of profit to fall; Financialization postpones productive crisis;
Crisis tendency overproduction crises; intensified class ecological crisis as metabolism rift; pandemic
conflict at crisis points exposes gig labor vulnerability

Source: Synthesized from Marx (1867/2022); Harvey (2023); Wright (2021); Standing (2021); Fuchs (2022); Fraser (2023);
Robinson (2021); Jaeggi (2021)

The concept of alienation, developed in the Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts (1844),
adds an anthropological dimension to structural class analysis. Marx’s species-being concept — the
distinctively human capacity for conscious, purposive, creative transformation of nature — provides
the normative baseline against which alienation is measured. Capitalist production systematically
subordinates this capacity to profit imperatives: workers perform activities determined by capital's
needs rather than their own creative impulses, producing commodities they do not own, under
conditions of discipline that negate autonomy. The four dimensions of alienation — from the product,
the activity, species-being, and other human beings — constitute a comprehensive phenomenology of
the human costs of capitalist production (Meszaros, 2021; Jaeggi, 2021).

The base-superstructure model — Marx's account of the relationship between economic
structure and ideological, legal, and political institutions — has generated extensive scholarly debate.
Contemporary Marxist scholarship has largely moved beyond mechanical determinism toward a
dialectical understanding: the economic base shapes conditions of possibility for ideological and
political formations without rigidly determining their content, while the superstructure actively
reproduces and modifies economic conditions. This dialectical understanding is essential for
analyzing digital capitalism, in which technological infrastructures, platform architectures, and
ideological formations interact in complex ways irreducible to simple economic determinism
(Therborn, 2022; Robinson, 2021).
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Class Conflict in the Platform Economy: Dispossession Without Walls

Platform capitalism represents one of the most significant structural transformations of
capitalism since the Fordist period. Platform companies — Uber, Amazon, Deliveroo, Grab, Gojek,
Upwork — deploy digital infrastructure to mediate labor markets in ways that radically reduce
transaction costs while evading the employer-employee relationship that is the basis of labor law
protections. Workers classified as 'independent contractors' bear the costs of labor reproduction —
social insurance, equipment, idle time — while platforms extract surplus value through commission
structures and algorithmic pricing. The 'independence’ of platform workers is largely nominal: they
bear the risks of self-employment without the autonomy genuine self-employment implies (Srnicek,
2021; Standing, 2021).

The Marxist analysis of platform capitalism reveals the ideological mystification in platform
companies' self-presentation as 'marketplaces' or ‘technology companies' rather than employers.
Platform architecture exercises direct control over the labor process through algorithmic management:
surge pricing determines when workers must work to earn viable incomes; rating systems exercise
continuous behavioral discipline; acceptance rate monitoring penalizes workers who decline jobs;
deactivation functions as dismissal without procedural protections. The result is a labor relationship
with all the control characteristics of employment and none of its legal protections — a new form of
what Marx called 'double freedom': free to sell labor power, free of any alternative (Fuchs, 2022;
Srnicek, 2021).

The Global South dimension of platform capitalism is essential for complete analysis. The
expansion of platform labor in cities like Jakarta, Sao Paulo, Lagos, and Manila has created vast new
precariat populations experiencing the full force of platform exploitation without the labor law
protections and social safety nets that exist, however inadequately, in Global North contexts.
Indonesia’s ojek online drivers — numbering in the millions across Gojek and Grab platforms —
exemplify this dynamic: formally classified as partners rather than employees, they bear vehicle costs,
insurance, and income variability while platform algorithms determine their earning capacity. Their
organizational responses — driver solidarity networks, coordinated log-offs, regulatory advocacy —
represent emergent forms of digital proletarian class action that merit theoretical attention (Robinson,
2021; Amin, 2022).

Standing's (2021) precariat concept captures important class formation dynamics in
contemporary capitalism. The precariat differs from the traditional proletariat in that its insecurity is
not a temporary condition awaiting resolution through union organization and social democratic
reform but a structural feature of contemporary capitalism's labor market strategy. The deliberate
proliferation of zero-hours contracts, temporary agency work, subcontracting, and platform mediation
represents an accumulation strategy designed to maximize the extraction of surplus value while
minimizing the institutional commitments — wages above subsistence, social insurance, job security
— that the organized labor movement secured through decades of class struggle.

Alienation in the Attention Economy: The Colonization of Consciousness

The attention economy has created new forms and intensifications of alienation that extend
Marx's classical framework into unprecedented domains. Fuchs (2022) argues that digital capitalism
generates alienation specific to informational production: the colonization of human consciousness by
commodity imperatives. Social media platforms, search engines, and streaming services extract
maximum attention from users, which is monetized as advertising revenue. Users' social relationships,
creative expression, and information-seeking behaviors are transformed into raw material for data
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mining and behavioral profiling — a process generating surplus value from activities experienced as
leisure, sociality, or self-expression.

This digital alienation extends Marx's formulation in several dimensions. First, it colonizes
domains of human life — friendship, recreation, creative expression, political participation —
previously at least partially outside the commodity form. The commaodification of social life through
platforms does not merely add new sites of surplus value extraction but transforms the social
relationships and communicative practices constituting human identity and community, subjecting
them to capital accumulation's instrumental logic. Second, digital alienation operates largely below
the threshold of conscious recognition: users typically do not experience themselves as workers when
they post, share, or comment, even as they generate the data and content constituting the platforms'
primary commodity (Fuchs, 2022; Jaeggi, 2021).

Algorithmic management represents a further intensification of alienation in contemporary
workplaces. By replacing human managerial judgment with automated performance metrics,
algorithmic systems remove the last vestiges of discretion and autonomy from many forms of
platform and service labor. The contemporary platform worker whose route, pricing, performance
evaluation, and income are entirely algorithmically determined represents an extreme case of the
deskilling and control tendencies that Braverman identified in Fordist management — now extended,
however, into the worker's entire economic existence rather than merely their time on the factory
floor. Algorithmic management is more pervasive, more granular, and more resistant to collective
negotiation than any previous form of managerial control (Standing, 2021; Srnicek, 2021).

The relationship between digital alienation and the mental health epidemic in contemporary
societies deserves theoretical attention as a contemporary manifestation of Marx's alienation analysis.
The correlation between intensive social media use and rates of depression, anxiety, loneliness, and
social comparison distress — particularly documented among young people — is consistent with
alienation from species-being and from other human beings. When social relationships are mediated
by platforms designed to maximize engagement through emotional triggering, status competition, and
social comparison, the communicative conditions for genuine human connection are systematically
undermined. Understanding the mental health crisis as, in part, a structural feature of digitally
mediated capitalism rather than an individual psychological problem is an important contribution of
neo-Marxist sociology (Jaeggi, 2021; Fraser, 2023).

Financialization, Ecological Crisis, and Capitalism's Structural Contradictions

Financialization — the increasing dominance of financial capital over industrial and
commercial capital in the overall structure of accumulation — represents a major structural
transformation of contemporary capitalism. The shift from profit-making through commodity
production to profit-making through financial instruments, asset appreciation, and rent extraction
generates new forms of class power operating through debt, housing costs, and intellectual property
fees rather than through direct labor process control. A rentier class whose income derives primarily
from financial asset ownership, real estate, and intellectual property has expanded dramatically,
representing a new dominant fraction of capital that is politically potent, economically parasitic, and
resistant to the labor movement's traditional organizational strategies (Harvey, 2023; Piketty, 2022).

The ecological crisis is, from an eco-Marxist perspective, the most catastrophic expression of
capitalism's metabolic contradiction with nature. Foster and Clark (2022) develop Marx's metabolic
rift concept into a comprehensive analysis of capitalism's structural tendency toward ecological
destruction. The burning of fossil fuels, depletion of aquifers, destruction of biodiversity, and
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destabilization of the climate are expressions of capital's systematic externalization of ecological costs
onto present and future generations. This externalization is not a policy failure correctable within
capitalism but a structural feature of capitalist accounting: natural systems' reproduction is excluded
from production cost calculations, making ecological destruction not merely tolerable but
economically rational from the perspective of individual capital (Foster & Clark, 2022; Burkett,
2022).

The intersection of class conflict and ecological crisis is particularly acute in the Global
South, where extractive industries concentrate both labor exploitation and ecological destruction that
sustain global commodity chains. Communities in Indonesia's Kalimantan, Brazil's Amazon, the
Congo Basin, and Nigeria's Niger Delta bear the combined burden of labor exploitation, land
dispossession, environmental contamination, and climate vulnerability, while extraction profits flow
to metropolitan financial centers. This ecological debt — the unpaid cost of environmental destruction
transferred from periphery to core — constitutes a form of class conflict on a planetary scale that
extends Marx's analysis of primitive accumulation into the ecological domain (Robinson, 2021; Amin,
2022).

Post-Marxist Extensions: Feminist Political Economy and Postcolonial Critique

Fraser's (2023) expanded Marxism identifies capitalism as systematically cannibalizing three
background conditions: social reproduction (unpaid care work reproducing labor power), ecological
metabolism (natural conditions of production), and political authority (public institutions regulating
markets). Each is undermined by the profit drive, generating crisis tendencies distinct from but related
to Marx's classical economic contradictions. The care deficit, climate emergency, and democratic
backsliding characteristic of contemporary capitalism are simultaneously expressions of these three
crisis tendencies — a convergence that requires a theoretical framework broader than classical
Marxism provides.

Federici's (2022) Marxist feminist analysis demonstrates that unpaid domestic and care labor
is not external to capitalism but its essential foundation — a form of exploitation generating no wage
but enormous value for capital through labor power reproduction. Neoliberal austerity has
systematically defunded public institutions partially socializing reproductive costs — schools, health
systems, social care, housing — transferring these costs onto households and particularly onto
women's unpaid labor, producing what Federici calls a 'permanent crisis of care." This analysis
fundamentally challenges classical Marxism's exclusive focus on waged labor as the site of
exploitation, revealing how gender shapes the distribution of exploitation across paid and unpaid
work.

Postcolonial Marxism challenges the Eurocentrism of classical Marxism and argues that the
racial organization of global capitalism is not incidental but constitutive. Robinson (2021)
demonstrates that racial capitalism — the organization of capitalist accumulation through racial
hierarchies — predates industrial capitalism and has shaped its global structure from the beginning.
The global division between exploited labor in the periphery and consuming classes in the center is
organized through racial and colonial hierarchies that assign differential values to labor and nature
depending on the racial and colonial status of the territories and populations involved. Quijano's
concept of the 'coloniality of power' — the persistence of colonial patterns of racial domination in the
post-colonial present — is the ideological framework through which global capitalism's exploitation
of the Global South is naturalized (Robinson, 2021; Amin, 2022).
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DISCUSSION
The synthesis confirms that Marx's core analytical claim — that capitalism is characterized by

a structural antagonism between owners of means of production and those who must sell their labor
power — retains explanatory power in twenty-first century conditions. The transformation of this
antagonism's concrete forms from industrial factory to platform economy, from national labor market
to global supply chain, does not refute the structural analysis but confirms its adaptability to changing
conditions of accumulation (Harvey, 2023; Wright, 2021).

The relationship between class fragmentation and class consciousness is the most complex
theoretical and political problem emerging from this analysis. The fragmentation of the contemporary
working class — through precarity, geographic dispersal, identity diversity, digital individualism, and
ideological mystification — presents profound challenges to collective class conscioushess and
political action. Yet this fragmentation is itself a product of deliberate capitalist strategies —
casualization, outsourcing, platform mediation, algorithmic individualization — rather than a natural
feature of complex societies. Understanding fragmentation as a strategy of domination rather than a
sociological given opens analytical space for identifying conditions under which new solidarities
might be built across the diverse terrain of contemporary exploitation (Fraser, 2023; Standing, 2021).

The theoretical implications of the mental health epidemic for Marxist sociology deserve
extended attention. The epidemic of anxiety, depression, and burnout documented across advanced
capitalist societies is not adequately explained by individual psychological factors but requires
structural-sociological analysis connecting subjective experiences of meaninglessness and
disconnection to the objective conditions of alienated labor, commodified social relations, and the
systematic subordination of human flourishing to profit imperatives. Integrating the sociology of
alienation with mental health research is an important frontier for neo-Marxist sociology — one with
immediate practical implications for health policy and workplace organization (Jaeggi, 2021).

The Global South dimension demands sustained attention in future Marxist scholarship.
Metropolitan Marxist analysis has too often analyzed class conflict and alienation through Global
North conditions — formal employment, stable labor markets, welfare state protections — not
generalizable to the majority of the world's working population. Billions of workers in informal
economies, global supply chains, agricultural labor, and domestic service experience class
exploitation under conditions of extreme vulnerability without the institutional buffers that, however
inadequately, temper exploitation in the Global North. A genuinely global Marxist analysis must
center these conditions rather than treating them as peripheral variants of a metropolitan norm
(Robinson, 2021; Amin, 2022).

The feminist and ecological extensions of Marx's framework are not supplementary additions
but necessary theoretical reconstructions that expand its scope to encompass capitalism's actual
structure. Incorporating reproductive labor, ecological metabolism, and colonial domination into the
core of Marxist analysis changes not merely the scope but the character of what a Marxist sociology
of capitalism must address. This theoretical expansion does not abandon Marxist foundations but
deepens them by revealing how capitalism's exploitation of waged labor depends on and reproduces
multiple other forms of extraction and domination.

CONCLUSION
This systematic review has demonstrated that Karl Marx's conflict theory of class antagonism

and alienation retains fundamental analytical relevance for contemporary capitalism while requiring
systematic extension and revision. The proliferation of platform labor and precarious employment, the
deepening of financialization, the intensification of ecological crisis, the commodification of digital
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sociality, and the persistence of colonial patterns in global commodity chains confirm rather than
refute the core Marxist claim that capitalism is a system of structural exploitation generating class
conflict and human alienation as its constitutive features.

The critical extensions provided by feminist political economy, digital labor theory, eco-
Marxism, and postcolonial critique are not supplementary additions to an otherwise complete
framework but essential theoretical reconstructions that expand the scope of Marxist analysis to
encompass the full range of capitalist exploitation and domination in the twenty-first century.
Incorporating these extensions responds to the theoretical demands posed by capitalism's actual
structure — its dependence on unpaid reproductive labor, its metabolic rift with nature, its racial
organization of global exploitation — that classical Marxism could not fully anticipate.

Understanding class conflict and alienation as structural features of capitalism rather than
contingent policy failures has profound implications for both theory and practice. It suggests that
addressing inequality, precarity, ecological destruction, and the mental health crisis requires not
merely policy reform within the existing capitalist framework but transformation of the structural
conditions producing these outcomes. Building the intellectual and political resources for this
transformation is one of the most urgent tasks facing sociology in the twenty-first century, and Marx'’s
theoretical legacy — critically updated and globally extended — remains an indispensable resource
for that work.
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