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22 The impact of capitalism on mental health: An
epidemiological perspective 
Jerzy Eisenberg-Guyot, Seth J. Prins

Researchers have documented capitalism’s pernicious e�ects on the health of the poor and working

class since the beginning of the Industrial Revolution. This chapter summarizes and critically assesses

the relationship between capitalism and mental health. It begins by de�ning capitalism: broadly, a

socio-economic system characterized by the private ownership of the means of production and the

exploitation and domination of wage labour for pro�t. Early research on capitalism and mental health

is then reviewed, with a focus on the work of Engels and Marx, which described how nineteenth-

century capitalist industrialization damaged workers’ mental health by degrading their social,

working, and living conditions. Next, quantitative research on capitalism and mental health since the

mid-twentieth century is discussed. Although epidemiological research on the topic remains

underdeveloped, research consistently �nds that capitalism harms workers’ mental health and

exacerbates inequities. It does so through at least three mechanisms: alienation; exploitation; and

domination. Finally, it is argued that the mental health e�ects of other axes of power, like racism,

sexism, colonialism, and imperialism, cannot be fully understood without attending to their

historically contingent forms under capitalism; likewise, capitalism’s mental health e�ects cannot be

understood without attending to these other axes of power.
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Introduction

Capital … takes no account of the health and the length of life of the worker … Its answer to the outcry

about the physical and mental degradation, the premature death, the torture of over-work, is this: Should

that pain trouble us, since it increases our pleasure (pro�t)?

(Marx, 1990, p. 381)

Since the dawn of the industrial revolution, researchers have documented capitalism’s noxious e�ects on

the health and well-being of the working class, poor, marginalized, and oppressed. In the 1840s, for

example, Frederick Engels decried the alarming rates of mortality, as well as mental and physical illnesses,

among the nascent English working class—an injustice Engels deemed ‘social murder’ (Engels, 1950, p. 96).

Nearly 200 years later, inequitable patterns of mortality and morbidity, including mental illnesses, persist

and proliferate among the poor and working classes globally. For example, from 2000 to 2017, drug

poisoning, alcohol poisoning, and suicide mortality rates among US adults increased by 400%, 40%, and

35%, respectively (Shiels et al., 2020), with larger increases among certain less educated and racialized

populations (Shiels et al., 2020; Phillips & Hempstead, 2017). Worldwide from 1991–2016, the burden of

disease attributable to mental and substance-use disorders rose by over 40% (Patel et al., 2018). Although

the absolute burden of disease attributable to such disorders is lower in the Global South than elsewhere,

Global South countries have su�ered larger relative increases in the burden of disease attributable to such

disorders (Patel et al., 2018), coinciding with increasing industrial production outsourced by transnational

corporations in the Global North. Meanwhile, within countries, mental illnesses remain inequitably

distributed, with those in the poor and working class—especially those from certain dispossessed and

minoritized populations—facing greater risks than their wealthier, propertied, and non-minoritized

counterparts. For example, in the USA, adults whose highest level of education is high school have twice the

suicide rate of those with a college degree or more (Phillips & Hempstead, 2017), while non-Hispanic

Indigenous adults have a 22% higher suicide rate than non-Hispanic white adults (Woolf et al., 2018).

What explains these trends and inequities? While this question has been a primary concern of quantitative

social science, the resulting answers have not always engaged directly with capitalism—a socio-economic

system that not only structures societal distributions of health-a�ecting resources and power but also

modulates our very experiences of reality and the production of knowledge within it. Instead, mental health

researchers have focused on the roles of individual-level factors like ‘risk behaviours’ or socio-economic

status. Moreover, capitalism’s ubiquity makes it di�cult to isolate pathways through which it a�ects any

single outcome like mental health.

In this chapter, we summarize the limited existing research on the relationship between capitalism and

mental health. We start by de�ning capitalism; we do not provide a comprehensive de�nition, but rather

focus on features most relevant to health. Next, we describe early research on capitalism and mental health,

focusing on the work of Engels and Marx, whose foresighted analyses laid the groundwork for much

contemporary research on the topic. We then review quantitative research on capitalism and mental health

since the mid-twentieth century, beginning with research on alienation and concluding with contemporary

class analysis. Finally, we discuss research gaps and potential future research directions. Given our

backgrounds and training, we note that we limit much of our discussion to epidemiological research, often

research from the Global North (Lovell & Susser, 2014). We further note that we focus on research that

explicitly engages with capitalism, although we recognize that all research on the social determinants of

mental illness implicates capitalism.
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Capitalism and early theories of its mental health e�ects

According to Marx, capitalism is a socio-economic system characterized by the private ownership of the

means of production (i.e. of capital and the tools and machinery used to produce goods and services for

consumption) and the exploitation and domination of wage labour for pro�t (Waitzkin, 1978; Marx, 1990).

More simply, in capitalist societies, workers—who constitute a majority of the population (the working

class)—own no capital. Thus, to survive, they must sell their labour power (i.e. their capacity to work) to

capitalists for a wage. Meanwhile, capitalists (i.e. owners of capital)—who constitute a minority of the

population (the capitalist class)—buy workers’ labour power and exploit workers by appropriating as

‘surplus value’ the di�erence in value between the wages they pay workers and the value of the products

that workers produce (Waitzkin, 1978; Marx, 1990). As capitalists’ pro�ts and accumulated capital �ow

from surplus value, capitalists are motivated (and, indeed, compelled by competition) to decrease labour

costs by reducing wages, increasing hours, degrading working conditions, and accelerating labour processes

(Marx, 1990, pp. 283–639). Thus, unless opposed by su�cient organized worker resistance, capitalism

operates to degrade workers’ working conditions relentlessly (Marx, 1990, pp. 283–639). As workers must

sell their labour power to survive, they must su�er degraded conditions, risking unemployment and

destitution if they refuse (Engels, 1950). Beyond contributing to workers’ degraded working conditions, the

pro�t motive also drives capitalism to continuously transform production and class relations in the pursuit

of new pro�t outlets, such as from the industrial capitalism of Engels’s time to the monopoly- and �nance-

dominated capitalism of today (Waitzkin, 1978; Amin, 2010).

Workers’ formal ‘freedom’ to sell their labour power to capitalists for a wage distinguishes capitalism from

some pre-capitalist modes of production. For example, under feudalism, ruling classes often appropriated

the fruits of producers’ labour through traditional commitments, legal regimes, or brute force (Wood,

2002). Moreover, whereas capitalism completely dispossesses workers of the means of production and of

the products of their labour, in principle, feudal labourers retained part of their agricultural production and

held certain privileges in land, giving them some direct access to their means of subsistence (Wood, 2002).

Meanwhile, in contrast to both capitalism and feudalism, under socialism and communism, workers (or

worker-controlled institutions) collectively own the means of production and produce with the goal of

satisfying social needs rather than generating pro�t in the market (Gilabert & O’Neill, 2019).
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Engels on capitalist industrialization and the health of the English working
class

Engels’s 1845 work, The Condition of the Working Class in England, was one of the �rst systematic studies of

capitalism and health (Engels, 1950; Krieger, 2011). It was also one of the �rst modern epidemiological

studies. Drawing from his own observations and o�cial reports, Engels documented the vile working and

living conditions, and the resultant illnesses and premature deaths, of workers in Manchester and

Liverpool, England, cities at the centre of the Industrial Revolution. Engels cited o�cial reports showing

that labourers in Liverpool had life expectancies less than half that of the upper classes, an inequity driven

by elevated mortality rates among working children. Moreover, Engels found that mortality rates often

increased with industrialization, suggesting that premature death was caused by early capitalist

industrialization, with its gruelling hours (often 16 or more per day) and brutal working conditions. For

example, according to Engels (1950, p. 163) particle inhalation among labourers in unventilated and

overcrowded textile mills often caused ‘blood-spitting, hard, noisy breathing, pains in the chest, coughs,

sleep-lessness—in short … asthma ending in the worst cases in consumption’. He (Engels, 1950, p. 167)

argued that such harms were not natural features of labour, but rather embodied a social murder committed

‘purely to �ll the purses of the bourgeoisie’. Beyond working conditions, he also recognized that workers’

abhorrent living conditions harmed their health, as dispossession and industrialization funnelled them

from the countryside into overcrowded city slums in search of work. There, workers’ paltry wages bought

them only congested, sewage-ridden dwellings, tattered clothing, and spoiled food, precipitating diseases

like typhus and scarlet fever.

Engels also addressed capitalism’s e�ects on mental health, identifying occupational hazards that

researchers would ‘rediscover’ in the mid-twentieth century. He argued that capitalist industrialization and

urbanization harmed workers’ mental health by degrading their social, occupational, and living conditions.

Socially, Engels (1950, p. 24) observed, capitalism fosters societies rife with competition, among both

workers (for employment) and among capitalists (for pro�ts), with escalating loneliness and ‘brutal

indi�erence … [and] unfeeling isolation of each in his private interest’. For factory workers, Engels

contended that the incessant repetition of menial tasks, with no creativity or autonomy, induced boredom

and depression. He wrote: ‘it is, properly speaking, not work, but tedium, the most deadening, wearing

process conceivable. The operative is condemned to let his physical and mental powers decay in this utter

monotony’ (Engels, 1950, p. 177). Moreover, he found that workers’ work-related physical morbidities often

induced or exacerbated their psychological pathologies, including irritability, hopelessness, and depression.

Thus, workers frequently drank heavily to endure their bleak existences.
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Marx on the heath-degrading e�ects of the profit motive under capitalism

Other co-constitutive systems of oppression, exploitation, and domination

Marx, who collaborated with Engels, also used observations and o�cial reports to investigate capitalism’s

health e�ects in England, Ireland, and elsewhere, and he provided a theoretical framework to explain the

drivers of the noxious conditions and resultant illnesses that Engels described two decades earlier. In his

foundational 1867 work, Capital (Marx, 1990, pp. 283–639), Marx characterized surplus value as the source

of capitalists’ pro�ts, and thereby exposed capitalists’ inherent need to degrade workers’ working and

living conditions to maximize pro�ts, inexorably perpetrating the ‘systematic robbery of what is necessary

for the life of the worker’ (p. 553). Marx, as well as Engels, noted that women and children had constituted a

signi�cant segment of domestic, service, and factory labourers since the inception of the Industrial

Revolution, and their wages were often lower and their working conditions unhealthier than their adult

male counterparts (Engels, 1950; Marx, 1990; Ghosh, 2012). Owing to their low wages, Marx observed,

women and children were a majority of workers in many industries, where they—and their counterparts—

su�ered hazardous working conditions (Marx, 1990, pp. 340–416), causing exhaustion, pulmonary

diseases, injuries, poisonings, and ‘extraordinarily low’ (p. 354) life-expectancies, or ‘disguised infanticide’

(p. 522).

Concerning mental health speci�cally, Marx identi�ed several ways in which capitalism produces isolation,

powerlessness, boredom, purposelessness, and anxiety among the working class. For example, he argued

that capitalist production tends towards the extreme division of labour, which increases e�ciency and

productivity (and thus pro�ts), but which degrades and deskills labour (Marx, 1990, pp. 455–639), issues

taken up in detail in the twentieth century by researchers like Braverman (1998). Workers can no longer

exercise their abilities or creativity through work; rather, the division of labour transforms workers into

machines’ ‘living appendages’ (Marx, 1990, p. 548), working not to satisfy their mental, intellectual, and

material needs but rather to maximize capitalists’ pro�ts (pp. 455–639). While a machine may lighten

physical labour, it ‘becomes an instrument of torture, since the machine does not free the worker from

work, but rather deprives the work itself of all content’ (Marx, 1990, p. 548). Moreover, the constant

introduction of labour-saving and cost-cutting machinery creates a reserve army of unemployed, desperate

workers, ‘held in misery’ (Marx, 1990, p. 618) at the mercy of capitalism’s changing requirements.

According to Marx, labour conditions under capitalism tend to grow only more degraded over time, as the

‘accumulation of wealth at one pole is, therefore, at the same time accumulation of misery, the torment of

labor, slavery, ignorance, brutalization and moral degradation at the opposite’ (Marx, 1990, p. 799).

Moreover, workers’ gruelling hours usurp their free time for intellectual development and social ful�lment

(Marx, 1990, pp. 340–416). In summary, capitalism’s orientation around pro�t production rather than

needs satisfaction leads it to squander ‘not only �esh and blood, but nerves and brain as well’ (Marx, 1991,

p. 182).

Although Capital focused on conditions in England during the Industrial Revolution, Marx acknowledged the

roles of slavery and colonialism in capitalism’s ascendance, and their pernicious e�ects on the health of

enslaved and colonized populations, including mass death (Marx, 1990; Virdee, 2019). Indeed, the slavery

and colonization that facilitated the Industrial Revolution by providing cheap labour and resources led Marx

to argue that ‘capital, comes dripping from head to toe, from every pore, with blood and dirt’ (Marx, 1990,

p. 926). For instance, Marx described how the English ruling class’s colonization of Ireland and evictions of

Irish agricultural labourers from their lands forced the labourers into poorly paid, hazardous wage labour in

city slums, contributing to disease, famine, and misery (Marx, 1990, pp. 854–70). Nonetheless, although

Marx recognized the functions and deadly e�ects of slavery and colonialism, he did not provide a general

theory of the roles of oppressive systems like racism and sexism within capitalism (Virdee, 2019).
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Summary

Feminist and black radical theorists have �lled these gaps, arguing that capitalism depends on racism and

sexism to maximize pro�ts through hyper-exploitation, colonialism, imperialism, and patriarchy (Virdee,

2019; Robinson, 2000; Federici, 2004; Burden-Stelly, 2020; Laster Pirtle, 2020; Kelley, 2017). Historically,

they argue that: (i) capitalism has been racialized and gendered since its inception; and (ii) that it has used

such hierarchies to expand—by appropriating resources and labour from Africa, the Americas, other parts

of the Global South, and elsewhere, and by creating and exploiting a gendered division of labour (Virdee,

2019; Robinson, 2000; Federici, 2004; Burden-Stelly, 2020; Laster Pirtle, 2020; Kelley, 2017). Indeed,

according to Robinson (2000), the �rst European workers were racial subjects, targeted for expropriation

and exploitation because they were Irish, Jewish, Roma, and so on. Theoretically, concerning labour,

capitalism’s pro�t imperative runs up against the working class’s interest in resisting exploitation (Ghosh,

2012; Virdee, 2019). To ensure less working-class resistance, capitalists rely not only on state violence, but

on the ideological and material production of racial and gender di�erences to undermine worker solidarity,

suppress wages (e.g. the gender pay gap (Platt et al., 2016)), and justify inequities (Ghosh, 2012; Virdee,

2019). Moreover, the ideology of ‘female di�erence’ and of ‘male breadwinner, female homemaker’ relieves

capitalists from paying for the maintenance and reproduction of the workforce, and enables them to pro�t

from women’s—especially black women’s—unpaid or low-paid domestic labour (Ghosh, 2012; Jones, 1949;

Ferguson et al., 2019). This patriarchal regime not only disempowers and impoverishes women, but also

burdens them with ‘double shifts’ of waged and unwaged labour (Ghosh, 2012; Jones, 1949; Ferguson et al.,

2019) . In this chapter’s concluding sections, we describe relationships between these systems of patriarchy

and racial capitalism and global patterns of mental health inequities (Laster Pirtle, 2020), both through

mechanisms that Marx identi�ed, like resource theft (Foster & Clark, 2018), and through other

mechanisms, like the stress among women arising from their double shift of labour (Ghosh, 2012).

Although Engels and Marx wrote their foundational works over 150 years ago, their analysis of how

capitalism impairs mental health by shaping workers’ socio-economic conditions remains essential.

Speci�cally, under capitalism, most workers cannot work to exercise their creativity or abilities, or to satisfy

their mental, intellectual, and material needs; rather, they must work under terms and conditions

calculated to maximize their employers’ pro�ts. These conditions foster deprivation, isolation, boredom,

disempowerment, and despair. In the next section, we show that Engels’ and Marx’s research in�uenced—

and was corroborated by—modern social science research on alienation, exploitation, and domination.

Early quantitative research on capitalism and mental health

In this section, we outline signi�cant developments in quantitative research on capitalism and mental

health from the second half of the twentieth century, when psychiatric epidemiology formalized as a

discipline (Lovell & Susser, 2014). Groundwork for such research was laid earlier in the twentieth century by

scholars in�uenced by Engels, Marx, and other nineteenth-century theorists, including Du Bois (1906,

1996), who documented the psychological and physical trauma that white supremacy in�icted on black

Americans (Du Bois, 1906, 1996); Zetkin and Jones, who investigated women’s oppression in patriarchal,

capitalist societies (Lynn, 2014; Gaido & Frencia, 2018); and Fanon (1988, 2008), who explored the

dehumanizing e�ects of colonialism and imperialism. Writing in 1952, for example, Fanon—a psychiatrist

—described how racism and French colonialism contributed to loneliness, estrangement, and pain among

Algerian migrants in France (Fanon, 1988).

However, unlike these earlier theorists, psychiatric epidemiology has rarely focused explicitly on capitalism.

Moreover, as we describe in the next subsection, the late-twentieth-century ascendency of individualistic
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Relational versus stratificationist approaches to research on mental health
inequities

theoretical and methodological approaches inhibited such research (Muntaner et al., 2013). In this section,

we begin by describing the primary theoretical approaches taken by psychiatric epidemiologists who study

the social determinants of mental illness, then describe quantitative research on capitalism and mental

health, starting with mid-twentieth-century research on alienation and ending with neo-Marxist research

from the turn of the century. We return to the issues raised by Du Bois, Zetkin, Jones, and Fanon in the

concluding sections.

Researchers since Engels and Marx have documented greater rates of mental illnesses among those in the

working class than among those in the upper classes (Muntaner et al., 2013). Psychiatric epidemiologists

have used two main approaches to investigate the social causes of the inequities: relational and

strati�cationist. Researchers using relational approaches, including Marxist theory, analyse mental health

inequities in terms of social relations and processes, such as con�icts between classes struggling for power

and control over resources. They theorize that inequities arise because the welfare and security of particular

classes causally depends on the deprivation of others (Muntaner et al., 2013). Marxists further theorize that

health inequities between capitalists and wage labourers are inevitable because capitalists’ material

abundance depends upon labourers’ disempowerment (Crinson & Yuill, 2008).

In contrast, researchers using strati�cationist approaches analyse the social causes of mental health

inequities in terms of di�erences in inherited or achieved attributes of individuals, like their incomes and

educations (i.e. their socio-economic status) (Muntaner et al., 2013). Strati�cationist measures have proven

to be powerful predictors of mental health outcomes. Indeed, there is a granular inverse relationship

between socio-economic status and most mental health outcomes (Prins et al., 2015). However, by reducing

the causes of health inequities to di�erences in individual-level attributes, strati�cationist approaches

ignore social relations that do not operate directly through socio-economic status, and elide the structural

factors (e.g. political and economic systems) that produce socio-economic status and cause inequitable

distributions of health-promoting resources (Muntaner et al., 2015a). Thus, strati�cationist approaches are

less powerful than relational approaches in explaining the mental health e�ects of structural arrangements

like capitalism.

By the late twentieth century, strati�cationist approaches dominated psychiatric epidemiology, in part

because they enabled researchers to sidestep contested social and political mechanisms (Muntaner et al.,

2015a; Ng & Muntaner, 2014). The hegemony of strati�cationism sidelined epidemiological research on

structural factors (Muntaner et al., 2013), including not just capitalism, but also structural racism and

sexism (Krieger, 1994). Moreover, strati�cationist approaches in�uenced prominent research on work

organization and the psychosocial work environment, hindering occupational health research on the e�ects

of socio-structural relations by shifting attention towards individual- and workplace-level stressors

(Muntaner & O’Campo, 1993). Nonetheless, as we describe in the following, researchers did apply relational

approaches, including neo-Marxist approaches, to mid-twentieth-century research on alienation and wage

labour.
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Alienation

Marx’s theory of alienation informed mid-twentieth-century research on capitalism and mental health. In

the Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844, Marx theorized that the structure of capitalist production

‘alienates’ workers from their labour (Braverman, 1998; Marx, 2007). Under capitalism, workers must sell

their labour power to capitalists in order to survive; as such, capitalists own the processes and products of

workers’ labour (Marx, 2007). Thus, workers are confronted by the goods and services they produce as alien

objects, no longer their own products, but rather the products of capitalists (Marx, 2007). The structure of

capitalist production also alienates workers from themselves and each other (Marx, 2007; Page, 1998).

Under capitalism, workers cannot work freely and cooperatively for self-expression, self-ful�lment, or

self-subsistence, but instead must work for wages under terms and conditions dictated by others; they are

surveilled, controlled, and exploited by capitalists (Marx, 2007). Thus, workers are reduced to mere ‘cogs in

a machine’, rendering them powerless, self-estranged, and socially isolated (Page, 1998).

Initial quantitative research on alienation and mental health was conducted by Seeman et al. (1959).

Although Seeman drew from Marxist theory, he added a social psychological conceptualization to Marx’s

account: he de�ned alienation in terms of individuals’ subjective experiences rather than in terms of the

material class relations that structure capitalism (Seeman, 1959; Harvey et al., 1983). From this perspective,

Seeman identi�ed several dimensions of alienation relevant to mental health: (i) powerlessness—lacking

belief that one’s actions can produce the outcomes one wants; (ii) meaninglessness—when one’s minimal

standards for clarity in decision-making are not met, and one thus lacks con�dence that one can predict the

outcomes of one’s actions; (iii) normlessness—or anomie, wherein the social norms regulating individual

conduct have broken down, and there is thus a high expectation that socially unapproved behaviours are

required to achieve given goals; (iv) isolation—lacking connection with one’s fellow workers, community, or

society, and their shared goals or beliefs; and (v) self-estrangement—lacking intrinsic meaning in one’s

work (Seeman, 1959, 1975).

In early research, Seeman and others operationalized these dimensions with indicators of feelings of poor

job autonomy, external locus of control (believing one’s life is controlled by factors outside one’s

in�uence), and incongruities between one’s abilities and the contents of one’s job. They found that these

measures were associated with indicators of capitalist industrialization, such as the extensiveness of the

division of labour, the degree of managerial hierarchy, and the intensity of mechanization and automation

(Gecas, 1989). Although this research programme was not developed to analyse mental health directly,

studies did relate alienation to mental illness and its deleterious sequelae. For example, Seeman and others

found that greater alienation, usually operationalized as powerlessness, was associated with depression and

anxiety (Gardell, 1976; Coburn, 1978, 1979), poor self-esteem and hopelessness (Gardell, 1976; Seeman &

Seeman, 1983), binge drinking (Seeman & Seeman, 1983; Seeman & Anderson, 1983), and worse self-rated

health (Coburn, 1978, 1979; Seeman & Seeman, 1983).

The �ndings of this era of alienation research aligned with later psychological and biomedical theories of

psychopathology, including the diathesis–stress model, which hypothesizes that socially patterned (e.g.

class-based) interactions between stressful life experiences (e.g. alienated labour) and predisposing

conditions (e.g. family histories) contribute to psychiatric disorders (Monroe & Simons, 1991; Aneshensel,

1992). They also aligned with the psychoanalytic work of scholars like Fromm and Marcuse, who theorized

that capitalism undermines workers’ mental health by thwarting their satisfaction of innate desires,

including for creative expression and social connection (Matthews, 2019). Finally, although the research

rarely discussed alienation explicitly, the �ndings also aligned with later epidemiological research on job

strain, which hypothesizes that jobs with high demands, like strenuous tasks, and low control, like poor

autonomy, harm mental health (Muntaner & O’Campo, 1993).
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Work organization and the psychosocial work environment

In summary, early research on alienation found that a speci�c aspect of capitalist production—the

alienation of workers from control over the processes and fruits of their labour—harmed workers’ mental

health. However, this line of inquiry was largely abandoned in the late twentieth century with the

ascendancy of strati�cationist research on the psychosocial work environment, which we describe in the

next subsection.

In the late 1970s, occupational and psychiatric epidemiologists developed models that drew on

strati�cationist and social psychological theories to explain the relationship between work organization, job

characteristics, and health. Karasek’s ‘demand/control’ or ‘job strain’ model was most prominent

(Muntaner & O’Campo, 1993; Karasek, 1979). Karasek’s model has two dimensions, job demands and job

control, both of which are typically measured via self-report (Karasek, 1979). The job demands dimension

covers the strenuousness of the work required to perform a job and the stress that arises from unexpected

tasks and interpersonal con�icts. The job control dimension covers (i) decision authority (i.e. workers’

abilities to in�uence workplace policy and make decisions about how to perform their jobs); and (ii)

intellectual discretion (i.e. workers’ opportunities for skill acquisition and creative expression) (Karasek,

1979).

The demand/control model predicts jobs with high demands and low control (i.e. high-strain jobs) will

harm mental health relative to jobs with low demands and high control (i.e. low-strain jobs) (Karasek,

1979). Indeed, Karasek’s foundational job strain study found that workers in high-strain jobs reported

greater anxiety and depression than others (Karasek, 1979). Dozens of subsequent studies have supported

the demand/control model, �nding associations between high-strain jobs and greater psychological

distress, exhaustion, anxiety, and depression, as well as stress-related outcomes like cardiovascular disease

(Schnall et al., 1994; Van der Doef & Maes, 1999). Related psychosocial models, like Siegrist’s e�ort–reward

imbalance model—which predicts harms from jobs involving high e�orts (i.e. demands) and low rewards

(e.g. inadequate wages)—have also been corroborated (de Jonge et al., 2000; van Vegchel et al., 2005).

While we have learned much from these frameworks, psychosocial models do not explicitly address class

relations and other structural factors (Muntaner & O’Campo, 1993). For example, the demand–control

model focuses on the individual-level relationships between work environments and health. It does not

address how class relations and power dynamics structure job demands, complexity, and authority, and how

societal forces, ranging from economic conditions to the balance of power between labour and capital or

unions and management, in�uence the labour process (Prins et al., 2015; Muntaner & O’Campo, 1993).

Nonetheless, the predictions of Karasek’s and Siegrist’s models do align with Marxist theory, despite

avoiding engagement with it. For example, alienation models predict that workers’ mental health will be

harmed by their lack of control over the labour process (i.e. low control), particularly workers whose jobs are

intensely surveilled by management and deskilled or accelerated by machinery (i.e. high demands) (Coburn,

1979). However, by eliding class relations, Karasek’s and Siegrist’s models fail to elucidate the structural

mechanisms that produce psychosocial stressors. Marxist theories, in contrast, are more comprehensive

and explanatory. They suggest that workplace-level experiences of job strain result from class relations that

are fundamental to capitalism. That is, job strain is an e�ect of capitalist class relations rather than a

fundamental cause of interclass health inequities (Prins et al., 2015; Muntaner & O’Campo, 1993).

Whether we contextualize concepts like job strain as primarily causes or e�ects is more than merely an

academic point about preferred theoretical models: correctly identifying the aetiology of mental health

inequities has real implications for the sorts of public health strategies we adopt. Insofar as capitalists pro�t

from workers’ unpaid labour and degraded working conditions (e.g. excessive working hours and intensi�ed

labour processes) (Marx, 1990), job strain, e�ort–reward imbalance, and their harmful mental health
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Neo-Marxist theory and contradictory class locations

e�ects are features of capitalism, not aberrations remediable through individualized workplace,

behavioural, or medical interventions.

As we describe in the next subsection, researchers using relational approaches have integrated insights

from psychosocial models and applied them in analysing how job strain, e�ort–reward imbalance, and

other psychosocial factors interact with broader workplace-level and societal-level class relations to a�ect

mental health.

In the 1990s, psychiatric epidemiologists began applying neo-Marxist theory to mental health research,

building on the work of 1970s-era neo-Marxist sociologists, who developed survey instruments to measure

social class in terms of power and control over capital and labor rather than in terms of individual attributes

(Muntaner et al., 2015a). These measures helped researchers characterize the class dynamics that animated

modern societies, which had grown more complex and heterogenous since Marx’s original formulation

(Wright, 1997). The most in�uential was Wright’s conceptualization, which measures social class along

three dimensions: (i) capital ownership; (ii) control and authority over labour and policy in the workplace;

and (iii) skills and credentials (Muntaner et al., 2015a; Wright, 2009). Figure 22.1 displays how these

dimensions map onto Wright’s social class scheme, which consists of four primary classes: workers,

managers, the petite bourgeoisie, and capitalists.

Figure 22.1

Relational social class diagram.

Adapted with permission from Wright, E.O. (1997). Class Counts: Comparative Studies in Class Analysis. New York: Cambridge
University Press.

Building on Marx’s work, Wright (2009) theorized that classes relate to one another through social

mechanisms of exploitation and domination. For example, capitalists exploit workers by paying workers less

than the value produced by their labour and dominate workers by controlling their labour processes (Wright,

2009). Under neo-Marxist theory, exploitation and domination produce mental health inequities

(Eisenberg-Guyot & Prins, 2020). For example, as �rst documented by Engels (1950) and Marx (1992),

exploitation directly harms workers’ health by exposing them to hazardous working conditions and denying

them necessities like housing, nutritious food, and health care (Eisenberg-Guyot & Prins, 2020). In

contrast, capitalists amass salutary resources by increasing pro�ts, which often requires debasing working

conditions and wages (Eisenberg-Guyot & Prins, 2020). Moreover, while capitalists enjoy autonomy and

security, domination harms workers’ health by alienating them from control over their livelihoods, the

labour process, and their labour’s fruits (Eisenberg-Guyot & Prins, 2020). (While this discussion of
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domination should be familiar given the discussion of alienation above, the shift in emphasis is important.

Focusing on domination excavates a relational process: it identi�es speci�c actors (bosses, managers) and

objective practices (e.g. assembly lines) that may cause individuals to experience alienation. In other words,

it clari�es who is doing what to whom. In contrast, a social psychological approach that begins and ends

with alienation may place all attention on individual workers.)

Key insights came from Wright’s ‘contradictory class location’ concept, which was the focus of early neo-

Marxist research in psychiatric epidemiology (Muntaner et al., 2013, 2015a). Wright—and other theorists—

developed the concept to address the fact that in many post-industrial economies, much of the population

(especially the ‘middle class’) does not belong to the industrial proletariat, but rather occupies a

‘contradictory’ location between capital and labour (Wright, 1997). For example, managers and the petite

bourgeoisie occupy contradictory locations by sharing features with both workers (a lack of productive

property or managerial authority, respectively) and capitalists (managerial authority or productive

property, respectively) (Wright, 1997).

Using the theory of contradictory class locations, psychiatric epidemiologists revealed non-linear patterns

of mental illness across social classes that were di�cult to detect or explain with strati�cationist

approaches (Muntaner et al., 2013, 2015a). For example, the theory of contradictory class locations predicted

that low-level mangers (i.e. supervisors), who often enforce company policy but have little control over

policy development, would be particularly vulnerable to mental illness because they were simultaneously

dominated and exploited by capitalists and antagonized by subordinates (the ‘contradictory class location

hypothesis’) (Muntaner et al., 2013). Indeed, in the late 1990s and early 2000s, researchers found that

lower-level supervisors reported greater levels of depression, anxiety, and alcohol-use disorders than both

higher-level managers and workers (Muntaner et al., 1998, 2003). These �ndings align with the predictions

of the job-strain model because low-level supervisors often face considerable interpersonal con�ict (i.e.

high demands) and have only weak decision-making authority (i.e. low control) (Muntaner et al., 1998).

Moreover, despite sharing many responsibilities with managers, supervisors may not receive manager-

level wages, exacerbating e�ort–reward imbalance and its mental-health sequelae (Muntaner et al., 2003).

In summary, building on the relational approaches taken in early alienation research, neo-Marxist

epidemiologists elucidated relational explanatory mechanisms—exploitation and domination—through

which capitalism harms workers’ mental health and produces mental health inequities. Although

strati�cationist approaches remain dominant, in the next section we describe the expansion of neo-Marxist

research since the turn of the century.

Contemporary research on capitalism and mental health

Recently, epidemiologists have applied neo-Marxist theory beyond contradictory class locations and used it

to objectively measure workplace social relations rather than rely on workers’ subjective experiences.
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Neo-Marxist social class and mental health inequities

Objective measures of workplace organization

New research involving novel samples, study designs, and quantitative methods has corroborated the

contradictory class location hypothesis. For example, in a nationally representative cross-sectional survey

of the US population, Prins et al. (2015) found those in contradictory locations (e.g. supervisors) had greater

odds of depression and anxiety than others, particularly capitalists. Meanwhile, in a longitudinal study of US

adults, Eisenberg-Guyot and Hajat (2020) found that the petite bourgeoisie had greater risks of serious

mental illness than workers, managers, or capitalists. The �ndings corroborated the researchers’

hypothesis that the health of the petite bourgeoisie would be compromised by their precarious position of

owning productive property but lacking su�cient resources to compete with capitalists, causing

proletarianization (i.e. descent into the working class), stress, and loss of salutary resources. Elevated

illness risks among contradictory class locations have also been identi�ed in South Korean and European

samples, among others (Muntaner et al., 2010; Kong et al., 2017).

Meanwhile, epidemiologists investigating the broader relationships between neo-Marxist social class and

health have identi�ed inequities in the prevalence or risk of morbidities—including mental illnesses—

across relational social classes, often �nding that capitalists and managers report better health than

workers and supervisors, in many cases regardless of income (Muntaner et al., 2015a; Eisenberg-Guyot &

Prins, 2020; Eisenberg-Guyot & Hajat, 2020; Kong et al., 2017). Researchers hypothesize that mechanisms

for the inequities include the exploitation and domination of workers and supervisors by capitalists and

managers (Mutaner et al., 2015). Certain studies have also examined gender di�erences in the class–health

relationship, often �nding the relationship is strongest among men (Muntaner et al., 2015a), possibly

because heterosexual couples’ material well-being frequently depends most heavily on the man’s class

position, as the gendered division of labour often shoulders women primarily with domestic-labour

responsibilities (Ferguson et al., 2019).

Traditional psychosocial work environment research, including research on job strain and e�ort–reward

imbalance, typically relies upon worker self-reports of workplace demands (Prins et al., 2019). However, in

addition to the reliability concerns raised by self-reported measures (e.g. from misreporting), the

research’s individual-level focus and methodology cannot capture the material and social relations that

organize workplaces, or the structural factors that drive workplace organization, including capitalists’ drive

for pro�ts (Prins et al., 2019). Consequently, researchers using self-reported measures often pro�er

dubious proposals to mitigate mental health inequities through individual-level interventions targeting

workers’ perceptions of job strain, ignoring that such interventions are unlikely to be e�ective and

sustainable without addressing objective working conditions and confronting capitalism’s pro�t-making

imperatives (Eisenberg-Guyot & Prins, 2020).

Contemporary neo-Marxist epidemiologists have addressed the limitations of psychosocial approaches by

measuring workplace social relations objectively and more comprehensively. For example, Muntaner et al.

(2015b) found that US nursing assistants exposed to greater organizational-level exploitation (measured by

employers’ for-pro�t/not-for-pro�t status) and managerial domination (measured by, among other

things, employers’ frequency of labour-relations violations) had greater odds of depression than others.

Meanwhile, Prins et al. (2019, 2021) found that increases in ‘unconcealed exploitation’ (measured as the

percentage of workers’ labour income they were hypothetically not paid for productive hours) increased US

workers’ odds of moderate and serious mental illness (Prins et al., 2019, 2021). Prins et al. (2019) also found

that workers subjected to greater automation—as measured by the US Department of Labor’s Occupational

Information Network—had greater odds of binge drinking, while workers with more authority and

autonomy (i.e. less domination) had lower odds of mental illness and binge drinking.
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Although preliminary, this research illuminates structural mechanisms linking class relations and mental

illness, which may be better targets for sustainable and e�ective public health interventions than

individual-level behavioural interventions (Prins et al., 2019). For example, reducing worker exploitation,

domination, and their harmful health e�ects requires changing the structure of labour by challenging or

overturning the private ownership and control of capital (or in the short term, increasing worker power

through working-class organizations like unions, political parties, and worker cooperatives and councils);

workplace wellness programmes that attempt to habituate workers to their conditions will not su�ce (Prins

et al., 2015; Ng & Muntaner, 2014).

Research gaps: the intersecting mental health e�ects of racism and
sexism under capitalism

Psychiatric epidemiological research on capitalism has focused on the mental health e�ects of class

relations and waged labour. Other independent, yet mutually constitutive, features of capitalism, including

racism, imperialism, and patriarchy, have received less attention in epidemiological research on capitalism,

although—as we described above—other �elds have laid theoretical foundations for such research. Here,

we brie�y outline some issues raised by that work and suggest areas for future research.

Currently, people of colour—particularly black and indigenous women, and those in the Global South—are

segregated into the most exploited and dominated classes, facing debased working conditions, such as

lower wages and greater exposure to physical and chemical hazards, ecological devastation, and resource

theft (Laster Pirtle, 2020; Foster et al., 2011; Bailey et al., 2017; McClure et al., 2020; Breilh, 2021). As the

foregoing subsections suggest, these conditions may imperil their physical and mental health (Eisenberg-

Guyot & Prins, 2020; Bailey et al., 2017; McClure et al., 2020). Indeed, one US-based study found that health

among white people at the bottom of the class structure tends to be better than health among all people of

colour except those at the very top of the class structure (Eisenberg-Guyot & Prins, 2020). Moreover, within

the working class, racialized workers—especially racialized women—face intersecting burdens of racism

and sexism, with psychosocial and material repercussions that harm mental health, including chronic

stress, estrangement, ‘double shifts’ of labour, and residential and occupational segregation (Platt et al.,

2016; Bailey et al., 2017; Gee & Ford, 2011). Such workers are also targeted by state violence and other forms

of social control, including criminalization, policing, and hyper-incarceration (Gilmore, 2007), factors

associated with mental illness and other morbidities (Sewell et al., 2016; Bor et al., 2018).

Scholars outside psychiatric epidemiology, including Du Bois (1996), Zetkin (Gaido and Frencia, 2018),

Jones (Lynn, 2014), and Fanon (1988, 2008) have connected capitalism’s systems of race and gender

oppression to mental health. However, although many psychiatric epidemiological studies have estimated

racial and gender disparities in rates of mental illness and identi�ed structural racism as a cause (Bailey et

al., 2017; Gee & Ford, 2011), few have explicitly connected the disparities to racial capitalism. Likewise,

although many neo-Marxist studies have identi�ed racialized and gendered distributions of class

membership, few have explicitly tested how race, gender, class, and domestic labour interact to a�ect

mental health and produce mental health inequities (Eisenberg-Guyot & Prins, 2020). Finally, although the

mental health harms of criminalization, policing, war, and other forms of state violence have been well-

documented (Bailey et al., 2017; Charlson et al., 2019), psychiatric epidemiological studies have rarely

explored the issue in their racial capitalist context.

Future epidemiological research on capitalism and mental health should build on the groundwork laid by

social epidemiological research on structural racism and sexism, as well on the work of racial capitalism

scholars (Virdee, 2019; Robinson, 2000; Federici, 2004; Burden-Stelly, 2020; Laster Pirtle, 2020; Kelley,

2017; Sewell, 2016; Taylor, 2019), to quantify how capitalism’s mental health e�ects are racialized and
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gendered. Potential projects include assessing how racial and gender di�erences in the distribution of class

membership and societal class power a�ect rates of mental illness and mental illness disparities; within the

working class, how racialized and gendered di�erences in the manner and degree of exploitation and

domination contribute to intra- and interclass inequities; and how capitalist imperialism—whether

through war, resource extraction and accompanying environmental degradation, or super-exploitation—

harms the mental health of those in the Global South and advantages the Global North’s ruling classes.

Conclusion

In this chapter, we �rst de�ned capitalism: broadly, a socio-economic system characterized by the private

ownership of the means of production (i.e. capital) and the exploitation and domination of wage labour for

pro�t (Waitzkin, 1978; Marx, 1990). Next, we described early research on capitalism and mental health,

focusing on Engels’s and Marx’s work, which demonstrated how nineteenth-century capitalist

industrialization damaged workers’ health and well-being (Engels, 1950; Marx, 1990). We then summarized

empirical research on capitalism and mental health since the mid-twentieth century. Psychiatric

epidemiologists have consistently documented that capitalism harms workers’ mental health and produces

mental health inequities. Possible mechanisms include (i) alienation—capitalism separates workers from

control over the processes and products of their labour; (ii) exploitation—under capitalism, capitalists pay

workers less than the value of workers’ production, causing deprivation; (iii) domination—under capitalism,

capitalists control workers’ labour processes through hierarchy, surveillance, and sanctions; and (iv) job

strain and e�ort–reward imbalance, the psychosocial sequelae of exploitation and domination. Finally, we

discussed how racism and sexism under capitalism—and related factors like imperialism and colonialism—

produce mental health inequities. We argue for more research on these topics (and on related systems of

oppression like homophobia, transphobia, and ableism), which have received relatively little attention in

epidemiological research on capitalism to date.

Although psychiatric–epidemiological research on capitalism and mental health remains underdeveloped,

growth in epidemiological research on neo-Marxism (Muntaner et al., 2015a) and racial capitalism (Laster

Pirtle, 2020; McClure et al., 2020; Nosrati et al., 2018) suggests research gaps may soon be �lled. This

research is essential, as global working-class movements demonstrate that struggles over labour and

mental-health-promoting necessities will intensify in the coming decades (Gilmore et al., 2020; Sainato,

2019; Prashad, 2020). Psychiatric epidemiologists should heed the movements’ call to action.
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