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ABSTRACT

Alienation and Suffering:

Marxist and Buddhist Critiques and Alternatives
on the Nature-Human (Society) Relationship

Lee, Myoung—-ho
Director,
Research Institute for Indramang, Indramang Semyeong Community

This paper critically examines the structural disconnection and
suffering between human beings, nature, and society in capitalist
systems through the concepts of alienation in Marxism and suffering
(dukkha) in Buddhism, while proposing an alternative relational
worldview. Marx identifies alienation as a structural issue inherent in
capitalism, manifesting in the worker’s estrangement from their
product, labor process, fellow humans, and human essence. This
alienation extends to a metabolic rift between humans and nature,
providing a foundational explanation for contemporary ecological
crises. From an eco-socialist perspective, Marx’s theories are
reinterpreted to connect the concept of natural alienation with the
climate crisis, ultimately calling for a systemic transformation of
capitalism. Conversely, Buddhism views suffering not merely as an

individual psychological experience, but as a socio-structural pheno-
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menon arising within a web of dependent co-arising (#%iCqi). The
doctrine of the Four Noble Truths and the dependent co-arising
understand the origins of suffering to be the 'three poisons' of greed,
hatred and ignorance, and frame suffering as a collective problem
rooted in the breakdown of social and ecological relationships. The
Buddhist cosmology, through the interdependence of sentient and
environmental realms (A & #FfH]), establishes a basis for
ecological ethics that consider the karmic impacts of human actions
on the ecosystem. While Marxism and Buddhism stem from different
traditions —political economy and ethical introspection —they converge
on a shared goal of human liberation and the alleviation of suffering.
Both critique the alienation and fragmentation brought about by
capitalism, interpret the ecological crisis as a form of social suffering,
and offer practical pathways toward overcoming it. Ultimately, this
paper explores the potential of integrating Marxist and Buddhist
thought to transform capitalist modes of existence and worldview, and
to propose a new paradigm for ecological transition and the restoration
of nature - human (society) relations. By structurally analyzing the
roots of social suffering through the lens of dependent co-arising and
the metabolic rift, it advocates for a post-capitalist transition centered
on the formation of ecological communities and the concept of
communal sovereignty, offering a meaningful alternative theory in

response to the complex crises of our time.

Key Words: Alienation, Suffering (), Marxism, Buddhism. Metabolic
Rift, Ecological Transformation, Dependent Co-Arising
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