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* Nicole Pepperell (RMIT University, Melbourne): ‘What’s the Matter with Marx? Notes on Marx’s Immanent Critique of Materialism’
Recent reinterpretations of Marx's work often emphasise the historical boundedness of his key categories.  Convincing arguments have been put forward by Murray, Postone, Sayer and others that the analysis put forward in Marx's mature works must be considered specific to capitalist societies, fundamentally deflationary, and anti-metaphysical.  Some of these works extend this point to claim that Marx offers an immanent critique of capitalist society, basing his critique on potentials generated by the society being criticised, and therefore not reliant on any transcendent "materialist" metaphysics to ground his critical standpoint.

In this paper, I explore the ways in which such reinterpretations, sometimes in spite of their own programmatic claims, often continue to smuggle into their analysis a dichotomy between the material and the social worlds, in order to open up a gap that can serve as a standpoint of critique.  Even the contemporary readings of Marx that are most committed to grasping his work as an immanent critique, themselves rely on the perspective provided by a "material outside" that somehow stands external to the society being criticised.

In spite of these inconsistencies in the literature, I argue that it is possible to read Capital as an immanent critique.  Cashing out this claim, however, requires grasping the very peculiar textual strategy in play in Capital, which results in the work routinely putting forward positions – such as the dichotomy between material and social worlds introduced in the opening pages – that the text then undermines as its argument develops.  In this paper, I explore elements of this textual strategy in order to open the possibility for appreciating the critique of materialism operative in Marx's immanent critical theory.

* Vidar Thorsteinsson (Reykjavik Academy): ‘Materialism’s Cognitive Edge’
Critics of Deleuzian ontology claim that it lacks a prescriptive foothold and is thus unable to engage with contemporary capitalism in a sufficiently direct manner. Peter Hallward argues that Deleuze is essentially a “subtractive” thinker who ends up sacrificing the link with actual life in his quest for a creative essence, hidden within matter itself. Hallward, following Alain Badiou, has in turn argued for a “politics of prescription” in which axiomatic thinking is brought to bear conclusively on the world by means of the will.

By maintaining the classic ontological division between the ideal and the practical, Hallward forces himself to choose between the two; preferring, as philosophers do, the realm of the ideal. However, Hallward seems thus paradoxically to do precisely what he denounced Deleuze for: to locate philosophy proper at a safe distance from the world. Hallward’s philosophy, I will argue, is therefore no more materialistic than Deleuzian post-structuralism, as is furthermore witnessed by the former’s interpretation of Marx as primarily a thinker of antagonism rather than of materialism. Badiou’s dismissal of political economy should also be valued in light of this.

I will argue that what is lost in Hallward’s argument – and leads him to the above-mentioned paradox – is the fact that ‘materialism’ in a Marxist sense isn’t an ontological preference, but a political strategy. Materialism is not a dismissal of ideology, or of the will, but really only the attempt at including, and locating centrally, an account of political economy in one’s philosophy. Therefore, Marxist thought is actually not forced to choose between the material and the ideological and can call itself a ‘materialist ideology’ without too much worry.

What Hallward sees as Deleuze’s lack of negative criticism of capitalism should, I will claim, be viewed not only as ontology but as precisely this kind of materialist involvement with political economy. Hardt and Negri’s Empire and Multitude are prime examples of such cognitive mapping, which is politically strategic, and gives Marxism back a certain, much-needed “cognitive edge” over other ideologies of political economy, e.g. various forms of liberalism. I will discuss examples of how Deleuze’s empiricism can account for the strategic ways in which a post-marxist philosophy should be construed in relation to ideology and the material.
* Francesca Manning (CUNY): ‘Capital as Axiomatic within Spinoza’s Communist Ontology’
As the efficacy of capital, insofar as it is the hegemonic currency of social power and the organizer of reproduction, declines, Marx's unparalleled analysis of the nature of capitalism begs something  beyond itself – a deep, perhaps ontological, understanding of that world through which capital flows, and the kind of beings “we” are within it. As more and more people begin to build, reclaim, create, affirm activities and processes that are “not-capital”, “anti-capital”, or “post-capital”, we must understand that which exceeds capital as well as capital. We find this in the work of Spinoza, in his coherent and infinitely rich ontology, remarkable for its thoroughgoing materialism, its pure immanence. Marx's materialist philosophy coupled and integrated with Spinoza's immanent ontology affords us a possibility truly understanding capital as it truly is – as something always-already in the world, and not isolatable from it – as Deleuze's axiomatic. For, as important as it has been to understand capital as a pure or self-contained process, this is not the truth of capital. Spinoza's immanent ontology affords the preconditions, the science of a world in which capitalism can happen, in which the axiomatic can take hold and spread. The laws of substance, as laid out in the Ethics, actually provide a science of materiality that can explain the reason that capitalism can come to be.


In this paper, I will argue that to fully understand Marx's critique of capital, we must expand our view to also understand a world and a “humanity” that is not necessarily permeated by capital, but has the potential to be – the world that has the potential to be permeated by the axiomatic. In Spinoza we can develop a understanding of humans that elucidates how and why they are affected by capitalism as totalizing system, as well as understanding why and how they can survive outside, beside, beyond, after capitalism – even why and how humans will and must destroy capital. Drawing from Spinoza's articulation of a purely immanent, purely positive, unified material whole with no externality, in which humans are non-atomized bodies, and explicating  his correlate argument that  “To man, then, there is nothing more useful than man”(EIVP18Schol) in terms of Marx's species-being, I attempt to articulate Spinoza's immanent ontology as a pure communist ontology. I argue this ontology is integral for a true apprehension of the nature of capital, as an axiomatic-in-the-world.

