
HM ABSTRACT SUBMISSIONS 
A: PANEL PROPOSALS: 
 
PANEL TITLE: Materialism and Religion 
Christina Petterson, Roland Boer, Geoff Boucher 
Time: Sat 9am. 
 
This panel draws together two commonly juxtaposed terms, seeking a fruitful interaction 
between them. How do materialism and religion intersect and influence one another? Do they 
stand on common ground rather than opposed pieces of turf? What might a revamped 
materialist analysis of religious questions look like? The panel covers both historical and 
contemporary configurations of this issue. This panel continues from the Marxism and 
Religion panel organised for the 2011 Historical Materialism Australia conference. 
 
Geoff Boucher: The Gospel according to Satan  
The political conjuncture is exciting. But the historical period is difficult. In the wake of the 
collapse of historical communism, religions—and particularly, the socially militant, world-
denying religions such as Christianity and Islam—have become the main attractors for the 
dispossessed masses. To provide an alternative, we need to rethink the nature of the problem. 
We need to get over the idea that religion can be reduced to a sort of cognitive mistake or a 
form of social cement. In a long neglected work on the Marxist theory of ideology, Göran 
Therborn once proposed a distinction between “positional” and “existential” ideologies. 
Where the former dealt with social domination, the latter treats the existential realities of the 
human condition. Basically, the fundamental error of historical materialism so far has been to 
reduce the existential claims of religion to its positional role.  
 
The monotheistic religions themselves provide the clue to a better position. The main 
opponent of the world-denying prophets, Satan, represents the pleasures of the body, and 
their spiritually distracting existential claims on men and women. To probe the potentials of 
this idea, I turn to two modern thinkers: the rightwing epicurean, Leo Strauss, and the 
leftwing hedonist, Herbert Marcuse. Despite their differences, at root they are surprisingly 
close. I bring out the features of their positions that represent the existentially satisfying 
aspects of their philosophies, and then ask whether mass enlightenment along these lines is 
possible and desirable.  
  
Christina Petterson. Oeconomia: Developing a Category of Analysis 
Before the eighteenth century Oeconomia was virtually synonymous with ‘household’ and as 
such an important site for the intersection of economy and religion. This intersection may be 
traced back to biblical times, since it occurs in the Hebrew Bible as well as in the New 
Testament.  In the eighteenth century, economy became separated out as a distinct area of 
management and scholarship. Within this period, the Moravian Brethren in Saxony arranged 
their community in ‘choirs’, i.e. groups according to age, gender and sexual maturity. While 
thus not being a household in the traditional sense, the Moravians nevertheless saw their 
communal structure as an Oeconomia, a shared household of hundreds of people.    



 
Roland Boer. Miracles Can Happen 
'In certain respects, a revolution is a miracle’, wrote Lenin in 1921. Revolution = miracle; 
революция = чудо: the permutations of this equation are the concern of this paper. Although 
revolution is arguably the central theme of Lenin’s extensive writings and political practice, 
my angle is different from the many others who have dealt with Lenin and revolution, for I 
am interested in its theological translation – hence miracle. What does it mean for Lenin to 
say that revolution is a miracle? Miracle is not so much a moment that changes the very 
coordinates of existence (or in Hume-derived terms as an event that is inexplicable according 
to the ‘laws’ of nature), but rather a point of contact between two seemingly 
incommensurable worlds. In theological terms, a miracle is a touching between heaven and 
earth, the moment when transcendence is bent towards immanence. In Lenin’s appropriation, 
the two worlds are no longer heaven and earth but those of spontaneity and organisation, 
between the unexpected the expected. Time and again, he emphasises and devotes immense 
energy to the need to organise and prepare, yet the moment of revolution-as-miracle 
inevitably occurs without forewarning. Into this discussion come the related issues of 
working within or outside the system, and the question of freedom (formal and actual). 
 
PANEL TITLE: Conversant Marxism: Three Dialogues  
Timothy Laurie, Mark Steven, Remy Lowe 
Time: Saturday 1.30 
 
The papers comprising this panel all engage conversations that stand to refine, problematize, 
and variously torque the theoretical apparatus of historical materialism. Each paper will 
closely examine the ideas of one specific figure—Claude Lévi-Strauss, Rosa Luxemburg, and 
Alasdair MacIntyre—whose numerous achievements include the modification of materialist 
criticism by forcing it into dialogue with new cultural formations. Our collective ambition is 
therefore to open up or widen the connective pathways between historical materialism and 
other modes of thinking and analysis.   
 
Timothy Laurie: Cultural Relativism with Marxist Characteristics:  A Belated 
Rejoinder to Claude Lévi-Strauss 
Cultural relativism has been rightly dismissed by many Marxists as essentialising, de-
historicising, or even colonialist by historical association, but many still struggle to find 
common ground between class-based appeals to social justice and less legible forms of moral 
protest shaped by singular ‘cultural’ factors. Debates about the authenticity, viability, or 
solidarity of collective working-class praxis have only exacerbated ambiguities in historical 
materialist accounts of political will and the social reproduction of moral conduct. This paper 
addresses these concerns using the work of Claude Lévi-Strauss, a structural anthropologist 
who pursued a fragile mix of cultural relativism, Marxist political economy, and Kantian 
humanism. It argues that although the language of cultural difference has become a burden 
within liberal pluralist discourses, the critique of moral universalism and human rationality 
that a revised ‘cultural relativism’ enables remains invaluable for thinking through the ethical 
horizons of Marxist critique. In making this argument, the paper also suggests that Lévi-
Strauss’ cultural account of the ‘categorical imperative’ is still useful for navigating political 
problems in which outcomes are patently unpredictable, or where a clearly delimited field of 
causes and consequences is unavailable for materialist analysis. In such cases, the notion of 
‘culture’ is best understood not as a fixed attribute or compilation of customs, but as an open-



ended normative enterprise that acknowledges its empirical limitations and irrational 
foundations. A culturalism of this kind can mediate between the rational imperative towards 
scientific abstraction required by historical materialism, and the urgencies of moral objection 
and intervention demanded by political praxis. 
 
Mark Steven: Rosa Luxemburg in the Media Ecology:  Place, Postcards, Parrhesia 
Historical materialism has always been highly responsive to the media with which it engages. 
From Marx’s time spent in the Reading Room of the British Museum, through Lenin’s 
valorization of Soviet Cinema, Mao’s poetic accomplishments in classical Chinese verse, 
right down to Slavoj Žižek’s screwball videos and singular performances, these thinkers’ 
ideas cannot be dissociated from their constitutive forms. The first half of this paper thus 
offers an overview of the communicative technologies that have allowed for the proliferation 
of historical materialism as both an ideational nexus and a political paradigm. The paper’s 
second half will concentrate on the figure of Rosa Luxemburg as an exemplary case of 
medial engagement. It demonstrates how her ideas and their media are variously conjoined in 
a relationship of mutual influence, and how together they contoured the political events that 
would reverberate through Germany and across the world of 1919. “The moment has clearly 
come for a return to Rosa Luxemburg,” Jacqueline Rose has recently suggested. Similarly 
motivated by Verso’s landmark publication of The Letters of Rosa Luxemburg (2011), this 
paper will attempt to make good on that renewed interest by establishing what exactly Rosa 
Luxemburg could mean for historical materialism today—not as a gifted theoretician and 
tragic martyr, but as a post-human “event” that can only be understood and appreciated via its 
technological substrate.  
 
Remy Low: MacIntyre v. MacIntyre: An Ethical Vindication of the Practical Self-
emancipation of the Working Class 
Alasdair MacIntyre’s concept of collective practices sits at the core of his account of the 
virtue-fostering forms of resistance to capitalist market relations and the rationalities of the 
bureaucratic liberal state. While he has persistently acknowledged Marx as “still one of the 
richest sources of ideas about modern society,” MacIntyre remains one of the most 
ambiguous living theorists for Marxists. This is in no small part due to his high-profile 
abdication from the editorial board of International Socialism in the 1960s and subsequent 
recantations of his youthful Trotskyism, leaving E.P. Thompson to rue an unfulfilled wish 
“that MacIntyre would complete his own thought” about the potential for “socialist 
consciousness within capitalist society.” In this paper, I pit MacIntyre against MacIntyre by 
arguing that the potential of his account of virtuous collective practices as resistance to liberal 
capitalism can only be substantiated by working class self-activity. I do this firstly by 
canvassing MacIntyre’s account of practices as the structured pursuit of virtues and goods 
that are at once individual and common. I then furnish some examples of how such practices 
are embodied in worker-run collectives past and present. Finally, I argue that seeing the 
working-class as the primary instantiation of virtuous practices is necessary as a bulwark 
against the conservative appropriations of MacIntyre’s work that obscure its emancipatory 
potential. As part of a larger project I want to examine how the term is used in its economic 
and religious sense, and through this to understand the interwoven nature of its components, 
and discuss how this may contribute to historical analysis. 
 
PANEL TITLE: Chinese State Capitalism and the Working Class 
Kevin Lin, Kaxton Siu, Kieran Latty  
Time: Sat 9am. 
 



This panel investigates the transformation of the Chinese economic structure in the post-
reform period, and provides some analysis regarding future evolution. The panel outlines the 
evolution of capital-labour relations, with detailed treatment of developments in the state-
owned enterprise (SOE) sector and in the Hong Kong SAR. The relationship between 
economic structure, demographics, the bargaining power of labour, the functional and 
personal distribution of income, and the rate of capital accumulation and growth is analysed. 
This analysis provides an assessment of the political-economic scope for, and implications of, 
pro-labour reform, when driven from both above or below. 
 
Kevin Lin: Chinese Labour and State Capitalism 
The transformation of China’s state capitalism in the 30 years has heralded a radical 
restructuring of the economy and labour relations. The state-owned economy under Mao saw 
a bifurcation into a diminished state sector and an expanding private sector, and a 
corresponding bifurcation of labour regimes. While much discussion is rightly focused on the 
export-processing manufacturing sector and the working conditions of rural migrant labour, 
the state sector remains a significant part of the economy and continues to employ tens of 
millions of workers. After a period of intense corporate restructuring and state-engineered 
consolidation in the late 1990s, today China’s state sector dominates substantial strategic 
industries and is in no way in decline as measured by assets, annual outputs and profitability. 
The Chinese state remains highly relevant, and an understanding of the significance and 
weight of the state sector helps shed light on the nature of China’s state capitalism. In this 
presentation, I will first briefly lay out the historical context of China’s capitalist 
transformation and the role of labour, and then discuss the evolution of China’s state sector 
over the past decade with a focus on the conditions of state workers. I will finish by making 
some observations about the prospect of working class revolt by China’s state workers. 
 
Kaxton Siu: A Brief History of the Struggle for Standard Work Hours Legislation in 
Hong Kong 
On 15 July 2010, the Legislative Council of HKSAR passed the Minimum Wage Bill, thus 
symbolizing Hong Kong having a great leap forward in perfecting its labour protection 
system. After passing the bill, the Hong Kong SAR government avowed that the government 
had been preparing for legislating standard work hours. However, in the time when everyone 
is preparing for the work hours legislation, it is surprising that the literature on the legislation 
and its related struggles in history are either fragmented or unsystematic. As such, this article 
has two objectives: (a) by following Marx’s strategy of analyzing work hours legislation in 
the UK, this article aims to reconstruct a brief history of work hours legislation in Hong Kong 
since its cession, thus explaining how and why Hong Kong missed the chance of the 
legislation in the past and pointing out how the history can inform us about today’s post-
industrial Hong Kong society; (b) by comparing Hong Kong with some developed countries 
(UK, France and US) and developing countries (China and Vietnam) with regard to work 
hours legislation, this article argues that Hong Kong’s work hours legislation is lagging 
behind not only developed countries, but also developing countries. 
 
Kieran Latty: Capital-labour relations, income distribution, and capital accumulation 
in state –capitalist economies: a model with application to the post-reform economy of 
the People’s Republic of China 
This paper analyses the relationship between the functional and personal distribution of 
income and economic growth within state-capitalist economies. A Goodwin type model is 
developed where investment in physical and human capital is determined by the distribution 
of income, demand conditions, and a series of structural (policy) parameters. In state 



capitalist economies with highly profit-inelastic investment functions, there is a reduced 
susceptibility to cyclical breakdowns in the process of capital accumulation due to both wage 
and terms-of trade induced profit-squeezes. Crisis in state capitalist economies is theorized to 
be a long-run phenomena, resulting from an increased profit elasticity of investment; severe 
declines in the rate of return to capital; or debt crisis. This theoretical approach is then 
applied to the case of the post-reform economy of the PRC. This analysis suggests that China 
will likely remain resilient to crisis resulting from cyclical and long-run dynamics, including 
potential wage driven profit-squeezes. This implies a significant degree of political-economic 
scope for pro-labour reform movements, (from both above and below), to achieve large real 
wage increases, especially as the rural reserve army of labour is depleted by steady 
employment growth. Even very rapid real wage growth is unlikely to precipitate a self-
limiting breakdown in the process of capital accumulation. The paper concludes with a brief 
discussion of the political-economic implications of these findings. 
	  
PANEL TITLE:  W.A. Suchting's Contribution to Marxism. 
Papers: David McInerney and Jonathon Collerson   
Discussant: Peter Thomas  
Time: Sat 1.30  
 
W.A. Suchting was a major Australian contributor to the philosophical investigation of 
Marxism. The Historical Materialism Book Series is in the process of publishing his 
philosophical papers, reissuing his two books on Marx and publishing a manuscript on the 
critic Max Raphael. David McInerney and Jonathon Collerson are working on this project 
and will give papers on aspects of Suchting's contribution to Marxism. Peter Thomas, an 
editor of the book series, will act as discussant. 
  
David McInerney: Wal Suchting's late thoughts on 'fetishism' and 'critique' in Marx. 
This paper will discuss two unpublished writings that were sent to me by Wal Suchting in 
the last year of his life, before his tragic death in January 1997.  The first of these is a long 
manuscript '"Critique", "Ideology" and "Science" in Marx', marked 'rough draft' with the 
date 26 June 1995.  The second is a letter of 7 August 1996 from Suchting to myself in 
response to a couple of essays that I sent him as examples of the work of the 'postmodern 
Marxist' Association for Economic and Social Analysis, in which he discusses the concepts 
of ideology, fetishism, and abstract labour, referring to, and sometimes modifying, theses 
from the manuscript.  In this paper I will restrict my commentary to discussing the relation 
of Suchting's critique of Marx's early concept of critique (in terms of an ideological 
mechanism of inversion) in the manuscript to his critique of Marx's concept of fetishism in 
the letter, and his comment there that 'the very idea of pure social relations between 
producers is a juridical-ideological fiction'.  In doing so I hope to give a sense of Suchting's 
critique – often only expressed verbally – of Etienne Balibar's return to fetishism in The 
Philosophy of Marx. 
  
Jonathon Collerson: Suchting's Marxism and its Consequences 
This paper is a first sketch of W. A. Suchting's Marxism and its consequences. In his final 
papers, Suchting strove to thematise the specific difference of science after Galileo, to sketch 
the cultural impact of this new world-picture, and to include Marx within it. This inclusion 
points us in the right direction by breaking Marx firmly from the Aristotelian assumptions of 
pre-modern science; indexing Marx in this way removes the spiritual aura from a body of 
work that sits comfortably within the uncertainties of the modern world-picture. I survey 



Suchting's final papers and argue that the theoretical practice that Marx invented ought to be 
located alongside far broader cultural shifts in the nineteenth century. 
 
  
PANEL TITLE: Money or Socialism?  
Anitra Nelson and Frans Timmerman  
Time: Friday 2pm 
 
Anitra Nelson and Frans Timmerman on leftist controversies surrounding key points in the 
first four chapters of Life Without Money: Building Fair and Sustainable Economies (2011, 
Pluto Press, London), which they co-edited. The key points focus on: the revolutionary 
significance of consciously thinking and acting on the basis of use values rather than 
exchange values; problems caused by retaining money in a transition to socialism; the 
revolutionary potential of an autonomist Marxist position of refusing to work; and, 
acknowledging money as a tool of power (rather than efficiency) and the organising principle 
of capitalism. 
 
Anitra Nelson: Use Values and Money. 
Many critiques of capitalism highlight the contradictions between economic values and 
dynamics and the embodied social and environmental use values of resources, workers and 
goods and services. However, even if the intent is to overthrow the capitalist system, changes 
proposed often either implicitly or explicitly maintain money at least in the medium-term, 
supposedly as a tool. This paper argues the revolutionary significance of consciously acting, 
as well as thinking, on the basis of use values rather than exchange values. Acknowledging 
money as a tool of power, rather than efficiency, and the organising principle of capitalism 
points to revolutionary strategies, which undermine capitalism non-violently and involve 
instituting direct democracy in the process. 
 
Frans Timmerman: Work and Money: 
Marx argued that utopian socialists, such as Proudhon, did not appreciate that capitalism had 
evolved from money as a chicken did from an egg. In the early years of Soviet power the 
party elite seriously discussed instituting a moneyless economy. A debate occurred in Cuba 
also, in the mid-60s, around whether and how to diminish the role of money. Autonomist 
Marxists, such as Harry Cleaver, make clear the revolutionary potential of refusing to work. 
Marx's theory was a labour theory not because he saw labour purely as the source of value in 
society, but because the universal conversion of life into labour is the capitalists’ means of 
domination. Capitalism is a society where life is redefined as work. Marx's analysis of 
alienation is a critique of the capitalist perversion of work, and socialism and communism 
mean freeing work from that perversion. 
 
PANEL TITLE: Human Rights, Utopia and Critique: Rethinking Politics 
Ben Golder, Daniel McLoughlin and Jessica Whyte 
Time: Friday 11.15 am 
 
Today, human rights are, in the words of the Holocaust survivor Elie Weisel, a “secular 
religion” espoused by everyone from George W. Bush to the World Bank. This widespread 
acceptance of the language, if not the practice, of respect for human rights is often depicted as 
the end point of human development. From such a perspective, all historical struggles – from 
Spartacus’s slave uprising to the women’s suffrage movement, to the 1917 Russian 
revolution – are viewed as steps in an evolutionary process that culminated in 1948 in the 



Universal Declaration of Human Rights. This panel seeks to challenge this view, by situating 
human rights in relation to those other political conceptions that they competed with and 
finally displaced.  It examines the claim of the historian Samuel Moyn that human rights 
emerged as “The Last Utopia” in the wake of the collapse of communism. And it asks 
whether human rights are, as Michael Ignatieff has argued, “the most we can hope for”, or 
whether it is necessary to formulate new political alternatives, and open up paths to justice 
that are blocked by the language of human rights.   
 
Daniel McLoughlin: Human Rights and the End of History.  
This paper considers the relationship between human rights and radical politics in the present 
political conjuncture. I identify two streams of thinking about human rights amongst 
contemporary continental philosophers.  The first, which includes figures such as Alain 
Badiou and Giorgio Agamben, critique the role that human rights play in justifying 
contemporary state violence and argue that they should be abandoned by radical politics. The 
second camp, which includes Jacques Ranciere and Michel Foucault, acknowledge such 
critiques, while arguing that human rights still offer an important tool for political struggle.  I 
analyse these positions in light of Samuel Moyn's historical analysis of the emergence of the 
institutions and discourse of human rights. Moyn argues that human rights became the 
dominant language of political resistance in the wake of the collapse of Marxism and national 
liberation as theoretical and political projects.  While human rights have indeed provided an 
important political tool at the 'end of history,' Moyn's analysis suggests that there may be 
some limits in their utility for a politics that breaks with the current liberal political 
imaginary. 
 
Ben Golder: Ambivalent utopias and the promise of human rights. 
 Samuel Moyn’s recent genealogy of human rights, The Last Utopia: Human Rights in 
History, (in)famously proposes that the rise (and rise) of the global discourse of human rights 
in the 1970s takes place in the wake of longstanding redistributive or revolutionary political 
agendas of the left. To appropriate a phrase from contemporary (and indeed continuing) 
debates about the relationship of Marxism to human rights (‘Can a Marxist believe in Human 
Rights?’), if one could no longer believe in revolutionary communist utopias then one could 
at least console oneself with a chastened belief in human rights. Human rights, it seems, are 
the utopia you believe in when you don’t really believe in utopias. Moyn’s book acutely 
captures this strange minimalist-maximalist sense of human rights, a utopia seemingly in 
spite of itself, constantly overstepping its own bounds. But, tellingly, the ambivalence of 
human rights is mirrored in the critical reception of them. The same critical theorists – I’ll 
broadly call them of the post-Marxist left – who acknowledge the very real limits of the 
political project of human rights then go on despite this insight to assert the possibility of 
redeeming them somehow – via contestation, re-signification, re-occupation, hegemonic 
contest. In this paper, starting with Moyn and then going on to address the work of Jacques 
Rancière, Judith Butler and Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe, I want to explore this 
ambivalent dimension of human rights and of these various theorists’ relation to and 
investment in them (which I take to be part of the same problem). What motivates and 
explains this return to human rights? In particular, I want to suggest – through some of the 
work of the international legal theorist Susan Marks, particularly her recent work on ‘false 
contingency’ – that the latter gesture of these critical theorists, namely the urge to 
reappropriate or salvage human rights, is itself profoundly utopian in the familiar, 
methodologically idealist, sense that Marx and Engels intended when deriding contemporary 
socialists driven wishfully by ideas and not by an analysis of material reality.  



Jess Whyte: The Fortunes of “Natural Man”: Robinson Crusoe, Political Economy and 
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.  
Reflecting on the drafting of the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights, Lebanese UN 
delegate Charles Malik noted that what was at stake was “the determination of the nature of 
man”. This, he suggested, posed three central questions: Is man an animal like any other? 
What is the place of the individual in society? And which is prior, individual or state? 
Malik’s questions came to the fore during a debate about the relation between individual 
personality and community, which revolved around the figure who epitomizes the myth of 
“natural man”: Robinson Crusoe. Long before those who were tasked with formulating a 
declaration of human rights were to argue over Defoe’s hero, Karl Marx had mocked the 
fondness of political economists for Robinson Crusoe stories. Far from representing man in 
his natural state, Marx saw Defoe’s novel as offering “the anticipation of ‘civil society’”, 
which emerges from the breakdown of feudal bonds and the development of the new 
capitalist mode of production. Political economists like Smith and Ricardo, he argued, 
imagine that this historically specific figure of man is an ideal that can be projected back into 
the past. Crusoe, Marx argued, thus comes to figure as the natural man appropriate to a pre-
given account of human nature. Relying on Marx’s insights, this paper will argue that just as 
the political economists relied on Crusoe to portray capitalist social relations as an expression 
of the humanity of man, the natural man envisaged as the foundation of the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights was the atomized individual of twentieth century capitalism. 
 
 
PANEL TITLE: Rethinking Labour 
Dick Bryan, Mike Rafferty, Melinda Cooper 
Time: Sat 1.30 
 
A problem we identify with Marxist's near obsession with crisis theory is that it all too easily 
takes attention from the capital labour relation as Marx conceived it, to at best one that sees 
labour as a victim of capital's power or capacity for self-destruction. We seek to show that 
broadly conceived labour remains at the forefront of accumulation, and that the momentum 
that we identify seems to be continuing through and potentially beyond the GFC. 
 
Dick Bryan: Labour as capital.    
Why it is useful to think of labour as a form of capital as well existing in a contradictory 
relationship with capital 
 
Mike Rafferty: Labour and risk . 
How risks have been transferred from capital and the state to labour, and how this risk shift 
needs to be central to class analysis. 
 
Melinda Cooper: Labour as risk.   
How the transfer of risk is increasingly a defining role of labour, and how risk itself is 
becoming a unit of measure of labour’s role. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
B. INDIVIDUAL PAPER SUBMISSIONS 
(Note, the times listed are the starting times of the session in which the paper will be 
presented, not of the individual paper.) 
 
GM Crops and Capital:  
Claire Parfitt. Friday 11.15am 
 
The emergence and adoption of genetically modified (GM) crops exemplify elements of the 
relationship between the agri-food system and the capitalist mode of production.  GM crops 
are one of the tools most recently developed to advance capital accumulation in agriculture.  
They are contributing to the concentration and centralisation of capital in the hands of a few 
corporations.  At a fundamental level, that accumulation is enabled by the privatisation of 
important elements of agricultural production, such as seeds, other inputs and plant breeding.  
GM crops represent a shift in the relations of agricultural production as capital jockeys for 
new avenues to grow and to enclose common resources.  
Farmers have always been under intense market pressure, with agriculture being an example 
of the classically competitive market comprising many producers, all with little power over 
prices. Barriers to accumulation in farming prevented capital from centralising and 
concentrating as it otherwise tends to do. The emergence of GM crops, along with other 
technological developments in the twentieth century, has broken down many of those 
barriers.  This has sparked greater capital investment in agriculture and is leading to more 
comprehensive subordination of farmers by forcing them to purchase that which they could 
previously produce for free, like seeds and fertilisers.  Some argue that farmers have become 
‘propertied workers’, building upon Marx’ analysis of the position of petty commodity 
producers.  A Western Australian farmer recently echoed these sentiments, saying that 
farmers are becoming ‘contractors for Monsanto’.   
 
What is a materialist dialectic?  
Justin Clemens. Friday 2pm 
 
What are the stakes in affirming a 'materialist dialectic' today, as Alain Badiou has done in 
Logics of Worlds, pitting it against, moreover, the 'democratic materialism' that allegedly 
governs neoliberal globalisation? For both terms - 'materialist' and 'dialectic' - are evidently 
those from a previous era, one dominated philosophically by the names of Hegel and Marx. 
Is there even any political benefit in such a slogan, then, when it often seems like the 
distinction between 'idealism' and 'materialism' has become otiose in a world where 
theoretical physics creates a variety of incommensurable consistent theories of fundamental 
particles, or in which emancipatory political activism can organise itself without having to 
have recourse to the signifier 'materialism'? This paper therefore seeks to reconstruct Badiou's 
logical procedures in Logics of Worlds, in order to pose the following questions: why 
'materialism' at all? If we do indeed desire it, in what ways must 'materialism' be rethought 
today in order to remain effective theoretically and practically? What benefits can be 
delivered from such reconceptualisation? 
 
The Critique of Real Abstractions; Dialectics of the Abstract and the Concrete.  
Edwin Sayes, Sat 9am. 
 
As Marx suggests, under conditions of capitalism domination takes place on the basis of 
abstractions. Marx, amongst others, has given attention to the importance of the commodity-



form, the money-form, and the value-form as basic structuring principles of social and mental 
life. These abstractions are seen as taking on reality and producing real effects insofar as they 
become socially valid and practically true. By making explicit the reality of these 
abstractions, it becomes possible to provide a political economy of both social and mental 
life. While this is easily granted, key questions of theory have been left largely unexplored. 
First, little sustained attention has been given to the relationship between the analysis of real 
abstractions and Marx’s method of critique. We know that the reality of abstractions has 
implications for social science qua science, but we are often left asking about the role that 
these insights are to play in critique – beyond the indictment of anything that is taken to be 
abstract. Second, little sustained consideration has been given to the role that an analysis of 
concrete social forces should play in work that grants attention to the reality of abstractions. 
We are often left asking what might exist outside, or at least not entirely subordinated by, 
abstract social forms. In a sense, this issue concerns the proper mode of articulating questions 
of resistance. These concerns can be addressed by tracing the role that the abstract and the 
concrete play in Marx’s critical methodology. It is by considering and further implementing 
this method that we are able to more fully attend to the moment of criticism at work in reality 
itself. 
 
From Class Struggle to Race Struggle: The Rise of the Radical Right and the People as 
a Threat to Democracy. 
Aurelien Mondon, Friday 3.15pm 
 
In response to the lack of an alternative in the last three decades, demonstrated through a 
protest vote for the radical right, mainstream politicians have used a veneer of populism to 
hide the same policies which have alienated voters since the economic revolution of the 
1980s. To the discontented, they have offered a reaction against weak minorities argued to 
have benefited during the cultural ‘revolutions’ of the second part of the twentieth century: 
immigrants, indigenous communities and people on welfare. The quiet yet much more 
important part of the population which lost faith in the system altogether, and which has often 
found refuge in abstention in Europe and even increasingly in Australia, is ignored or 
condemned as anti-democratic for its refusal to participate in the one act that has come to 
represent democracy: elections.  
 
Voting in contemporary democracy is no longer equated with the act of choosing a 
representative, but merely the act of legitimising one version or the other of the hegemonic 
ideological paradigm. This understanding of democracy has been reinforced in both countries 
by the mainstream left, the parties which have lost most to abstention. As it began advocating 
ever tougher measures regarding national security and immigration, two issues which have 
increasingly come to be seen as linked, this paranoid version of politics was taken up as 
hegemonic in ‘the people’. Such a pessimistic approach has led to a broadening gap between 
new classes which have come to replace the former ones. Instead of the traditional class 
struggle, a race struggle has taken the centre stage. 
 
The 1926 General Strike, Scottish Modernism, and Communist Memory 
 Dougal McNeill, Sat 10.45am 
 
John McIlroy uses the term “the suppression of Communist memory” to discuss the work of 
forgetting that went on inside the Communist Party of Great Britain following its disastrous 
‘class against class’ phase of 1928 – 1933. McIlroy’s  phrase has a wider applicability. If, in 
the traditions of classical Marxism, we are used to thinking with Lenin’s idea of the mass 



workers’ party as the ‘memory of the class’, the experience of the Stalinised Communist 
parties involved a reversal of this project, as generations of militants were trained in habits of 
conscious, and politically-minded, forgetting. Literary tributes produced within the 
Communist movement negotiated these demands for forgetting in complex, occasionally 
tortured, sometimes revealing ways. 
 
The ‘suppression of communist memory’ plays out in particular ways in cultural history, too. 
Scottish Modernism – most importantly MacDiarmid’s A Drunk Man Looks at the Thistle and 
Gibbon’s A Scots Quair – produced a series of texts intimately concerned with the lessons 
and significance of the Strike. And yet these works’ political aspect has been largely 
downplayed or ignored by later generations of criticism, guided as they are by either 
apolitical frames for receiving Modernism or cultural nationalist senses of Scottish writing. 
This paper attempts order to carry out a work of historical recovery. Dropping Cold War-era 
worries over allegiance, we can explore MacDiarmid’s complexities instead. Attention to 
these details reverses standard accounts of Scottish Modernism. The specific, and detailed, 
interventions both MacDiarmid and Gibbon make into their contemporary political field are 
key to understanding their aesthetic ambition.  
 
Can Uneven and Combined Development Explain Global Capitalism? 
Tom Barnes and Bill Dunn, Fri 11.15  
  
While the idea of Uneven and Combined Development (UCD) has enjoyed a minor 
resurgence, it remains a contested concept. Questions remain about its status as a ‘theory’, 
about the contemporary relevance of ‘permanent revolution’ and whether or not it applies 
solely to the era of ‘capitalism’. Building upon earlier suggestions, we reformulate UCD as 
research program with the enduring potential to inform anti-capitalist struggle in the Global 
South. It is able to do this, we suggest, by generating testable predictions about global-local 
interaction, about inequality between geographical areas and economic sectors and, most 
importantly, about the transformation of class relations. We argue that this research program 
should build upon Marx’s historical materialism and Trotsky’s ontological emphasis on 
global political economy. Specifically, we suggest that UCD should refer to the adoption and 
‘combination’ of alternative and sometimes competing types of capital accumulation rather 
than simply different ‘modes of production’.  
 
The Brechtian Dialectical Aesthetic 
 Lara Stevens, Sat 10.45am 
  
Not long before his death in 1956, Bertolt Brecht expressed dissatisfaction with the 
terminology ‘epic theatre’ that had long described his dramaturgical aesthetic and advocated 
for a shift to what he termed ‘dialectical theatre’. This paper considers what Brecht meant by 
the term ‘dialectical theatre’ through an examination of the influence of Marxist thought on 
Brecht. Though he was not an orthodox Marxist, Brecht’s burgeoning interest in dialectics is 
traceable to his encounters with the works of Marx in the mid-1920s through to his 
engagement with Mao's On Contradiction, which Brecht cited as the most important text he 
read in 1954. This paper argues that Brecht’s aesthetic shares the Marxist desire to expose the 
ideology of capitalism and the exploitative socio-economic conditions that it generates using 
a dramaturgical form modelled on Marxist dialectics. It shows how Brecht worked to bridge 
the divide between theory and praxis by applying his understanding of Marx's abstract 
theoretical concepts to a constantly developing artistic practice.  
 



 
 
 
Henryk Grossman and Marx’s method 
Rick Kuhn, Sat 9am 
 
Henryk Grossman is known best for his development of Marx’s crisis theory. His first 
substantial public engagement with this topic, in 1919, included observations on Marx’s 
method. The two issues were closely intertwined in his subsequent work. ‘The amendment of 
Marx’s original plan for Capital and its causes’, Grossman’s most sustained treatment of 
Marx’s method of abstraction and subsequent concretisation/successive approximation, has 
been quite influential but it is only recently that the full text has been translated into English. 
This paper discusses the context, conclusions and implications Grossman’s essay, which will 
be published in a collection of his works that I am editing. 
 
Can Kokoda Trump Anzac -- and Should It?  
Tom O’Lincoln, Sat 10.45am 
 
There are two iconic battlefield sagas in the history of capitalist Australia:  the battle at 
Gallipoli, and the series of engagements on the Kokoda Trail. The tradition associated with 
Anzac has immense institutional support, but is commonly challenged in popular sentiment. 
Anzac is vulnerable because of public revulsion at the imperialist nature of World War I, and 
because Australia was the invading power at Gallipoli. Kokoda by contrast is acceptable to 
most of the left, and the fighting in Papua is seen as defensive. Recently Age journalist 
Martin Flanagan called for Kokoda to replace Australia Day, arguing that while we should 
reject celebrating the white invasion, we should also reject the imperialism of Anzac. 
Kokoda appeals because it’s seen as defensive. In Paul Keating’ words, it was fighting ‘hat 
saved us from something’.But recent scholarship has highlighted the fact that Australia was 
not threatened by Japanese invasion. Kokoda was not defensive, but in fact just as imperialist 
as Anzac. Is there a valid left nationalist alternative, or should we oppose patriotic 
commemorations altogether? This paper argues the latter. If we wish to commemorate 
military prowess, a day in honour of the Aboriginal resistance may be suitable. Better 
perhaps, to introduce an internationalist aspect, would be a commemoration of William 
Cooper’s demonstration against anti-semitism in Germany. 
 
What is the value of doing homework?  
James Pollard, Sat 10.45am 
 
Opposition to the commodification of education or to the corporatisation of the University is 
an ideological demand that would achieve the support of most of the world's student 
movements today. Yet this common indignation tends to express itself as one of a certain 
range of political alternatives, including the nihilistic cry of the Californian Communisers to  
“occupy everything and demand nothing,” the indignant howl of the professoriate for the 
bygone days of yore, and the programmatic intonations of centrist student movements 
movements.  But of course, we hear also the static blare of the private sector, offering the end 
of the education crisis on credit.  In this cacophany, ideological fervence is not enough.  And 
so, bewildered, we turn to Marx in the hope of finding some theoretical firmament, only to 
discover that Marx has unfortuitously dismissed immaterial production as “transitional 
forms” and “peripheral phenomena [which] can be ignored when considering capitalist 
production as a whole.”  Therefore, this paper's extension of Capital's analysis of the 



commodity form consists of a structural anthropology of education founded in the experience 
of casual labour on the fringes of the education market.  Based on this anthropology, we aim 
to defetishise the rituals of education and underline the political import of the opposition 
between authoritative knowledge and its absence. 
 
Stepping Beyond the Tyranny of Numbers,  
Simon Koreshoff, Fri 2pm 
 
Numbers seep from every pore of our existence, and yet we are not sure what to make of 
them. Are they a power for good? Are they benign? Or do they order us about and tell us 
what to think? They warn us of a rise in greenhouse emissions and of dire consequences if we 
fail to act. Numbers tell us how fast the human population is increasing - it will double in our 
lifetime. And that as we place increasing demands on the earth, resources are peaking. 
Although there is one earth, we act as if there were three. Numbers constitute the 
battleground of today's political, environmental and economic struggles. We are drowning in 
a sea of statistics, pushed and pulled by this poll and that market survey. We discuss earnestly 
the number of unemployed. Our emotions are in sync with the gyrations of the stock-market. 
We have an opinion on international debt levels, and yet the strangely soothing sound of 
statistics sends us to sleep. Statistics, static, State - all related, and relational. What chance is 
there for radical change, and from where will it come? These are questions Badiou has 
struggled with, and his solution is that real change comes about through the modern, through 
the situation we find ourselves in - numbers and all. But how do we take the next step beyond 
the tyranny of numbers? Can Badiou help us here? I believe he can, and I will attempt to 
show how in this paper. 
 
Marx’s Theory of Ground-rent and the Australian Mining Industry,  
Joe Collins, Fri 11.15am  
 
This paper seeks to provide a critical overview of Marx’s relatively neglected theory of 
ground-rent. What Marx wrote about ground-rent in volume three of Capital and volume two 
of Theories of Surplus Value will be used as a point of departure before a few key points of 
contention arising from the extant secondary literature will be discussed. These contentious 
issues include the distinction between Ricardo and Marx’s theories of rent, whether nature is 
productive of exchange-value and how the existence of absolute ground-rent affects the 
labour theory of value. Furthermore, the problematic aspects of applying Marx’s theory of 
ground-rent to an analysis of the contemporary period will be discussed in relation to the 
Australian mining industry, specifically in relation to bauxite mining. Finally, some 
concluding remarks will be made regarding the significance of applying Marx’s theory of 
ground-rent to an analysis of the contemporary Australian political economy. 
 
The world as un-world: Marx and Nancy on globalization.  
Alex Karolis, Friday 3.15 
 
The true crisis of modernity according to Nancy rests upon the interpretation and subjugation 
of value; value has become something other than value as transformative, or “world-
forming”, or sense-making. Value in its most simple terminological usage is usually denoted 
in terms of the worth (wealth) of the thing [la chose], as in the value of a commodity, or 
value as commodity; to quote Marx, the “commodity is primarily an external object, a 
thing...”. Denoting a place, a product, a person, an act – and with the necessity inherent in the 
potentiality of trading – value is that which allows a general equivalency between things, all 



things, every-thing. A general economy of things, each with a determinable-value (de-value), 
and each de-value in a relation to every other de-value in a state of general equivalency – this 
is the present day sense of the world, a sense dulled by the ever present force of 
determinable-value, and hence a world overcome by the monovalence of value. In this paper I 
will engage with Nancy’s reading of Marx in The German Ideology and bring to the fore the 
question of why Nancy understands our present world as premised upon what he describes as 
an immonde or un-world, and the relation of this understanding of the world to the mono-
valence of value. 
 
Working class stratification and politics in Australia 
Nick Fredman; Jonathan Strauss, Sat 10.45am 
 
This paper considers aspects of the interactions of class and its stratification, particularly 
around occupations, with regard to political practice. Alongside the fundamental 
determinations of class structure within a social formation, the relations among the strata of 
classes might also have important political effects. Sometimes considered to be significant 
among these relations are the relative privileges of some workers in their conditions of class 
struggle, stemming at least in part from differences in perceived skills and education, these 
relations often being understood in terms of status. Neither disregarding nor overemphasising 
such effects, is important. For example, effects related to status differences have been 
misconstrued to signify class differences. An overly dichotomous view of “productive” and 
“unproductive” labour supports that. Highly educated, waged and non-managerial workers in 
education and health are put in a different class to “productive” workers. We view all waged 
labour as productive labour in that it produces value for capital, even if sometimes indirectly. 
We outline the implications of the expansion in post-school education in recent decades for 
changing relations of stratification within the working class. We then outline some related 
political developments, such as the long-term decline in support for the ALP among educated 
workers, to the particular benefit in recent years of the Australian Greens, using data from the 
Australian Election Study. Finally we suggest that within a working-class led movement for 
social change, this development is both significant and limited, leaving an important role for 
Marxists to argue that the movement’s politics must efface differences of status. 
 
Contradictions of the Australian boom 
Phil Griffiths, Friday 3.15pm 
 
There is, on the surface, a significant disconnect between the fate of Australian capitalism, 
and the rest of the advanced west. Much of Europe is in recession, and facing an even greater 
downturn as governments slash their budgets in order to pay the debts they incurred to save 
the private banking system. The United States is experiencing a shallow and uncertain 
recovery, and is still plagued by historic levels of government and private debt. By contrast, 
there has been no financial crisis in Australia, and Australian capitalism is still growing, 
fuelled in part by a mining boom that is feeding of continued  growth in the Chinese 
economy. One result of this disconnect has been an extraordinary level of official hubris, as 
Australia's banking system has been touted as the best regulated and best run in the world, 
while two decades of "good economic management" are credited with eliminating 
government debt and making affordable a significant stimulus during the global financial 
crisis. This involves a significant challenge for the left in general, and Marxists in particular. 
Does the Australian experience challenge Marx's theory of crisis? To what extent is 
Australia's economy vulnerable to crisis elsewhere in the world? To what extent is the current 
mining boom creating the possibilities of endlessly continuing growth, or alternatively a new 



bust? Can relatively modest economies like Australia's avoid most of the impact of crisis in 
the global economy as a whole? What has the historical experience of economic crisis in 
Australia been? This paper will attempt to answer some of these questions by analysing the 
historical experience of major crises in Australia (including the role of international capital) 
and the contradictions of the recent boom. 
 
 
Class conflict and labour reforms during Monti’s Governement in Italy   
Alessio Calabrese, Friday 3.15pm 
 
‘For “protection” against the “serpent of their agonies,” the labourers must put their heads 
together, and, as a class, compel the passing of a law, an all-powerful social barrier that shall 
prevent the very workers from selling, by voluntary contract with capital, themselves and 
their families into slavery and death”1’. This sentence by Marx could describe what is 
happening these days in Italy. Labour Union and Progressive parties have forgotten the 
historical role that they played in the last century within the legal regulation of Working-Day. 
These social parties are becoming prisoners of the European injunction declaiming: “There is 
no alternative to restrictions”. In this situation they appear not to be aware that the economics 
policies of the technical government headed by Monti are bringing again into play the 
antagonism between the bourgeoisie and proletariat classes.  
 
Analysing these labour reforms from a marxist point of view represent, now days, an 
important occasion to talk about the intensification of class exploitation strategies that “a 
committee for managing the common affairs of the whole bourgeoisie” is putting to use 
during this current capitalistic crises. Highlighting that still exist a strong class conflict in our 
present society, the marxist perspective will give us the opportunity to read the emergency of 
an administration of technocrats as a crisis of the representative system. This interpretation 
means not seeing it as something naturally unavoidable, but rather as a historical opportunity 
to suggest again, through new class struggles, a positive overcoming of democracy. 
 
 
The New Institutionalist Economic History: A Marxist Critique 
Matthijs Krul, Friday 11.15am 
 
In mainstream contemporary economic history, two methodological approaches are currently 
predominant: Cliometrics and the New Institutionalist Economic History (NIEH). While the 
former limits itself to positivist quantification, the latter provides an increasingly influential 
theoretical framework for interpreting economic change. The NIEH, as developed in the work 
of Douglass North, Barry Weingast, Avner Greif and others, returns to answering the 
questions posed first by such thinkers as Karl Marx and Karl Polanyi in understanding the 
relationship between structural changes in the economy and the social relations of which the 
economy forms a part. Its attempt to revive a research programme around the ' embeddedness' 
of the economic in social institutions constitutes a considerable step forward in moving 
mainstream research toward historical questions interesting to Marxists. But there has been 
little Marxist engagement with the NIEH. 
 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 K. Marx, Capital: A Critique of Political Economy (1867), vol. I - PartI, The Process of Capitalistic 
Production, Cosimo, NY, 2007, p. 330. 



This paper attempts to provide such a critical engagement. In this paper, I will argue that 
despite the innovative manner in which North and others have gone beyond neoclassical 
economics, this theoretical heritage nonetheless limits its usefulness as systematic social and 
historical theory. The NIEH still uncritically adopts a framework in which market phenomena 
and market metaphor form the backbone of the conceptual apparatus. Because of this, I will 
argue the NIEH's philosophy of society reintroduces a Smithian 'invisible hand', but at the 
level of social institutions, allowing the NIEH to fulfil the same political and 
historiographical purpose as the Whiggish history of old did. Using a Marxist critique of 
markets and market metaphor, I will evaluate the NIEH's historical problematic and suggest 
ways in which the NIEH approach can and should be integrated into a Marxist theoretical 
register. 
 
 
If it’s not fascism … (The Right to Strike)  
Humphrey McQueen, Friday 3.15pm 
 
A resurgence of ultra-right political forces, whether parliamentary or terrorist, is reviving talk 
of fascism and neo-fascism. The threat is real but it is not the same as that associated with 
Mussolini. For an historical materialist, ‘fascism’ is not a term of abuse or rhetoric to make 
its user sound ultra-radical. So, if it’s not fascism, what is it? The answer is the latest form of 
covert dictatorship of the bourgeoisie. As Rosa Luxemburg spelt out in 1902: ‘In other words, 
what presents itself to us in the cloak of bourgeois legality is nothing but the expression of 
class violence raised to an obligatory norm by the ruling class.’ For instance, the anti-
terrorism and Fair Work laws in Australia are not a mark of the ruling class moving towards 
an open dictatorship. The multiple forms taken by both overt and covert dictatorships are 
shaped by the relative strength of the contending classes and by the phase of capital 
accumulation in which they occur. What we share with inter-war experience is the stage of 
monopolising capitals (Bukharin’s and Lenin’s ‘imperialism’). But the advanced capitalist 
democracies are qualitatively different from inter-war Italy or Germany, economically and 
politically. Our task is to trace those structured dynamics while attending to different socio-
cultural inheritances of each nation-market-state. To erase the specificities of class 
dictatorship is, as Marx wrote in a different context, ‘a very impressive method … for 
swaggering, sham-scientific, bombastic ignorance and intellectual laziness’.  
 
 
Ideology and the Internet  
John Pardy, Friday 2pm  
 
In the age of the Internet, the rhetoric of its democratizing capacities and effects, covers over 
the logics of the new servitude associated with total capitalism (Dufour, 2008). Screening 
logics both virtually and materially, this paper will argue, constitute contemporary ideologies. 
On a routine and daily basis connection operates as a proxy for engagement.  This connection 
represents the (new) technologies for and of ‘alienation’ as false consciousness.  The rhetoric 
of freedom and democracy enlivened through digital connectivity sponsored by IBM, Apple, 
or any other digital transnational corporation now relieves people of the drudgeries of 
engagement so necessary for critical social action.  
 
In Marx’s theorisation of ideology, the harmony of theory and practice, in a myriad of ways 
demands that rhetoric be given precedence over logic (Drucker, 1972). It is precisely through 
rhetorics that ‘false consciousness’ arises. The digitization of everyday life on the planet 



today demands critical engagements with the actual and potential capacities realized through 
Internet connections as well as recognizing its at times unknown limitations. Ideology as used 
by Marx, is in the age of the Internet and the gadget, an indispensible conceptual resource for 
delineating the logics of power in today’s virtual worlds. Marx’s conceptualization of 
ideology has always demanded historical understanding. As capitalism represents the last 
phase of history it is from just such an historical understanding that the logics of power and 
the ideology of digital democracy can be uncovered for the screen that it sometimes is.  
 
 
Marx and the Subject of Education,  
A. J. Bartlett, Sat 10.45am 
 
Probably the most famous of Marx and Engel's comments on education is the demand in 
the Manifesto for  ‘Free education for all children in publicschools’. The inclusion of this 
demand was not prophetic but the recognition of a key site of struggle. The struggle over 
education being waged by the state and the working class across the 19th century was not 
simply a matter of provision, but concerned what education consists in, what it was for, who 
it was for, to what end and so on. As Marx notes in the Theses on Feuerbach, education is 
concerned with the subject. This paper will contextualise this struggle ‘to rescue education 
from the influence of the ruling class’ and propose a conception of education and the 
educated subject consonant with Marx's arguments in the Manifesto, Feuerbach, King of 
Prussia, Eighteenth Brumaire and so on . The paper will then consider this subject in light of 
today's 'free education for all' which, as Marx sarcastically noted in the 18th Brumaire, 'shall 
be enjoyed under the conditions fixed by law and under the supreme control of the state.’ The 
paper will end by suggesting that today, conditioned by the supposed implacable logic of 
parliamentary-capitalism, the effect of state education is the subjective incapacity of all. The 
very thing workers of the 19th century struggled to avoid. 
 
 
Of Multiple Breaks: Karl Marx and Bruno Bauer 
Charles Barbour, Sat 9am 
 
Despite the colossal amount of work that has been done on Marx’s early writings, and 
particularly his polemical attacks on the so-called Young Hegelians, it is only recently that 
scholars have begun to explore in detail the writings of those who Marx was challenging, and 
thus to understand the political stakes of the arguments he composed. In this light, it has 
become clear that, especially in his criticisms of his erstwhile teacher and mentor Bruno 
Bauer, Marx was responding to a set of republican claims that are still very much alive, and 
in fact have returned quite vehemently in post-Marxist political theory. This paper begins by 
examining Marx’s various readings of Bruno Bauer, and by showing how some of his best 
known concepts and claims emerge out of these readings. My argument is that Marx’s so-
called mature thought, and particularly his notions of ideology or hegemony on the one hand 
and the materialist concept of history or historical materialism on the other, need to be 
understood, not only in terms of his notorious ‘break’ with Ludwig Feuerbach, but also in 
terms of his break with Bruno Bauer. Indeed, I want to suggest that, insofar as Bauer’s 
position is republican, and republican in a manner that resonates with a great deal of 
contemporary republicanism, in responding to Bauer, Marx was already responding to many 
of his contemporary critics. In other words, and to put the matter a little crudely, Marx’s 
mature thought is a response to post-Marxist republicanism. 
 



Political Writers in the Neo-liberal Era 
Rjurk Davidson, Friday 2pm  
 
A common topic a writer’s festival panels is “Why write?” For Marxists, the question has an 
added importance. Historically, for some in the organised left, writing has been seen as a 
distraction from the task of politics. Such a position reduces the value of all social activity to 
political organizing. A more mature Marxist position must construct a position that values 
(without fetishising) the specific capacity of writing as a form of ideological practice. Still, it 
is a practice which takes place within the context of the culture industry, which raises a 
number of questions: For whom does one write? As a writer, what are one’s responsibilities? 
What approach should Marxist writers take towards the institutions of the industry: writers 
festivals; publishing houses; magazines and newspapers? This final term – of the publishing 
industry – is too often omitted in discussions of politics and art. The task, then, is to construct 
a fully materialist analysis of writing as a social practice. 
 
The problem of ontology in the so-called 'becoming rent of profit' 
Mark Gawne, Friday 11.15am  
 
For the post-operaisti, the critique of the accumulation of capital focuses increasingly on what 
they call the 'becoming-rent of profit' and the ‘crisis of the law of value’. Whilst there are a 
number of elements to their argument, in this paper I would like to look at the limits and 
problems of their analysis of production, exploitation and profit in relation to the ontological 
turn they have carried out in recent years. According to the post-operaisti, the contemporary 
arrangements of capitalist (re)production provoke the ‘crisis of the law of value’, as the 
rhythms of work and ‘producing the common’ exceed processes of measure. These are key 
elements in their argument concerning the ‘becoming-rent of profit’. I will argue that these 
propositions, on their own and taken together, all amount to a political impasse, based on a 
confused understanding and critique of capital. 
 
Labor and the crises of capitalism: 
Jean Parker, Friday 3.15pm 
  
Australian Labor has held government during the three most significant global crises of the 
past century. Within two days of Scullin taking the reins the Great Depression officially 
began with the “black Thursday” crash of 1929. Whitlam had been in power for two years 
when “stagflation” hit Australia in 1974, and it was in the first year of his government that 
Rudd faced the 2008 “global financial crisis”. 
  
For Marx, capital accumulation leads inevitably to serious slumps. But for Labor, whose 
model of capitalism is predicated on stability, the crisis is as unlooked for as it is unwelcome. 
Labor’s reformism assumes healthy capital accumulation and investment-inducing 
profitability that generates tax revenue. When activity in the private economy freezes, so does 
Labor’s reform agenda. In all three crisis we see Labor assume the role of nursing the private 
sector back to health. The needs and interests of Labor supporters are demoted. 
  
But for all the continuities between the three governments, there are equally crucial contrasts. 
These differences owe more to the politics of the labour/Labor movement at the time of the 
crisis than to the respective Labor Prime Minister. So while Scullin’s austerity fuelled the rise 



of ‘Langism’ and the NSW Socialisation Unit movement, Whitlam’s rightward reorientation 
successfully paved the way for Hawke’s neoliberalism. This paper argues that it is the 
interplay of these two forces – Labor’s hard-wired response to crisis, and the given strength 
of the labour movement, that explain the impact of each government, and that must be 
brought to bear on our reading of Rudd and Gillard’s handling of the crisis. 
 
 
A Political Economy of the Arab Spring 
Drew Cottle, Friday 11.15am  
 
This paper will examine the historical materialist conditions which created and continue the 
collective experience of the Arab Spring. The attempted overthrow of consolidated existing 
regimes by the Arab masses has a deep materialist force. The ramifications of the continuing 
global capitalist disorder , the growing debt crisis, statist economic restructuring and massive 
privatisation, entrenched corruption, rising levels of class inequalities and an enormous youth 
population who constitution a precarious workforce have driven the rebellion against the 
existing regimes. The eruption of the Arab Spring from Tunisia, Egypt and Libya to Yemen, 
Morocco, Bahrain and Syria are sustained protests against the prevailing social order where 
the State has transferred welfare to the private sector, established a system of patronage of its 
ruling class which verges on social parasitism and has maintained a relentless level of 
political and social repression. Although the eventual outcome of the Arab Spring remains 
both uncertain and contradictory the material conditions which brought it into being have 
neither been addressed nor examined nor fundamentally altered.  
 
Does skill exist?—complex labour and political determination of skill in labour 
processes.  
Samuel Russell, Friday 3.15pm 
 
There are significant problems with the descriptions of skill prevailing both in academic 
literature and bourgeois political culture.  Skill appears both as a politicised economic 
problem, "a skills shortage," and as an auditable (ie: valorisable and realisable) National 
Training Framework, which is obviously politically contingent.  Within the academic 
literature, skill is often described as potential use-values inherent in labour-power commodity 
of the individual worker and the position of this use-value within the division of labour.  Skill 
is not correctly positioned in terms of the total variety of use-values of labour power exerted 
by the collective or social worker formed by the division of labour.  This contribution to 
debate proposes that "skill" is no longer a meaningful economic category.  With reference to 
past Australian attempts at wage bargaining, skill, (either as a variety of kinds of labour, or as 
accumulated training), is not the origin of differential payments.  Skill can then be seen as 
merely the reflection of the division of labour of the collective worker and the politically 
contingent payment structure inflicted upon the collective worker.  Immediately useful 
findings are that: skill payment differentials represent a primarily politically organised 
production process, and not variable costs of maintaining labour power between "skilled" and 
"unskilled" positions; and, that unpaid skill differentials may represent both a "reserve army 
of labour" in the form of un-exerted skills and that the unrepaid accumulation of "training" 
may represent a key form of surplus labour.  Therefore, this contribution considers that the 
socially average level of "skill" of the collective worker is now a critical political category in 
class war, defining the meaning of "simple" labour in the production process. 
 
Foucault: Althusser Beyond Althusser 



Mark Kelly, Friday 3.15pm 
 
Michel Foucault’s mentor, Louis Althusser, pushed Marxism to a limit by trying to purge it 
of Hegelian metaphysics while remaining resolutely within Marxism-Leninism. I will argue 
that Foucault, following Althusser, pushed beyond this limit, to break decisively with 
Marxism, because he found that the only way to purge Marxism of Hegel is to repudiate 
Marxism itself. 
 
It is important to emphasise, however, against right-wing interpretations of Foucault, the 
fundamental continuity of his work with Marxism. Foucault’s trajectory is here completely 
Marxian: to kick aside the vestiges of metaphysical philosophy in favour of an historical 
realism. Foucault's relation to Marxism is one of maximal proximity: he is effectively as 
close as one can be to being a Marxist without being a Marxist. He retains class analysis (if 
not its centrality), a sympathy for revolution (though without any assurance as to its form), 
and the attempt to analyse the relations that structure society. What Foucault gives us is a 
useful kernel of Marxism, without the constraining baggage, without a name or an agenda, a 
genuinely radical progressivism that is neither Marxist nor communist. 
 
 
Marx on roller skates: rethinking Marxist theory of ideology 
Lisa Farrance, Friday 2pm 
  
A common critique of Marxist theories of ideology is that there is an over-emphasis on the 
power of social structure, which assumes the dominance of ideology over the subject. In 
contrast, post-Marxist and post-structuralist theorists, some of whom have rejected the term 
ideology altogether, emphasize individual subjectivity and agency, at the expense of 
acknowledging the continued power and dominance of capitalist social relations and 
ideology. Through a return to Marx's approach to the subject as social being, who daily lives, 
reproduces and resists the contradictions of social relations and ideology, I argue that a theory 
of ideology can in fact engage with contemporary discussions in social theory which 
emphasize subjectivity, embodiment and everyday practices of resistance. I attempt to 
demonstrate this through a critique of the contemporary practice of roller derby, from a 
participant observer’s perspective. 
 
King Kong Capitalism: animal movement and investment 
Julian Murphet, Friday 2pm  
  
King Kong is unique in American cinematic history, for being made/remade on three 
occasions, each time at a key moment in the history of capitalist crisis. The original 1933 
feature, a classic of “Depression” cinema, cemented an affective formula that would be 
assayed twice more: audiences would be “wowed” out of economic melancholia by a 
cinematic spectacle of technological wizardry. At the same time, this spectacle would 
“retrain” its audience towards a new affective investment in the inhuman: the stop-motion 
animation of Kong was a virtual projection of the logic of the assembly line into the 
dimension of the animal sublime. Adorno denounced the giant gorilla as a monstrous self-
image of Capital itself; overlooking his own advice that “animals could teach us what 
happiness is.” The truth lies in a dialectical interpenetration of both points: Capital trains us 
in the art of happiness by transposing its current technical logic into the animal kingdom, 
whence it returns as spectacle. The success of this venture (as profitable cynicism and an 
utopian hallucination of proletarian/colonial revenge) was then revived forty years later in the 



midst of the oil crisis and post-Bretton Woods slump: now not stop-motion jerkiness, but the 
fluid automatisms of robotics promised an antidote to stagflation. And thirty years later 
again, after the dot-com bubble burst, and just before the catastrophic housing slump, the 
giant gorilla was resurrected once more, this time to embed its affective magic in digital 
processing and CGI. King Kong is a revivalist myth in which the most archaic and the most 
up-to-date are helplessly enmeshed; indexed to economic downturns, the myth returns to 
refashion the affective infrastructure of traumatised workers, by enlisting their passions on 
behalf of an ape tall and stupid enough to wreak havoc on Wall Street. In the event, by 
“moving” his audience more than any merely human character, Kong’s successive logics of 
movement (Fordist, robotic, digital) disclose their utopian dimension, which is brutally 
harnessed for the tired business of capital accumulation. 
 
 
Mysterious Economies (Politics and its Shadow.) 
Bryan Cooke, Friday 3.15pm 
 
During the past three decades (thirty years in which neo-liberalism has consolidated its 
hegemony over the planet), the word ‘politics’ has, in philosophical circles, taken on a 
strangely utopian sheen.  In the epoch in which the IMF, or BHP Billiton seems to have more 
power than any citizen’s assembly anywhere in the world, it is unsurprising that philosophers, 
especially on the left, should have asked themselves how politics (and especially genuine, 
emancipatory, egalitarian politics) might be possible in an age whose dominant ideology 
practically declares itself to be ‘post-political’. 
 
However, at a time where leftist political movements seem resurgent and in which Cold War 
nostrums are beginning to seem (even to their professional peddlers) like feeble responses to 
manifest economic injustice, could it not be the case that the concept most in need of urgent 
philosophical investigation is not ‘politics’ (which as Badiou says is a ‘truth-condition’ for 
philosophy rather than being dependent on philosophy) but ‘economy’? 
 
In the light of this question, this paper has two points of departure.  The first is Giorgio 
Agamben’s recent attempt to provide a thorough theological genealogy of the concept of 
oikonomia. The second is Jacques Lacan’s remark (in his 1969 seminar) that “university 
discourse” operates by counting (or accounting for) surplus jouissance [plus-de-jouir.]  From 
these starting points, I will speak briefly about recognition, expropriation and Hegel’s notion 
of ‘spirit’ and the role these notions might play in our current oikonomia and its hoped-for 
successor. 
 
The Meaning of Gay Liberation 
Amy Thomas, Sat 10.45am  
 
It is well known that Gay Liberation groups borrowed their name from the Vietnamese 
Liberation Army; a fact that signifies how closely the movement was tied to the radicalism of 
the historical period in which it emerged. Gay liberation’s emergence in Australia, post-
Stonewall and amidst the throes of the struggles against the Vietnam War, for student power 
and for women’s liberation, informed the politics of the movement and helped them articulate 



a formidable critique of the repression of sexuality and the role of the nuclear family that 
quickly moved beyond concerns of formal legal equality and liberal notions of “tolerance”. 
The questions the movement raised—who was to be liberated, from what, and how—raised 
debates within the Marxist tradition over the role of the repression of sexuality under 
capitalism and the meaning of the struggle against that repression. Returning to these debates 
and the substantive issues involved is arguably essential to understanding both the 
movement’s success and decline, the persistence of homophobia and sexual repression, and 
what might be done about it now.  
 
 
 


