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Kieran Durkin (University of York) 
Re-appraising the Marxist Humanist Tradition: A Humanism Made to the 
Measure of the World 
The term ‘humanism’ remains problematic in contemporary discussions of Marxism, as it 
does in wider intellectual culture. In part, this stems from the history of Marx’s own 
engagement: the fact that, after advocating a form of humanism (Humanismus) up until his 
writings of 1844 (The Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844 and The Holy Family) he 
comes to renounce the humanism as found in the ‘nonsense of German speculation’ as 
represented in the philosophy of the Young Hegelians, with its ‘process of pure thought’ 
and ‘spiritualist’ search of philosophical essences, etc. Marx is merciless in critiquing the 
abstract idealism of these thinkers, which substitutes the ‘spirit’ and ‘self-consciousness’ 
for real human individuals and which, consequently, remains stuck in speculative 
abstraction. As is well known, what Marx positioned to replace such inadequate idealism 
was the search for the real social grounds of analysis – the true grounds for not only thinking 
about human life in its real-world manifestations but also for changing the social relations 
that underpinned them and emancipating humanity therein. 

What has taken place in the latter development of Marxism, however – and 
certainly from the middle of the twentieth century onwards – is a hypostatisation that takes 
one particular facet of Marx’s criticism of the humanism of the Young Hegelians and 
extends it not only to constitute a criticism of all traces of humanism in Marx’s early 
writings but of humanism tout court. What is at issue here, then, is not only the inflation of 
Marx’s own criticism, but also a deeply ahistorical sense of engagement with ‘humanism’ 
itself. This ahistorical engagement ignores the mutability of humanism, a term whose 
meaning has changed historically from its first usage in the German school curriculum to 
Marx’s time, to the present day. 

In this paper I will argue that there is great irony that a timeless and univocal 
understanding of humanism should prevail in Marxist circles. I will argue that a study of 
the Marxist Humanist Tradition offers us a deeper sense of the internal variability of 
humanism – of its different modalities and applications within the Marxist tradition that 
extend beyond the somewhat reductive account proffered in the critique of humanism. I 
will argue, moreover, that it is only by engaging with the full variability of the Marxist 
Humanist tradition that we are able to appraise the potential value or otherwise of 
humanism for Marxism – a value that I contend is evident in the theoretical and practical 
contributions that humanism can make to the struggles of the present and the future. 
 
Kieran Durkin is currently Marie-Sklodowska Curie global fellow at the University of 
York (UK) where, including a two-year position a visiting scholar at the University of Santa 
Barbara California, he has been researching The Marxist Humanist Tradition. He is author 
of Erich Fromm’s Radical Humanism (Palgrave MacMillan, 2014) and co-editor (with Kevin 
B. Anderson and Heather A. Brown) of Raya Dunayevskaya’s Intersectional Marxism: Race, 
Class, Gender and the Dialectics of Liberation (Palgrave MacMillan, 2021) and (with Joan 

Braune) Erich Fromm’s Critical Theory: Hope, Humanism, and the Future (Bloomsbury, 2020). 
He has been published in the European Journal of Social Theory, Distinktion, and Jacobin. 
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Paul Reynolds (Open University, UK) 
Rethinking the Humanist/Anti-Humanist Dichotomy as Dialectical 
The tensions of Marxist humanist and anti-humanist analyses of capitalist societies and 
socialist revolutionary politics arise from the dichotomisation of the human/anti- human 
subject. You are either early humanist or later anti-humanist Marx (especially according to 
Althusser). You either have a human essence or human nature that constitutes a species-
being, or the subject is constituted within specific social contexts and conjunctures by the 
structures and discourses of capitalist society. Marxism either posits progress towards a de-
alienated and full development ‘human’ or is a conditional subject within a constitutive 
process of social becoming. The question posed is a critical one – what or who is the 
subject of history? This paper conceptualises this dichotomy differently – dialectically. This 
involves four key shifts in thinking. First, as the conference call suggests, the ‘subject’ of 
critical thinking is materially and historically instantiated – a real abstraction both 
constituting and constitutive according to particular positionalities within particular 
conjunctures and contexts. Second, the subject is in continual contradiction – a ‘real 
abstraction’ that is only constituted within historical/contemporary research and 
philosophical speculation, where appeals to abstract origins, trajectories and possible 
futures are bounded by the real conditions of social life. Third, this dialectical analysis 
emphasises the contradiction between the fluidity, impermanence and potential ruptures 
in subjective experience and historical structures, continuities and innovative 
developments within the contexts within which subjects are located. Finally, using 
alienation and fetishism in particular, dialectical analysis provides a basis for explaining and 
describing the contradictions of social experience – how the subject makes sense of and 
reconciles to their conditions of being. This paper draws on humanist and anti-humanist 
positions do make what is primarily a philosophical/methodological intervention but 
emphasises the importance of culture and aesthetics in tension with political economy, 
both making visible this dialectical relationship and offering the means for thinking how 
its critical ruptures and possible alternatives can be better conceived. What is at stake is a 
more sophisticated understanding of the relationship between subject and 
material/historical contexts and conjunctures, the relationship between political economy, 
political struggle and appeals to political subjects to engage in struggle and situated 
understanding of both overdetermined and contingent moments in political struggle 
around the social relations of production and reproduction. 
 



 

 
Paul Reynolds is an associate lecturer with the Open University (UK) and a member of 
the editorial board of Historical Materialism: Research in Critical Marxist Theory. He has 
written on class politics, Marxism and sexuality and the politics and ethics of sexuality. 
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Thomas McGlone (Villanova University) 
 Humanism, Antihumanism, and the Trembling Line 
In contemporary Marxist thought, an individual’s reaction to the term “humanism” is often 
interpreted as an indicator of intellectual influences and attitudes towards the interpretation 
of Marx’s work more generally. The “antihumanist” position, first popularized by Louis 
Althusser and his theoretical collaborators in the 1960s and complicated by various anti-
essentialist and post-humanist writers in the following decades, is generally taken as a sign 
of a certain anti-ethicist approach to Marxism which aspires either to scientific analyses of 
the mode of production, descriptive genealogies of capitalist discourses, and nominalist 
arguments about the inconstant, aggregate nature of the “human” individual. The 
“humanist” position, on the other hand, gestures towards a variety of intellectual currents, 
from the Marxist humanism of the Johnson-Forest Tendency led by C. L. R. James and 
Raya Dunayevskaya, French figures like Henri Lefebvre, and a raft of post-Hegelian 
Marxian traditions stemming mainly from the Frankfurt School. Conceptually, the 
antihumanist/humanist distinction is generally used as a shorthand to distinguish those 
who view Marxism’s power as purely descriptive or scientific from those who view it as a 
simultaneously critical and normative force which equally observes the world and passes 
judgement upon it.  In this talk, I argue that the line drawn between Marxist antihumanism 
and humanism, far from dividing two consistent or clear-cut positions, in fact is a shifting 
division which appears in new forms in different political and philosophical conjunctures. 
This trembling line between humanism and antihumanism is decided neither by pure 
political pragmatics nor by purely rationalist or conceptual demands: it is a response to 
both conceptual impasses and the political circumstances in which these impasses are, in 
part, realized. For example, on the one hand, Althusserian antihumanism was the product 
of internecine feuds in the French Communist Party, while on the other, the product of 
particular conceptual demands presented by the confluence of French scientific 
epistemology, Hegelianism, Spinozism, and Marxist philosophy. The bottom line of this 
contention, I assert, is that as thinkers following Marx, we must understand the reasons 
why we might desire to either affirm or deny a (thin or thick) concept of human essence 
in order to understand the stakes of humanist and antihumanist arguments today. This is 
not a form of politicized conceptual relativism, but a demand that we do not allow our 
existing arguments for or against humanism to present themselves unreflectively, as 
innocent readings of this or that text, but as political arguments seeking to carve out space 

within an ongoing process of conceptual negotiation and contestation—the process of 
forcing the trembling line. 
 
Thomas McGlone is a PhD student in the philosophy graduate program at Villanova 
University. His work focuses on concepts of collective will and political epistemology from 
a Marxist perspective, drawing primarily on recent thinkers such as Louis Althusser, 
Étienne Balibar, and Paulin Hountondji, as well as philosophers of modernity including 
Baruch Spinoza, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, and G. W. F. Hegel. He is a founding editor at 
Negation Magazine and has written public-facing articles for the Philadelphia Partisan. 
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Rebecca Carson (Royal College of Art&Goldsmiths University) 
 Marx’s Two Concepts of Life:  The role of anthropology in ecological and social 
reproduction 
 
This paper argues that Marx’s anthropology in Capital contains productive difficulties and 
aporias of major significance for the politics of Social Reproduction Theory and Eco-
socialism. These two arenas of struggle – reproduction and ecology – are unified within 
Marx’s account of the human, where humanity reproduces itself through a metabolic 
relation to nature. While in Marx the ‘essence’ of human life famously migrates into praxis 
–enabling a reinterpretation of humanity as a historically specific ‘ensemble of social 
relations’ – this displacement far from resolves epistemological questions regarding the 
place of physiology and the positive sciences within the depiction of humanity in Capital’s 
three volumes. This paper contends that the method Marx employs to expound his 
anthropology in Capital establishes a permanent dialectical tension between the life of 
capital’s self-movement and concrete life, effectively rejecting capital’s totalising formal 
dominance over human life and nature.  
This paper’s theoretical underpinnings derive from Hegel’s category of ‘life’ in The Science 
of Logic, which, I argue, Marx reconfigures to explain capital’s ‘life’. Conversely, Marx avails 
himself of natural scientific epistemologies burgeoning at the time of Capital’s writing to 
grasp the metabolism of human life and nature. By examining these two dimensions, I 
provide an interpretation of Marx that reconstructs a tension between capitalist and non-
capitalist forms, where capital’s abstract forms require non-capitalist forms for their 
reproduction.  

The dialectical contradiction between capitalist and non-capitalist elements 
reflects the conflict between the life of capital and human life and nature. While Marx 
employs the formalism of Hegelian idealism to grasp capital’s abstract form, capital’s 
abstract self-movement and concrete metabolic processes remain unreconciled: human life 
and nature resist the subsumption of concept and matter required by Hegelian systematic 



 

 
philosophy. It thus follows that Capital offers two distinct and contradictory epistemologies 
of ‘life’ (even if non-capitalist elements of life are immanent to the self-development of 
capital’s social form). Recent theories of social reproduction have presupposed this 
incompatibility, mediating theories of gender, ecological and race-based domination with 
the logic of capital’s abstractions. These accounts have made the contradiction between 
capital’s self-reproduction and the possibility of the reproduction of human life and nature 
glaringly apparent. Nevertheless, the contradiction merits further philosophical attention.  
The unresolved tension between the reproduction of the life of capital and human life and 
nature suggests Marx’s anthropology requires an epistemology of concrete life. Although 
Marx thoroughly accounts for the abstract life of capital through dialectical value form 
analysis, concrete life remains incompletely theorised in his writings. As such, far from 
resolving epistemological difficulties, Marx’s invocation of ‘the human’ opens thornier 
problems of the positive sciences’ relation to political economy (and its critique). This 
paper argues that by grappling with this issue analysis might identify possibilities for human 
life and nature’s reproduction beyond capital, possibilities that – because capital relies on 
non-capitalist variables – challenge capital’s own self-reproduction.  
 
Rebecca Carson is an Associate Lecturer in Critical and Historical Studies at the Royal 
College of Art and a Lecturer in Critical Studies at Goldsmiths University. She is the author 
of the book Immanent Externalities: The Reproduction of Life in Capital forthcoming with the 
Historical Materialism Book Series, Brill. Her book chapter ‘The Uses of Value Form 
Analysis in Social Reproduction Theory’ appears in Critical Theory Today, Palgrave 
MacMillan (2022), her chapter ‘Money as Money: Suzanne de Brunhoff's Marxist Monetary 
Theory’ appeared in Marx Inattuale, Edizioni Efesto (2019) and her article ‘Fictitious Capital 
and the Re-emergence of Personal Forms of Domination’ in Continental Thought & Theory 
(2017). She is co-editor of Politics of the Many, Bloomsbury (2021) where she contributed 
the chapter ‘The Marxism of Post-Marxism’ addressing money-form and financialization. 
Rebecca completed her PhD ‘The Life of Capital: Human Life, Reproduction and 
Immanent Logic’ at CRMEP Kingston University with Étienne Balibar. 
 
 

***** 
 

Chris Shambaugh (University of Oregon) 
 Marx’s Ethical Naturalism: From the Human Life-form to a Human Form-of-life 
It is occasionally forgotten that the young Karl Marx authored a translation of Aristotle’s 
De Anima, or that he meticulously worked through much of Aristotle’s corpus in his 
doctoral dissertation. Compared with Epicurus, Feuerbach and Hegel, Marx’s Aristotelian 
influence has been relatively underexplored. Such a gap in scholarship is notable because, 
as Michael Thompson observes in Life and Action, Marx was a modern thinker who utilized 
“Aristotle on every page.” (See Michael Thompson, Life and Action: Elementary 
Structures of Practice and Practical Thought (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 

2008), 12-13). This presentation aims to contribute to the remedy of this deficit. More 
specifically, it develops an interpretation of Marx’s philosophical project as containing a 
distinctively historical and uniquely radical form of Neo-Aristotelian ethical naturalism, 
built on a profoundly open-ended conception of the human life-form, which I claim offers 
a uniquely immanent and historically sensitive toolkit for the critique of the capitalist form-
of-life.  To explain why it is fruitful to interpret Marx as a peculiar kind of ethical naturalist, 
I elucidate the core commitments of this tradition in the first section. Neo-Aristotelian 
ethical naturalists like Alasdair Macintyre, Phillipa Foot and Michael Thompson all believe 
that there is some continuity in normativity between the life-activities of human and non-
human species, some commonality in the flourishing of a healthy plant, a strong animal, 
or a true friend. Of course, for the ethical naturalists, there is crucial discontinuity as well, 
for what is good for human beings is specific to the human life-form, meaning that any 
human action, practice or institution can only be said to be good if it enables human 
flourishing. In this way, ethical naturalists locate ethics in an Aristotelian conception of 
human nature, which is markedly social and political, but insufficiently plastic and 
contextual. 

In the second section, I build on the work of Karen Ng and Christoph Schuringa 
to offer a positive interpretation of Marx’s historical and radical ethical naturalism as 
encompassing his philosophical anthropology, social theory, philosophy of history, and 
political economy. More specifically, I argue that Marx’s ethical naturalism is embodied in 
a constellation of biological concepts and metaphors that permeate his thought––from life 
activity to means of life, species-being, material life and the historical life process, metabolism, living labor, 
human needs and powers. In elucidating the interdependence of these terms, I argue that what 
ultimately distinguishes Marx’s naturalism is his insistence that any question concerning 
what is good for the human life-form can only be raised from the perspective of the 
historically specific form-of-life in which it is at issue. 

My conclusion then deals with the thorny problem of foregrounding ethics in 
Marx’s thought, which will surely appear misleading or wrongheaded to some, and for 
good reason. Clearly, Marx castigated both moralism and moral philosophy. Though he 
certainly did not proffer a moral theory, I follow Brenckert in arguing that this does not 
mean he did not have one. Further, I argue that the Aristotelian coherence of his ethical 
ideas cannot be considered irrelevant to his critique of political economy (See George G. 
Brenckert Marx’s Ethics of Freedom (London: Routledge, 1982), 4). Indeed, as Rahel Jaeggi 
argues, Marx’s critique of capitalism necessarily involves not only functional and moral but 
also ethical argumentation, without which it would be quite difficult to say what exactly is 
wrong with the capitalist form-of-life (See Rahel Jaeggi, “What (if anything) is Wrong with 
Capitalism?: Dysfunctionality, Exploitation and Alienation: Three Approaches to the 
Critique of Capitalism.” Southern Journal of Philosophy, 54, (S1), (2016): 44-65).  

Chris Shambaugh: I am an advanced graduate student in Philosophy at the University of 
Oregon specializing in 19th century German philosophy, social and political philosophy, 
and philosophy of biology. Under the supervision of John Bellamy Foster, Barbara Muraca 



 

 
and Karen Ng, I am writing my dissertation as an inquiry into the role of biological 
concepts and metaphors in the critique of political economy from Marx to the present, and 
as an investigation into the broader influence of Marxist theory in the life sciences and 
philosophy of biology today. Over the past few years, I have also been working for the 
Monthly Review as a research assistant. 
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Paolo Murrone (University of Pisa) 
Freedom and Necessity through the Prism of Stoffwechsel. Notes on Marx’s 
Ecology and the Philosophy of Nature 
My proposal aims at investigating the theoretical, scientific, and political transformations 
that the concept of Stoffwechsel impresses on Marx’s reflection on nature. This concept 
plays a crucial role in his thought from the 1850s onwards (MEGA2 IV/8: 233). The term, 
usually translated as “material interchange” or “metabolism”, literally means the “changes” 
(Wechsel) of “matter” (Stoff). Marx inherits the concept from natural sciences (chemistry, 
physiology, and thermodynamics above all), which he deeply studied in his life as shown 
by the new materials published in MEGA2 (in particular, Section IV), and by the 
flourishing international literature on the topic (Pawelzig 1997; Foster 2000; Burkett-
Foster, 2016; Saito 2017). Within the scientific framework of the 19th century, Stoffwechsel 
is used to refer to the material and energetic exchanges between organisms and their 
environments (Espahangizi-Orland 2014; Bing 1971). But, if that is the original meaning 
of the concept, Marx does not employ the word merely as a metaphor for social and 
economic phenomena. Rather Stoffwechsel gradually captures a broad semantic sphere. 
Indeed, the concept connects different semantic layers: it indicates that economy, society, 
and nature shape a dynamic and open material totality (Guillibert 2021) and, thus, allow us 
to investigate the specific form of interactions between the social organism and the 
environment. Following such a trajectory, Marx grasps the heart of the contradictory 
capitalist relationship with nature, namely the subsumption of the latter into the value form 
(Postone 1993) as a means for the self-valorisation of capital (dialectic between Form- and 
Stoffwechsel). My thesis is that the concept of Stoffwechsel both inherits and develops the 
reflection on nature begun by Marx in 1844, radically transforming it. The identities of 
“consistent naturalism” and “developed humanism” become a true ecology thanks to the 
reflection on metabolism, with  which Marx can portray a more complex and articulated 
picture of the nature-society nexus. In order to support this thesis, I will present a 
comparison between the two quotations both concerning the relationship between 

“freedom” and “necessity”. i) The first, taken from the Economic and Philosophic 
Manuscripts of 1844 (MEGA2 I/2: 263; MECW 3: 296), presents communism as the 
“solution to man’s conflict with nature” and between “freedom and necessity”. ii) The 
same conceptual opposition is taken up in Capital Volume III (MEGA2  II/15: 794-5; 
MECW 37: 807), where is claimed that the rational regulation of the Stoffwechsel between 
man and nature lies at the heart of the dialectic between the “true realm of freedom” and 
the “realm of necessity”. Thus, metabolism allows Marx to distance himself from his 1844 
reflections and reshape his philosophical concept of nature, opening up a problem that is, 
at the same time, scientific, economic, political and philosophical. Therefore, I will try to 
answer some questions concerning Marx’s ecology: How could we think of such a rational 
(scientific informed) and collective (political) regulation of the Stoffwechsel? And what is 
the specific capitalist domination of nature? What kind of ecological reflection follows 
from this concept? Or, by contrast, is Stoffwechsel nothing but a theoretical reproduction 
of “anthropocentric” and “Promethean” outlooks? 
 
Paolo Murrone is a PhD student in Philosophy at the Universities of Pisa and Florence 
(Italy). His research interests focus on the relationship between Marxism and ecology, on 
the genesis of Marx’s concept of critique, and on the post-Hegelian debate. His research 
project is devoted to Marx's reflection on “Nature”, focusing on the concept of “material 
interchange” (Stoffwechsel): its genealogy, and its philosophical, theoretical, and political 
implications in Marx’s theory of Capital. He published, on the issue of “metabolism”, the 
essay ‘Governare la necessità. Genesi e prospettive del concetto marxiano di Stoffwechsel’, 
in F. Di Blasio et alii (eds.), Dall’operaismo a Marx, Machina-DeriveApprodi, Roma 2022, 
pp. 133-150. He’s recently co-editing the book: Ragione e Politica. Alleanze, paradigmi e conflitti, 
ETS, Pisa (forthcoming). 
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Mario Aguiriano Benéitez (University of Oxford) 
 Marx, Alienation, and The Negativity of The Human  
Much ink has been spilled discussing the proper role of the concept of alienation in Marx’s 
work. Soldered, according to some, to a metaphysical notion of ‘human essence’ soon 
abandoned; crucial, according to others, as a reminder of Marx’s deep humanist 

commitments. Following Simon Clarke ́s seminal work on  Marx and Ray Brassier ́s 
dialectical rendering of the “human essence” as self-relating negativity, this essay will argue 
that for Marx, and even for the young Marx, alienation is first and foremost the alienation 
of labour. This is what makes his theory both socially critical and historically specific, 
setting it apart from both classical forms of “Humanism” and some of its most renowned 
critics. Alienation does not stem from our ‘thrownness’, the pervasiveness of the ‘they’ or 
the role of the signifier: it is socially grounded in a dynamic of expropriation and 



 

 
accumulation, wherein our social powers (the productive powers of humanity) take a quasi-
objective existence in the form of commodities, money and capital. Crucially, those 
collective powers are not something inherent in ‘human sociality’ or any other mystified 
abstraction: they are a product of capital, yet could point beyond its rule. Thus, the 
overcoming of alienation is not, for Marx, a reencounter with a lost immediacy, but the 
collective appropriation, through the revolutionary action of the working class, of the social 
powers alienated in the forms of the commodity, capital and the state. Exploring the link 
between alienation and the determinations of the working class as a revolutionary subject 
will shed light on the dialectical conception of the absolute negativity of the human 

underlying Marx ́s revolutionary project. 
 
 
Mario Aguiriano Benéitez: I am a DPhil (PhD) student in Political Theory at Somerville 
College and the Department of Politics and IR at the University of Oxford. My work is 
concerned with Critical Theory, Marx and Marxism, German Idealism, and contemporary 
Continental Philosophy. I am currently working on a thesis provisionally entitled A Critique 
of Political Ontology, where I critically examine the works of Alain Badiou, Ernesto Laclau, 
Slavoj Zizek, and Giorgio Agamben. I intend to contrast a markedly philosophical 
approach to emancipatory politics, as exemplified by those authors, with a socio-critical 

one that would draw its resources from Marx ́s Critique of Political Economy and its 
contemporary interpreters. 
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Lutti Mira (University of São Paulo) 
Alienation, history, and human nature in ‘Forms which precede capitalist 
production’ 
As the first moment of Marxian mature critique of political economy, the Grundrisse 
occupies a central position in defining the ways through which Marx broke with some of 
the central notions of his youth writings. However, several recent studies point out the 
major role played by the notion of alienation in Grundrisse’s Chapter on capital, since alienated 
labor is both the culmination of Marx’s presentation of capital as a subject able to self-
reproduce by positing the exchange process between itself and free labor, and the concept 
that allows Marx to differentiate the capitalist forms of labor and property in capitalism 
from pre-capitalism. Moreover, a close reading of one of Grundrisse’s fundamental texts – 
Forms which precede capitalist production – reveals numerous occurrences of an anthropological 
vocabulary: “human community”, “humanity”, “human powers”, just to mention a few 
examples. This presentation intends to explain how the persistence of this anthropological 
vocabulary in the Marxian mature oeuvre does not simply entail a reminiscence of Marx’s 
early account of humanism, since neither the Feuerbachian Gattungswesen nor the a-

historical account of alienated labor is still present in the Grundrisse. In fact, Marx’s 
conception of human nature in the Grundrisse lies rather in a renewed comprehension of 
property as “human being’s relation to his natural conditions of production as belonging 
to him”. In light of this definition that encompasses all the pre-capitalist forms of 
production, alienated labor is the result of a historic process based on the separation of 
labor from the material and instruments that were previously ensembled on the forms of 
property that precede capitalist production. Firstly, we will show how Marx altered his 
comprehension of the notion of property in the Grundrisse, changing the analytic scope 
initially present in the 1844 Manuscripts. Secondly, we intend to demonstrate that the 
Marxian conception of alienated labor grounds the historic exposition of Forms which precede 
capitalist production: alienated labor allows Marx to elucidate the unnatural character of 
capitalist labor, showing that this specific form of labor is historically formed, which points 
to pre-capitalism and post-capitalism. Our object is then to clarify that the “unity of the 
live and active human being with its natural conditions” that characterizes pre-capitalism 
as a whole is for Marx a standard to differentiate and criticize capitalism, but this 
anthropological motif does not anchor communism: Marx is not proposing a return to pre-
capitalist forms of social organization. The Marxian purpose is instead to combine the 
model of satisfaction generated by the pre-capitalist forms of property with the rational 
control of the productive forces made possible only in capitalism. Thus, this presentation 
aims to contribute to the interpretations that seek to differentiate Marx’s early works from 
his mature critique of political economy: rather than insisting on the Althusserian thesis of 
a radical epistemological break of philosophic and scientific elements, we intend to defend 
that the anthropological residues present in Marx’s critique of political economy point to 
a recovery of the humanist notions of his youth, grounded on a categorial and historical 
comprehension of capitalism.   
 
Lutti Mira: I am currently a Ph.D. student at the Philosophy Department of the University 
of São Paulo. My Ph.D. thesis is mainly focused on the intertwining of the notions of 
critique, history, and emancipation in Marx’s Grundrisse. From September 2022 to 
September 2023, I will carry out part of my doctorate research at the Sophiapol Laboratory 
of the Université Paris Nanterre, under the supervision of Professor Emmanuel Renault. 
The research I developed during my graduate years (2016-2018) was mainly focused on 
how the first generation of the Frankfurt School sought to both maintain and alter the 
Marxian conceptions of class, capital, and domination.  
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Magnus Møller Ziegler (University of Copenhagen) 
On the wider Young Hegelian origins of Marx’s concept of alienation 
In the debates about humanism and anti-humanism, the content of Marx’s concept of 
alienation is often traced to the influence of Ludwig Feuerbach, especially the concept of 
species-being. Consequently, Marx’s early humanism is seen to be tied up with his brief stint 
as a devoted Feuerbachian (e.g., Althusser 2005; Soper 1986; McLellan 1970; Mau 2022; 
Heinrich 1999). However, as David Leopold notes, alienation ‘is best thought of as a 
generic concept which can be applied to a wide variety of subjects’ (Leopold 2007, 68). In 
this paper, I argue that this more ‘generic’ understanding of Marx’s concept of alienation 
should be seen as anchored more broadly in the conceptual framework of the Young 
Hegelian intellectual movement as a whole, and that doing so will help solve certain 
tensions in the interpretation of Marx’s mature work. To Feuerbach, alienation is tied to 
human nature: it is the specific essential qualities of man hypostatised in the image of God 
(Feuerbach [1843] 2012, 181-82). However, the Young Hegelians more widely employed 
the concept of alienation in a much broader sense, and so did Marx. Sean Sayers traces this 
broader use to Hegel and defines alienation, as understood by Marx, as ‘a situation in which 
our own activities and products take on an independent existence and become hostile 
powers working against us’ (Sayers 2011). This is also how it is applied more widely by the 
Young Hegelians, including in ways that were distinctly and even explicitly anti-
Feuerbachian (e.g., by Max Stirner). Rather than a specific idea about human essence or 
nature, this broader concept of alienation is instead tied to human activity (Thätigkeit), and I 
argue that this was also the concept of alienation that undergirded Marx’s application of it, 
even in his most intense Feuerbachian period in 1844 (e.g., Marx [1844] 1992a, 265f; Marx 
[1844] 1992b, 324). Since this is the case, that also means that it is perfectly possible for 
Marx to abandon a narrow and specifically Feuerbachian ‘superstructure’ to the concept 
of alienation, anchored in the concept of species-being and a specific understanding of 
human nature, while at the same time retaining the broader Young Hegelian ‘base’.  By 
acknowledging this, we can also begin to resolve one a tension in the interpretation of 
Marx’s later and purportedly anti-humanist writings: does Marx still actively make use of 
the concept of alienation in Capital? To the extent that alienation is identified with the 
specifically Feuerbachian application of this concept, which requires the assertion of a 
specific human essence or nature, the answer is no. But the broader Young Hegelian 
concept of alienation does not rest on such an assertion. Understanding the wider origins 
of Marx’s concept of alienation thus opens the way for a more nuanced understanding of 
how it might appear in Capital.  
 
Magnus Møller Ziegler is a Danish intellectual historian. He holds a B.A. in philosophy 
and an M.A. in the history of philosophy. He has previously been employed as a Ph.D. 
fellow in the Department of Philosophy and the History of Ideas, Aarhus University, and 
is now writing up his dissertation. Currently, he is employed as an assistant lecturer in the 
Department of Political Science, University of Copenhagen, where he teaches philosophy 
of science, political theory, and sociology. His main research interest is the intellectual and 

political discourse of Vormärz Germany with an emphasis on Hegelianism, especially the 
Young Hegelians, and Karl Marx. His doctoral research is on Young Hegelian continuities 
in Marx’s Capital. He is an editor at the journal Slagmark and a member of the executive 
committee for the Danish Society for Marxist Studies. 
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Siobhan Watters (Simon Fraser University) 
 The edible Marx: De-essentializing the human through food 
My presentation will interrogate Marx’s humanism through the prism of food techniques, 
for they are revealing of the horizons and boundaries of the human being. When Foster 
(2016) made the case for Marx ‘as a food theorist,’ he began with Grundrisse: “Hunger is 
hunger; but the hunger that is satisfied by cooked meat eaten with a knife and fork differs 
from hunger that devours raw meat with the help of hands, nails and teeth” (1973, p. 92). 
I argue that what distinguishes the human from the animal in this passage is the technical 
mediation of food or food techniques, which are historical and contingent practices of 
social reproduction. To produce socially for Marx is simply to produce for more than 
oneself, e.g. for others in your family, village, or for your lord, ever before we exclusively 
produced for the market under capitalism (1976, p. 171). As Marx notes of the ancient 
Egyptians, to have control of this kind of ‘surplus production’ yields great power to 
minority elites, such as kings, priests, and bureaucrats (1976, p. 451). Therefore, the 
statement in The German Ideology (1932) that humans ‘produce [their own] material life’ 
is in reference to the social production of humans, which likewise assumes an inheritance 
of knowledge, language, tools, and institutions. Food techniques are deeply implicated in 
the social production of humans, not only as a basic necessity, but because the vast majority 
of us are fed by others through a division of labour. 

Following TGI and Bernard Stiegler (2010; 1999), I will explore how the human 
as a social and self-making animal, has made itself through food techniques. In the 1844 
Manuscripts (1987) food, as the human’s first need, is employed as a concrete example of 
the human’s historical being. Food is grasped as a sensuous need, but the object of that 
need and how it’s satisfied changes over time (Marx, 1987, p. 154), as food techniques 
themselves transform. The cooked food, knife, and fork from the passage in Grundrisse 
are emblematic of this historical transformation. Interestingly, Marx distinguishes not just 
between human and animal, but between the human who lives and eats in freedom and 
the being who eats, but is something not quite human or animal (1987, pp. 117-18). I 
suggest that, in this liminal space, we find recourse to consider Marx’s humanism as a form 
of posthumanism avant le lettre, by observing the ways that food techniques mediate being.  

Finally, if asking by what method we can imagine a ‘full’ and free expression of 
the human, as described by Marx, we do well to consider first the human relation to food. 
The terrestrial and social nature of food techniques underlines our dependency on the earth 



 

 
and each other. Our dreams of emancipation from either capitalism or climate catastrophe 
are fraught by food techniques, for only a complete transformation of our food systems 
would make freedom possible. (Nevermind fantasies of space colonization which likewise 
hinge on the viability of terrestrial food techniques in extraterrestrial environments). 
Indeed, Jaspar Bernes (2018) argues that a choke point for the revolution is food, and not 
just for those Marxist thinkers more interested in techno utopianism (where food is often 
unaccounted for or assumed to be automatically provided for). Anthropocentrism, says 
Bernes, will likely prevail in the management of food systems, arguably preventing the kind 
of food-technical transformation that would truly free ‘being’ from the tyranny of ‘having’ 
(Marx, 1987, p. 106). Thus, food is not only a core contradiction of capitalism (Foster, 
2016) but for the human as such. If we consider the future of the human without a ‘critique 
of food,’ so to speak, we risk reproducing the exploitative, instrumentalist, and 
anthropocentric logics expressed in our food systems, and may undermine our potential 
for collective emancipation. 
 
 
Siobhan Watters is a PhD Candidate in the School of Communication at Simon Fraser 
University (British Columbia, Canada). Watters’ doctoral work incorporates Canadian and 
German media theory, Marxist political economy, and philosophy of technology. She 
posits food systems as communication systems and food as a medium, contrasting food's 
social function with its function as a commodity in the circuit of capital. She has written 
and taught on the following subjects: food and the information society; crises in food 
supply chains; disaster relief; posthuman food; food and epistemology; agroprocessing, and 
more. Watters has published in the Graduate Journal of Food Studies (2015), the newsletter 
Vittles (2021), and contributed chapters to The Vital Spark: Essays on the Legacy of Frankenstein 
for Charles E. Robinson (2022) and Building Power While the Lights Are Out: Disasters, Mutual 
Aid, and Dual Power (2022). 
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Gabriele Schimmenti (University of Rome III) 
Neither Human, nor Non-human. The Capital as a Vampire 
In the chapter on The Working Day in Capital, Vol. I, Marx describes the Capital as a 
vampire. When it has been taken seriously, this metaphor has encouraged various 
interpretations on the relationship between Capital and time (Godfrey, Jack, and Jones 
2004), between Capital and the “political economy of the dead” (Neocleous 2003), between 
Capital and fetishism (Carver 1999), or even between Capital and nightly exploitation of 
labour. Instead of the posthuman faith in vampire subjectivities (Haraway & Goodeve 
2018) or the most balanced posthumanist analysis on such a theme (Braidotti 2005), Marx 
has indicated Capital and its subjectivities as vampiric. In my paper, I will try to discuss 

Marx’s metaphor as a key concept to overcome dialectically the humanism/non-humanism 
dichotomy in Capital, by connecting Marx’s mataphor to his value theory and his theory 
of impersonal domination (Bellofiore 2008; Heinrich 2012). In the first part of my talk, (a) 
I will give an account of Marx’s sources on the vampire theme and extend Carver’s and 
Neocleous’s researches on this topic, summarizing also the previous readings of Marx’s 
metaphor. In the second part of my talk (b), I will discuss Marx’s metaphor in the context 
of the chapter on The Working Day and his value theory. I will conclude (c) by proposing 
that the vampire metaphor allows us to overcome in a dialectical manner the dichotomy 
between humanism and non-humanism in Marx’s Capital. 
 
Gabriele Schimmenti is Adjunct Lecturer at the University of Roma Tre. He studied in 
Palermo, Münster, and Berlin and received his PhD from the Universities of Salento (Italy) 
and Cologne (Germany). He has been awarded with the 2nd Losurdo International Prize 
2021 for the article L’arte è morta, l’arte è viva!. He published the book L’arte contesa. 
L’estetica, la sinistra hegeliana e il giovane Marx (2021) and co-edited with D. Moggach the first 
Italian edition of Bruno Bauer’s Sui principi del bello (2018) and with F. Sulpizio and M. 
De Iaco the volume Wittgenstein and Marx. Marx and Wittgenstein (2021). He wrote 
several articles in various journals and volumes on Marx and the Young Hegelians. He is 
member of the Italian Society for Aesthetics (SIE), the international research group Hegel 
Art Net, and coordinator of the Cologne Mythological Network. At the moment he is 
translating Hegel’s Lectures on Aesthetics and Karl Marx’s Capital into Italian. 
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Carina Brand (De Montfort University) 
 Are Mothers Human? Necropolitical Reproduction in Capitalism 
Susan Bordo (2004) asks if ‘mothers are persons,’ or just de-subjectified bodies? This 
question continues to frame reproductive struggles today, and simultaneously opens up the 
question of what it is to be human under capitalism. If we are to entertain the notion that 
mothers are not human, this invalidates the concept of any human essence as universal. 
Achille Mbembe’s concept of necropolitics (2003) illuminates the missing subjects in a 
biopolitical order, those that were not deemed human in the colony, the plantation and the 
occupied territory. However, in this paper I will consider the unseen and unheard sphere 
of social and biological reproduction (Fortunati 1996, Federici 2012) (the desubjectified 
body) within the necropolitical. Positing the mother, or mothering as the central subject 
within the necropolitical, drawing on Black Feminist writing that illuminates the 
contradictory ‘necro’ states of reproduction during plantation slavery. These ‘monstrous’ 
(Sharpe 2010) and alienated acts of reproduction allow us to understand the contradictory 
relationships inherent in reproduction under capitalism and its own ‘states of exception.’ 
Further to this, if we examine motherhood and reproduction under capitalism what we to 



 

 
find historically and increasingly now is actually necro-reproduction (Weinbaum 2019, 
Lewis 2019). While it may appear that reproduction (social and biological) is all about life 
and necropower is all about death, I propose that the theory of necropower, not biopower 
is better suited to conceptualise reproduction under capitalism. As a system based on 
profit, accumulation and alienation capitalism can only permit life in terms of its profit 
capacity. Looking at reproduction during slavery brings us back to the question of if 
mothers are human? The ‘desubjectification’ (Carr 1998) of slaves is testament to 
capitalism’s disavowal of a universal human which continues to influence the treatment of 
people of colour and women in the legal system to today. 
  However, the dialectic between being denied a subject by capitalism and a 
rejection of this very state of universal subject-hood sets up a contradiction that is keenly 
felt in the reproductive body. If, as Marx articulates the human essence is ‘the ensemble of 
social relations’ how do we understand the biological within the social, how does 
reproduction fit within a schema that is structured entirely by the social? Sabina Spielrein’s 
pre-Freudian concept of the death drive purports that reproduction and death are 
axiomatically linked: the mother loses her personhood on becoming pregnant, leading me 
to ask is motherhood a universal dehumanising state? Or does it, while biological, give us 
a lens to better understand the social and historical milieu in which it occurs? And if under 
capitalism we experience what I describe as necro-reproduction should such a subject 
position be used as an axis to launch a trans-individual experience or rejected entirely to 
fight against the death worlds imposed onto reproduction under capitalism? 
  
Carina Brand is a Senior Lecturer in Visual Art and Contextual Studies at De Montfort 
University, where she researches interdisciplinary Marxist and Feminist readings of art and 
culture. Recent publishing includes “A Materialist Reading of Abject Art: Performance, 
Social Reproduction and Capitalism”, Open Library of Humanities (2021) ‘) and “The 
Necropolitics of Reproduction: Black Feminism, Mothers and the Death Drive,' in Politics 
of the Many (2022). Recent conferences include: Surrealisms (Exeter: 2019), MLA Marxist 
Literary Group (Chicago: 2019), Historical Materialism (London 2018), Working Class Avant 
Garde (2018: Southbank). She is currently writing on the performance artist Stuart Brisley 
and researching genre paintings of women at the origins of capitalism. 
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Jacob Blumenfeld (University of Oldenburg) 
The Redemption of Saint Max: Stirner’s Critique of Marx  
 In 1844, Johann Kaspar Schmidt, under the pen name “Max Stirner”, published a 
blistering critique of contemporary German philosophy, politics, and society called Der 
Einzige und sein Eigentum [The Unique and Its Property]. Although Engels praised the book in 
private letters to Marx upon its arrival, a year and a half later he and Marx went to work 

demolishing every sentence in a 350- page unpublished manuscript called ‘Saint Max”, 
eventually edited and compiled a century later into the centerpiece of the German Ideology. 
“Saint Max”—perhaps the most bombastic, literary, philosophical, polemical text that 
Marx ever wrote—is rarely read and almost never commented upon, a fact I hope to rectify 
here. In this talk, I will reconstruct a key debate between Marx and Stirner that occurred 
from 1843 to 1846 in three texts: Marx’s On the Jewish Question, Stirner’s Unique and its 
Property, and Marx’s Saint Max. In the Unique, Stirner singles-out Marx’s use of the phrase 
“real species-being” [wirkliches Gattungswesen] in the Jewish Question as a form of ideological 
sleight of hand. For Stirner, there is no normative content to the concept of the human 
being or human species beyond its use in categorizing individuals according to arbitrary 
social criteria and excluding those who do not fit. The injunction to be a real “human 
being” presupposes the possibility of failing to be a human being. Stirner brashly accepts 
this fate and declares himself inhuman, or rather, an un-man. What is the un-man? “It is a 
man who does not correspond to the concept man, as the inhuman is something human 
which does not conform to the concept of the human.”1 Not someone other than myself 
as human, but that part of myself which is not explainable by my “humanness” or species 
qualifications. I am un-man when I exceed, fall short, disrupt, cancel, or displace myself 
from being interpreted through the grid of the concept man, human being. Stirner’s un-
man makes the point that my humanness is an amoral category, a manipulation of 
biological taxonomy for political justifications of power. Go ahead and posit man, Stirner 
seems to say, but know that it is not I, for I am either too much or too little for any such 
category. I am, in a sense, subtracted from man, not because I desire something else, but 
because I have no desire to fulfill the imposed criteria of humanity. Stirner’s refusal to be 
a “human being” is not just some vulgar anti-humanism. It rather represents a deep 
problem for any philosophical-political framework that abstracts from the singularity of 
individual existence, sacrificing it to some higher cause, universal category, general rule, or 
moral duty separate from the individual. In “Saint Max”, Marx directly responds to Stirner’s 
critique of his use of the concept of speciesbeing, as well as to Stirner’s proposed counter-
category of the un-man or inhuman being. In this talk, I will show how Stirner’s critique 
played a key role in Marx’s own development of his conception of what it means to be 
human, and, more importantly, of what it means for communism.  
 
Jacob Blumenfeld is an assistant professor of philosophy at the Carl von Ossietzky 
Universität Oldenburg, and a member of the DFG interdisciplinary research project, 
“Structural Transformations of Property.” He is the author of All Things are Nothing to Me: 
The Unique Philosophy of Max Stirner (Zero Books, 2018), co-editor of The Anarchist Turn 
(Pluto, 2013), and co-translator of Communism for Kids (MIT, 2017) and the Complete 
Works of Rosa Luxemburg (Verso, 2022). He has published numerous peer-reviewed articles 
on Marx, Hegel, property, climate change, and critical theory in journals such as 
Constellations, Philosophy & Social Criticism, Historical Materialism, Hegel Bulletin and more. He 
completed his PhD in Philosophy in 2018 at the New School for Social Research, and has 
taught at numerous universities in New York and Berlin since then. 
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Manuel Disegni (University of Turin) 
 “‘Man’ is actually ‘the German’”. Humanism and intolerance in German 
Ideology 
Ludwig Feuerbach’s philosophical anthropology seeks to restore to man the dignity and 
sovereignty that under the dominion of religion are alienated in God. Its purpose is to 
make “man the exclusive, universal and supreme object of philosophy” (Principles of 
Philosophy of the Future). But which man? “Feuerbach”, Marx writes in the first manuscript 
of The German Ideology, “posits ‘man’ instead of the real historical man”. This critique should 
not be understood merely as a scholastic contest among Hegelians to see who thinks more 
abstractly, and the abstraction Marx blames Feuerbach for is by no means a harmless one. 
A few pages further on we read: “‘Der Mensch’ ist realiter ‘der Deutsche’” (‘man’ is actually 
the German). In the abstract universality of Feuerbach’s concept of man Marx recognizes 
not only a projection or wish fulfillment of the German petty bourgeoisie, but at the same 
time a veritable negation and suppression of the variety of real historical women’s and 
men’s concrete particularities. Marx’s criticism of his friends and comrades of the Hegelian 
Left in the 1840s leaves no room for reconciliation. It denounces with unsparing clarity 
the idealistic, intolerant of the non-identical, misanthropic and reactionary character of 
their self-styled humanistic, materialistic and revolutionary philosophy. 

My talk is concerned with this little-known aspect of the Marxian conception of 
the German ideology. At the same time, it shows how the intellectual roots of German 
fascism reach all the way back to the radical thought of the Hegelian Left in the first half 
of the previous century. In particular, I will elaborate on: 1) Feuerbach’s notion of 
Gattungswesen (species being), with the aim of showing how Marx’s critique helps to 
retrospectively identify therein an embryo of that ahistorical conception of the social nexus 
of men as an eternal, natural, immediate, biological fact that was then to develop in the late 
19th and in the 20th century in the sense of scientific racism; 2) on the use of the concept 
of ‘man’ in that founding document of modern anti-Semitism that is The Jewish Question by 
Bruno Bauer (1843). “The emancipation of the Jews”, Bauer writes, “is not possible if the 
are emancipated as Jews … but only when they make themselves men”. The critical tools 
employed by Marx in his polemic against Bauer’s Jewish Question will help to point out that 
the anti-Semitism of this other leading exponent of the German ideology consists in his 
way of thinking about man and human emancipation far more than in some personal 
aversion of him to this or that people, this or that religion.  In the end it will be clear why 
Marx saw in the emphatic humanism of the “German revolutionary philosophy” (as he 
ironically defines it) of his time not merely a somewhat too speculative and abstract theory 

in need of being brought back down to earth, but “the most dangerous enemy of real 
humanism” (The German Ideology). 
 
Manuel Disegni: I graduated in philosophy (M.A.) in 2016 at Humboldt University of 
Berlin. My dissertation won the Rosa Luxemburg Foundation's Best Dissertation of the 
Year Award and was published by the Potsdam-based publisher WeltTrends under the title 
Aktualität des Ursprungs. Historische Erkenntnis bei Marx und Walter Benjamin. In 2021 I 
completed my PhD in Philosophy at the University of Turin with a dissertation on Karl 
Marx and Modern Anti-Semitism that is currently being published by Italian publisher Bollati 
Boringhieri. One chapter of this work has already being published in the Marx-Engels-
Yearbook of De Gruyter, while another one is scheduled to appear in the special issue of 
Historical Materialism dedicated to Marxism and anti-Semitism today. I am currently working 
as a research fellow at the Department of Philosophy and Educational Sciences, University 
of Turin. 
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Gregor Schäfer (Universität Basel),  
"... der völlige Verlust des Menschen...": On the Conception of the Proletariat 
In his early Einleitung zur Kritik der Hegelschen Rechtsphilosophie, Marx paradoxically determines 
the proletariat as a class that is – precisely as a class – not a class of the existing bourgeois 
society; as a class that is – as being subordinated to the process of capitalist exploitation – 
not confronted with the violation of only particular rights, but with the violation of right 
as such (“das Unrecht schlechthin”); as a collective subject that is – precisely as the absolute 
deprivation of humanity – the subject of a possible generic emancipation. The essence 
Marx – in this same context, in the Paris Manuscripts – affirmatively ascribes to the 
proletariat as its “Gattungswesen” or even “ontologische Wesensbejahung” hereby is 
intrinsically connected with this absolute alienation, with the proletariat’s “Unwesen”. At 
the very same time, the possible negation of this alienation – the negation of this negation 
– Marx hereby advocates as the communist revolution does not imply a return to the 
substance of a – presumably – naturally given immediacy, to a human essence that could 
be seen as just hurt or concealed by capitalist society. The ‘essence’ hereby at stake – as 
both present and absent, as present by its very absence – cannot be analyzed within a 
naturalistic or, traditionally understood, essentialist framework, but is rather constitutively 
inscribed in the process of modern capitalist alienation and reflexivity. Whereas the 
capitalist class is a class of capitalist society – and nothing else –, the proletariat – as being, 
as a class, a non-class of this society – opens up the possibility of an emancipation from 
this society and of the constitution of the new – communist – society. The ‘humanist’ 
normativity entailed in this ongoing transformative process, accordingly, has to be thought 
– instead of being an abstract normativity outside this transformation, as the immediately 
affirmative ideal of a humanism, or as any type of a substratum – as a radically immanent 
one: as a ‘humanist’ normativity that is present only as a dialectic process, as the action – 



 

 
the negative work – of a transformation by which the possibility of the new society – and, 
together with it, the possibility of a new nature – are born. The present contribution puts 
forward the argument that what can be called Marx’ emancipatory ‘humanism’ should be 
understood within this setting that finds its – paradoxical – articulation in the name of the 
proletariat. As this interpretation of Marx’ ‘humanism’ entails many Hegelian figures, of 
particular interest, hereby, are later interpretations that read – such as in Lukács, Bloch, 
and Sartre – Marx in a Hegelian framework. 
 
 
Gregor Schäfer: I currently am finalizing my dissertation on Hegel at the University of 
Basel. From September onwards, I will be postdoctoral fellow at the University of Padua. 
My research mostly focuses on German Idealism (Fichte, Hegel, Schelling), political 
philosophy, critical theory, and aesthetics.  
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Elisa Purschke (Princeton University) 
Proletkul’t Organizational Theory, Or Labour and Anthropology   
As Althusser makes clear in both Pour Marx and his contribution to Lire Le Capital, the 
stakes of his “anti-humanist” intervention during the 1960s were crucially formed by a 
concern with working through the configurations and aporias of political strategy during 
the (post-)revolutionary conjuncture of 1917ff.–in and beyond Russia. Indeed, his 
insistence on the “epistemological” rupture between Marx’s early humanist anthropology 
and later scientific analysis is repeatedly marked as a response to the perceived ‘relapse’ of 
post-revolutionary humanist tendencies—first emerging as they did as a critique of the 
Second International’s mechanicism—into undialectical “voluntarism” (eventually the 
former’s mere flipside). Although he articulates it only fleetingly, Althusser’s critique relies 
on readings of several protagonists surrounding or sympathetic to the theories and 
strategies advanced by the Russian Proletkul’t. My talk seeks to take a closer look at post-
revolutionary anthropological debates inside the Proletkul’t, focusing on two of its 
protagonists that are often placed on opposite ends of their spectrum, the philosopher 
(and crucial, yet soon-to-be forced out founding figure of the organization) Aleksandr 
Bogdanov and the labor scientist Aleksei Gastev. On the one hand, Bogdanov’s writings, 
attempting to formulate an “Organizational Science” (Tektology) that was to relate all 
processes of the lifeworld in a broadly conceived notion of energetic transformation (and 
(dis-)organization) through laboring activity have been charged with humanism in the 
Althusserian sense. On the other, Gastev is mostly known as the Soviet version of Taylor, 
advancing his investigations into mechanization and labor efficiency at the Proletkul’t- 
adjacent Central Institute of Labor (TsIT). But as I seek to show by reconstructing their 
close dialogue (and mutual critique), both share a deeply dialectical concern with the 

relation between determination and agency, one that is mediated by their reflections on the 
transformations implied by increasingly socialized production. Developing an argument 
that arguably traverses the ‘Young’ and ‘Mature’ Marx: that the conditions of production 
in industry fundamentally change forms of social interaction (cf. Marx’s analysis of industry 
as a collective installation or “open book of human faculties” in the Manuscripts; and of the 
“general intellect” in Grundrisse), Bogdanov, rather than treating the relations of production 
as “mere human relations” and endowing labor with essentialist or anthropomorphic 
agency, can be said to be interested in the interaction between transformations in the 
(objective, social) organization of energetic exchange and its actors. On the other hand, 
Gastev’s labor theory, situated among Proletkul’t debates, reads less as a program of ultra-
industrialization than an attempt to grasp the industrial machine as a “social apparatus” 
one which is shaping as well as shaped by human practices, and can become a site of 
experimentation with them. I will try to bring out how through their reflection on 
industrialization, both Bogdanov and Gastev formulated concepts of agency that were not 
only deeply influential across Soviet transition debates concerned with the complex (or 
“overdetermined”) interplay between political, economic and social transformation, but 
can conceptually nuance contemporary understandings of Marxian ‘critical’ humanisms. 
 
Elisa Purschke: I am a PhD Candidate at Princeton University (Department of German) 
with broad interests in political and cultural history and theory in Western and Eastern 
Europe from the 20th century to the present. My dissertation reconstructs the international 
filiations of the Proletarian Culture movement, or Proletkul’t, tracing how its programs of 
political, cultural, and social democratization are mediated through a theory of (and 
comprehensive set of experiments with) deskilling. I previously studied Comparative 
Literature, Slavic and German Studies, and Classical Philology at the University of Munich, 
Germany (LMU), conducting extended research in Ukraine and Russia. In spring 2023, I 
will be a Research Affiliate at NYU’s Jordan Center for the Advanced Study of Russia. 
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Frida Sandström (University of Copenhagen) 
 A sensuous reversal of consciousness: Rivolta Femminile’s deculturation 
In her essay “Sputiamo su Hegel” [Spit on Hegel], (1970) Carla Lonzi, founder of the 
Italian feminist collective and publishing house Rivolta Femminle, refers an ‘Unexpected 
Subject,’ emerging self-consciously as a capacity that transforms life ‘completely.’ This is 
the process of ‘deculturation’: a reversed process of self-realization, against the social 
relations and cultural formations that dominates modern civilization. In her critique of 
colonial culture, as much as of strivings toward a revolution without the emancipation of 
sexualized and racialized people, Lonzi describes deculturation to be taking place during 



 

 
‘social’ maternity. As a self-criticism that turns consciousness the child, who still is not 
‘culturalized,’ is central to this process. The point is not to be ‘represented,’ what Lonzi 
claims to be ‘compulsive,’ but rather to give way to ‘imagination.’ Hence, Lonzi and Rivolta 
Femminile refuses representation in the present forms of culture, and rather seeks to 
“judge that transcendence itself.” Namely, to critique available means of subjectivation as 
such. 

This paper seeks to engage with the notion of deculturation and its implicit 
negation of the transcendental subject in Hegel, Marx, and in modern aesthetics. 
Formulated from within a post-68 communist Italian left, deculturation is crucial for a 
critical understanding of self-criticism, and hence of praxis. Alike Theodor W. Adorno’s 
negative envisioning of the concept with his notion of ‘de-artification’ [entkunstung] of 
art, the negative and transcendence that Lonzi describes to appear during the process of 
deculturation gathers historical feminist situations and experience. Alike the historic truth 
embedded in the new, as outlined by Adorno in Aesthetic Theory (1970), these particulars are 
not identical, nor do they strive toward any collective consciousness. As a fragmented 
polyphony, they rather ‘interrupt’ modern civilization, as Lonzi puts it: acting becomes 
“simple and elementary.” 

When historical experiences are uttered against existing forms of representation, 
and with it, forms of identification, de-artification and deculturation allows for a different 
way to understand praxis, what Marx in his “Theses on Feuerbach” (1845) describes as a 
“practical, human-sensuous activity.” From the shared practice of Rivolta Femminile, 
Lonzi introduces the notion of ‘autoscienzia,’ that is: a consciousness raising of the 
conditions of possibility that limits a self-consciousness of the oppressed, but which too, 
questions the collective identification of that very position. My interest is to, via Rivolta 
Femminile’s collective and non-identical practice, reinvestigate the notion of praxis as it is 
proposed by early Marx. As opposed to a sensuous revolutionary detournement, 
‘deculturation’ suggests a sensuous reversal. Quite like what Fumi Okiji in Jazz as Critique 
(2018) describes as a “the sensation, or sense, of double consciousness” of the black 
modern subject in Jazz. As a critical reflection and material, sensuous confrontation of 
historical specific conditions of possibility within the whole, it is a critique over the means 
to form a collective, from within the manifold experiences of being excluded from it. What 
does this this make of the ‘the ensemble of the social relations,’ as Marx puts it in his sixth 
these on Feuerbach (1845), and furthermore, of the notion of the human species? 
 
Frida Sandström is a writer, critic, and a contributing editor at Paletten Art Journal (SE). 
She is a PhD fellow in Modern Culture at the Department of Arts and Cultural Studies at 
the University of Copenhagen, and was recently a visiting research student at CRMEP, 
Kingston University, London. Sandström is currently working on the PhD thesis, “Art 
criticism as social critique.” 
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Sukriti Sharma (Indian Institute of Technology Delhi) 
Marx contra Schmitt: From Revolutionary to Counterrevolutionary Reading of the 
Category of the “Human” 
This paper will attempt to analyse the idea of ‘open humanity’ in the works of Karl Marx 
by placing his revolutionary reading of the ‘human’ in a dialectical relationship with the 
counterrevolutionary reading of the ‘human’ that one encounters in the works of Carl 
Schmitt. What is common to Marx and Schmitt is that both of them resist a descriptive, 
pre-given category of the human. Yet, while both Marx and Schmitt oppose the idea of an 
unchanging essence of the ‘human’, Marx affirms the possibilities of its transformation in 
order to propose an ‘open’ or a ‘generic’ humanity. Schmitt, on the other hand, sees the 
question of the human as a crisis that modernity and its concomitant spirit of technicity 
inaugurates. His anxiety therefore is to restrain or overcome the modern crisis of the 
‘human’ through decision. The Schmittian decision does not inaugurate new possibilities 
of the human, but rather attempts to restrain the ‘crisis’ of the human. Hence in Schmitt, 
one sees a coinciding of the question of sovereignty and the question of the human, 
wherein both questions are reduced to the moment of the decision. Against this 
counterrevolutionary reading that ties up the questions of the ‘human’ and ‘sovereignty’ 
together, the paper would counterpose and understand the Marxist conception of the 
‘human’ that does not view crisis as a negative moment but rather affirms it as a moment 
of interruption open to radical emancipatory possibilities. The paper will analyse how the 
idea of ‘open humanity’ subtracts itself from any statist form and the implications of such 
a reading of the ‘human’ for the category of politics. 
 
Sukriti Sharma is a doctoral candidate at the Department of Humanities and Social 
Sciences, Indian Institute of Technology Delhi. Her research focuses on the question of 
life, decision and intensity in the works of Carl Schmitt. Her research interests include 
Walter Benjamin and contemporary Marxist thinking that thinks both, along with Schmitt 
against liberalism as well as against Schmitt, towards an emancipatory idea of politics. 
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Aaron Berman (New School for Social Research) 
 Who is the 'human' of abstract socially necessary human labor? 
In his treatment of the historically specific social forms characteristic of the capitalist mode 
of production Marx takes only a particular kind of labor to be productive of the unique 
form that capitalist wealth takes, value. Value is only produced by abstract socially 
necessary human labor time. In this presentation I would like to ask after the “human” that 
qualifies Marx’s description of the substance of value. What concept of the human is 



 

 
implied here? Does Marx’s qualification indicate that the capitalist form of value 
presupposes an historically developed and practically enacted concept of the human? If so, 
might there be a link between the ‘human’ of abstract socially necessary human labor time 
and the white European ‘human’ problematized by Fanon and Sylvia Wynter? How is this 
‘human’ related to Marx’s treatment of the non-value productivity of animals and machines 
in the mature critique of political economy, and how does it relate to the problem of the 
value productivity of chattel slave labor? My presentation will attempt to rigorously pose, 
but not answer, these questions as questions for debate that cut against the grain of the 
dominant counterpositions of humanist and anti-humanist Marxian traditions by 
problematizing the role of the human in Marx’s mature value theory. 
  
Aaron Berman is a doctoral candidate in philosophy at the New School for Social 
Research. He is completing a dissertation on the social ontology of capitalism, race, and 
gender.  
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Jan Overwijk (University of Utrecht) 
The Humanist Remainder in Alfred Sohn-Rethel’s ‘Real Abstraction’ 
The past few years have seen a revival of interest in the work of the German philosopher 
Alfred Sohn-Rethel. Authors such as Chris O’Kane, Jason Moore, Amy De’Ath, and 
Alberto Toscano have all taken up Sohn-Rethel’s central concept of ‘real abstraction’ after 
an earlier wave of value-form theorists did the same in the 1970s and 80s. Taking 
inspiration from Immanuel Kant, Sohn-Rethel argues that we are governed by abstractions 
through which experience and practice take shape. Turning Kant on his feet, however, 
Sohn-Rethel recounts that, as if in a vision, it came to him that ‘in the innermost core of 
the commodity structure there was to be found the “transcendental subject”’ (xxi). Value 
and exchangeability, the ‘ruling abstractions’ of capitalism, do not flow from some 
transcendental ego, but from the concrete practice of trade. This diversion appears to 
sidestep Kant’s humanism of the rational subject in favor of a Marxian prioritization of the 
‘ensemble of social relations’. It is this posthumanist implication—that human experience 
and practice is formed through a prior sociality—that attracts contemporary Marxists to 
Sohn-Rethel’s work. In this paper, however, I argue that Sohn-Rethel’s neo-Kantianism 
comes with a humanist remainder that we would do well to leave behind. This argument 
flows from the observation that the German philosopher remains tied to the form/content 
distinction that is foundational to transcendental philosophy. This type of philosophy 
creates a two-tiered world, one of form and one of content. To the domain of form belongs 
philosophy or epistemology, a rational exercise of tracing and ‘making explicit’ the hidden 
transcendental conditions; and to the domain of content belongs empirical science and 
practice, which is concerned with the material states of affairs triggered by transcendental 
form. Whether this two-tiered world originates in some form of universal reason or in a 

historical practice is, with respect to this particular division of labor, ultimately irrelevant. 
This is especially ironic in the context of Sohn-Rethel’s work, since his explicit aim is to 
overcome the distinction between intellectual and material labor that he views as central to 
capitalism. For the purposes of this conference, it also means that Sohn-Rethel’s neo-
Kantianism comes with the old baggage of transcendental humanism, which departs from 
the premise that ‘humanity’ is capable of rising to the sphere of pure reason by tracing the 
forms. In the final part of this paper, therefore, I propose that the Marxian desire to trace 
capitalism’s ‘ruling abstractions’ back to social circumstances can better be fulfilled by 
engaging in Science and Technology Studies-style empirical scholarship that does not rely 
on the humanist remainder of neo-Kantianism. 
 
Jan Overwijk is Lecturer in Liberal Arts & Sciences at Utrecht University. He received his 
PhD in social philosophy from the Amsterdam School for Cultural Analysis at the 
University of Amsterdam. 
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Philip Farah (NOVA University Lisbon) 
Abstract Subjectivity in Marx’s Critique of Political Economy 
The concept of humanity might well be a metaphysical construct. But with Marx, we have 
learned in this respect that metaphysics cannot be simply dismissed by decree. The real 
metaphysics of value that Marx exposes in his Critique of Political Economy circumscribes its 
own peculiar notion of what it is to be human subject. The aim of my talk is twofold. First, 
I want to present a value-critical approach to Marx’s Critique of Political Economy to show 
how the categories he develops therein are both objective and subjective. Second, and 
based on this first point, I want to present elements of a critique of modern subjectivity 

Philip Farah is currently undertaking a PhD in philosophy at the Faculty of Social and 
Human Sciences of the New University of Lisbon. His thesis, funded by an 
IFILNOVA/FCT scholarship and entitled “The Logic of Value”, revolves around Marx’s 
late thought, in particular, the relation between abstraction and social objectivity in 
capitalist modernity. His areas of interest in philosophy span from Hegel and Marx to the 
early Critical Theory (Adorno and Horkheimer), and later Marxist currents of the Critique 
of Value. He also has an interest in French contemporary thinkers, among others, Lacan 
and Badiou. He is part of IFILNOVA’s Art of Living Research Group as a collaborator 
member and a member of an informal reading group on Lacan’s Seminars. Philip Farah is 
also a philosophy translator with several books and articles translated in between English, 
German, French, and Arabic, the latest being Michael Marder’s The Philosopher’s Plant into 
French, published with Mimesis in 2021.  
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Matteo Polleri (Université Paris Nanterre - Sophiapol) 
 Foucault and Marx’s Manuscripts of 1844: toward a cross-reading  
Michel Foucault’s polemic against philosophical humanism has attracted the attention of 
the intellectual debate of his time and has been the subject of many scholars’ works 
(Artières and alii, 2009; Sabot, 2014). However, the relationship between this polemic and 
Foucault’s critique of Marxism is less well known and more complex. Foucault’s position 
on this point is usually compared to that of Althusser (Balibar, 2015; Pallota, 2015). 
Following Althusser’s reading of Marx, based on the “epistemological rupture” thesis 
(Althusser, 1964), Foucault would be severely critical of young Marx’s humanistic 
philosophy. As Foucault argues many times, both explicitly and implicitly, young Marx’s 
theory of capitalism should be abandoned. This because of its essentialist and humanist 
anthropological assumptions, epitomized by the concept of “alienated labor” negatively 
understood as the loss of the human essence. Despite their profound differences, 
according to this interpretation Foucault would follow Althusser’s criticism of young Marx 
and his attempt to reshape Marxist theory. Radically skeptical about both the Manuscripts of 
1844’s theoretical legacy and the orthodox Marxist doctrine, Foucault would thus be 
focused on the insights put forward in Marx’s Capital volume 1 and in the historiographical 
writings (Dardot and Laval, 2009; Leonelli, 2015). Nevertheless, Foucault’s relationship to 
young Marx’s theory of capitalism is neither limited to his critique of the alleged young 
Marx’s “anthropological essentialism”, nor entirely analogue to Althusser’s reading of 
Manuscripts of 1844. The concept of “production of subjectivity”, developed by Foucault in 
the College de France’s lectures in the early 1970th and in his interview with Trombadori 
(Revel, 2010; Cremonesi and alii, 2016; Read, 2022), is indeed based on several young 
Marx’s insights, such as the moral and disciplinary power of political economy and the 
circular relationship between private property and the genealogy of modern subject. 
Following these insights, my intervention tries to open up a different path of research 
about the relationship between Foucault and the young Marx. Firstly, I will argue that 
Foucault’s “production of subjectivity” is actually a sophisticated attempt to redraft young 
Marx’s theory of practical alienation within a non-essentialist theoretical frame ork. 
Secondarily, I will argue that this foucaldian attempt can provide new theoretical 
perspectives on Marx’s Manuscript of 1844, beyond the querelle on humanism of the 60th 
French philosophy. In this respect, a double shift from the dominant interpretation of the 
Marx-Foucault relationship will be achieved. Rather than only “polemical”, Foucault’s 
relationship to young Marx’s critical theory of capitalism will be considered “heretical”. 
Rather than “essentialist” and “negative”, Marx’s critique of alienation will be considered 
“relational” and “productive”. In so doing my talk will sketch several bases for a cross-
reading of Foucault and Marx’s Manuscript of 1844. 
 

Matteo Polleri is PhD Student in political and social philosophy. He works between Paris 
Nanterre University and Scuola Normale Superiore di Pisa. His research is focused on a 
cross-reading of Marx and Foucault, inspired by Balibar’s concept of “points of heresy”. 
After a visiting scholarship at the Columbia Center for Contemporary Critical Thought 
(Columbia University, New York City), he is now ATER (temporary teaching and research 
position) at the Philosophy Department of Paris Nanterre University.  
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Yari Lanci (Goldsmiths, University of London)  
Time and the Political Synthesis of Labour Power: on the Limits of Foucault’s 
Critique of Marx’s Anthropology  
The publication of The Order of Things (1966) led Foucault to engage in harsh confrontations 
with many Marxist thinkers for his reductive comments on Marx. Foucault’s controversial 
provincialisation of Marx within Ricardo’s earlier theoretical framework is then followed 
in the first half of the 1970s by his strong critique of Marx’s anthropology of labour. 
According to Foucault’s critique, as outlined in the 1973 course at the Collège de France 
titled The Punitive Society – and the lectures delivered in the same year in Brazil (‘Truth and 
Juridical Forms’) – labour power is not something that can be naturally found in human 
bodies as already shaped to be inserted within capitalist conditions of production. Rather, 
as he put it, the human capacity for labour needed to be synthesised and fixed to the 
apparatus of production by means of a series of disciplinary institutions. In this paper, I 
will address and problematise Foucault’s 1973 charges to Marx for retaining an allegedly 
humanist, naturalist, and essentialist conception of the human disposition to produce. I 
will do so through an overview of Marx’s concept of labour power as found in the first 
volume of Capital alongside its preparatory drafts and other economic manuscripts written 
in the 1860s. Specifically, I will centre my overview on the question of time, which is crucial 
to the Marxian conceptualisation of capitalist exploitation. In order to understand the 
shortcomings of Foucault’s critique of the anthropology of labour, one necessarily needs 
to come to terms with the registers of energeticism and potentiality that are found in Marx 
and that help us highlight how abstract time inscribes itself onto a potential disposition to 
produce. These registers, contra Foucault, allow us to reframe the construction of an 
anthropological understanding of the capacity for labour within capitalist conditions of 
production and the economic and scientific categories through which they have come to 
be grasped – epistemically, ideologically and conjuncturally. The analysis of the temporal 
aspects of the disciplining of labour power is what allows Foucault to advance a corrective 
to the shortcomings of traditional ‘humanist’ Marxism. At the same time, he nonetheless 
misses the fact that the very concept of human labour power, in Marx, must be understood 
as specifically capitalist in the way time functions as the prime social mediation that makes 
labour power to appear as an inherent ‘natural’ trait of humanity. Over the span of his 



 

 
intellectual production, Marx’s view of labour ‘in general’ does retain an important 
dimension of naturalism (the realm of necessity). Yet one could say that this dimension is 
not sufficient to provide the grounds for Foucault’s accusation of essentialism, especially 
when we consider how Marx conceives of the specific form that labour power assumes 
under capitalist conditions of production in relation to the temporal measurement of its 
expenditure. Ultimately, the underlying claim of my contribution is that even though 
Foucault’s reading of Marx may not be particularly accurate or generous, the questions he 
posed to Marx in the first part of the 1970s nonetheless allow us to rethink and 
problematise some lines of conceptualisation that were already in Marx, though they may 
only become truly legible after Foucault. 
 
Yari Lanci is an Associate Lecturer in the Department of Sociology at Goldsmiths 
University of London and in the Division of Social Sciences at London South Bank 
University. His most recent research project focused on the role of capital’s sequestration 
and government of time in the fabrication of exploitable subjectivities, with particular 
attention to the readings of these processes in the works of Karl Marx and Michel Foucault. 
He is the co-editor of Foucault and the History of Our Present (Palgrave, 2015) and the translator 
of Sandro Mezzadra’s monograph on Marx titled In the Marxian Workshops: Producing Subjects 
(Rowman and Littlefield International, 2018). 
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Christos Kalpakidis (University of Bonn) 
Sartre and Marx on the Indeterminacy of Being Human 
Both in the naturalist Anglo-American philosophy as well as in the contemporary ‘critical’ 
humanities, one can witness a metaphysical subversion of humanism consisting in 
undermining any attempt to determine the difference between humans and other animals. 
Human exceptionalism is further supposed to be constitutively tied to a logic of 
domination and exclusion of biological, sexual, racial alterity. The naturalist reduction of 
the human proceeds from the view of subjectivity as tractable natural phenomenon and 
attempts to explain how human mindedness arises from mindless processes, whereas the 
posthumanist one embraces the reification of subjectivity as technomorphic and affirms 
the continuity between human and non-human by attributing mindness to everything and 
embracing a pantheistic process metaphysics. Under this light both Karl Marx and Jean-
Paul Sartre are seen to uphold a metaphysical demarcation of the animate from the 
inanimate and of person from things. The ‘humanism’ implied by Marx’s critique of 
commodity fetishism and alienation and more generally his concept of the human “genus-
being” (Gattungswesen), understood as a historically variable “ensemble of social relations”, 
is supposedly caught in the dilemma of either finding the social practices concomitant with 
capitalism and depriving them of any unrealised subversive potentiality or re-

substantializing the genus-being as an a-historical essence to guarantee the potential of 
social transformation. Sartre for his part in a 1969 interview with New Left Review, mentions 
that his whole philosophical endeavour circles around the problem of “how to give man 
both his autonomy and his reality among real objects, avoiding idealism without lapsing 
into a mechanistic materialism”. Sartre is furthermore seen as a facile philosopher of an 
individualistic and liberal form of freedom – that is, of freedom conceived as the subject’s 
unlimited capacity for self-determination- who upholds the privilege of a transparent, self-
conscious cartesian subject. 

In my presentation, I would like to challenge the ascription of a problematic 

humanism to Marx and Sartre by emphasizing that what constitutes the ‘exception ́ of the 
human for them does not depend upon a positively specifiable difference but consists in 

human ́s generic de-specification, what Simon Skempton calls “undetermined 
determinability”: “this is a negative and contentless universality; the overcoming of all 
specific determinacy”. Ηumans constantly produce the difference from what is not them 
through their historically variable forms of praxis and social reproduction. Crucially, for 
both, this undetermined determinability is not positivised as a distinct moment that pre-
exists its self-estrangement and objectification in concrete social forms, but rather implies 
that freedom as absolute negativity proper to the human realises itself in what first appears 
a false or unfree form of consciousness or rather humans attain determinacy as 
undetermined through their externalisation and self- estrangement in estranged social 
forms such as money (Marx) or instances of the practico- inert (Sartre). Both embrace 
alienation as a positive force, maintain that there is no relation  to the world or others or 
self-relation uncontaminated by estrangement and that only through the recognition that 
estrangement has already taken place we could be provided with the sole potential for 
becoming free. 
 
Christos Kalpakidis: I am on my second year of my PhD in Philosophy in Bonn, 
Germany. My work focuses on consciousness, freedom, and the notion of the human being 
in early phenomenology, especially in Sartre and Heidegger. After studying 
linguistics(Athens) and neuroscience(Crete), I came 2018 in Bonn to concentrate 
academically on philosophy where I completed a master’s degree (2020). I am a tutor for 
epistemology in Bonn since 2020. I have also been organising a colloquium on 
contemporary French philosophy in the context of the International Centre of Philosophy. 
I am a member of the Digital Studies Laboratory of the Sociology Department of the 
University of Athens. For my PhD studies I have received a scholarship from the Friedrich 
Ebert Foundation (FES). I have lectured mainly on Sartre in Paris, Nice, London, Hagen. 

  
 

***** 
 
 
 



 

 
Duncan Stuart (New School for Social Research) 
From Althusser’s Marx to Kant’s Faculty of Judgement 
Interpretations of Karl Marx that take him to be critical of humanism in fact reproduce a 
humanism. I take as paradigmatic Louis Althusser’s reading of Marx. In the first part of 
my paper, I offer an interpretation of Althusser’s project and critique of Marxist humanism. 
Althusser’s critique of humanism wishes to get away from essentialism and determinism in 
favor of process and contingency. This is exemplified in three Althusserian notions from 
the 1960s and 1970s: 1) history as a process without a subject (‘Reply to John Lewis’), 2) 
That the field of productive forces is always overdetermined (‘Contradiction and 
Overdetermination’), 3) That Marx and Marxism opens up the continent of history for 
study (‘Lenin and Philosophy’). In this paper I argue that these notions are all ways for 
Althusser to reinforce the separation between philosophy and politics. The critique of 
humanism then is to not just avoid essentialism but avoid grounding politics in the stance 
of the philosopher who knows the truth of human nature. Crucial here is the importance 
of contingency for Althusser (as outlined in his chapters in ‘Reading Capital’). Precisely 
because the field of productive forces is overdetermined, precisely because there is 
contingency, the steady hand of the philosopher who understand how it all must play out 
and the nature of necessity (and of course the figure of critique here is Hegel, or at least a 
particular version of Hegel) is no guide in politics. This means politics must be thought in 
its occurrence, and not outside of it. This stance is shared by Marx, which means Marx 
must be anti-humanist regardless of textual marginalia that may suggest otherwise. The 
commitment to separating politics and philosophy also entails a commitment to anti-
humanism. Althusser’s commitment to the separation of politics and philosophy is uneven 
across his corpus, but this impulse and insight is taken up by those working in post-
Althusserian tradition, including Alain Badiou, Sylvain Lazarus and Jacques Rancière. In 
the second part of my paper, I argue that such separation leads us back to a humanism. If 
the question at the center of humanism is if there are transhistorical facets to human 
existence, an approach to Marxism that focuses on the separation of politics from 
philosophy leads us back to a question of human faculties. By what right or capacity is it 
that human beings are capable of engaging in politics? One answer, offered by Hannah 
Arendt and Jacques Rancière, is that is the faculty of judgement as it appears in Immanuel 
Kant’s third critique is that which enables human beings to engage in politics. This, in turn, 
would suggest that there would be at least one thing it means to be a human being: to 
engaging in thinking through politics, to possess a faculty of judgment. 
 
Duncan Stuart is a graduate student at The New School for Social Research. 
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Vernon Shukriu (Università degli Studi di Torino) 
 Reiner Schürmann’s Conception of Marx’s Break  
In 1976/77, Jacques Derrida held his now well-known seminar at the ENS, Theory and 
Practice. The seminar marks a fundamental and rich moment in his engagement with the 
work of Marx and Althusser. Derrida interrogates the deployment of the couple 
theory/practice and the way this couple structures the Marx text. In this highly polyvalent 
and multiform engagement with the work of Althusser, with as many points of alliance as 
of distancing, Derrida continues his vital and necessary distrust in demarcation lines and 
as a consequence the extent to which Marx detached himself from the tissue of humanism. 
To Derrida, the concept of production, around which turns the whole enterprise, remains 
rooted in humanism. In Positions he had pronounced: “I do not believe in decisive ruptures, 
in an unequivocal “epistemological break” as it is called today”.                                                                                                                 

Later that year, in the fall of 1977, another important event in relation to the 
Althusser-Marx text took place. Reiner Schürmann held his seminar Reading Marx: On 
Transcendental materialism. Schürmann undertakes to liberate the break from what he 
considers a twofold simplification/reduction. First, for Schürmann it is a question of 
liberating the break from its dependency on science. He accepts Althusser’s ‘periodization’ 
but refuses the epistemological tag. Second, he refuses the reduction of the break to a 
polemic against (idealist) anthropology. For Schürmann, the break inaugurates a new 
ontology, that of the realism of individuals and of the manifold, which was covered up by 
the realism of universals in the works before the break and by successive Marxisms.                                                                                                                                                                     

What is striking in Schürmann’s reading is that it is not the scientific event (the 
discovery of the continent/ historical materialism) which is the bearer of the emergence of 
the anti-humanist standpoint, but rather the new ontology inaugurated by Marx. This (new) 
ontology which Etienne Balibar has called an ontology of relations. Yet Schürmann’s 
insistence on the primacy of the working individual, the realism of individuals, goes against 
Althusser’s fundamental theme of the primacy of the relation over the relata (primacy of 
class struggle over classes). For Schürmann the fundamental point is that with Marx, in a 
structural identity with Nietzsche and Heidegger, we have the becoming of anti-humanism 
through the rendering inoperative of the origin as an economy issuing determinations. In 
other words, we have what Schürmann calls “the origin as manifold”. We must see how 
this works in relation to Althusser’s concept of overdetermination, which animates all his 
work, and what I believe we can call Althusser’s paleonym: the retention of determination 
in the last instance, only to have it indexed by “the lonely hour of the last instance never 
comes”. We will try to articulate Schürmann’s reading with Althusser’s last great move, the 
construction of aleatory materialism, and see whether and to what extent the latter is an 
ontology and how this relates to Schürmann’s contention that in Marx what is 
revolutionary is the philosophy (anti-humanism, nominalism, realism of individuals).  
 
Vernon Shukriu is graduate student at the Università degli Studi di Torino where he is 
writing his MA thesis in philosophy on the encounter between deconstruction and aleatory 
materialism. 
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Silvestre Gristina (University of Padua) 
“Real humanism” as practical concept and anti-ideological device 
In the Complementary Note on “real humanism”, Althusser discusses Marx’s concept of 
“real humanism” – which appears in the Holy Family –, presenting it as a “negative 
definition”, which Marx would use to reject a certain concept of abstract humanism, 
without however proposing a new “content” for humanism – without, in other words, 
saturating it again with new conceptual contents, themselves abstract. In the first part of 
the talk, I will present these Althusserian conceptual cornerstones. Althusser defines “real 
humanism” as a practical concept, within which two seemingly contradictory concepts are 
held in tension. This “tensioned” concept is practical because the word “real” doesn’t 
designate any content of knowledge, but rather indicates a direction towards reality, i.e., 
State, society, or the ensemble of social relations. But, according to Althusser, after 
fulfilling his function, this intimately unstable concept self-suppresses in the very act of 
indicating. In this sense, the conceptual locution doesn’t just indicate, but triggers a 
conceptual passage between plans, a leap into a new field of problems, which determines 
the exhaustion of the concept itself. Starting from this Althusserian conceptual framework, 
I will discuss the function of the concept of “real humanism” at the level of Marx’s so-
called “epistemological break”. As it is well known, Marx’s problem with Young Hegelians’ 
abstract – idealist – humanism lies in the fact that it was founded on an alleged universal 
definition of “human essence”, a definition composed of a set of predefined theoretical 
elements. Such a concept of humanism not only provided merely conceptual dogmatic 
contents but above all, due to its abstractness, would not allow any access to concrete 
humanity and any possible change in material conditions. It was a dogmatic humanism, 
which assumed the human essence as an already given, unmodifiable, fact. Against this 
abstract model, I would like to rethink Marx's “real humanism” as a performatively 
polemical and critical concept. In  this sense, if “real humanism” has no content, it is 
because its function is exercised in the criticism of a reified theoretical content that has 
become ideological. The practical essence of this concept is given in its genetic-critical 
operativity, i.e., its capacity to reconnect humanism to its concrete material source, 
redetermining the whole concept as a concrete-rooted open humanism. In the final part of 
my talk, I will draw the consequences of this interpretation of the concept of “real 
humanism”, insisting on the one hand on its polemical-critical potential and, on the other, 
on its “investigative” function. In fact, if this practical conceptual locution certainly serves 
Marx to question an abstract and dogmatic definition of humanity; in his practice of 
indicating, it also conveys the gaze towards the concrete human being involved in historical 
social relations, showing humanism in the practices. In this way, it is possible to reconsider 
the practical concept of “real humanism” as a theoretical-practical device able to defuse 

the circle of abstract theory and, once the static forms of ideology have been deconstructed, 
to focus on flesh-and-blood human beings and the articulation of their practices of 
humanity. 
 
Silvestre Gristina: I am currently in the last year of my Ph.D. in Philosophy at the 
University of Padua. During my Ph.D., I spent a six- months research period at LMU, 
Munich, and ten months at University of California, Santa Cruz. I am currently writing a 
dissertation on the influence of Fichte’s philosophy on Young Hegelians’ and young 
Marx’s political thought. In writing my dissertation, I am attempting to read Young 
Hegelians as a “case study” to test a method of reading the history of political thought, 
rejecting the linear, ideological, logic of succession and improvement between theoretical 
positions. Within this framework, I am interested in reading the history of political thought 
as a battlefield within which concepts are crafted and used as practical weapons in 
conflictual – material and concrete – conjunctures, such as, for example, the crisis of 
Vormärz. 
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Sjoerd van Tuinen (Erasmus University Rotterdam) 
 Less Subjectivity, More Substance – Marx and Modal Individuation 
My aim is to revisit the concept of ‘mode’ as in ‘mode of production’ in order to answer 
the question posed in the call for papers: “How can the ‘continuous transformation of 
human nature’ be compatible with the idea of a ‘full’ development of the individual, as 
Marx alludes to in different contexts?” For Marx, human nature results from the 
predominant mode of production of a historical society. Under capitalism, human nature 
typically individuates in the form of private subjectivity. Yet the increase in the production 
of subjectivity is not our emancipation but our deprivation of the objective world. 
Subjectivity accounts for the ways in which we are made to colonize ourselves: we are 
either hunters, or fishers, or farmers, or thinkers, yet these modes of existence do not 
belong to us but to capital. At the same time, the individuation of humans is never reducible 
to a single encompassing or ‘total mode’. My proposal is to interpret Marx’s celebrated 
depiction of life in communist society – ‘to hunt in the morning, fish in the afternoon, rear 
cattle in the evening, criticise after dinner, just as I have a mind’ – in terms of the pluralism 
inherent to the concept of modal individuation. As Marx points out, here we are no longer 
dealing with a private individual but with a ‘social individual.’ Each of us individuates 
through a unique combination of discontinuous modes. At the same time, these modes 
remain non-appropriable. It is still the different modes that constitute the universal aspects 
of individuals rather than their individuality per se, but now the individual itself becomes 
social to the degree that it participates in different modes. The full development of the 
individual lies in the multiplication and proliferation of its ‘second natures’ without 



 

 
presupposing a first nature. What returns and is transformed and potentially enriched with 
each individuation is then not the form of the subject, but the substance of social life (the 
‘ensemble of social relations’) itself. Moreover, insofar as these modes lead a virtual 
existence that is irreducible to the actuality of a single dominant mode of production, we 
don’t need to wait for communist society to study their socialization, that is, their potential 
conflicts and complementarities, their convergences and divergences. In my presentation, 
then, I will discuss a series of concepts from contemporary modal philosophy – 
instauration and surexistence (Souriau), habitual use (Deleuze/Agamben), 
transindividuality (Simondon/Balibar), composition (Latour/Haraway) – and explore their 
compatibility with a Marxian understanding of human nature. 
 
Sjoerd van Tuinen is Associate Professor of Philosophy at Erasmus 
University Rotterdam. After his PhD (Ghent 2009) on Leibniz and Deleuze, he has had 
visiting affiliations with universities in London, Berlin, Vienna, New York and Princeton. 
He is editor of over two dozen books, special issues and films, including Deleuze and the 
Passions (Punctum Books, 2016), The Politics of Debt: Essays and Interviews (Zero Books, 
2019), and a series of theory books with V2_Institute for Unstable Media (Rotterdam). 
Forthcoming monograph: The Philosophy of Mannerism: From Aesthetics to Modal 
Metaphysics (Bloomsbury, 2022). 
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Jacob Roundtree (Harvard University) 
Between Complexity Thinking and Rational Humanism: A Dialectical 
Interpretation of Marxism 
Louis Althusser famously argued that in 1845, Marx broke with all theoretical programs 
“that based history and politics on an essence of man.” This radical rupture consisted in a 
dialectical critique of the categories of philosophical humanism, a conceptualization of 
humanism as an ideology, and the invention of a new scientific theory of history and 
politics “based on radically new concepts (e.g. forces of production, relations of 
production, etc.).” For this reason, Althusser argues that it is an error to interpret Marx’s 
later socialist theory as expressing humanist commitments and that a proper understanding 
of Marx will attend to the systematic ways in which he differentiates his theoretical program 
from the ideology of humanism. This paper contends that Althusser convincingly shows 
that Marx intended to break with the philosophical tradition that he inherited in his youth 
and reveals why Marx’s program of historical materialism can be seen to effect an 
epistemological break with and advance over traditional philosophy. However, Althusser 
fails to take up the question of whether Marx’s post-1845 works, particularly Das Kapital, 
contain elements of Marx’s idealist inheritance, and if so whether these prove to undermine 
the epistemic value of Marx’s theoretical system. I argue that Althusser, as a partisan 
Marxist, neither attempts to nor is capable of providing a higher order scientific perspective 

on the historical formation, conceptual constitution, and epistemic value of Marx’s system. 
To resolve this issue, I develop an elaborating explanation of key Althusserian insights 
regarding the scientific character of Marxism and the ideological character of Humanism 
that I use to construct a methodological procedure for interrogating the political 
epistemological status of Marx’s late work. As Althusser notes, Marx’s epistemological 
revolution owes to his having founded his theory of society and history in the real, pre-
given complex social totality, thus breaking with the traditional philosophical approach of 
deriving politics and history from an idealist conceptualization of humanity. Drawing on 
these considerations, I establish the basic categories of complexity thinking as the scientific 
presuppositions of Marxism, which I use to form a higher order epistemological 
perspective on it. I then provide a critical genealogical disclosure of the ways in which Marx 
remains indebted to the ideological problematique of rational humanism in his late works. As 
my reading reveals, Marx’s post-1845 texts continue to give expression to two rational 
humanist ideas: (a) the dialectic of negativity and redemption and (b) the politics of 
absolute freedom. I conclude by examining how the combination of a complexity vision 
of modernity and core elements of the rational humanist problematique at the foundation of 
Marx’s theorizing enables him to achieve deep insights into the pathological aspects of 
modern bourgeois society but causes him to conceptualize its developmental logic in ways 
that imagine the infinite problems of our complex modern civilization as guaranteed to be 
radically overcome by a communist revolution, which will establish all of humanity as the 
self-conscious, collective author of a transparent and harmonious world.  
  
Jacob Roundtree: I am a late-stage Political Theory PhD Candidate in Harvard’s 
Department of Government. My dissertation addresses the question of whether freedom 
is possible in the modern world through a critical genealogy of Marx’s social theory. My 
primary orientation is towards disclosing the significance of intellectual history for 
understanding contemporary political affairs. To this end, my work is conducted at the 
intersection of intellectual history, comparative institutional analysis (of representative 
government, democracy, capitalism, socialism, and technocracy), complexity theory, and 
political epistemology. My most recent article, “Marx’s Democratization of Hegel’s 
Philosophy of Right,” was published in the January 2022 issue of Critical Review. At 
Harvard, I have taught courses on “Hegel and Marx,” “Marx and Analytical Marxism,” 
“The Philosophy of Social Science,” “The Epistemological Problems of Politics,” “The 
Institutions of Democracy,” “The Ethics of Technology,” and “History and Freedom in 
German Idealism.” My primary advisors are Michael Rosen, Richard Tuck, and Peter 
Gordon.  
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Rui Manuel de Matos Filipe (University of Lisbon)  
A Humanity that doesn’t fit our Heads – From Old to New Humanism  
Marx’s say towards Humanism is hard to pinpoint.  Undeniably, due to Feuerbach, 
Humanism played a great role in young Marx’s works. Serving as a basis on which he built 
his critique of modern life, the idea of human essence is a compass capable of showing the 
wrongs of society. Besides the 1844 Manuscripts, perhaps the best example of this 
orientation is found in Marx’s article On the Jewish Question, where Marx opposes the political 
with human emancipation. However, the same Marx that produced such considerations, 
shortly after presenting them, also criticizes the notion of an unchangeable human essence 
as a key concept when it came to having a legitimate understanding of reality. This other 
orientation is encapsulated in the sixth thesis on Feuerbach. Furthermore, after doing this 
critique, we still see him using the term human. In-stances of this can be seen in the preface 
of his Contribution. When talking about capitalism, he shows that it would be the pre-history 
of what he calls a human society (Die Vorgeschichte der menschlichen Gesellschaft), something 
that seems to be very important for him. To comprehend these stances taken by Marx we 
propose to present a contribution where we accompany them as expressions of his more 
general methodological critique of the logic of what he calls idealism (that later becomes 
the critique of ideology). To do this, we’ll focus on his earlier works. Known as the 
developmental place of the onto-epistemological understanding that grounds his method 
in his mature investigations, we’ll see how the concept of Humanism goes through an 
elaboration here.  

Having this goal in mind, we’ll give special attention to the Critique of Hegel’s 
Philosophy of Right of 1843. Here, still with a Feuerbachian touch, Marx famously elaborates 
the observation that the Idealism of Hegel puts the predicate in the subject’s place when 
trying to comprehend reality. The idealist par excellence will try to subsume a real object in a 
general abstract concept and then present that object by turning it into a simple 
phenomenal appearance of the abstract concept. With Hegel’s Philosophy of Right under 
critical scrutiny, this observation will bring to the fore an elaborate understanding of the 
State’s role in modern society. Marx here arrives at the conclusion that the State cannot be 
seen as an autonomous entity above Civil Society, capable of determining its internal 
structure. Taking the opposite stance, Marx shows how Hegel’s Idealism only inverted the 
perspective, it is Civil Society who serves as the basis for the State’s roots. Moreover, this 
civil society serves as the grounds of the State by being the real existence where men 
develop their relations amongst themselves. 

However, continuing his critical endeavours in the works written in 1844-45, 
Marx goes a little further and shows that we would still be trapped under a certain Idealistic 
logic if we analysed these men in civil society as fixed essences that only develops different 
relations throughout time (a critique pointed at Feuerbach). If the human element is to be 
understood, men must be seen as an empirical being, as a product of the objective 
conditions that he encounters in his natural and social environment. With this thread in 
mind, finally we’ll show in the texts commonly known as The German Ideology how, if applied 
to humanism, the Idealist logic would only give place to a general abstract concept of human 

behind every phenomenal human appearance in History and not a contextualized analysis 
of how humans produce their means of subsistence in a specific historical environment. 
According to Marx, only this second method would be legitimate by giving thought an 
external reference and measure, so that it doesn’t become tautological and/or mystifying. 
It would also give place to a real understanding of the human element in History and not 
simply an ideological platform that imposes an ahistorical idea of humanity that should fit 
everyone’s head. Having this theoretical turn in mind, we’ll finally show how it brings forth 
in later works, such as the Contribution or Capital, an elaborate notion of humanity, with a 
social and a natural vector, that should be understood as a sum of concrete possibilities 
determined by specific human needs and capacities to answer them. 

 
 
Rui Filipe is a graduate student member at the Centre of Philosophy of the University of 
Lisbon. He finished his first degree in Philosophy at the School of Arts and Humanities of 
the University of Lisbon in 2014 with a thesis concerning Fichte’s Idealism. His Master’s 
degree, at the same institution, was awarded in 2017 with a final dissertation that sought to 
understand the philosophical foundations of the Anarchist critique of the State made by 
Bakunin. Currently he focuses his investigations mainly, but not exclusively, on Political 
Philosophy. His main interests are the relations between Alienation, Authority, Law and 
the State.  
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Simon Skempton (University of York) 
Totality as the ‘Absolute Movement of Becoming’: Marx’s Aporetic Conception of 
the Human  
Marx’s negative evaluation of the social division of labour under capitalism suggests an 
adherence to the Renaissance ideal of the multi-faceted human being who is not confined 
to the development of one narrow capacity. While he regards capitalism as realizing the 
generic capacity of humanity at the societal level, this capacity is alienated from the human 
individual. The socialization of production is meant to overcome the expropriation as 
capital of the worker’s limitless generic creative capacity, or Gattungswesen (generic-being). 
The overcoming of this alienation would reintegrate that capacity into the individual 
person, forming what Marx, in the Grundrisse, calls ‘universally developed individuals’ 
(1973, p.162). In Capital, he argues that the ‘partially developed individual’ would be 
supplanted by the ‘totally developed individual’ (1976, p.618). In the Grundrisse, Marx 
suggests such totality would involve the actualization of a person’s ‘creative potentialities’ 
in which ‘he does not reproduce himself in one specificity, but produces his totality... 
Strives not to remain something he has become, but is in the absolute movement of 
becoming’ (1973, p.488). Marx’s conception of the emancipated and un-alienated human 



 

 
has been interpreted by a number of thinkers, such as Martha Nussbaum, as involving a 
kind of neo-Aristotelian essentialism and virtue ethics. Capitalism would here be regarded 
as suppressing the cultivation or realization of certain determinate human capacities that 
would flourish once it is superseded. This paper will argue that what Marx actually writes 
about the ‘generic-being’ of persons has its origins in the German Idealist concern with 
freedom and self- determination rather than with the Aristotelian concern with a 
flourishing human essence. It will also be argued that Marx’s conception of the multi-
faceted nature of the emancipated human is a paradoxical one, in that its fulfilment is at 
the same time an emptying of pre-given determinations. This is the realization of human 
nature not as completion and closure, but as the loss of any essential nature. This can be 
expressed by the aporia at the end of Jacques Derrida’s essay ‘The Ends of Man’: ‘Man... 
is his own end... the end of his own’ (1982, p.134). It will be argued that this tallies with 
Derrida’s description and interpretation of Kojève’s quasi-Hegelian thesis on ‘post-
historical Man’ in his book Spectres of Marx: ‘There where man, a certain determined concept 
of man, is finished, there the pure humanity of man, of the other man and of man as other 
begins or has finally the chance of heralding itself – of promising itself. In an apparently 
inhuman or else a-human fashion’ (1994, p.74). Despite Derrida himself reading Marx as 
advocating de-alienation as the fulfilment of self-presence, it will be argued that with 
Marx’s conception of the de-alienated individual self-determination is at the same time self-
deconstruction. 
 
Simon Skempton currently teaches philosophy at the University of York’s Centre for 
Lifelong Learning and is an Associate Lecturer in Language and Study Skills at the 
University of York’s International Pathway College. He taught philosophy and intellectual 
history for twelve years at the HSE University in Moscow. He has a PhD in Philosophy 
from the Centre for Research in Modern European Philosophy (at Middlesex University 
(now Kingston University)). He is the author of the book Alienation After Derrida 
(Bloomsbury 2010) and numerous journal articles, mainly in the area of post-Kantian 
European Philosophy. 
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Maximilian Huschke (University of Jena) 
Critique of Totality – Totality of Critique. On Humanism and Political Economy  
In my paper, I would like to elaborate on Althussers hypothesis of the distinction between 
Marx’s humanist and scientific phase, focusing on a central concept: totality. I will sketch 
the development of ›totality‹ in Marx’s work up to 1857. My particular focus is on the 
difference between the “humanistic” and the political-economic approach and the related 
critique of humanism in transition. The thesis of my paper is that his turn to political 
economy does not mark a disruption but is the consequence of Marx’s humanism and, 
moreover, must be understood as a theoretical radicalization: the reconceptualization of Hegel’s 

category of totality as the totality of critique. My paper hypothesizes that Marx pursues the 
same intention in the texts of both phases: The relentless critique of existing conditions. 
He is always concerned not with the criticism of individual phenomena but their 
interrelations. That is already evident in the early Hegelian texts, such as the one about the 
wood theft law or the one about the Prussian censorship instruction. In this sense, he is 
later also concerned with the social, albeit specifically economically based, overall context: 
the socio-economic totality. In the early texts, however, Marx starts from the individual. 
That is especially clear in the texts On the Jewish Question and the Economic-Philosophical 
Manuscripts. The Theses on Feuerbach and the German Ideology, in turn, are the texts in which 
Marx critically deals with the fundamentally humanistic-anthropological content of such 
approaches and distances himself from them. The turn to economics, especially in the texts 
The Misery of Philosophy, On the Critique of Political Economy, and Grundrisse, however, does not 
mark a rejection of the claim to critique existing conditions in their entirety but draws two 
consequences. First and obvious, the object of critique must be political economy because 
it is – consistently materialist, as shown in German Ideology – the fundamental social relation. 
But second, the mode of critique must change: It is no longer sufficient to prove false 
forms of consciousness along the lines of Feuerbach’s critique of religion. It is necessary 
to show the falsity of the entire social relations instead. If, according to Althusser, Marx’s 
early “humanism” consists in his still philosophical mode of argumentation, then he is also 
more humanistic in his scientific phase than in his “humanistic” one. Namely, by 
attempting to represent economic totality through its critique, he resumes a Hegelian claim 
that he had still rejected in some early texts. Instead of merely showing that Hegel escapes 
real injustice because of his “idealistic” approach, Marx totalises critique itself in the 
examination of the concrete economic order. Thus, Marx turns the Hegelian conception 
of a totality endowed by the conceptual criticism of the partial into a totality of 
critique.Accordingly, my paper has two parts: First and foremost, I want to clarify this 
development in Marx’ writings. Second, I will ask for the relevance of such conceptions of 
totality and critique in an allegedly ›post-metaphysical‹ age. 
 
Maximilian Huschke: I studied philosophy, literature, and psychoanalysis at the 
universities in Leipzig, Essex, and Jena, funded by a scholarship from the German National 
Merit Foundation (2016–2021). BA Philosophy 2018, University of Leipzig, BA German 
Philology 2019, University of Leipzig, MA Philosophy with a focus on Classical German 
Philosophy 2021, University of Jena. My first in-depth research was made possible by a 
scholarship from the Honours Programme of the University of Jena (2020–2022). 
Currently, I’m part of the research-team A06 ›Normative Foundations of Property‹ in the 
Collaborative Research Centre ›Structural Change of Property‹ at the University of Jena 
(since 2021). A predoc-scholarship from the Collaborative Research Centre enabled the 
development of a research outline for my PhD-project (2021–2022), which focuses on the 
conception of totality in current critical theory. 
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Tamara Caraus (University of Lisbon) 
Shaking the roots: Marx’s Critique of the Human  
The starting premise of this presentation is that Marx’s corpus of texts has to be conceived 
mainly as critique: critique of religion, critique of philosophy, critique of politics, critique 
of political economy, etc., But where and how to ‘locate’ in this ‘universe’ of critique, the 
critique of human essence? How is Marx’s critique of humanism possible from the 
perspective of the methodology of critical theory? How is the critique of the human, 
human essence and humanism possible, given the fact that a plausible humanism was and 
still is attributed to Marx? To answer these questions, this presentation advances three 
hypotheses that will structure the argumentation. Firstly, the paper will show that Marx’s 
critique of the human was possible as an approach that goes to the 
‘roots’/grounds/foundations of man-made realities by advancing a reading of Marx’s 
affirmation in Contribution to the Critique of Hegel's Philosophy of Law. Introduction that theory 
“demonstrates ad hominem as soon as it becomes radical. To be radical is to grasp the root 
of the matter. But for man the root is man himself”. The second part will examine how 
this ‘shaking of the roots’ relates to Marx’s most discussed affirmation about human 
essence as an ‘ensemble of social relations’, arguing that the ‘ensemble’ does not 
presuppose a rooting in a static positionality and allows a constant transposition across and 
beyond social relations, thus the ‘ensemble’ could to be viewed as a resource of 
(trans)critique (as advanced by Kojin Karatani in Transcritique), and as a continuous 
‘shaking’ of grounds. The last part will show that Marx’s critique of the human  –  ‘shaking 
of the roots’ of man(-made realities) – presupposes a ‘totality of critique’, both in terms of 
critique of all forms of knowledge that man possess, and critique of the forms of practice 
that correspond to these forms of knowledge, and that reach the world market which is 
“the presupposition of the whole as well as its substratum”(Grundrisse).  

 
Tamara Caraus is a Researcher at the Centre of Philosophy, University of Lisbon. Her 
current area of research includes continental political philosophy, Marx and Critical 
Theory. She contributed with articles to various academic journals and edited volumes, 
published six books and edited five volumes. Her most recent publication is Militant 
Cosmopolitics. Another World Horizon (Edinburgh University Press, 2022). 
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Hugo Lundberg (Gothenburg University) 
 Legal Forms and Ontologies of the ‘More-Than-Human’ 
An important trend within contemporary legal research is to theorize the non-human, as 
seen for instance within the rights of nature debate. But these  implicit critiques of 
humanism in law tend to be inspired not by the Marxist critique of humanism, but rather 
by post-humanism and new materialism. Marxist scholars have been quick to critique these 
theoretical frameworks but have done so in ways that, albeit convincingly question the 
boundaries between  the social and natural, have not set out to preserve or develop a critical 

perspective on non-human animals (See Malm 2016; Eagleton 2016; Casseg ̊ard 2021). 
Situating itself in the communist tradition, this article critically examines post-humanist 
attempts at formulating ’more-than-human’ legal ontologies. By using the form analytical 
theory of Evgeny Pashukanis - that of legal form - I aim to unveil the underlying legal 
ontology the post-humanist legal theorizing of non- human animals rests upon. Although 
historically not centered on the liberation of non-human animals, I suggest that a Marxist 
critique of humanism through legal form is more suited to explicate differences which 
become obfuscated by a post-humanist approach. Critically highlighting these differences 
could provide openings for new, communist theorizing of non-human animals and law 
beyond both dogmatic Marxology and new materialism. 
 
Hugo Lundberg is a doctoral candidate in international law at Gothenburg University. 
He is currently writing a dissertation on unilateral coercive mea sures (sanctions) under 
international law understood through the lens of Evgeny Pashukanis’ legal form-theory. 
His research interests include the theory and history of international law, critical animal 
studies, value-, and social-form theory   as tools for international law. He has previously 
researched international law and human rights in Vietnam through a field study grant from 
the Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency (SIDA) and presented his 
work at a Peace Palace symposium. 
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Anna Piekarska (Adam Mickiewicz University) 
Between the legal subject and the legal relation: transindividuality and the 
Marxian critique of rights 
This presentation’s objective is to reconsider Marxian and Marxist critique of the legal 
structure through the lenses of the transindividuality. Through addressing Marx’s remarks 
on the legal structure’s role and its critique in Marxist legal philosophy, it aims to pose the 
problem of transindividuality in terms of a tension between legal subject and legal relation 
as categories that operate within this tradition and explore a productive potential of this 
tension.  The critique of rights and the law is one of the starting points of Marx’s theoretical 
venture. In his early writings, Marx critiques the legal structure for being the ruling class’s 
mouthpiece and its tool against the dispossessed. In this he assumes a subjective 
perspective, where a particular subject - the ruling class - is pitted against another one: the 
dispossessed and, later, the proletariat. The legal structure is set as a scene where the 
struggle between them is to play out. Hence, he ascribes an emancipatory potential to the 
very fact of proletariat’s coming into power as an active legal subject, that is as a political 
subject capable of laying a claim and translating it to the language of rights. Marx locates 
in the political act of assuming subjectivity by a hither-to excluded class a potential for 
empowerment and liberation. With Marx’s later works, the legal structure fades into the 
background to give space to a critique of political economy but does not disappear entirely. 
When he considers capitalist relations, he includes remarks on the legal structure’s 
function. What is peculiar, he shifts from thinking of the legal subjects in essentialist terms 
to considering a legal subject as an abstraction. While earlier he considered rights in terms 
of expression of particular class’s domination and interests, it is now primarily the relations 
that legal structure shapes that come into focus. By analyzing legal subjects in terms of 
dramatis personae – interchangeable, abstract subjects endowed with a set of formal rights 
- he points to a tie between them as the  key element, especially to the way relations fostered 
by the legal structure both facilitate and 
perpetuate the capitalist relations of domination and exploitation. 

This facilitation and perpetuation of the capitalist relations indicated by Marx is 
what lies at heart of Marxist critique of law as ideology. It points to particular ways in which 
the legal structure aids in both the production and the reproduction of capitalist subjection 
and subjectification. In this presentation, I argue that the role that the legal structure plays 
should be considered in transindividual terms. The concept of transindividuality allows us 
to grasp the dual effects of its inner workings: it not only shapes the legal subject as an 
individual, but also the mode in which legal subjects perceive each other and, hence, the 
relations between them. On the other hand, posing the question in terms of 
transindividuality allows as to reverse the question by asking: if the legal structure is 
produced and reproduced transindividually, is there a way non-capitalist subjects and 
relations might influence and reshape the legal structure? 
 
Anna Piekarska is a PhD Candidate in Philosophy at the Department of Philosophy, 
Adam Mickiewicz University, Poznan, Poland, editor at „Praktyka Teoretyczna” journal, 

and translator. Her research interests include legal philosophy, in particular Marxist 
philosophy of law, and critical legal studies. In her current project she examines the social 
and political consequences of the rule of law, its universalism, and tensions between the 
particular and the universal in the rule of law as a notion. 
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Sangwon Han (Chungbuk National University) 
 ‘Ideological’ Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen? - Marx, Arendt 
and Balibar 
With the explosion of the ‘Black Lives Matter’ movement in the United States and the 
construction of sympathy of women around the world for the #MeToo movement, 
‘human rights’ still form a important political issue today. These issues of human rights are 
related to the ‘Declaration of Human Rights’ declared in France immediately after the 
Revolution in 1789, that is, the ‘Déclaration des droits de l’Homme et du citoyen’, and the 
Constitution of the French Republic in 1793 was based on it. It is based on the 1948 United 
Nations Declaration of Human Rights, which is based on the ‘declaration’ and further 
expanded it into a social agenda. But can these human rights declarations still be a 
conceptual and normative yardstick that social movements today can rely on? Rather, a 
group of scholars argue that now “human rights” cannot become a normative weapon for 
political resistance, but merely a means for a new form of domination. Criticism of this 
concept of human rights has traditionally been raised in two directions. The Declaration 
of the Rights of Man and Citizens in 1789 and the ideology of natural rights declared by 
the Constitution in 1793 are in the form of God-given rights, as a declaration of the ‘sacred’ 
rights of man. However, as Marx noted, these ‘sacred’ rights were linked to the endowment 
of inviolable sacred powers to the private rights of individuals to dismantle the political 
community. Today, the term right means political citizenship, but in many cases, it is also 
understood as the right to private property, the right to indifference to the public interest, 
and the right to the predatory exploitation of the minority in universal material wealth. 
Therefore, the right of ‘human’ in this sense must be ‘secularized’. The purpose of this 
presentation is to make a new way of thinking about human rights and citizenship. Marx 
and Arendt’s analysis of human rights is not a critique of rights per se; Marx’s critique of 
human rights has no direct relationship to the repression of human rights in real existed 
socialist countries, and Arendt’s critique of human rights is not cynicism toward the 
concept of humans being outside of national states and having no rights. Rather, they 
should be interpreted as criticisms of specific institutional frameworks in which rights are 
exercised. Based on the power of the capitalist market and the exclusivity of the nation-
state, Marx and Arendt show keen insights into the paradox that two core institutions of 
modern society (the market and the nation-state) are fundamentally impeding on the 



 

 
realization of human rights, as well as the core values of modernity. This insight can also 
be linked to Balibar, who does not abandon the idea of the Declaration of Human Rights, 
but radically reconstructs it to derive the politics of citizenship from it. 
 
Sangwon Han: I studied philosophy at University of Seoul. The title of my undergraduate 
thesis is Althusser’s Marxism. I have completed master degree with my thesis Ideology as 
objective thought-forms. An examination of the term ‘fetishism’ in Das Kapital. I finished my PhD. at 
the Humboldt University of Berlin, under guidance of Andreas Arndt and Frieder Otto 
Wolf, with the theme Konstitutive Negativität: Zur Rekonstruktion des Politischen in der negativen 
Dialektik Adornos (Constitutive negativity: On the reconstruction of the political in Adorno’s negative 
dialectic). Now I am working in department of philosophy at Chungbuk national University 
in South Korea, and I teach mostly practical philosophy like political and social philosophy. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


