
Constitutive Abstraction and 
Social Practice

GEOFF SHARP

I Intellectuals and Political Practice

You will have gathered from the brief outlines of these discussions* 
that our intention is both to sponsor and to contribute to a relati
vely basic discussion of the possibilities of a renewed socialist 
practice. By this we mean a practice which is continuous with the 
marxist tradition in that it seeks to go to the root of the existing 
life form, but one which at the same time does not fear to strike 
out in new directions when the established forms of critical prac
tice have lost touch with emergent movements for change.

Those of you whose contact with Arena goes back to its early 
years will be well aware that our search for a renewed basis for 
a socialist practice has concentrated to a quite marked degree on 
the basic changes in contemporary societies associated with the 
radically increased significance of the intellectually related group-

* This talk, which opened a series of /Irena-sponsored discussions, has 
been expanded to become a paper for discussion. The second 
contribution to the series, Gerry Gill’s, was published in its expanded 
form in Arena 69. It is hoped that other contributions to the series 
may appear later. I would like to thank Alison Caddick, Gerry Gill, 
John Hinkson, Paul James, Nonie Sharp and Doug White for their 
critical comments.
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ings.1 For a good many years we have asserted the now common
place proposition that these groupings are at the centre of the 
remaking of social life. Beyond that we have argued too that it 
is now possible to begin to make an analysis of their distinctive 
social relations and to note how these are associated with their 
characteristic forms of social consciousness and with the aspirations 
for the life of the person to which these give expression.

To accent the role of the intellectually related groupings in this 
way is far from setting them up as a model or as an uncomplicated 
contender for the role of historical subject which, in the classical 
period of ascendant capitalism, was so unambiguously assumed by 
the working class. In the first instance, at least, it is the key they 
provide to understanding the transformation of society which is 
important. No doubt it is clear that this has no inevitable connec
tion with any basis their own distinctive forms of social consciuos- 
ness might provide for the renewal of socialist practice. Yet part 
of the argument I will be outlining is that the intellectually related 
groupings are a significant component of the mass base for a 
renewed socialist movement. Their characteristic forms of social 
consciousness, when taken in conjunction with their key roles in 
the reconstitution of society, give them significance as a point of 
departure for projects of theoretical as well as practical renewal.

During the last century marxism has assumed such tremendous 
prominence as the theory of the liberation of peoples and nations 
that one cannot speak of the renewal of a marxist approach to 
socialist practice without a strong sense of the pressure of both 
the achievements and the disasters now entered on the account of 
the marxist theory of socialist revolution. Of course those associ
ated with the marxist sects or even with relatively dominant trends 
within the overall tradition will readily argue that the sort of re-

1. This comprehensive phrase is intended to refer to the ‘hard core’ 
intellectuals active in the fields of the sciences and the humanities as 
well as to the considerable range of intellectually trained persons 
(whether teachers, engineers or medical practitioners) who live off or 
develop in practical settings the achieved knowledge of the intellectual 
grouping as a whole. However much intellectually related persons 
may be drawn into the class structure, the intellectual mode of inter
change is treated here as outside the class structure as represented in 
mainstream marxist analyses. They are seen as part of the frame of 
the class structure insofar as the distinction between intellectual and 
manual work defines that frame. It will be seen that the central theme 
of the discussion which follows is that the present is marked by an 
interpenetration of the intellectual cultural frame and class structure; 
the intellectual culture intersecting the mode of production with the 
effect that all of the social relations pass into a phase of reconstitution.
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orientation I have begun to advocate is scarcely a necessary or 
productive step; that if their own prescriptions for action had 
been followed more closely the achievements would have been 
greater, while the disasters and the deformations of the socialist 
ideal might have been largely avoided. These are not issues for 
discussion now but it is important to note that in wishing to 
associate themselves with the marxist tradition, while at the same 
time asserting the key significance of the intellectually related 
groupings, the members of the Arena editorial group are at some 
variance not only with the sects but with the mainstream tendencies 
in marxism as well.

Almost everyone here today has drawn his or her distinctive 
social formation from education and work in settings which are 
integrally associated with the intellectual mode. It is equally 
evident that a magazine like Arena circulates in the main among 
the intellectually related groupings. Of course we would prefer 
the circles associated with the magazine to be less restricted. Yet, 
because of the way in which we see the changed position of the 
intellectually related groupings within the social structure we do 
not regard this as a problem of the sort that was once immediately 
categorized as ‘isolation from the working class’ or from the mass 
movement. Rather, we see it as a consequence of a transition. It 
is an expression of the emergence of new forms of the socialist 
movement in qualitatively changed circumstances where the re
constitution of society as a whole is integrally associated with the 
practices of the intellectually related groupings. Because production, 
circulation, modes of ideological integration and the basic forma
tion of persons generally all come within the ambit of these 
reconstitutive processes, the intellectually related groupings can no 
longer be regarded as privileged elites or as effectively confined 
within the social boundaries of the old middle class. Because 
intellectually grounded skills have tended to become coextensive 
with the form of social life generally and the intellectually related 
groupings constitute a limited social mass, or a constituency in 
their own right, a degree of concentration upon them becomes a 
necessity: both specifically upon them and as a point of departure 
for the analysis of social movements generally. We need to put 
aside any vestiges of those old established points of view which 
tended to confine the role of intellectuals to carrying theory to the 
working class, the people whose role it was to embody theory, to 
fuse it with the practical struggle for a changed social order. Now 
those groupings which once drew upon intellectual perspectives 
more directly embody them; they are socially formed by institu-
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tions which are themselves reconstituted in part by practices of 
the intellectually related groupings.

It will be evident that when one argues that the practices of 
intellectuals and related groupings become embodied in or are in 
the process of leading to the reconstitution of the institutions 
generally, a question arises as to the future of what has been 
.traditionally regarded as intellectual activity. This is an issue which 
goes well beyond the confines of the present discussion, but it will 
at least be evident that instrumental rationality is the dominant 
phase in the process of the invasion of the social relations generally 
by intellectual forms. It is clear as well that the expansion of the 
field of movement of the commodity is one point of entry of intell
ectual forms in the reconstitution of the social relations generally. 
Science, confined by the taken-for-granted social end of control, 
plays the dominant role over and against interpretation. Engaged 
in the ‘creative’ investment of products with meaning, interpretation 
serves, through the efforts of artists, actors and media gurus, to 
fuse the remnants of old structures of meaning with the demands 
of the object of consumption, as a carrier of existential meaning. 
When science feeds the process of dissolution of traditional con
crete forms of labour, and the humanities draw existential meaning 
into the field of commodity circulation, it is obvious enough that 
the processes of cultural formation have themselves undergone a 
basic change: the functions of traditionally relatively segregated 
institutional spheres have entered a process of fusion. Under these 
conditions how does the reflective intellect, whether in its scienti
fic aspect or as engaged in the humanities, find a place to stand 
outside ‘the system’?

I can perhaps assume that the relatively discursive mode I have 
been using gives some sense of the general contours of the approach 
I want to develop. Those of you who are regular readers of Arena 
might well recognize that there is nothing particularly novel in 
what I am saying since it draws upon interpretive positions 
characteristically adopted by members of the editorial group. Yet 
it seems fair enough to say that you ‘might recognize’ these 
influences because, with odd exceptions, it has always been our 
practice to embed effort toward theoretical development in the 
framing of discussion of current events. This has served as a means 
of distancing ourselves from the prevalence of ‘marxology’ as the 
stock-in-trade of those who fuse lifestyle leftism with conventional 
careerism. However, it is also a way of saying that the categories 
bf an interpretation should be potentially available to the partici
pants in a social movement: those categories should fuse with what

Arena, No. 70, 1985 51



is taken to be the structure of current or emergent experience and 
so help the participants to interpret their own practice as it points 
towards the transformation of society.

Yet seeking to join the general to the particular can have the 
effect of lessening the visibility of the general and hence of shielding 
it from critical attention. Discussion of any particular current event 
requires one to draw upon only some aspects of a general position 
and hence, unless a reader is acquainted with a series of discussions 
relating to a range of events, it is not always easy to see a general 
framework emerge. From a dialectical point of view the general 
is only disclosed in the particular at certain historical points, which 
is to say at points of revolutionary or qualitative transformation. 
All this merely leads up to saying is that in these discussions, at 
least insofar as they are offered by Arena people, we will be 
switching the customary emphasis of Arena discussions to a degree, 
seeking to give more explicit emphasis to standpoints or ap
proaches to analysis and interpretation which we regard as basic 
jto our general position. We believe that this may be productive 
jiot only because readers might engage with an implicit editorial 
standpoint but also because we will be presenting a more direct 
statement of issues which will require concentrated work. Without 
this protracted labour there can be no renewal of that theoretical 
overview2 which is indispensable if the varied activities of a 
socialist practice are to rise above the moral triviality associated 
with excessive pragmatism or the narrowness which accompanies 
disproportionate concern with burning single issues.

Within even the most inclusive representation of marxism, the 
emphasis being placed here on the intellectually related groupings 
is out of character. Of course, marxists have argued that the work 
of the interpretive intellectuals in the field of ideas is to systema
tize and lend coherence to representations of limited coherence 
which arise more or less spontaneously among other groupings as 
these groupings seek to give expression to their specific interests. 
In particular, the majority of intellectuals are seen as working up 
the expression of the interests of the dominant class and in so 
doing, of representing the situation of repressed classes in ways

2. Not only socialists but all groupings which propose to stand in 
practical opposition to the dominance of the instrumental forms of 
rationality now enveloping the institutions of higher learning will face 
the need to develop semi-independent centres of their own. They must 
sustain modes of knowledge which not only accent interpretative over 
against instrumental forms of rationality but which also recognize the 
limitations imposed by reason of the way this same dichotomy is set 
within the terms of the one dominant level of abstraction.
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which allow no sufficient grounds for challenges to ruling class 
domination. With regard to the scientific intellectuals, marxism’s 
position is a little more ambiguous. While there has been a tend
ency to withdraw from the simple assertion that the activities of 
scientific intellectuals can be understood as superstructural, and to 
recognize science as directly contributing to the forces of produc
tion set within the base, there is little consistent effort to carry 
through the implications of these ad hoc adjustments. Nor is it 
asked whether the adjustments might suggest the need for a radical 
process of the reconstitution of the categories of social being which 
calls for a reworking of the categories of social theory.

II The Problem of Intellectuals

A distinctive feature of intellectual activity as a form of social 
practice is to be found in its characteristic ways of representing 
reality and in its distinctive social relations of interchange; these 
are more abstract than the representations and practices to which 
intellectual activity relates. This rather sweeping way of raising the 
issue is intended to do no more than provide an initial guideline, 
one which sets a context for the proposition that the central 
characteristic of the present is the intersection of the intellectual 
culture in its given form with the mode of production. Within the 
more familiar terminology of marxism it is equivalent to asserting 
an interpenetration of the categories of intellectual and manual 
work. It carries too the implication that a framework which has 
maintained a relative stability across a variety of social forms, 
wherein a ruling class has exploited and oppressed others, has now 
itself moved into the centre of change.

It has been with a view to finding a point of entry into the 
discussion of this process that we have sought to give emphasis to 
what some will regard as an odd stretching of the term abstraction: 
we want to treat this term as relating to the way in which social 
relations, practices and persons are constituted in their socio
material reality.

One of the effects of concentrating upon the intellectual culture 
and the intellectually related groupings as primarily derivative 
from this framework is to produce a shift of emphasis; attention 
is drawn away from the ties of these groupings to the economic 
structure and even away from the standing weakness of marxist 
as well as other attempts to locate them in the social structure 
generally. This is quite consistent with our intentions. We want
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to argue that the bypassing of the problem of the social constitu
tion of the intellectuals, as well as the ambiguity and the unresolved 
character of occasional efforts to grapple with them, are integrally 
connected with the failure to accord due significance to their 
constitutively more abstract character.3 Any social theory which 
sets its constitutive categories within a single plane4 will face 
difficulties in placing the intellectuals. According to the guideline 
advanced here, to refer to intellectual and manual work or to 
speak of the intellectuals in relation to the class structure is to 
refer to modes of social existence set within constitutively different 
levels of abstraction, and any attempt to locate the intellectuals 
should take this distinction as its point of departure.

To shift attention away from the intellectually related groupings 
and their relationship to the economic structure is by no means to 
imply that consideration of this relation is unimportant or that in 
due course we can avoid returning to it. But it is to suggest that one 
cannot say everything at once and that in the short run such issues 
are not the main point of attention. The argument here is that in 
order to come back to this issue in a relevant way it is necessary 
first of all to give more attention to constitutive abstraction as such. 
Any attempt to follow this course requires consideration both of 
the constitutively abstract character of the internal relations of 
intellectual interchange and of the external relations of the 
intellectually related groupings to the rest of society in its existence 
within prior constitutive levels. (Right at the outset it is vitally 
important to note that no value connotation is intended in the use

3. This constitutively more abstract character is always relative to the 
modes of representation and practice characteristic of other constitutive 
levels of the given society. Hence the mechanical philosophy associated 
with the scientific revolution is more abstract than its Aristotelian 
forerunner just as, outside the intellectual realm as such, commodity 
exchange is constitutively more abstract than is barter or reciprocal 
exchange.

4. To view a society as being constituted on one plane is really to speak 
of a generalized human nature but with class distortions. It was the 
relative absence of a theory of human interchange and social con
sciousness within pre-class societies on the one hand and a relative 
absence of a theoretical account of the characteristic forms of inter
change and social consciousness among intellectuals on the other which 
forced these limitations on Marx. The result was that while he ad
vocated an historical method there were very significant restrictions 
imposed on his capacity to carry it into practice. It is to the lasting 
credit of Althusser that he made some attempt to grapple with the 
outstanding problems. While the approach taken here is very different, 
some of the terminology used in relation to the intersection of levels 
of constitutive abstraction is reminiscent of his discussion of the inter
relationship of modes of production within a given social formation.
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of such terms as ‘plane’ and ‘level’.) We will concentrate upon 
internal relations, but given the unfamiliarity of the whole consti
tutive argument we will first approach it across the more familiar 
ground of the commodity abstraction.

There is little need to belabour the point that marxism offers no 
ready-made approach to the distinctive internal relations of the 
intellectuals. The account of the way in which the internal relations 
of the working class contributed to their particular form of social 
consciousness provides an illustrative yard-stick. There is no 
comparable discussion of the internal relations of the intellectually 
related groupings which might shed light on their distinctive way 
of taking hold of reality, or define how they lend a distinctive 
quality to their representations of society and the place of other 
groups within it. In the earlier stages of the development of the 
capitalist mode of production, in the periods of manufacture and 
machinofacture, this scarcely presented itself as a significant 
problem. The techniques of production were still substantially 
dependent on the break up into detailed practices and the 
mechanization of work processes deriving from the craft traditions. 
But when science-based technologies became the basis of a new 
stage of the development of the mode of production, the specific 
form of the nexus of the exploitation of labour, from which the 
generalizations and interpretations of classical marxism were 
derived, itself begins to undergo a transformation. While the 
commodity form remains and in fact redoubles the momentum of 
the dissolution of all traditional relations, the established form of 
the relations of production experiences very significant changes 
The modes of ideological integration of society and the processes 
of the formation of persons undergo a transformation within the 
terms of contradictions which are in the process of assuming a 
different form.

In all of this the changed relationship of the intellectual form 
of interchange, of the internal relations of the intellectually related 
groupings, to the rest of society is critical. It is not that an essen
tially new form of intellectual interchange has developed. Rather, 
a mode of interchange which, in various phases of its development 
has existed as long as class society, now consummates an historical 
shift. It fuses with the mode of production and exchange and, as a 
new constitutive level of society generally, assumes a dominance 
as the medium in which and by which the class relations and the 
social relations generally are reconstituted.

Well that is to speak in rather sweeping terms; it is time to stop 
and to be more specific.
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I ll  The Commodity Abstraction as Illustrative of Constitutive 
Abstraction

The circulated outline suggested that the notion of constitutive 
abstraction would be at the centre of this talk.5 This is not a 
familiar topic. If one were especially concerned to maintain a 
ready plausibility as to its significance within the marxist mode of 
analysis, the only place to start would be with the discussion of

5. a) In a general and technical sense every culture is taken here to 
exist in a medium of constitutive abstraction. Hence when Levi-Strauss, 
for instance, refers to the ‘science of the concrete’ the reference to the 
concrete is taken to be already abstract even if in only a primary 
sense.

As used here the notion of constitutive abstraction is directly 
influenced by Alfred Sohn-Rethel’s question: ‘Can there be abstraction 
other than by thought?’ The major differences lie in further generali
zing this notion and in the proposition that a variety of modes of 
interchange may be seen as constitutively abstract. A ‘higher’ level 
of abstraction requires a prior form as a point of departure; hence 
the forms of exchange of class society are seen as more ‘abstract’ than 
their point of departure in reciprocal exchange, the representations of 
ideology more abstract than those of myth. Yet none of these consti
tutive levels are to be seen as existing in isolation. Every particular 
society is seen as involving an intersection of constitutive levels.

b) In using the term abstraction to characterize certain types of social 
relations, practices and ways in which persons are constituted we are 
using some of the traditional associations of the abstract/concrete 
dichotomy against itself. Traditionally, the terms distinguish the 
thought or mode of existence of ordinary people from the mode of 
analysis and knowledge produced by intellectuals; abstraction is by 
thought and hence somehow immaterial or spiritual. Our usage wants 
to undercut this traditional association by insisting that the capacity 
to think abstractly is underpinned by a set of constitutive socio-material 
conditions —  social relations, practices, modes of personal formation 
—  which, in their being more abstract, may be distinguished from 
the constitutive conditions of the more concrete modes of thought 
and life.

Hence we plunder the traditional distinction for a metaphor with 
which to characterize the differences between two broadly contrasting 
sets of socio-material conditions. However, having done so one is 
immediately uncomfortable with other connotative aspects of the meta
phor, especially its suggestion of an essential contrast between the 
concrete and abstract. When applied to constitutive socio-material 
conditions it would wrongly suggest that there are two essentially 
distinct modes of social constitutive conditions —  concrete constitutive 
conditions and abstract constitutive conditions. This would be quite 
misleading. To escape the connotations of essentialism I will speak of 
levels of abstract constitutive social conditions.

In general it is worth noting too that while this article speaks
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the commodity absraction. It is well enough known, for instance, 
that the interchanges of buying and selling, a market, can only 
occur by way of the abstraction of exchange-value from use-value. 
Over against the qualitative identity of tractors, pineapples and 
fly-swatters as use-values we can set the abstracted attribute of 
exchange-value which, under capitalism, is a differentiated attribute 
of each one of them, but which at the same time presents 
such items of exchange in an aspect which pushes to one side 
their qualitative identities. Yet they have an actual existence as 
exchange-values; they are constitutively abstract, abstract in fact 
and not simply in thought.

Now this is to speak of objects, but far more central to the 
argument here is the market as composed of the social relations 
of exchange. These relations can be seen as constituting a medium 
of interaction which, relative to the setting from which it arises, 
can also be seen as constitutively abstract. The same goes for the 
persons involved. In acting within a medium of abstracted social 
relations the orientation and the personal traits of those involved 
are recast in a more universalized medium; there is further ab
straction of the ego, the experience of open choice, and a raising 
of the sense of individual interest to a degree which did not hold 
before the person became individualized.

In short, the commodity abstraction calls out a more abstract 
mode of the constitution of the world of objects in exchange, of 
the social relations of exchange, and of the persons involved in 
these processes. Here I want to do no more than refer to the 
commodity abstraction as illustrating the notion of abstractly 
constituting the social realm and to suggest that this is an approach 
which already has at least the beginnings of a history within the 
socialist tradition. I will concentrate on the way in which it may 
be generalized to throw some light on the constitutive character 
and role of the intellectually related groupings.

It is something of a paradox that although Marx himself adopted 
a constitutive approach in his analysis of the commodity, which 
he saw as lying at the heart of capitalism as a political-economic 
structure, he did not in any very explicit way apply this type

constantly of constitutive levels it does so in the main from the 
standpoint of the discussion of types of social relationship. From the 
standpoint of the person, just because of the relatively irreduceable 
fact of embodiment, constitutive levels are always in fusion. (I should 
note here that I have discussed these points from time to time with 
Gerry Gill who will develop them in more of his own work to appear 
later.)
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of analysis to the manner in which the class relationships of 
capitalist society are constituted. His concern was with the way in 
which by class power some expropriate the surplus and turn it 
towards the pursuit of their own class ends, whether these be 
expressed by way of direct consumption in a characteristic style 
of life, or directed towards the internal and external objectives 
this class imposes upon the social formation which it dominates. 
For the present purposes all that it taken as read. The point in 
referring to it at all is simply to highlight the contention that within 
the terms of class analysis, Marx confines himself to a descriptive 
account of the variation of class interrelationships, ideologies and 
types of person formed. It is as if there is always a preconception 
that real human relationships are of directly tangible presence in 
which people live in co-operation. Class relations may distort this 
mode of interrelationship and ideologies rationalize it. But the 
notion that these may be set within a constitutive form in which 
the character of social life is abstracted from pre-class associations 
which more directly bind the person to nature and to the more 
directly tangible and ‘natural’ forms of interchange, is something 
which he never directly addresses.

It is, for instance, as if ruling class dominance is only a distortion 
of properly human relationships. The notion of classes constituting 
a system in which both the system as such and the class categories 
which, in their specific relations compose it, are both constitutive 
abstractions, never directly arises. From the standpoint of consti
tutive abstraction however, to develop the implication of the 
commodity analysis, leads to a view of a class society, in fact any 
society with a relatively developed mode of production, as inevit
ably composed of a series of constitutive levels. One of these 
stands in relative dominance and at the same time allows within 
the terms of that general dominance a variety of ways of ordering 
the social whole: some relatively co-operative in form, others ex
ploitative and entailing one form or another of political domination.

Just why Marx did not pursue the implications of the commodity 
abstraction in the direction I have been talking about is a subject 
which deserves treatment in its own right. In passing, one may 
conjecture that he was stopped short by that intuitive malaise 
which confronts every theorist as he or she becomes dimly aware 
that there are limits imposed by the terms of the framework being 
elaborated. Or in more specific terms, one might note that Marx 
was a man of his own time; to elaborate the layers of the self which 
would be indispensable to the statement of how the person can act 
to integrate a constitutively layered social ensemble would have
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required the resources of a social psychology which then, or even 
now, was still to emerge. All we need to note here is that the fact 
that he did stop short led to certain blind spots. These were of the 
greatest significance, both for the shortcomings of the actual course 
which socialist practice took and for the prospects of a renewed 
mass appeal for socialism in the present period.

A general way of stating the limits within which Marx’s theory 
was constrained is to represent his conception of society as set 
within one constitutive plane. While the theory of the commodity 
breaks into a further constitutive layer, the image of society 
as composed of an intersection of constitutive layers is never 
explicitly generalized, and certainly the claim that the practice of 
commodity exchange might be one of a range of constitutively 
abstract forms is never entertained. The socialist ideal had always 
found expression in ideas of co-operation, sharing and equality. 
It was always grounded in an assumption that the enactment of 
these values would find expression in the practice of well-rounded 
persons who were relatively accessible to one another in their 
full-bodied humanity, each encompassing a wide range of human 
possibilities. This is to say that the reconstruction of society was 
conceived as set within one plane. To lift constitutive abstraction 
into a central role within the perspective of socialist reconstruction 
would be to confront the question of the social structure of the 
relation between constitutive layers. In this perspective, for inst
ance, science as a branch of intellectual practice is one modality 
of a constitutively more abstract mode of acting in the social 
world; it is not simply a means of guaranteeing an expanded 
knowledge which can ensure an abundant life within that single 
plane of social interchange within which Marx, as had his pre
decessors, envisaged the practice of socialism.

Marx was always reluctant to specify the shape that a socialist 
society might take. In a very general sense this no doubt expressed 
a well-considered reticence concerning the specifically concrete 
potentialities of the dark side of the dialectic. Yet given the charac
ter of intellectual forms as set within the medium of constitutively 
abstract interchange, a further source of this reluctance could be 
related to the contradictions which become apparent when the 
analysis of the commodity abstraction is followed up by the 
generalization of constitutive abstraction as such.

As long as the mode of constituting the social relations is treated 
as being on one plane, a direct sense of the action of class interest 
fills the picture to an excessive degree. Given the prospect of the 
abolition of class privilege it is as if all barriers to a human exist-
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ence enacted on one plane have been breached. The argument 
being advanced here, however, carries a far less optimistic impli
cation. Behind, yet in partial fusion with, each form of class 
domination stands that broader, relatively trans-epochal or cultural 
contribution to forms of control: a more constitutively abstract 
layer of the social relations which is drawn into interpenetration 
with and contributes to the co-ordination of the social whole. 
Structurally this layer may be seen as a key component of hege
mony; historically it may appear as tradition. It is beyond present 
purposes to pursue these issues but it is important to emphasize 
that they are set within distinctive material forms of abstract 
interchange and by no means exclusively, or even primarily, within 
the field of ideas alone.

One striking illustration of the problems which ensue when the 
contribution of abstract interchange to hegemony is pushed to one 
side is to be found in Lenin’s The State and Revolution. In the first 
chapter, the specific role of the state as coercive power is accentu
ated, while its role in the centralized management of extended 
interchange is played down. As the final chapter tapers towards 
an understandable infinality Lenin discusses how boring and re
petitive tasks of centralized co-ordination might be handled in a 
changed social order. Centralized mail sorting, it is suggested, 
might for instance, be drawn back within that single plane consis
tent with the image of socialism through rotating the associated 
tasks between members of the extended populace. Is it surprising 
that untheorized bureaucracy re-entered the scene as a more ab
stracted socialist society emerged and ‘spontaneously’ set the scene 
for the reinstitution of more fateful branches of a state machine?

It is important to note here that to speak of the image of 
socialism being set within one plane does not imply that socialists 
fail to admire the human capacity to work in the intellectual mode 
or to universalize the human condition. The point is that the 
specific and constitutively abstract forms of interchange within 
which intellectual constructions are wrought goes largely unrecog
nized. In one tradition intellectual activity is seen as the expression 
of the essence of genius, and in another as a higher form of 
cultural activity in which those persons with privileged access to 
leisure find the chance to engage. In both cases the specific struc
tures of interchange within which intellectual activity is practised, 
and above all their constitutively abstract character, has evaded 
emphasis. So far as these structures were seen as integrally associ
ated with the relations of class power, there was no inconsistency
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in the anticipation that after this liaison was ruptured, free ‘individ
uals’ might engage in intellectual activity ‘on one plane’, and as a 
simple attribute of the full expression of their human potentialities.

Yet once abstract activity is seen as integral to a distinctive 
form of social interchange the double character of the superstruc
ture can be seen in a somewhat different light: as a point of 
expression of the power relations specific to one formation in 
intersection with a more abstracted constitutive layer; as having 
roots within the differentiation of intellectual from other practices 
and as coextensive with the whole history of class society. It be
comes evident that every society exists in and through the inter
section of constitutive levels, and while this does not preclude the 
harnessing of a range of levels to a specific class interest, it does 
preclude the implication in classical marxism that, with the 
abolition of classes, superstructural forms might be substantially 
bypassed.

Perhaps it is now clear that the effect of the constitutive argu
ment is to draw out implications of the core of Marx’s analysis 
with the consequence that intersecting constitutive forms may be 
seen to contradict the residually philosophical character of a con
ception of persons and social relations as set within one plane. 
Here we have gone no further than to suggest that a social theory 
of the cultural frame can scarcely be developed within the received 
form of the base-superstructure model and that any contrary 
assumption leads to blindspots which radically affect the prospects 
for socialist practice. For the present, however, we want to persist 
with the consideration of one particular lacuna: the absence within 
the marxist tradition of a developed account of the internal forms 
of intellectual interchange which lend a distinctive cast to the 
intellectually related groupings and which contribute to a distinct
ive mode of consciousness as well as to the elements of a distinctive 
ideology.

IV Constitutive Abstraction and the Intellectuals

For a period which is at least coextensive with the history of class 
societies the role of the intellectuals has been to construct more 
constitutively abstract versions of ‘reality’ which then intersect the 
relationships of class and of everyday life. Take for instance 
religions and priesthoods as the custodians of schemes of religious 
representation. These are not simply accounts of another world 
or cosmologies which may, for instance, relate the ‘City of God’ 
to the ‘City of Man’: they intersect with the class system and are
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phrased so as to lend legitimacy to a given arrangement of the 
class interests and to the way in which particular types of persons 
interpret their stations in life and their relationships with others.

With the rise of capitalist commodity production intellectual 
activity undergoes a major shift. With printing and printed books 
the circulation of ideas in part breaks free from the relative im
mobility of the manuscript,6 and along with this, from monastic and 
priestly forms of traditional authority. Creative individuals, and 
not the Creator come to be seen as the sources of creative ideas. 
Through inquiry, through speculation and what C. Wright Mills 
used to call ‘intellectual craftmanship’ these creative ideas are 
worked up through a more open process of social interaction. 
Generally speaking the characteristic attitude is secular, and this 
remains the case irrespective of whether the intellectual worker is 
active in the field of the so-called ‘hard sciences’ or the humanities. 
Yet even here it is important not to be caught in a too hasty over
generalization. The world as object, as matter, often finds a new 
mode of a more abstracted coexistence with spirit: as in certain 
protestant accommodations with the materialist versions of the 
mechanical philosophy of the scientific revolution.7

The first point to make about this sort of practice is that in order 
to be engaged in it the person must be abstracted from the settings 
which make up the structure of what we still take to be the main
stream life of society. Of course such members of the intellectually 
related groupings go to work, get paid, have families and go to the 
supermarket and the pub; but none of these settings accounts for or 
defines the specificity of the relations within which they carry on 
their distinctive practice. The second point relates to the social form 
of which this abstracted practice is constitutive. Basically it would 
seem that for the intellectuals we can say that interchange is med
iated by print which serves as one abstracted way of symbolizing 
the linguistic element of face-to-face interaction. This technological 
medium allows the social tie to be extended in space and in time. It 
creates a setting whereby the participant is ‘lifted out’ of the 
relationships of everyday life and where at least subjectively persons 
experience themselves as the authors of their own creations. In 
other words, they begin to experience themselves as post-individual

6. J. A. Schumpeter, Capitalism Socialism and Democracy, London, 
Unwin University Books, 1970, p. 147: ‘ . . .  if the monastery gave 
birth to the intellectual of the medieval world it was capitalism that 
let him loose and presented him with the printing press.’

7. Keith Hutchison, ‘Supematuralism and the Mechanical Philosophy’, 
History of Science 21, 53, September 1983.
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or, as the contemporary pop term would have it, as ‘autonomous 
persons’ acting in a setting where the boundaries or constraints 
visible in ordinary life might seem to have dropped away.8

Critical though this process may be as an axial point for the 
reconstitution of the social relations generally, we do not argue 
that it consummates this by itself alone. For this to occur 
different modes of the extension of the social relations must emerge 
—  in transport, in communication generally. To illustrate this 
process for the polity, the extended process of commodity exchange 
and the reconstruction of the practices of ideological integration, 
it is scarcely necessary to look beyond the role played by television 
as a form of extended social relationship. But the ways in which 
the population at large is drawn within the field of extended 
interaction all require separate treatments in their own right. In 
the immediate context it is sufficient to push on a little further 
with the discussion of the parallel between the exchange of com
modities and extended interaction within the intellectual field.

It will be clear enough that the case of intellectual interchange 
is comparable with that of commodity exchange in that both entail 
a process of constitutive abstraction: each arises within and is 
integral with a distinctive social relational form as the frame of 
practice, and both give rise to a qualitatively distinct mode of form
ation of the person. Much could be gained from a full comparative 
analysis of these radically divergent expressions of abstractly consti
tutive modes. It is sufficient to note here that Marx, in his analysis 
of the commodity abstraction, was almost exclusively concerned 
with an institutional analysis of the role of the market in the com
munication of capitalist interest through the realization of surplus 
value. Certainly quite clear implications are traced as to the way 
this process lends a distinctive normative frame to capitalist culture 
and hence to the underlying formation of the persons engaged in 
its practice. The same can be said of labour power as commodity 
or for its relation to the theory of alienation. Yet all this notwith
standing, the primary focus remains abstraction in its social re
lational aspect; there is no theoretical preoccupation with the 
interrelationship of the constitutive levels of persons as these find 
expression in personal formation. They remain as beings constituted 
on one plane, distorted and constrained in the fulfilment of their 
human potential by the practices consummated and fixed by 
capitalist exchange.

The emphasis in marxist analysis of intellectual interchange 
provides, however, a radical contrast: the person and not the

8. Geoff Sharp, ‘Intellectuals in Transition’, Arena 65, 1983.
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networks of abstracted interchange occupy the phenomenal centre 
during the course of analysis. Over against the filleted and impover
ished human quality of the individual practice involved in acts of 
abstracted exchange, intellectual interchange is always anchored 
on persons synthesizing their own relatively unique levels of ex
tended relationships as steps in individual processes of becoming. 
Certainly these contribute to ongoing cultural webs of practice, 
but this notwithstanding, it is the intellectual actor and not the 
social relational form which stands in the centre at the level of 
experience.

In speaking this way I am as it were referring to the pure or 
typifying case of the person cast in the intellectual mode. Most of 
the members of the intellectually related groupings operate within 
a quite restricted register within this mode. In Arena we usually 
refer to this vast majority as the intellectually trained, the teachers, 
engineers, media gurus and now often the politicians too who 
move within the field of the constructions of the intellectual mode 
and who are directly or indirectly formed by the ideology of 
autonomy to which it gives rise.

Konrad and Szelenyi9 have suggested that the characteristic 
feature of thought of the intellecual type is its cross-contextuality. 
Because the somewhat filleted character of technologically mediated 
interchange allows it be extended across contexts it allows com
parison, the isolation of key features and hence the building of 
interpretive models. These then lay a claim to being the ‘real’ truth. 
For long historical periods ruling groups seek to fuse such general 
truths with the practices by which they pursue their specific 
interests. Speaking in general terms Marx’s account of the social 
structure of capitalism is constructed in this mode but, given the 
possibilities of his own time, without a clear awareness of the 
contribution made by the special character of the social relations 
constitutive of his own intellectual setting. One can apply the same 
line of thought to the hard sciences: the periodic table lays some 
sort of claim to representing abstractly the ‘real’ building blocks 
of nature in a way which is scarcely available to direct perception 
or to common sense.

V The Intersection of Intellectual Interchange with the Mode of 
Production

I will now try to pull this line of thought towards a conclusion 
which may go some small way to suggesting the direction of a

9. George Konrad and Ivan Szelenyi, The Intellectuals on the Road to 
Class Power, UK, Harvester Press, 1979.
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political practice. This will entail a brief and necessarily general 
sketch of the fusion of the intellectual mode with the production 
and circulation of commodities and of consequences this carries for 
the reconstitution of society as a whole. With reference to this 
setting I will go on and attempt a preliminary sketch of the way in 
which an assumption of autonomy, as an ideal mode of existence 
of the person, moves out from the grounding value of ‘the individ
ual’ prevalent in the classical age of capitalism. The argument is 
that this further degree of the abstraction of the person comple
ments the further abstraction of the social relations generally. As 
these relations become radically universalized the relatively autono
mous person who enacts its practices serves as a mooring point for 
a new constellation of social contradictions. These give rise, on the 
one hand, to the reconstitution of the class structure: they point to 
an ideological trajectory which foreshadows the self-destruction of 
humanity. On the other hand, these same contradictions offer the 
chance for the renewal of a socialist practice; one which points 
beyond the social form of the nation to foreshadow a relatively free 
association of cultures.

As a rough generalization it can be said that by the end of 
World War II science-based technologies had established an inter
section with the forces of production whereby, at least in retrospect, 
one can see that the stage of machinofacture was drawing to the 
end of its period of dominance. No doubt in retrospect too the 
turning point will be seen as the controlled nuclear reaction and 
the apparently limitless vistas both for destruction and, as the 
transformation of that process, the seductive appeal of limitless 
cheap power. However you want to view that, this period marks 
the time when the secular and scientific myth of the conquest of 
nature could be fused with the logic of commodity production.

If you think of the image of class society which the socialist 
movement drew from Marx one could say that until the post- 
World War II period it stood up pretty well; a good many 
people, among whom I suppose Braverman and perhaps Gorz are 
examples, have sought to hold to the picture by claiming that a 
new level of skill was becoming typical of the workforce. In its 
own limited way this is no doubt true enough, but viewed more 
generally it is essentially false.

When one speaks of science-based technologies it no longer 
makes sense to view them as simply related to the labour process. 
Once the intellectual mode has become integral with the domin
ance of a new constitutive level within the whole social formation, 
by virtue of the very fact that it is extended and universalistic, it
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can take in every social relation — the family, production, the 
institutions of social or ideological integration — directly within its 
reach. This can be clearly seen in a few examples: technologies 
of reproduction, for instance with respect to the family, or satellite 
communication in relation to the extended reach of ideological 
integration.

Just because it is universalistic, the intellectually constitutive 
mode can come directly to grips with existence as a whole rather 
than simply with the labour process as confined within one rela
tively clearly demarcated institutional sector. Yet given the social 
structure of capitalism it is in fact drawn into a primary unity with 
capital accumulation as driven by the logic of the circulation of 
commodities; the consequence is that the power of that process is 
rapidly expanded and now operates within a further abstraction 
of its constitutive mode. Leisure as commodity, football, cricket, 
genetically engineered species as commodity, reproduction as 
commodity.

The general mechanism of this process can be represented in 
terms of an intersection of levels wherein the emergent dominant 
level of abstraction works its way through and past the existing 
form. Just because this is a general process the reconstitutive effects 
to which it gives rise are pervasive. It is not enough simply to 
follow what some might see as the marxist convention and to 
concentrate upon the reconstitution of the social relations and the 
material processes of production. The dominance of a new con
stitutive level does not simply affect each existing institution taken 
in isolation: it affects the relations between institutions so that 
functions previously performed by one institutional area may be 
absorbed by another; it affects too the existing constitutive forms 
as these interpenetrate with the newly dominant level. In addition 
and over against the social relations as such, it affects the 
constitution of the person. Integral with the emergence of a newly 
dominant constitutive level of social relations a new level of 
subjective organization assumes significance.

To discuss reconstitutive processes in these general terms has 
the advantage of contributing to an overview, but this can be at 
the expense of leaving wholly unstated the specific processes 
associated with reconstitutive changes. In the preceding discussion 
this potential difficulty is perhaps illustrated in the treatment of 
the key theme: the intersection of the intellectual form of inter
change with the mode of production and exchange.

In essence what we are saying is that the power of the intellect
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to constitutively abstract the socio-material arrangements of classi
cal capitalism is expressed in — it gives in socio-material terms a 
new form to —  productive activity and to exchange. If, for inst
ance, we take genetically engineered products as an example, then 
on the one hand the reach of production becomes more universal, 
while on the other, a sphere of our previously taken-for-granted 
and ‘natural’ mode of existence is drawn into the sphere of 
commodity exchange. This is a relatively direct process; its conse
quences for the co-ordination of scientific and scientifically trained 
persons and for the reconstruction of the settings of their working 
activities are too obvious to need elaboration here.

In the case of the abstraction of exchange, however, the 
situation is more complex. In order for intellect to contribute 
to the further abstraction and hence universalization of commodity 
exchange, a way has to be found of reconstituting the institutional 
configurations which served as settings for what C. Wright Mills 
has termed the distinctive rounds of the life of the classes. 
The argument here is that new and universalistic modes of 
social interconnection are set up which allow both persons and 
institutional functions to be further abstracted from their previous 
modes of existence and relocated within the new terms of life. 
These forms, the newer media, depend upon intellectual achieve
ments which allow for the mediating technologies to come into 
being and then reproduce features which are characteristic of the 
form of intellectual interchange from which they derive, for 
example, extension/universality and the requirement that the 
person finds identity as a synthesizing actor.

There is no intrinsic reason why such derived and constitutively 
more abstract social forms should enter into a fusion with com
modity exchange. Yet the point remains that in our given situation 
they do, and it is directly through commodity exchange that this 
phase of the intersection of intellectual exchange with the mode 
of production and exchange is consummated. Hence, when an 
audience ‘attends’ a televised cricket match, the match can signify 
a brand of cigarettes, of whisky or of headache powders. In short, 
it can invest a commodity with meaning10 and when this occurs 
not only has commodity exchange been fused with another mode 
of abstracted interchange but the setting —  the cultural setting — 
in which ‘use’ is defined is being constituted in a different way. 
This setting is now more fully encompassed by the world of ex-

10. See G. Gill, ‘The Signs of Consumerism’, Arena 53, 1979.
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change, and because every institution is drawn towards this vortex 
Jesus Christ Superstar jostles with the latest version of the world 
car alongside Mr Michael Willesee on an oil rig nurturing seals 
which also happen to signify a multinational or a ‘Big Australian. ’11

The person, as placed within this more directly universalized 
cultural setting, is ‘lifted out’ of particular institutional configura
tions defining the given round of life of a class. The clear sense of 
a structured life pattern which this provided, the system of con
straints built into every class situation and attendant ideology 
within classical capitalism, begin to pass into dissolution as the 
institutional functions are reconstituted and reallocated under the 
aegis of a new level of constitutive dominance. This process is not 
restricted to the scientific arm of the intellectual culture but affects 
that framework as a whole. Now in fusion with the process of 
commodity exchange which it has so radically augmented, the 
intellect is drawn towards incorporation by a system in which every 
person must ‘do their own thing’ in the practice of autonomous 
conformity.

In this discussion the whole point of references to the rounds 
of life of the classes within classical capitalism is to set the ground 
for the discussion of the process whereby such settings are consti- 
tutively abstracted. If enough has been said for the present about 
the central intersection whereby this process develops, I can now 
turn to outline the reconstruction of ideology; the way the values 
of commodity exchange which so influenced the particular class 
ideologies of the prior historical period are restated within a 
transformed cultural frame.

VI The Abstraction of the Cultural Frame: The Emergence of 
Autonomy

It is already clear that the relevant way to illustrate such changes 
is by turning to the history of the emergent dominance of the 
production and circulation of commodities in Western Europe. 
We have already touched on how, when the requirements for 
production and the objects of consumption as well become radically 
commodified, the formation of the person is drawn into a re- 
constitutive process. The signs of this process are apparent in the 
earlier stages of capitalism; it becomes necessary for individuals

11. See Paul James, ‘Australia in the Corporate Image: The New Nation
alism’, Arena 63, 1983.
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to enter into a more extended process of choice: choice about 
where one shall seek work, in what way, whom one shall seek to 
marry, whether one shall continue to adopt a religious outlook, 
for whom one shall choose to vote within the institutions of demo
cratic electoralism. Even the listing of these changes is sufficient 
to suggest that the extended market for commodities is associated 
with an interpenetration of previous modes of relationship with the 
concept and the substantive practice of ‘the individual’. Relative to 
their predecessors, ‘the individuals’ called into being by the society 
of extended commodity exchange are constituted more abstractly. 
Their practices are more abstract even when they maintain a 
recognizable continuity with older ways. In the case of the nuclear 
family, for instance, the married pair choose one another freely 
as persons now universalized within a more extended setting. The 
unit they comprise asserts more independent rights within the 
loosened constraints of the networks of kinship. The institutional 
reach of kinship gives ground to the now more socially inclusive 
reach of a political society reconstituted in terms of the practices 
of citizens: citizens who conceive themselves as related to re
constituted class groupings and as engaged in ideological practices 
within the terms of a now more clearly articulated general social 
structure.

To speak of the dominance of a constitutive level is not to imply 
that the range of institutional settings are all to be seen as con
stituted at the same level of abstraction. Yet it is to imply that 
each is penetrated by and reworked to a degree in the terms of 
the dominant level. In this respect the reconstitution of the person 
is critical. Given the relative independence and isolation of the 
institutional settings in modern societies it is the existence of the 
individual whch permits and requires the person to act as the 
point of integration of the demands of diverse settings. What the 
dominant setting does under these circumstances is to constrain 
persons in the terms of those particular forms of flexibility which 
are indispensable if they are to enact the integration of the social 
whole. To put the issue this way is of course in part derivative 
from the direction of the analysis which Durkheim left unfulfilled 
in his discussion of the cult of the individual as the condition for 
social integration under conditions of organic solidarity. Clearly 
it draws as well on the Althusserian notion of the shifting domin
ance of the instances of ideology arising within a given mode of 
production. Yet here too there is no question of any identity of 
approach; a critical difference is that in the discussion of constitu
tive levels it is the change of the form of social interrelationship 
which is treated as critical. The central underlying argument being
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that persons constitute their social life and work up their relation 
to the material world within identifiable forms of social interchange. 
These forms are set at different levels of constitutive abstraction 
and as such set qualitative limits to modes of socio-material 
practice. An emergent form of constitutive abstraction always both 
exists in intersection with and drives towards abstraction from its 
predecessor.

To outline the abstraction of ‘the individual’ in these terms is to 
speak of grounding features of an analytically distinguishable and 
dominant cultural12 type: a type which, in the classical period of 
capitalism, always existed in relative fusion with the particular 
ideologies, whether individualist or oppositionist in either a simple 
collectivist or a more fully articulated and revolutionary socialist 
form. These particular ideologies sought to give expression to the 
more specific circumstances and future prospects of the classes.

Given the setting of the production and circulation of commodi
ties it is clear enough that individualism was quite directly grafted 
into particular institutional settings within which the more fully 
rounded social and political life of the ruling and middle classes 
was carried on. Here it was as if the competitive practices of 
individuals engaged in commodity exchange found a marked 
degree of complementarity in the reconstruction of religious and 
political institutions, in educational settings and in the organization 
of class life generally. No such unambiguous transfer of commodity 
related values is observable for collectivism or for revolutionary 
socialism. As has so often been noted the relations of co-operation 
in the process of production along with the recognition of a 
common interest arising from a shared situation restricted compe
tition among those who had nothing to sell but their labour power. 
Yet even here there is a wish to incorporate that heightened sense 
of the individual which bourgeois right had placed in the centre 
of the social value frame. In spite of their opposition and the 
contrasts of their particular circumstances each of these ideologies 
refers to a common ground; while collectivism fuses its sense of 
the person with a reformist project it shares with individualism

12. The concept of culture employed here refers to universal grounding 
assumptions and to the distinctive and universal (from the standpoint 
of a given society) forms of interchange within which they are set. 
In this sense culture is, for methodological purposes, treated as prior 
to structure, while it is assumed that every structure is in fusion with 
its culture. Every culture is treated as entailing the intersection and 
interpenetration of a series of levels of constitutive abstraction each 
of which has its period of relative dominance and which now, in 
attenuated form, contributes to the structure of the present.
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that radically heightened sense of the individual carried in the 
cultural frame as laid out by commodity exchange. Even in the 
case of revolutionary socialism a comparable fusion of general and 
particular values can be noted. If here dilemmas arising from 
reformist failure to confront commodity production are avoided, 
the heightened sense of the individual remains. It is as if any mode 
of engagement in commodity exchange leaves its imprint; even as 
revolutionary socialism looks toward a quite different social order 
its central question relates to how radical ‘individuals’ might be 
joined in the co-operative practices of a socialist way of life.

This distinction between a cultural and a class base of ideological 
practice and representation is of quite basic importance as a point 
of departure for the differentiation of ‘the individual’ from more 
contemporary idealizations of the autonomous person. The two 
types represent stages in the penetration of the institutions by the 
commodity. Autonomy arises in conjunction with the radical 
expansion of the field of circulation of the commodity as it works 
its way through the social settings formative of the ways of life 
of the classes. This same process is simultaneously one of the 
emergence of new forms of social integration. The extended modes 
of interchange which derive from intellectual interchange as such 
fuse with commodity exchange and this coalescence is given sub
stance as the reconstitution of the settings of everyday life.

When regarded as limited and particular ideologies, individual
ism and collectivism each claims to offer the means of both 
understanding and realizing the ends of individuals. It is to be 
taken as given that collectivism emphasizes solidarity, equality and 
co-operation in its image of social practice. But this is not the 
point of emphasis here since my aim is to illustrate how these 
relatively limited ideologies are directly comparable in that each 
takes for granted clear limits of institutional constraint upon 
individual action.

Autonomy cuts into the ground in which that particular form 
of the individual, as carried within capitalist culture, is set. In this 
general sense the rise of the autonomous person is comparable 
with the rise of the heightened sense of the individual. It is not in 
any direct sense a class phenomenon at all, but associated with a 
shift of the cultural frame. As already suggested it expresses a 
breaking out of the constraints imposed by class-tied institutions 
and ideologies attached to a prior constitutive level: the class-linked 
institutional configurations associated with the production and 
circulation of commodities in the classical era of capitalism.
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VII The Ideology of Autonomy and Cultural Contradiction

Taken in isolation the intellectual mode of interchange recognizes 
only the whole of socio-material reality as its limit. In the classical 
period of capitalism, in the age of machinofacture, it was effect
ively confined by the classes. As long as the expansion of capital 
depended upon the direct exploitation of labour this partial 
confinement of the intellectual mode was a relatively stabilized 
relationship; articulation of ideology was the main role that mode 
could perform on behalf of and be rewarded for by the ruling 
class. Within the relatively closed circle of life of the classes it was 
as if the commodity had organized the institutional settings of life 
so that they sustained the conditions of its circulation in a still 
restricted field; it had yet to take wing in reconstructing fully the 
particular institutions which contributed to the composition of the 
practices of everyday life. As we have often stated in Arena it was 
only after World War II that this deadly growth was seen in full 
bloom.

There is a clear need for a general phrase or term which refers 
to the process whereby autonomy emerges from the reconstruction 
of the cultural ground to express a mode of realization of the self 
which acknowledges no limit. As a way of epitomizing the spon
taneously direct appeal of a break-out from prior and culturally 
grounded settings we will refer to the ‘ideology of autonomy’. It 
serves as a way of stressing the common ground within which each 
of the manifold contemporary movements for liberation from the 
old institutions find their justification. The logic of this argument 
is that the ground source of this impetus is neither of the Left nor 
of the Right in the sense given these terms within limited and 
particular ideologies. It expresses the intersection of constitutive 
levels and while it does relate to the emergence of a new frame
work within which Left and Right interpretations might be restated, 
it is essential that it should not be confused with the values and 
perspectives conventionally associated with these terms.

We are speaking here then of a change which not only tends to 
envelop the great liberatory vision of the socialist movements but 
which is comprehensive enough in its sweep to offer new life 
to individualism as well. Just because it depends upon the culmin
ation of that long cycle of the given form of the separation of 
intellectual work from the life of the classes and the labour of the 
greater part of humanity, it taps into the movements of both the
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Left and of the Right. Deep in our own cultural tradition and 
maintaining a thread of continuity across cultural formations, the 
myth of liberation from want, infirmity and injustice has called 
to those who experienced suffering. And the whole point of this 
myth is that, even while it finds a deeper resonance among the 
oppressed, it is broadly enough phrased to offer an answer to all 
who experience the riddle of existence and respond to the hope of 
a redeemed humanity. At bottom this is to refer to the language 
of redemption from the flesh in which all idealism subsists and 
which, when taken in isolation, the abstracted form of intellectual 
interchange supports irrespective of explicit commitments to ideal
ism or materialism. From the work of the intellectual as prophet to 
those who now join the control of nature to the commodity form 
the thread is a continuous one. And as we noted before in passing, 
the interpretive intellectual drawn from the field of the humanities 
is increasingly drawn into a supporting role: Barry Jones as head 
keeper of the robotic zoo and Philip Adams as his guru. As long- 
established structures of practice and meaning pass into dissolution 
aspirants to radical autonomy emerge at the intersection of two 
constitutive levels of practice. Needs and aspirations, formed within 
and once constrained within the orders of practice of now waning 
settings of social life, look with the hope of consummation to 
the society of open and extended interchange; a setting which in 
the period of its emergence, and by contrast with its predecessor, 
presents itself phenomenally as unconstrained.

If the ideology of autonomy is viewed as a grounding personal 
value then it attains that role through the extended and universali
zing scope of the form of intellectual exchange within which it is 
set. Yet that value frame can lend itself to an interpretation which 
stresses mutuality and co-operation. By its nature it lends itself to 
an ambiguity as to whether the self or the other is the primary term 
within the relationships this form of interchange entails. 13 Phen
omenally, the ego is paramount; reflectively or in the light of a 
grasp of the whole significance of this form of interchange it 
becomes apparent that the self is best served by each individual 
giving a primary emphasis to the service of the other. Yet in 
the given conditions of a capitalist society and given the absence 
of a theory of intellectual interchange, it is the phenomenal ex
perience of the abstracted and intellectually derived ego which is 
typically accented. Seen in this perspective the prime thrust of the 
ideology is towards allowing a fusion with the ground values of 
commodity exchange. It becomes an extension and a reconstruction

13. See Geoff Sharp, op. cit
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of an individualism which can no longer be portrayed as a partic
ular ideology since by virtue of now finding a universal scope it 
becomes one with its reconstructed cultural ground. Yet it cannot 
be emphasized too strongly that this means that as an ideology 
it has a distinctive cast. Primarily it is a cultural ideology: one 
which expresses a particular direction which may be taken towards 
the resolution of the trans-epochal relation of intellectual forms 
of work and interchange to other modalities of labour and social 
existence.

To speak of the prime thrust of the ideology of autonomy leaves 
open the potentiality for a reconstitution of practices in ways which 
are consistent with its implicit recognition of the other and the 
relative accenting of mutuality, co-operation, and interdependence 
which this implies. No doubt it is clear enough that the prime 
thrust towards fusion with commodity exchange does give rise to 
its own contradictions. Externally, this process stands in relation 
to an expanding army of redundant persons: those who because 
of outmoded skills or the lack of the means of social flexibility 
cannot make the crossing into a more abstractly constituted ‘new 
society’. Internally those whose sensibilities lead them to apprehend 
the dilution of the condensed meanings carried by the now increas
ingly attenuated life-settings of the old society look to a more 
concretely reconstituted and alternative way of life. If the counter
culture was a spontaneous outburst in this mode, the ‘Greens’ too 
may be seen as responding to the same impulse, though now with 
a more articulate critique of the dominant integration of intellect 
with commodity exchange and the march towards universal de
struction which that fatal alliance promotes.

In a far more modest key one may observe the same processes 
at work as people find a new preoccupaton with their ‘roots’, with 
their bodies or with tradition in its own right. In social psychologi
cal terms one may talk the language of identity-seeking. In 
social and cultural terms it might be said that as an extended and 
privatized mode of interchange asserts its dominance people 
develop concerns for the recovery of constitutive levels of them
selves which they had not entertained the thought of losing. Having 
experienced these as a fixed permanent feature of their lives they 
could scarcely imagine the possibility of their atrophy until this 
same process was so far advanced as to be unmistakeable. But 
as the march of the commodity forges its way through the institu
tional settings of life what has been lost as an assumption about 
human nature is offered back as voluntary construction. One can 
achieve an identity which encompasses lost constitutive levels:
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through community work, by ‘life be in it’ and fun-runs, or by 
responding to the marketing of aerobic exercise. If this mild 
murmuring of a contradiction between constitutive levels can be 
effectively incorporated, and can be led back by creative marketing 
to feed the further expansion of the newly dominant level, this is 
by no means inconsistent with it also finding expression in a far 
more articulate critique of the destructive momentum of the high- 
tech society. This much is clear in the development of the ‘Green’ 
and ecologically related critiques, even if these critical movements 
remain short on an effective analysis of their own roots or maintain 
a continuity with the counter-culture by drawing inspiration from 
an autonomist version of the mysticism of natural circumstance. 
For all of its rejection of ‘abstraction’ the central personal value 
of the counter-culture was autonomy, while its project was the 
radically simplistic one of re-enacting this value within a world 
where prior constitutive levels in the process of dissolution were to 
be recovered by nature’s children. The ecosystemic vision which, 
twenty years on, is so prevalent among the ‘Greens’ is unmistake- 
ably an intellectual one: yet this movement is still to come to 
terms with the notion of the social ensemble as a structure of 
constitutive levels. It is as if it seeks to re-enact in a more universal 
and comprehensive setting the utopian aspiration for a rounded 
mode of life —  on a single plane.

The contradictions within the social form of the production and 
circulation of commodities which gave rise to the working-class 
movement bear a certain parallel and also a contrast which arise 
within the reworking of the dominant level of constitutive abstrac
tion being considered here. Directly, the contradictions of classical 
capitalism expressed themselves as class contradictions while those 
being considered here express themselves as cultural contradictions. 
They go directly to the root of the meaning of social existence so 
giving rise to a conflict which encompasses all; it is no longer 
specific interests but the fate of our species which hangs in the 
balance.

As a purely empirical project the radical version of autonomous 
liberation is comparable with collectivism. The latter, having no 
clear view of the way in which commodity exchange lent a partic
ular cast to its view of the individual and freedom, could maintain 
no steady grasp of the way it was necessary to move on beyond 
commodity exchange. Only revolutionary socialism took this path 
and envisaged a free association of persons who were no longer 
subject to the constraints of the commodity form. Yet however 
unclarified their programme, certain tendencies within the ‘Green’ 
movement do reject both the commodity form and the dominance
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of the instrumental form of rationality with which it is in fusion. 
To say this is not to imply any brief held for this particular tend
ency. No doubt it is already set within its own limitations and we 
shall have to look elsewhere for an analysis which can view the 
cultural need for reconstruction of directly sociable life settings 
through clearer eyes.

VIII The Ideology of Autonomy as a Reconstitutive Mechanism

The central paradox of the dominant branch of the ideology of 
autonomy is that while it is centred on post-individual or autono
mous resolution of needs, the actual effect of this process of 
resolution is to dissolve the given constitutive level of relations 
within which these needs were formed. Characteristically the 
manifest form of the offer of need resolution is in the humane- 
liberatory mode and it is likely that most considerate persons would 
sympathize with the constrained circumstances of the particular 
individuals concerned. The offer of access to the technologies of 
in vitro fertilization, 14 to couples for whom conventional conception 
is impractical, is a case in point. The individual experience of want 
and constraint occupies the centre of public attention, while the 
structural effect of an unintended contribution to the reconstitution 
of a primordial relationship is brushed to one side; the paradoxical 
link between the enrichment of the lives of individuals and a 
trajectory towards the cultural impoverishment of all, at least in 
the short run, goes unnoticed.

One can multiply such examples at will. The abstraction of 
labour, for instance, and its reconstitution within the terms of 
cybernetic control and robotic action is also an abstraction from a 
long-standing condition of the life of our species. To say this need 
by no means foreshadow the wholesale rejection of such recon
stitutive processes. It does imply the suggestion that forms of 
sociation which depend upon the full-bodied co-operation of 
persons who reproduce some of the conditions of their existence by 
the sweat of their brows may be a cultural necessity. It is to suggest 
a role for creative labour in fields such as the building of houses 
and the production of food. It is to suggest that a renewal of art and

14. This is a topic which has been discussed in earlier issues. See for 
instance: Doug White, ‘In Vitro: Towards the Industrialization of 
Birth’, Arena 58, 1981.
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of craft in such fields might be preferred to the total enchantment 
of a more abstracted life in which the centrality of the computer 
demands the reclamation of the body through aerobic exercise.

Of course the argument implicit here is not that the existing 
relations on a given constitutive level may not call for radical 
reform; the point is that any reform should be within the terms 
of that constitutive level. In the given circumstances this may mean 
that reform is impossible. For instance a reform which, in the given 
state of knowledge of infertility, allows a childless couple to have 
children by resort to the techniques of in vitro fertilization. As 
noted before this course of action carries with it a contribution to 
the destruction of that cultural ground in which the wish to have 
children is embedded. If the constitutive level integral with that 
ground is to be maintained many infertile couples must remain 
under a consraint which historically was biological and has now 
become cultural.

To emphasize the desirability of grappling with some needs 
within the level on which they arise or to suggest that the wishes 
of some persons, cannot be fulfilled, is by no means to exclude the 
prospect that many needs which arise on one level may well be 
served by some degree of intersection with a higher constitutive 
level. One can, by keeping an ideal of the relation of constitutive 
levels in mind, find a guideline which indicates which constitutive 
level or relation of levels should serve in resolution or partial 
resolution of needs.

To speak of an ideology of autonomy then is not simply to speak 
of the spontaneous cultural ideology of the intellectually related 
groupings. It is to speak of that spontaneous or unreflected ideology 
working in fusion with the cultural ideology grounded in commodity 
exchange. Both of these ideological frames drive toward the 
dissolution of prior constitutive levels. Yet, and the argument here 
is that it is in their fusion that the key to the separation of the 
present from the past is to be found.

A general way of expressing the relationship between the two 
prospects suggested by this brief critique of the ideology of 
autonomy is to see each as a cultural ideology. Both turn upon the 
emergence of the intellectual level of interchange, both presuppose 
a measure of dissolution of the given arrangements within insti
tutions and in the way in which family, leisure, etc., constitute a 
particular closed circle of life. Both presuppose relative autonomy 
as a central value. Yet these similarities notwithstanding, as
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cultural ideologies, they express the movement, of a cultural 
contradiction. 15

IX Cultural Contradiction and the Opening towards Transitional 
Practice

In the orientation summed up by the ideology of autonomy 
instrumental rationality is the dominant phase of intellectual 
interchange which fuses with the production and circulation of 
commodities. While it is common to recoil from the consequences 
of this fusion when it finds expression in the nuclear industry and 
in the development of the means of universal destruction, the 
argument being sketched here carries a more comprehensive 
implication. Nuclear power, genetic engineering, the reconstitution 
of reproduction are all specific forms of passing beyond, of offering 
the means of the dissolution of, those prior constitutive levels 
which Marx rightly enough located as the seat of those core 
human responses16 through which we experience our humanity. 
If the long cycle of the separation of intellectual activity from 
working and everyday life is to be resolved within the trajectory of 
the ideology of autonomy we should not be exclusively concerned

15. The reference to cultural contradiction is intended to accent the way 
in which this form of contradiction directly engages universal 
grounding assumptions. It entails different interpretations of the same 
circumstances which look towards different ways of enacting the 
relationships between constitutive levels. As a consequence of being 
universal a cultural contradiction is experienced as centred on the 
person rather than the group, this particular feature itself being a 
consequence of the fusion of two directly universal modes of inter
change: intellectual interchange and the exchange of commodities. 
There is a limited and special sense in which a cultural contradiction 
of this type is also a class contradiction. That term of the contradiction 
associated with the ideology of autonomy points to the consolidation 
of a reconstituted class oppression; however the other term expresses 
the cultural demand for a different mode of existence and this demand 
is not significantly mediated by any conventionally narrow conception 
of class interest.

16. To say this is not to suggest that in their historical forms these can 
provide unambiguous ideals. Brutality as well as sympathy, love as 
well as hatred are entwined in these settings. To emphasize their 
significance as part of our ‘human nature’ is to acknowledge that they 
are close to the intersection of culture and nature and the carriers of 
very rich frames of condensed meaning. As such they allow the person 
to find an ontological ground which goes beyond or envelops the self. 
A  central theoretical problem here relates to how constitutive levels 
can be maintained after they have, in effect, been seen through from 
the vantage point of a ‘higher’ constitutive practice.
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with the nuclear threat: the process of radical reconstitution can 
bring our ruin via the undermining of a wide range of the 
conditions of life.

The alternative prospect, since it depends upon a grasp of the 
setting of the ideology of autonomy as a relationship between 
constitutive levels and an understanding of its seductive mechanism, 
takes its departure from interpretive reason. It advocates a reflective 
culture in which the capacity to grasp something of the way in 
which prior levels are constituted provides the chance both to 
maintain and to reform them within the terms of their given 
constitutive modalities. In more practical terms this would be 
inseparable from the reconstitution of face-to-face community in a 
setting of the radical devolution of the present over-development 
of the distinction between town and country in nations where the 
practices associated with the ideology of autonomy are already 
rampant. Likewise it would look to the elimination of the present 
gross differences between nations in access to the means of 
subsistence.

To speak of the renewal of community within the terms of co
operation and sharing is scarcely conceivable within the mould of 
the national state. That social form is radically identified with the 
homogenization of cultures and increasing predominance of instru
mental forms of abstract power. Rather, the emphasis is towards 
the diversification of communal cultures of a new historical type.

Drawing on today’s discussion one might start by noting that 
constitutive forms differ radically in their extension in space: sexual 
relations are a trifle difficult without presence in the flesh while the 
extended symbolic exchange so characteristic of print and elec
tronic media achieves its universality by way of abstraction from 
direct human presence. We are speaking here of the fusion of the 
the powers of such constitutive levels within a mode of social 
existence which still maintains them. Since this is inseparable from 
the maintenance of a relative separation of the forms of interchange 
in which they reside it implies the need for structures which 
articulate these levels in ways which allow varied modes of their 
being fused and accented in the lives of particular persons. While 
we may speak of both craft and intellectual activity, of both 
machinofacture and robotic production, these terms imply modes 
yof interchange which have different qualities of extension/ 
abstraction. The logic of the wish to combine them may be 
compatible with every person being able to respond to a degree in 
different registers, this same possibility depending upon both 
parochial as well as universalistic languages being commonplace
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features of the world of everyday experience. Since none of the 
constitutive levels within which these practices develop depend 
primarily on any ‘given’ human nature they are inseparable from 
orders of constraint. To pretend otherwise now is to identify with 
the ideology of autonomy. While the utopian thread in the socialist 
tradition looked to this same transcendental liberation, to promote 
it now — whether in the name of the human essence or the new 
post-structuralist perspectives grounded in claims for the radical 
freedom of the signifier — is to add one’s mite to cultural 
dissolution.

X Politics and the New State

Some form of genuinely representative state is inseparable from 
the reconstitution of communal cultures, just as some form of a 
universal state is inseparable from the confinement of the more 
lethal practices associated with the ideology of autonomy. The 
prospect being touched upon here is one which might minimize the 
role of any structure of coercion by offering a framework of 
everyday life in which neither parochial forms of conventional 
class power nor the radical dominance of extended constitutive 
levels could find it easy to re-establish themselves.

One of the effects of stressing both the conservation and the 
reform of prior constitutive levels within the setting of a cultural 
contradiction is to highlight a contrast with contemporary neo
conservatism. In the course of this discussion we have stressed the 
way in which the spontaneous unreflective form of the ideology of 
autonomy is wide open to incorporation by a reconstituted and 
totalitarian class state. This effect is the more insidious insofar as, 
in appearing to grant some of the more pragmatically stated 
objectives of liberal democrats and movements of the older 
established Left, it in fact subverts them at a deeper and more 
general level. Earlier we touched on the way in which the subtle 
mechanism of the ideology of autonomy works in the case of the 
plight of those particular couples who cannot complete the process 
of conception: in vitro fertilization offers to bring about the desired 
result through the practices of a higher constitutive level. The result 
of granting the individual wish contributes to the weakening of a 
layer of the social formation which is central to our ontological 
grounding.

In institutional policies like freedom of information and anti- 
discrimination, long-established and laudable objectives of both
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liberal democrats and left-wing people appear to be attained, and 
yet in the present conjuncture this process of incorporation is 
entirely consistent with that new constitutive level, which serves as 
the medium of the information society, establishing itself. The 
abstraction of persons from the old inequalities and the elimination 
of privacy, these are indispensable conditions for the universal 
society of total administration. In the process of its emergence, 
the radical growth of a new field of substantive inequality, the 
increasing army of redundant persons which the new society does 
not need, is brushed to one side. In effect the emergent ruling class 
appears to offer a field of everyday life which leaves persons 
relatively ‘free’. Yet this is a paradoxical social setting, one in 
which people have no choice but to ‘freely make their own lives’, 
subject to one reservation: that they accept the framework of 
abstracted instrumental culture in which all things are drawn into 
the vortex of the commodity.

The totalitarian freedom of the emergent ruling class therefore 
moves within the terms of a double contradiction. That new army 
of redundant persons, who are yet to find their voices, cannot fail 
to come to the recognition that the new expanded freedom denies 
them life within the framework of the ruling system it idealizes. 
Within its own terms this emergent system faces the increasing 
pressure of the central cultural contradiction we outlined above. 
It is scarcely surprising that the new state is upgrading its coercive 
apparatus to defend itself against burgeoning crime rates and fears 
of ‘terrorisms’ which the logic of its own development so actively 
promotes.

Nor is it unexpected that, in a period of transition, the fractions 
of the ruling class should demonstrate such variations of emphasis 
with respect to the law and order as compared with the ‘liberatory’ 
aspects of their programmes. In this connection perhaps the most 
deeply confused of all are the neo-conservative intellectuals who in 
their ‘new class’ rhetoric manage to confuse the spontaneously 
liberatory rhetoric of the intellectually related groupings with an 
achieved readiness to push out beyond limits which preclude 
incorporation. Because they cannot define the emergent and free 
order of abstract universal interchange towards which the logic of 
a class position (set within the new means of production) propels 
them, they fall back upon unreformed traditions and seek security 
in the reactionary mystique of a ‘ruling class and its ruling culture’.

At least in general it may be clear how the Left should attempt 
to set its strategy within the terms of the contradictions I have 
sketched. To be a socialist now calls for the commitment required
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to create new forms both within and alongside the existing social 
framework. Whether such a transitional practice will require a 
prolonged historical struggle greatly depends on the orientation of 
members of a working class now relatively compliant in its own 
dissolution within the current framework for the renewal of 
capitalism. This paper however has concentrated on the beginnings 
of an attempt to come to grips with new contradictions and that 
critical question must await another occasion.
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