
Intellectuals in Transition

GEOFF SHARP

This article is the somewhat expanded text of a contribution to the 
1983 Conference of the Sociological Association of Australia and 
New Zealand. The organizers had requested the editors of Arena 
and Thesis II to contribute to a forum and exchange of views on 
“Intellectuals and the Reproduction of Society”. The version 
printed here is filled out to a degree by the addition of more illus
trative references.

An attempt to speak on behalf of Arena on the theme of “Intellec
tuals and Reproduction” immediately runs into two difficulties. 
Given our long-standing interest in the question of intellectuals 
as such there is too much to say in the short time available; “re
production” on the other hand is not an issue to which we’ve given 
much direct attention at alL Certainly there is a sense in which 
the attempt to rework or to develop an approach to intellectuals 
carries consequences for a theory of the way in which a society is 
“reproduced”. But our experience has been that the complexities 
of the first problem mean that the time for concerning ourselves 
with the second is always deferred.

Arena is now about to appear in its 64th issue. For as many 
as the last 60 issues the question of intellectuals has been a con
tinuing preoccupation among members of the editorial group. I 
suppose that in differently accented ways we have shared a view 
that, whatever may have been the case in the 19th century or in
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other periods, at least in our times it was not possible to have a 
theory of society or a practical movement for a co-operative and 
socialist mode of life, unless we saw that intellectuals were pre
senting us with the question of questions. As we saw it, in prac
tical life the changed relations of intellectuals were reconstituting 
the terms in which a host of other questions might be approached; 
one had to start somewhere and the relatively neglected questions 
of the distinguishing features of the intellectual mode and basic 
form of the intellectual relations of social interchange seemed to 
be the relevant point of departure.

By raising the issue in that way I mean to imply that we saw 
society as undergoing a fundamental change; a change that cut 
deeper than the great revolution of 1789, deeper than the Russian 
revolution of 1917. We saw intellectuals as being at the centre of 
that change in the sense that the change itself had to do with a 
transformation, a reversal of the relations of intellectual and 
manual work. In this reversal the work of the intellect was no 
longer peripheral to that of the hand; the intellect came to under
pin production, while at the level of the social relations it led on 
to changed modes of social integration. These were extended 
in the sense that the newer media reached across the boundaries 
of erstwhile parochial social settings. Given these .perceptions, 
the bourgeois and the proletarian revolutions simply became mo
ments of a greater transformation which we had to understand, 
to begin to act within and even to theorize.

As long as it is understood that I’m using the term “intellec
tual” in a comprehensive way— in a way which includes the 
scientific as well as those humanistic or interpretive branches of the 
intellectual culture, the intellectually trained who live off the 
achievements of that culture as well as the intellectuals proper 
who were once seen as living for it— then I suppose that the very 
general contours of the transformation to which I’m referring may 
be taken as self-evident. Perhaps that wouldn’t have been the 
case even five years ago in Australia, but I think it is evident now 
that science-based technologies are the most active agent in the 
reconstruction of the mode of production, while the so-called 
media provide the means of a new level of social integration. But 
if that too is too sanguine an estimate of the self-evident then I’ll 
have to make do for the present by just reminding you of the 
popularization of some of these issues by Barry Jones, while sug
gesting that you withhold, at least for present purposes, any iden
tification with the radically technocratic twist he lends to their 
consideration. It isn’t necessary to more than refer to these issues 
for it to be clear that to talk about “the intellectuals” now involves
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not only discussion of the nature of a social category and its role; 
it involves recognition that society itself is being substantially 
reconstituted in the image of the relations among the members of 
that category.

If that generalization is so sweeping as to seem both rash and 
opaque perhaps it will do until a little later if I just add that the 
essence of this isomorphism lies in the materially abstracted and 
extended properties of intellectual interchange. If we speak this 
way of its social form we can see that this form of interchange 
constitutes the intellectual person in a way which “lifts” that 
person out of the constraints of more parochial contexts and ex
tends the range of interchange across the boundaries of those 
contexts. Individuality as set within more parochial contexts is 
lifted too; qua intellectual, the person experiences himself or her
self as a creator of meaning, as having passed on from individuality 
to autonomy. And once intellectual technique offers the same 
lifting out of context to the citizens at large, “doing one’s own 
thing” becomes an increasingly central value as the modalities of 
social integration are recast by the media and by extended forms 
of social interchange generally.

For us exploratory probing and the beginnings of action around 
these issues has spread over quite a number of years; it has passed 
through at least five main stages both practically and theoretically. 
I’ll refer to the first two of these stages, but in order to minimize 
the extent to which I might be seen as identified with the approaches 
they entailed and the conclusions to which they pointed, I’ll do so 
from the critical vantage point of later stages which I won’t have 
time to elaborate today.

*  Jf* *  *  *

We started off with an interest in the professional intelligentsia 
or, as we later began to refer to them, the intellectually trained. 
Our perspective was in many respects orthodox marxist and we 
were looking for a way of interpreting the distinctive features of 
the ideology and forms of voluntary association of these groupings. 
In a way which is scarcely notable now, we saw them as having 
quite distinctive features when compared with the old working 
class. They formed associations rather than unions and managed 
to combine an emphasis on autonomy with a capacity to act with 
cohesion. Internally, this entailed a hightened participatory mode 
in the formation of policy; externally, the frequent familiarity of 
members with state procedures and their media skills allowed them 
a flexibility of action which contrasted with practices deriving
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from the solidaristic mode of the old working class. We tended to 
concentrate on the emergence of these new strata from the point 
of view of their significance for the Left but we were aware that 
a new social basis for the politics of the Right was located within 
this process of the recomposition of the social structure.

In one sense, these newer groupings expressed the consequences 
for the nature of the workforce of the radical extension of secon
dary as well as tertiary and university education in the post-war 
years. In another, they expressed, and were called into being 
by, the beginnings of the reconstruction of the forces of produc
tion. One way or another we saw them as developing a con
stituency in their own right and as developing a distinctive and 
radical cultural and political mode as they sought to break out of 
the confines of the old middle class. In 1964 we ran a major 
conference at Olinda which ranged over all of these themes. Lloyd 
Churchward, Brian Fitzpatrick, Ian Turner and I spoke and we 
published the proceedings in Arena 5. So far so good. There 
was nothing very complex in this; it began to help us to locate 
ourselves after the disasters of the fifties. We were stretching the 
limits of conventional marxism, being a bit obstreperous in the 
eyes of some people by emphasizing that the intellectually trained 
were reconstituting the forces and the relations of production— 
but we sensed rather than saw the manifold implications of the 
issues we were raising.

In some notes published in Arena 15, which created a minor 
stir in Left circles at the time, we tried to put our concerns on a 
clearer footing theoretically by developing the contrast between 
intellectual and material technique. We linked the intellectually 
trained as the bearers of the revolution in technique back to their 
supposed roots within the scientific branch of the intellectual cul
ture. With a degree of optimism which hindsight tends to puncture, 
we argued that:

. . . because of the values implicit in intellectual work through its tie 
to the intellectual culture a collision tends to arise between two ideolo
gies. On the one hand there is the rational universalist, humane and 
autonomous outlook of the intellectual culture. On the other there is 
the sectional “materialistic” and purely instrumental approach of 
owners and controllers.!

I ought to add that in discussing the two types of technique 
we put the emphasis on abstraction as characteristic of intellectual 
technique but as far as intellectual cultural ideology was concerned 
— with that minor exception— our approach was descriptive. We 
had yet to come to grips in a clear way with any designation of

1. Arena 15, p.33.
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the social roots of anything characteristic in the outlook of intel
lectuals. It’s worth adding too that all through the sixties our 
efforts to grapple with an understanding of intellectuals and the 
intellectually trained took place in the context of pretty active 
political engagement. We didn’t have long to wait for more of 
that. In a quite unexpected way the most momentous upheaval 
to occur in an advanced capitalist country in the last 50 years 
burst upon us.2 I am referring to the events of May 1968 in 
France. Even here in Australia cupboard revolutionaries emerged 
from the most unexpected places in response to a rebellion in 
which the students— the most mobile sector of that grouping we 
referred to as the intellectually trained— effectively detonated and 
then joined in common action with the working class.

To some limited degree we were better prepared than some 
others to respond to the astonished perplexity, the elation— and 
on the Right, the dismay—with which the events in France were 
greeted. In the shortest space of time the then well-established 
and complacent view that a revolutionary situation could no longer 
emerge in an advanced capitalist country was shattered. With a 
stunning suddenness, it seemed to many, that the old spectre had 
returned to haunt ruling classes in every country; it was as if a 
revolutionary ember had flared within that intellectually trained 
generation emerging from the ruins of the old middle class. Within 
a year or so, with the gaoling of Clarrie O’Shea of the Tramways 
Union, one could sense a related explosive potential stirring within 
Australian society.3

That we were in some way prepared in our own response was 
due to our semi-intuitive search for a theoretical standpoint which 
could embrace forms of change which were cultural. These were 
cultural in the sense chat they, it appeared, cut into the relatively 
common ground of assumptions which underpinned the sectional 
ideologies that orthodox marxism related to class position in capi
talist society. Our view was not one which sought to minimize what

2. At that time about 35 years had passed since the fascist accession to 
state power in Germany.

3. We commented at the time: “Almost before the gates of Pentridge 
had shut behind Clarrie O’Shea the powers of the establishment could 
sense that a menacing ‘leap of consciousness’ was beginning to stir, 
the normality and stability of two decades began to shift focus, began 
to lay bare the real powers on which it was founded. As in France 
a pause occurred, the press, the judiciary and cabinet fragmented. 
All began to search for a line of retreat (industrial capital as such 
apparently did not) in the face of a ground swell which determined 
the actions of union leaders more than it was itself called out by them.” 
In Arena 19, 1969, p.93.
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we felt was the continuing basis for working class struggle. Rather 
we sought a synthesis with a newer and cultural revolutionary 
ferment set within the intellectually trained groupings. We saw 
them as engaged in a more general search for change, one which 
was, in one sense, more basic by reason of it deriving from the 
more general and constitutively more abstracted social relations of 
the intellectually-related groupings.

In retrospect of course it is easy to see that we hoped for too 
much and too soon; it was as if we had fed on honey-dew and 
drunk the milk of paradise. Yet we were not inebriated to the 
point of being unable to see plainly that “for all its impetus the 
movement was blind” .4 These early stirrings of the newer Left 
provided an invaluable focus for us. They gave us confidence to 
continue to explore lines of analysis which had now begun to carry 
a stronger imprint of reality. It was not until later that the further 
imprint of the early Whitlam years forced us to see just why the 
groupings which had precipitated the power vacuum in France 
could do no other than stare into it with the unseeing eyes of the 
blind.

*  *  *  *  *

Let me stop then for a minute in the course of what was beginning 
to sound like a potted reminiscence; I want to concentrate on our 
attempt to give an account of the social relational roots of the 
outlook which moved the students and the intellectually trained 
into action.

It is common knowledge that the analysis of the outlook of 
such groupings is a field in which marxism has no great strength. 
It is true that as a social theory it is a good deal stronger in account
ing for the interpretive as contrasted with the scientific intellectuals. 
But even there it has no particular analysis of the internal relations 
of the grouping concerned. The line taken in classical as well as 
in orthodox marxism is that, in the interchange between the classes, 
spontaneous representations and interpretations of limited coher
ence are generated. The intellectuals, as interpreters and articu
lators have access to a wider range of comparative examples. By 
some unstated process they have the chance to work up a whole 
picture, to feed it back as an ideology which can resist the pene
tration of an opposed view by the force of its internal coherence. 
According to this approach the interpretive intellectuals serve the 
classes to which they are tied and on which they are dependent:

4. Arena 19, p.94.
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any stepping-out of line in that respect is likely to be hazardous. 
Our concern was not to deny the force of that insight but to suggest 
that something else was going on as well, and it was on that we 
wanted to concentrate.5

This was like saying that the intellectuals were ambiguous. 
While they stood with one foot inside the class system, the other 
was set within a more abstracted and a more universalistic form 
of interchange. In order to represent that mode of interchange 
we drew on two main notions.

The first of these entailed the idea that an interchange could 
be stretched—extended was the word we used. It could be ex
tended in space or in time if it drew upon an intervening techno
logical medium, for example, writing, but in particular, print. 
Extension meant that the parties to an interchange could lift them
selves out of the immediate context in which they were set. Or 
in another variation, the content of what a person said could be 
detached from his or her physical existence or presence so that 
the knowledge system could be viewed as reaching across time 
as well as space. It was in the sense of a person’s engagement in 
this plane of social relationship that we wanted to say that in a 
defining aspect of their make-up, intellectuals should be seen as 
abstracted and as universalized.

To speak this way is to say nothing specific about the content 
of what people say. What it does is to emphasize the form of the 
interchange. If we say that the participant is universalized we are 
not suggesting that there is agreement with peers in the content 
of what is said. The universalization is over against the more 
parochial social forms from which the intellectual type is abs
tracted. People agree or disagree from within the terms of a more 
abstracted form: that form carries its own normative rules6 and

5. This rather brutally abbreviated summary of the marxist approach to 
ideology ignores “ideology in general” and/or marxist approaches to 
religious ideology. Within orthodox marxism, however, these are 
frequently “reduced” to sophisticated variations on “ideology in par
ticular”. Neither Althusser nor even Gramsci had emerged as wide
spread influences in a practical sense at that time. For instance, in 
Australia. Alastair Davidson’s article: “Althusser: Marxism Old and 
New”, Arena 19, was probably the first substantial article to appeat 
on the former of these figures.

6. Versions of these rules, if not their social relational form as specified 
here, are discussed from time to time, for instance, in the sociology of 
science, fn one example R. K. Merton refers to the communism of 
intellectuals, universalism, organized scepticism and disinterestedness 
See Social Theory and Social Structure, NY, Free Press, 1968 
pp 606-15.
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it is at that level that the form interpenetrates with the content 
and meaning of actions, actions which may themselves entail co
operation or conflict as in less abstracted forms of interchange.

The second notion we drew upon in representing the intel
lectual mode of interchange was that of a network— the same 
notion with which many of you will have become familiar by way 
of its appearance in family and community studies. In the first 
instance we wanted to emphasize the radically open form of net
work. We wanted to say that each participant in an extended 
form of relationship7 was the agent of the construction of an open 
network.

In intellectual work this is no more than to say that one 
“reaches out” to authors set in different times and places. As a 
partial parallel, for instance, a person might be described as 
“reaching out” to friends in a locality. If none of these friends 
were to form ties with one another that would be an open network, 
but to the extent that they did the network would approximate to 
a closed form.

Taking the notions of extension and network together we felt 
that we had something to say about the basic social relational form 
of an intellectual culture: the form within which its subdivisions 
and institutions are set. If I can go back fifteen years and quote 
from Arena 16:

. . .  it is interesting to note that the intellectual culture was the first 
social system to construct its basic internal relations in terms of tech
nological extension. The means whereby it does so tend to liberate 
the individual rather than to bind him in conformity to alien interests. 
In the intellectual culture the basic means whereby the universally 
extended network is achieved is the book. In direct contrast to the 
single active source/many passive listeners, asymmetry of the mass 
forms of technologically extended social relations, we have here a 
m.-nifold of overlapping networks all activated by and anchored on 
individuals. Each intellectual “listener” chooses his own “speakers” 
and synthesizes them as the active process of his self-development. 
Because the networks differ the persons differ and yet “the predevelop
ment of each is the condition for the free development of all”.8

I mentioned before that these formulations were worked up 
to a degree in the context of trying to interpret the upheaval which 
led to the dramatic power vacuum in France of May ’68. While

7. It will be noted that in this form of relationship the notion of inter
change tends to drop out. If a book can “speak”, it immediately falls 
dumb when it comes to dialogue. In this setting “dialogue” must be 
with other speakers drawn from other settings and they always intro
duce their own difference when they speak of an “original” source.

8. /trena 16. p.3.

Arena, No. 65, 1983 91



I’m using this model here to illustrate a form of social interchange 
you’ll note that that form is identified with a particular normative 
content, which emphasizes the interdependence of co-operation 
and autonomy. As noted before, our object was to suggest that 
the intellectually trained are tied to the values carried in the form 
of interchange characteristic of the intellectual culture as such. 
We sought to present it “as having an independent structure capable 
of giving rise to an independent view of the world, a qualitatively 
distinct mode of personal formation, and historically novel forms 
of social action . . .”9 Echoing the familiar notion of a “class for 
itself” we wanted to suggest that the persons set within the intel
lectual mode were, in the particular conjunction of circumstances, 
giving “expression to its tendency to become a socialist ‘culture 
for itself ”.10

No doubt there was a degree of confusion in this, a tendency to 
assume too close an identification of the form of interchange 
with a particular idealization of norms of intellectual life which 
we associate with the nineteenth century or with the Enlightenment 
in general. The effect of this particular identification was an over
stressing of the degree of necessity with which the form of inter
relationship became the carrier of one single version of a 
meta-ideology: a variant stressing co-operative and humane con
cerns.

As far as we were concerned this led to a certain excess in 
optimism in those admittedly rather heady times. Because we saw 
the form itself as prescribing a socialist content to a greater degree 
than was legitimate, we underestimated the degree to which it 
could be incorporated. We had treated the norms of interchange 
as if they related exclusively to a new basis for the socialist move
ment and hence to the emergence of a second front of socialist 
revolution.

In practice, in the following years, it was the autonomous 
term of the basic value axis11 co-operation/autonomy, which came 
to serve as the point of reintegration of the intellectually related 
groupings. To put it another way the overstressing of autonomy 
allowed the critical expansion of a new socially constitutive level

9. Ibid.
10. Ibid.
11. To be more precise again: this has to be grasped as a dialectical rela

tionship of interpenetrating terms. It is the suppression of this rela
tionship, its relegation to the field of unawareness, via the reified 
celebration of autonomy, which allows the autonomous individual to 
become the successor to the individualistic individual.

Arena, No. 65, 198392



to be integrated into the processes accompanying capitalist mo
dernization.

However far one might wish to push these qualifications now 
the model I’ve touched upon was important to us at the time. It 
remains important now, although in a changed context the inter
pretations to which it leads are different. Then it gave us a basis 
on which we could interpret the movements of the day. The new 
Left, the counter culture and the developing women’s movement 
all had their main roots in or were triggered by the changed cir
cumstances of the intellectually-related groupings. The mode of 
interpretation which I’ve outlined so briefly allowed us to see these 
movements in terms distinctly different to the ways in which they 
saw themselves. Given that these were the most influential move
ments on the Left at the time it allowed us to differentiate ourselves 
from them, as well as associate with them, and so maintain the 
integrity of our own development.12

%  sje

Now at this point I want to take a somewhat different tack. I 
mentioned before in passing that technologically extended relation
ships could be incorporated into a variety of social forms. What 
I’ve suggested may be the basic form of the intellectual culture is 
only one of these.13 The media provide a variety of different 
forms as do the burgeoning modalities of the information industry.

The interesting common feature of these forms is that all of 
them rest on what we call intellectual technique. The charac
teristic of that technique is, by way of analytic dismemberment, 
to dissolve its object world in its given form and then to recon
stitute it in what we can only refer to as constitutively more ab-

12. One could argue with some force that the ideology of autonomy (it 
is a meta-ideology in the sense that it arises within the terms of the 
emergence of a new constitutive level of society) is the most insistently 
imperative value of our period. It lies in the centre of a range of 
social movements, the ecosystemic “greenies” and feminism; in speci
fically intellectual circles the deconstructionists as well as those deriving 
from Foucault who, blinded by the autonomous “appearance” of the 
discourses, do not entertain the possibility that this may be no more 
than the expression of engagement in a common form: one which 
expresses its unity through the phenomena of diversity.

13. There is of course a whole world of schools of thought, of traditions 
and of institutions which lend closure and concreteness to this form. 
By the same token there would be room for a completely separate 
discussion of the interrelationship with other social contexts of the 
modes of representation worked up within the terms of this form.
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stract terms. One can illustrate this proposition by reference to 
material objects as they come within the reach of modem industry 
or to the dissolution of traditional frameworks of interchange at 
the level of the social relations. Seen in this way the media can 
be seen as entailing the analytic dismemberment of the face to face 
relationship. It is as if the sensory and practical modalities are 
filleted away from the combination in which they were set within 
this primordial relationship. It is shredded out as it were and 
then, in its various components reconstituted in technologically 
extended and what I’ve termed constitutively abstract social forms.

I’m not going to pursue that tack any further now; instead I’ll 
switch back into reminiscence. When the Whitlam government 
came to power the main thrust of the social movements of the 
period was rapidly incorporated. It became obvious, as I noted 
above, that processes which we had taken to be the levers of a 
new level of socialist revolution were in fact also able to fill the 
needs of capitalist renewal-—with Labor playing its traditional 
role within the new setting.

This was a period of a substantial re-evaluation for us and it 
found one early expression in Arena 32/33  (a double issue), in an 
editorial entitled “Liberation Incorporated”. We had come to an 
attitude which continued to hold the works of intellect in high 
regard but rejected rampant and unreflected intellect in its new 
found major conjunction with the mode of production and the 
commodity form.'4

We took the first steps towards what we termed a transitional 
practice, that is to say a practice which put the head and the hand 
together in a different way in productive practice, and which in
quired into ways of combining intellectual and other levels of social 
relationship. Within that framework we’ve concentrated on print
ing and co-operative publishing. You would find that most of the 
people associated closely with Arena have traces of ink under 
their finger-nails. The book entitled Settle Down Country— which 
is on the table there—and available for the first time today is one 
example of the sort of work we do. It’s been published, in con
junction with the Central Australian Aboriginal Congress, by 
Kibble Books which is associated with Arena.

14. See, for instance: G. Sharp, “A Praxis After Sunday” (editorial), Arena 
50, p .l; J. Hinkson, “Beyond Imagination? Responding to Nuclear 
War”, Arena 60, p.45; D. White, “In Vitro: Towards the Industrializa
tion of Birth”, Arena 58, p.23; G. Gill, “The Signs of Consumerism”, 
Arena 53, p.28; N. Sharp, “Nationalism and Cultural Politics”, Arena 
43, pp.59-60.
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In the field of printing and publishing we are trying to begin 
a reconstruction of the relationship between writing and printing, 
between publication in general and reading. Naturally copyright 
is a critical question here. If you refer to the opening pages of 
any issue of Arena or any of Kibble Books more recent publica
tions you will note that we take an attitude which seeks to engage 
the manner in which copyright commodifies the relationships be
tween intellectual workers. One may hope that in due course 
an attitude towards copyright may become a litmus test of the com
mitment to socialist ideas of people whose occupations give them 
secure access to income.

I’ve touched in passing on our early efforts to interpret the 
coming out of the piofessional intelligentsia, on the effort to lay 
out the social relational form of the intellectual culture, on sig
nificant incorporation of that form by modernizing capitalism 
and of the rather small beginnings of our effort to negate the 
trajectory of that incorporation in terms of what we call a tran
sitional practice. There have been theoretical elements in what 
I’ve said but in other respects it’s been the rather cryptic history 
of a practice; one in which the perspective is that the intellect 
has now directly penetrated the constitution of the objects and the 
practices of our material reality. All things that were solid melt 
into the air. If we are to influence the manner of the reconstitu
tion we have no choice but to act— and not only with words.

CONTRIBUTORS

Contributions to the next issue of Arena are invited. 
The editors welcome articles, discussion of previously 
published material, comments on current issues, and book 
and film reviews. We would like to receive these by 
January 15th; or in the case of shorter and more topical 
pieces, by February 1st.
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