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In this paper, I will attempt to draw the conceptual topology which is guiding my research at the moment: how we can think of art in or as abstract labour in the current moment which sees the expansion of both art and finance as social forces, and the accelerated decomposition of the social identity of labour in line with an intensified imposition of work and the dominance of the commodity-form throughout the manifold of social relations. Further, art as a prototype of value capture under conditions of generalised 'creativity' or 'innovation', in an economically restructured capitalist landscape characterised by monopoly rents and transactions in 'fictitious capital' yields what I believe is more than an analogical correspondence between art and capital as modes of valorising indeterminacy and potentiality, or what I am referring to in my phd research with the term 'speculation as a mode of production'. If speculation is a mode of production common to both art and the current phase of capital, speculative thought – as carried out in the operations of post-conceptual art – and speculative finance – as carried out under conditions of financialized accumulation – enter into a new proximity, one that changes the status of the art work as  an 'absolute commodity', in Adorno's terms, whose exchange value is guaranteed by its uselessness, to a more direct inscription in the circuits of value production, as we see in the enunciation of public art funding in economic and social policy agendas in the UK, for example. Concomitantly, as the c-m-c' circuit is eclipsed by the m-c-m' circuit in the accumulation process today, and speculation becomes ever more primary to accumulation, there is a new ontological proximity of capital to the 'purposeless purpose' formerly ascribed to art. Finally, the expansion of the value-form under conditions of financialization to ever-new arenas of social relations, which has been discussed as 'real subsumption' by the post-autonomist/post-operaist wing of Marxism, is mirrored by the expansion of art to ever-new domains of social activity – a sort of 'primitive accumulation' for art.  Such an expansion or re-inscription reflects on the measureless conditions of work as well as art in a situation where speculation on the debt-paying ability of the masses rather than their ability to produce surplus value through their labour is the principle of wealth generation.  Art is no longer just a speculative commodity, but the imago of a society structured around speculation, and the subjective identification with indeterminacy as freedom and as wealth. It also serves to expose the contingent nature of the social division of labour in such a set of arrangements. It is as if art becomes the 'bad infinity' of the radical foreclosure of political possibility, of communism, parodically and eternally enacting the slippage between art and work demanded by the current financialized iteration of the value-form

Central to my project is the investigation of how art and labour come to be distinguished in capital as two categorically exclusive forms of social production.  Arriving at a determinate notion of their division entails looking at the social division of labour in capitalism and the role of real abstraction in establishing that division.  As the conference this year has proposed a link to the work of Alfred Sohn-Rethel, specifically to his book Intellectual and Manual Labour: a Critique of Epistemology, and acknowledging the relevance of this work to my own project, I would like to take this occasion to stage an encounter between our respective inquiries. In the first part of the paper I will sum up Sohn-Rethel's ideas on the development of the social division of labour in capitalist societies, and its significance for theories of the subject.  In the second I will see whether these ideas can be displaced to the social division of labour that results in the split between art and labour and how this split can be rendered performative by giving a greater role to commodity fetishism in Sohn-Rethel's application of Marx's concept of 'real abstraction'. The purpose for this displacement is to see whether the proposition of art as abstract labour can be clarified thereby. 

Intellectual and Manual Labour locates the division between 'head and hand' as a constant in all class societies characterised by a dominant owning class and a dominated class of workers.  This division however attains an unprecedented generality in a society organized by the 'exchange abstraction', a capitalist society.  Mental labour is purified of association with manual labour, as manual labour is evacuated of all conceptual content, and mental labour acquires a universality and a legislative agency which gives the rule to manual labour, as only mental labour is credited with the capacity to generate objective knowledge about the world. This then gets reproduced in hierarchical organisation, e.g. the rule of managers over workers in the workplace. The universality and objectivity attributed to abstract thought gives rise to an impoverished and ideological epistemology, according to Sohn-Rethel, because such an epistemology assigns the supremacy of abstract thought to human nature rather than as a social and historical consequence of the ascendancy of the exchange abstraction. It thus both mimics capital in its appeal to universality and human nature, and ahistorically dissociates from the conditions capitalism creates, namely an intensified social division of labour and the prevalence of abstract, quantitative forms of organizing society on the pattern of the production relations of generalized exchange and abstract labour. For Sohn-Rethel, the germ form of this misrecognition is Kant's transcendental subject of knowledge, who fails to realize that the lineaments of the transcendental subject are in fact the lineaments of the money-form in its abstraction, universality and imperviousness to accident or chance in the physical world, and that his transcendental subjects enter into abstract and impersonal exchange oriented by the market, rather than transhistorical categories of reason. By universalizing such social and historical specificity, Kant succeeds in fetishizing them much as Marx will later accuse the 'bourgeois economists' of doing with such categories as land, labour, and rent:

'I therefore confine my main attention to Kant's philosophy of science which I consider to be the classic manifestation of the bourgois fetishism of intellectual labour.' p 14

'I define the Kantian "transcendental subject" as a fetish concept of the capital function of money.' p 77

Parenthetically, it would be intriguing to compare Sohn-Rethel's hypotheses about the split between mental and manual labour and its social consequences with Jacques Ranciere's discussion of the assignation of places to different ranks in Plato's state theory in the Republic based on their proximity to necessity and manual work, or, their degree of freedom from immediate needs, which was not a doctrine specific to Plato. But with regard to the 'transcendental subject here',  Sohn-Rethel does find himself with a paradox, given his project is that of a 'critique', that is, discovering the conditions of possibility for something, in this case a theory of knowledge adequate to the capitalist mode of production.  Any epistemology has to assume a determinate kind of subject.  In Kant's case, this is a reflexive transcendental subject who is aware of the set of cognitive and perceptual conditions which allow her to arrive at a knowledge of how any knowledge can be possible.  For Sohn-Rethel, it would be a subject who is reflexively aware of the historical and social conditions necessary for that form of abstract subjectivity to emerge. Thus, his critique of Kant must adhere to the conditions of critique set by Kant – a critique of reason by means of the abstractly constituted and historically dis-embedded subject of reason. A closer reading of Kant might give us clues as to whether this could be deemed one of his 'antinomies', or whether it is a superficial dilemma of symmetry.  In either case, by the conclusion of Part I of the book, which is the extent of my reading so far, Sohn-Rethel has not yet substantiated his case for the transcendental subject of money beyond a suggestive critical parallel, one that does not go far beyond Marx's discussion of the abstract citizen who possesses rights much as all commodities are equal in the marketplace.  Without the intention of wandering too far afield from the argument, for me George Caffentzis in his Clipped Coins, Abused Words and Civil Government: John Locke's Philosophy of Money makes a very interesting and persuasive argument for the implication of certain foundational categories of political philosophy in the adventures of the commodity-form in early capitalism, as they come to structure normative conceptions of democracy and human rights in modern states.

What happens when we displace the boundary between mental and manual labour to the one between art and labour?  Art production itself can incorporate both mental and manual labour; its distinctiveness as a social institution relies rather on 2 principal factors: it's production process is not organized by the law of value, according to John Roberts, because it is not waged, not productive of surplus value for an owner of capital, and not subject to an industrialized division of labour (most of the time) – the producer is in control of all the stages of production, so it's still an artisanal labour process.  In this sense, we of course could not view art as abstract labour, since abstract labour is the general social form of labour that produces value for capital, and art production is not value-producing labour. The second factor is art as an 'absolute commodity', one whose use-value has been entirely cancelled out by its exchange value; in other words, its exchange-value derives from its uselessness, a fact which becomes operative in both the primary market for art (auctions, collections, etc.) and the secondary market of critical legitimation (which may also be observed in the high proportion of unwaged to waged labour in the supportive and mediating apparatus of art) – with the caveat that the challenge of art to capitalist relations of production are not limited to this 'secondary market' of criticality, but relies on its unstable suspension between autonomy and heteronomy, on its utopian premise that allows us to re-evaluate capitalist notions of use, time, work and life.  If we refer to Adorno's Aesthetic Theory, the predicament of art can be described thus

'The aesthetic force of production is the same as that of productive labour and has the same teleology; and what may be called aesthetic relations of production – all that in which the productive force is embedded and in which it is active – are sedimentations or imprintings of social relations of production.' 

'Art can be understood only by its laws of movement, not according to any set of invariants. It is defined by its relation to what it is not. The specifically artistic in art must be derived concretely from its other'. 

So art is an irreducibly specific social institution through being both like and unlike commodified labour; it inverts the conditions of production of waged labour, but only exists via its separation from them. Like the division between mental and manual labour, the division between art and work serves to uphold the supremacy of the first term by means of an access to universality gained, paradoxically, through lack of access to immediate use, and like mental labour, it can be made into a synecdoche for the dominance of abstract exchange relations as such.  But what this account does not yet do is explain the valorisation of uselessness in an era where wealth is not ordained as something generated by productive labour but precisely through its absence, that labour is a cost and a drag on the turbulent and infinite self-replicating capacities of the money form front and centre in the current decomposing economic model.  What is not labour, the preserve of uselessness, comes to emulate the dominant economic model much more closely than waged labour.  Labour starts to seem anachronistic in the era of speculation as a mode of production; it gets even more anachronistic, or literally redundant, when that model implodes as a purported wealth generator, and the debt repayments are unveiled as its life-support mechanism, debt repayments made possible through scaling back radically on paid employment, social reproduction and productive investment.  What appears to span both eras – that of heady bubble-led accumulation and the current stagnation – is a programmatic belief in 'creativity' as a way to address far-reaching economic re-structuring while eliminating the possibility of equally far-reaching social change. This ideological move would then really see art as abstract labour, the social form that organizes relation of no-longer or not-yet production and the non-productive forces that sustain them.  The abstract labour that forms the backbone of socially inclusive jobless growth and regional re-valorisation, and for the subjective dispositions of risk, infinite personal accountability, the commodification of difference, the spectacularization of dissent, the ornament of critique on the naked violence of competitively managing decline. 

Yet, to gain a deeper understanding of how art can become a form of abstract labour in a period where the rule of the commodity-form is not expressed as much through value-producing labour as it is through value-extracting debt, it may be necessary not just to recall the features of abstract labour as the social form of value-producing labour in capital but the part played by commodity fetishism in grounding and naturalizing the sway of real abstraction. 

Abstract labour in Marx is the generic labour as content of the value-form; it is the social form of production inherent to abstract exchange.  The homogeneous, undifferentiated content of human labour in commodities is what makes them equivalent as values:

'labour is not this or another labour, but labour pure and simple, abstract labour; absolutely indifferent to its particular specificity [Bestimmtheit], but capable of all specificities. Of course, the particularity of labour must correspond to the particular substance of which a given capital consists; but since capital as such is indifferent to every particularity of its substance, and exists not only as the totality of the same but also as the abstraction from all its particularities, the labour which confronts it likewise subjectively has the same totality and abstraction in itself. ' 

'The general value-form, in which all the products of labour are presented as mere congealed quantities of undifferentiated human labour, shows by its very structure that it is the social expression of the world of commodities. In this way it is made plain that within this world the general human character of labour forms its specific social character.' (p160, Capital vol 1). 

The question of form is important here, since it returns us to the centrality of abstraction to the way productive relations are organized through the value-form, rather than the specific purpose, content or motivation of the labour – what would be termed, using a different lexicon, as its 'values'.  The indifference of the content to abstract labour is what specifically makes it value-producing labour for capital, but also frees it from any notion of use foreign to this process of generating value; as such, it is both generic as labour and specific as activity that is organized in such a way as to produce value for capital. In this sense, it is truly free, with freedom here understood as alienation; alienation from any integral or productive ends beyond those of capital. Following Marx, it is possible to read this kind of alienation as progressive, as an opening to contingency and history; at the same time, this opening is sealed by the continuing dominance of value as the determination of abstract labour. The divergence between the abstraction of the form and the concreteness of the content of labour is minimised by the attenuation of this content in most contemporary employment. A double, and possibly tendentious, use of 'abstraction' comes into play here: the abstraction of the social form of labour, and the abstraction of an increasingly tautological condition for most types of work.

'Form' is prominent to Sohn-Rethel's argument, although he sidelines labour and production in general, placing the emphasis on 'exchange' and the money-form as more fundamental to capitalist relations, with the relations of production stemming from the dominance of abstract exchange and the primordial fact of private property:

-'The abstraction does not spring from labour but from exchange as a particular mode of social interrelationship, and it is through exchange that the abstraction imparts itself to labour, making it 'abstract human labour'. The money abstraction can more properly be termed 'the exchange abstraction.' p 6

He goes on to quote Marx from the value-form part of the chapter on the commodity:

'"Men do not therefore  bring the product of their labour into relation with each other as value because they see these objects merely as the material integuments of homogeneous human labour. The reverse is true: by equating their different products to each other in exchange as values, they equate their different kinds of labour as human labour. They do this without being aware of it."' Capital, p 166 (S-R, p 32)

The emphasis on form also has a key function in the architecture of Sohn-Rethel's critique, as he sets it out on page 28: 'a/ that commodity exchange is the original source of abstraction; b/ that this abstraction contains the formal elements essential for the cognitive faculty of conceptual thinking; c/ that the real abstraction operating in exchange engenders the ideal abstraction basic to Greek philosophy and to modern science.' The formal correspondences between abstract exchange and abstract subjectivity for him founds the possibility of social relations mediated by the commodity-form, their claim to universality, and the role of real abstraction in ensuring the necessary obscurity of their connection.  The emphasis on form can be juxtaposed with the use made of form by Moishe Postone in his Time, Labour and Social Domination when he, in distinction to Sohn-Rethel, founds the real abstraction of social relations mediated by the commodity-form on abstract labour, rather than exchange. We could also add here Alberto Toscano's allusion in his presentation earlier today that it is abstract labour rather than exchange which is the distinguishing feature of a specifically capitalist society rather than a society which has commodity relations among its variety of social forms. Sohn-Rethel collapses the commodity with capital as such in his account of real abstraction.

The question remains what place commodity fetishism occupies in Sohn-Rethel's account of real abstraction and its co-constitutive relationship with the social division of labour.  On the one hand, he foregrounds the 'hieroglyphic' of the value-form as a mystification, yet objectively true in social relations mediated by the general equivalent.  'However, measured by the economic realities of the case, the principle of equivalence proves to be nothing more than form – a form in contradiction to its content and therefore amounting to a sham and yet remaining no less indispensable for that reason.' The seeming naturalness and ahistoricality of the division between mental and manual labour is a corollary of this situation. On the other, he calls the epistemology engendered by 'real abstraction' a type of 'false consciousness', citing the need for  'a critique of philosophical epistemology which is the false consciousness arising from this division [of labour]'.  It would be my contention that giving full due to the reality of 'real abstraction' would rule out the hypothesis of false consciousness, given the objectivity and materiality of the conditions which produce consciousness as abstraction from these conditions.  It would also seem that to support this point, and to give full due to the idea of the value-form as something that turns every product of labour into a social hieroglyphic without announcing itself as such would require taking on board the totality of implications that reside in the concept of commodity fetishism.  It is primarily through this concept that we can arrive at an understanding of the necessary occultation of the value-form in social labour. The process whereby relations between people are turned into relations between things and vice versa  cannot be said to be a problem of consciousness but a semblance reproduced at every level of daily life.  Finally, the splitting of the commodity into a use-value and an exchange-value – which parallels the division between mental and manual labour – can further reveal something about the social division of art and labour which renders them mutually exclusive.  If art can be seen itself a hypostasis of the commodity's tendency for exchange-value to cancel out its use-value, it also indicates the contingency of the split betwen use and exchange-value, just as we have seen the split between art and labour enter into a zone of indistinction when value seems to migrate to financial operations away from the value-creating capacity of labour.  With commodity fetishism taking centre stage in an account of real abstraction, it is possible to develop an understanding of use-value being fully as abstract and contingent a social form as exchange-value.  This would then allow us to link art's exceptional but exemplary status as a commodity to a rethinking of use which would not end up elevating it over exchange, or manual labour over mental labour, but seeing them as constituted in the divisions wrought by the abstractions and the contradictions of the commodity as the universal mediation of capitalist society, and the antagonistic relations that both inhabit and exceed these divisions as the only concrete, and concretely political, matter of concern.
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