ABSTRACTION

Why Abstraction?

Our objective is to make sense of the differentiations of the world. To do this we need a way of separating out objects from particular conditions in accordance with our specific objectives (e.g. understanding class, gender, etc.). We separate out objects or individualize them through the act of abstraction.

Abstraction refers to the process of isolating in thought a one-sided aspect of objects. As our concepts isolate less one-sided aspects so they become more concrete. A relatively concrete concept would be a Protestant, divorced mother who works as a waitress and lives in Chicago. Another would be South Africa and, even more concrete, apartheid South Africa. More abstract concepts would be: religion, marital status, motherhood, employment and place of residence. And in the case of South Africa, colonialism, racialization, capitalist development. In other words, more concrete concepts combine diverse abstractly defined properties (like religion, marital status, motherhood, employment and place of residence in the case of the woman from Chicago) and/or conceptualize the outcome of diverse forces (as in the case of apartheid South Africa).

Abstract concepts are related to the more concrete in the process of knowing. In order to understand an object or practice we start out with a relatively concrete concept of it (like homeless males in Columbus, or labor tenants living in recently privatized forests in South Africa). We then identify more abstract concepts through which we can understand particular aspects of the concrete. Once we have understood these particular aspects we can then re-combine our more abstract concepts in order to create concepts of the many sided aspects of objects through which we can more adequately understand those objects. 

How Do We Abstract?

In mainstream social science the most common approach to abstraction is taxonomic: we identify objects, practices, in terms of one-sided aspects they share with other objects and practices: i.e. formal relations of similarity. For example: fathers vs. mothers; different races; white collar workers vs. blue collar workers; city vs. country; service industries vs. goods-producing industries. Billiards, tennis, and football are all sporting activities. 

An alternative approach, not favored by mainstream analysis, is to group together objects, practices not in terms of formal similarities but in terms of the different types of relation they have with other objects. An important distinction here is between internal and external relations or between the contingent and the necessary:

   a)
objects are related internally if the relation is necessary to what they are: e.g. a child can't be a child without a mother and vice versa; a landlord can't be a landlord without tenants and vice versa; in order to be a wage worker you need an employer (and vice versa); 

   b)
alternatively objects may be related externally: there is no necessary connection between them. The relation is a possible one but it is not necessary: it is contingent. The objects "landlord" and "woman" are contingently related. You can be a landlord without being a woman and vice versa. Think of some examples of your own here.

   c)
on the other hand a necessary relation between objects may be asymmetrical in character; thus school teachers are necessarily adults but not all adults have to be school teachers -- it's possible that an adult will be a schoolteacher but not necessary. Likewise you can’t vote unless you are a citizen; but you can be a citizen without voting, and of course, some citizens – those below the voting age, those in prison – aren’t allowed to vote.

As Sayer points out practices are internally related to the contexts in which they occur, and these include rules: the action necessarily presupposes a particular context and sometimes vice versa. Stopping at a red light presupposes certain rules. There is an internal relation between activities and the conscious mental states of which they are expressions: going to the store presupposes that you want to.

The implications of this sort of approach are important. We begin to understand things, activities, sets of relations, meanings, in terms of their substantive relationships to other things and activities, sets of relations and meanings. It is common in a certain style of geographical analysis, for example, to ‘explain’ geographic patterns, like migration, in terms of ‘variables’ like gender, age, occupation and class. People in blue and white-collar occupations, for example, will be compared in terms of mean migration distances. Those in white-collar occupations will be found to migrate further than those in blue-collar occupations. Then will follow some attempt to understand the relationship. Blue-collar occupation people can’t afford to migrate longer distances or lack information about jobs elsewhere. Compare this with an approach which treats people in terms of their relationships with other people, like employers. The labor markets for blue-collar work tend to be very local; recruiting may is often word-of-mouth. Firms in Los Angeles looking for assembly line workers won’t advertise in Denver. But for many white-collar, particular technical, professional and executive level positions, it is different. Advertising is national, people are called out for an interview, their expenses are paid for, even their moving may be paid for. A very different experience, therefore, which helps explain this aspect of the geography of migration. But note how we had to have recourse to structures of social relations, how respective labor markets were structured, in order to arrive at this conclusion.

Structures of Relations

Internally related objects, practices, meanings, form structures of relations. Examples:

a) "teachers", "pupils", "schools", "blackboards", "head teachers" are all internally related to one another; the relations between "blackboard" and "chalk", and between "pupils" and "parents" are internally asymmetric. Not all the relata (the objects and practices being related) are qualitative in character. Certain objects may require that quantitative thresholds be achieved in order for them to exist. "Schools" or "school districts" may, according to state law, presuppose a minimum number of pupils.

   b)
"state", "citizen", "law" are internally related. The relation between the "state" on the one hand and "political parties" and "local governments" on the other, however, are asymmetrically internal.

c) "racism" as an understanding of the world has as its preconditions "variation in skin pigmentation" and "contact between those differing in skin pigmentation"; however, its preconditions can exist without there being racism. Likewise, although "racially discriminatory laws" presuppose "racism" "racism" can exist without those laws.    

d) A more obvious geographic example would bring together automobiles, gasoline stations, car dealers, gasoline companies, elements of the built environment like the low-density suburb, the drive-in bank, the shopping mall, the highway construction companies.

In other words, in order to identify structures of relations we have to ask ourselves: what is necessary for such-and-such an object/practice/conscious mental state to exist? what is necessarily associated with (as opposed to contingently associated with) such-and-such an object/practice/conscious mental state?

Advantages

Thinking in terms of structures of social relations, and internal relations, has a number of important advantages for how we think about the world:

1. When we think of something we are interested in, it typically has some geohistorical limits governing its presence. For example: 

· The suburban shopping center;

· The practice of local governments of competing for inward investment;

· Age structured living arrangements like: developments for the retired; developments appealing to the young and unmarried;

· The relocation of many office functions away from the US to India;

· The shifting cultivation (slash-and-burn followed by long fallow periods during which the land returns to some sort of forest growth) characteristic of equatorial latitudes.

It is helpful to ask in these cases: just what were the necessary preconditions of a geohistorical sort, what had to be present in order for this object, practice or whatever to occur? What made it possible (note: not necessary). This will get one thinking, spinning off all manner of conjectures, paths of investigation, some of which will prove to be very fruitful. So, for example, with respect to the list above, we might identify the following as necessary conditions:

· The suburban shopping center: the automobile, for sure; the emergence of developers who want to hold property for rent; and if we wanted to understand the continual change in the character of suburban shopping centers – from strip malls to enclosed malls to suburban ‘town centers’ – then we would have to take into account the competition between developers.

· The practice of local governments of competing for inward investment: they have to need the revenues, so this practice assumes something about how local government is funded (through locally raised revenues? through grants from the central government?); it also assumes that they have certain powers they can draw on in order to compete – powers with respect to land use zoning, granting financial incentives.

· Age structured living arrangements like: developments for the retired; developments appealing to the young and unmarried: This is a much trickier one. Again, it says something about the competitive behavior of developers, continually looking for new market niches; presumably it also has to do with the increase in disposable income of the retired – testimony to the existence of pensions, for sure. Note also how it assumes the meaningfulness of the concept of being ‘retired’ – something that should not be taken for granted. 

· The relocation of many office functions away from the US to India: The telecommunication revolution? The quality of Indian university education? Competition between firms?

· Shifting cultivation: The classic condition for this was the rapid exhaustion of tropical soils once denuded of vegetation cover and exposed to the sun. It has since been argued that particular mixes of crops can allow more continuous cropping. Tree crops can shade the soil from the sun while allowing an understorey of other crops like cacao or beans. Likewise in Latin America it is common to find combinations of corn, beans and squash. The beans climb up the cornstalks and fix nitrogen in the soil, while the squash spread over the ground and shade it from the sun. Rather the more critical condition is labor shortage. Under conditions of low population densities, cultivation requires the devotion of large amounts of labor to weeding. It is easier to simply move on and clear ground elsewhere.

2. The identification of structures of social relations (see Appendix A for a more detailed discussion) is closely bound up with the task of explanation and the identification of causes. When we turn to consider causation we will discuss the (critical realist) idea of causal properties: the powers that people / corporate forms of organization like state agencies, have to do certain things; their needs to do certain things; and also their susceptibility to certain forms of change. So for example: capitalists have to make a profit (a need) and one of the ways they do this is through hiring and firing of workers (a causal power). They have these causal properties in virtue of a structure of social relations that we call capitalism. Without capitalism the hiring and firing of workers makes no sense since it is only under capitalism that there is a labor market; and the reason that there is a labor market is that immediate producers have been separated from the means of production and can only be reunited with them by being hired by someone with money (i.e. the capitalist). Workers alienate their labor power to an employer for a contractually defined length of time, so that after that time period is up they can be re-hired or fired. In order to keep a hold on the money that capitalists use to bring workers together with the means of production they need to make a profit; simply allowing for a profit sufficient to allow themselves to reproduce themselves in terms of food, shelter, and the like is not enough. The reason for that is the fact of competition with other capitalists and the need to expand in order to stay ahead.

We can apply the same sort of analysis to more concrete practices and structures of social relations. Local growth coalitions and their practice of attracting in inward investment can be understood in terms of the needs of their members for profitability. Examination of the membership of growth coalitions typically shows that they consist overwhelmingly of people who, for various reasons, like a dependence on a local knowledge for their business viability, would find it very difficult to relocate somewhere else. They also depend, are internally related, to local sources of demand for their services. So expanding those local sources of demand through attracting in new investment increases their profitability. If the investment goes someplace else it doesn’t help them since they would have difficulty moving there. 

Note, however, that the conditions necessary to understanding a particular practice, configuration of events, social problem or whatever, are not necessarily just social. If we think of something like air pollution in cities of the Western U.S., obviously the high level of automobile use is important, but what makes it worse are the characteristic anticyclonic conditions of the summer months which make for temperature inversions and which keep the emissions close to the ground. Again, if we were to provide an understanding of something like acid rain, we would have to draw on more conditions than social ones like the demand for electricity in the Midwest.

The bottom line: Think in terms of the social (and in some cases, environmental) conditions that have to be present in order for particular practices, events, social / environmental relations to occur.

3.The existence of structures of relations should alert us to the dangers of certain styles of thinking. In particular there is the fallacy of composition: the belief, that is, that what is possible for one individual is possible for all:

   a)
the structure of relations that we know as capitalism defines among others a necessary relation between capitalists and wage workers: you can't have one without the other. The ability of capitalists to reproduce themselves as capitalists depends on the appropriation of profit; and without wage workers producing value there can be no profit. The argument of some extreme advocates of capitalism that it represents the ultimate of freedom in that everybody can become a capitalist is thereby exposed as absurd: because if everyone became a capitalist there would be no wage workers and hence no capitalism!

   b)
the craze in local economic development policy circles for hi tech industry was indulged in happy innocence of the constraints placed on activity by the structure of relations many would recognize as the division of labor: in other words it is possible to have only so many Silicon Valleys.

Some Limits
We need to be alert to the limits of the sort of approach to abstraction that Sayer advocates. It is a useful way of thinking about the world but we can run into difficulties with it, and it is important that we know what they are. In particular, there is a sense in which abstracting structures of social relations – what Sayer would call rational abstractions, is similar to that approach which he castigates: abstracting on the basis of formal similarity. This is that they are both empiricist: they abstract from concrete social, geohistorical, circumstances; they are abstractions ‘from’, and this can be dangerous.

We can approach this through the idea of levels of abstraction. A very abstract conception of the mode of production would be what Marx called ‘the general conditions of production’ characteristic of all more concrete modes. Necessary conditions for production anywhere and everywhere include workers, instruments of production, objects of production and the social relations into which the workers enter in order to produce; e.g., property relations. At a less abstract level modes of production divide into class and non-class forms: those where there is an exploiting and an exploited class like feudalism and capitalism; and those where there are no classes at all, as in what Marx called ‘primitive communism’ which would apply to some hunters and gatherers in Amazonia. We could then take each forms of class society and divide them further; some have argued for thinking of capitalism in terms of different, time-specific, modes of regulation, for example. 

Note that what is being done here is group forms of society in terms of what they have in common: feudalism and capitalism are both class societies. All forms of society need property relations. And for sure at each level we have structures of social relations: aspects that are brought together in virtue of their internal relations with one another. The problem is, these abstractions – the general conditions of production, class society, the state, the division of labor, the labor process, and so on – correspond to no real entities. This is what is known as the fallacy of misplaced concreteness: mistaking abstractions, general classes of phenomena, for real entities (see Appendix B). 

The fact is: The division of labor, the state, the labor process, etc., don’t exist except in particular empirical forms. The act of abstracting from separates what should not be separated. The reason that the state, the division of labor, etc., have the particular empirical forms they do is in virtue of their relationship to particular forms of production: the feudal state is different from the capitalist state, just as are respective divisions of labor, and they are different because of their role as reproduced preconditions for a particular mode of production (feudalism or capitalism in this instance). 

These forms of generalization, moreover, these general concepts like ‘labor’, ‘use values’, ‘division of labor’ only emerge in the context of the challenges of practical existence. General categories have their socio-historical conditions of coming-into-being. ‘Labor’ as a general category
 only makes sense in a society where people have to hawk themselves around in a labor market and be willing to consider a variety of alternate sorts of ‘labor’ in order to earn a wage. Similarly the idea of a state as separate from the ‘economy’ (yet another general category) corresponds to real material changes in which the unity of the political and the economic under feudalism gave way to a state separate from the activity of putting labor and the means of production in motion (formerly united to a considerable degree in the form of the feudal lord). The same historic specificity applies to the distinction between space and place.
 These general categories are then used to understand other social epochs. But the tactic is wrong. It is not just that as general categories, they are contentless abstractions. It is also that the tactic results in (wrongly) imputing independence to structures of social relations. This is the fallacy at the core of the book by Sayer and Walker entitled The New Social Economy. There they argue that the division of labor has been neglected by historical materialists, and that it has an independent role to play in understanding empirical relations in capitalist societies, as in things like the gender division of labor. 

Interim conclusion: Abstraction is a vital procedure in any act of conceptualization; it is what conceptualization is about. The idea of abstracting on the basis of particular sets of internally related practices, meanings, social relations, is also a big improvement on the sorts of abstraction that have tended to govern mainstream social science. But be very aware of its limits. 

APPENDIX A: Structures Of Social Relations And Their Significance
Defined
Sayer defines structures of social relations as sets of internally related objects and practices. A university department constitutes a distinct structure of social relations with its role structure defining various powers and obligations -- Chair, Full Profs., Associate Profs, TAs, majors; and its practices like faculty meetings, advising, determining work loads and course assignments, etc.

This example suggests that structures of social relations are always rule-governed: the relations between the different social positions and practices defined by the structure are regulated by rules which empower and constrain. In a division of labor the structure of social relations (relations of exchange) is reproduced to the extent that people do indeed perform the particular roles constituting the division of labor. An employer-employee relation (an internal relation since there can't be employees without employers and vice versa) is governed by contracts or tacit understandings regarding (e.g.) punctuality, the pace of work, payment for work done, overseeing.

Clearly from these examples a particular meaning is being given to the term. All rules imply organization and predictability but evidence of predictability and organization as in empirical regularities will be the result of more than rule-governed activities. The rules governing labor markets -- competitive bidding for jobs and workers respectively -- imply a certain order in resultant allocations of people to jobs -- a matching of qualifications and experience to the demands of particular jobs, perhaps; but some aspects of that allocation -- like the racial or gender makeup of different occupations or the distances over which workers are traveling to their jobs, while orderly in the sense of empirically regular, are thoroughly contingent to the rules governing labor markets and which I spelt out above.

The rules that structure social relations in structures of social relations, therefore, are ones that are socially negotiated, agreed to (though not necessarily willingly), and enforced in some way. They include: norms, laws and regulations that may be state enforced but which may also be employer/bureaucrat enforced as in labor control or the school-pupil relation, and relations of trust. This suggests that structures of social relations are always power relations. In some cases this may be symmetric -- everyone is exercising power over others as in a division of labor. In other instances, like gender relations, it is asymmetric: in other words, rules for whom? This focuses attention on the nature of the sanctions through which the rules are enforced. In the case of gender it is a mixture of the economic resulting from male domination of economic relations and the political: rules governing the disposition of property in the case of divorce, the franchise, domestic violence. In the case of capitalist and wageworker it is what Marx referred to as the dull compulsion of the economic: the wageworker has to have employment if he/she is to physically survive.

Finally: Rules not only constrain, they also empower. They specify causal powers as much as they specify causal liabilities: what a woman can do as well as what she can't.

Some Examples
1. Marx's Concept of Capital:

At the center of Marx's concept of capital is a structure of social relations: a set of internally related objects and practices. These include at the very least:

   a)
the social objects we know as capitalists and wage workers;

   b)
the practices we know as capital accumulation and competition: competition exists in pre-capitalist societies but only in trade, not in production; under capitalism capitalists lay out money for labor power, means of production, without any certainty that they will recover it in the form of revenues for goods sold so that competition becomes a necessity for them; the fear of not recovering outlays also provides incentives for investing rather than consuming profits and hence for the accumulation of capital -- investing in new techniques, extending the scale of production so as to enhance aggregate profits and hence cash reserves

   c)
the so-called 'double freedom of labor power': the facts that workers are free to dispose of their labor power as they see fit (unlike slaves or serfs they enjoy rights of private property in their labor power) and so can sell it to the highest bidder or choose not to work at all; they are also 'free' of the means of production which means that they have to work for those with the money to purchase the means of production -- the capitalists. 

From this brief discussion it is evident that certain of the causal properties we associate with capitalism -- the power to hire, the power to offer one's labor power, the liability to bankruptcy, the liability to unemployment -- are necessarily entailed by its structure of social relations and this structure could be defined in the form of certain rules. These causal properties in turn are internally related to certain practices like competition and capital accumulation, though the precise forms assumed by them -- competition by relocating to the Third World, by investing in more productive machinery, or by developing new products -- are contingent matters.

Note on the other hand that this says nothing about the origins of capitalism. As Sayer points out structural analysis is silent on origins. And just because a particular structure of social relations exists, and people act in accordance with, and reproduce, its rules, does not mean to say it has to exist. Structures of social relations only exist because people, through their activities, reproduce them; though given the way expectations interlock, given the universal desire to achieve predictability in one's everyday life, it may be hard to change them. Nevertheless change does occur and new structures of social relations -- like capitalism at some time -- come into being. This is not necessarily intentional, or by virtue of any social necessity. A defensible case can be made out, for example, that capitalism, in its origins, is contingent: certain conditions, like trade, money and the enclosures in late medieval England, came together at the right time. Moreover, capitalism might have been snuffed out before it was able to dominate social relations; but it wasn't.

2. South Africa Under Apartheid:

Structures of social relations can also be highly concrete. An example would be South Africa under apartheid. Social relations were obviously highly racialized and governed by a set of rules, mostly legal but also customary, regarding residence, marriage, education, voting rights, labor control (the compounds for black workers and the extraordinarily high level of white on black violence in agriculture) and the technical division of labor ('job reservation'). Race was a condition for all manner of social relations, though as a necessary condition for this prime of place would have to go to the racial character of the franchise since so many of the rules were state rules. Yet, and again, simply outlining a structure of social relations helps us understand events that occur within its context, like the shortage of skilled labor, but it does not provide an explanation of why it itself exists. In accomplishing this task we would have to get into such considerations as the course of capitalist development in South Africa, subsequent conflicts between settlers and the indigenous populations, and the construction of race as a social category there (recall South African Keywords).

APPENDIX B: The Fallacy of Misplaced Concreteness

At the beginning of the seminar yesterday I talked about some problems with critical realist approaches to abstraction; in particular, the way it can lead, via committing the error of misplaced concreteness, to pluralistic conceptions of society; i.e., conceptions according to which society is made up of diverse, interacting parts, each with their own autonomy – the state, culture, technology, space, property relations.

The problem of misplaced concreteness arises in the derivation of hierarchies of abstraction and the creation of concepts of various social relations ‘in general’: not just the general conditions of production, but the state in general, ideology in general, space in general, the division of labor in general, technology in general, relations of production in general, culture in general. Given such a hierarchy of abstractions, it is easy to see how one might conceive of distinct structures of state and social relations of production combining to form particular society specific forms of the state, like the capitalist state, the feudal state, social relations of production and the state in such a combination each preserving / contributing their own causal properties; so, for example, according to this view the causal powers of the state – its monopoly of force, for example – are given a particular inflection according to the social relations of production. Under capitalism, those powers are devoted to underpinning the capital accumulation process by (e.g.) enforcing private property rights. The problem is, the state, relations of production, technology, etc., correspond to no empirical reality. Exactly where / what / when is this shared condition of ‘state-ness’, ‘technology-ness’? Rather states, technologies, etc., are what they are in virtue of necessary connections to other aspects of society.

According to Marx, the dominant element in society is production: that naturally enforced, albeit socially mediated, metabolism with nature. Without that, there can be nothing – no social life, no state, no technology, no thought, no culture. Production, however, has its preconditions. These include political, cultural, geographic aspects, as well as the distribution of people among different roles in production (the division of labor). Early societies did not have states but they surely had a political aspect which would later be split off to form the nucleus of what would become states. Hunting animals required leadership and the according of authority, there would have to be some method for adjudicating disputes over the distribution of the product. So there were certainly societies without formal governments (see the work of the anthropologist Lucy Mair) but never societies without a political moment (i.e., ‘aspect’).

In short, the state, culture, technology, the division of labor should be understood as necessary aspects of, preconditions for, production, and not as separate, independent structures. Pluralism is out. Capitalist states are what they are in virtue of their role as necessary conditions for capitalist production. The culture of slave societies (anti-labor, anti-practical activity, as in the thought of classical Greece) is what it is in virtue of the nature of production.

� Used in general concepts like ‘the general conditions of production’, or ‘the labor process’.


� Again, separating location from the substance found there, from its social content, is a very common abstraction made day in, day out in capitalist societies; as in the real estate mantra, ‘Its all about location, location, location’
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