Introduction

You said it, my good knight! There ought to be laws to
protect the body of acquired knowledge.

Take one of our good pupils, for example: modest and
diligent, from his earliest grammar classes he’s kept a lit-
tle notebook full of phrases.

Afrer hanging on the lips of his teachers for twenty
years, he’s managed to build up an intellectual stock in
trade; doesn’t it belong to him as if it were a house, or
money?

Paul Claudel, Le soulier de satin, Day 111, Scene ii

There is an economy of cultural goods, but it has a specific logic. Sociol-
ogy endeavours to establish the conditions in which the consumers of
cultural goods, and their taste for them, are produced, and at the same
time to describe the different ways of appropriating such of these objects
as are regarded at a particular moment as works of art, and the social
conditions of the constitution of the mode of appropriation that is con-
sidered legitimate. But one cannot fully understand cultural practices
unless ‘culture’, in the restricted, normative sense of ordinary usage, is
brought back into ‘culture’ in the anthropological sense, and the elabo-
rated raste for the most refined objects is reconnected with the elemen-
tary taste for the flavours of food.

Whercas the ideology of charisma regards taste in legitimate culture as
a gift of naturce, scientific observation shows that cultural needs are the
product of upbringing and education: surveys establish that all cultural
practices (museum visits, concert-going, reading etc.), and preferences in
literature, painting or music, are closely linked to educational level
(measured by qualifications or length of schooling) and secondarily to
social origin.' The relative weight of home background and of formal
cducation (the effectiveness and duration of which are closely dependent
on social origin) varies according to the extent to which the different
cultural practices are recognized and taught by the educational system,
and the influence of social origin is strongest—other things being
cqual—in ‘extra-curricular’ and avant-garde culture. To the socially recog-
nized hicrarchy of the arts, and within cach of them, of genres, schools or
Is, corresponds a social hierarchy of the consumers. This predisposes
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work.” Thus the encounter with a work of art is not ‘love at first sight” as
is generally supposed, and the act of empathy, Einfublung, which is the
art-lover’s pleasure, presupposes an act of cognition, a decoding opera-
tion, which implies the implementation of a cognitive acquirement, a
cultural code.”

This typically intellectualist theory of artistic perception directly con-
tradicts the experience of the art-lovers closest to the legitimate defini-
tion; acquisition of legitimate culture by insensible familiarization within
the family circle tends to favour an enchanted experience of culture
which implies forgetting the acquisition.” The ‘eye’ is a product of his-
tory reproduced by education. This is true of the mode of artistic percep-
tion now accepted as legirimate, that is, the aesthetic disposition, the
capacity to consider in and for themselves, as form rather than function,
not only the works designated for such apprehension, ic., legitimate
works of art, but everything in the world, including cultural objects
which are not yet consecrated—such as, at one time, primitive arts, or,
nowadays, popular photography or kitsch—and natural objects. The
‘pure’ gaze is a historical invention linked to the emergence of an auton-
omous field of artistic production, that is, a field capable of imposing its
own norms on both the production and the consumption of its prod-
ucts.” An art which, like all Post-Impressionist painting, is the product of
an artistic intention which asserts the primacy of the mode of representa-
tion over the object of representation demands categorically an attention
to form which previous art only demanded conditionally.

The pure intention of the artist is that of a producer who aims to be
autonomous, that is, entirely the master of his product, who tends to re-
ject not only the ‘programmes’ imposed a priori by scholars and scribes,
but also—following the old hicrarchy of doing and saying—the interpre-
tations superimposed a posteriori on his work. The production of an
‘open work’, intrinsically and deliberately polysemic, can thus be under-
stood as the final stage in the conquest of artistic autonomy by poets and,
following in their footsteps, by painters, who had long been reliant on
writers and their work of ‘showing’ and ‘illustrating’. To assert the au-
tonomy of production is to give primacy to that of which the artist is
master, i.e., form, manner, style, rather than the ‘subject’, the external ref-
crent, which involves subordination to functions—even if only the most
clementary one, that of representing, signifving, saying something. It
also means a refusal to recognize any necessity other than that inscribed
w the specific tradition of the artistic discipline in question: the shift
from an art which imicates nature to an art which imitates art, deriving

tks wich tradition. An art which ever increasingly contains refer-
ence (o its own history demands to be pereeived historically: ic asks to be

but to the universe of past and present works of art. Like artistic produg
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ethos) which is the exact opposite of the Kanrtian aesthetic. Whereas, in
order to grasp the specificity of the aesthetic judgement, Kant strove to
distinguish that which pleases from that which gratifies and, more gen-
erally, to distinguish disinterestedness, the sole guarantor of the specifi-
cally aesthetic quality of contemplation, from the interest of reason
which defines the Good, working-class people expect every image to ex-
plicitly perform a function, if only that of a sign, and their judgements
make reference, often explicitly, to the norms of morality or agrecable-
ness. Whether rejecting or praising, their appreciation always has an eth-
ical basis.

Popular taste applies the schemes of the ethos, which pertain in the or-
dinary circumstances of life, to legitimate works of art, and so performs a
systematic reduction of the things of art to the things of life. The very
seriousness (or naivety) which this taste invests in fictions and represen-
tations demonstrates a contrario that pure taste performs a suspension of
‘naive’ involvement which is one dimension of a ‘quasi-ludic’ relation-
ship with the necessities of the world. Intellectuals could be said to be-
licve in the representation—literature, theatre, painting—more than in
the things represented, whereas the people chiefly expect representations
and the conventions which govern them to allow them to believe ‘na-
ively’ in the things represented. The pure aesthetic is rooted in an ethic,
or rather, an cthos of elective distance from the necessities of the natural
and social world, which may take the form of moral agnosticism (visible
when ethical transgression becomes an artistic partz pris) or of an aesthet-
wism which presents the aesthetic disposition as a universally valid prin-
ciple and takes the bourgeois denial of the social world to its limit. The
achment of the pure gaze cannot be dissociated from a general dispo-
on towards the world which is the paradoxical product of condition-
ing by negative economic necessities—a life of ease—thar tends to induce
an active distance from necessity.

Although art obviously offers the greatest scope to the aesthetic dispo-
sition, there is no area of practice in which the aim of purifying, refining
and sublimating primary needs and impulses cannot assert itself, no area
in which the stylization of life, that is, the primacy of forms over func-
tion, of manner over matter, does not produce the same effects. And
nothing is more distinctive, more distinguished, than the capacity to
tonfer acsthetic status on objects that are banal or even ‘common’ (be-
vause the ‘commen’ people make them their own, especially for aesthetic
jiirposes ), or the ability to apply the principles of a ‘pure’ aesthetic to the

i yday choices of everyday life, e.g., in cooking, clothing or deco-

pletely reversing the popular disposition which annexes aes-
11CS.

thities o

In face, through the economic and social conditions which they pre-
Mippose, the different ways of relating to realities and fictions, of believ-
g e hiceons and che realities they simulate, with more or less distance
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and detachment, are very closely linked to the different po
in social space and, consequently, bound up with the syst
tions (habitus) characteristic of the different classes and «
Taste classifies, and it classifics the classifier. Social subjects, ¢l
their classifications, distinguish themselves by the distinctions they make,

ke _;v,._:v_i

in structure to those found in culrural practices also appear in cating
habits. The antithesis berween quantity and quality, substance and form,
corresponds to the opposition—linked to different distances from ncces-
sicy—between the taste of necessity, which favours the most “filling” and
most economical foods, and the taste of liberty—or luxury—which shifts
the emphasis to the manner (of presenting, serving, eating ctc.) and
tends to use stylized forms to deny function.

The science of taste and of cultural consumption begins with a trans-
gression that is in no way aesthetic: it has to abolish the sacred frontier
which makes legitimate culture a separate universe, in order to discover
the intelligible relations which unite apparently incommensurable
‘choices’, such as preferences in music and food, painting and sport, liter-
ature and hairstyle. This barbarous reintegration of aesthetic consump-
tion into the world of ordinary consumption abolishes the opposition,
which has been the basis of high acsthetics since Kant, between the ‘taste
of sense” and the “taste of reflection’, and between facile pleasure, pleasure
reduced to a pleasure of the senses, and pure pleasure, pleasure purified of
pleasure, which is predisposed to become a symbol of moral excellence
and a measure of the capacity for sublimation which defines the truly
human man. The culture which results from this magical division is sa-
cred. Cultural consecration does indeed confer on the objects, persons
and situations it touches, a sort of ontological promotion akin to a tran-
substantiation. Proof enough of this is found in the two following quo-
tations, which might almost have been written for the delight of the
sociologist:

“What struck me most is this: nothing could be obscene on the stage
of our premier theatre, and the ballerinas of the Opera, even as naked
dancers, sylphs, sprites or Bacchae, retain an inviolable vc:,Q.L

“There are obscene postures: the stimulated intercourse which offends
the eye. Clearly, it is impossible to approve, although the interpolation of
such gestures in dance routines does give them a symbolic and aesthetic
quality which is absent from the intimate scenes che cinema daily flaunts
before its spectators’ eyes ... As for the nude scene, what can one say,
except that it is brief and theatrically not very effective? I will not say it is
chaste or innocent, for nothing commercial can be so described. Let us
say it is not shocking, and that the chief objection is that it serves as a
box-office gimmick. ... In Hair, the nakedness fails to be symbolic ™
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public (Paris, Ed. de Minuit, 1966). .
The word disposition seems particularly suited to express what is covered by the
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Piero della Francesca were concerned to get ‘value for money’. They approached
works of art with the mercantile dispositions of a businessman who can calculat
quantities and prices at a glance, and they applied some surprising criteria of ap
preciation, such as the expense of the colours, which sets gold and ultramarine
the top of the hierarchy. The artists, who shared this world view, were led to i
le arithmetical and geometrical devices in their compositions so as to flatied
iste for measurement and calculation; and they tended to exhibit the techni
cal vittuosity which, in this context, is the most visible evidence of the quantty
ity of the labour provided; M. Baxandall, Painting and Experience m Vif
Wb Century Italy: A Primer in the Social History of Pictorial Style (Oxford, Oxlun
1lniveraty Press, 1972).

W U Bourdicu, ‘Le marché des biens symboliques’, L’Année Sociologrqu,
(1041 49126, and ‘Outline of a Sociological Theory of Art Perception’, Infes
Wil Nactal Scence Jowrnal, 20 (Winter 1968), 589-612.
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L. The Aristocracy of Culture

Hra w&&i&ﬁ the ‘man of the world’, is discussed later in this chapter in the sec-
tion ‘Scholars and Gentlemen' ( anslator).
Scholastic terms and abbreviations:
CEP: Certificat d’érudes primaires, formerly marking completion of primary
schooling. 1
CAP: Certificat d’aptitude professionnelle, the lowest trade cert
BEPC: Brevet d’écudes du premicer degré, marking completion ol the first part
of secondary schooling.
w&m.&\&:.m& (bac), examination at end of secondary schooling,
petite école: minor tertiary technical college. \ A
\5&\&. university degree (three-year course in‘a faculté ).
agrégation: competitive examination to recruit top ¢
ers (agrégés).
grandes écoles: set of selective higher-cdu
superior, to the facultés ), awardi
the agrégation. 'l we the Loale Normale
m:vn_. ure (ENS) (i che vae U e Pace s aond the Faoale Paly e hinigue (Poly-
technique). The former e fuee wined wisve oty teachers, the Lucer trains nn:m\m,
neers’ who in face subsequently work a o e civil servanes or (after
fulfilling /¢s out’) as top manag-
ers in private industry. The busine 1 sub-set of grandes écoles; the
best known of these is the Ecole des les Commerciales (HEC). The
following are also often classified with the grandes ccoles: the Institur des Sciences
Politiques (Sciences Po), an elite college teaching mainly political science, law
etc; and the Ecole Nationale d’Administration (ENA), which specifically crains
its graduates (énargues) for the civil service (cranslator).
The clearest manifestation of this effect in the world ow._mmm::d:n music is the fate
of Albinoni’s ‘famous Adagio” (as the record-jackets call it), or of so many works
of Vivaldi which in less than twenty years have fallen from the prestigious
of musicologists” discoveries to the status of jingles on popular radio stations and
petit bourgeois record-players.
M. Proust, ‘Sentiments filiaux d’un parricide’ in Pastiches et mélanges (P
mard, 1970), p. 200. A
G. Bachelard, Le rationnalisme appligué (Paris, PUF, 1949), p. 100,
The word titre can mean educacional qualification, citle, tide-deed |
The strongest resistance to the survey came from the most | y qualihed sub-
jects, who thereby indicate that, being cultured by definition, they are not to be
questioned as to their knowledge, but only as to their preferences. (It is well
known that writers and artists tend to respond eagerly to ¢ y surveys’, which
they see as acts of homage to the universality of their talentsporting genius.)
This essentialism, which can remain tacit so long as the belief supporting the so-
cial valuc of titles remains intact, necessarily achieves expression, at leasc in the
inve v:_ form of racism, when the capital is threatened (e.g., in declining aristoc-
rACIes ).
,:.:v legitimate or soon-to-be legitimate culture, in the form of practical and con-
scious 1 'ty of the means of symbolic appropriation of legitimate or soon-to-be
works, which characterizes the ‘cultivated man’ (according to the dom
1 at a given moment), is what the questionnaire sought ro me:
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