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BOURDIEU, CAVELL, AND THE
POLITICS OF AESTHETIC VALUE
Benjamin Mangrum
Abstract

Scepticism regarding aesthetic judgments in academic discourse has taken a
variety of forms, ranging from Paul de Man’s readings of Kant and Hegel in
Aesthetic Ideology to John Guillory’s inﬂuential study of canon-formation in
Cultural Capital.1 Such appraisals have shown, in some cases convincingly,
how aesthetic judgments provide conceptual underpinnings for various
forms of political interest and social privilege. This vein of examining the
politics of aesthetics—even the ideology of its modern formulation, as de
Man would have it—evinces a common intellectual hesitancy with making
aesthetic claims in academic discourse. Indeed, this vein of scepticism points to
a larger suspicion that the aesthetic is a meaningless category, if not also
symbolically and socially violent. In one form of hesitancy and suspicion regarding the aesthetic, this category is capable of denoting anything and therefore nothing all at once; or, in another vein, the aesthetic stands in for less
seemly realities, the supervening of power, even unconscious desires. These
modes of thought—these recitals of sceptical hesitancies—suggest that the
aesthetic becomes everything but the appraisal of a performance (the performer
herself), the object of appreciation (the thing itself), the surface of the claim
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Bourdieu’s critique of aesthetic value has had signiﬁcant intellectual purchase
in its controversial assertion that critical judgments regarding culture and
aesthetics necessarily occur in an arena of social inequality and symbolic
distinction. I explore a speciﬁc set of problems in Bourdieu’s theory of aesthetics through the work of Stanley Cavell, drawing on the latter’s investigation of the natural/conventional binary and what I describe as a theory of
action (as opposed to a theory of meaning) based upon his reading of Ludwig
Wittgenstein. The comparison of Bourdieu and Cavell yields a more
nuanced account of aesthetic judgments, the politics of criticism, and the
production of value or meaning.
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(the mind of the critic). To suggest otherwise is to be naı̈ve at best, complicit
in the ideological framework at worst.
In perhaps the most comprehensive and inﬂuential critique of beauty, art,
and aesthetic judgments in recent decades, Pierre Bourdieu argues that both
judgments of taste (following Kant’s description of claims about the beautiful)
and forms of art serve as ‘commodities’ within economies of power.2 The socalled ‘cultural commodities’ of these power structures function symbolically
not only as objects of exchange within capitalist bourgeois society, but also
they serve to mark pedigree that undergirds the ‘cultural’ elite.3 Aesthetic
claims and cultural ‘objects’ therefore become fundamentally contested concepts: the creative arts and judgments of taste both appear to be unavoidably
latent with symbolic violence. That is, in this line of thinking, the so-called
cultural arena is necessarily a realm of inequality and oppression. Pedagogical
action within this ﬁeld of the production of culture is, as Bourdieu and
Jean-Claude Passerson claim, ‘the imposition of a cultural arbitrary by an
arbitrary power’.4 Thus, for Bourdieu, cultural objects—along with aesthetic
judgments about those objects—are ineluctably political: the former
are wholly determined by and subsumed under the unequal relations of the
latter.
Bourdieu’s well-known and inﬂuential argument about aesthetics is, on the
one hand, extremely persuasive. Bourdieu’s sociological analysis seems incontrovertible because consumers in capitalist societies do in fact commodify culture and make aesthetic judgments as though vying for power on such a large
scale. Yet, on the other hand, Bourdieu’s analysis is based upon certain reductive claims that are problematic in the sceptical critique of aesthetics. In
particular, I assess Bourdieu’s theory of aesthetics in its claims about (i) the
‘arbitrary’ nature of the cultural arena, (ii) its construal of enculturation as the
impartation of a ‘code’ that imposes meanings upon objects, and (iii) his
understanding of aesthetic judgments as (a) ‘necessarily’ occurring in (b) a
‘political’ arena. I consider these problems in Bourdieu’s theory of aesthetics
through the work of Stanley Cavell, particularly the latter’s early writing on
aesthetics in Must We Mean What We Say? and his investigation of the natural/
conventional binary in The Claim of Reason.5 I begin by setting up the key
terms and assumptions that lead Bourdieu to characterise cultural production
in such a troubling way. I then pursue my criticisms of Bourdieu by reference
to Cavell’s philosophy, situating his work on aesthetics within a
Wittgensteinian framework of action or use. The consequence of this juxtaposition of Bourdieu and Cavell is to demonstrate that, although there are no
cordoned off ‘arenas’ of aesthetics apart from politics—no discrete realms of
knowledge and action—it is nonetheless not the case that every aesthetic
practice is a politically exploitative or socially inequitable one in the sense
that Bourdieu argues.
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I. BOURDIEU, AESTHETICS, AND THE ARBITRARY

In his writings on art, literature, and aesthetic judgments more generally,
Bourdieu’s primary concern is to unearth the conditions under which these
cultural practices occur. Aesthetic value regarding such practices serves a legitimatising function, he argues, in that they validate social difference. This argument runs counter to the foundations of modern aesthetics found in Kant’s
conception of judgments of taste (i.e. judgments about the beautiful), which
Kant claims are in some sense universal and disinterested.7 Instead, in
Bourdieu’s analysis, beauty is particular, arbitrary, and political. Bourdieu explains, ‘taste classiﬁes, and it classiﬁes the classifer. Social subjects, classiﬁed by
their classiﬁcations, distinguish themselves by the distinctions they make, between the beautiful and the ugly, the distinguished and the vulgar, in which
their position in the objective classiﬁcations is expressed or betrayed’.8
Aesthetic value, in other words, expresses more about the ‘social subject’
and the conditions under which he or she performs cultural practices than
it expresses about the ‘aesthetic’ object itself. Bourdieu is then able to claim,
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The outcome of this argument, then, is to contribute to a more nuanced
account of aesthetic judgments and the politics of forms of art. Not only is my
hope to focus the discussion on one especially inﬂuential form of aesthetic
scepticism (i.e. as expressed by Pierre Bourdieu), but also I intend to take up
certain places where Cavell leaves off—for example, in thinking about the
politics of the ordinary, or how we might think about the relationship of
ordinary language philosophy to Marxist critique—even as it also continues
other recent considerations of art and beauty in relation to various forms of
scepticism.6 As will become evident, the Cavellian view that I explore does
not provide a theory of art as such, nor does it provide pathways for a comprehensive deﬁnition of the aesthetic. Rather, ordinary language philosophy is
entirely immanent in its view of what counts as art, beauty, and their critical
appraisals (i.e. how the term ‘aesthetic’ is broadly used in this essay). By this I
mean that Cavell formulates the aesthetic as a concept without a transcendent
structure: there are no ways of determining ‘what counts’ by reference to pure
reasoning or static categories. The aesthetic is circumscribed to particular
uses—e.g. a performance we consider artistic, a rose we consider beautiful—
and is up for discussion based solely upon our shared forms of life. These
Lebensformen are illimitable shared relations of knowledge and action, or giventogether conditions for use, which are two ways of saying the same thing. If,
then, the aesthetic is based upon our attunement in language (a point I explore
below), arriving at how one understands aesthetic value is, in the Cavellian
view, indicative of how one understands one’s own relation to a world shared
with others.
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‘Kant’s analysis of the judgment of taste ﬁnds its real basis in a set of aesthetic
principles which are the universalization of the dispositions associated with a
particular social and economic condition’.9 That is to say, Bourdieu argues
that aesthetic value does not refer to a universal common sense (à la Kant), but
instead it manifests social inequalities and the cultural conditions of a particular
order of power. The Kantian distinction between the beautiful and the pleasing, for example, registers ‘social oppositions’ and not a distinction between
subjective necessity and empirical sensibility.10 In this reading, the cultural
arena becomes one of the primary spaces in which the proponents of certain
aesthetic judgments gain social (and thereby market) advantages.
Bourdieu’s analysis of the commodiﬁcation of the aesthetic as markers of
distinction leads him to the more general understanding of culture as a ‘ﬁeld’
of the production of economic and social power. In the essay ‘The Field of
Cultural Production, or: The Economic World Reversed’, Bourdieu claims
that the production of art and literature occurs ‘objectively’, both in the sense
that it occurs within structural relations and that it entails object-production.11
These ‘objective conditions’ valorise positions—aesthetic judgments, art
forms—within the cultural arena.12 They derive meaning not from autonomous subjects (e.g. the art critic) but from institutional exercises of power.
Thus, as Rob Moore characterises Bourdieu’s view, ‘the ﬁeld of culture is
arbitrary in that its positions, and the objects that mark them (the visible aspect
of its system of positions), have no intrinsic justiﬁcations or qualities. They are
themselves ‘‘empty’’ ’.13
The naturally ‘empty’ content of aesthetic objects reveals two interrelated
assumptions that inhere in Bourdieu’s conceptualisation of the cultural ﬁeld.
First, that the ‘meaning’ of objects is an arbitrary imposition or signiﬁcation. There is
nothing ‘natural’ about the value of an aesthetic object or one’s ability to
apprehend it, because it receives its meaning from (non-natural, socioeconomic) structures of power. Bourdieu describes this non-natural relation
between subject and object in his description of the cultural practice of reading literary texts as ‘an act of deciphering, decoding, which presupposes practical or explicit mastery of a cipher or code’.14 Apart from this code, the
‘beholder . . . feels lost in a chaos of sounds and rhythms, colours in lines,
without rhyme or reason’.15 Aesthetic objects are empty signs apart from
valorisations constructed and disseminated in the cultural ﬁeld. Bourdieu’s
assertion of the ‘arbitrary’ nature of the aesthetic object is meant to expose
the dynamics of power that allow certain judgments either to be more dominant than others or to fortify already established socio-political orders.
Similarly, underlying this theorisation is Bourdieu’s assumption that the
arrangements of the cultural ﬁeld are arbitrary in the sense that the content
promulgated by cultural institutions provide a ‘code’ to interpret the objects before the
‘gaze’ of the viewer. For example, he writes, ‘The perception of the work of art
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in a truly aesthetic manner, that is, as a signiﬁer which signiﬁes nothing other
than itself, [consists] of noting its distinctive stylistic features by relating it to the
ensemble of the works forming the class [i.e. classiﬁcation] to which it belongs,
and to these works only.’16 In order to apprehend such relationships and
classiﬁcations, one must be inculcated in the class (i.e. social and economic)
structures of society. Furthermore, social and educational institutions are arbitrary in their authority to bestow this code or cipher, and thus the ‘objects’
of the cultural arena function as ‘cultural capital’ that support current structures of power. Only those with access to these (relatively) exclusive institutions are able to make sense of the objects of this ﬁeld. Representations of
culture, in this sense, function as acts of symbolic violence (as opposed to its
physical and objective forms),17 thus reinforcing power-governed relationships
within the cultural arena.
The cultural ﬁeld and systems of power consequently provide the keys to
decoding one another. Bourdieu asserts that most aesthetic theories of art and
culture deny this instrumentalism: very few critics and artists, except perhaps
Mallarmé, Marcel Duchamp, and a few others,18 are aware of the duality of
the aesthetic. (Participation in the ﬁeld of cultural production mostly entails
false consciousness.) Bourdieu thus explains the formal or theoretical denial of
this unseemly reality as the performance of what, following Freud, he often
calls the Verneinung of the economic by the literary, which is inscribed within
the concept of aesthetics itself.19 This conceptualisation, then, situates
Bourdieu’s philosophical debt within a complex relationship to Marxian
theory and his own repudiation of the subjective/objective dichotomy. On
the one hand, Bourdieu refracts social relations through an explicitly Marxist
critique of capital.20 But, on the other hand, he tries to transcend the ‘subjective’ (individual, emotional, Romantic) and ‘objective’ (institutions, structures) terms of that Marxist critique.21 While Bourdieu maintains that the
Marxist objective critique is initially necessary, he insists that critique also
denies the concept of agency that he ﬁnds productive when accounting for
speciﬁc judgments in the ﬁeld of cultural production.22 Nonetheless, within
Bourdieu’s theoretical framework, there remains a traditional philosophical
picture of language and meaning: the self and society (whatever their relation)
imposes meaning upon an otherwise empty world of objects.23
These assumptions lead to the conclusion that the ‘literary or artistic ﬁeld is
a ﬁeld of forces, but it is also a ﬁeld of struggles’ in the sense that its occupants
‘defend or improve their positions’ within structures of power relationships.24
The political nature of this arena is actually governed by an economic logic,
even if measures of autonomy and theories of purity protest this reality.25
Therefore, as Moore summarises, the only ‘objective’ things we can know
about the aesthetic are ‘that its claims are false, that it entails misrecognition
and is a form of violence, that its structure is a homologic transubstantiation of
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the economic ﬁeld and its evolution the realization of objective probabilities
immanent within that ﬁeld’.26 In other words, we cannot know of the aesthetic, because it is an illusio;27 it is not a thing that may actually be known, but
instead is an object that supports underlying social and economic conditions.
II. WITTGENSTEIN, CAVELL, AND USE
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Stanley Cavell offers a vision of aesthetics that relates in interesting and productive ways to Bourdieu’s work, even as it departs from important assumptions underlying the latter’s concepts of ‘cultural commodities’ and the
‘cultural ﬁeld’. I suggest that Bourdieu’s analysis works in a limited way
within the Wittgensteinian paradigm of use insofar as such criticism is
framed as what Cavell calls an ‘unmasking’ of those cultural practices that
do in fact commodify aesthetic products. Such exploitative forms of life are
seemingly commonplace within late modern capitalist societies. Nonetheless,
an important difference between Cavell and Bourdieu centres on the problematic conceptualisation of an aesthetic object in the latter’s analysis. The
problem with Bourdieu’s idea of ‘cultural capital’ becomes pronounced when
considered in light of Cavell’s own complex relationship to modern scepticism
(particularly as formulated by Descartes, Hume, and criticised by Kant). On
the one hand, Cavell offers a refutation of the idea that ordinary language can
refute scepticism. In effect, he argues that the criteria we share and use in the
world cannot obtain (grasp, seize) the world itself: they do not prove the
existence of other minds or external reality. Yet, on the other hand, Cavell
denies the Kantian division between the noumenal and phenomenal world—a
division which amounts to a kind of settlement with Hume’s version of
scepticism. Cavell explains that Kant’s distinction casts the thing-in-itself as
the remainder beyond our categories of understanding.28 Among the many
critiques of this Kantian distinction, Cavell objects that the noumenal ‘should
have been seen as internal to the categories of the understanding, as part of our
concept of an object in general’.29 That is to say, Cavell wants to call attention
to the noumenal as a product of philosophical anxieties. What is at stake in
Cavell’s self-positioning in relation to both scepticism and Kant’s settlement
becomes clearer when understood within his reading of Wittgenstein’s view
of language, which I characterise as a theory of action.
Following Wittgenstein’s view of language in the Investigations, Cavell
maintains that the world and word are given together. He explains, ‘In learning language, you do not merely learn the pronunciation of sounds, and their
grammatical orders, but the ‘‘forms of life’’ which make those sounds the
words they are, do what they do—e.g., name, call, point, express a wish or
affection, indicate a choice or an aversion, etc’.30 In what seems both essentialist and tautological, this Wittgensteinian view of language maintains that to

266

BENJAMIN MANGRUM

Downloaded from http://litthe.oxfordjournals.org/ by guest on August 27, 2015

learn a word is to learn not only how a word is used but also what a thing is.
The word ‘father’, for example, is given within the very forms of life in which
one learns the word—in relating to one’s father, to other fathers, observing
Sally relate to Don Draper in Mad Men, etc.—and is thus circumscribed by its
use within illimitable relations of actions. Cavell and Wittgenstein describe the
relations among use, meaning, and the forms of life that situate what a thing is
as ‘grammatical’,31 and such relations preclude the possibility that ‘meaning’
can exist elsewhere, e.g. in ‘signs’ stored in the mind. Instead, the meanings of
our words lie in individual uses and their relationship to the embodied forms
of life we share with others (or have received from others). In other words,
there is no gap between signiﬁed and signiﬁer, between meaning and word,
because both are given when one learns a use, a way of participating in the
world. This theory of action as giving word and world together consequently
suggests that there can be no remainder: the thing-in-itself has no grammar in the
relations of shared actions that provide the possibilities of meaning to
language.
To be clear, Cavell does not deny that material objects exist, only that there
is a problem with the way the question of a ‘material object’ is raised. Nor is
he suggesting in idealist fashion that reality is only a construct of the mind.
Instead, Cavell explains that ‘the gap between mind and the world is closed’ in
the Wittgensteinian vision, for both exist inseparably within shared modes of
acting, of being in the world. The mind is not distinguishable from the material conditions of its existence, and as a result the relations of our forms of
life—the shared usages of language—amount to what is often described as
human ‘convention’.32 To explain the rejection of the mind/world distinction, Cavell refers to certain arguments within Wittgenstein’s Investigations that
cast in disrepute reductive accounts of how language relates to the world. For
example, Wittgenstein describes as an ‘occult’ process the notion that language
attaches names to discrete things.33 Wittgenstein further explains that the idea
of needing a ‘code’ distinct from some object under consideration would
require a ‘remarkable mental act’ in which a transferal of signiﬁcance occurs
between mind and object (as though the latter were being ‘baptised’, or as if
an act of telepathy occurs in which the gaze confers an otherwise non-existent
meaning).34 This reductive picture of language is metaphysical in the sense
that it denies the lived conditions of knowledge. Such conditions,
Wittgenstein says, are not ‘meaning’ or ‘language’ that exist abstractly and
prior to human action. Instead, they are wholly dependent upon relations
of action (i.e. one way of understanding ‘forms of life’). This speciﬁcation of
meaning by use is exactly what Wittgenstein means in his famous assertion, ‘to
imagine a language is to imagine a form of life’.35 If, then, forms of life are the
lived and ever-changing conditions in which meaning occurs, they are also
those conditions without which there is no remainder. What Wittgenstein
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calls Lebensformen are the embodied relations in which language is used and
meaning is negotiated. The so-called ‘occult’ view of language, in contrast,
envisions ‘meaning’ as independent of action, as some aura of signiﬁcance that
may be bestowed upon objects.
Therefore, returning to what is at stake in Cavell’s reading of Kant, when
the former insists that the noumenal is internal to the concept of an object, he is
arguing that this Kantian notion is a philosophical construct with a contingent
history (even as the concept itself is also mistaken). What noumenon means—its
use—derives from an attempt to avoid the all-too-human conditions of
knowledge (i.e. as wanting something to exist apart from the human, from
the embodied relations that are given with that thing, or as wanting ‘thing’ to
mean something apart from the human criteria for understanding that concept). Cavell locates the ideas of the gap between mind and world, subject and
object, and (to put the binaries in structuralist terms) signiﬁer and signiﬁed, as a
mode of thought that denies these conditions. He says that Wittgenstein’s
repudiation of the distance between such binaries ‘implies that the sense of a
gap originates in an attempt, or wish, to escape (to remain a ‘‘stranger’’ to,
‘‘alienated’’ from) those shared forms of life, to give up the responsibility of
their maintenance’.36 That is to say, to understand the world as a collection of
objects, and to insist that a distinct code for deciphering those objects is necessary, require one ﬁrst to produce a gap between world and word, and then
to situate a reality beyond the forms of life that provide the conditions of (our
knowledge about) their existence. The very notion of the sign depends upon
this gap; it signals only a confusion.37
Cavell’s view of the relationship between world and word runs contrary to
at least two claims in Bourdieu’s work: the idea of the impartation of a cultural
‘code’ and the construal of aesthetic works (literature, art, opera, even criticism) as inherently ‘cultural capital’. I am not suggesting that Bourdieu’s terms
do not describe actual use; instead, the notion of cultural objects has a contingent history of problematic use—a problem, as it were, in the grammar of
objectifying the aesthetic. Bourdieu recognises such a process of objectiﬁcation, yet he considers it to be inherent to aesthetic judgments. The idea of the
aesthetic as necessarily commodiﬁed is impossible, however, if (as Cavell
argues) it is not the case that there are objects in the world and then meanings
in one’s mind. If ‘meaning’ is something that makes sense only as single use in
relation to embodied forms of life (as opposed to cognised meaning imposed
upon a meaningless world), then Bourdieu’s theory of the aesthetic object as
such is an impossibility. Put simply, Bourdieu’s theory presupposes an inverted
view of value, in which meaning precedes use. Yet the idea that we always
name objects in the world (i.e. impose arbitrary meaning on them, impart an
aesthetic cipher) becomes suspect in light of the philosophy of Wittgenstein
and Cavell. Ordinary language philosophy leads us to view exploitative or
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problematic judgments about aesthetic objects not in terms of a ‘code’ but as
shared forms of action, a mode of living.
To reframe Bourdieu’s notion of a commodiﬁed aesthetic product, such a
construal of aesthetic objects is not so much incorrect as it is circumscribed by
a limited number of uses. The crux of this claim is Wittgenstein’s assertion that
‘the meaning of a word is its use in the language’.38 Again, use is the condition
under which meaning occurs, and forms of life are the lived conditions for use.
Wittgenstein gives a variety of examples of these Lebensformen: giving orders,
reporting an event, making up a story, reading a story, acting in a play,
cracking a joke, translation, requesting, thanking, cursing, greeting, praying.39
These examples are all verbs, and they aim to show that there are as many
meanings—ways of using words—as there are activities. Wittgenstein thus
demonstrates that meanings are ‘countless’ and, furthermore, that it is unimaginable to provide a general theory of all uses.40 For one to provide
such a general theory for even one form of use—Wittgenstein provides the
example of types of ‘descriptions’, but we could think of aesthetic judgments—would require meaning to exist apart from those ‘language-games’
or activities.41 To apply this view to aesthetics, there are aesthetic practices
(i.e. particular productions of value), which have ‘meaning’ only in the immanent context of shared forms of agreement about what counts as art. This
may initially seem to conﬁrm Bourdieu’s suspicion that one needs a cultural
code determined and given by elites to understand a form of art. Yet the
Cavellian view of, for example, a literary text as an immanent act of speaking
precludes the possibility of wholly reducing such an art form to ‘objective’
economic conditions. In other words, Bourdieu’s description of the inherent
commodiﬁcation of the aesthetic—as though it were a force inscribed within
every one of its uses—could only be possible if meaning were metaphysical,
abstract from ordinary use.
Still, Bourdieu’s work provokes an important question: ‘When does this
description apply?’ Bourdieu is immensely helpful in demarcating points of
application, shared forms of life characterised by inequities and violence, cases
of aesthetic judgments in which socio-economic dominance has become ordinary (e.g. his speciﬁc cases from 19th-century France).42 Yet when these
cases are understood as common forms of life (more often than not ‘shared’
unwittingly), it becomes apparent that Bourdieu’s idea that the aesthetic legitimates social distinction can only refer to particular uses or cases of aesthetic
judgments. Rather than the idea that the ‘ﬁeld of cultural production’ by its
very nature inverts the logic of the economic order, Cavell’s work suggests
that the exploitative or oppressive ‘production’ of aesthetic value instead must
be understood as a problem within our shared forms of life, not with the
concept of the aesthetic itself. Indeed, continuing in the pitch of Cavell’s
philosophy leads us to direct our critical gaze at the ‘naturalness’ of our
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forms of life, which, as I suggest below, are as much determined by the
aesthetic as the economic and the political.

III. CAVELL, AESTHETICS, AND THE NATURAL
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The disagreement between Cavell and Bourdieu runs even deeper than their
contrary views of meaning or use. A much more difﬁcult issue to resolve is the
account that each provides for how aesthetic judgments come about. As we
have seen, Bourdieu envisions a process of the impartation of a code, apart
from which the ‘beholder . . . feels lost in a chaos of sounds and rhythms,
colours in lines, without rhyme or reason’.43 Aesthetic objects are empty
signs apart from the judgments of taste made in the cultural ﬁeld. Indeed,
without such judgments they are merely objects, not even aesthetic objects.
However, Bourdieu’s underlying presupposition of an otherwise ‘empty sign’
is problematic in light of Wittgenstein’s construal of meaning. Moreover, the
‘given together’ nature of world and word leads Cavell to the conclusion that
human convention cannot be arbitrary but is rather ‘constitutive of signiﬁcant
speech and activity’.44 That is to say, conventions are natural for Cavell in the
sense that they provide the conditions for human practices and knowledge.
Cavell’s investigation of natural conventions, then, raises further problems with
Bourdieu’s presuppositions about the conditions of possibility for aesthetic
value and its related social practices.
The fundamental role of conventionality, for Cavell, does not correspond
to arbitrariness in the sense that Bourdieu maintains. In large part, Cavell’s
understanding of conventionality derives from his insistence that human conventions are the only grounds we stand on in the use of language. ‘Meaning’ is
entirely a conventional matter—thus there are no pure (in the Kantian sense)
rational categories—and the arrangements of cultural ‘meaning’ are therefore
arbitrary in the sense that they have no metric of intelligibility—no standards
of determination—outside human agreement. But ‘conventions’ also operate
on various levels of shared action—shared ways of knowing and being in the
world—in such a way that they cannot all be arbitrary in the same degree.
Gesturing toward the sense in which not all conventions are registered on the
order of the arbitrary, Cavell explains: ‘The conventions which control the
application of grammatical criteria are ﬁxed not by customs or some particular
concord or agreement which might, without disrupting the texture of our
lives, be changed where convenience suggests a change.’45 The phrase ‘texture
of our lives’ is telling, for Cavell understands the differentiation between
arbitrary and objective conventionality to be determined entirely by how it
feels, how it seems to us, how it relates to our sense of the world constituted
by our forms of life.
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Cavell thus distinguishes between two types of conventionality: one that
ﬁnds its basis in a sense of necessity (perhaps paradoxically aestheticised) and
another that derives from a sense of convenience. And of course this distinction
connotes a spectrum of conventionality. Furthermore, there are undoubtedly
disagreements about which kind of conventionality obtains for any given
practice. There is no analytical (in the Kantian sense) process for incontrovertibly discerning such distinctions.46 Instead, a natural convention is one in
which altering that form of life—or the various usages that make sense within
it—would seem to require changing nature itself (hence a sense of having
violated necessity). Cavell’s explanation of conventionality aims to provide
the grounds for considering certain practices, judgments, and shared meanings
as ‘natural’ and ‘objective’ in particular cases, yet without relying on analytic
reasoning or reference to some variation of transcendent forms. Indeed, in the
Cavellian view, there may even be some conventions of aesthetic value that
are connected objectively to the ‘texture of our lives’, such that breaking those
conventions violates what seems inexplicably natural. Nabokov’s Pale Fire
(1962), for example, does more than trouble the generic conventions of the
novel. Rather, it signals an unravelling of grammar, a disruption in the texture
of what was in the 1960s understood as the real itself.47 It marks a change in
our forms of life, our modes of knowing and being.
Cavell’s view of conventionality may seem dissatisfying as a way of explaining disagreements about matters that do in fact seem objective. Would we not
want more than agreement in our forms of life to settle ethical ambiguities,
power inequities, moral atrocities, even radical disagreements in taste? This
reasonable objection, on the one hand, prompts the question: What else do
we have? Cavell’s view, as I suggested above, is radically immanent in the
sense that it is shorn of all metaphysical or transcendent moorings for our
world, our language, our forms of life, and thus for our ‘meanings’. Any other
grounding apart from such conventionality, Cavell suggests, becomes a metaphysical quest. But, on the other hand, dissatisfaction with this view of conventionality also raises the problem of how Bourdieu’s ‘objective conditions’
that determine the possibilities of the agent differ from Cavell’s ‘forms of life’.
Are they not two sides of the same coin?
The difference between the ‘objective conditions’ of Bourdieu’s sociological analysis and the forms of life that provide the context of use lies in
conﬂicting conceptions for how the individual relates to those conditions.
Wittgenstein’s conception of Lebensformen, Cavell explains, is not merely a
‘rebuke [to] philosophy for concentrating too much on isolated individuals, or
for emphasizing the inner at the expense of the outer’.48 While certainly
Wittgenstein does offer such critiques, Cavell argues that the Investigations
reveals a ‘mutual absorption of the natural and the social [as] a consequence
of Wittgenstein’s envisioning of what we may as well call the human form of
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life’. In effect, Cavell says that the Wittgensteinian conceptualisation of
Lebensformen repudiates the natural/social (or natural/conventional) binary.
Thus, Cavell’s claim is that the ‘objective’ is not found in ﬁnding a position
outside our forms of life. Nor is the ‘objective’ obtainable in recognising the
economic and political conditions of our knowledge or judgments (i.e. a
recognition of the dominant ‘arbitrary’ forces that impinge upon our conventions). This is not to say that inquiries into economic and political forces are
unwarranted or impossible. In fact, these modes of enquiry should occur, but
they are no more objective than aesthetic critical enquiry. Aesthetics is as
much a lens for what we might call objectivity as economics, particularly if
by ‘objectivity’ we mean a critical enquiry into our forms of life. However, as
I suggest below, this account of ‘objectivity’ and the ‘aesthetic’ does not imply
that the latter is somehow cordoned off from the economic, the gendered, the
political, etc.
The difference lies in distinguishing between Bourdieu’s view of (social,
economic) conditions that determine and constitute subjectivity and agency, on
the one hand, as opposed to the lived conditions in which our negotiations and
actions make sense, as Cavell would have it. For Bourdieu, knowledge is an
object of subjectivity constituted by (or a ﬁeld of objects that have been
produced by) social forces. Randal Johnson describes this view as a ‘radical
contextualization’, by which he means the ‘analysis of the position of the
[cultural] ﬁeld within the broader ﬁeld of power’.50 Objectivity, for
Bourdieu, is therefore recognition of a certain position within a variety of
concentric ﬁelds and structures. In contrast, Cavell argues that there is a conventional kind of objectivity—even, in some cases, a sense of necessity—to
aesthetic judgments themselves, for there are no special kinds of discourse that
escape the contingent conditions of human language and forms of life.51 In
other words, not only is there a distinction between ‘objective’ and ‘universal’,
in which Cavell repudiates the latter as a description of our reasoning or
capacities for criticism.52 But also the putative ‘objectivity’ of economic or
social conditions cannot be set apart from or hierarchised over the aesthetic
conditions of our criteria. For Cavell, arriving at the conditions of our discourse would mean arriving at the ordinary (not solely the economic), as
though one were coming back home.53 Nonetheless, one may ﬁnd that
such a return is unbearable, as is the case for Quentin Compson in Absalom,
Absalom!54 The ordinary is not Edenic; it may be terrible. William Faulkner’s
work recalls, among other things, the horrors and ramiﬁcations that result
from slavery having become an ordinary form of life. Thus, Bourdieu’s analysis
is right to call attention to certain exploitative dimensions of our ordinary. Yet
that attention does not warrant Bourdieu’s construal of the aesthetic as an
inverted or veiled form of the economic order. Rather, in the framing opened
up by Cavell’s work, the exploitative dynamics involved in the constitution of
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our ordinary are moments for suspicion, occasions when the ordinary itself
becomes not merely the basis for but also the subject of investigation. In other
words, Cavell’s framing of criticism makes space for ‘revolution’, the repudiation of certain forms of life; ‘ordinary language’, he says, ‘is such that it can,
sometimes must, repudiate itself, put its own naturalness into question’. This
form of criticism is possible, even necessary, when our ‘ordinary’ has become a
problem to itself.55 Bourdieu’s critique, in contrast, is a circumvention of the
ordinary, the all-to-human conditions of aesthetic judgments, as it positions
one level of conditionality above all others.
The nuanced differences between Cavell and Bourdieu on what counts as
‘objective’ raises another important tension in how each understands the individual’s relationship to what may be called the social conditions of consciousness. For Bourdieu, it seems, objective meaning is entirely the disclosure
of preconceptual conditions (e.g. of social markers embedded in relations of
power that an individual inherits). However, such a discovery of the preconceptual is impossible in the Wittgensteinian framework because our concepts
are given with the world: we can only get clear on them, or change them, but
we cannot get behind them, as it were. Instead, in Cavell’s reading of
Wittgenstein, aesthetic judgments and forms of art—as much as our economic
conventions—may reveal one’s own sense of necessity, what counts as ‘objective’ within the forms of life that make such aesthetic value intelligible, if
not also debatable. They may help us understand our concepts, they may even
spawn dissatisfaction with them—what Cavell sometimes describes as the
modernist response—yet art is all surface, entirely immanent. Cavell, then,
is explicitly not returning to a Kantian a priori for aesthetic judgments. He
explains instead that Wittgenstein’s ‘philosophy provides, one might say, an
anthropological, or even anthropomorphic view of necessity; and that can be
disappointing; as if it is not really necessity which he has given an anthropological view of’.56 In such a view, the Kantian difference between objective
and subjective necessity does not precisely obtain: for Cavell, each shares the
same epistemological grounds of agreement, which itself is negotiated in
shared forms of embodied life.57 Thus, it is simply impossible to arrive at a
place (e.g. a sociological analysis) in which one may stand back from the
conditions of knowing and being. We may criticise our forms of life, we
may change them; but we cannot step outside the human condition of inhabiting our Lebensformen, much less ﬁnd forces that operate extrinsically upon
them, because they provide the very conditions for (social, economic, or
aesthetic) value to be generated and disputed.
Another way of stating this criticism of Bourdieu is that trying to arrive at
the recognition of the ‘arbitrary’ forces that impinge upon our conventions is
predisposed from the beginning to misunderstand the nature of those conventions. This misunderstanding, Cavell explains, is easy enough for us to
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sustain: ‘It is part of Wittgenstein’s vision that our very sense of arbitrariness in
our language, a certain recurrent suspicion or a certain reactive insistence on
the conventionality of language . . . is itself a manifestation of skepticism as
to the existence of the world and of myself and others in it . . . .’58 To construe
the kinds of exploitation of late modern capitalist societies as taking advantage
of the arbitrary meanings of human conventions (as opposed to objectifying what is
otherwise not an object, or being a bankrupt framework for embodied relations) is itself based on a denial of the shared criteria that these practices (along
with their criticisms and the very notions of ‘exploitation’ and ‘power’)
employ. In fact, this sceptical position denies the only philosophical, political,
and cultural practices able to counter these capitalistic forms of exploitation. If
Cavell’s immanent theory of action—his location of meaning within use and
use within forms of life—is correct, then a revolt in our conventions is the only
answer to an exploitative capitalist framework. Thus, the conﬁguration of
aesthetic value as intrinsically ‘cultural capital’ is, according to a Cavellian
view, an expression of hyper-scepticism—a mode of critique in which it is
not only the case that the objects of the world are always distinct from the
sensible and intelligible knowledge in one’s mind (i.e. the mantra-lament of
modern scepticism that our knowledge and language never attain the world).
But also Bourdieu extends the sceptical position to be fundamentally determined by arrangements of power, such that external forces are always impinging upon—even constituting—the knowledge one brings to decoding the
objects of the world (as though there is nothing but false consciousness,
save for the recognition of one’s position within that nexus of external
power).
What Bourdieu means by the ‘objectivity of the subjective’, then, is that
aesthetic value (as an example of subjective taste) is an effect of economic and
political conditions.59 Yet Cavell’s investigation of the conditions of human
knowledge, when used to consider Bourdieu’s theory of the aesthetic, suggests
instead that one cannot locate an ‘objective’ position (in Bourdieu’s sense)
within the cultural ﬁeld, nor are there forces of power behind the cultural that
are somehow more ‘objective’. In other words, if Cavell is correct about the
relationship between language and world, then aesthetic value itself may be
(though not always is) a form of objective knowledge (e.g. in the way that I
brieﬂy characterised Absalom, Absalom!). Furthermore, aesthetic value cannot
intrinsically be a material good for economic conditions or expressions of
power; instead, aesthetic conventions are themselves constitutive of our
forms of life, our economics and arrangements of power. The aesthetic is
thus necessary for understanding not merely one’s self in relation to a world
shared but also the problems, inequalities, and exploitations of that world.
This, I take it, is what Cavell means by ‘the possibility of art as a possibility of
knowing’.60 The difference between this position and Bourdieu’s, then, is
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whether aesthetic value veils ﬁrst-order interests (à la Bourdieu), or if they
operate on the same order as economic and political value. This difference
poses a further question of whether the aesthetic is somehow politically neutral. That is to ask, is aesthetic value necessarily political or governed by power
relations? Is the aesthetic not inherently governed by political value?
IV. CAVELL, BOURDIEU, AND THE POLITICAL
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In the essay, ‘The Politics of Interpretation’, Cavell considers the ‘political’
nature of literary texts as formulated by the literary theorists Stanley Fish and
Paul de Man. For Fish, the political applies to the literary in that reading
practices come from interpretive communities (and hence a certain political
positioning is in order for one to belong to a community). For de Man, the
political applies to the literary (and language more generally) in a rhetorical
sense (as though an aporia exists that always collapses J.L. Austin’s distinction
between the illocutionary and perlocutionary force of our words). Cavell’s
reactions to these arguments suggest a ﬁnal modiﬁcation of Bourdieu’s work,
particularly in the way that the latter construes the so-called cultural ﬁeld. In
particular, Cavell’s criticisms of Fish and de Man raise the question, ‘Political as
opposed to what?’ Cavell poses this question as a way of pointing to the
problematic, seemingly omnipresent meaning of ‘politics’ in these usages.
Similarly, for Bourdieu, the ‘literary or artistic ﬁeld [is] a ﬁeld of forces, but it
is also a ﬁeld of struggles’ in the sense that its occupants ‘defend or improve their
positions’ within structures of power relationships.61 In these terms, then, it
seems as though the interests behind the cultural ﬁeld are necessarily an exploitative politics of power and economics. I use Cavell’s reactions to Fish and
de Man not only to challenge this arrangement but also to show in what sense
the aesthetic is and is not always political.
Cavell reframes the discussion of the ‘politics of interpretation’ by pointing
out the misinterpretations of the ‘ordinary’ in the writings of Fish and de Man.
The ‘ordinary’ of ordinary language philosophy, Fish argues, is contradictory
because of its ‘extraordinary’ differences from other forms of discourse.62 That
is to say, Fish characterises theories of the ordinary (primarily J.L. Austin’s
description of constative versus performative utterances in How to Do Things
with Words63) as insisting that ordinary language remains distinct from normative (in the sense of prescriptive) conditions, as though it were a type of
cognitive meaning distinct from the emotive. Cavell responds by showing
how Fish has misread Austin, whose view of ordinary language refutes the
very distinction that Fish ascribes to him: ordinary language provides precisely
the conditions for being either prescriptive or descriptive.64 These shared
conditions (in the sense of shared norms that provide the possibility for agreement and disagreement) are what Cavell refers to in his description of the
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ordinary as ‘normative’. Not only does Austin reject the constative/performative distinction by the end of How to Do Things with Words (Fish’s misreading),
but also for Cavell every use of ordinary language undoubtedly presupposes
public norms: not in the sense of prescriptive of behaviour, but rather as
providing the conditions for understanding behaviour. This is among the
conclusions that Cavell ﬁnds in Austin’s work. If this public position with
shared criteria is what one means by the ‘political’, then of course the ordinary—and aesthetic judgments in particular—are political.
To be even more precise, the ordinary is normative (and hence political in
one respect) in the sense that it provides possibility (i.e. grounds for common
action and the production of intelligible (if not contentious) value), but not in
the sense that it is prescriptive of possibility (i.e. determinative of common
action). These conditions of possibility involve shared forms of life, but these
Lebensformen do not (and cannot) ensure shared meaning. Wittgenstein claims,
for example, ‘it is in their language that human beings agree. This is agreement
not in opinions, but rather in forms of life’.66 Or, as Sandra Laugier explains,
‘It is not on meanings that we agree, but on uses’.67 Agreement or disagreement, exploitation or cooperation, are founded upon these (call them political, shared, ordinary) conditions.68 This view of the conditions of possibility
for use—what Cavell also calls attunement—suggests that it is severely mistaken, even impossible, to construe every use of aesthetic value, every judgment of taste, as a marker of social distinction, as though every critic or artist
were in agreement not about the conditions under which art makes (or does
not make) ‘artistic’ sense but in how it obtains in our world. Furthermore, to
locate the social inequality of aesthetic value on the register of the Lebensformen
themselves would require a theory of all conditions of possibility for action:
one would need to theorise all forms of life that involve what we consider the
aesthetic. Instead, one cannot arrive at a theory of aesthetic value as such, only a
vision for how our attunement in language provides the grounds for creating,
understanding, and misunderstanding the aesthetic.
The sense in which the ordinary is not political—a sense that underlies
Bourdieu’s understanding of the cultural ﬁeld—is found in Cavell’s opposition
to de Man. For de Man, there is an aporia between logic and rhetoric that
collapses their distinction from one another, such that language—including
the language of literary texts—necessarily includes interest. Whether in literary
or moral ‘discourse’, de Man’s view is that language ‘is essentially persuasive’.69
Cavell responds that the philosophical recourse to ordinary language, instead
of revealing the collapse into interest, preserves rhetorical interest as a possibility of
logic: ‘there is no inevitable relation between [logic and rhetoric]’, he says.
‘This seems to me the moral of ordinary language philosophy as well, and of
the practice of art. Put it this way: Grammar cannot, or ought not, of itself
dictate what you mean, what it is up to you to say.’70 For one, Cavell

276

BENJAMIN MANGRUM

Downloaded from http://litthe.oxfordjournals.org/ by guest on August 27, 2015

reiterates his response to Fish by asserting that the grammar (or the underlying
logic of relations) that connects and facilitates our use of words is political in
the sense that it provides the conditions for public discourse, such that grammar makes it possible for political activity and even expressions of power to
occur, or to be abnegated. More importantly, Cavell is trying to say that de
Man’s claim that all language is rhetorical ﬁrst requires a binary opposition to
exist, but only in order to break it down. De Man can make the argument that
all language is interest only if the opposite of stating something is persuading
someone of something (in which case the opposition might fall apart).71 Yet,
for one, ‘stating something’ does not correlate to logic in the same way that
‘persuading someone’ corresponds to rhetoric. But also ordinary language does
not sustain the opposition of logic and rhetoric (and thus the gap between the
two is a philosophical production, an illusion), because the former is a prior
necessity for the latter to occur. Rhetoric—and, on another level, the persuasive use of language for the sake of interest—is only possible in light of
(under the conditions of) the grammatical relations that we call logic. Finally,
note Cavell’s caveat that grammar ‘cannot, or ought not . . . dictate what you
mean’. While our grammatical relations are not inevitably driven by interest,
Cavell recognises that certain grammatical relations might become something
of a prison house for ‘meaning’, a situation in which what comes into question
is not the rightness or inequities of our disagreements but our very forms of
life. Such relations pose not the problem of disagreement but of revolution.
The ordinary conditions of aesthetic judgments are therefore not political in
the sense that those judgments always determine meaning through forms of
interest or as expressions of power prior to the judgments themselves. Thus,
the prior grammatical conditions of rhetoric cast in a suspect light Bourdieu’s
argument that power interests are prior to the cultural ﬁeld. Following
Cavell’s critique of Stanley Fish, it seems that Bourdieu’s construal of the
cultural arena as a ‘ﬁeld of forces’ neglects the fact that the aesthetic, the
political, and the economic are all ‘forces’ of the same order.72 They share
the same grammatical conditions and therefore cannot wholly determine one
another.
The second and more important problem in Bourdieu’s characterisation of
the ‘political’ nature of the aesthetic comes to light through Cavell’s criticism
of de Man. Bourdieu explains that the ‘political’ and actual nature of the
aesthetic resides in ‘the difference between literary expression and scientiﬁc
expression’.73 The sociologist, in Bourdieu’s reading, ‘lays bear a truth that the
literary text will reveal only in veiled terms’,74 which are the power- and
economic-interested conditions of aesthetic production. Not only is
Bourdieu’s distinction of forms of discourse (scientiﬁc versus literary) problematic, for in fact they share the same conditions of possibility, but
also Bourdieu’s understanding of the ‘politics of the aesthetic’ collapses
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non-scientiﬁc language into a fundamentally economic form of interest.
Regarding cultural capital, for example, he writes that its existence ‘can be
derived from economic capital, but only at the cost of a more or less great effort
of transformation, which is needed to produce the type of power effective in
the ﬁeld in question’.75 This ‘transformation’ is another way of referring to the
veiling of economic interest in aesthetic value. Regardless of its forms, then,
every object within the cultural ﬁeld cannot escape ‘the brutal fact of universal
reducibility to economics’.76 Bourdieu thus collapses the conditions for all use
under a form of interest, which is somehow supposed to exist prior to those
conditions.
Bourdieu’s Marxian assumption of the ‘reducibility’ of aesthetic value to
economic interest is not so much mistaken in its assertion of the impossibility
of disinterestedness, as it (ironically) depends upon the impossible metaphysical
form of its claim. That is to say, Bourdieu’s theory of power- and economicinterest requires a theory of aesthetic value as such. To ﬁnd the ‘reducibility’ of
every object within social and cultural spheres is to locate the metaphysical
sense (essence?) of their conditions. For Bourdieu’s theory to be possible, it
would require the critic to occupy a mode of discourse that could abstract
every meaning—or, even if this process were cast in Wittgensteinian terms,
characterise every use. It casts use as an effect of predetermined meaning.
Bourdieu’s theory of interest underlying the cultural ﬁeld is metaphysical,
then, in the sense that it purports to provide an account that encompasses the
conditions of the production of meaning. For Wittgenstein, such an account is
implausible: one can only speak of ‘meaning’ or ‘value’ in relation to particular
uses, immanent and illimitable cases of activity as perpetuating, challenging,
expanding, etc., our lived experiences. Bourdieu may respond that the focus
on particular uses amounts to a blind and naı̈ve empiricism (as though one
were returning to the observable actions of a liberal subject). Yet neither
Wittgenstein nor Cavell deny that structural (social and economic) conditions
obtain in our actions; instead, they deny that one can ﬁnd in them anything
that may be called ‘reducibility’. Indeed, Wittgenstein’s repudiation of the
private language argument precludes the sort of liberal subjectivity that
Bourdieu also criticises as the linchpin of capitalist cultural production.
Alternatively, these criticisms of Bourdieu by way of Cavell do not suggest
that aesthetic judgments are inoculated from dynamics of power or economic
interest. What my argument has shown, instead, is that aesthetic value is not
intrinsically subordinate to some metaphysical conception of social power or
to an economic logic. This position is far removed from the aestheticians
whom Bourdieu often criticises, opposing his understanding of aesthetic
value with their notion of ‘pure reading’.77 In this characterisation,
Bourdieu refers to judgments of taste that remain distinct from all social
(and therefore political and economic) conditions of possibility. Because
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V. CONCLUSION

Early in the Investigations, Wittgenstein mounts a critique against the picture of
language as the naming of objects in the world. He writes, ‘And one has to say
this in many cases where the question arises, ‘‘Is this an appropriate description
or not?’’ The answer is: ‘‘Yes, it is appropriate, but only for this narrowly
circumscribed region, not for the whole of what you were claiming to describe’’.’81 Wittgenstein’s critique of the over-extension of different conceptualisations of language—as though ‘naming’ or ‘ostensive deﬁnition’ seized
the essence of language itself—suggests not only that these are limited kinds of
use but also that one cannot arrive at a theory of language as such. Thus, as I
have characterised it, Wittgenstein offers not a theory of language but a theory
of action or illimitable shared forms of life, which Cavell then employs in how
he frames the aesthetic. Continuing in this vein of thought, I have not tried to
offer a theory of culture or aesthetics as such, as though every use and practice
could be identiﬁed and enumerated. Instead, I have argued that, though incisive and accurate for many instances—and I have suggested that this is often
the case within late capitalist societies—Bourdieu’s sociological analysis of
aesthetic value is nonetheless circumscribed by use. Admittedly, the startling
breadth of the cases he identiﬁes—commodiﬁcation, the cultural nobility,
exchange within arenas of power, etc.—does not merely appear to be a
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Bourdieu understands the cultural arena as a ﬁeld of bourgeois consumption
and elite dominance, the negation (dénégation, the Freudian Verneinung) of
these economic and therefore exploitative conditions is inscribed within the
concept of aesthetics itself. ‘Pure readings’ are therefore either an illusio of that
concept of the aesthetic or an ill-fated strategy of opting out of economic
relations, perhaps by subtracting the literary from it. Yet what I am taking
from Cavell’s work is by no means a ‘pure’ construal of the production of
aesthetic value. Cavell clearly admits, ‘our concepts of aesthetics are historically conditioned’,78 and he includes the exploitative as a type of use of aesthetic
judgments that should be uncovered as ‘Marx and Nietzsche and Freud, our
teachers of unmasking’, were willing to do.79 This view of aesthetics is therefore not ‘pure’ in Bourdieu’s sense of the term because, among many other
reasons, Bourdieu’s characterisation of the ‘pure’ position is reductively cast as
the only alternative to his own. Economic conditions of possibility are not
prior to aesthetic ones.80 Furthermore, I am not suggesting that the borders
between aesthetic, economic, and political forms of life are clear or impermeable; nor am I suggesting that one can suspend one’s activity in any of these
conditions for embodied life. Rather, it is a case of the poverty of sceptical
philosophy to construe all cultural conventions—all aesthetic value—as manifestations of social or economic oppression.
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