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Bourdieu’s Refusal

John Guillory

 


And this is that famous human freedom which everyone brags of having, and which consists only in this: that men are conscious of their appetite and ignorant of the causes by which they are determined.

—Spinoza

PLUS ÇA CHANGE . . .

Of the several reasons one might offer for the belated reception of Pierre Bourdieu’s work in the U.S. academy—the uncertainties of translation, the difference of the French intellectual scene, the discrepancy between the publication order of his books in France and in the United States, the notorious difficulty of his prose—none explains the suspicion, even hostility, with which his work has often been greeted. Surveying the most typical misapprehensions of Bourdieu’s theoretical positions, Loïc Wacquant reminds us, much in the spirit of Bourdieu, that the reception of any foreign oeuvre is mediated by “structures of the national intellectual field.”1 The interesting question raised by this point is why the same field that permitted so favorable a reception of Derrida or Foucault, especially in the humanities, should have occasioned so different a response to Bourdieu. Wacquant observes in concluding his study that the severity of Bourdieu’s “reflexive sociology,” which spares neither itself nor any other intellectual project exposure to the cold illumination of its analysis, provokes intense uneasiness among his readers. This uneasiness must be very great indeed, if the same readers who assimilated poststructuralist thought without being too disturbed by what some consider to be its “nihilism” find Bourdieu altogether too bleak. Yet even this account may not go far enough in registering what might be called a refusal of Bourdieu’s sociology as simply incompatible with the project of much social and cultural theory in the United States.2

I would like to take this refusal seriously as the occasion of advancing both an analysis and a defense of what is perceived as most problematic in Bourdieu’s work. This is a question not so much of how Bourdieu has been misunderstood as of how the refusal of his sociology constitutes precisely that understanding of Bourdieu called forth in the U.S. intellectual field. Let me acknowledge at the outset, then, exactly what Bourdieu’s American readers refuse: his apparent reduction of social action to self-interest, in the form of the accumulation of “capital,” and, further, his implicit foreclosure of any action that transcends individual interest or has progressive social change as its end. It will not do simply to argue that this understanding of Bourdieu is a misunderstanding, that concepts such as habitus or le sens pratique were intended from the beginning to supersede the notion of a “self” consciously calculating its interests. Even Bourdieu’s most sympathetic readers, while granting his anticipation of the typical misreadings of his work, record a sense that his account of human motivation is profoundly reductive and pessimistic. Speaking for many, Edward LiPuma wonders how, given the terms of Bourdieu’s analysis, any individual can “produce forms of thought that expose and threaten the reproduction of the class structure” (Calhoun et al., 24). It is only too easy to come away from Bourdieu with the impression that he offers a completely determinist social ontology, expressed in a fail-safe mechanism of “reproduction.”3

Whether Bourdieu’s sociology can be accurately characterized in such terms is not my primary concern here, although I hope to dislodge some assumptions underlying this response. My immediate objective is to consider the possibility that his refusal can be taken as an index of certain properties of the “national intellectual field.” What seems to have troubled Bourdieu’s U.S. readers most is the implication that social change cannot be the conscious and intended effect of individual or collective action. I argue that the very vehemence with which his perceived determinism is rejected can be said to express by contrast an intellectual ethos of voluntarism. If there is any doubt about the prevalence of this ethos in recent years, let me offer the emergence of cultural studies as a sufficient exhibit. Lawrence Grossberg’s statement concerning the ends of this project would elicit broad consensus in the humanities and in some of the social sciences: “Cultural studies is a rigorous intellectual—even academic—practice which seeks to produce better knowledge of the political context of the world, knowledge which opens up new and hopefully progressive possibilities of struggle and transformation.” 4 In lieu of a fuller account, I shall rely on a perception that few would now contest: it has become increasingly important to justify academic practice by asserting it as the vehicle of political transformation. We need not decide whether it is such a vehicle, or even whether it should be, to recognize how important it has become to foreground the motive of political change in academic practice.

Now it is worth remarking, before proceeding any further, that Bourdieu’s sociology in no way denies the ubiquity of struggle or the fact of social change. Bourdieu offers at least an implicit descriptive theory of social change, to wit, the failure of reproduction. But he would say that such change is an effect of struggles that do not usually have as their conscious end the progressive transformation of society implied in the cultural studies project. Most change, in Bourdieu’s terms, is the effect of struggles within fields that never cease to be determined by the principles of the field, even when what constitutes power or value in the field is being contested. Bourdieu’s theory also allows for change as the result of struggles between fields as they interrupt or interfere with each other, but again, these struggles are not necessarily undertaken with progressive, transformative ends in view. Sometimes, of course, they are. However, one must wonder at the reductiveness of a social theory that speaks of change only as an effect of socially transformative agendas.5 Such a concept of social action constructs it as the altruistic complement to the calculating self-interest imputed to Bourdieu’s social agents. Both conceptions evacuate the large area of social action for which the motives of action are not so clearly or consciously conceived. In any case, the relegation of social change to the sphere of individual motives, good or bad, should arouse our theoretical suspicions, for it encourages a descent from the rigor of analysis to the rhetoric of praise or blame and thus links voluntarist discourse to an even less credible moralism.

Still, we are scarcely prepared yet to defend Bourdieu’s consideration of the issue. All we can do at the moment is to specify what the refusal of Bourdieu in the U.S. academic field tells us about this field: its conception of change is modeled on a very old idea of social transformation that it has nevertheless repudiated in its nineteenth-century, revolutionary form. The revolutionary project has now been parceled out to the New Social Movements in their opposition to particular forms of domination: racism, sexism, homophobia, and so on. What is the relation, then, of an academic discourse that analyzes the social realm to the New Social Movements themselves, which must proceed on the assumption that things can be changed? This question has no simple answer, if an analytic account of social phenomena is expected to demonstrate what determines states of affairs.6 Literary and cultural critics would like to believe that vanguard theoretical discourses can lead to transformative struggles, by which the various forms of domination can be brought to an end. Envisioning such a transformation has a necessary place in thought, but it does not describe how change will take place in the future or has taken place in the past. Raising social change to consciousness, or rationalizing it as a theoretically informed practice, is a project whose realization should not be confused with the mode of change in social reality.

Shall we say, then, that what Bourdieu’s American readers find lacking in his sociology is this project? Whether or not it is truly absent from his work, it would certainly appear that Bourdieu’s sociology is given over to a descriptive analysis of social actions that in the end (whatever the intentions of the actors) always reconstitute structures of domination. This reconstitution occurs even within and through the process of social change, which appears to have an attenuated significance by comparison with the recurrence of these fundamental structures of domination. Thus Bourdieu’s readers come away with the (mistaken) impression that for him there is never any change at all, only “reproduction.” But a better way to put it is, after all, in French: Plus ça change, plus c’est la même chose.

The French maxim raises a question somewhat deeper than Bourdieu’s supposed inclination to a cynical view of human things. The recurrence of structures of domination despite manifest change is an undeniable fact of history. This question is discussed in sympathetic but not uncritical terms by the sociologist Craig Calhoun, who rightly sees it as related to the tension in Bourdieu’s work between “what sorts of categories should be taken as historically specific and which as transhistorical” (Calhoun et al., 82). The tension corresponds roughly to the difference between an anthropology making universal claims about human societies and a sociology addressed to the historical question of “modernity” as the epoch characterized by continuous social change.7 Calhoun proposes that the very rapidity of social change, which seems to have accelerated with the transition to a “postmodernism,” may have prevented theorists from considering to what extent certain fundamental social relations might be reproduced despite the pace of change and behind the screen of its spectacular show. In its favor, Bourdieu’s sociology draws attention to the reproduction of structures of domination. I would agree with Calhoun that by underelaborating the relation between social change and reproduction, Bourdieu arouses the suspicion that he “is saying something more trans-historical and anthropologically invariant about human actors than he lets on” (Calhoun et al., 71). While the strong emphasis on “social integration and stable reproduction” (Calhoun et al., 82) is a tendency in Bourdieu’s sociology, it is not a necessary assumption.

I propose to argue that the tension Calhoun identifies between the transhistorical and the historical in Bourdieu is related to his undertheorizing some aspects of modernity as an epoch of continual change—specifically, the economic per se—while extensively elaborating other aspects, primarily the cultural. It will require some time (and the reader’s patience) for me to evince the relation between this distribution of theoretical labor and the signal tension Calhoun observes. The question cannot be resolved simply by asserting that Bourdieu has neglected some relevant areas of social life. He may have done so, yet he has never claimed to produce a total theory of the social but only to construct theory as an analytic aid. Which domains of the social Bourdieu chooses to explore, and to what extent, is no doubt determined in ways (for example, the biographical) to which we can have only limited access. But the question of the distribution of his theoretical labor is raised in an especially vexing way by one of the three chief concepts in his sociology, capital (the others being, of course, habitus and field). Given the problem I have just remarked, it is all the more striking that the concept most resonant with historical implication is also insistently transhistorical in Bourdieu’s usage. The forms of “symbolic capital” are present for him wherever there are social relations, but Bourdieu offers no independent or correlative analysis of capitalism as an economic or social system. As Calhoun shrewdly remarks, Bourdieu’s account of capital lacks “an idea of capitalism” (Calhoun et al., 68). Nor would it be possible to dismiss this problem by observing that the idea of capitalism has been elaborated elsewhere, as in Marxism. That idea is arguably missing in Marx, too; his concept was, after all, capital. Capitalism, as the union of social and economic systems, is even today as controverted a theoretical construct as it is an ongoing reality.

If Bourdieu is not really interested in the theory of capitalism (which seems dubious), he is certainly interested in modernity. Calhoun points out that Bourdieu’s account of the multiplication and autonomization of fields is decisively oriented toward the analysis of modern society. It powerfully evokes the themes of classical sociology (Durkheim’s anomie or Weber’s rationalization) as well as more recent developments in social theory, such as Habermas’s “uncoupling of system and lifeworld” or Luhmann’s “differentiation of society.” It is not just that Bourdieu’s sociology lacks a historical account of capitalism that would complement his account of modernity or counterbalance his transhistorical concept of capital. The very choice of this concept to define the stakes of the “field” compels us to consider the absence of an account of capitalism deliberate. I will argue that Bourdieu refuses the problematic of capitalism—which is to say that this refusal is, in his own terms, both determined and strategic, a move in the game of sociology.

The risk in this strategy is more immediately evident than the possible gain. It seems perverse to construct the most universal account of social action by means of a concept that signals a definite historical epoch and, worse, constantly invites Bourdieu’s readers to identify his construction with the rational calculation of behavior in the capitalist market. His lexical choice risks echoing the universalization of market behavior, which Western economists have been only too enthusiastic to affirm (indeed, since the collapse of the Soviet Union, to elevate to an anthropological universal). The terminological confusion troubles even his most sympathetic readers. Calhoun, for example, wonders if, after all, Bourdieu is unwittingly guilty of economism: “The motive force of social life [in Bourdieu] is the pursuit of distinction, profit, power, wealth, and so on. Bourdieu’s account of capital is an account of the resources that people use in such pursuit. In this sense, despite his disclaimers, Bourdieu does indeed share a good deal with Gary Becker and other rational choice theorists” (Calhoun et al., 71).

Calhoun goes on to concede the justice of Bourdieu’s rejection of the charge of economism but qualifies this concession by noting that rational choice theory is probably more sophisticated than the version of it that Bourdieu is rejecting; at least, it is no longer dependent on constructing every social action as though a fully free and conscious mind confronted the world with unlimited knowledge about possible choices. But I am less concerned with reaffirming the difference between Bourdieu and rational choice theorists such as Becker, or even Elster, than with understanding the stakes in the strategic appropriation of the concept of capital.8 We can acquire a preliminary sense of them by noting a certain paradox both in rational choice theory and in Bourdieu’s sociology. For rational choice theorists, as indeed for “free-market” economists generally, the market is the site of a certain idealized freedom; there, individual agents are free to pursue their interests, to “maximize utilities.” The freedom from constraint (that is, from government interference) is also experienced in the market as a freedom of the will. The ideology of the free market has thus never dispensed with an essential voluntarism, which undergrids the methodological individualism of economics (one might invoke here both F. A. Hayek and Milton Friedman as representative of mainstream free-market economics). From the viewpoint of economics as a science, however, the freedom of the will is merely notional. In the aggregate behavior of the market’s free agents, economic science discerns regularities that, insofar as they are determinable, can be said to be determined. For economics, the market is like nature, the object of increasingly mathematical description and prediction. At the same time, the quasi-religious faith of this science is that all is for the best when the market is left in its natural (that is, “free”) state. The more ideologically committed free-market economists give no indication at all of recognizing the contradiction in asserting a freedom that their science disallows, but this may be the kind of philosophical question in which economists have long since lost interest.

As a social science, sociology too aspires, as Durkheim said, to treat social facts as “things”; like economics, it is forced to confront the ancient antinomy of freedom and necessity (usually updated in social theory as that of agency and structure) in its account of social action. Bourdieu hopes to overcome this antinomy—the alternatives of “social physics” and “social phenomenology”—and perhaps he does. But the durability of these ancient powers is such that his sociology continues to give the impression of reducing social life to implacable necessity. Because we are dealing with an immemorial binarism of thought, we can see why Bourdieu’s account of social action in terms of symbolic capital can be confused with the individualist and voluntarist market ideology he so obviously disdains. The antinomy has the uncanny capacity to flip any social phenomenon from one pole to the other. This paradox of Bourdieu’s reception suggests that his “determinist” sociology is being read as the mirror image of Western economics, for which the universalization of the market is nothing less than the maximal extension of human freedom.

I hope by this point to have established a certain understanding of the response to Bourdieu in the United States: the perception of his determinism, or economism, has as its cultural or ideological referent a voluntarism whose context is ultimately the free market. But this context need not be openly acknowledged as a condition of reception, and indeed it cannot be without calling into question that tendential voluntarism that the refusal of Bourdieu shares with economics. For this reason the misunderstanding of Bourdieu expressed in the charge of economism is always also an understanding, in that it suggests that the refusal of Bourdieu in the U.S. academy is in a deep way related to his own refusal of the problematic of capitalism, of the market in material as opposed to symbolic goods. We return, then, to the question raised above: If Bourdieu’s appropriation of the concept of capital is to be read as something other than an index of his tendency toward economism, we have to consider the possibility that his disinclination to specify further the relation between capital and capitalism has a strategic value for him. The stakes of his appropriation of economic concepts are in any case very high.


CONTEST OF THE FACULTIES

In his Outline of a Theory of Practice Bourdieu makes the claim that “the theory of strictly economic practice is simply a particular case of a general theory of the economics of practice.”9 In strategic terms, this claim might be seen as an argument for the greater “generality” of sociology itself in relation to the discourse of economics. Sociology would then have to wrest the language of the economic away from its inherence in the “particular case”: “Economic theory has allowed to be foisted upon it a definition of the economy of practices that is the historical invention of capitalism” (“Forms of Capital,” 242). It has not been sufficiently appreciated that from Bourdieu’s point of view economic discourse is a defective, anticipatory version of sociology. Thus Bourdieu can definitively say that “my theory owes nothing, despite appearances, to the transfer of the economic approach. And I hope one day to be able to demonstrate fully that, far from being the founding model, economic theory (and rational action theory which is its sociological derivative) is best seen as a particular instance, historically dated and situated, of the theory of fields” (IRS, 120). We may have difficulty imagining such a revolution in social science now that economics seems to have so successfully subordinated the other social sciences, establishing itself at once as a “science” on the natural-scientific model and as the most powerful academic presence in the domain of policy making. Yet if Bourdieu’s hypothesis is correct, it will go a long way toward recasting the relation between economics and sociology as something more than a “contest of the faculties,” despite being first of all such a contest. This question, in my view, goes much deeper than the common objection that symbolic or cultural capital is merely a metaphor, or an extrapolation from economic behavior, a charge that fails to grasp the social reality of the symbolic form or the extent to which Bourdieu regards sociology as a challenge to the very entitlement of economics to the language of exchange.

With this question in mind, we can take a closer look at the implications of the distinction between the general and the particular economies of practice. In his early anthropological work Bourdieu describes “archaic” (or premodern) societies as structured predominantly by a general economy of practice, regardless of whether there also exists a market for the exchange of material goods. What is most crucial to grasp about this general economy is that it operates in such a way as to “prevent the economy from being grasped as an economy” (OTP, 171). To conceive the principle of social action in the general economy (what Bourdieu calls le sens pratique) by analogy to the rationality of the capitalist market is to miss precisely the sense in which the “practical logic” of archaic societies utterly refuses the rational calculation of the market without ceasing to be a kind of economic practice. Only in this refusal can symbolic capital be constituted as such. The concept of capital must be understood in this usage as expressing a refusal of the calculus of accumulation and even as an implicit negation of “material” capital as a description of exchanged objects. The general economy is a negation of the particular; this is a rather different relation between the two terms than that of genus to species.

One might ask whether the form of material capital needs to become the object of thought in order to be negated. Bourdieu’s answer, of course, is that the notion of practice entails no necessary reflective consciousness. Habitus, as a “structuring and structured structure,” does not require its ends to be posited in thought to operate as a kind of “rationality.” Rather, it is an embodied rationality (this is different too from an unconscious rationality, which would presumably look just like rational calculation, only “unconscious”). An important matter hinges on this question, since only the historical circumstance of rationality’s development as a fully conscious process of thought (the instrumental rationality of the market) yielded a language—the economic—by means of which the rationality of the general economy could be recognized, after the fact, as a form of economic rationality. For the same reason, it was only when the form of material capital became a ubiquitous social fact that one could see that the general economy was constituted by the very negation of the form of material capital. This irony brings capital back into relation to the historical order of capitalism by making capitalism the condition for both the understanding and the misunderstanding of “economic practice” in precapitalist or noncapitalist societies. The negation of market rationality in premodern practice curiously precedes market rationality itself (or the universalized condition of commodity exchange). One might say, then, that the “idea of capitalism” is not developed in Bourdieu but that it is always implied in the description of the general economy of practice in archaic societies as a “reversed” or denied economic practice.

We will return presently to the motif of reversal. It is necessary first, however, to clarify a difficulty that arises at this juncture: everything recounted thus far leads us to believe that just as archaic societies are defined by the prevalence of the general economy or symbolic capital, so the dominance of the particular form of economic capital—material capital—has to constitute modernity itself. The very categories of the general and the particular, or the symbolic and the material, appear to be closely associated, if not identified, with the epochal concepts of the archaic and the modern. In fact, this identification is a misreading of Bourdieu, although his terminology elicits it for reasons as yet unstated. Let us pose the question that emerges here as clearly as possible: Why does symbolic capital seem constitutively primitive, when Bourdieu everywhere calls attention to the existence of such capital in the modern world, preeminently in the sphere of artistic production but pervading every practice associated with the concept of “distinction.” Is one to construe those spheres of the social (or fields) in which symbolic capital is accumulated at one or more removes from the market in material goods as residual, as carrying over into modernity the same capital form, indeed the very economic form, that defines archaic societies? This would seem to be confirmed by every instance of what Bourdieu calls “consecration” in modern artistic production. The refusal of a strictly economic valuation of cultural products might be said to invoke a primitive relation to the products of labor: “The denial of the economy and economic interest which, in pre-capitalist societies, was exerted first in the very area of ‘economic’ transactions, from which it had to be expelled in order for ‘the economy’ to be constituted as such, thus finds its favored refuge in the domain of art and ‘culture.”’10 This theme is echoed in much the same terms in The Rules of Art: “The trade in ‘pure’ art belongs to the class of practices where the logic of pre-capitalist economy survives.”11 Yet the meaning of “survival” can hardly be less straightforward. Assuming that we avoid the temptation to project the practices of our own society on those of our precedessors, would we not make the converse error by construing as residually primitive every sphere of society not simply expressive of the overt rationality of the market? To be sure, we have rejoined here classical sociology’s problem of the relation between traditional and modern society, which requires a rather different interpretive schema than the transition from feudalism to capitalism. Theories of capitalism are concerned with the emergence of the “restricted economy,” as well as with the extension of market rationality into other domains of social exchange. But even the most ambitious rational choice theorists have not reduced every domain of the social to the quantifiable practice of maximizing utilities. If all social action were nothing but market behavior, then economics could give us a full and adequate account of the social. There would be no need for sociology at all.

The appearance of symbolic capital within modernity thus leads one to ask what kinds of archaic social relations subsist within capitalism and what the mode of subsistence is.12 Theories of modernity and modernization have often entailed as a corollary the necessity of recognizing as apparently archaic many social forms, not only the “refuge” of art but much else besides, from the conspicuous archaism of religion to the highly ritualized practices of corporate culture. I say that these forms are “apparently” archaic because it cannot be that they exist as pure repetitions of premodern practice, without relation to









SALON DES REFUSÉS




	The general economy of archaic or premodern or “nonmarket” societies, in which a practical logic prevails and in which the economy in the narrow sense is “socially repressed.” The form of capital here is preeminently honor. Its accumulation is limited by its dependence on embodiment, and the conditions of its convertibility into economic capital are severely constrained.

	The capitalist market proper, in which the preeminent form of capital is material goods or money, whose accumulation is virtually unlimited. Social interest in accumulation is expressed overtly, as it becomes the object of rationality in its “instrumental” or calculating form.


	A mimetic market, where cultural capital is accumulated. In this market there is no attempt to conceal the mutual convertibility of cultural and material capital; on the contrary, agents are deliberately and even enthusiastically interested in reconstructing cultural spheres as practices of rational accumulation and assured convertibility. This market corresponds to the advancing frontier of commodification, which seeks to regularize and manipulate the convertibility of cultural goods and embodied qualities, even the most accidental, such as physical beauty.16 In the same way, wealth is convertible directly into prestige or honor, as in “lifestyles of the rich and famous.” Within the mimetic market we also find Bourdieu’s objective mechanisms, such as the school, which make possible ever greater accumulations of cultural capital and thus a higher rate of convertibility. In certifying qualifications or competences, the school “guarantee[s] the monetary value of a given academic capital” (“Forms of Capital,” 248). The mimetic market, with which Becker’s human capital theory is concerned, is what gives rational choice theory its license to construct all social action as market behavior, as maximizing utilities.17

	To the mimetic market Bourdieu implicitly opposes an antimimetic market, defining the realm of art but also that of science. In these fields (the “intellectual field,” in the broadest sense for Bourdieu), where the “economic world [is] reversed,” symbolic capital refuses to be assessed in economic terms. This refusal establishes a distance that must be traveled in order for conversion of symbolic into material capital to take place. Within the antimimetic market, the symbolic capital of honor or prestige can then reappear in a rather different mode than in the institutional venues dispensing cultural capital by means of objective mechanisms. This mode is linked to what Bourdieu calls “autonomy.” I will suggest that Bourdieu is intensely interested in the antimimetic market’s project of maintaining a distance from the capitalist market proper.
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