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The representatives of the French people, organized as a National Assembly, believing that the ignorance, neglect, or contempt of the rights of man are the sole cause of public calamities and of the corruption of governments, have determined to set forth in a solemn declaration the natural, unalienable, and sacred rights of man, in order that this declaration, being constantly before all the members of the Social body, shall remind them continually of their rights and duties; in order that the acts of the legislative power, as well as those of the executive power, may be compared at any moment with the objects and purposes of all political institutions and may thus be more respected, and, lastly, in order that the grievances of the citizens, based hereafter upon simple and incontestable principles, shall tend to the maintenance of the constitution and redound to the happiness of all.

(The Declaration of the Rights of Man and the Citizen, August 26, 1789).
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Bourdieu’s Politics of the Revolution

This book argues that Pierre Bourdieu assigned himself as the representative of the French people and acted as its National Assembly. In that capacity, he set himself to work with the charter of the preamble to the Declaration: to remind the members of the social body of their rights and obligations; to monitor the legislative and executive powers and compare them with the Republican purposes of ideal political and social agendas decreed by the revolutionaries of 1789; and overall, to maintain the tenets of the French constitution. In that sense, like d’Artagnan in Dumas’ The Three Musketeers—who also came from an impoverished family from Gascony—Bourdieu took it upon himself to be the fighter for true France, namely the keeper of the Republican tradition of the French revolution.

Bourdieu’s entire oeuvre was indeed motivated by the failed promise of the French Revolution and by the demise of its most noble ideals. His passionate analyses—of educational stratification, cultural production and consumption, gender relations, the social structure of the economy, and the effects of globalization—were always carried out with the moral benchmark of the revolution in mind. Bourdieu was indeed passionately tied to the values of the French Revolution, notably to liberty and meritocracy, to social equality, and to the democratization and universalization of government. But wherever he looked, he saw those values betrayed by the very people who argued for their implementation, and by the governmental bodies which were devised in order to guarantee their effectiveness. Committed to the values of The Declaration of the Rights of Man and the Citizen, he was constantly frustrated by the betrayals of universalization by the Fifth Republic (1958 to the present).

The systematic analyses presented here show that Bourdieu’s empirical analyses repeatedly exposed that while the French republic called for the abolition of the monarchy and the order of the estates, the members of the nobility succeeded in reproducing their aristocratic class advantages while guaranteeing their particularistic interests across the generations. His studies of museums and universities, for example, exposed how the descendents of the nobility succeeded in guarding their position through the seemingly universalistic and meritocratic criteria of these modern institutions. Basing his arguments on detailed empirical observations, he brought to light the hidden and intricate mechanisms by which the aristocrats of the ancien régime strategically maneuvered themselves in changing historical contexts, with their offspring continually enjoying undue privileges. Specifically, he has shown that the new nobility—philosophers and top state administrators, like Parisian bourgeoisie and Normaliene—is un-meritocratically over-benefited relative to those who actually remained members of the third estate: immigrants, the unemployed, working-class laborers, women, the petite bourgeoisie, or in other words those who were to be aspired by the ideals of the Revolution yet are repeatedly betrayed by its leaders.

The frustrating gap between the ideals of the French republic and their implementation in practice serves as a moral compass that directed Bourdieu’s oeuvre. It is the core code through which Bourdieu viewed the world: Wherever he looked, he always saw a failed moral revolution, a betrayed promise for egalitarianism and universalism. By constantly looking at social class inequalities, he was able to expose how state-supported bodies—universities and banks, museums and local authorities—are used to deflecting the very ideals which justify their existence. By closely observing the micro-level action of agents—homebuyers and students, music lovers and shoppers—he was able to show the complicity of the excluded, those who play the role of prison guards of their own imprisonment. Executing the inheritance embodied in their habitus, they operate the self-effacing predicament that modern ideologies were impregnated with. They thus hold themselves back at the fringes of the social order.

For Bourdieu, then, the ancien régime never really gave way to the Revolution. His work metaphorically suggests that the Bastille still exists. But today, the régime and its ideological powerhouses have been naturalized and neutralized. Consequently, the symbolic violence that contemporary governments exact against the excluded is more dangerous than the physical horrors that transpired in the dungeons of the historical Bastille, for its victims—students, immigrants, the petite bourgeoisie, women, and workers—are all ignorant of their existential imprisonment by powerful symbolic counter-revolutionary mechanisms and institutions. Instead of being controlled by powerful and violent external forces, the citizens of today have internalized these technologies. They thus become their own prison and their own jailers. Exacting this self-defeating symbolic violence, the excluded have turned a social problem—one which allowed protest—into a personal problem. Instead of rebelling against unjust and arbitrary powers, they acquiesce in silence and frustration. Thus, instead of liberating the third estate, the Revolution perfected the means of control while allowing the aristocracy to hide the power structure of modern society.

Bourdieu exposed this unjust and arbitrary order of the New France and argued that physical force cannot destroy this modern Bastille and its hidden regime of naturalized power. Rather, one needs a new type of weapon to battle the transparent enemies of a truly universal and egalitarian modernity: a theoretical tool kit for exposing the gaps between the ideals of the Revolution and its failed implementation. The state—the universal organ that replaced the monarchy, the church, and the aristocracy—was the most enlightened promise of modernity. But in study after study, Bourdieu exposed the betrayal of state institutions in their revolutionary charter. Like many other scholars before him suggested, the state had failed: It failed in its universal promise; it failed in its mission of egalitarianism. Actually, argued Bourdieu, the state was taken captive by the new elites of post-revolutionary France—the bourgeoisie. This reincarnated class of the noblesse de robe—which constituted a class of hereditary nobles who acquired their rank through holding a high state office before the Revolution—maintained a new aristocratic order: non-meritocratic, unjust, and arbitrary; an ancien régime in new clothing.

For Bourdieu, then, the French Revolution is still in its throws, still in the making. Bourdieu’s analyses suggest that he thought that the historical Revolution of 1789 failed. The historical hiatus separating the Fifth from the First Republic witnessed few changes in the French order of the classes. As a French proverb suggests, “The more we change, the more we stay the same.” Hence, the many institutions which were erected after the Revolution—museums, universities, and schools, for example—kept traditional social separations intact. While they were devised in order to produce a just meritocracy, they eventually reproduced the arbitrary order of the French aristocracy.

Notwithstanding this betrayal, Bourdieu remained committed to the unwavering promise of the Revolution. He argued that in order to push for its implementation, social scientists must now fight on behalf of the public as engaged scholars. Since state institutions were taken hostage by the bourgeoisie, it is the duty of the modern Lumières to maintain the ideals of the Enlightenment. Like Montesquieu, Rousseau, and Condorcet, it is the duty of contemporary social scientists to breathe life into the vision of liberté, égalité, and fraternité. Like Olympe de Gouges and Emile Zola, they have to criticize the social order in order to finally bring justice and equality for all. In maintaining that republican tradition, Bourdieu vowed for universalism, equality, and emancipation. It is thus no surprise to find that the role that Bourdieu ascribed for the social sciences—especially sociology—was a revolutionary one (Grenfell 2004). After all, the Revolution and its ideals were the underlying values of this science in the first place (Durkheim 1973).

Some scholars argue that Bourdieu’s Republican stance is unexceptional, because all French critical analysts tend to appeal to “republican virtues.” In that sense, the proposed analysis of Bourdieu’s political agenda should be read as the study of an exemplar—an extremely clear one, indeed. Rather than an exceptional political analyst, Bourdieu is the most typical speaker for the French republican tradition. It may be just to argue that France was for Bourdieu as it was for Michelet a century before: “The ‘true’ France was the France of the Revolution of 1789, the France that carried on the generous ideals of a nation identified with Joan of Arc” (Censer and Hunt 2001, p. 179). Bourdieu, in that sense, fought to keep the enlightenment alive and to finally bring the “true France” closest to its noble ideals of 1789.

This book exposes the persistence of this deep code in Bourdieu’s thought. It sheds new light on his immense body of writing, showing not only the persistence and utility of his tool kit—a topic well covered by prior authors who have expanded on specific concepts or ideas in Bourdieu’s writings (e.g., Grenfell 2004; Jenkins 1992; Lamont and Lareau 1988; Robbins 1991; Swartz 1997)—but rather the unvarying blueprint he implicitly used in his diverse engagements. The book thus joins previous efforts that call us “to situate Pierre Bourdieu’s theory in relation to the specific French social formation which produced it” (Moi 1991, p. 1017). But rather than arguing that his positions were formulated vis-à-vis immediate historical events (e.g., the war in Algiers) or outstanding intellectuals (e.g., Sartre), the present reading offers a complementary and historically deeper argument. Fundamentally, then, this book provides a fresh cultural or political reading of Bourdieu’s oeuvre. It takes a broader view than previous efforts at interpretation, suggesting (a) that there is a persistent deep code which motivates his writings; and (b) that this code fundamentally echoes the French Republican preoccupation with the morals of the French Revolution.

Theoretical Orientation

This new reading of Bourdieu’s oeuvre reflects an evolving theoretical agenda that looks into the cultural roots of social theory. As previous studies in this vein suggest (Yair and Soyer 2006; Yair and Soyer 2008a; Yair and Soyer 2008b), ancient cultural narratives structure modern social theory. Viewed as “deep codes” or “constituting narratives,” these cultural depositories continually prove to be effective in producing different cultural renditions—artistic, literary, philosophical, and scientific. Although outdated, they persistently bear modern faces; and although they are pre-rational, they nonetheless structure the appearance of the most reasoned productions of our era.

The theoretical use of “deep codes” is based on three postulates. First, that these cultural narratives can be traced back in history; that they can be identified in prior eras and in other media and forms (e.g., the appearance of the Golem narrative in German theory—originally appearing in myth in the sixteenth century—reappeared in nineteenth century German literature or twentieth century German film). Second, that these cultural codes are mostly unconscious; that authors rarely use them as conscious blueprints to mold their theory. Rather, I argue that these codes are pre-reflexive—they are used, but not in a premeditated manner. Third, these deep codes structure and give shape—they delimit but generate, they produce new thoughts which bear a family resemblance to other thoughts or expressions which emanate from the common tradition.

An analogy might help understanding our use of “deep codes.” In recent years Andrew Abbott (2001) has suggested that social scientific knowledge develops in fractal patterns. Fractal developments tie together a rich variety of forms with a limited set of orienting dichotomies. Each new development in knowledge, argues Abbott, re-breeds prior, more general, distinctions. He suggests that major developments can be traced back to some basic distinctions; that new theories or new conceptual splits reincarnate and reproduce prior ones. Consequently, the social sciences evince multiple faces which actually represent a small and hidden set of simple dichotomies (e.g., micro vs. macro; agency vs. structure; quantitative vs. qualitative). Our use of deep codes suggests the same idea as Abbott’s: The prior produces the latter. True, Bourdieu’s theories and domains of investigation are innovative, rich, and varied. Nevertheless, they re-express some basic cultural narratives—latent and opaque at times—but these resurface and become clear under this cultural analysis. Like theoretical fractals, then, deep codes are the hidden bases of conceptual thought, and it is important to expose them in order to fully appreciate theory development.

This theoretical orientation suggests that social theories are encapsulated within unique cultural traditions, indeed that they are generated by those traditions. Constituting a cultural theory of social theory, it suggests that theories are not really as universal or context-free as they are often deemed to be. Rather, we suggest that they are idiosyncratic and particular. They originate in specific cultural moorings, and they only speak through enclosed cultural presuppositions. Although the theoretical mode of thought was seemingly perfected following the Enlightenment, it retained pre-rational elements and reproduced prescientific cultural narratives. This implies that social science and mythology are still entwined, and true enlightenment still requires us to disenchant our thoughts from culturally particularistic dogma. As Donald Levine has aptly shown in his study of the national traditions which constitute sociology, social theories are indeed nationally or culturally unique: They express unique cultural traditions and they constitute encapsulated and distinct intellectual traditions (Levine 1995).

Like other cultural producers, then, social theorists are bearers of culture too. They are taught the silent language of culture when young, and they are accustomed to express themselves via the vehicles of culture when mature. Notwithstanding their self-image as rational, enlightened, and emancipated thinkers, social scientists—like their theories—are locked within traditions. They express ancient narratives in new ways, and they provide new renditions for mythical presuppositions about humanity and society. But whatever way they do it—they do so within the bounds of cultural traditions. True, social theorists are pushing forward the boundaries of their culture; they explicate it and render it in innovative ways. But in doing so they reproduce it, recreating the old form in the new. Consequently, social theorists are seen here as a ring in the long and multiplex chain of cultural production. They open up new ways, but in ways pre-charted by culture. They are innovators within traditions, the improvising keepers of old cultural myths.

The present study of Bourdieu’s life work is set within this theoretical context. It exposes the deep code which resurfaced in Bourdieu’s writings, and traces it back to the French republican preoccupation with the ancien régime and the Revolution. It shows that this deep cultural code constituted an intellectual mould that Bourdieu used in expounding his critique of the Fifth Republic. Actually, the evidence suggests that this deep code reflects a centuries-old French critical habitus that was fashioned in the eighteenth century; and that the critical predisposition which it generates and feeds is alive and kicking today just as it was during the rise over the Bastille or during the march on Versailles.

Bourdieu used this cultural code because he embodied it. He critiqued the state, neo-liberalism, and globalization—just as he criticized masculine domination or Parisian professors—because he was a true believer in the French civil religion of the Enlightenment and the age of reason. Like former believers in that tradition, he kept it alive and extended its intellectual reach. Although he used a whole gamut of new concepts—field, habitus, doxa
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Side Note One:
Bourdieu as D’Artagnan?
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