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From Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of
Taste'
You said it, my good knight! There ought to be laws to protect the
body of acquired knowledge.
Take one of our good pupils, for example: modest and diligent,
from his earliest grammar classes he's kept a little notebook full of
phrases.
After hanging on the lips OF his teachers For twenty years, he's
managed to build up an intellectual stock in trade; doesn't it belong
to him as if it were a house, or money?
, ~ soulier de satin, Day 111, Scene ii
Paul C l a ~ d e lLe

There is an economy of cultural goods, but it has a specific logic. Sociology
endeavors to establish the conditions in which the consumers of cultural
goods, and their taste for them, are produced, and at the same time to
describe the different ways of appropriating such of these objects as are
regarded at a particular moment as works of art, and the social conditions
of the constitution of the mode of appropriation that is considered legitimate.
But one cannot fully understand cultural practices unless 'culture', in the
restricted, normative sense of ordinary usage, is brought back into 'culture'
in the anthropological sense, and the elaborated taste for the most refined
objects is reconnected with the elementary taste for the flavors of food.
Whereas the ideology of charisma regards taste in legitimate culture as a
gift of nature, scientific observation shows that cultural needs are the product of upbringing and education: surveys establish that all cultural practices
(museum visits, concert-going, reading etc.), and preferences in literature,
painting or music, are closely linked to educational level (measured by qualifications or length of schooling) and secondarily to social rigi in.^ The relative weight of home background and of formal education (the effectiveness
and duration of which are closely dependent on social origin) varies according to the extent to which the different cultural practices are recognized and
taught by the educational system, and the influence of social origin is strongest-other things being equal-in 'extra-curricular' and avant-garde culture.
To the socially recognized hierarchy of the arts, and within each of them, of
genres, schools or periods, corresponds a social hierarchy of the consumers.
This predisposes tastes to function as markers of 'class'. The manner in which
culture has been acquired lives on in the manner of using it: the importance
attached to manners can be understood once it is seen that it is these imponderable~of practice which distinguish the different-and ranked-modes of
culture acquisition, early or late, domestic or scholastic, and the classes of
individuals which they characterize (such as 'pedants' and mondains4). Culture also has its titles of nobility-awarded by the educational system-and
its pedigrees, measured by seniority in admission to the nobility.
The definition of cultural nobility is the stake in a struggle which has gone
on unceasingly, from the seventeenth century to the present day, between
1. Translated by Richard Nice, who occasionally
'etains the original French in parentheses.
2. French p w t (1868-1955).
3. Bourdieu et al., Photography: A Middle-brow

Art (1965); P. Bourdieu and A. Darbel, The LW
of Art: European Art Museums and Their Public
(1969) [Bourdieu's note].
4. Sophisticated, fashionable people (French).

education. This is true of the mode of artistic perception now accepted as
legitimate, that is, the aesthetic disposition, the capacity to consider in and
for themselves, as form rather than function, not only the works designated
for such apprehension, i.e., legitimate works of art, but everything in the
world, including cultural objects which are not yet consecrated-such as, at
one time, primitive arts, or, nowadays, popular photography or kitsch-and
natural objects. The 'pure' gaze is a historical invention linked to the emergence of an autonomous field of artistic production, that is, a field capable
of imposing its own norms on both the production and the consumption of
its products.2 An art which, like all Post-Impressionist ~ a i n t i n gis, ~the product of an artistic intention which asserts the primacy of the mode of representation over the object of representation demands categorically an
attention to form which previous art only demanded conditionally.
The pure intention of the artist is that of a producer who aims to be
autonomous, that is, entirely the master of his product, who tends to reject
not only the 'programmes' imposed a priori by scholars and scribes, but
also-following the old hierarchy of doing and saying-the interpretations
superimposed a posteriori on his work. The production of an 'open work',
can thus be understood as the final
intrinsically and deliberately poly~emic,~
stage in the conquest of artistic autonomy by poets and, following in their
footsteps, by painters, who had long been reliant on writers and their work
of 'showing' and 'illustrating'. To assert the autonomy of production is to give
primacy to that of which the artist is master, i.e., form, manner, style, rather
than the 'subject', the external referent, which involves subordination to
functions-even if only the most elementary one, that of representing, signifying, saying something. It also means a refusal to recognize any necessity
other than that inscribed in the specific tradition of the artistic discipline in
question: the shift from an art which imitates nature to an art which imitates
art, deriving from its own history the exclusive source of its experiments and
even of its breaks with tradition. An art which ever increasingly contains
reference to its own history demands to be perceived historically; it asks to
be referred not to an external referent, the represented or designated 'reality',
but to the universe of past and present works of art. Like artistic production,
in that it is generated in a field, aesthetic perception is necessarily historical,
inasmuch as it is differential, relational, attentive to the deviations (iscarts)
which make styles. Like the so-called naive painter who, operating outside
the field and its specific traditions, remains external to the history of the art,
the 'naive' spectator cannot attain a specific grasp of works of art which only
have meaning-or value-in relation to the specific history of an artistic
tradition. The aesthetic disposition demanded by the products of a highly
autonomous field of production is inseparable from a specific cultural comapplying the wmng code. Thus, Michael Baxandall's work in historical ethnology enables us to
measure all that separates the perceptual schemes
that now tend to be applied to Quattrocento (14thc. Italian] paintings and those which their immediate addresses applied. The "moral and spiritual
eye" of Quattrocento man, that is, the set of cognitive and evaluative dispositions which were the
basis of his perception of the world and his perce tion of pictorial representation of the world,
digers radically from the "pure"gaze (purified, first
of all, from all reference to economic value) with
which the modern cultivated spectator looks at

works of art.*** M. Baxandall, Painting and Experience in Fifteenth-Century Italy: A Primer in the
Social History of Pictorial Styk (1972) [Bourdieu's
note].
2. See P. Bourdieu, "The Market of Symbolic
Goods" and "Outline of a Sociological Theory of
Art Perception" in The Field ofcultural Production
( 1993) [Bourdieu's note].
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