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In 1979, the French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu released La Distinction: Critique

sociale du judgement, translated into English as Distinction five years later by Richard

Nice. Bourdieu had compiled a massive ethnography of 1960's France, using

questionnaire results and interviews from 1963 and 1967-8 to correlate aesthetic

experience and taste in culture (a phrase usefully ambiguous and far-reaching) to

socioeconomic status.

Correlate is perhaps too weak of a word. Bourdieu's language, theoretical stance,

and presentation of evidence throughout Distinction suggest an overpowering

determinism of cultural practices stemming from social relations. These broad strokes

were meant mainly as a rebuttal to the philosophical discourse of aesthetics, as best

exemplified by Immanuel Kant's 1790 Critique ofthe Power ofJudgment, a foundational

work for any philosopher considering art. The Critique's focus lies on the accessing of

the beautiful via pure judgments of taste transcendent of sensual, social, or moral being.

These judgments play an important part in Kant's larger philosophy, as they help

humanity in its historical progress towards a utopian telos, what Kant calls the kingdom

of ends.

Bourdieu is openly skeptic of Kant's claims about beauty, and counters that

Kant's judgment of taste is only a maneuvering for status by acting as though one's tastes

have some sublimated, elevated character. Taste and the entirety of aesthetic discourse

serve as a tool to make the practices associated with aesthetic experience seem as though

made without interest and therefore exalted and transcendent, where in fact they are

actually utilized to accumulate power for the practitioners of the discourse. Bourdieu

focuses on the ways in which Kantian discourse serves socially embedded actors as they
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struggle and compete for the stakes of certain fields. However, his concentration on how

power is accumulated and exercised in the social world leads him to reduce individual

aesthetic experience to exactly that: a struggle for power couched in terms that attempt to

deny that very struggle as their origin.

Given Bourdieu's crossing of disciplinary boundaries in his set of targets, as well

as the popularity of his ideas in the field of cultural sociology itself, Bourdieu's account

in Distinction has come under intense scrutiny. On the theoretical side, both philosophers

and sociologists have attacked Bourdieu's work as exemplary of "the perils of many

forms of sociological analysis of art-that they seek at any cost to impose 'social factors'

upon aesthetic and creative dimensions of life that cannot be fully comprehended within

their narrow and limited terms" (Inglis, 2009: 13). 1 Furthermore, many cultural

sociologists have begun to put forward alternatives to Bourdieu's model, their proposals

couched in a shared frustration with said reduction of aesthetic experience. Though the

sociologists associated with this new wave of proposals come from a variety of

backgrounds, they all emphasize that "artworks and artistic production have to be seen as

possessing their own particular types of agency and social efficacy, as much as they are

'products' of already-existing social contexts and structures" (Inglis, 2009: 14). In doing

so, these sociologists attempt to give more prolonged, less reductive attention to the

works themselves.

1 I cite here from David Inglis's helpful smvey of the field of cultural sociology in his introduction to the
collection Art and Aesthetics: Critical Concepts in Social Sciences. Among specific works written by
sociologists that address these issues, I fOlllld of particular interest are Born's "The Social and the
Aesthetic: For a Post-Bourdieuian Theory of Cultural Production," Hennion's "Those Things That Hold Us
Together: Taste and Sociology," and Inglis's "The Sociology of Art: Between Cynicism and Reflexivity."
For the philosophical response to Bourdieu, see Eldridge's section on Bourdieu inAn Introduction to the
Philosophy ofArt, Crowther's "Sociological Imperialism and the Field of Cultural Production: The Case of
Bourdieu," and Zangwill 's "Against the Sociology of Art."
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As Inglis and others have often remarked in such surveys of the discipline, these

attempts have had mixed results in attempting to successfully bridge more standard

models of cultural sociology and the types of careful interpretive criticism common to the

humanities. In fact, Georgina Born states outright, "it is arguable that the field has not

seen much movement on these matters in the last two decades" (2010: 174). The problem

of successfully moving forward centers around the tension between "a deconstructive

imperative-to demystify the concept of creativity and uncover how 'art always encodes

values and ideology' -and a positive or constructivist pursuit of the way that production

is in immanent dialogue with aesthetics' traditions and codes, which require to be

understood in all their complexity" (Born, herself quoting and writing about the work of

Janet Wolff in terms easily applicable to other such cultural sociologists, 201 0: 175). The

worry is that the two tendencies challenge each other to the point that any attempt at a

totalizing synthesize proves unsuccessful, which would in turn explain why these new

efforts often seem ineffective.

Interestingly, while these criticisms and efforts at new methods of cultural

sociology often do a fair job of pointing out why Bourdieu's methods can often seem

inadequate or reductive, they tend to not consider why he wrote in such a way in the first

place. What I am interested in here is Bourdieu's relationship to Kant and the third

Critique, a relationship that neither discipline seems to have given too much time to. I

believe that examining Bourdieu's reading of Kant and subsequent stance in Distinction

provides much illumination of the origins of this tension. What were the troublesome

aspects of the Critique that led Bourdieu to take such a stance? Can one take Distinction

as a sort of corrective, polemical as it is, to Kant's work? By answering these questions, I
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hope to draw out why these attempts to surpass the dichotomy between structural

determinism and individual subjective agency have often seemed to fail, and why they

may never be synthesized in such a manner.

The question of taste, aesthetics and sociocultural life has always concerned me.

Both my parents work in some capacity in the cultural industry of New York, as a

professor of sculpture and an art critic and professor of criticism, respectively. At the

same time they follow their own creative endeavors, and so from a very young age I was

forced to confront the question of how taste is socially formed and bandied about as a

form of capital, as well as experience (incredibly personal) senses of the aesthetic. Such

topics first arose in my academic life in my sophomore spring, where I first read

Distinction and tried out a more standard sociology of cultural approach in a paper about

the reaction to the work of Chris Ofiii and the 1999 "Sensation" exhibit at the Brooklyn

Museum.

However, it was immediately apparent that what interested me was not so much

applying cultural sociology's methodology in order to catalogue or analyze art worlds

and artistic events in social life as the inherent philosophical questions in said approach to

culture. Tracing debates and influences led me from sociology to philosophy, and

ultimately to planning a course of study bridging the two and their approaches to culture.

It seemed to me that the two caricatured each other far too frequently, and this thesis is in

part motivated by a desire to show how intertwined historically and often similar

rhetorically and epistemologically sociology and philosophy are. Studying both also

proved a curative for my irritations with each discipline, as I found myself often put off
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by claims made about aesthetic experience in either one. The realization that I could play

the two disciplines off each other to create a more nuanced and fulfilling picture is the

other major impetus towards writing this thesis. In light of the accusations thrown at each

field from the other (essentializing a sociohistorical phenomenon, reducing a complex

and absorbing experience to a set of social structures, etc.), attending to an object of study

in a multiplicity of ways seems increasingly necessary.

I will attempt to do justice to this last thought in this thesis by explicating the

Kantian and Bourdieusian approaches to understanding aesthetic experience. Beginning

with Kant and the third Critique, the first chapter will detail how the judgment of taste

functions, and its place in Kant's larger historical and moral philosophy. It will then be

argued that Kant's emphasis on the importance of subjective emotional response to

aesthetics is appealing, but his account of the mechanics of such responses and their

implicative depiction of a subjectivity disconnected from social reality during these

moments of aesthetic experience seems inaccurate and dismissive of the social and

historical factors of subjective response. Furthermore, his argument for the incorporation

of judgments of taste into a larger picture of human history appears to be both lacking in

specifics and overly optimistic.

The second chapter will consider Bourdieu's model in Distinction as a possible

balance to Kant's conception of aesthetic experience. His definition of taste as an aspect

of interaction between intertwined subjectivity and environment-what Bourdieu calls

habitus and field-cuts strongly against the Kantian understanding by demonstrating how

even the 'pure' taste of aesthetics is very much socially formed, and constantly utilized in
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social life. Thus Bourdieu makes certain strides towards incorporating sociocultural and

historical structures into subjectivity via his model of habitus and field, as well as

providing a more detailed narrative as to how aesthetic experience is utilized in social

life; however, he fails to provide a satisfactorily nuanced picture of subjectivity in

Distinction, reducing one's aesthetic experience to the emergent after-effects of these

structures.

In light of these analyses, an argument for a open-ended approach to

understanding aesthetic experience will be given in the third chapter. I conclude in the

hopes of convincingly arguing for an infinite dialectic between the two accounts, refusing

subsumption or synthesis, and instead embracing uncertainty, contingency, and

categorical inadequacy as guiding principles of aesthetic knowledge.
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II. Kant and the Critique ofthe Power ofJudgment

Kant's Critical trilogy, consisting ofthe Critique ofPure Reason, the Critique of

Practical Reason, and the Critique ofthe Power ofJudgment, dealt with the different

mental faculties of man and their respective domains. The first concerned itself with

objective theoretical cognition ofthe underlying structure of nature, cognition best

practiced by the natural sciences (here including logic and epistemology); the second

with freedom of man in practical matters and moral law. The third Critique was to unite

the two realms, providing "the mediating concept between the concepts of nature and the

concept of freedom, which makes possible the transition from the purely theoretical to the

purely practical" (Kant and Guyer 2007:81-2). Kant aimed to create such a bridge via

analysis ofthe faculty ofjudgment, itself split into faculties of aesthetic and teleological

judgments. Though divided into two, Kant views the aesthetic as the essential faculty. 2

Aesthetic judgment differs from the first two faculties of mind, insofar as in its pure form

it claims neither determinate conceptual status nor a particular end or interest in its

workings, carving out instead an autonomous realm for itself. Judgment consists of the

interplay ofthe imagination, which synthesizes sensible manifolds into intuitions, with

the understanding, which deals with concepts. Beauty is felt when a purposiveness (as

opposed to a determinate concept) is felt in the representation of an object, in a subjective

and yet universally valid manner that excludes interest.

Of course, this is a hasty summary and needs further explication. This chapter will

first detail the nature of a pure judgment of taste in Kant's philosophy; then look at the

2 He writes that "the aesthetic power of judgment is essential, since this alone contains a principle that the
power of judgment lays at the basis of its reflection on nature entirely a priori ... whereas no a priori
grolllld at all can be given why there must be objective ends of nature" (2007:79).

9



question of art works; go over the a priori argument that judgments oftaste are

intersubjectively valid; and finally examine the aesthetics' place in Kant's historical

philosophy. By doing so Kant's hierarchy oftaste, with its emphasis on a certain type of

subjective experience, will be shown to be justified by Kant's ideas about cultural

progress in history. Examining Kant's depiction of aesthetic experience, it will ultimately

be argued that his definition of beauty in judgments of taste relies on a depiction of

subjectivity and lived experience that seems untenable and shaky due to its emphasis on

aesthetic autonomy. It will also be suggested that Kant is far too optimistic, as well as not

particularly forthcoming, about the actual mechanics of social interaction, the utilization

ofthese judgments and their abilities to contribute to social and moral life, concluding

that perhaps a more nuanced analysis, perhaps an even Bourdieusian one, is needed.

The Kantian Judgment of Beauty

It is notable that after two works dealing with universalities deriving mainly from

conceptual understanding and pure reason (theoretical cognition, universal moral

imperatives, etc.), Kant begins the Analytic ofthe Beautiful, the first section ofthe third

Critique, by emphasizing the subjective nature of judgments oftaste.

In order to decide whether or not something is beautiful, we do not relate the
representation by means of understanding to the object for cognition, but rather
relate it by means of the imagination (perhaps combined with the understanding)
to the subject and its feeling of pleasure or displeasure. The judgment oftaste is
therefore not a cognitive judgment, hence not a logical one, but is rather aesthetic,
by which is understood one whose determining ground cannot be other than
subjective. (2007: 89)

The experience ofthe beautiful begins necessarily with contemplation of something and

an accompanying[eeling. It is resolutely not a cognitive judgment, in which a universal

concept is brought to bear upon some contingent particularity of existence, like pointing
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to an object and saying, "that's a cup." Of course, pleasure and displeasure arises from

science or logic, but Kant here makes claims for a non-cognitive joy. The aesthetic

experience uses cognitive faculties, but not in a way that serves the ends of cognition.

Being aesthetic, or rooted in the subjective, judgments of taste do not take into

account the existence of the object (which would entail a relation to our desire and thus

land ourselves in the territory ofthe Critique ofPractical Reason). Judgments take place

in 'mere contemplation' of the object, indifferent to whether it is actually there. As Kant

puts it, "what matters is what I make of this representation in myself, not how I depend

on the existence of the object" (Kant and Guyer 2007:91). Judging an object requires a

refusal to think about one's dependence on or interest in the object. An unbiased

judgment is a purely subjective one, insofar as it ignores the needs and interests of desire

(such as hunger or lust).

Kant calls this unbiased character of taste disinterestedness. "Taste is the faculty

ofjudging an object or a kind of representation through a satisfaction or dissatisfaction

without any interest" (Kant and Guyer 2007:96). Interest differentiates our judgments

into three types, as Kant recognizes that the subjective satisfaction of judgment can have

three different causal histories: the agreeable, the good, and the beautiful. The agreeable

is "that which pleases the sense in sensation" (Kant and Guyer 2007:91), sensation here

meaning the sensible representation as immediately related to the object. This realm of

pleasure and intense gratification causes feelings of the agreeable, which create a further

need for similar objects. If! eat candy in a trance-like state, feeling myself gratified by

the working of my jaw and the sensation of sugar on my tongue, I will be experiencing

the agreeable. Ifthe candy is taken away from me and I begin to protest, it is not because
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my subjective reverie has been pierced, as my complaining proves my dependence on the

existence of the object and thus my interest in it.

It should be noted that lovers of the agreeable do not fare well in Kant's view. As

he writes, "that the existence of a human being who lives merely for enjoyment

(however busy he might be in this respect) should have a value in itself. .. ofthis reason

could never be persuaded" (Kant and Guyer 2007:94). This is acceptable, if a caricature

(I remain unconvinced that there are people who live merely for enjoyment). It seems to

warn against a full-throttle submission to pleasure, and it does not preclude enjoyment

from taking a vital part in one's life. However, as Kant writes in the following sentence,

"Only through that which he does without regard to enjoyment, in full freedom and

independently of that which nature could passively provide for him, does he give his

being as the existence of a person an absolute value" (2007:94). Here agreeability is

equated with passivity and succumbing to the thralls of nature, over which man emerges

triumphant by actively straining to rise out of such a state.

The other type of nonaesthetic pleasure derives from the good, "which pleases by

means of reason alone, through the mere concept" (Kant and Guyer 2007:92). Goodness

entails concepts, which entail logics and being dictated by purposes. The satisfaction

deriving from the good arises from reason seeing its ends played out in existence. When

one takes pleasure in an agent possessing a morally good will and acting upon it within

the world, one brings to bear pure reason upon the object in determining what qualifies as

morally good. In contrast, to judge beauty requires disinterestedness, which disallows

satisfactions deriving from the good (which apprehends the object by the conceptual

understanding and thereby has an interest in the object). This provides the basis for the
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contemplative nature ofthe judgment of taste, separate as a faculty from pure and

practical reason, "for the judgment of taste is not a cognitive judgment (neither a

theoretical nor a practical one), and hence is neither grounded on concepts nor aimed at

them" (Kant and Guyer 2007: 95). Here judging according to taste is reaffirmed as non-

cognitive, at least as far as there exists no determinate procedure or rule for judgments of

taste; and while the good provides freedom from the demands of the agreeable, it still

operates on the basis of interest.

Paring interest from pure judgments oftaste does away with the contingencies of

the physical, social and the historical; there are no longer personal reasons at stake 3

Through focusing on one's own emotional response to the representation of the object,

the subject invokes only the faculty of judgment, which, as Kant holds to throughout the

critical trilogy, is one of the faculties available to all rational, animal beings, i.e. humans.

The judger demands universal validity for any subjective response made disinterestedly,

resisting the calls ofthe good and the agreeable. This universal validity is expressed not

as a cognitive statement that the object is beautiful by way of a concept, but instead as a

demand exerted on others, "since the predicate of beauty is not connected with the

concept ofthe object considered in its entire logical sphere, and yet it extends it over the

whole sphere of those who judge" (Kant and Guyer 2007: 100). Judgments of beauty

demand that one speak with a universal voice, in the belief that, given the right

conditions, each human being could not possibly disagree. To say that something is

beautiful only for oneself (or a group split from the entirety of humanity) is to Kant

nonsensical. "It would be ridiculous if... someone who prided himself on his taste

3 The same thought holds true of Kant's moral philosophy and judgment, in which personal reasons do not
influence seeing the will as good.
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thought to justify himself thus: "This object ... is beautiful for me. For he must not call it

beautiful if it pleases merely him" (Kant and Guyer 2007:98). As he writes in the

passage about sensus communis later on in the Critique, the maxim ofthe power of

judgment is to think in the position of everyone else.

What exactly is occurring in everyone's minds, then, when they make judgments

of beauty in nature? So far the necessary conditions under which a subject makes a

judgment of taste and the postulation of universal validity have been discussed, but the

question remains: how does one experience beauty? Kant defines the actual process of

judging as "nothing other than the state of mind that is encountered in the relation ofthe

powers of representation to each other insofar as they relate a given representation to

cognition in general" (2007: 102). It is easiest to examine this statement in parts. Here

Kant talks about the interplay ofthe powers of the mind, those being imagination and

understanding. The imagination unifies the sensual inputs, the chaotic flux known as the

manifold of sensation in Kantian terminology. This unification creates the intuition ofthe

object that one contemplates via the play ofthe imagination, without bringing a

determinate concept to bear upon it. Instead, the understanding discovers an

indeterminate conceptuality (insofar as is not beholden to the strict requirements of the

natural sciences) as it examines the product and play ofthe imagination. Here the

understanding finds "the subjective unity of the relation" (Kant and Guyer 2007:104) in

the intuition constructed by the free play ofthe imagination and is pleased by said

cohesiveness, which, while arising from the senses, is cognitively satisfying (though

indeterminately). Because this process only involves the understanding and the

imagination, both of which common to each member of humanity, these feelings of
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beauty are regarded as valid for everyone. As Kant writes, "the particular is given, for

which the universal is to be found" (2007:66)-a fonnulation that suggests the power of

judgment to create and produce, instead of applying or classifying.

Kant calls this indetenninate conceptual quality the fonn of purposiveness.

Purposiveness alludes to the intuition of harmonious proportion constituting the object

for the pleasure ofthe understanding, an appearance of the parts fitting together in such a

way as to be beheld and lingered upon. Purposiveness also suggests conceptuality,

bringing with it ends and interests. For this reason Kant refers to judgments oftaste

having the form of purposiveness as their detennining grounds in the representation of

the object. There exists no end at work in the object, yet one still feels as though it was

created to be looked at, to be felt or heard-to be sensed as such. In focusing one's

attention freely on this object, the resulting product, created by the play ofthe faculties of

cognition, appears intelligible (though not via the standard methods of cognition) and

produces pleasure. Thus judgment can be characterized as indetenninately cognitive, as it

perceives causality without subsuming the object under a specific concept.

Judgment bridges the gap between freedom and nature, as the imagination plays

unfettered by conceptual restraints while the understanding still finds a general cognitive

satisfaction in lingering in said play. By deriving pleasure from the free play ofthe

imagination during prolonged contemplation of objects in nature, the understanding finds

nature itself receptive, satisfaction-inducing. Via this recourse to nature, aesthetic

judgment of its beautiful objects thereby gives man autonomous space from the scientific

and the moral, though ultimately reaffinning our abilities as rationally reasoning beings

by sensing and taking pleasure in these fonns of purposiveness.
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Artworks

Kant differentiates art and nature and their respective types of beauty in the third

Critique. Hence, one wonders whether considering beauty in art makes use of the same

process as described in the Analytic ofthe Beautiful. To begin, art consists of works

resulting from doing, while nature consists of effects resulting from acting or producing.

Doing differs from mere happenings in nature as it exercises freedom, creating "through a

capacity for choice that grounds its actions in reason" (Kant and Guyer 2007: 182). A

honeycomb could not be truly called a work of art, for example, being instead an effect

produced by the nature of bees. There must be an exercising of non-instinctual thought

via specific practical faculties, which is at the same time not beholden to a determinate

concept, for there to be a work of art. Art is then distinguished from science or handicraft

in the realm of human activities. The former demands only theoretical knowledge (which

does not necessarily entail an ability to carry out the making of a shoe, even if one knows

what a shoe is); the latter is found to be only worthwhile in its effects (the only pleasure

in shoemaking being the shoe, according to Kant).

Kant is obviously most concerned with what he calls aesthetic art, and focuses

mostly on beautiful art. Reiterating his previous sentiments from the Analytic ofthe

Beautiful, Kant writes that no science of beautiful art can exist. For that would subsume

judgments to determinate concepts, ultimately precluding such judgments from being

pure judgments oftaste. Similarly, he dismisses art whose purpose is determinate

cognition as mechanical, only performing "the actions requisite to make it actual"

(2007:184). Left then is art whose contemplation produces pleasure and invokes the

subjective power of judging, thereby becoming aesthetic art. As mentioned, pleasure can
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have different causal histories. The pleasure evoked by art detennines it as either

agreeable, "if its end is that pleasure accompany the representations as mere sensations,"

or beautiful, "if its end is that it accompany these as kinds of cognition" (Kant and

Guyer 2007: 184), Kant here attributes to art similar characteristics to those of the

beautiful objects in nature described in the Analytic ofthe Beautiful. He draws the

comparison further when he describes beautiful art as "a kind of a representation that is

purposive in itself and, though without an end, nevertheless promotes the cultivation of

the mental powers for sociable communication," or when he declares that "we can

generally say, whether it is the beauty of nature or of art that is at issue: that is beautiful

which pleases in the mere judging (neither in sensation nor through a concept)"

(2007:185). That Kant believes we can find art beautiful is indubitable.

Beautiful art is not divorced completely from nature, in any case. This can be seen

by Kant's connecting of beautiful art with genius, or "the inborn predisposition of mind

(ingenium) through which nature gives the rule to art" (Kant and Guyer 2007:186).

Genius is Kant's explanation for how beauty can be created by human beings. Genius

implies originality and talent for thinking beyond detenninate rules. At same time,

products of genius serve as exemplary models for others who seek a standard oftaste for

judging. Nature speaks through the genius, who serves as a conduit for its force. "It gives

the rule as nature, and hence the author of a product that he owes to his genius does not

know himself how the ideas for it come to him" (Kant and Guyer 2007: 187). Works

created by genius have purposiveness in them, as they are beautiful and act as well as

exemplary models for others.
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Of course, geniuses are still people, and art is a man-made object, resulting in part

from its context-factors including language, social environment, conceptual and

philosophical thought, etc.-which certainly plays a role in conceptual thinking. Kant

admits as much, writing later that "genius can only provide rich material for products of

art; its elaboration and Conn require a talent that has been academically trained, in order

to make a use of it that can stand up to the power ofjudgment" (2007: 189). The entire

business of producing art is shot through with a paradoxical conceptuality. The works

strive to be beautiful, are in fact "supposed to be declared beautiful" (Kant and Guyer

2007: 190), which is tantamount to saying that their purpose is to be free from purpose.

Furthermore, Kant admits that while genius in its rule breaking does have its grounds in

the sort of indeterminate conceptuality possessed by beauty, it only provides the material

upon which one works with the tools oflanguage and academic training. Contemplation

of a work of art must take into account certain concepts. Contemplating poetry, for

example, requires knowledge ofthe art form and the language it's written in, though this

knowledge does not completely determine the play ofthe faculties of cognitions in the

prolonged lingering in the object (otherwise one could stop merely after realizing that the

work being read was a poem in a specific language).

Genius in works of art does not then fall completely within the rigid logic of

cognition, as they occasion not cognitive statements but aesthetic ideas. In Kant's

terminology, aesthetic ideas are entities that exceed determinate conceptual

understanding, being representations "ofthe imagination that occasions much thinking

though without it being possible for any determinate thought, i.e., concept, to be

adequate to it, which, consequently, no language fully attains or can make intelligible"
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(Kant and Guyer 2007: 192)4 When evoking aesthetic ideas successfully, artworks exceed

cognitive statements and interested ends, allowing one to linger in the richness of the

autonomous free play of the imagination and the understanding. So, while Kant mentions

aesthetic ideas rather than forms of purposiveness when talking about artworks, the

effects of the act of contemplation remain wholly the same. It should be noted that these

concepts tend to be abstract ideas (the kingdom ofthe blessed, for example), or things

that "strive toward something lying beyond the bounds of experience" (2007: 192).

Experience is here posited as something to transcend when considering what makes

works of genius (and thus successful art); it does not seem likely that personal experience

nor social ideas and themes could be the basis of the works of art prized by Kant.

The A Priori Argument For Intersnbjective Validity

An obvious point of contention raised about Kant's judgment oftaste is whether

the pleasure of the beautiful is actually universal, i.e. that it exists and is attainable for

everyone in relation to the same objects. To answer this question, Kant gives a

transcendental deduction ofjudgments oftaste. The argument is quickly and densely

given in paragraphs 38 and 39 ofthe Critique; Richard Eldridge's analysis inAn

Introduction to the Philosophy ofArt proves more succinct and clear. Eldridge gives the

4 One could suggest that Kant's genius is drawing on his aCcOllllt of the sublime, in which he describes our
confronting 'fonnlosen Gegenstande,' or formless objects in nature that demonstrate in ways the
inadequacy of one's comprehension (2007:128). Perhaps this is true to an extent, as there are some obvious
parallels-the sublime and genius both exceed determinable conceptualllllderstanding. However, there are
reasons to think that perhaps the man made object embodying genius does not partake in the sublime. It is
llllclear, first of all, why Kant would create a new term, as opposed to simply saying something along the
lines of 'nature's sublimity works through us.' Secondly, works of genius are to be declared 'beautiful,'
not 'sublime.' Finally, the sublime is a concept beholden to the ideas of reason that exceed sensuality, ideas
"which, though no presentation adequate to them is possible, are provoked and called to mind precisely by
this inadequacy, which does allow of sensible presentation" (2007: 129). But calling the ideas by which the
genius earns her name 'inadequate' is misleading, as Kant writes, "they at least strive toward something
lying beyond the bOllllds of experience, and thus seek to approximate a presentation of concepts of reason"
(2007: 192). Aesthetic ideas do not invoke intellectual rational ones by their failure but by their success in
expressing these ideas in ways that exceed the language of determinate cognition, i.e. their beauty.
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argument in nine steps: 1) cognitions are communicable; 2) like effects have like causes;

3) the subjective conditions by which cognitions are made, i.e. the causes of cognitions,

are then communicable; 4) these conditions consist ofthe harmonious proportions or

interplay ofthe faculties of cognition, those being the imagination and the understanding;

5) these proportions must then be communicable; 6) these harmonious proportions

include the proportions ofthe faculties in free play; 7) the proportions ofthese faculties

in free play are then communicable and all human subjects experience these harmonic

proportions ofthe faculties in free play with respect to some objects; 8) judgments are

intersubjectively valid if and only if when we take pleasure from the proportions of the

faculties in free play with regards to the same objects; and 9) judgments of taste must

then be intersubjectively valid (Eldridge 2003: 172).

As Eldridge points out, there are serious doubts about the validity of this

argument. It is unclear that one can necessarily communicate all cognitions, as the first

premise holds. It is also unclear whether the proportions at work during judgments of

taste, i.e. the free play ofthe faculties of cognition, are included in the proportions of the

faculties of cognition corresponding to actual cognition. Ifthis were true, what would

keep one from being able to find everything beautiful, as one can make a cognitive

statement about every object and thus have the cognitive faculties working

harmoniously? The more plausible alternative, Eldridge demonstrates, is that there is a

special pleasure about the free play of our cognitive faculties. One may wonder then,

however, why such pleasure would arise in response to the same objects in everyone. The

free play of my imagination may produce a different response than the free play of

someone else's, which obviously threatens the possibility of a universal response of
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pleasure in regards to the harmonious proportions of one's faculties of cognition in

regards to certain objects.

Against these criticisms, Eldridge looks to the work of Salim Kemal. Kemal

argues that the only thing being communicated is the unity of apperception (the fact that

there is an '1 think' embodying the act of judging), and that the conditions of judgment

are actually the same as the conditions under which cognitions take place. The first

defense, however, is tenable, but perhaps too weak to account for the question of what

people think; the second is simply mistaken. As Eldridge writes, "Seeking knowledge and

freely estimating or attentively opening oneselfto the uncognized intelligibility of objects

are not the same thing" (2003: 176).

Kant's argument being weak is perhaps not actually that important. As Kemal and

Eldridge both agree, our ability to confirm a judgment of our own as actually aesthetic is

impossible. One cannot be completely sure that one's judgment is ofthe beautiful, as

opposed to the good or the agreeable. What matters for the two is how the rhetorical

nature ofjudgments oftaste leads us to communication. Here they both agree with Kant's

analysis ofthe statement 'this is beautiful,' holding that this is a universally applicable

statement. By this perspective, saying 'this is beautiful for me' is contradictory and

ridiculous. Judgments of beauty cannot be simply for the individual, or for even a

localized community, as pointed out before. The aesthetic judgment demands that 1

believe my judgment is intersubjectively valid, but 1 do not know whether it is until 1

engage with others in collective conversation about our judgments. It is this collective

conversation that creates culture, defined here as "the proleptic exploration and

enactment of possibilities offree assent" (Eldridge 2003: 177)
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One must wonder about the consequences for our understanding of culture, if we

accept this formulation. If this universal nature of the statement is held on to, it is unclear

that what actually goes on in the discussion and social relations arising from this impetus

to interact on the basis of judgments oftaste is so affirmative and positive. Again, this all

rests on holding that no judgment oftaste that refuses to claim to be universal could count

as culture. Does such an understanding actually hold true? Perhaps saying 'this is

beautiful for me' is not mere nonsense, but a very active part of our cultural discourse,

especially if it is unclear that we actually have the same response to the same objects

(which we very well may not have, considering the criticisms ofthe sixth premise ofthe

transcendental deduction).

This question ofthe individual and subjective versus the universal points to

critical tensions in Kant's aesthetic thoughts. Kant seems obsessed with finding a place

within his critical framework for subjective and individual experience. His work up to the

third Critique concerned the rigid workings of reason, which obviously left much to be

desired in describing actual lived experience. Hence the focus on emotion in his writings

on aesthetics, which entailed what Ted Cohen and Paul Guyer describes as "the

revolutionary suggestion that a full understanding of the rational development of human

capacities requires not the subordination of all feeling to understanding-or the

reverse-but interaction between these capacities" (1982:7). Kant began to account for

the fact that we are not only rational, reasoning animals, but feeling and emotional ones

as well with subjective reactions to our environments.

What does the individual look like, with its subjective reactions defined by the

third Critique? This subject is arguably only a kernel of an individual, as only its
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universal aspects are stressed. It is most importantly a rationally reasoning subject with

these three mental faculties, as Kant remarks again and again that the physical (in the

form of agreeableness), social and historical should be pared from judging. The resulting

individual is atomized and severed from the community. "It is required of every judgment

that is supposed to prove the taste of the subject that the subject judge for himself," Kant

writes, "without having to grope about by means of experience among the judgments of

others and first inform himself about their satisfaction or dissatisfaction in the same

object" (2007: 163). At the same time, however, there is a sense of individual taste and

communal culture being beholden to one another, when he writes that

Among all the faculties and talents taste is precisely the one which, because its
judgment is not determinable by means of concepts and precepts, is most in need
ofthe examples of what in the progress of culture has longest enjoyed approval if
it is not to fall back into barbarism and sink into the crudity of its first attempts.
(2007: 164)

Conflicting demands are present here. One is to make judgments of taste autonomously

while contemplating the representation of both works of art and objects in nature,

utilizing not cultural understanding (or at least not emphasizing utilizing cultural

understanding) but instead these universally held faculties of mind to attain satisfaction in

the lingering in beauty autonomous from determinate cognition. But at the same time

taste is exhorted to rise out of barbarism, out of its erroneous judgments whose causal

histories suggest the agreeable or the good instead ofthe beautiful-a demand that

suggests history at work and a gradual acculturation oftaste as normativities of what is to

be considered beautiful or not unfold.

Normativity is an anachronistic word to use in relation to Kant, but I maintain that

it applies. For collective erroneous taste necessarily creates normativities, as opposed to
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absolute truths, as everyone describes as beautiful objects whose causal history really

invokes the sensual or the good. The individual then is being held accountable to cultural

standards-do not lapse back into barbarism-for purely subjective decisions held at the

same time to be autonomous. Those factors that taint these judgments are precisely the

cultural, however: the influencing ofjudgments of taste by conceptions and social

experience, or on the other hand by that lack of culture that Kant associates with the

agreeable and the sensuous. To have a better understanding of how judgments oftaste

further our moral progress, one must turn to Kant's more general philosophy of history.

Aesthetic Judgments and the Development of Culture

In the 1784 essay "Idea for a Universal History with a Cosmopolitan Purpose,"

Kant depicts history as the attempt to give a progressive account of fulfillment of the

ability to exercise free will. As humans neither succumb completely to their instinctual

habits nor exercise pure reason at all moments, the philosopher must attempt to discern

whether it is possible "to formulate in terms of a definite plan of nature a history of

creatures who act without a plan oftheir own" (Kant and Siegbert 2003:42). Kant's own

inclination is to act as though such a plan is possible, even if nature does not actually

work in these ways. A history as such is useful to furthering specific ends (seeing goals

ofthe Enlightenment reach total fruition, for example), and for giving one a lens into the

otherwise chaotic flux of history. A great worry for Kant is the disheartening effect of

refusing to see history via such an interpretation, turning human life into a spectacle in

which we despair "of ever finding any completed rational aim behind it" (2003 :42).

Ignoring for now the question of whether we should hold on to notions of rational

and progressive logic at work in history, we turn now to Kant's actual proposal. The Idea
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contains nine propositions hinging on a few key concepts. First among them is that the

natural capacities of creatures will necessarily be developed to their intended ends. Man's

natural capacities are directed towards the utilization of reason, and as such require

acculturation to lift one out of brute instinct. This acculturation moves at a glacial pace

and thus takes generations to fulfill (hence history demonstrates how reason becomes

increasingly more commonplace over the entirety of human civilization). Furthermore,

Kant proposes that man "should not partake of any other happiness or perfection than that

which he has procured for himself without instinct and by his own reason" (2003:43).

Man continually works towards further enlightening himself, becoming free from the

constraints of instinct and working towards the fulfillment of the telos of man. This telos

is Kant's kingdom of ends, filled with rational beings acting by universally applicable

moral maxims. This would entail a "civil society which can administer justice

universally ... History of the human race as a whole can be regarded as the realization of

nature to bring about [a] ... perfect political constitution" (Kant and Siegbert 2003:45,50)

that allows every constituent to fully use their capacity for reason, rising out ofthe

barbaric muck.

Kant holds that aesthetic judgments help actualize this end. As Paul Guyer argues,

moral perfection requires "the cultivation of susceptibility to aesthetic responses, to

works of both nature and art" (Guyer 1993:30). By the time of writing the third Critique,

Kant had discarded the idea that morality could be comprehended without some sort of

sensual conduit. The need for representation accessible via the senses explains Kant's

discussion of poets expressing their subject matter via aesthetic ideas, i.e.

the rational ideas of invisible beings, the kingdom ofthe blessed, hell, eternity,
creation, etc. as well as to make that of which there are examples in
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experience ... sensible beyond the limits of experience, with a completeness that
goes beyond anything of which there is an example in nature. (2007: 192)

Rational ideas do not necessarily have corresponding examples in nature. Still, as rational

and sensing animals, we require a sensuous representation in order to make such ideas

fully clear. 5 There is a gratification coming from our seeing such ideas manifest, a

gratification that further pushes us towards working towards achieving those possibilities

( only as rational ideas, they perhaps lack some ofthe magnetic qualities we feel towards

sensuous objects). As Eldridge writes in his essay "Kant, Holderlin, and the Experience

of Longing," such ideas "become legible to us in the poet's high achievement as vehicles

of our possibilities for freedom, rooted in our rational humanity or spirit" (2001:39).

Furthermore, it is not just the content of the work of art that ties into our moral

beings, via our sensual comprehension ofthese rational ideas, but the process of our

experience of beauty. Guyer describes the autonomous exercise of our cognitive faculties

in aesthetic judgment as being symbolic of our being morally good, as virtuous

motivation also pleases "independently of any antecedent interest, on the basis of a free

employment of intellectual faculties, and with universal validity" (1993:41) Not only do

aesthetic ideas allow us to better comprehend the unfelt rational, but aesthetic judgment

prepares us for the exercise of our capacities as moral agents. These consequences clearly

demonstrate aesthetic judgment's integral role in Kant's account of human progress.

Considering now Kant's historical philosophy, how does one balance this tension

between autonomous subjective judgment and the utilization of aesthetics towards moral

and cultural ends? Kant himself is not particularly forthcoming on the mechanics by

5 A thought that again seems to argue against thinking of the aesthetic idea or genius as sublime capacities.
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which this will occur. Examining the suggestion that the two are bridged by a symbolic

relationship that does not disturb the integrity ofthe pure judgment oftaste, it is unclear

that the freedom by which we examine works of art necessarily leads to moral progress.

The symbolism championed by Guyer suggests an interconnected relationship between

the aesthetic and moral, the aesthetic ultimately signifying the moral instead of remaining

merely parallel in structure. This could be said to occur during the process of making a

judgment, in which one purifies oneself ofthe good and the agreeable. This process

coincides with the same type of disinterestedness Kant requires ofthe moral will-there

is a categorical imperative dictating by use of rationality alone what the correct procedure

of action is. Like making judgments oftaste, following this imperative requires paring

away personal and experiential influences. A cultivation of aesthetic judgments then

would involve the much of the same preparation as the cultivation ofthe moral will.

If one looks at the aesthetic ideas Kant puts forth, the moral seems to also come

forth in the content of artworks. Again, the list of rational ideas Kant gives as expressed

via art-heaven, hell, death, envy, vice-all have their grounding in moral ideas. The

impression made by these ideas is only strengthened by their embodiment in works of art,

which allow them a vitality that exceeds their rational determinations.

One should worry, however, about whether this is actually what happens in

embodied, lived experience. The limitations of this thesis keep me from thoroughly

debating the categorical imperative, but there are a few concise points that can be brought

up without plunging into all of Kant's moral philosophy. Kant focuses on the moral will

as the most important for moral progress, without giving detailed account here of how to

assess moral action, that is to say, what we actually do. Let us assume that, though one
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may have a clear understanding of (what one believes to be) moral action based on

impersonal, non-experiential rationality, one may act immorally regardless. Likewise,

perhaps one can contribute to moral progress without having the necessarily disinterested

state of mind prized by Kant. History seems full of examples of experience and personal

accounts contributing to moral ends and progress (the civil rights movement, for

example), as well as rationality serving as rhetorical cover for what now seem fairly

immoral practices (much ofthe thought underlying imperialism as the 'bringing of

civilization,' for example). And so, if one accepts this, it is unclear that the state of mind

Kant describes is either necessary or sufficient to bring about moral progress. It may not

always follow that the Kantian subjectivity is enough for moral action, and without moral

action, how would one have moral progress?

If one accepts this criticism, Kant's hierarchy ofjudgment may be compromised,

as his argument for the primacy of pure judgments of taste centers on their ability to bring

about moral progress. Certainly, a weak point in the Idea is giving an account of how

social relations will take up aesthetic experience. One might look to Eldridge's account of

how the rhetorical nature of these judgments leads us to seek the opinion of others in

order to explore the possibilities of free assent, what Eldridge terms culture. But even this

communal exploration seems vaguely defined and utopist; are those who experience

these pure judgments oftaste really beholden to respect the opinions of others? If the

rhetorical nature of 'x is beautiful' makes me seek out the affirmation of others, it does so

because the statement demands universality. It does not entail that my seeking out of

affirmation makes me a particularly open person to a plurality oftastes; in fact, one

would think that the Kantian pressing drive towards universality would lead one to ignore
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contradicting opinions, to declare 'this is right' and anyone who thinks otherwise is a

philistine, a barbarian from a previous, undeveloped era. This could easily lead to the

utilization ofthe pure judgment oftaste as a cultural and rhetorical trope (which it

eventually becomes, in this view, as culture entails us discussing what we find to be

beautiful, with varying degrees of openness, perhaps) as a means towards accumulating

social power, a marker ofthose capable ofthe pure from the barbaric, who cannot for the

life ofthem see with such sublimated proficiency.

One could worry that there is a loss of community here, that by establishing

'beautiful for me' as the qualifier instead of 'beautiful for all' we are no longer required

to discuss our judgments. But, as was pointed out in the critique of the a priori argument,

even given the free play of my cognitive faculties there is no assuring that the same joy

will occur in another subject. There is no iron law stating that the Kantian kernel of being

will produce exactly the same results in every subject, and one has quite a right to be

skeptical of some sort ofutopist ideal in which we reach down deep inside ourselves and

come to the same conclusions. Given this uncertainty, how should one proceed? It seems

more accurate to human life and more interesting in prophesying its future, let alone less

utopist and less totalizing in our claims to the subjectivities of others, to insist on culture

being the exploration of possibilities of free assent and free dissent. In fact, the insistence

onfree assent seems to imply a valuing of a certain "absolute fundamental," as Deleuze

once remarked in conversation with Foucault: "the indignity of speaking for others"

(1977:209). If one doubts the validity of Kant's deduction and does not want to force an

ontology ofthe same onto the other, i.e. wants to allow the other to come to their own

conclusion, then one must give up believing in 'beautiful for all.'
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Does that entail the end of conversation? Not at all. To say 'beautiful for me' is

not to say 'beautiful for me and not for you.' There still exists the possibility offree

assent. Its inevitability is what is in doubt. Furthermore, I remain unconvinced that to

think 'this is beautiful for all' means I have to talk to anyone whatsoever. If the

experience were nearly as convincing as Kant describes it, why would I need to ever

obtain confirmation? Would I not be so sure of my judgment, so unworried by qualms

about its falsity, that I would simply believe that it is beautiful for all? What if! were a

painfully shy person, or someone simply not given to talking about such matters? Does

my lack of discussion about my perceptions of the beautiful mean I do not perceive the

beautiful? This seems unlikely. The judgment of taste does not necessarily lead to its

being spoken about. There seems to be an unspoken assumption here; that we are social

animals that must talk about beauty. I am not sure if this is true, but I will point out two

things. First, Kant's account is sorely lacking a description ofthe social mechanisms by

which we engage in this talk and a sufficient proof that we must engage in it. Second, if

we accept the assumption (or at least a modified version: we are social animals that often

talk about beauty and find such talk meaningful), can we not be social animals that talk

about our own senses of beauty? Must every conversation be an act of yea saying and

recognition of oneself in the other?

In any case, the Critique ofthe Power ofJudgment allows for aspects of lived

experience to exceed and exist isolated in part from the demands of pure reason in

cognitive and moral life. The scope and importance of aesthetic judgment in Kant should

be commended, if not the actual constitution ofthe judgment itself. Again, one worries

that, by placing such stringent conditions of the judgment oftaste, Kant gives a skeletal
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portrait of human subjectivity, a portrait unable to account for the ways in which the

personal and the social constitute meaningful, beautiful experiences. This reductive

stringency also applies to his historical-philosophical justification, in which morality

seems to be something abstracted from actual lived experience. Perhaps the social

relations that actually constitute history do not tell such an optimistic tale of free assent.

Certainly a more detailed account of aesthetic experience's incorporation into social life

is wanted.
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II. Bourdieu and Distinction

In its entirety, Distinction is an exploration of this possibility of social domination

via the use of pure judgments oftaste; its impetus is to refute Kant's model of taste in the

Critique ofthe Power ofJudgment. Distinction presents an ethnography of 1960's France

that details how cultural practices stem from and reify social realities. It does so by

blatantly refusing to discuss cultural objects6 in the typical discourse of aesthetics, with

little contemplation oftechnical aspects of a work of art or intensive subjective

experience. Instead, Bourdieu uses his standard model of lived experience consisting of

interaction between habitus, or the socially and historically generated principle that

guides our practices and choices of objects of consumption that in turn generate those

influential social structures, and field, the environment in which habitus works. Given

Bourdieu's claims in Distinction to have given a more accurate model of aesthetic

experience than Kant, one may be troubled by his depiction of subjectivity, which tends

to present its own reductive picture of individuals as completely constituted by social

structures7 Therefore, after first presenting how Bourdieu's work in Distinction is

incredibly helpful considering certain doubts about Kant, the totalizing aspects of

Bourdieu's model and the non-identity of aesthetic experience with his conceptual

apparatus will be examined.

Habitus, Field and Capital

6 Itself a category exploded open by Bourdieu, who considers not only what are typically thought of as
works of art, but things as diverse as types of food to linguistic practices.

7 A claim directed here only against Distinction, though some have criticized the entire oeuvre of
Bourdieu's work for similar reasons. Georgina Born, for example, has this to say about The Rules ofArt
and Bourdieu's llllderstanding of aesthetic experience more generally: "any concern with the substantive
meaning and power of aesthetic formations is evacuated in favour of a synchronic focus on the agonistics
of position-taking" (201 0: 179). Many of the problems with Distinction that this thesis brings up may have
plagued the rest of Bourdieu's work as well.
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In the preface to the English-language edition, Bourdieu writes that Distinction

seeks to discern "in the structure of the social classes the basis of the systems of

classification which structure perception of the social world and designate the objects of

aesthetic enjoyment" (2007: xiv). Immediately one can spot Bourdieu's differences from

Kant- he looks to social structure as forming subjective perception and the causal

histories of aesthetic pleasure instead of proposing a theory of taste that arises from the

cognitive faculties alone. Bourdieu defines taste as "the propensity and capacity to

appropriate (materially or symbolically) a given class of classified, classifying objects or

practices" (2007: 173). Taste does not arise from purely subjective and disinterested

contemplation of an object, but instead as a logic or disposition towards appropriating

specific goods and practices, seen in lived experience in social environs. Thus Bourdieu

does not give prolonged contemplation of art works or intensive considerations of the

principles of subjective thought in Distinction. Instead, via a series of surveys and

interviews, Bourdieu attempts to "determine how the cultivated and cultural competence

that are revealed in the nature of the cultural goods consumed, and in the way they are

consumed, vary according to the category of agents and the area to which they are

applied" (2007: 13).

If not via autonomous subjective contemplation, how does taste arise, and what

purpose does it serve? As mentioned, Distinction views taste as a social phenomenon,

correlated to different categories of agents with specific social origins and trajectories

inextricably embedded in a larger social framework. Taste serves as a marker of these

positions within social structures, serving to distinguish different groups within society,

but also as a tool by which these groups attempt to win themselves certain types of capital
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(thus Bourdieu's use of 'appropriation' as a verb in his definition)-a process of social

differentiation that the rhetoric of taste and cultural consumption often serves to mask

and thereby legitimate.

Distinction's model of taste as such relies on Bourdieu's ideas of habitus, field,

and capital-a set of concepts prevalent throughout the body of his work and that, when

considered in unison, have for Bourdieu the explanatory power as to tell what is actually

going on in aesthetic experience. Taste, as this logic of cultural appropriation formed by

and forming of the social structures of embedded actors, can be said to be a specific

aspect of habitus, which describes more generally actors at work in their social

environment and gives an account of the historical constitution of the subject. Bourdieu

reiterates its definition in different formulations throughout his writings; at its most basic

conception, however, habitus is an organizing principle that determines one's

preferences, thoughts, and actions, as formed by the socioeconomic structures of society

while defining those structures in turn. By making his concept of subjectivity so

intertwined with the structures of society, both in habitus's own formation and its

working upon its environment, Bourdieu attempts to surpass any clear-cut division

between social structure and individual agency. One must remember that these practices

not only serve to mark the practitioner's position in society, but in effect create those

structures themselves by associating certain practices with certain positions, thus reifying

the schematic. Habitus, as the principle of generation for these practices, "is not only a

structuring structure, which organizes practices and the perception of practices, but also a

structured structure: the principle of division into logical classes which organizes the
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perception of the social world is itself the product of internalization of the division into

social classes" (Bourdieu 2007: 170).

In Outline of Theory ofPractice, Bourdieu expands upon this concept to argue

that the unconsciousness of man is "history turned into nature, i.e. denied as such ... The

"unconscious" is never anything other than the forgetting of history which history itself

produces by incorporating the objective structures it produces in the second natures of

habitus" (1977:79). The forces of history determine us in such ways that they are made to

look natural. Bourdieu here uses natural not as a reference to some sort of animal being,

but instead the historical and socially appropriate behavior for specific roles in the social

sphere. In regards to Distinction, the objects and practices whose appropriation

constitutes the tastes of society's different groups could be said to be natural to each

group, each believing their taste to be the way by which things are naturally to be done.

Thus Bourdieu's rooting taste in habitus is a forceful rejection of Kant's idea that one can

pare away the influence of context, suggesting that the autonomy of taste as formulated in

the Critique may be false, taste instead consisting of the ways in which one is naturally

(in the Bourdieusian sense) led by their environment to the appropriation of certain

practices and objects. More generally, the idea of habitus contends against the existence

of a natural subject outside of history, even if historical trends in thought (as evinced by

the formation of the bourgeois class, for instance) lead to the subject to believe that it

does somehow exist outside of the historical or the social.

It should be noted that, at least in theoretical explications of habitus, Bourdieu

does not intend subjectivity as represented by habitus to be an act of puppetry,

individuals being jerked along by their social structures as if tethered by strings. Habitus
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is both formed and forms, inseparable from its surroundings but irreducible to some sort

of emergent after-effect as it serves as a tool by which to change said surroundings. As

his collaborator Loic Wacquant emphasizes in the co-written An Invitation to Reflexive

Sociology, Bourdieu understands habitus as "creative, inventive, but within the limits of

its structures, which are the embodied sedimentation of the social structures which

produced it" (1992: 19).

Bourdieu calls those limiting structures 'fields.' Fields can be defined as sets of

"objective, historical relations between positions anchored in certain forms of power (or

capital)" (Wacquant, 1992: 17). The field provides the continuing historical context by

which the habitus is formed, and which habitus forms in turn. Bourdieu's notion offield

stresses the sense of struggle within social life,8 in which there are stakes of power and

status to be won and certain logics of competition to be followed or, given the appropriate

use of capital and power, to be changed. To return to taste, the field of aesthetic

experience consists ofthose historically situated cultural objects and practices that actors

appropriate in accordance to their own habitus. The ways in which one reads, watches a

movie, eats, smokes a cigarette, etc.-the choice of object and the methods by which one

contemplates or consumes are all manifestations of an interfacing of habitus with field.

Field provides context and sets boundaries and terms for the games that the actors within

the field play. Habitus acts as a sense ofthe rules, the "operator of rationality, but of a

practical rationality immanent in a historical system of social relations and therefore

transcendent to the individual" (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992: 19).

8 Field here invoking connotations of competitive sports play or the field of battle.
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Appropriating and attempting to win the stakes ofthe field must utilize power,

here denoted as capital, which is further conferred as well upon the victors. Capital is

complexly differentiated in Bourdieu's work, separating into material (the typical

economic resource distribution favored by traditional Marxist); cultural (the utilization of

cultural knowledge, cultural objects and their corresponding consumptive practices, and

cultural credentials like education titles); social (social networks and ability of access to

such groups); and symbolic (the legitimization of practices as disinterested and naturally

elevated, an idea to be expanded upon later). A certain habitus will have certain types of

capital readily accessible to it, and will use that capital accordingly depending on the

field in question. Of course, the analytic separation ofthese different categories of capital

is highly artificial. For example, one's decision to buy and read a book engages the

material capital of currency transaction, the cultural capital that allows one to select a

book and confers a certain status to buying said book, the social capital utilized at certain

points in one's life allowing one access to the educational milieus providing a certain

level and type of literacy, and the symbolic capital that legitimizes via the rhetoric of

aesthetic autonomy the entire action as disinterested and separate from one's embedded

existence in social and historical life, i.e. the field. All ofthese types of capital are at

work in such a seemingly simple action, and, moreover, are thoroughly intertwined with

each other (the educational access provided by social capital leading to the acquiring of a

certain cultural capital, for example).

Bourdieu does believe that such use of capital tends towards a unified purpose,

however-the claiming of capital effective within the field, it being the "space ofconflict

and competition" (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992: 17). As the struggle wears on, the ability
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to dictate the tenns ofthe field, i.e. what constitutes success, is passed from winner to

winner. "In the course ofthese struggles, the very shape and divisions become a central

stake, because to alter the distribution and relative weight offonns of capital is

tantamount to modifying the structure of the field" (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992: 18).

However, while Bourdieu makes here social change via the restructuring of field

possible, he does tend to emphasize the conservative nature of habitus, insofar as it tends

to reify the social structures around it. To return to the book-buying example: if the buyer

of a book is a lower middle class white male with a certain level of education from a

specific geographical area, the actual buying ofthe book will lead to a strengthened

correlation from said position in society and the practice of buying a specific type of

book (as well as a strengthened correlation between the habiting of certain book stores in

certain areas and said habitus). By such reification, habitus's uses of capital within the

field creates objectivity in the sense that a natural understanding of how things should be

is produced-a "production of a commonsense world endowed with the objectivity

secured by consensus on the meaning (sens) of practices and the world" (1992:80).

Habitus functions as a guarantor ofthis kind of objectivity within the individual subject,

as it explains the "unity hidden under the diversity and multiplicity ofthe set of practices

perfonned in fields governed by different logics," i.e. the chaos of human experience, to

which only it can provide a "kernel oftruth" (Bourdieu 2007: 10 1).

To return to Distinction and Bourdieu's conception of taste, one can easily find

the ways in which Bourdieu attempts to undercut the Kantianjudgment of taste. Firstly,

he destroys any strict separation between those objects deemed worthy ofthe Kantian
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judgment of taste and those not. Taste manifests itself in any social situation or field one

finds itself in. Bourdieu's insistence on finding this unity oftaste as an aspect of habitus

makes arguing for the autonomy of aesthetic experience untenable, as the impetus and

generative principle of practices participating in the moral and the good is the same as

those practices of contemplation and interaction with aesthetic objects in the Kantian

sense. For this reason Bourdieu gives such extensive catalogues of practices and

properties cross-referenced to different points in the matrix of socioeconomic positions

(the graph titled "Types of books preferred by different fractions of the dominant class,"

for example). The conglomerate whole ofthese practices Bourdieu names life-style,

demonstrating the extent to which these practices did in fact coincide, and how life-style

and habitus segmented social life in 1960's France. One should not assume a total

incompatibility between Bourdieu's context-specific observations and the contemporary

world. Many of Bourdieu's ethnographic remarks still have resonance today, giving

credence to the idea that habitus and field interact to create fairly durable senses of

objectivity. As he writes about the 'most knowing avant-garde producers' at one point in

Distinction, for example: "They alone, at all events, can afford the audacious imposture

of refusing all refusals by recuperating, in parody or sublimation, the very objects refused

by the lower-degree aestheticism" (2007:61)9

More important than such documentation of practices is the implication that taste

is mainly a sort of sociohistorically situated capital by which groups seek to differentiate

themselves from others and to win the stakes of the field. In social life, taste is utilized

9 A remark that seems to me to apply in general to much of contemporary art world. One can look to the
work of Claes Oldenberg (if a bit of a cynical take), for example, Of, more recently, Damien Hearst (in
which case such sentiments seem to have been taken to level swpassing simple parody or sublimation, but
instead brazen acknowledgement of a Bourdieusian-style field of the art world while still making an almost
criminal windfall from it).
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not by way of creating some unified and cosmopolitan culture of free expression, but

instead to further segment and divide the totality of the social world, hoping to win the

stakes of the field of culture and thereby demand and coerce agreements from others. For

taste is the ultimate example of symbolic power for Bourdieu, the accumulation of

legitimization for the one's exercise of power. This legitimacy arises from increased

distancing from the material and political interests at work in the practices of habitus and

field. As David Swartz writes in Culture & Power (a primer on Bourdieu's work),

practices which have accumulated enough symbolic power "go misrecognized as

representing disinterested forms of activities and resources." As such they have obtained

symbolic capital, "a form of power that is not perceived as power but as legitimate

demands for recognition, deference, obedience, or the services of others" (1997:43).

Symbolic capital creates a hierarchy of practices within the field that appear natural,

those with the most capital achieving the most distance from the actual social and

political conditions that shaped their habitus, their disinterested appearance serving the

propagation of what indubitably serves their own purposes. By attempting to create an

autonomous sphere of culture, taste in the Kantian sense attempts to mask and legitimate

more general and pervasive hierarchies of power.

Interestingly, Bourdieu does not explicitly engage with Kant for any sort of

prolonged manner until Distinction's postscript. The postscript's title- "Towards a

'Vulgar' Critique of "Pure' Critiques"-advocates for the 'vulgar' critique inherent in

sociological analysis of the 'pure' realms of aesthetics, taste, and beauty. This approach

keeps Bourdieu from engaging with the discourses of philosophy, for to do so would be

to invalidate the result of his research: namely, that there exists a unity of pure and
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impure taste, insofar as the practices constituting both tastes' interactions with cultural

objects derive from the interactions of habitus with field. To make this argument, a

"readiness to renounce the whole corpus of cultivated discourse on culture" (2007:485)

was required of Bourdieu. By no means does Bourdieu seek to avoid a confrontation,

however, as he brings both discourses to bear upon each other at Distinction's end. There

he makes this argument underlying the entirety of Distinction, if not clearly stated as

such- taste is a tool by which to differentiate oneself in the games of the field of

aesthetic experience, and a guise that cloaks and justifies its own workings-in direct

response with the third Critique. The explication of Distinction will then end here with a

close reading of its postscript, as there Bourdieu most clearly states, without reference to

sociological trends and evidence, his attack on Kant's conception to taste.

Vulgar Critiques, Pure Critiques

Again, Bourdieu sees the pure taste of aesthetics as a prime example of symbolic

capital. According to its claims to disinterestedness on refusal, taste is negatively defined

as not based in the agreeable or the good (to use Kant's terminology), rooted in a snub of

the facile and the interested. Pure taste denies the easy and the simple in realms both

sensual and moral. Its objects demand "a real participation which is quite opposed to the

'distance' and 'disinterestedness' of pure taste ... Kant's principle of pure taste is nothing

other than a refusal, a disgust-a disgust for objects which impose enjoyments and a

disgust for the crude, vulgar taste which revels in this imposed enjoyment" (Bourdieu

2007:487). This seems entirely accurate, especially in light of Kant's remarks on pure

taste allowing us to rise out of the barbaric muck.
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Of course, not everyone here rises out of the muck. This distance serves socially

to differentiate between those practitioners of pure taste, culturally and morally ahead of

the rest, from those still wallowing about. This differentiation relies on "the distancing

power of representation, the essentially human power of suspending immediate animal

attachment to the sensible and refusing submission to the pure affect, to simple aesthesis"

(Bourdieu 2007:489). The symbolic power of pure judgments of taste creates a distance

between oneself and one's needs as a sensuous creature (as we have seen, pure judgments

of taste rely not an actually extant object but on its mere representation). This creates a

hierarchy of what it means to be human itself, a definition monopolized by those

practitioners of pure judgments of taste. This serves to accumulate power for themselves

in the field of culture via transcendence as refusal. As Bourdieu writes,

the negation of enjoyment-inferior, coarse, vulgar, mercenary, venal, servile, in
a word, natural-implies affirmation ofthe sublimity of those who can be
satisfied with sublimated, refined, distinguished, disinterested, gratuitous, free
pleasures. The opposition between the tastes of nature and the tastes of freedom
introduces a relationship which is that ofthe body to the soul, between those who
are 'only natural' and those whose capacity to dominate their own biological
nature affirms their legitimate claim to dominate social nature. (2007:491)

Aesthetic ability, according to philosophical discourse, defines humans against animals.

It allows one to transcend the purely physical world of nature, to act and create as the

divine would. The markers of inferior taste then correspond to physical needs that one

shares with animals. Enjoyments of the body repulse enjoyments ofthe cultured mind

according to this discourse, which has fled the natural into the transcendental, having

acquired the taste offreedom itself This transcendence gives legitimacy in the social

realm to those possessing it over those who remain fettered by their natural inclinations

(as one might say God's transcendental being gives legitimacy over man as finite). The
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entire project ofDistinction culminates with this idea-Bourdieu reveals how the

legitimacy of social hierarchy relies on an ideology of pure taste as divine right.

This is of course an ideological deification of a certain sociohistorical state. Pure

taste "is grounded in an empirical social relation ...the opposition between the cultivated

bourgeoisie and the people, the imaginary site of uncultivated nature" (Bourdieu

2007:490). Bourdieu sees a necessary price, in terms of multiple types of capital, which

one must pay for pure taste. One must be educated in certain disciplines, develop

proclivities to enjoy the sublimated and the refined, and, accordingly, must be disgusted

with the vulgar, all of which presumes a certain socioeconomic background and

trajectory in society. Pure taste is a socioeconomic privilege, a transcendence of bodily

needs (because they will be accounted for regardless). It serves to further distinguish

those at the top of the hierarchy from those masses gathered at the bottom, under the

guise that this transcendence derives from some innate divinity and not economic

exploitation. And while the term barbarism most likely evokes a certain type of working

class culture, one should note that the 'civilized' themselves are not exempt. As Kant

writes in the Idea, we may be cultivated and civilized to an extent without being properly

developed morally, according to that teleology that he attempts to descry in history's flux

(2003 :49). Thus, the civilized can succumb to the facile, not properly taking part in

Kantian culture (the nouveau riche, for example).

Whose taste does Kant describe, then? Mostly, that of his ilk-philosophers.

Bourdieu argues that Kant constitutes the subject ofthe aesthetics-oriented philosopher as

"the universal subject of aesthetic experience-Kant's analysis ofthe judgment of taste

finds its real basis in a set of aesthetic principles which are the universalization ofthe
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dispositions associated with a particular social and economic condition" (2007:493). The

demands of philosophical thought (seen by Bourdieu as creating ahistorical, normative

definitions) allows Kant to hide the social differences upon which these definitions

depend; it also appeals mostly to those others who have a stake in the game of

philosophy, i.e., other philosophers. In fact, Bourdieu sees the entirety of aesthetics'

discourse as so engaged in the terms of the philosophical field (being forced to use

certain terminology, to state things in ahistorical and normative manners, to address

specific topics and not others, etc.) as to always deny "the real principles of the judgment

oftaste" (2007:494) (those ostensibly being the principles of sociological analysis

practiced by Bourdieu). Bourdieu takes as exemplary Jacques Derrida's critical reading

of Kant's third Critique. Because Derrida's critique remains philosophical in style and

intended audience,

he cannot truly tell the truth about the Kantian philosophy of art and, more
generally, about philosophy itself, which his own discourse has helped to produce.
Just as the pictorial rhetoric which continues to foist itself on every artist produces
an inevitable aestheticization, so the philosophical way of talking about
philosophy de-realizes everything that can be said about philosophy. (2007:495)

For Bourdieu, Derrida's critique fails because it refuses to leave the philosophical sphere.

All philosophical ideas, even philosophical critiques of philosophy itself, are only

superstructures built upon our social relations; philosophy that does not specifically

address this attains the husk of a truth 'de-realized.' The truer account for Bourdieu is to

be found in sociology, which reveals the logic underlying such abstract chatter.

The Individual Subject and Distinction

We have seen that Bourdieu's conception oftaste is a powerful rejoinder to

Kant's definition, defined as "the faculty ofjudging an object or a kind of representation
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through a satisfaction or dissatisfaction without any interest" (2007:96). It is interest

that defines taste here, interest in the stakes ofthe game as constituted by the field and

embodied via the habitus ofthe actors. The Kantian aesthetic is, as Bourdieu remarks in

the postscript, only a particular manifestation ofthe habitus ofthe philosopher, here in

the realm of aesthetics. There is an interest in disinterestedness.

That being said, however, is the account given by Bourdieu of aesthetics and

aesthetic experience accurate? Take for example the case studies interspersed throughout

Distinction, in which individual accounts are given forth as archetypes like "A Young

Executive Who 'Knows How To Live'" (2007:298). Such portraits focus entirely on

preferences, social views and consumptive practices, giving a rudimentary account of

what one enj oys, what one thinks of others, and what exactly one buys and spends money

on-the latter description being the most detailed. In giving these accounts, Bourdieu

seeks to describe habitus at work in the field, showing people take their place in society

by appropriating specific "objectified possibilities (goods, services, pattern of action,

etc.), the appropriation of which is one ofthe stakes in the struggles between classes"

(2007:223). This impulse towards a socially embedded understanding of aesthetic

experience is admirable, especially if one finds the Kantian account oftaste untenable.

Nevertheless, consider Wacquant's summary of Bourdieu's output: "The whole of

Bourdieu's work may be interpreted as a materialist anthropology ofthe specific

contribution that various forms of symbolic violence make to the reproduction and

transformation of structures of domination" (1992: 14-5). What price does one pay by so

strongly emphasizing social violence and domination, and refusing, as he does, to take

traditional aesthetic questions seriously? What happens to the subject, in such a project?
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Arguably, Bourdieu ends up caricaturing subjectivity. Those depicted (not only

the individual accounts, but the portraits implied by the graphs, tables, etc.) are not so

much people but end up mainly a list of consumptive practices and societal views and

preferences cross-indexed to a point in a socioeconomic matrix. Which is arguably part

and parcel of most, if not all experiences-we are constrained by the world around

us-but is that necessarily all that is going on? Or, given the hierarchy of objectivities

held by Bourdieu, is that always the most important? These questions are not posed to

force a return to the kind oftheorizing held dear by aesthetics and its practitioners, but

instead open up the question of whether the kind of practices associated with habitus,

being mostly conspicuous consumption in Distinction, misses out entirely on some ofthe

ways these experiences mean. While Bourdieu and his supporters convincingly argue the

importance of the productive and creative aspects of habitus, aspects that emphasize the

complex understanding possessed by actors ofthe field, the portrait actually produced by

Bourdieu seems reductive and worryingly static. 10 Furthermore, by insisting that only

specific social relations matter, that "the real is the relational" (Bourdieu and Wacquant

1992: 97), Bourdieu also fails to address whether individual dealings with aesthetic

questions are fairly portrayed. For it is one thing to talk about social facts on that

macrological scale, taking for granted that there will be deviations from the norm

formulated, and entirely another to display accounts of individuals in Distinction as

perfect avatars ofthis or that habitus.

10 Born notes that Bourdieu's depiction of the taste of the French working class is given to an essentialized
alterity, as he adopts "an explanatory and condescending naturalism which abandons the social semiotic
complexity that he himself has argued is immanent in the class structuring of taste" (201 0: 178). Bourdieu
seems theoretically aware in his conception of habitus and field of the problems of essentializing different
groups, but illillble in praxis to address them successfully.

46



One might object that this is simply how people portray themselves. But this is a

faulty objection for numerous reasons: firstly, when one examines the actual survey

Bourdieu used, one finds a resolute determination to depict people as these sorts of

litanies of consumption preferences corresponding to socioeconomic status. The survey

asks "Which ofthe musical works in this list do you know?" "Which films in this list

have you seen?" "What kind of meals do you prefer to serve?" (2007:514-6). None of

these demand that the subject to give more than a glancing account of why one saw such

or such movie, or what thoughts were aroused. There is no internal life ofthe mind in the

Bourdieusian subject or in the Bourdieusian survey.

These surveys were accompanied by interviews, which could have given fuller

accounts of subjective aesthetic experience. However, as mentioned, the quotes pulled

from such interactions only served to further depict the socioeconomic and the

consumptive. There are two main possibilities as to why: either Bourdieu culled from

these interviews pictures that served habitus best as a consistent practice, be it via the

questions asked or by a thorough editing of responses; or this is how people actually

chose to portray themselves, even given a reasonable amount of freedom to talk as they

would like about culture, aesthetics, etc. Ifthe first case holds true, Bourdieu's account in

Distinction is obviously problematic, as he only sought out evidence that supported the

schematics of understanding culture in Distinction. So too, however, is the second. It

assumes firstly that one is simply all one says, and secondly that what one thinks, feels,

believes, and experiences can necessarily be communicated.

Finally, if habitus and subjectivity are to be creative, changing entities, than the

types of simplistic statements as presented by Bourdieu to reveal the real logic of taste
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must be questioned. As Antoine Rennion writes in "Those Things That Rold Us

Together: Taste and Sociology," "Such a stable judgment, consistent with its

determinisms, is very rarely observed. It is only formulated in very specific conditions,

when taste is at first the affirmation of an identity, the display of a social position-as,

typically, when a person is facing a sociologist or filling out a survey form" (2007:101).

Rennion's point demonstrates that aesthetic experience may exceed being

primarily an affirmation of an identity or a display of social position. If so, one may

disagree with Distinction's hierarchy of objectivities, that the distribution of material

goods and sociocultural capital and the social facts of relation arising wherefrom are the

truths that really matter, as opposed to the false ideologies of taste. To draw from

Rennion again, Bourdieu neglects "direct contact with things, uncertainty of sensations,

methods and techniques used to become sensitive to, and to feel the feeling of, the object

being sought" (2007:98). If Bourdieu had allowed for something likell Kant's account of

judgment, something ofthe subjective, and had claimed only that patterns of practice and

11 I use 'like' here in discomfort with suggesting some sort of return to Kantianjudgments. It seems to me
that Kant's critique of Bourdieu would be simply that Bourdieu has missed the point of taste completely.
Even if Bourdieu's analysis held true of those that Distinction smveyed, Kant would be able to defer
criticism of his own conception oftaste by simply reiterating one of the premises of the Idea, i.e. that one
can be civilized without being cultured. I believe that the depiction of the practitioners of pure taste in
Distinction would have little bearing for Kant in terms of his actual thought about aesthetic experience,
which, if not entirely convincing in light of lived experience, is nonetheless pretty hard to disprove (if one
can never know whether one has made a pure judgment of taste, then one can never really know whether
one has not and never will). I do not feel that a discomfort with the Bourdieusian strain of the hermeneutics
of suspicion ("oh, my poor subjectivity," one can ahnost hear said) should send us packing back to the
hallowed sphere of Kantian aesthetics. My problem with Bourdieu is not that his critique of Kant is
necessarily wrong, but that he, like Kant, does not make room for the affirmative nature of personal and
social conceptuality as a locus of meaning making (instead maintaining a slightly sneering attitude, a
"skepticism veering into cynicism manifest in an imperative of exposure or revelation," (201 0: 174) as Born
writes in a slllllmary of recent criticism by David Inglis of sociology of art and culture). Of course, there are
those who would advocate a retrnn to Kantian aesthetics by insisting that Kant's idea of conceptuality in art
applies to those social themes that find themselves in these art works. This appears to me to be a
Kantianism that has OUtgroVVll Kant, however, who does not mention such conceptuality beyond dictating
the technical structures and aspects of the work, like 'this is a sonnet written in English.' I do not believe he
would be so keen on placing his examples of the actual content of the work on the same aesthetic level as
social themes. Can one really imagine Kant approving my holding art pertaining to the rational idea of hell
and art pertaining to my racial backgrOlllld to be of equal importance?
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consumption are predictable and unified by habitus, then Distinction would in large part

be more palatable. But his reduction of philosophy to actors playing for stakes within the

field, coupled with his refusal to engage with people about aspects of experience besides

those corresponding to his idea of habitus makes such an allowance impossible within his

framework and thus makes Distinction incredibly troubling for anyone who wants to see

aesthetic experience as more than just games of symbolic domination. As with Kant, it is

Bourdieu's dogmatism in Distinction about the objectivity of his model that proves so

disheartening, that seems to deaden life itself. Kant assumes that an asocial opening of

oneself to the 'purposiveness' inherent in things is the key to beauty. Bourdieu assumes

that all taste can be seen as the expression of social hierarchies discovered by a similar

asocial transcendence of one's own social positioning in an opening up to the

'purposiveness' of these structures. Why should either be more convincing than the

other?
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III. Comparative Analysis and Conclusion

Given the claims and limitations ofthe Kantian and the Bourdieusian approaches

to aesthetics, how can we approach the tensions between subjective aesthetic experience

and the constitution of these very subj ectivities by the social and the historical? Are there

ways to address or synthesize the problems presented by both sides of this approach to

aesthetic experience? I would argue that while Kant's account can be an interesting

description of the emotional intensity of aesthetic experience, it gives inadequate weight

to the social conceptuality and meaning making always at work in our judgments.

Furthermore, it fails to demonstrate the ways in which social relations actually utilize

judgments of taste. For this latter problem, Bourdieu's work in Distinction proves

invaluable. Conversely, however, Distinction often presents aesthetic experience only as

consumptive practices arising from habitus's dialectic interaction with field, a

presentation that imposes a specific theory of social relation at the cost of subjective

interaction with cultural objects. Both Bourdieu and Kant contribute immensely to our

understanding of aesthetic experience from points of view so opposed as to exclude the

other's account. I suggest that this difference may prove more productive ifleft

unresolved12
, an infinite dialectic between the two perspectives as the concept of

aesthetic experience slips between the two conceptual frameworks of understanding.

The problem as presented in Kant's work arises mostly from his inability to give

fair account to the social and the historical in our aesthetic experiences. His formulation

12 That this difference can be resolved in some Hegelian way is itself a question. I will argue in this chapter
that perhaps the most productive way of thinking about aesthetic experience is to allow for a continual
dialectic between the two aCcOllllts.
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of aesthetic ideas allows for some conceptuality-this is a novel in English, for example,

which assumes historical knowledge of novel as an art form and English-but it does

little to explain how social categories effect our perceptions of beauty. This need not be

an unconscious tendency, however, influential but unnoticed when making a judgment.

There are times where beauty is very consciously stripped of its transcendent rhetoric, as

one apperceives their interests in what they may have once thought to be beautiful in the

Kantian sense, and yet still believes it to be beautiful. I realize that Kant's rejoinder to

this would be to deny such judgments as judgments of taste, as they do not allow the free

exercising of the cognitive faculties. This may then disqualify such objects in Kant's

scheme of beauty, but is it not telling that Kant cannot account for our ability to declare

things beautiful, even when we realize that we have an interest at stake? Here I talk of not

only the abstract interest in beauty that also underlies our interest in freedom (for Kant

must believe that we are capable of these things in order to fulfill our telos as a species, in

fact has an interest in our being so), but political, social, historical, even sensual interests

in beauty (is it really that odd to find a meal beautiful?). Kant could be said to correlate

this kind ofjudgment, not exercising his ideal of freedom, with a sort of moral

fallowness. 13

These are often localized, if not individualized standards of beauty. ('This is

beautiful for me' is not quite as ridiculous a statement as Kant thinks it is.) One might

retort again that, while these may be worthwhile in ways that Kant has not accounted for,

13 "We are, to a high degree, cultivated beyond bearing by all ffiaIlller of social convention and propriety.
But we are a long way from being able to regard ourselves as moral. For the idea of morality belongs to
culture; and yet using this idea only in reference to semblances of morality, e.g., love of honor and outward
propriety, constitutes mere civilization" (Kant and Siegbert 2003:49). Considering Kant's strict view of
morality, it would seem that the kind of interested beauty I am discussing would fall into the 'merely'
civilized.
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that does not sentence them to the realm of the sensual but rather perhaps the more

valuable realm of civilization; nor does it preclude actual judgments of beauty in the

Kantian sense from existing and serving a higher purpose than these judgments in this

now admittedly more complicated hierarchy ofthe arts. But this presupposes a full-

hearted acceptance of Kant's political philosophy and the universalism sought after in the

Idea. The characteristic that makes these objects of pure taste greater than those objects

held beautiful by a localized standard of beauty is some higher degree offreedom in

contemplation and lingering, a degree offreedom ultimately valued because it mirrors the

freedom we have from our desires in moral issues.

To give this a fully adequate critique would take volumes. I will at least point out

that this all relies on an acceptance ofteleology, itself a contested area. 14 If one rejects

Kant's teleology, or at least its ability to justify the Kantian aesthetic judgment, then there

isn't much reason to valorize the judgments prized by Kant above the localized and the

personified. Given the inability of even the devout Kantian to actually confirm their

judgment as pure, the teleology-rejecter seems more honest (and thus more open) about

their pleasures, especially without the threat of the downfall of civilization and the lapse

into barbarism hanging over their heads.

What is left for those who hold that there are localized judgments of taste and

reject that these judgments necessarily serve the Kantian teleology is the intensity of

experience and interaction on the individual subjective level. The joy and importance of

lingering in a work remains. What is jettisoned is the hierarchical divisions posited by

14 Benjamin's "Theses on the Philosophy of HistOIy," for example, and its (admittedly overused) allegory
of the Angel of History watching hwnan catastrophes pile up one after another. Nietzsche's and Foucault's
work on genealogy similarly proposes detaching history from some metaphysical and teleological ideal of
continuing progress.
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Kant as some sort of universal standard, for it remains unclear that lingering and

interacting with an object on the basis ofthe sensual, political, or historical are

necessarily less worthwhile or somehow tainted in comparison to an ideal judgment that

may never be reached in the first place.

This formulation should not be read a complete acceptance of Bourdieu's account

of aesthetic experience in Distinction. It seems that, despite the postscript's claims

otherwise, Bourdieu's account of aesthetic experience in Distinction continues to run

parallel to Kant's. One could take umbrage with using 'aesthetic experience' as a term in

regards to Bourdieu's project because Bourdieu believes that he has surpassed the

problem of talking about such experience. But this absence of the discourse of aesthetics

within Distinction is so marked as to make a point: aesthetics is held by philosophers to

be subjective contemplation, but is really the utilization of cultural objects to cultivate

distinctions between socioeconomic and cultural positions. This is in part exactly what is

needed in response to Kant, an example of how 'pure taste' is actually used in social life

that disabuses us of naive notions that this kind of beauty was ever entirely innocent. If

Kant believed aesthetics serve an integral role in social life, one should also be able to

acknowledge the ways in which they are put to use. "Only in society does it become

interesting to have taste" (2007:91), he writes in a footnote, which is an interesting way

of putting it. Bourdieu's refusal to discuss taste and focus on only society highlights

exactly the statement's irksome nature-only in society do we even have taste as such as

a concept, and to pretend otherwise is to fall into Bourdieu's stereotype of philosophy as

ahistorical.
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But still, Bourdieu avoids the serious question of what prolonged and focused

attention on an object looks like, whether believed to be out of reasons of interest or not.

By never addressing the discourse of aesthetics on its own level, he fails to back up his

claims of primacy for the social and the relational. Ifhe convincingly showed that our

internal mental lives and the complexities of contemplative experience really only arise

out of social relations as presented in Distinction, then the tension would be resolved in

the favor of societal forces. Again, he does not take such experiences as the subject of

Distinction, focusing entirely on social practices of consumption and production, and a

study of such structures is sorely needed. But Bourdieu is not only invoking an entirely

different discourse methodologically and epistemologically, but also targeting something

different than the traditional target of aesthetics. When Kant examines the work of art, he

is interested in how we respond internally and subjectively, mostly to technical aspects of

the work or to the way certain abstract ideas are embodied sensually. When Bourdieu

examines the same work of art, he seems to only be interested in knowing who claims to

'understand' the work, who owns it, and how proximity to or consumption ofthe work

can be used to justify certain power relations.

How then should one proceed? There are a number oftheoretical frameworks that

could be built from the preceding assessments. One could continue to strive after

epistemological objectivity. Perhaps there is an underlying transcendental logic to

aesthetic experience, along either Kantian or Bourdieusian lines, which simply has yet to

be found. Perhaps the two can be united in such a way that falls neatly into a utopian

theory of moral progress that better accounts for how social relations make use oftaste.

This demands a faith in the adequacy of knowledge and concept to actual lived
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experience and its asymptotic progress towards some sort of truth that may seem

untenable after such prolonged critique.

However, if one has cultivated a healthy skepticism but still wants to study

aesthetic experience, there can be constructive uses of Kant and Bourdieu that do not

necessitate such faith, or such a synthesis. What I am advocating here for is a sort of

epistemological relativism that does not reduce both accounts to meaninglessness, but

instead elevates them to equal yet irreconcilable footing. This framework would see Kant

and Bourdieu as equally right, and thus equally wrong. Aesthetic experience then

transcends its concept in both sociology and philosophy, continually bringing one against

the other to demonstrate non-identity, slipping between ontological categories of

understanding like Derrida's pharmakon.

Consider the standard model ofthe dialectic, as put forward by its most famous

practitioner, Hegel.

[One] must always begin by getting acquainted with general principles and points
of view, so as at first to work up to a general conception [Gedanke] ofthe real
issue, as well as learning to support and refute the general conception with
reasons; then to apprehend the rich and concrete abundance [oflife] by
differential classification; and finally to give accurate instruction and pass serious
judgment upon it. (1977:3)

Abstract, universal forms of understanding are created from general principles; then the

particular, contingent actuality oflived experience is examined for contradictions; and the

two, if they can be, are then reconciled in a synthesis that subsumes both as the universal

is found within the particular and the particular is found within the universal. In other

words, one learns to better understand the object of inquiry by reassessing whether the

conceptual framework one uses actually corresponds to the particulars of the object. The

tension between what one tends to think abstractly about something and what that
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something actually appears to be is put to cognitively productive ends. Setting aside the

question of synthesis momentarily, the framework of dialectics proves useful to

demonstrate how Bourdieu and Kant's accounts can be brought against each other.

Take Kant's account as the universal, at first: pure judgments oftaste are made by

those not influenced by the sensual or the moral, the good or the agreeable, the historical

or the social, and as such help us attend to moral progress. Pose against this Bourdieu's

account ofthe particular and the contingent: often the rhetoric of disinterest only serves

to propagate specific class interests, as those who lay claim on pure taste often do so in

order to justify their differentiating themselves from other groups, claiming a title of

cultural nobility shrouded in the rhetoric of transcendent judgment. One quickly realizes

that this universal-particular formulation can be switched around. Take then Bourdieu's

account in Distinction as the universal: the apparatus brought upon aesthetic experience

understands it only as a field in which taste serves as a marker of a particular habitus and

one's practices reflect the constant struggle to accumulate power. But one could easily

turn to a Kantian-esque account, if not Kant's philosophy itself, to try to demonstrate the

ways in which aesthetic experience appeals to us on the basis of individual pleasure and

(interested) beauty or aesthetic engrossment, aspects that fall out of Bourdieu's intense

focus on social domination and violence.

As with any Hegelian-style dialectics, it is tempting to think that one may

synthesize the two approaches. To a certain extent, the criticisms brought against the

Kantian account of aesthetic experience do allow for a return ofthe social in considering

individual experience. But, a reformulation of aesthetic experience that does not create

such hierarchies oftaste and allows for individual meaning-making out of social
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conceptuality and identity should not be read as a real subsumption ofDistinction into the

third Critique, for individual meaning-making is not really something that exists in

Distinction. Bourdieu's reading of aesthetic experience as only exertions of symbolic

power preclude acknowledging the importance of the personal, interpreting it always as

an after-effect of the social. And so, if one were to view Kant's account as the universal

and Distinction as the contingent and particular, the synthesis would be forced, taking

only the most superficial reading of Bourdieu-our experiences are shot through with the

social-and missing the larger point, his dogged committal to life being a series of

symbolically and materially violent struggles between segments of society for the stakes

ofthe field, again as summarized above by Wacquant. Similarly, it is unlikely that one

could synthesize the two's general approaches to history and culture. Bourdieu's account

thoroughly undermines any attempt to see a Kantian type of narrative of rising from

barbarism as anything but a tool to accumulate symbolic capital.

It is seems increasingly possible that one will not 'get things right,' so to speak,

and that one should reject the idea of a totally objective rhetoric, the transcendence of

either philosophical or social scientific discourse or some other overarching master logic

to aesthetic experience. This is an argument of non-identity, seeking to point out the

contingencies and particulars that complicate any totalizing argument, that preclude the

definitive statement. As Theodor Adorno wrote, one must reject any pretensions to or

beliefs that "the power of thought is sufficient to grasp the totality of the real" (2000: 24).

If aesthetic experience never conforms to either Distinction's or the third Critique's

concept of it, but instead slips between the two continually, then perhaps the most

responsible, the most productive and the least reductionist way to look at it is to never be
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sure, to always consider the other account. And with this commitment is the realization

that perhaps one does not even capture the important parts of what happens in any sort of

academic documentation of these experiences. Articulation may not be the most

significant part of an experience, nor may it be possible for certain parts. Any of these

accounts will be couched in the terms of the fields of sociology or philosophy, which

demands a certain articulation that may be inadequate or grossly distorting of the actual

experience. If we allow aesthetic experiences of the sensual to be on equal footing with

the more sublimated sort described by Kant, for example, one may be unable to give

more than a measly summary of what actually happened. Language in its constraints may

be a paltry shadow of lived experience.

One could conclude rather pessimistically by asking what is left of aesthetic

experience. Framing the question as such is unappealing, for it suggests that aesthetic

experience has been ravaged, made unimportant by the preceding inquiry. But this in turn

downplays the seriousness by which one must engage with Bourdieu and Kant, especially

considering the claims made by both about aesthetic experience's integrating with life

itself. Kant's understanding of judgments of taste as intuiting a pleasing purposiveness or

aesthetic idea in nature and works of art, its compulsory driving one to seek the free

assent of others, and its preparing one for the stance held by subjectivity in matters of

moral judgment and the categorical imperative- these thoughts all demand careful

attention, in order to grapple with the magnitude of their assertions. The same is easily

said for Bourdieu's conception of taste as the socially influenced propensity to
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appropriate certain objects that in turn influence the very social structures that led to such

tendencies, and his analysis of the ways in which taste disguises its social origins.

To begin, one can see how Kant's model gives needed emphasis to the subjective

response in life. However, by working out how Kant pared away the social from his

imagined subject in order to support a slightly vague and optimistic picture of human life

and history via his construction of judgments of taste, the mechanics of which may

glaringly omit a great deal of those very subjective responses that Kant gives such

importance to, one may rightfully call for a curative, if not alternative, method by which

to think of social relations' use of aesthetic experience and aesthetic experience's use of

social relation. Hence one can understand the frustrations that drove Bourdieu to write

Distinction and conceive of aesthetic experience as he did. Habitus, field and capital

applied to that sacred domain of taste sought to pierce the optimism of its 'pure'

practitioners and disabuse them of an uncomplicated and overwhelmingly affirmative

understanding of their aesthetic experience as distinctively separate from the rest of their

lives and demonstrative of a teleologically grounded moral progress. But while perhaps

Bourdieu formulates habitus as to allow for one to engage those aspects of aesthetic

experience abandoned by Kant, the overall thrust of his conceptual apparatus seeks to

emphasize an anthropology of symbolic violence, to use Wacquant's summary, that tends

to view aesthetic experience as mainly, if not only, struggles for sublimated power within

the field. Bourdieu's output in Distinction provides glimpses of hope but ultimately fails

those who hoped to salvage aesthetic experience as a form of personal meaning making

that utilizes but remains irreducible to social dimensions.
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One should not confuse subjecting Bourdieu and Kant to these critiques with a

wholesale rejection or dismissal of their thought. There is something enticing about

subscribing to either theory, or both in alternation. We may at certain moments believe

whole heartedly to have experienced a Kantian sort of beauty, and we may find ourselves

turning a critical eye towards that very experience later on, seeing the ways in which

larger social and historical forces have led us in thought to certain conclusions that mask

those very roots. The meaning of such an experience may be slightly marred, no longer

totally sure of itself, but it still means. One should also not deny the importance of critical

thinking, and the ways by which acts of critique provide an equally fulfilling experience.

At the same time, an experience of beauty can unsettle any practiced stance of critique.

Does uncertainty make both accounts useless? Not unless one believes the only

useful account is the 'true' one. Both do speak to certain prevalent aspects of aesthetic

experience that trouble and tempt us, if they do not strike upon such experience's

Platonist form. There is something to be said for working through the appeal and the

inadequacy of these accounts, and if one accepts that thought is no longer adequate to

reality, one does not have to demand the 'true' or the 'essence' of aesthetic experience.

Furthermore, the basic fact that we change our minds, critique ourselves, affirm and then

denounce and then affirm again, might make a theory of uncertainty 'truer' than a theory

of certainty. If one is given the urge or the vocation to continue drawing out this line of

thought about aesthetic experience, in all of its successes and limitations, all I can

recommend wholeheartedly is a steady sense of doubt and humility about the endeavor.
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