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Summary

This thesis offers an exploration into the making of an art collection for the Irish
Museum of Modern Art in Dublin. Its aim is to set out a distinct methodology for a
sociological approach to the study of art collecting. The theoretical framework selected
for this purpose is a sociology of intellectuals, addressed through a theory of intellectual
practices. It is based on Zymunt Bauman's and Pierre Bourdieu’s writings on
intellectuals and intellectual practices. Its main premise is that collecting is a form of
intellectual practice, which takes place in a cultural field, that is, the field of
contemporary art in Ireland. It seeks to answer whether intellectual practices legislate
and/or translate. In addition, the thesis investigates the possibility that intellectual

practices can contribute to cultural transformation.

The thesis contains four empirical chapters. Firstly, it situates contemporary art
collecting practices in relation to the emergence of modern art collecting in Ireland by
exploring the foundation of Dublin’s Municipal Gallery of Modern Art (1908]). It then
focuses on Dublin’s art world to position the role and function of the Irish Museum of
Modern Art and its collection with regard to commercial galleries, and public galleries
in the field of contemporary art. An investigation into the practices of collecting is
directed in two chapters focusing on collecting and display practices respectively. The
thesis concludes by saying that the intellectual practices of collecting can have a

leading role in facilitating cultural change.



CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

1 Ireland, the visual arts, and a sociology of art collections

This thesis offers an exploration into the intellectual practices involved in making an art
collection for the Irish Museum of Modern Art in Dublin. In so doing, it attempts to open a
new area of enquiry, the sociology of art collections, based on an existing line of theorising, a
sociology of intellectuals, focused on the study of practices. The main aim of this
introduction is to situate this sociological study of art collections within existing lines of
thinking within the sociology of the arts and of museums. Chapter 2 will explore the
sociology of intellectuals as | intend to pursue it in this thesis. However, it is relevant to
introduce now the type of contribution this investigation aims to make in the Irish context. It
must be pointed out that sociological approaches to the arts are virtually non-existent in
Ireland. From this point of view, this thesis enjoys a pioneering status. Nonetheless,
explorations into the Irish visual arts, and Irish intellectuals have their predecessors. The
collection at the Irish Museum of Modern Art is no exception. It has already been object of

academic study, (Kelly, 1999), although not from a sociological perspective.

The visual arts in Ireland have a paradoxical status. It is possible to say that they are the
poor relations in a generation of Irish literary geniuses such as James Joyce, Oscar Wilde,
and more recently, Nobel Prize winner poet Seamus Heaney. As Brian Fallon puts it, even
for “culturally wellinformed people, Irish art got no further than the Book of Kells more than
a millennium ago. It is something which never happened, a historico-cultural non-event”
(Fallon, 1994: 11). Fallon’s claim is that only a minority knows about Irish painting and
sculpture, while their literary counterparts enjoy possibly worldwide renown. Despite this,
the visual arts have been subject of a number of studies (McConkey, 1990; Crookshank,
1994, Kennedy, 1991; Cullen, 1997; Walker, 1997), alongside the publication of artists’
biographies such as Paul Henry (Kennedy, 2000) and Louis Le Brocquy (Walker, 1981). In
addition, this thesis investigates, mainly, the contemporary Dublin art world, which is
characterised by an abundance of cultural institutions. The Irish Museum of Modern Art,
opened in 1991, is the last newcomer in a capital well provided with a variety of public art
museums and galleries. The National Gallery of Ireland (1854), the Hugh Lane Municipal
Gallery of Modern Art (1908), the Royal Hibernian Academy (1823), the Douglas Hyde



Gallery (1978] are all public institutions concerned with the display and/or collection of

various types of art.

Investigations of Irish intellectuals seem to be shaped by similar ways of thinking as those
we find in the visual arts. As Liam O'Dowd points out: “One of the most cherished tenets in
the conventional wisdom of Irish intellectuals is that Irish society is fundamentally anti-
intellectual in nature” (1985: B6). His edited volume On Intellectuals and Intellectual Life in
Ireland (1996] is a clear attempt to redress this view of Irish society. Nonetheless, there is
still an emphasis on explorations into the lives and roles of nationalist, clerical and literary
intellectuals (O'Dowd, 1988: 8; see also Goldring, 1993). Overall, this thesis wants to
acknowledge that Irish society offers a rich source of research possibilities into the study of
the visual arts, cultural institutions, and that, after all, it is not as ‘antiintellectual’ as some

may have been led to think.

2 The sociology of art

Investigations into the relationship between the arts and society are not a new concern of
sociologists. The founding fathers of sociology, Karl Marx, George Simmel, Max \Weber
provide various attempts at understanding the role of arts in society. For example, Marx's
writings offer a social, historical, and political basis for theorising the internal economy of
the sphere of artistic practices and their ideological articulations. In fact, some authors
have found inspiration in Marx's ideas to theorise a particular approach to aesthetics
(Sanchez, 1973). Bourdieu's theory of symbolic power and violence (see chapter 2], which
is crucial to his understanding of cultural production and consumption stems from the
writings of Marx, Durkheim, and Weber (Brubaker, 1985). Similarly, Di Maggio (1987), a
proponent of the ‘production of culture’ approach, which | examine in this chapter, draws on
Durkheim’s and Weber’s views of societal cultures as totalities to establish a system of art
classification in which cultural systems are seen as totalities. The sociologists’ interest in
the arts still continues at present and has provided various line of enquiry, which | want to

explore here.

The following account is strategic in helping to situate the distinct line of theory which this
thesis seeks to pursue: a study of art collecting based on a sociology of intellectual
practices. Chapter 2 presents a framework for the stance of this thesis in the sociology of
intellectuals. My concern in this chapter is to shed some light on the traditions on which this

thesis draws in its approach to the study of art collections. A main ethos in this literature is

2



to explore the various factors involved in the production of aesthetic value. As | will show,
sociologists have focused on this topic from many different perspectives and with various
theoretical and empirical purposes. One can distinguish at least two ways of thinking
sociologically about the arts: a sociological aesthetics, or the sociological study of
aesthetics, and an aesthetic sociology, which has been developing for the last ten years. In
broad terms, the latter can be summarised in the claim that aestheticisation is becoming
the most important organising principle of contemporary societies (de la Fuente, 2000:
235)." My review, however, will only refer to contributions to a sociological aesthetics, which
is characterised by an interest in the “socially constructed nature” of art (Zolberg, 19390: 9],
as the area in which this thesis intends to make a contribution. A useful starting point here
is the production of culture approach, which emerged in the U.S. around the 1970s and set

up a distinct methodology for the study of culture and the arts.

2.1 The Production of Culture approach

In the 1970s we find various attempts to define the boundaries of a sociology of art in the
compilation of texts by M.C. Albrecht and J.H. Barnett with the same name Sociology of Art
and Literature: A Reader (1970). Of particular interest is Barnett's essay The Sociology of
Art’ where he provides a background for the discipline and offers some guidelines for future
research.’ He suggests conceiving art as a process; rather than focusing on works of art
alone, sociologists need to extend their interest to examining the interaction between
artworks, artists and public (1970: 629). The initial recruitment of the artist, his training,
his career, his creations or performances and the public response to them are some of the
processes sociologists need to look at. In addition, they must assign an important place to
studying the content of artworks. To do so, sociologists rely on the expertise of those who
have technical knowledge about the arts; namely, art historians or philosophers. As he puts

it:

Without assistance from those who have technical knowledge of the arts, the sociologist will
usually be unable to discriminate between matters of style, imagery, subject matter and the
like that reflect important social and cultural influences and those that express merely the

dominant aesthetic conventions of an art at a specific time. (Barnett, 1970: 631)

' See for example Featherstone (1992).
* The need to set up a distinct methodology for a sociology of art goes back to 19589, the year when Barnett's
essay was originally published in Merton, RK. et a/(ed.) Sociology Today. New York: Basic Books.

3



Barnett raises an interesting point, which becomes a bone of contention for later
generations of sociologists. To what extent should sociologists studying the arts should
draw in their approaches on knowledge from other disciplines - e.g. art history? Or, instead,
should they develop their own sociological understandings of the content of artworks?
These questions also inform the ‘production of culture approach,” which emerged around
the 1970s, and can be seen as an attempt by American sociologists to theorise the role of

culture and the arts in society.

In a volume titled 7he Production of Culture Peterson outlines the main premises of this
type of approach. It aims to build a general sociology upon empirical studies of culture,
which seeks to demonstrate “the conceptual and substantive communalities shared by the
diverse substantive specialities” (1976: 7). With this aim in mind, the emphasis is to explore
how culture is produced (ibid: 8) - as opposed to what is culture - by focusing on the
processes by which elements of culture are fabricated. The production perspective draws
its inspiration from the sociology of science, which focuses on the contexts in which science
is made (ibid: 11). The premise is that in looking at the social context of production - e.g.
who produces art, how it is selected, what factors influence the context of cultural products
and audiences to which they are directed - we can learn something about society. More
specifically, a sociological approach to the art is presented as a study of organisations in
which the arts are produced. As Di Maggio and Hirsch (ibid: 85] put it in their contribution
to the book: “Many of the major issues in the sociology of art can be rephrased profitably in
organizational terms.” Nonetheless, an organisational approach to the arts is a tool to
explore wider sociological issues; for example, how the distribution of consumption of
culture reinforces the stratification system in any society. It can also help shed light on the
debate about whether art shapes or reflects society (ibid: 85). Although the production of
art collections has not been a focus of this line of enquiry, an introduction to some of the
accounts in this line of theorising can help us to illustrate the ways in which they address

the production of other art forms.

In answering the question ‘how is culture produced’ several authors look at the role of
organisations responsible for the production of value in art such as art galleries. Bystryn
(1978] explains the success of artistic styles - e.g. abstract expressionism - through the
activities of art galleries, the gatekeepers of the market. Similarly, in 7he Transformation of
the Avant-Garde (1987) Crane suggests that art styles - e.g. expressionism - are a social

phenomenon, which can be analysed as the “social organisation of a style” (ibid: 20). This
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entails focusing on how organisations or support structures - e.g. galleries, museums -
and individual sponsors - e.g. collectors - are responsible for evaluating and disseminating
styles so-called avant-garde. The relevance of an organisational sociology lies in explaining
changes in artistic styles in relation to the organisations that promote them which, Crane
argues, are responsible for the kinds of styles that come to be perceived as characteristic
of a particular period (ibid: 16). For example, galleries may facilitate or resist aesthetic
innovation. The investigation of artistic genres is also a concern of Di Maggio (1987] who
strives for a sociological way of thinking about ‘genre’. He argues against the efforts of
humanists: “to define genre in terms of form or content similarities represents an attempt
to impose normative order on systems of classification that are socially constructed” (ibid:
441). Instead, he suggests that genre distinctions are generated by social structures (ritual
classifications) but mediated by characteristics of the production systems within which art
is produced and distributed (ibid: 443). An important contribution to this line of theorising is
Becker's Art Worlds (1982).

Becker presents his book as a reaction against a dominant tradition in the sociology of art,
which sees art as “something more special, in which creativity comes to the surface and
the essential character of the society expresses itself, especially in great works of genius”
(Becker, 1982: xi). His way of resolving this way of thinking about art is to situate art
production in the context of Art Worlds, which he describes as a network of people, or
patterns of collective activity, which help constitute art works (ibid: 1). His angle on the
sociology of art is, as in the previous examples, built upon a sociology of organisations, which
explores how people organise themselves and the resources they use to assign value to
particular works and create reputations for their producers. As he puts it: the principle of
analysis is “social organizational, not aesthetic” (ibid: xi). The book takes the reader through
the various steps in the production of artworks such as the type of resources mobilised, the
distribution of artworks, and the role of the state, for example. Two issues are worth
mentioning here: Becker’s definition of a hierarchy of cultural producers in art worlds, and

his argument that aesthetic value is linked to consensus among participants in art worlds.

In his chapter ‘Aesthetics, Aestheticians, and Critics’, Becker refers to the role of cultural
producers in creating ‘aesthetic value’, which emerges out of a hierarchy of practices. At
the top of this hierarchy stand the aestheticians. Through the study of “the premises and
arguments people use to justify classifying things and activities” as ‘art’ or ‘non-art’, they are

able to construct aesthetic systems. These are explanations that justify the classifications
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they make and the instances of their application (ibid: 131). Subsequently, critics apply
these aesthetic systems to specific artworks and thus arrive at judgements concerning
their worth. It is those judgements which create reputations for both works and artists.
Audiences and distributors take into account these value judgements in order to support a
particular art form. Added to this typology of practitioners is a typology of practices, which
highlights how aesthetic value is sustained: consensus of the participants in an art world is
what makes aesthetic value possible (ibid: 134). The importance of consensus is that it
provides a basis for collective activity. The organisation of these practices in a hierarchy
becomes clear when he mentions that in art worlds styles and schools compete for
attention; competition arises from the fact that art worlds only possess a finite capacity of
producing legitimation e.g. rewards. However, the key ingredient here is the work of

aestheticians, who:

[p]rovide that element of the battle for recognition of particular styles and schools which
consists of making the arguments which convince other participants in an art world that the
work deserves, logically, to be included within whatever categories concern that world.
(Becker, 1982: 135)

Once the main element in a battle for recognition is in place, aestheticians and critics alike
revise and adapt the value-creating theory first proposed to the works artists produce. But
artists do not only draw on the guidelines of aestheticians, they also respond to other
traditions of the art worlds; the influence of African art on Western painting is one such
example (ibid: 138). In defining art, he says, we can minimise the inconsistencies and bring
‘theory’ (aesthetics) and ‘practice’ (art works) together, or rather, insist on the anomalies
between them. What is interesting is how he links the aesthetic value of a work to the
degree of consensus it achieves, seen in the number of attributes given to it by participants
in art worlds. For a work to have aesthetic value means that it is “justified by a coherent and
defensible aesthetic” or “displayed in the appropriate places” i.e. a museum (ibid: 138). In
the end, the amount of aesthetic value enjoyed by a particular work goes back to the

amount of consensus it embodies. As he puts it:

Since the degree of consensus about who can decide what art is varies greatly from one
situation to another, a realistic view reflects that by allowing art-ness, whether or not an
object is art, to be a continuous variable rather than an all-or-nothing dichotomy. (Becker,
1982: 153)



Given the importance of the role of cultural producers in the making of aesthetic value it is
no surprise that Becker’s idea of change in art worlds is not related to the emergence of
innovating formal conventions. While art worlds develop around innovations - technical,
conceptual, organisational - they are not responsible for changes in art worlds (ibid: 310).
Rather, the emergence of an art world requires “the process of mobilizing people to join in a
cooperative activity on a regular basis” (ibid: 311). This line of thinking follows his initial
emphasis on “the sociology of occupations applied to artistic work” (ibid: xi). We can only talk
about change in art worlds when the innovators achieve the cooperation of those
occupations needed for the activities the innovation requires. There are various reasons
why new art worlds emerge: taking over existing institutions, replacing the people who
formerly made use of them, sharing the use of those facilities, or the creation of an entirely
new network (ibid: 309).

Becker's approach is helpful in providing a way of thinking about the activities of cultural
producers. In fact, it is addressing a crucial concern in the ‘production of culture approach’,
which is that all forms of culture are subject to social determinants - in this case the
activities of participants in art worlds. Nonetheless, his account suffers from an under
theorisation at the level of practices of those professionals operating in art worlds. A strong
assumption in Becker’'s account is that through the interactions between participants in art
worlds - from artists to supporting personnel - social meanings arise (Zolberg, 1990: 155).
This is particularly the case of new art worlds, which are not made possible without the
existence of a new network of interactions between participants. This can lead to problems
such as the lack of clarification between the role of audiences for whom works are intended
and that of artists (ibid: 156). What is lacking here is specificity in theorising what
distinguishes the practices of producers in art world from that of audiences or artists, for
example. In addition, we need to understand what causes prompt some participants to
operate within a particular art world and not in others. Finally, we need to account for how
communication between art worlds occurs. As Zolberg notes, for Becker, art worlds are
“relatively self-contained units, in some ways extremely segregated from, or at most,
tenuously connected to others” (ibid: 125). This is particularly important if we think about
the increasing internationalisation of the art world around particular centres i.e. London,
Paris and New York, which in turn influence more local art worlds, Dublin is a case in point
(see chapter 4). But a more important critique is the claim that he leaves the macro-
sociological level of society inadequately theorised (ibid: 125). While Becker asserts that the
art world model can by applied to any kind of social world (Becker, 1982: 369), what seems
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to be needed instead is a link between art worlds’ activities and wider sociological concerns.
For example, whether they can contribute to create cultural change. This thesis goes some
way towards resolving this issue by using an approach to the study of art collections as a
springboard to evaluate whether intellectual practices can contribute to cultural change. In
what follows | explore various accounts of sociological aesthetics. In moving away from the
study of organisations, they introduce alternative ways of thinking about sociology and the
arts.

2.2 Sociological aesthetics

My aim here is to use this review as a starting point to situate various ways of thinking
about what will be three key themes in this thesis: cultural producers, the making of
aesthetic value, and aesthetic experience. |t must be pointed out that my primary emphasis
is on generic theoretical approaches to the arts, and specific empirical studies of the visual
arts’ The study of the relation between the arts and the social is not exclusive to
sociologists. Some pioneering studies in the discipline of art history are: Hauser (1951) 7he
Social History of Art, Haskell (1976) Rediscoveries in Art: Some Aspects of Taste, Fashion
and Collecting in England and France. \What distinguishes the sociology of art, however, is its
attempt to justify a distinct sociological approach to the study of the arts. We have seen
how the key issue in the ‘production of culture’ approach was to establish how culture is
produced. The writings of Janet Wolff provide a useful counterpoint to this line of enquiry by
focusing on the question ‘what is art?’ (1975a, 1975b, 1981).

Underlying Wolff's work is an attempt to resolve the tension between aesthetics, the
philosophical study of art, and sociology. In an essay titled The Sociology of Art versus
Aesthetics’ (1975b), she discusses this relationship in order to make a case for a sociology
of art. The key of the matter is the paradoxical position of definitions of art between the
disciplines of sociology and philosophy. On the one hand, art is a social product in that its
production and consumption is socially, culturally and historically context-bound. Hence the
aesthetic cannot be analysed apart from references to socio-cultural factors (1975b: 11).
On the other hand, the aesthetic is still experienced “as something unique and independent
of everyday life and activity” (ibid: 11). She concludes by saying that while we can look at
something in the aesthetic mode, deriving aesthetic pleasure from something, its practice
is not separable from its content or context. As she says: “The faculty may be pure, but that

does not mean its exercise in any particular instance is pure” (ibid: 16).

* Although | will not be dealing with it in this thesis, another line of theorising that must be acknowledged is the
Frankfurt School. Of particular relevance are the critiques on mass and popular culture by writers such as
Walter Benjamin.
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In Hermeneutic Philosophy and the Sociology of Art (1975a) Wolff offers an expanded
version of her previous argument. Conceived as a theoretical foundation of the sociology of
art and literature, she claims that the only way to eliminate any deficiencies in any
sociological study of art is by giving “a proper attention to the art itself” (ibid: 1). Wolff is
here contributing to a key debate in the sociology of art, that is, what aspects are important

to consider in sociological analysis of art. This is how she presents her stance:

The sociology of art, that is, necessarily includes aesthetics. The constant dilemma of
sociologists of art, in the face of the multiplicity of possible levels of analysis and types of
data, will only be resolved by the development of a more general theory of art and society,
which itself can serve as a guide to the researcher confronted by the twin problems of
which aspects of social structure and social life he is to take as significant, and which
aspects of the works of art in question - their documentary content, their style, their

technical qualities, their art-historical features, or their formal attributes. (Wolff, 1975a: 1)

The answer for Wolff, as this quote indicates, does not lie in what particular aspects of art
need to become the focus of a sociological enquiry. Rather, she argues that we can
comprehend better the nature of art and society through “a better understanding of the
social nature and genesis of a// knowledge” (ibid: 2). Nonetheless, her claim for a sociology
of art at the level of meaning is clearly orientated towards studying the content of works of
art, that is, the more general question of ‘what is a work of art?’ One issue here, which
echoes an idea | introduced earlier, is that sociology has to take as given those objects
defined by others - e.g. philosophers, art historians - as art, while acknowledging that
definitions of what counts as art are not unanimous (ibid: 4). However, a constant theme in
this book is that a sociology of art follows the same line of enquiry as a phenomenological
sociology which seeks to understand individuals in their social context. It must address the
social origin of works of art and explore how their content can be said to relate to social life.
As Wolff says:

[M]y intention is to describe the origin and creation of cultural products in social life, from
the methodological perspective of the social individual, and of the phenomenology of the
social world. (Wolff, 1975a: 7)

Her emphasis on the social origins of works of art also informs her following book 7he

Social Production of Art (1981). More specifically, she attempts to provide a sociological
g



understanding of conceptions of ‘artistic creativity’. Her aim then is to find a middle ground
between approaches that see aesthetic value as endowed with some transcendent quality,
and those, which reduce it to political and social factors. In fact, in this book, her proposal
for a sociology of art follows ideas already present in the ‘production of culture’ school. As
she says, the role of a sociology of art is to make explicit the social production of art as the
“study of those practices and institutions, which facilitate artistic production” (ibid: 139).
However, on this occasion Wolff does not attempt to explore the content of works of art, as
she makes clear: “Let me say at the beginning that this book will not attempt to deal with
the question of aesthetic value” (ibid: 7). Two main arguments justify this sociological line of
enquiry. The first is the issue of artists as ‘genius’, which ignores the nature of human
subjects and work. Drawing on Marx’s writings, she points out the universal characteristics
of all types of work, and how human subjects are constituted in social and ideological
processes. Secondly, individual artists are not the only producers of art works; rather, art is
the outcome of a ‘collective product: the result of “socially enabled and socially constructed
events” (ibid: 40). These events include the use of technology, the intervention of social
institutions, recruitment and training of artists, patronage systems, mediators (publishers,
gallery owners, museum curators), and economic factors. As a result, works of art bear the
traces of all those who participated in their production, that is, “the imprint of the ideas,
values and conditions of existence of those groups” (ibid: 49). Wolff's account in its
emphasis on the production of art echoes Becker's study of artistic production in art
worlds. However, Wolff differs from Becker in her attempt to situate the social production
of art within a wider sociological topic of enquiry - the relationship between action and
structure. This theoretical orientation is not present in Becker's Art Worlds (1982). More
specifically, Wolff envisions artists as cultural producers, whose actions can be studied
sociologically with the help of a theoretical model which acknowledges a mutual
interdependence between structure and agency - as opposed to defining artists and their
practices as “an effect of structure”. As she puts it: “insofar as sociology in general must
accommodate the actor-subject, properly theorised, the sociology of art is also a theory of

the artistic practice of particular subjects” (Wolff, 1981: 139).

So far | have presented various ways of thinking about the arts in society. In general,
sociologists use various methods - organisational sociology, phenomenology - to justify
their interest in studying the social aspects informing the creation of works of art.
Interesting additions to this line of enquiry are Bourdieu's arguments on the social origins of

taste, which shed new light on the contribution of a sociology of art.
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Given that | will be dealing with Bourdieu's work on cultural producers in chapter 2, my
purpose here is to mention briefly his main arguments in the sociology of cultural
consumption. In his seminal work Oistinction (1984) Bourdieu focuses on the production of
taste through the consumption or experience of artworks. A key point in his theory of
artistic perception is that taste in art is not an innate quality; rather, it functions as a
marker of class distinctions (ibid: 4) because individuals from different backgrounds - e.g.
educational, social and economic - have distinct tastes in art. Hence art and cultural
consumption are predisposed to fulfil a social function of legitimating social differences (ibid:
7). He uses the concept habitus to indicate that dispositions or ways of apprehending art
works are individual, but also related to the social factors, which determine one's social
position. The disposition we have towards the world is also reflected in how individuals
experience art. For example, the legitimate taste, or pure aesthetic, articulates an aesthetic
disposition, which is rooted in “an ethos of elective distance from the necessities of the
natural and social world” (ibid: 5; 56). This pure gaze implies a break with the ordinary
attitude towards the world. Conversely, popular taste applies schemes, which pertain in the
ordinary circumstances of life to legitimate works of art. In so doing, it performs a
“systematic reduction of the things of art to the things of life” (ibid: 5). The method used for
this research on consumption was the survey by questionnaire, which sought to explore
how cultural competence varies according to background and the artistic area in which it is
applied. Some of its conclusions are that popular taste is represented by the choice of
works of classical music devalued by popularisation, such as the Blue Danube. Similarly,
middle-brow taste, that is, the appreciation of major works by minor arts such as Jacques

Brel is more common in middle classes than in working classes.

Bourdieu’'s arguments on the production of taste are part of a sociological reaction to
aesthetic thinking. Bourdieu rejects Kant's views on the ‘disinterestedness’ of aesthetic
judgement as the sole guarantor of the aesthetic quality of contemplation (1984: 5]. For
him, the concept ‘disinterestedness’ embodies class specific social practices because it
legitimates the taste of the upper class. If popular tastes are embodied and favour ‘easy’
listening, ‘legitimate tastes’ involve ‘disinterest’ and ‘distance’ from the object of
contemplation. Although this thesis is not a contribution to the sociology of cultural
consumption, but a study of the production of art collections, it is possible to say that it does
not ignore completely the interest of sociologists in how art is apprehended by audiences. In

fact, one of the premises informing this sociology of art collections is that display practices
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induce particular ways of looking and thinking about art in visitors. Whereas Bourdieu offers
a study of the relationship between individuals’ social background and the ways in which
they perceive art, my emphasis is on how what | call the intellectual practices of art

exhibiting can shape the way museum visitors perceive art (see chapter 6).

However, Bourdieu's studies of cultural consumption have not always been well received.
Amongst other things he has been accused of a reductionist stance on aesthetics. As
Osborne notes, “it can be claimed that art is more than just the legitimation of a particular
kind of cultural exclusion” (1997: 136). Nonetheless a criticism of Bourdieu's sociological
thinking can be used to launch a generalised complaint about a sociological approach to the

arts:

It is an odd thing that a certain amount of contemporary social theory likes to parade its
aesthetic credentials while being all but indifferent to consideration (unless it is in the
interests of a sociological reduction) of so-called art per se as an object of analysis. One
open oneself up to charges of the most hopeless vulgarity and delusions of grandeur by
venturing to consider art as a non-ideological but still sociological problem. (Osborne, 1997:
143)

So far this review has identified various lines of research within the sociology of art in order
to situate the specific type of enquiry this thesis seeks to address. My main aim in
presenting these views has been to highlight sociological ways of thinking about the arts, but
also illustrate the commonalities and differences this thesis shares with previous
approaches. In the quote above, Osborne raises an interesting issue: how can sociology be
indifferent to art as an object of analysis? Overall, the authors | have presented here have
been more concerned with an externalist approach to the arts, that is, the study of the
practices which contribute to assign value to artworks. From this point of view, it is possible
to say that this thesis also offers an externalist perspective to the study of art collections -
as opposed to an investigation into the content of the artworks included in the collection at
the IMMA. We have also seen how some authors place more emphasis on engaging their
study of the arts with wider sociological concerns - as was the case of Wolff's interest in
illustrating the relationship between action and structure. This is an important point, which
this thesis seeks to address. That is, it intends to show that studying the arts sociologically

is a useful springboard to engage in wider sociological debates, such as the possibility of
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cultural transformation. Let me refer next to more contemporary approaches to the

sociology of art, which can help us shed new light on these issues.

2.3 Contemporary approaches to the sociology of art

It is possible to say that the lines of enquiry | have outlined so far have been a source of
inspiration to contemporary sociologists. A number of studies take on existing analytical
orientations or empirical findings to expand specific aspects of the artistic world. Peterson
(1997] draws on existing models of the distribution of uncertainty in Parisian art galleries to
investigate how galleries established between 1985 and 1990 manage the risks of running
this kind of business. Apart from low uncertainty (galleries selling well known artists) and
high uncertainty (galleries selling works by young artists), she suggests that galleries can
also present middle-range uncertainty. This occurs when dealers are trying to sell works by
mid-career or when they try to counterbalance high and low uncertainty. Other studies
focus on the emergence of new art forms. Taking as its starting point Bourdieu's argument
on the market of cultural goods as a field of cultural production, Ardery (1997) focuses on
the emergence of a new field within the U.S. visual arts world: twentieth century folk and
outsider art. Rawlings (2001), also informed by Bourdieu's ideas on fields of cultural
production, refers to the role of symbolic producers in the creation of African art as a fine
art genre. For example, they facilitate this transition by “creating audiences who can
apprehend [African] objects as fine art” (2001: 26). Nonetheless, a clear attempt to set out
a sociological study of an emergent art form, outsider art, is Zolberg and Cherbo's (19397)
Outsider Art: Contesting Boundaries in Contemporary Culture. In what follows | would like to
contrast their approach with another model of a sociology of art, Witkin's (1995) Art &
Social Structure. My argument here is that they not only offer different ways of interpreting
the arts, but also of using the arts as a springboard to engage in wider sociological

concerns.

In their introduction Zolberg and Cherbo (1997] outline the main tenets of a sociology of
outsider art. The name ‘outsider art’ comes from the notion that this is a type of art
produced by individuals outside the mainstream or art market. Their argument is that
outsider art has been constructed as an art genre through the practices of members
operating within the U.S. art market. For example, in the 1960s and 1980s dealers and
collectors began to search for promising new forms beyond established artistic institutions.
In addition, the establishment and success of the annual Outsider Art Fair in the 1990s has

raised the prices for outsider art considerably. As they say: “A 1992 piece by Wolfli was
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marked at $40,000. Drawings by the Mexican painter, Martin Ramirez, who spent the last
years of his life in a California asylum, were listed at $35,000.” One important issue is that
they envision the success and assimilation of outsider art into the mainstream market as a
reflection of a postmodern context in which existing patterns of value in art are being

overturned. As they explain:

Commentators on the modern and post-modern condition note broad socio-cultural
patterns and sensibilities wherein universal, fixed categories and hierarchical renderings
inherited from the Enlightenment are being continually breached and reordered. The
postmodern turn is characterized by a loss of certainty, a unifying center, agreed-upon
standards of cultural excellence, morality, and types of knowledge ... Not surprisingly the arts
reflect this condition. (Zolberg and Cherbo, 1997: 5).

The loss of standards of cultural excellence does not mean to say that artistic recognition is
no longer possible. What has changed is how the arts are given value. If before, recognition
was created within a single institution such as the Academy, in their postmodern context
the arts are validated by a plurality of gatekeepers. The role of sociologists is to shed new
light on this new context in which the arts are legitimated: “Reality has intruded on some of
our governing concepts: they are ready to be revisited” (Zolberg and Cherbo, 1997: 5). A
related assumption in this account is that by exploring the processes or contexts in which
cultural products come into being we can learn about artistic change. As they say,
sociologists of the arts do not conceive of change as occurring “through internalist
processes alone” (ibid: B). In other words, artistic change is not perceived exclusively as a
change in the content of artworks - e.g. art style - but in the context in which art is
produced and disseminated. This way of thinking about change echoes Becker's ideas of
artistic change, which was only possible when changes in style were accompanied by the

necessary tasks or activities which artistic innovations required.

Witkin (1995] provides a counterpoint to the contemporary approaches on the sociology of
art presented here. Of particular interest is his way of interpreting works of art. What
clearly differentiates Witkin's account is his approach to the sociology of artworks - as
opposed to the social production of artworks. His main concern is to provide sociological
ways for thinking about the content of artworks. Most importantly, he relates this content
and meaning to wider sociological concerns such as social structure and social

relationships. A key idea here is how social relations are inscribed in the content of
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artworks. In fact, he refers to a homology between the way a work of art orders its relations

and the manner in which a society orders its relations. As he explains:

A work of art is not simply a picture simulating material life; it is, above all, a semiotic
system, a means of symbolling significant values. An important part of its function is to
incorporate the code, the principles governing the ordering of experience, which are at the
heart of the social system in which it is grounded. That code is what is reproduced in the
‘style’ of a work of art and it is the style of the work that constrains, even ‘polices’, the

depiction of relations of all kinds within the picture. (Witkin, 18395: 30]

The argument here is that the style or form of works of art articulate social relations. They
do so by incorporating a code, which governs the ordering of experience in the society in
which the work is produced. In addition, transformations in social structure and relations
are reflected in artworks. An interesting point is how Witkin then conceptualises the ways
individuals experience, view artworks. He identifies styles in art with their semiotic function,
which addresses viewing subjects through invocation, evocation and provocation (ibid: 57).
This argument places artists in an active role because through their works they convey to
audiences an understanding of the social relations of their time. In addition, it also gives a
central role to the experience of viewing art. That is, how subjects view or relate to artworks
reflects the principles governing the organisation of social life in the society in which the
work is produced. In so doing, he conceptualises the viewing of artworks as a particular

social relationship, or interaction between viewers and the social relations inscribed in art.

Witkin's stance sheds new light on the ideas mentioned earlier, where art styles were
conceptualised as the outcome of specific social contexts of production, such as a field of
folk and outsider art (Ardery, 1997). In addition, art is not seen only as a reflection of a
particular socio-historical context, as in the case of postmodernism (Zolberg and Cherbo,
1997). Rather, art styles are instrumental in provide changing contexts for the articulation
of the experience of viewing subjects. In so doing, art is not merely a reflection of their own
socio-cultural context, but a means for articulating how viewing subjects relate to the world

around them.

Witkin's arguments open up a new way of thinking about the meaning of artworks. It is
fitting at this point to recall the main arguments presented so far, and how they contribute

to the sociology of art collections presented in this thesis. On the one hand, we find an
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emphasis on an externalist approach to the study of value in art. In this case, the arts are
treated as part of the social fabric of the art worlds or contexts of production in which they
are embedded. On the other hand, we find approaches such as Witkin's which emphases on
the sociology of the artwork. In other words, their enquiries are shaped by an interest in the
arts but with different methodological questions. The former seeks to explore ‘how art is
produced’ and the latter, ‘what is the meaning and content of artworks’. Overall, the
sociology of art as | present it here shows a stronger interest in an externalist perspective,
as Eyerman and Ring point out (1998: 281), “the sociology of art has felt more comfortable

1

analysing such [cultural] artifacts from the ‘outside.” This thesis is an example of an
external approach to the arts given that it focuses on the practices of those individuals
involved in art collecting. However, | do not see this as problematic as long as sociologists
ensure that their study of the arts is contributing to existing debates in the discipline. For
example, how is the production of artworks related to wider social processes and
structures? Sociologists have situated the validation of arts within specific socio-cultural
contexts - e.g. postmodernity. They have also shown how art consumption leads to the
reproduction of class differences. In addition, they have paid tribute to the role cultural
producers play in the assignation of value to art. All these insights are valuable and
necessary to expand our knowledge of the arts in society. However, there is still a need to
use these arguments to answer another set of questions: how can we theorise the
practices of cultural producers sociologically? Can these practices contribute to any form of
cultural change? This investigation into art collecting can be seen as an attempt to bridge
what | think is a gap between social theory and empirical research in the arts. As we will see
in chapter 2, my aim is to base an exploration into art collecting on a sociology of
intellectuals, focusing on intellectual practices. The focus of my enquiry is the making of a
collection for the Irish Museum of Modern Art. In the rest of this chapter, | review the

contribution of sociologists to the study of museums.

3 Sociology and museums

The study of museums has not been the sole interest of sociologists, but of a number of
disciplines or theoretical approaches such as museum studies, art historians, material
culture, and cultural studies. Within this diversity, it is possible to discern some general lines
of investigation. Firstly, the role of museums is studied as part of the broader socio-
historical context in which they are found. Lorente (1998]) reveals the instrumental role of
museums of contemporary in the development of an urban modernity or the modern

metropolis as a new kind of art capital. Bennett (1995]) offers an account of the emergence
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of the modern public museum in nineteenth-century Western culture, which he links to the
development of other cultural institutions - e.g. international exhibitions and modern fairs.
Similarly, Hooper-Greenhill (1983) examines the place and function of the museum in the
disciplinary society as referred to by Foucault. An interesting addition to this line of enquiry
is Negrin's (1993). He argues that despite the claims by the supporters of art movements
such as Futurism who saw modernism “as an adversary culture, pitted against the
established museum culture” (ibid: 97), we need to acknowledge the dependence of modern
art on the museum. As he says: “it needs to be acknowledged that modern art is dependent
on the very institution which it criticizes and that therefore, its ‘museification’ is not a sign of

‘bad faith’ on its part but is an inevitable outcome of its reliance on the museum” (ibid: 98).

A second line of enquiry examines the museum'’s role in representing material culture. That
is, museums are seen as the principal medium through which the past is publicly presented
(Pearce, 1989). Museum objects are seen as “evidence of people’s history and cultural
experience” (Kavanagh, 1989: 125). Out of this approach have emerged distinct areas of
study: studies of collections, and of the interaction between curators and the public, are
some examples (Pearce, 1989: 2). One repeated argument is the role of museums in

representing the nature of the modern world. As Pearce points out:

The unique museum mode, the ability to display, to demonstrate, to show the nature of the
world and of man within it by arranging the collected material in particular patterns which
reflect, confirm and project the contemporary world view. With this go the modes of
curatorial care, study and interpretation which, in themselves, make up elements in the

constituting modern discourses. (Pearce, 1992: 4)

This quote brings to the fore another area in museum research, which is the capacity of
museums to fix or construct identities through the exhibition of artworks (Duncan and
Wallach, 1980; Sherman, 1987; Duncan, 1995; Staniszewski, 1998). In this sense,
Sherman and Rogoff (1994: 1] refer to museums as “exhibited culture, what museums and
others put on display,” as well as “exhibition culture, the ideas, values and symbols that
pervade and shape the practice of exhibiting.” An underlying concern in these accounts is
the interrogation of museum practices, or “modes of cultural construction” (ibid: 1).
Barker's Contemporary Cultures of Display is quite telling of how displays in museums are
increasingly perceived not only as constructing certain understandings of culture, but as

cultures. As she puts it:

17



This is the fundamental point of this book: that museums and galleries are not neutral
containers offering a transparent, unmediated experience of art. Rather, we need to
consider them in terms of ‘cultures of display’, that is, with reference to the different ideas
and values that can shape their formation and functioning. The central aim of this

introduction, therefore, is to explore the problematic nature of display. (Barker, 1999: 8)

Although the accounts | have mentioned do not illustrate a sociological approach to
museums, it must be acknowledged that they provide important material for sociologists.
They constitute key sources that enable them to develop distinct ways of thinking about the
relationship between museums and society. Despite the fact that the sociological study of
museums is still under-developed (Macdonald, 1996: 3), it is possible to identify three

modes of investigation.

One interest of sociologists has been to situate museums within existing models of thinking
about the social world. Globalisation is a case in point. Macdonald refers to museums as
global symbols with a paradoxical place in global culture. As she says: “Bound up with much
that is heralded to be nearing its end stability and permanence, authenticity, grand
narratives, the nation-state, and even history itself their numbers are growing at an
unprecedented rate” (1996: 1). Apart from growing in numbers museums are diversifying
their form and content. For example, they are tackling controversial subjects, some
exhibitions consist only of interactive exhibits, and museum collections are increasingly
being catalogued on the Internet (ibid: 1-2). Another proponent of the globalisation of
museums is Prosler (1996). He disagrees with a view of museums as merely following
world developments following globalisation; rather, he says, the history of museums shows
their role “as an institution through the ‘world’ can be understood and ordered” (1996: 26).
Proponents of postmodernity see the museum through a different perspective.
Featherstone (1992) discusses the transformation of museums from sites for the display
and preservation of art works to being part of a commodity culture. Following Roberts
(1988] he says that museums are no longer restricted spaces for connoisseurs, but “sites
for spectacles, sensation, illusion and montage; places where one has an experience, rather
than where knowledge of the canon and established symbolic hierarchies are articulated”
(1882 273).
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Organisational sociology provides a second approach to the study of museums. This is
particularly found in the work of American sociologists such as Alexander (1996) and
Zolberg (1981). Focusing on the impact of museums’ funding on the art exhibited in
museums, Alexander (1996) asks whether exhibitions changed during the era of corporate
and government funding in the U.S. Underlying this approach is the premise that museums
are organisations whose activities have an effect on the art they produce. In fact, her
approach to museums is the same as those studies in the sociology of art informed by an
organisational sociology. As she says: “In order to understand museum exhibitions, and
indeed to understand art, we must understand organizational behavior” (19396: 122]. She
makes explicit how her theoretical framework is informed by production of culture theories

and organisational sociology. As she says:

Along with galleries and collectors, museums validate art. The artistic canon, by definition,
includes only validated art. Thus, the canon is shaped by the actions of a system of artistic
production, in which museums play a crucial role. If exhibitions are shaped by the tastes and
concerns of funders, then changes in museum funding may have ramifications far beyond

what is mounted on the museum wall today. (Alexander, 1996: 3)

From the point of view of an organisational sociology, she explores the museums’ methods
of choosing the number, content, and format of exhibitions, and the impact of the various
museums’ funding sources on these decisions. An important insight in her book is the
notion of conflict. For example, she refers to how, in the process of awarding of exhibition
grants, government panels made up of museum curators are caught between “their
professional, curatorial tastes (often for challenging, esoteric art) and their public mission,
which requires that they attend to project attendance figures” (ibid: 2). In addition, museum
curators prefer to mount scholarly shows, which do not necessarily match the expectations
of funders. Nonetheless, the book’'s main thrust is the wider perspective of a production of
culture according to which: “Art is not produced in a vacuum. Along with aesthetic issues,

social and production factors affect the content of art” (ibid: 3).

Another proponent of an organisational sociology of museums is Zolberg (1981). In her
historical account of The Art Institute of Chicago, she points out that museums can be
studied according to principles from organisational sociology. Consequently, her analysis is
based on the assumption that museums are organisations whose implementation of

general goals is influenced by operational goals. Her premise is that in looking at the
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changing rationales underlying the activities of museums - e.g. pre-professional,
professional, and managerial - we can learn about how these organisations operate to
produce certain outcomes. An important idea here is that the museums’ operational goals
or rationales come into being “through processes of negotiation and bargaining amongst
various set of actors, in or related to the organization” (ibid: 103). Hence museums are
perceived as arenas for the articulation of conflict between actors working within museums
- e.g. trustees and curators. In addition, external trends such as the scholarly and
professional developments, art market activity, and the emergence of new funding sources
determine the level of success attained by those working in museums (ibid: 120). Of
particular interest here is her mention of the negotiations involved in collecting, and how
this process has changed historically. For example, she refers to the enactment in 1936 of
a federal tax deduction for donations of artworks, which, she says, allowed the director to
bargain more effectively with prospective donors. This was an important advance in the light
of the strong input early donors had, some of whom had even become curators at the

institute because they brought a collection with them (ibid: 112).

Zolberg's account is relevant for its informative value as it reveals, for example, how
collecting occurs through negotiation and sometimes conflict amongst participants. In fact,
her discussion echoes some of the topics, which will emerge in my analysis of collecting.
However, what remains unclear is how collecting, for example, is also informed by the
negotiations occurring before artworks are included in the institute’s collection. In addition,
we need to know how changes in operational goals interact with external trends, and how
this interaction can help us shed light into the institute’s role in relation to existing models of
thinking about the social world - e.g. modernity. In other words, how the macro and the
micro are to be theorised as they intersect in the museum. This problem also applies to
Alexander’s account of changes in exhibition funding. A relevant question to ask of an
organisational approach to museums is whether the focus on museums as organisations
could be expanded to engage in wider sociological concerns such as the role of museums in

social change. In fact, this is one issue which Fyfe (2000) raises in his analyses of museums.

Fyfe (2000) in a chapter titled Towards an historical typology of art museums’ provides a
sociological approach to the study of art museums. He starts by saying that museums are
both part of a social context and also constitutive of a particular social order. This latter role

occurs when the museum organises or projects identities in exhibitions, for example. His
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main concern is to explore the social relations that create conflict in the museum'’s

representation of the social order. As he says:

How do conflicting visions of what a museum should be relate to the social order? How are
conflicting visions of the social order represented in the discursive heterogeneity of the

museum? To what extent is discursive conflict also social conflict? (Fyfe, 2000: 160)

The mention of conflicting visions of the social order echoes Zolberg (1981) and Alexander
(1996) who also focus on the nature of conflict in museums. What varies here is Fyfe's
analytical approach to the study of conflict. Drawing on Bernstein's theory of cultural codes,
he argues that museum practices, e.g. those of curators, articulate cultural codes -
classification and interaction or framing - that order the museum'’s discourse. Acquisitions
and exhibitions are ways in which museums carry out classifications. For example,
exhibitions are encodings of power in their classifications of artworks by nation or period; in
so doing, they position viewers within co-ordinates of European time and space (2000:
164). His argument is that these classifications can contain contradictions, that is, they
may be contested in terms of their ordering principles. This occurs when museums
articulate conflicting visions in their classifications about what it means to be an artist (ibid:
163). The notion of framing is also aimed at highlighting possible conflicts. It points at the
relationship visitor/curator or curator/artist. These relationships vary the rules for
apprehending artworks. As he says: “the museum may determine the visitor's route
through its displays or allow the visitor to make the determination” (ibid: 164). Classification
and framing point at the principles underlying the museums’ discourse; most importantly,
they focus attention on the role of museum practices. Curation, for Fyfe, is based on a
“social grammar” as it serves curators to acquire, select and display artworks, which are
“encodings of the social order” (ibid: 181). The suggestion that museum practices help
encode the social order echoes Witkin's idea that a given social structure is represented in
artworks through the use of codes. Both authors create an explicit link between the

practice of artists, or of curators, and the representation of a social order or structure.

In fact, this is what makes Fyfe's account particularly valuable. It envisions a relationship
between the practices of museums and the articulation of a social order. This aspect was
absent in previous sociological approaches to museums. It brings to the fore how museums
are not only theorised as part of a specific social context, but also as active players in the

reproduction of social values. A problem arises when he argues that change in museums
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can occurs both as a corollary of a change in the social order, while change in the social
order also affects the museum: “social change is change at the museum: change the social
structure and you change the order of the museum; reorder the museum and you disrupt
identities” (ibid: 181). Fyfe's argument, however, is reductive in that it suggests a continuity
between social change and change at the museum. He does not account for the possibility
that changes in the social structure may lead to a shift in nature of practices, for example,
and then explore what type of transformation they create in the museum’s discourse. This
particular emphasis can only be accomplished through further theorisation at the level of
practices. My aim in chapter 2 is to present a sociology of intellectuals built upon a theory of
intellectual practices, that is, a framework establishing linking art collecting and intellectual

practices.
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CHAPTER 2

INTELLECTUALS AND INTELLECTUAL PRACTICES:
OUTLINE OF A SOCIOLOGY OF ART COLLECTIONS

Introduction

The main aim of this chapter is to provide a theoretical framework for a sociology of art
collections. It offers the theoretical background, which informs the empirical chapters in this
thesis. Its main argument is that the making of aesthetic value is a form of intellectual
practice through which art collections are constructed. A related issue to take into account
is whether the making of an art collection is a type of cultural practice, which can contribute
to social and cultural change. The chapter is divided into three parts. Part | situates the
topics ‘art collecting’ and ‘intellectual practice’ by reviewing the literature on intellectuals
and collecting. It suggests the need for a theory of intellectual practices, which also
addresses the issue of cultural change. It also indicates possible ways of thinking about
collecting as an intellectual practice. Part | ends with an introduction to the two sociologists
Zygmunt Bauman and Pierre Bourdieu whose work on intellectuals is discussed in Part Il
and Part lll. The main concern here is with providing a theory of intellectual practice, which
can then be used to treat art collecting as one particular instance of it. The central topic of
discussion is whether we should conceptualise intellectual activity as the performance of a
specific role - for example, legislating or interpreting, (Bauman, 1987]); or whether
intellectuals practices can only be analysed in relation to a given ‘field’, (Bourdieu, 1993a].
The discussion also develops their views of change in relation to intellectual practices. The
chapter ends by comparing the main arguments raised by these two theorists, and raises a
number of questions, which the sociology of art collections approach in this thesis attempts

to answer in its empirical chapters (chapters 3, 4, 5 and B6).

1 Intellectuals

Approaches to the study of intellectuals have been concerned with defining the intellectuals’
role and function. Eyerman (1990) offers us a useful review of the Marxist and liberal
traditions of social thought on intellectuals. These approaches articulate different
orientations to the idea of progress. Firstly, in the Marxist conceptualisation, intellectuals
were members of the bourgeoisie who then went “to give intellectual guidance to working-
class movements”. Their aim was to act as “mediators of historical progress” by helping

transform the consciousness of the working class through the articulation of universalistic
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interests (ibid: 6). Secondly, in the liberal tradition intellectuals were members of the
bourgeoisie whose aim was “to educate the public through the display of intellectual ability
and moral example”. This type of intellectual practice was linked to the idea that social
progress could be achieved by “uplifting individuals through widening participation in the

reflexive thinking of the public sphere” (ibid: 6)."

For Eyerman, there has been a shift from these two conceptualisations of intellectuals and
social progress towards their role in the modernization of European society. This shift was
due to the success of these intellectual traditions in incorporating the working classes “into
the routinized democratic processes of the new .. European nation-states” (ibid: 8). The
consequences for intellectuals were clear: they became intellectual labourers of the new
state sector, professionals whose identity was defined by their occupation and social
function. The importance of this change lies in the fact that intellectuals no longer had a
distinct group identity or were led by any moral mission; instead, they became a “systemic

function” of the new modern state (ibid: 8). As Eyerman says:

The difference between the classical role and this transitionary intellectual role as
rationalizer, is that the interests being articulated and the solutions proposed were not
those of dynamic social classes in the formative stage, but those of rather passive
prospective clients for an expanding and consolidating state. As professionals, intellectuals
would become part of the new progressive authority; as rationalizing intellectuals, they were
helping to consolidate the new legitimating political culture and their own place in it. Linking

the notion of progress to the state was part of this process. (1990: 9)

Following Jacoby (1987), Eyerman says that the changes in the position of intellectuals, that
is, their role in the articulation of social progress as part of a function of the modern state,
led to the fall of the public intellectual as conceptualised in Marxist and liberal traditions.
Moreover, he envisions a break in the institutionalised, modern, role of intellectuals, which
began with the American student revolts of the early 1960s (1990: 10). He argues that
the classical function of intellectuals - according to Marxist and liberal traditions - is re-
emerging now in the context of new social movements. What is distinctive in this new
function is the reaction of movement intellectuals against “the idea of progress associated
with modernization”, and their concern with the quality of life associated with it (ibid: 11). For

Eyerman, the new social movements articulate a transition from modernity to

' For Eyerman, this idea of social progress has its origin in Habermas’ concept of the ‘bourgeois public sphere’
(1980: B).
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postmodernity, nonetheless the question of “What will constitute ‘progress’ in the final

decade of the twentieth century is an open matter” (ibid: 12] remains an open matter.

Eyerman provides us with a useful historical account of the changing positions and role of
intellectuals. However, his argument is also important because it highlights a distinctive line
of enquiry regarding contemporary intellectuals: the need to theorise their function in
relation to a changing social world where intellectuals are no longer ‘labourers’ of the
modern state. Bauman’'s and Bourdieu’s investigations of intellectuals can be situated in
this new theoretical context which is at pains to explain on whose behalf or in whose
interest are intellectual practices articulated. Before moving into an analysis of their
theories, | present a review of some of the arguments made on behalf of contemporary

intellectuals.

The starting point here are Gouldner’s ideas on intellectuals as a new class because they
can be thought as a dividing line between arguments before and after the so-called ‘crisis’ of
intellectuals that underlines a number of publications on the topic. For Gouldner intellectuals
became a new class during the 20" century but he sets up this proposal in the context of
his enquiry into the relationship between intellectuals and Marxism. He argued that, since
the 19" century, intellectuals had been “seeking a historical agent to ally themselves with in
order to realise their own goals” (Bassett, 1996: 509), which they found in the proletariat.
In this way “Marxism was the ideology of the New Class” (Gouldner, 1985: 48 as quoted in
Bassett, 1996: 509). Gouldner’s view was that intellectuals occupied a special place in
Marxism where the working class was no longer able to fulfil its role as a historical agent,
while the new class of intellectuals took up the task of fulfilling this role itself. This leads
Gouldner to say that “the new class is the most progressive force in modern society and is
a centre of whatever human emancipation is possible in the foreseeable future” (Gouldner,
1978: 83 as quoted in Bassett, 1996: 509). The inclusion of this argument is relevant here
because it provides a distinct viewpoint in which to situate ensuing debates on the crisis or

fragmentation of intellectuals.

A number of commentators after Gouldner have posited a crisis in the intellectuals’ role
and position in society, which problematises Gouldner’s vision of intellectuals as a class.
Jacoby's (1987] book title 7he Last Intellectuals is quite telling of the sense of despair that

informs debates on intellectuals, and has been followed by analyses of intellectuals in
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different areas.’ Overall, what prevails is the notion that intellectual roles have expanded
leading to the fragmentation of this function. However, commentators have justified this
argument in different ways. Michel Foucault (1980), for example, situates the division
universal vs. specific intellectual in the context of changing relationships between ‘truth’ and
‘power’. More specifically, for him the position of intellectuals is linked to changes in the
functioning of the ‘apparatus of truth’. He argues that the modernist regime sustained the
role of the ‘universal intellectual’, but that the universal standpoint this type of intellectual
provided is no longer possible due to the collapse of the modernist project. As a result, the
‘universal intellectual’ can no longer survey the totality - ie. fight for the universality of
justice - because modern societies do not provide a vantage point from which this

intellectual position can be articulated.

Conversely, in contemporary society we find the ‘specific intellectual’ - represented in the
figure of “the savant or the expert” (ibid: 128) - who no longer fights this kind of universal
battle. Rather, this role refers to “the person occupying a specific position. Now the
intellectual has a three-fold specificity: that of his class position...; that of his conditions of life
and work, linked to his condition as an intellectual...; lastly, the specificity of the politics of
truth in our societies” (ibid: 132). The important point here is that the function of
intellectuals i.e. their specificity is linked in Foucault’s argument to the general functioning of
an apparatus of truth. That is, he sees the intellectual engaging in a struggle with the
politics of truth: “The intellectual can operate and struggle at the general level of that
regime of truth which is so essential to the structure and functioning of our society” (ibid:
132). While it is important to take into account the new viewpoints provided by Foucault - as
opposed to other Marxist accounts, here intellectuals do not act on behalf of the proletariat
but provide specific criticisms and struggles - there is a more general point to be made.
Definitions of the role of intellectuals illustrate a more general theoretical position, for

example, the changing status of regime of truth, as Foucault points out.

Debates on postmodernity offer another viewpoint on the role of intellectuals. Kellner
(1995) disagrees with Foucault's distinction between universal and specific intellectuals,
and sets out to develop a “normative concept of the public intellectual” (ibid: 431). His
argument is that although critiques of the traditional, modern intellectual are a necessary

component of postmodern theory, we cannot totally reject the existence of this role, but

¢ See for example Bassett (1996) on the fragmentation of the intellectuals’ function in the university sector in
Britain.
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need to preserve some of its distinctive features i.e. his/her critical and oppositional role. In
order to challenge Foucault's division of intellectuals he argues, following Sartre, that there
is a tension - and not an opposition - between the universal and particular ambitions of

intellectuals. As he says:

[Mledicine, law, physics, philosophy, art and so on are to serve all the people; they are
universal goods and values. But in a class society, knowledge and techniques are not used
for the good of all. Only wealthy people in a certain class can afford adequate medical care,
the best lawyers, exciting travel and so on. Only those with a certain level of education can
read philosophy and appreciate modern art; only those with a certain amount of leisure can
enjoy culture. Thus, certain groups and individuals monopolize the knowledge and techniques
of the intellectual: they use the intellectual’s production to increase and enhance ruling class

domination and privileges. (Kellner, 1995: 434)

He adds that this tension is also felt by intellectuals themselves, those ‘beings in
contradiction’ (ibid: 435) who are, on the one hand, independent in their possession of
knowledge geared towards universal and human ends, while, on the other hand, dependent,
“subservient to the ends of the state, ruling elites, corporations and other social forces”
(ibid: 434). This contradictory stance results in intellectuals developing a position as critics,

opposing the ideology of their own societies.

Kellner leaves Sartre here to theorise the changing role of intellectuals in contemporary
high-tech societies. In this next context, he argues, intellectuals need to update their skills by
keeping up with new technologies such as computers so that they can participate in
debates and discussions “produced by broadcasting and computing technologies” (ibid:
438). Equally, intellectuals must keep some of their ‘old’, traditional skills, e.g. being critics of
issues that have, traditionally, been the object of intellectuals’ debates: “Questions
concerning norms and principles of criticism and discussion, of balancing freedom and

rights, of how to promote democracy - indeed, on what constitutes genuine democracy
(ibid: 4486).

Kellner's account posits an interesting example of how sociologists strive to define the
functions of intellectuals in contemporary society. What this suggests to me is a model of
theorising that is static in the sense that intellectuals are merely participants whose
purposefulness to society has been rearranged according to new prevailing conditions.

From this perspective, intellectuals do not participate in the creation of new values but
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merely oppose them. Although there is room to say that intellectual critique can be a
starting point for constituting cultural transformation, Kellner does not go as far as to
suggest this. It is time now to turn our attention to Eyerman and Jamison (1995] for a
dynamic perspective on intellectuals. The importance of their discussion here lies in
highlighting a central concern of this thesis, which is the exploration of intellectual practices
in the constitution of social worldviews or, as Eyerman and Jamison argue, in the

transformation of cultural processes.

In their article ‘Social movements and cultural transformation: popular music in the 1960s’
Eyerman and Jamison (1995] explore the relationship between the social activity of
movement intellectuals in the 1960s - that is, of “those individuals who through their
activities articulate the knowledge interests and cognitive identity of social movements” (ibid:
450) - and their role in transforming popular culture. Their analytical framework is a

cognitive approach that perceives social movements as:

[K]nowledge producers, as social forces opening spaces for the production of new forms of
knowledge. By focusing on the cognitive dimension, we attempt to make the content of social
movement activity, rather than its form or organization, the central focus of analysis.
(Eyerman and Jamison, 1995: 450)

Their premise is that social movements transcend their own particular situations of
emergence and create new contexts where they articulate a cognitive identity or praxis.
This is an important point in their argument because it shows that the focus of their study is

on intellectual practice. As they put it, their approach:

[Clalls attention to the creative role of consciousness and cognition in all human action,
individual and collective ... [Movement intellectuals] may be recognized ‘intellectuals’ outside
this movement context or they may not. What is important is the role played, and in that

sense constituted, within a social movement. (Eyerman and Jamison, 1995: 450]

This investigation into the specificities of ‘intellectual activity’ as the focus of cultural change
offers a novel perspective in relation to those accounts of intellectuals that theorise their
role in relation to overarching changes i.e. high-tech societies (Kellner, 1995]) or new
regimes of truth (Foucault, 1980). Eyerman and Jamison’'s study offers a valuable
reference point that illustrates the analytical approach to intellectuals pursued in this thesis.

That is, a study of the specificities of practice that intends to engage with broader
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sociological questions such as social and cultural change. This review has attempted to
show how the concerns and questions that inform sociological studies of intellectuals are
gradually shifting. Sociologists are attempting to come to terms with how social and cultural
changes affect the roles and functions of intellectuals.” Eyerman and Jamison (1935)] offer
us a provocative approach, which suggests that intellectuals themselves can be not only
determined by their own context, but also that their practices are instrumental tools for
cultural change. This line of investigation sets up a useful model that this thesis wants to
investigate in the context of a modern art collection: can we argue that the intellectual
practice of making an art collection is a locus of cultural or social change? But before this
question can be answered we need to explore the extent to which the literature on

collecting allows us to theorise art collection making as an intellectual practice.

1.1 and collecting

This section provides a review of the literature on collecting. It explores the question: in what
ways, if any, does the literature on collections allow us to think of collections as the outcome
of intellectual practices? Studies on collecting and collections lie at the crossroads of a
number of academic disciplines: museum studies, art history, archaeology, and psychology,
to name a few. A main distinction in investigations across various disciplines is that between
private and public collecting. An interesting argument suggested in explorations into private
collecting is how this type of practice mediates individuals' relationship to the world. Elsner
and Cardinal (1994: 3] refer to a taste in collecting as “a mirror of self.” Stewart (1993: xii)
argues that private collecting is a way of objectifying an individual's desire. Baudrillard
(1994: 7] notes that all objects, which are owned, possessed, are divested of their function
and made relative to a subject. The case of collecting objects constitutes a particular
system in which “the subject seeks to piece together his world, his personal microcosm.” As

Baudrillard explains:

In reciprocal fashion, the person of the collector is only constituted as such by dint of
substituting itself for every successive term in the collecting process. We shall see that
there is, at the sociological level, an exact congruity of structure with the system of the
series or the paradigmatic chain. For we shall find that the collection or the series is what
underpins the possession of the object, which is to say, the reciprocal integration of object
with person. (Baudrillard, 1994: 12)

* My purpose in this thesis is not to intervene in the debate over what specific traits are to be assigned to the
label ‘intellectual’. Rather, | refer to intellectuals, following Bourdieu, in relation to their position in a given
intellectual field in which they exercise a set of intellectual practices. See section 3.3 in this chapter.
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In her book on the individual practices of collecting - On Collecting. An Investigation into
Collecting in the European Tradition (1995) - Pearce suggests that collecting is a form of
social practice that can offer us a crucial understanding of social life. This assertion is
based on the premise, firstly, that through collecting we construct the way in which we
relate to the material world and thus collections offer a fertile ground for investigating
human experience (ibid: 4). Secondly, and most importantly, collecting for Pearce ranks high
in a hierarchy of social practices given that collections are “one of our principal ways of
structuring our relationships with the human world” (ibid: 234). For example, we can think of
collections as extensions of the self because we not only relate to society through the
practice of collecting, but we also construct our personality/ies in the process (ibid: 159).
Nonetheless, this argument raises the question: is it possible to argue that collecting can be

an intellectual practice?

FPublic collecting

If collections exemplify how individuals relate to the world, it is possible to say that the
practices of art intellectuals involved in the making of public art collections embed particular
views of the social world. In other words, these views provide grounds for the following
hypothesis: collecting is a practice constitutive of a social worldview. This argument
becomes relevant when we focus on the topic of public collecting, a practice that emerged

with the foundation of public museums around the 18" century.

Investigations of art collections have explored their role and position in the social order of
modernity. According to this line of thought, modernity brought a change in the nature of
power, and art collections reflected this distinction between ‘public’ and ‘princely’
collections. In the 17" century, princely collections recreated a world vision around the
central figure of the prince, a symbolic representation that stood for his dominion over
reality, and justified his position as sovereign (Hooper-Greenhil, 1989: 64). Princely
collections of pictures “were meant to celebrate the power and wisdom of the prince, and
to dazzle courtiers and visitors with a tangible show of his splendour” (Pearce, 1992: 93).
Around the 18" century formerly private or princely collections were transferred to state or
public museums and although collections inherited the “universal or encyclopaedic idea of
the world-in-microcosm” (ibid: 99), they began to be divided into different fields i.e. natural
history, ‘art’ (high art and craftsmanship) and ‘artificial’ (or other human artefacts). The

emergence of public museums meant that collections came to represent not the power of
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the prince but the worldview of modernity;* an evolutionary narrative that validated the belief
that modern man was the apex of Western civilisation (Bennett, 19395: 97).
Anthropologists and art historians have provided some excellent studies on collecting, such
as (Clifford, 1988) and (Coombes, 1994), for example. These views, however, suggest a
tendency to analyse collections as mediators between their material form and the realm of
significance that they represent. In this sense, as Pomian says, collections articulate “the

opposition between the visible and the invisible” (1990: 24).

It is useful to refer in what follows to Pearce’s (1992, 1995]) studies on collections because
they allow us, firstly, to make connections between art collections as the outcome of
intellectual practices aimed at re-creating aesthetic value. Secondly, Pearce’'s arguments
also provide a crucial understanding about the centrality of collecting in the creation of
social worldviews. In her study Museumns, objects and collections (1992) she emphasises

the social character of both museums and art collections. As she says:

[M]useums as institutions, and the collections which they hold, are one of the characteristic
modern meta-narratives through which society, in its ideas about knowledge and reality, has

been constituted since roughly the middle of the fifteenth century. (Pearce, 1992: 118])

More specifically, she asserts that the role of museums and collections consists not only in
drawing on the history and philosophy of knowledge of their period to shape public
perceptions of what is valuable and important, but also that “this history and philosophy is in
part also created by them” (1992: 83). Pearce then situates the task of museums and
collections as agents of this intellectual enterprise. Having said that, her focus is on the
intellectual and aesthetic rationales informing collections, rather than on the practices that
constitute the making of art collections. Hence, her investigation is an enquiry into the
intellectual rationale expressed and created through collections - as opposed to my own
approach on what the making of collections can help to explain about /ntellectual practices.
Museum collections are, for Pearce, “the real objects” or material evidences that verify a
modern narrative (ibid: 4). Nonetheless, she acknowledges the intellectual nature of those
involved in the making of public collections, what she calls the “curatorial meta-narrative”
(ibid: 119): “The people [who formed collections] did what they did because their activities

seemed to them to reflect, in a satisfactory and prestigious way, the intellectual climate of

* | distinguish ‘public collections’ meaning collections accessible to the public from ‘public collections’ as those
collections that were publicly owned. Usually the beginning of public displays in the 18" century did not
immediately lead to a change in the ownership of collections from private to public hands (Lorente: 1898: 19).
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their times, and ... helped to underwrite and stabilize the intellectual tradition to which they
had committed an important part of themselves” (ibid: 116). Although Pearce is not offering
a systematic study of the practice of making a single public collection, she illustrates how
their intellectual rationale can be explored through an emphasis on the practice of

collecting:

It is an instructive exercise to take any collection or group of associated museum objects
and ask, not ‘What are they?’' and ‘What can this tell us?’, which are the usual museum
questions, but rather, ‘When and how was the collection formed?’, ‘Who formed it?" and
‘Why did this person/these people chose to assemble these objects?’ The answers to the
first question tell us about what collecting procedures were considered intellectually
appropriate at the time. (Pearce, 1992: 116]

Another central point in Pearce’s study is her view on the changing role of museums in the
so-called postmodern period. As we approach the 21* century previous forms of knowledge
and collecting are becoming inadequate. The visual classification of material into groupings
“seemed to lack contact with the human communities from which the material had come,
and real understanding remained elusive” (ibid: 109). This also applies to art displays, which
“seemed to miss the heart of the aesthetic experience” (ibid: 109). She then elaborates her

argument on the terrain of museum practice as follows:

The upshot of this [attachment to local communities] was a growing desire to appreciate
material and understanding in terms of relationships which drew different threads together
rather than which selected out like with like; to look, in a word, in terms of context rather
than classification, to see the world in terms of separate articulating communities rather
than of overarching systems ... It was also ... admirably suited to a new kind of museum
display which both demonstrated how the new thinking went, and reinforced it through the

imaginative power of the exhibitions it could inspire. (Pearce, 1992: 110)

The above quote provides an interesting insight into how museum professionals have
changed the ways in which they use collections. In the past, collections were deployed to
classify the world according to overarching systems. At present, the emphasis is on a form
of display that makes visible the division of the world into communities. The problem lies in
the way Pearce articulates how the new rationale is adopted by a new type of museum
displays - although Pearce does not mention them, it is possible to include collecting

practices here. She uses the terms ‘demonstrate’ and ‘reinforce’ to characterise the link
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between practice and a world now consisting of separate communities. As a result, the
situation of museum practices changes from being a constitutive element in the creation of
a worldview called modernity, to being disassociated from this task. If we extend this
argument to the realm of the arts, we could say that art collections are now
representations of the social world, but their role in constituting e.g. a worldview such as
postmodernity has collapsed. As we will see, Bauman's arguments on postmodernity and
intellectual practice show a similar theoretical gap because for him the task of intellectuals
in postmodernity has been disassociated from its previous role in the making of a modern

worldview.

An additional, but related problem in the theorising of collecting and postmodernity is the
view that the practice of collecting has no standards to follow. Pearce makes this argument

in referring to postmodern collecting as follows:

At first sight, post-modern collecting, like the post-modern world, might appear to have
abandoned the old cultural parameters of the long term in favour of eclectic freedom, both
personal and material. Notions of classification and relationship, including those where value
judgements are implicit, seem to have been subverted in favour of idiosyncratic assemblage
which has no point of reference beyond individual quirks of partiality. The breakdown of
traditional material structuring can be linked with the dissolution of other traditional social
parameters - the family, authority, law and order and so on. This is accompanied by the
now-inevitable agony on the part of the professionals involved, here museum curators, who

embark on honest endeavours to come to terms with the new world. (Pearce, 1995: 149)

Added to the collapse of collections as constitutive elements in the creation of a worldview,
is the lack of standards in collecting. A form of ‘idiosyncratic assemblage’, which follows no
external point of reference, has replaced the possibility of value judgements in the selection
of collections. Overall, the arguments presented here on the practice of collecting do not
offer a very optimistic picture. Collections in modernity were constitutive of a worldview of
the same name. This role has been lost in contemporary society where they are used to
represent a world now divided into communities. Postmodern collecting does not follow the
same parameters, or overarching systems, which had previously informed the display of
collections. Value judgements behind collecting are now regarded as the idiosyncratic taste
of those who collect. If intellectuals can no longer make value judgements, and the practice
of collecting follows no classifications of relationships, how can we study the making of

collections? It seems that we can use these debates as a theoretical ground to be tested
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with the empirical study that this thesis offers, as opposed to seeing them as a sign of
despair or impossibility of theorising the making of collections. What we need then is a
theory of intellectual practices, which acknowledges the role of contemporary intellectuals
in the making of aesthetic value. With this aim in mind, | introduce next the two theorists
whose work | will be discussing in the rest of this chapter: Zygmunt Bauman and Pierre

Bourdieu.

1.2 On Zygmunt Bauman and Pierre Bourdieu

Zygmunt Bauman started his academic career as a sociologist in Poland from where he
was exiled in 1968 after being expelled along with other prominent university teachers
(Kilminster and Varcoe, 1996: B). After a brief period at the University of Tel Aviv, he went
to Britain taking up the Chair of Sociology at the University of Leeds in 1971, which he held
until his retirement in 1990. In 1989 he was reinstated in his Chair of Sociology at the
University of Warsaw (ibid: 23-4). He started to publish his works in English at the end of
the 1960s, but the most intensive period of his production started in the late 1980s and
continues until the present times. Described as “a general sociologist ... who has resisted
the pressure to specialize” (ibid: 215), Bauman's interests range from socialism, culture,
intellectuals, ethics, to modernity and postmodernity, and globalisation. As opposed to
Bourdieu, Bauman's position in the British academic system has not led him to base his

writings on this particular geographical context.

Pierre Bourdieu started his academic career in France at the end of the 1950s. He was a
prolific writer since then until his death in 2002. This circumstance is reflected in his choice
of topics of investigation most of which - apart from his early work in Algeria (1977a) - are
based in the French context: art museums, the creation of art taste, the academic world,
and the journalistic field, are some examples of this tendency. One of Bourdieu's key
developments of his intellectual career is his theory of practice and, more specifically, his
vision of the social world as structured around fields where social actors interact.
Bourdieu’s studies of intellectuals and, particularly of the sociology of arts and culture have
been the object of considerable analysis and criticism. However, the amount of interest in
Bourdieu's work must not mislead us to think that ‘everything has been said about
Bourdieu’. As we will see, my interest is to open up an area of enquiry that, | think, has been
obliterated by commentators of his oeuvre: the relationship between intellectual practice,

aesthetic value and his theory of change.
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2 Zygmunt Bauman'’s theory of intellectuals

In introducing Bauman's sociology of intellectuals, my aim is to explore the role of Bauman's
intellectuals in the realm of the arts, while emphasising the changing nature of their position
as participants in the making of the social order. This task is also filing a gap in reviews of
Bauman’s work. In fact, his overall oeuvre has yet to generate a sustained interest. The
amount of criticism on Bauman'’s writings is relatively small in comparison to Bourdieu's,
whose work | refer to later in this chapter. This is not to say that Bauman's contribution has
not been acknowledged - as is shown by the publication of reviews and compilations of his
views (Kilminster and Varcoe, 1996; Beilharz, 2000; Smith, 1999; Bauman and Tester,
2001). Hence it is not surprising to see Bauman praised as the “greatest sociologist writing
in English” (Beilharz, 2001), and his writings on intellectuals as contributing more “to the
sociology of intellectuals than any other writer in the twentieth century” (Beilharz, 2000:
87). However, this praise is not followed by significant responses to his works on
intellectuals, which have been rather fragmented. Some relevant examples are Outhwaite
(1999) who reacts against Bauman’'s argument for a legislative intellectual practice of
modernity as paying little attention to differences in orientation between classical social
theorists. For Frow (1995: 138]) the problem lies in Bauman’'s model for the practices of
postmodern intellectuals. While asserting the validity and specificity of intellectual practices,

it also constitutes each domain as “hermetically sealed from each of the others”.

Another line of criticism focuses on Bauman'’s theories on modernity and postmodernity in
which he situates the changing role of intellectuals. Kellner, for example, sees Bauman's
views on intellectuals as lacking since they do not “constitute a full analysis of
postmodernity” (1998: 81-2). Seidman (1994: 339) accuses Bauman of not following his
own preaching in his call for a sociology of postmodernity: “Does not Bauman'’s typology of
societies in terms of premodernity, modernity, and postmodernity reflect the categorizing,
ordering, legislative reasoning of the Enlightenment that he detects?”. He notes that this
problem could be addressed by submitting the social position of the sociologist to scrutiny.
A similar argument can be found in Best (1998: 317]) for whom Bauman's analyses of the
postmodern are built upon “modernity conceptions of the ‘social”. Although these
comments do not help us to understand the complexity of Bauman’'s sociology of
intellectuals, they provide us with a point of departure because they have not focused on the
relevance of Bauman's views on intellectuals to the understanding of social and cultural

change.

35



2.1 Modernity and legislators

In Legislators and Interpreters (1987) Bauman sets up a framework for his sociology of
intellectuals. He uses the terms modernity and postmodernity to theorise a shift in the
nature of intellectual practices. In modernity the ideal type of intellectual practice was that
of legislators, whereas in postmodernity prevails the task of interpreters (ibid: 3). Bauman
wants to move away from definitions based on a set of characteristics or professions
whose members are intellectuals (ibid: 18). Instead, he proposes to explain the category in
relation to the role intellectuals perform in the reproduction and development of the social
order (ibid: 18). His project then from the outset has a twofold aim: to explain modernity and
postmodernity as two different understandings of the social world and of intellectual
practices. Initially, his theory seems particularly adequate for this purpose given the central
role of intellectuals in the cultural sphere, although as | will argue, his notion of ‘legislators’

and ‘modern art’ is rather reductive.

Bauman situates the emergence of legislators in Western Europe during the Enlightenment
era. Intellectuals are crucial participants in the making of a social order: their work is the
implementation of modernity. The combination of two developments enables this
association; a new type of state power geared towards setting up a “social system
according to a preconceived model of order” and the establishment of a “relatively
autonomous, self-managing discourse”, that of intellectuals, “able to generate such a model”
(ibid: 2). Knowledge is a key word here. It is the resource intellectuals use in their own
practice, that is, “making authoritative statements which arbitrate in controversies of
opinions” (ibid: 4). In addition, access to knowledge legitimates the authority of intellectuals,
differentiating their task from “the non-intellectual part of society” (ibid: 4) that does not
enjoy the same type of access to knowledge. More specifically, it legitimated their role “as
spokesmen and guardians of society as a whole, as carriers/practitioners of society's
supreme values and destiny” (1995: 227). With knowledge as their operative tool,
intellectuals pronounced authoritative statements, ordered, segregated and classified,
imposed binding definitions upon reality (1987: 133). The result of this knowledge-making
enterprise was ‘the attainment of truth, the arrival at valid moral judgement, and the
selection of proper artistic taste” (ibid: 4-5). But most importantly, it is the use of
“procedural rules” in the formulation of knowledge, which characterises the intellectuals’

practice. As Bauman explains:
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The employment of such procedural rules makes the intellectual professions (scientists,
moral philosophers, aesthetes) collective owners of knowledge of direct and crucial
relevance to the maintenance and perfection of the social order. The condition of this being
so is the work of the ‘intellectuals proper’ - meta-professionals, so to speak - to be
responsible for the formulation of procedural rules and to control their correct application.
(Bauman, 1987: 5)

This view of intellectuals as mediating between the use and control of rules and the
formulation of knowledge echoes Bourdieu's view of intellectual practice, which is also
based on the use of particular tools - e.g. symbolic capital, symbolic power. However, the
crucial difference between the two and what | think is a benefit in Bauman’s contribution is
that from the outset he situates intellectual practices at the core of social change. In fact, it
is the end of the association between intellectuals and the state that precipitates the
postmodern worldview and its associated intellectual practices. The problem of this view of
change, as | will argue later, is that while it gives us a detailed account of a new context
driven by market forces, he does not develop sufficiently the category ‘interpreters’ as an
analytical tool for empirical analysis. However, in the case of legislators, Bauman is quite
specific about the remit of this type of intellectual task. Let me illustrate this by looking at

their role in the realm of aesthetics.

2.2 Legislating modern art

According to Bauman, intellectuals co-operated with the modern state to create a body of
knowledge that would produce and support a theory of social order: culture. This theory of
culture was based on the premise that men and women were unprepared to meet the
demands of social life, and that these demands could only be met through education. We
find legislators formulating conceptualisations of modernity in areas such as ethics, science,
psychology, history, and the arts. Another objective informing their practices was a theory of
history that projected Western Europe in opposition to the rest of the world. Legislators
helped to implement modernity by providing it with its self-definition: it was the kingdom of
Reason and rationality, according to which other forms of life were seen as wanting (1987:
111). Bauman takes us through a list of authors, such as Nietzsche, Freud, Marx, Elias, and
Simmel who have created particular worldviews of modernity, and presents those attempts
as examples of the cohesion in the practices of legislators. Their different perspectives are,
for Bauman, “no more than family quarrels”, while he emphasises their “close kinship bond

between the apparently antagonistic views” (ibid: 115). However, this argument has
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become a point of contention because, as Outhwaite (1999) points out, it is difficult to find

representatives in the social sciences that fit into Bauman'’s notion of legislators:

[I]t becomes difficult to find any who would count as modernists in Bauman's strong sense.
Many prima facie modernists are as fallibilist, tentative, modest and even querulous as any
postmodernist could wish; conversely, it is not difficult to find self-styled post-modernists
pontificating as dogmatically as Durkheim at his worst. The point is, | think, that idealized
logics of argumentation count for less than disciplinary and individual variation in intellectual
style. (Outhwaite, 1999: 11)

This quote highlights, | think, the need to keep in mind not only differences in perspectives
amongst legislators, but also how the boundaries between modern and postmodern
intellectual practices are not as clear cut as Bauman's views suggest. If we look at the
making of artistic judgement by legislators, we see a similar argument suggesting a form of
intellectual practice, which was able to neutralise external threats, that is, alternative
intellectual practices. In fact, for Bauman, aesthetics is the area in which the legislators’
authority, power and control remained most ubiquitous and unchallenged, virtually
monopolistic (1987: 134,140).

While legislators articulated their knowledge in a variety of fields, the realm of art was used
to validate the idea that what was represented in modern/modernist art (Bauman uses
these two terms interchangeably) was a reflection of the principles on which modernity was
based. This sort of ‘reflection’ or, as Bauman puts it, “broadcasting on the same wavelength
as their intellectual analysts and critics” (ibid: 133] took different forms. For example, artists
learnt about the discourses of optics, science, psychoanalysis, which would then apply to
their practice.’ The implications are clear; legislators were then able to designate the art of

their time as a reflection of the precepts of modernity. As Bauman says:

[M]odern art seldom broke with the Zeitgeist of the modern era; it shared fully and whole-
heartedly in this era’s search for truth, its scientific methods of analysis, its conviction that
reality can be - and should be - subjected to the control of Reason. The modernist artists
broadcast on the same wavelength as their intellectual analysts and critics. They confronted
their analysts and critics with tasks they could handle well, and were accustomed to handle

by their professional training and inherited, institutionalised aesthetics. The analysts and the

® This is the case of Surrealists artists such as Salvador Dali who attempted to represent in their work the
world of the subconscious, which was a main tenet of psychoanalytic studies.
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critics could find many a development in modernist art a puzzle -but they knew that this

puzzle had a solution, and they had the means to find it. (Bauman, 1987: 133-34)

The authority of legislators was sometimes questioned by what Bauman calls “the vulgar”,
or a “taste without legitimacy”. However, in his argument, this non-legitimate taste ultimately
served to reinforce the legitimacy of legislators’ practices. It was the necessary opposite to
validate the legitimacy of sanctioned art (ibid: 135). If legislators retained the autonomy of
artistic judgement, the emergence of an expanding middle class with their aesthetic taste,
or “alternative criteria”, threatened not only the existing hierarchy of aesthetic judgement,
but also the power of those who exercised this legislative authority (ibid: 135-6). In the end,
however, this ‘threat’ is not sufficient to bring to a halt the monopolistic rule of legislators.

As he says:

[T]he general structure of modern society, with its in-built cult of education, truth, science
and reason (and respect for the authority of those who embodied such values) guaranteed a
mechanism through which the potential threats to elitist judgement could be absorbed and
thus neutralized. For all practical intents and purposes, superiority of sophisticated aesthetic
judgement was never truly put in question, however often it was resented or disregarded.
(Bauman, 1987: 137)

Bauman offers us an interesting argument where the making of aesthetic judgement is
linked, through the practice of legislators, to the articulation of the worldview of modernity.
This, as | pointed out above, is an important strength of his model. However, there are a

number of points to be raised about the practices of legislators and his notion of modern
art.

As we have seen, Bauman mentions the existence of alternative tastes, which seem to pose
a ‘threat’ to the ruling of legislators. However, in his argument this fact is used to highlight
the monopolistic power of legislators, which was not challenged by these attempts. In so
doing, Bauman does not give enough importance to the struggles between fractions of
intellectuals, and their effects in promoting particular forms of aesthetic value. This, as we
will see, is a key point in Bourdieu's theory of intellectual practices. However, he is not the
only proponent of this view. Kellner (1995), for example, points out how the rise of modern

societies led to the emergence of critical intellectuals who opposed the status quo. As he

says:
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Thus, intellectuals were split into those critical and oppaositional individuals who opposed
injustice and oppression, as contrasted to those producers of ideology who legitimated the
forms of class, race and gender domination and inequality in modern societies. (Kellner,
1995:427)

For Bauman, the role of critical intellectuals is in the hands of “the ‘intelligentsia’ of the
civilizational periphery” (1995: 228). Classifying countries according to an opposition
around ‘centre’ and ‘periphery’ was one of the tasks of legislators. Peripheral countries
were defined as ‘uncivilised’, and ‘lagging behind’, and thus needing to embrace foreign,
civilising patterns. Their role was that of bringing modernity into the ‘periphery’. As Bauman

explains:

They positioned themselves, at least mentally, outside the native reality, and that mental
distance condensed both the ‘reality’ and their own condition into ‘objective’ entities sharply
opposed to, and at war with, each other. In this opposition, native reality was constituted as
an object of thorough and deliberate transformation, and/or as an obstacle to such a
transformation which needs to be broken if the desired transformation is to take place.
(Bauman, 1995: 229)

Here the term ‘critical intellectuals’ differs from Kellner’s idea of ‘oppositional individuals’. In
this definition, intellectuals in the ‘periphery’ became critics who embraced the
transformation of their own allegedly ‘backward’ society into a modern, civilised society.
They were participants in their own domination. Hence, although Bauman acknowledges the
existence of different types of intellectuals, his work does not provide us with a sense of
struggle amongst various factions. The monopoalistic role of legislators, for Bauman,

remains unchallenged.

This argument is relevant because it highlights a lack of theorising of the different
intellectual practices prevalent in the era of legislators. It is also particularly important
because the present study is located in what used to be a ‘peripheral country’ Ireland.
Although its focus is not on the practices of modernity’s intellectuals, chapter 3 goes some
way towards providing an alternative view to Bauman’s notion of critical intellectuals in the
periphery. It shows how intellectual practices in the realm of aesthetic judgement were not
merely oriented towards transforming a ‘native’ type of painting. In fact, intellectuals
struggled to legitimate two forms of aesthetic value: local and international (Herrero,

2002). My final point is that Bauman's notion of legislators only applies to intellectuals in
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modernity’'s ‘core’ countries. This is an important issue because a key argument in this
thesis is that contemporary intellectual practices share modern and postmodern traits. In
the last part of this discussion | present Bauman's concept of postmodernity, and its

associated intellectual practice, that of interpreters.

2.3 Postmodernity: a theory of change

Bauman's concept of interpreters brings to the fore the end of a relationship between
intellectual practices and the making of modernity’s social order. | would like to assess now
his general model of contemporary intellectual practices in the postmodern setting, which
constitutes the core of his theory of social change. Given that interpreters are no longer in
charge of making aesthetic value, | do not focus in much detail on his ideas on postmodern
art (1987; 1992a; 1997)°

Bauman situates the emergence of postmodernity as a distinct intellectual practice in the
redundancy in the postmodern world of the practice of legislators. The loss of direction and
feeling of anxiety of intellectuals is, for Bauman, the “true reference of the concept of

”

‘postmodernity™ (1992a: 101). Intellectuals are experiencing then a sense of anxiety and
loss of direction arising from the feeling that they can no longer provide their traditional
services as legislators. Three factors have contributed to this situation. Firstly, the task of
establishing universal standards of truth, morality, and taste has become irrelevant (ibid:
96-7). The lack of need for these standards is due to wider changes in the nature of power
or structure of domination. In modernity, the reproduction of domination was carried by the
state through intellectual (legitimating) practices. The change occurred when political power
freed itself from its dependence on the legitimating discourse of intellectuals. Added to the
redundancy of intellectuals’ authority there is now no historical agent to which the
knowledge of legislators could be addressed (ibid: 97). Bauman speaks of the “invisibility of

intellectuals” to express the loss of interest in what intellectuals say or do (1992b: 97).

A second factor is the replacement of political domination carried out by the modern state
and its allied intellectuals by two complementary means of social control, integration, and
the reproduction of domination (1992a: 112): seduction and repression. Seduction stands
for market-dependency. That is, the dependency of consumers on the market, and it is “the
paramount tool of integration (of the reproduction of domination)” (ibid: 97-8). Repression

stands for ‘panoptical’ power. It remains the paramount tool of subordination of non-

° I have dealt with the topic of modern and postmodern art in a conference paper (Herrero, 2001).
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consumers, a “margin of society which cannot be absorbed by market dependency” (ibid:
98). Some of the techniques central to panoptic control are “surveillance, ‘correction’,
welfare supervision, ‘medicalization’, or ‘psychiatrization’, as well as the servicing of the

general legal/penal system” (ibid: 15].

A third factor undermining the status of legislators is the expropriation of culture, which
was perceived as the private property of intellectuals. In the new culture of consumption
intellectuals have no role to play. Instead, culture is controlled by gallery owners, publishers,
and television managers (ibid: 100). Intellectuals must now play by the rules of the market,

in which they need to find their own ‘share’. As Bauman puts it:

[lntellectual messages must vie for their “share of the market” (that is, the share of public
attention) with other competitors, following common rules of the competitive game. Like
other products, they need game experts (the specialists in advertising or “hard selling”) to
stand a chance of success. Like other commaodities, they must pass the test of the market -
demonstrate (win) their saleability. It is the passing of that test that weighs much heavier
than any other conceivable trait on the destiny of the intellectual engagement with social
reality. (Bauman, 1992b: 100)

The question is: in light of these changes, how does Bauman theorise the role of
intellectuals in the artworld? The contemporary art market imposes its own criteria of
judgement and its own sites of authority. In this context, the philosophers or aestheticians of
modernity no longer legitimate art value. In fact, the loss of the intellectuals’ position is what

has made visible their former activity:

[T]he role of the ‘activity of art worlds’ could remain invisible to the theorists as long as the
art world which assigned reputations was confined, more or less strictly, to the theorists
themselves. The role cannot remain invisible once the loss of control ‘objectified, ‘alienated’
the products of the theorists activity and made them into a Vorhanden, an object for

scrutiny and reflection. (Bauman, 1987: 138)

This quote suggests that in modernity the activity of art worlds was not visible to
intellectuals when they used it as a platform to implement their theories. It is only now that
intellectuals no longer play a part in theorising the aesthetic that their task has become an

‘object for scrutiny.’” However, Bauman also seems to suggest that the role of a modern
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artworld was challenged by the advent of postmodern art. Its arrival has made the role of
legislators redundant because they no longer can apply their modernist frameworks of

knowledge to interpret its meaning. As he explains:

The puzzle presented by post-modernist art, on the other hand, is one which truly baffles its
analysts. The feeling of bewilderment and being lost in the maze of new developments
results from the absence of the comfortable conviction that the new is just more of the
same, an unfamiliar form of the familiar, that it is only a matter of time for it to lose its
strangeness, to be intellectually tamed, that the tools sufficient for the job are available and

one knows how to apply them. (Bauman, 1987: 134]

The suggestion here is that postmodern art cannot be legislated because its content is
radically different from that of modern art; it is not “just more of the same”. This adds a new
dimension to Bauman's argument so far about how the change in the social conditions of
their practice has brought the legislators’ role to an end. It gives postmodern art a role to
play as a factor that impedes the legislators’ task. The notion of postmodern art in
Bauman's theory of intellectual and social change is a very interesting topic of enquiry.
However, interpreters are not in charge of defining this type of art, which means that it
cannot help us shed some new light on Bauman's model of postmodern interpreters. In
what follows | discuss his proposal for a contemporary intellectual practice. | illustrate this

theory with the example of an interpreting sociology, as a possible role for interpreters.

2.4 Postmodern interpreters as a model of intellectual practice

Bauman deploys the term postmodern to theorise a new social context, and a change in
intellectual practices. In modernity legislators were “meta-professionals” (Bauman, 1987:
9); they formulated procedural rules as well as controlling their application. Their practice
was the ultimate source of validation for their own knowledge. In postmodernity, the global
order of modernity is now split into many “local, partial, functionally specific and privately
policed mini-orders” (1992a: 89). Individuals conduct their lives at the intersection of these
partial orders.” Their validation is in the hands of the “relatively autonomous set of
practices” of interpreters (Bauman, 1987: 4). Validation is facilitated by the criteria
developed within particular traditions or communities: “upheld by the habits and beliefs of a

‘community of meanings’ [this criterion] ... admits of no other tests of legitimacy” (ibid: 4).

” In several of his later works Bauman has explored how individuals manage their every day lives in this arena
of freedom and uncertainty. Some relevant contributions are: Mortality, Imnmortality and Other Life Strategies
(1992), Postmodern Ethics (1993), Life in Fragments (1995), and Postmodernity and its Discontents (1997).
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Another role of interpreters is to become translators between statements made in
different communities, with their different knowledge systems. Interpreters then are

experts in “preventing the distortion of meaning in the process of communication” (ibid: 5).

There is an important distinction to be made between the role of interpreters and the
validation of postmodern communities. For Bauman the interpreting strategy is aimed at
validating each of the many models of order (ibid: 4). A key difference in his definition is that,
as opposed to legislators, interpreting is not a strategy “orientated towards selecting the
best social order” (ibid: 5). Instead, the knowledge interpreters produce is only valid within
their own community. This point becomes clear if we compare it with the role of legislators.
This was an extra-territorial practice, which was “not bound by localized, communal
traditions” (ibid: 5). They created their own rules, which had universal validity. The
employment of such rules was directed towards the selection of the best social order. This
is why only legislators owned knowledge of crucial relevance to the maintenance of a social

order called modernity.

In this new model of intellectual practices, Bauman is also making an argument for the co-
existence of both the legislating and the interpretative practice. For him the intellectual type
of modernity has not been “conclusively superseded by the advent of postmodernity” (ibid:

6). Instead, we have a situation in which two types of practice are possible. As he says:

It is vitally important to note that the post-modern strategy does not imply the elimination of
the modern one; on the contrary, it cannot be conceived without the continuation of the
latter. While the post-modern strategy entails the abandonment of the universalistic
ambitions of the intellectuals’ own tradition, it does not abandon the universalistic ambitions
of the intellectuals towards their own tradition; here, they retain their meta-professional
authority, legislating about the procedural rules which allow them to arbitrate controversies

of opinion and make statements intended as binding. (Bauman, 1987: 5)

The legislating authority or criteria of postmodern intellectuals take place within
communities since “[s]ystems of knowledge may only be evaluated from ‘inside’ their
respective traditions” (ibid: 4). Hence only inside their own community, are intellectuals able
to “assure the survival of certainty, the dominion of reason” because their criteria depend
on its validation by one such tradition. Within their communities intellectuals “supply their

criteria for criticism”; they “spell out the rules which decide who are the rational discussants
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and who are not” (ibid: 145). Outside postmodern communities there are no criteria, that is,
external authorities, in charge of legitimating local practices. The survival of certainty is only

validated “by the strength of [the intellectuals'] own work alone” (ibid: 1498).

The new postmodern context has been seen as beneficial to intellectuals who now can

‘'speak without strings'”:

Intellectuals, freed from their legislative role, unwanted by the contemporary state, have a
chance - an opportunity - to develop their discourses unhindered by power considerations
of the type that formerly held them in thrall. They can become interpreters. They can simply
offer up their ideas to whoever will listen, so to speak, without strings. (Kilminster and
Varcoe, 1996: 231)

However, underlying this argument is a homogeneous view of intellectuals in modernity as
merely those who collaborated with the state to implement this worldview. As | said, it is
possible to see a more critical role for intellectuals. If we allow for a view of modern
intellectuals, which encompasses the possibility of speaking without strings, the new
freedom of interpreters is not such a novelty. Frow (1995]) praises Bauman's model of a
“community of meanings” for its openness towards the structures of value of different
social groups. Communities, as value systems, assert the “validity and the local specificity of
a plurality of practices and codes of valuation.” In so doing, he says, this model “refuses to
maintain the privilege of any one culture over any other” (ibid: 138). | would disagree with
Frow's suggestion that recognising the existence of intellectual communities entails a
refusal to reproduce the privileged position of some cultures over others. There are other
factors, such as economic capital, which continue to privlege some cultures - e.g.
consumer culture - over others. In order to have a wider picture of the practice of

interpreters | focus next on Bauman's views of sociologists as interpreters.

Sociology as the skill of interpretation

In Intimations of Postmodernity (1992a: 103-113) Bauman explores the consequences of
the changing intellectual climate for sociologists. He re-asserts his argument on the co-
existence of legislating and interpreting practices: “finding the firm and unshakeable
standards of true knowledge, true interpretation, defensible morality, genuine art, etc. is still
a valid one, and the major task” (ibid: 103). This is particularly the case in the discipline of

philosophy, which for Bauman is less affected by external factors - e.g. the withdrawal of
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social recognition - than sociology. Sociology is in a state of crisis because it originated in
response to a demand of the modern state. The skills of sociologists were developed as a
response to the needs of the modern state, and financed by it. In short, sociologists as
legislators produced two types of knowledge aimed at rationalising: the state and individual
conduct (ibid: 108). The problem arises when the services of legislators became redundant
to the modern state, for the reasons | discussed earlier. Sociologists are now faced by two
possible choices: “seeking a new social application of [sociological] skills or seeking new
skills” (ibid: 105). As a discipline, sociology then must adjust to the new conditions in order

to self-reproduce: it must be resonant with its own social context (ibid: S0).

As | pointed out above, contemporary society is now split into many local, and partial mini-
orders whose validation is the task of interpreters. One possible role for sociologists is to
adapt to this new setting. To do so, sociology must become a self-reflexive, self-monitoring
practice. In such a world sociological interpretations do not stand in an exclusive relation to

others. As Bauman explains:

Self-reflexivity and the ensuing flexibility of sociological commentary itself facilitates the
activity of self-monitoring - as it demonstrates in practice (even if not in theory) the ron-
exclusiveness of any of the competing interpretations, the absence of a single authoritative
standpoint from which unambiguous and universally binding pronouncements can be made,
and the mutual interpretation and inter-feeding of interpretations and their ostensible

objects which they generate while pretending to reflect. (Bauman, 1992a: S0)

A reflexive sociology can put into practice what seems to be a distinct trait of knowledge in
the postmodern world: the lack of a hierarchy in which some interpretations are more
authoritative than others. The object of sociological study is now positioned within a
pluralism of ‘life worlds’ or ‘communal traditions’. Hence the aim of sociologists is not to
ascertain the ‘truth’ of a particular type of experience, but the “correctness of
interpretation” of this experience. Here correctness points at the key role of sociologists in

rendering messages “mutually communicable” between a plurality of traditions (1992a:
105-6).

A second possibility is what Bauman calls “the sociological equivalent of /art pour /'art’ (ibid:
107) or the practice of sociology for its own sake. Those sociologists who are not

interested in interpretation and translation can still immerse themselves in their own
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specialised discourse. This argument is linked to Bauman’s view of a continuation of a
modern intellectual strategy in a postmodern context (1987: 5). This is how he sees the
task of sociologists who want to preserve modern hopes and ambitions under the

conditions of postmodernity:

It is one’s own community, tradition, form of life, etc. which commands first loyalty, however
small, it provides the only site wherein the intrinsic value of the discourse can be tended to,
cultivated - and enjoyed. After all, the recognition of futility of universal standards, brought
along by postmodernity, allows that self-centred concerns treat lightly everything outside
criticism. (Bauman, 1992a: 107)

Sociologists are free to put in place this type of practice. However, for Bauman, this is a
form of freedom coupled with irrelevance, because intellectuals are paying a price for it.

They are “resigning the freedom to influence their actions and their results” (1992a: 106).

A third possibility is what he calls a ‘sociology of postmodernity’ (ibid: 111), which would
apply existing methods of research to a new object of investigation: postmodern
phenomena. It would be relevant to explore, for example, the relationship between the two
forms of social control and domination in contemporary society: seduction and repression.
Specific questions to ask would be how they combine and support each other, and their

effects on “the tendency of political power, democratic institutions and citizenship” (ibid:
112}

In looking at the role of sociologists as interpreters Bauman offers a more specific set of
guidelines for the possible tasks facing the discipline. Overall, sociologists need to adapt to a
postmodern context by rendering their interpretations communicable between traditions.
They can also become legislators within their own tradition, as this is the only possible
territory where they can preserve the universalistic ambition of their knowledge. Finally, they
can orient their interest towards the study of distinct changes brought about by the
postmodern. While these possibilities offer an interesting theoretical ground to explore in
the empirical research in this thesis, we still need to find an initial conceptual framework to
complement it. We need to be able to situate how interpreters validate the many models of
order, or communities; how they carry their role as translators between communities, and

finally, how, if this is the case, they carry out their legislating practices.
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This is where Bourdieu’s notion of fie/d can help us complement some of Bauman's ideas on
communities. While Bourdieu does not distinguish between modern and postmodern fields,
he provides a conceptual apparatus to explore the nature of contemporary intellectual
practices, which is lacking in Bauman. However, | agree with Frow (1995: 138) who notes
the need to explore the existence of any links between intellectual communities, a point that
Bauman does not envision. To examine how criteria developed within one community can be
taken up and developed by another community would provide a more dynamic model of
intellectual practices. Yet an important point in Bauman is the differentiation of intellectual
practices, and the possibility that both modern and postmodern practices can still co-exist.
In that sense, his model is not static, but develops historically, as well as taking into account
how this history can influence contemporary intellectual practices. As | pointed out, he
accepts the possibility of co-existing legislating and interpreting strategies. An important
issue, which deserves investigation, is to establish what kinds of situations call for one or the
other of the two roles (1987: 146). In fact, this is the benefit of Bauman’s contribution,
which is lacking in Bourdieu: a historical and contemporary conceptualisation of intellectual

practices in line with their participation in the making of alternative models of social order.

3 Bourdieu’s sociology of intellectuals

Bourdieu's sociology of intellectuals can be seen as a continuation as well as a departure
from central themes in the study of intellectuals. For example, his concern with the location
of intellectuals within the social-class structure is also found amongst Marxists who relate
the intellectual’s political orientation to their location in a class structure (Swartz, 1997:
233). He is also part of a tradition that seeks to move away from attempts to define
intellectuals in terms of personal characteristics (Eyerman, 1994: 1). But the departure
from conventional approaches is what mostly distinguishes Bourdieu's sociology of
intellectuals from previous attempts: namely, his study of intellectuals as symbolic
producers is situated in what he calls ‘intellectual fields.” As he says, “This or that particular
intellectual, this or that artist, exists as such only because there is an intellectual or an
artistic field” (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992: 107). A key consideration in his approach is
how intellectual fields do not exist in isolation, but as part of cultural fields. In other words,
cultural fields - literary, fashion, academic - mediate specifically intellectual struggles over
the production of cultural legitimacy for cultural works. Hence we find struggles over “who is
an intellectual and what are specifically intellectual traits” (Swartz, 1997: 221);, and
struggles over the definition of value. The location of intellectuals in cultural fields has led

some to argue that “[flor Bourdieu, the sociology of intellectuals is in reality a sociology of
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cultural fields” (ibid: 221). Problems arise when investigations into Bourdieu's sociology of
culture obliterate the intricate relationship between intellectual practice and cultural fields
(Fowler, 1997; Robbins, 2000). Similarly, critiques of his sociology of art have overlooked
this issue (Laermans, 1992; Loesberg, 1993; Dunn, 1998). Maybe this is a reason why, as
Swartz points out, despite the increasing interest in Bourdieu's work, his approach to the
analysis of intellectuals has gone largely unnoticed (1997: 218]. This thesis is an attempt to
redress this balance by focusing on a cultural practice, art collecting, as an intellectual
practice. In order to situate Bourdieu's theory of intellectual practices | begin by observing

how this intersects with his theory of symbolic power and symbolic violence.

3.1 A theory of practices

For Bourdieu, the task of sociology is to disclose the “buried structures of the various social
worlds which constitute the social universe, as well as the ‘mechanisms’ which tend to
ensure their reproduction or their transformation” (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992: 7). In
this enterprise the key source of investigation is knowledge, which he sees at the source of

political struggle:

Knowledge of the social world and, more precisely, the categories that make it possible, are
the stakes, par excellence, of political struggle, the inextricably theoretical and practical
struggle for the power to conserve or transform the social world by conserving or

transforming the categories through which it is perceived. (Bourdieu, 1985: 729)

To understand the interrelationship between knowledge and social structures, he has
devised a theory of practices, in which he situates his theory of intellectual practices. For
him, this theory is an attempt to integrate the opposition objectivism/subjectivism as a
suitable framework for understanding human action. He wants to escape “the objectivism of
action understood as a mechanical reaction “without an agent” and the subjectivism which
portrays action as the deliberate pursuit of a conscious intention” (Bourdieu and \Wacquant,
1982: 121). Alternatively, he advocates a “relational” or “structuralist” model of thinking in
which individuals’ practices and their legitimation are defined in relation to the other
elements of the same system - i.e. to other practices (ibid: 63). In fact, binary distinctions -
i.e. high/bourgeois art, or high/popular culture - structure all classification systems, which
Bourdieu terms ‘symbolic’. He wants to draw attention to how our mental structures
(knowledge) are based on symbolic systems, which constitute the basis of the divisions we

find in the social world. Hence a key theme in his work is his theory of symbaolic power in
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which he reconceptualises previous ways of thinking about power relationships in social life
(Swartz, 1997: 65). Let me introduce first his theory of practices to situate in this context

his theory of symbolic power.

For Bourdieu the social world is structured around fields of forces. Fields are spaces
constituted by different kinds of capital. These are resources upon which individuals and
groups draw to maintain their position in the social order, and can take various forms - i.e.
economic (money and property), cultural (cultural goods and services including educational
credentials), social (acquaintances and networks), and symbolic (prestige or renown). In
addition, the possession of capital allows social actors to negotiate their position within the
power relations in a given field. This is why capital becomes an object of field struggle. For
example, intellectual practices are part of a struggle for recognition or the accumulation of
symbolic capital. The power relations among the agents or institutions engaged in struggles
structure fields. They result from the distribution of different types of capital “accumulated
in the course of previous struggles, and which orients subsequent strategies” (1993a: 73).
In order for a field to function, there have to be agents prepared to ‘play the game.
Bourdieu has coined the terms disposition and habitus to account for two levels of
perceiving or understanding the probabilities offered to agents by a given field. Dispositions
stand for the agent’s “subjective basis of the perception and appreciation of the objective
changes” while habitus refers, generally, to interpretative frameworks or “schemes of
perception and appreciation” (ibid: 64). An important point in Bourdieu's theory is that
through the mediation of the habitus agents construct their views of the social world.
Agents attain their positions in a field through the practice of making distinctions or
classifications of the social world. Struggles within fields are about the imposition of a

legitimate world-view (1985: 728); or the monopoly of legitimate violence (1993a: 73).

3.2 Symbolic power and symbolic violence

Having laid out some of the premises of Bourdieu's theory of practices | refer next to how
his views of symbolic power inform his general theory. Despite the centrality Marxism gives
to economic structures in social life, for Bourdieu practices are not only oriented towards
the attainment of material profit, but also symbolic capital. His theory of symbolic power
stresses the role played by taken-for-granted assumptions in the constitution and
maintenance of power relations (Swartz, 1997: 43). The practices of agents in the cultural
domain are a case in point. They are ‘misrecognised’ as representing disinterested forms of

activities and resources -e.g. critiques of books or evaluation of paintings. Individuals or
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groups obtain symbolic capital from the achievement of misrecognition of their practices;
that is, from the belief that they are not aimed at attaining economic or political interest.

This is why Bourdieu characterises symbolic capital as ‘disavowed”:

‘Symbolic capital’ is to be understood as economic or political capital that is disavowed,
misrecognized and thereby recognized, hence legitimate, a ‘credit’ which, under certain

conditions, and always in the long run, guarantees ‘economic’ profits. (Bourdieu, 1993a: 75)

If individuals obtain symbolic capital when their practices are recognised as disinterested,
practices themselves gain in symbolic power or legitimacy when they become separated
from material concerns. In fact, Bourdieu's thinking of symbolic power relates to how he
conceptualises all symbolic systems. He sees the source of symbolic power in the
relationship of symbolic systems to social structures rather than within symbolic systems
(Swartz, 1997: 88)." He argues that symbolic power is a “misrecognizable, transformed and
legitimated form of other kinds of power” (Bourdieu, 1977b: 117). It does not exist per se,

not even in the ideas expressed by agents, but in the belief of the ‘legitimacy of the words'":

This means that symbolic power does not reside in ‘symbolic systems’ in the form of an
‘illocutionary force’, but that it is defined in and by a determinate relationship between those
who exercise this power and those who undergo it - that is to say, in the very structure of
the field in which belief is produced and reproduced. What makes the power of works to
command and to order the world, is the belief in the legitimacy of the words and of him who

utters them, a belief which words themselves cannot produce. (Bourdieu, 1977b: 117)

Symbolic power is a key term for this study of intellectual practices because it involves the
capacity to impose the “legitimate vision of the social world and its divisions”. Bourdieu
characterises those situations in which there is symbolic violence as the capacity to impose
“the means for comprehending and adapting to the social world by representing economic
and political power in disguised, taken-for-granted forms” (Swartz, 1997: 89). As in the case
of symbolic power, symbolic violence is misrecognisable. He stresses that it “is exercised
upon a social agent with his or her complicity” (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992: 167]. In
fact, misrecognition is a trait of symbolic systems, since they owe “their particular force to
the fact that the power relations which they express are only manifest in the

misrecognisable form of relations of meaning (displacement)” (Bourdieu, 1977b: 117). This

* See (Bourdieu, 1877b) and (Swartz, 1997) for a detailed account of the intellectual influences and
departures of his theory of symbolic power and symbolic violence.
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is how the dominated accept as legitimate their own condition of domination. He situates
the study of symbolic violence and operations of symbolic power and capital as a priority of a
science of practices. Such a project must describe those factors that make possible the

symbolic aspect of practices:

Such a science must describe the laws of transformation which govern the transmutation of
different kinds of capital into symbolic capital. In particular it must describe the work of
dissimulation and transfiguration (in a word euphemization) which makes it possible to
transmute power relations by bringing about the misrecognition (i.e. the nonrecognition
which constitutes recognition of legitimacy) of the power relations which they contain.
(Bourdieu, 1977b: 117-8)

| mentioned earlier that intellectuals are for Bourdieu symbolic producers in that their
practices are geared towards the accumulation of symbolic capital -that is, prestige. This
role of intellectuals positions their task at the core of his theory of symbolic power and

violence.

3.3 A methodology for the study of intellectuals

Bourdieu's views on the intellectual field can be traced back to his article ‘Intellectual field
and creative project’ (1969) where he situates the genesis of the intellectual field and
outlines its main traits. He elaborates the relationship between cultural and intellectual field
in subsequent studies such as the academic field (1988), the artistic field (1993a;1996),
and the field of fashion (1993b). My particular interest is in his theory of intellectual
practice in the field of cultural production (1993a), although | will draw on some other
writings by Bourdieu to illustrate further the ideas presented. As we will see, for Bourdieu,
his theory of intellectual practices is an attempt to resolve a question of aesthetics, or how
“out of the undifferentiated and undefined mass of works which are produced and even
published, there emerge works which are being loved, admired, preserved and
consecrated”? (19689: 100).

Although no precise date is given, Bourdieu situates the emergence of the intellectual field
towards the end of the 17" century when artists gradually liberated themselves from the
patronage of the aristocracy and the Church. This was substituted by an intellectual order
with specific authorities of selection and consecration governed not by external authorities,

but by the competition for cultural legitimacy (ibid: 81). This order was characterised by the
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proliferation and diversification of institutions of artistic and intellectual consecration such
as academies and salons, “publishing houses, theatres, cultural and scientific associations
and the simultaneous extension and diversification of the public” (ibid: 90). These new
institutions act as agencies of consecration making possible the establishment of “a body of
properly intellectual professions” through which “the public meaning of the work and of the

author” comes into being (ibid: 100). As Bourdieu explains:

[T]he relationship the creator has with his work is always mediated by the relationship he
has with the public meaning of his works, a meaning which is concretely recalled to him with
regard to all the relationships he has with all the other members of the intellectual world
and which is the product of the infinitely complex interactions between intellectual acts seen
as judgments which are both determined and determining of the truth and value of works
and of authors. (Bourdieu, 1969: 104)

We find a more developed account of how intellectual fields participate in cultural fields in
The Field of Cultural Production (1993a). Bourdieu theorises the field of cultural production
(the literary field) as a space of positions and position-takings. The artistic positions
correspond to the various literary genres e.g. the novel. They are defined in relation to other
positions, genres, in the field, and by the possession of a specific capital. The object of field
analysis is to describe the relations between the space of positions, which constitutes the
field, and the struggles aiming to maintain or subvert this structure. In addition, intellectuals
occupy particular positions in relation to their amount of capital and their use of it. As

Bourdieu puts it:

[Sjocial agents are not ‘particles” that are mechanically pushed and pulled about by
external forces. They are, rather, bearers of capital and, depending on their trajectory and
on the position they occupy in the field by virtue of their endowment (volume and structure)
in capital, they have a propensity to orient themselves actively either toward the
preservation of the distribution of capital or toward the subversion of this distribution.
(Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992: 108-9)

The link between the FCP and the intellectual field becomes explicit if we think about
intellectuals as those occupying particular positions in the field as cultural or symbolic
producers. For Bourdieu, intellectual practices are crucial to the creation of symbolic capital
for cultural goods. As he says, intellectual practices are “intellectual acts seen as judgments

which are both determined and determining of the truth and value of works and of authors”
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(1969: 104). The cultural goods produced within the FCP are ‘symbolic’ in that their
aesthetic value is defined by the accumulation of symbolic capital or prestige rather than in
economic terms (1969: 93; 1993a: 79). This is what characterises those who enter the
literary and artistic world as having “an interest in disinterestedness” (1993a: 40). A key
issue in his model is that in the cultural field, alongside the pursuit of economic profit, there
is also the possibility of accumulating symbolic capital (ibid: 75). That is, the “belief in the
value of the work” (ibid: 73], or the production of cultural legitimacy, which is the result of
intellectual struggles within the field. In other words, what is at stake in the FCP is the
authority of intellectuals to determine the legitimate definition of the literary work. For
Bourdieu a key element in understanding the FCP is to treat it as a space of “competition
for the monopoly of the legitimate exercise of symbolic violence’ (ibid: 121). This form of
violence is symbolic because it “gains legitimacy by misrecognizing the underlying power

relations” guaranteeing the production of legitimacy (Johnson, 1993: 20).

Another form of competition prevalent in the field is for intellectual recognition. In fact, the
struggle over the imposition of the legitimate mode of cultural production is inseparable
from a competition amongst intellectuals to maintain or enhance their position in the field.
Even the label ‘intellectual’ is itself a form of symbolic capital whose value and possession
are objects of struggle (Swartz, 1997: 222). A crucial factor in determining who can be an
intellectual, or who can play the intellectual game, is the possession of certain types of
capital. As Swartz puts it, it entails two conditions: it requires an intellectual disposition or
habitus, “that is able to bracket off from immediate concern the needs of everyday
existence in order to work with ideas”; and the possession of cultural capital to engage in
the struggles in the intellectual field (ibid: 233). Intellectuals’ most vital interest is an

‘interest in disinterestedness’ (ibid: 73).

Amongst the agents who compose the intellectual field Bourdieu mentions artists, critics,
intermediaries between the artist and the public such as publishers, art dealers, and
journalists. For him the focus of sociological enquiry into the meaning of a work is not the
work itself, but the intellectual struggle involved in the making of this meaning. Most
importantly, through participation in the struggle over the legitimate definition of art value,

agents take part in the making of a worldview. This is how he refers to the work of agents in
the FCP:
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Among these are the producers of works classified as artistic (great or minor, famous or
unknown), critics of all persuasions (who themselves are established within the field),
collectors, middlemen, curators, etc., in short, all who have ties with art, who live for art and,
to varying degrees, from it, and who confront each other in struggles where the imposition
of not only a world view but also a vision of the artworld is at stake, and who, through these
struggles, participate in the production of the value of the artist and of art. (Bourdieu,
1993a: 261)

Their position in the FCP classifies intellectuals in various ways. Bourdieu refers to
intellectuals as pertaining to the dominated fraction of the dominant class in light of the
position of the FCP within the field of power (Johnson, 1993: 15). The FCP is situated within
the field of power because of its possession of various symbolic forms of capital, such as
cultural or academic. However, it is in a dominated position because of its low amount of
economic capital. More specifically, within the FCP intellectuals are stratified by the cultural
markets in which they invest their capital. One can differentiate those intellectuals who
pursue conservation strategies and tend to defend orthodoxy, from those who are inclined
towards strategies of subversion, of heresy (Bourdieu, 1993a: 73). These strategies, which
create a source of differentiation amongst intellectuals, correspond to two different sub-
fields of cultural production: the field of restricted production and the field of large-scale

production.®

The autonomous pole, or the field of restricted production (FRP) has a dominating position
in the FCP; it is aimed at what is termed ‘high art’ (classical music, the visual arts, ‘serious’
literature) and “develops its own criteria for the evaluation of its products” (ibid: 115]. In the
FRP economic profit is normally disavowed. The stakes for competition between agents are
geared towards obtaining symbolic profit. As in a “game of ‘loser wins™ (ibid: 39] what
prevails is “a profit of disinterestedness, or the profit one has on seeing oneself (or being
seen) as one who is not searching for profit” (Johnson, 1993: 15). This disavowal of
economic profit does not occur in the heteronomous pole of the field of cultural production,
what Bourdieu calls the field of large-scale cultural production (FLSP). This field represents
the dominated position in the FCP; it involves ‘mass’ or ‘popular’ culture (ibid: 16), and
produces cultural goods for the public at large. As opposed to the FRP, it follows “the laws
of competition for the conquest of the largest possible market” (Bourdieu, 1993a: 115),

and it is subordinated to the demands of economic capital.

* In Homo Academicus (1988) he sees this opposition between ‘curators of culture’ and ‘creators of culture’,
between those who reproduce existing bodies of knowledge, and those who pose a challenge to it.
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3.4 Thinking about change

Bourdieu situates the possibility of change in his concept of field’. The aim here is to assess
its usefulness for understanding the change or evolution of those intellectual practices
involved in the making of aesthetic value. In his chapter ‘Manet and the insitutionalization of
anomie’ Bourdieu used the term symbolic revolution to theorise change within the FCP
(1993a). It refers to a shift in the mode of aesthetic production, perception and judgement:
from academic art and an academic gaze, to impressionist art and a pure gaze. This shift
also points at the change in the field’s structure. In the case of academic art, the field was
ruled by the monopoly of legitimate symbolic violence, that is, the power of the French ‘Ecole
des Beaux-Art’ to define who is a painter and what is a painting (ibid: 250). This monopoly
no longer exists in the new autonomous field of competition, which is characterised by the
‘institutionalisation of anomie’. That is, no one can claim to be an absolute holder of the
“nomos” (ibid: 250) that rules the production of legitimate images. The French Ecole was
responsible for creating a particular type of career for painters who became known as the
‘masters’ of academic art (ibid: 241). This institution was dominated by the existence of a
series of competitions and awards. The Ecole gave them the necessary honours and
training to legitimate their profession; but it also required the painters’ submission to the
aesthetic principles promulgated by the Ecole. Academic painting gave primacy to content
and to the display of a literary culture. The emphasis is on making ‘readerly’ paintings, which
are intended to be ‘read’ rather than ‘seen’ (ibid: 245). For Bourdieu change in a field
occurs with the emergence of a new movement in painting. This in turn, stems from the
social construction of an autonomous field of production, which legitimates this new

movement. As he puts it:

The social construction of an autonomous field of production, that is, a social universe able
to define and impose the specific principles of perception and judgement of the natural and
social world as well as of literary and artistic representations of this world, goes hand in
hand with the construction of a properly aesthetic mode of perception, which places the
source of artistic ‘creation’ in the representation and not in the thing represented.
(Bourdieu, 1993a: 239)

‘Academic painting’ was not simply a reflection of an external ‘reality’ but was also related to
an ‘academic order’ it sought to maintain (ibid: 246). This is why when Bourdieu says that
the field went through a symbolic revolution, it means a rupture with academic style and the

lifestyle that it transmits. The role of intellectuals comes into the equation when we see that
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the constitution of a new field is precipitated by the incomprehension of previous ‘academic
intellectuals’ towards Manet's work. His was a style consisting in ‘impressions’, which is
attentive to forms, whereas “the academic eye” is attentive to meanings (ibid: 2483). As

Bourdieu explains:

By imposing on his work a construction whose intention is not to help in the reading of a
meaning, Manet dooms the academic eye, used to seeing a painting as a narrative, as a
dramatic representation of a ‘story’, to a second, undoubtedly more fundamental,
disappointment. (Bourdieu, 1993a: 248)

The break with the Ecole’s monopoly of symbolic violence was gradual. It started with the
collapse of the network of beliefs it sustained: the painters’ belief in the legitimacy of the jury
and its verdicts, the state’s belief in the jury’s efficacy, and the public's belief in the value of
the academic recognition (ibid: 251-2). As a result, they dragged down the symbolic capital
underpinning these beliefs. At the same time, those other ‘superfluous producers’, who
were excluded from the status of producer as designed by the Ecole, gradually succeeded in

producing their own market, and mechanism of consecration. As Bourdieu says:

This is a truly far-reaching revolution which, at least in the realm of the new art in the
making, abolishes all references to an ultimate authority capable of acting as a court of
appeal: the monotheism of the central nomothete gives way to a plurality of competing cults

with multiple uncertain gods. (Bourdieu, 1993a: 253)

Bourdieu's argument is useful because it shows the emergence of a new aesthetic genre,
impressionism, as the overthrow of an academic order, or system of mechanisms, which
legitimated ‘academic painting’. The emergence of a new autonomous field also entails a
certain change in intellectual practices. Academic intellectuals were unable to legitimate the
value of Manet's work, while a new set of intellectuals supported this new aesthetic.
However, the problem here is that we still do not know whether this new field led to a
change in the way in which intellectuals created aesthetic value, that is, in the nature of
intellectual practices per se. If we look at Bourdieu's views in relation to Bauman's
argument on the legislating practices of modernity, we can see that this symbolic revolution
did not lead to a new type of intellectual practice. Historically, legislators were very much in
control of the definition of modern art, of which impressionism is one example. However, |
have already pointed out that Bauman's concept of legislators was rather reductionist. We

can then see how Bourdieu's account sheds new light on the role of legislators because the
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art of Manet and his followers was legitimated by a field of competition: a field in which
intellectuals struggled over the production of aesthetic value for the new art. | would like to
situate the notion of ‘symbolic revolution’ in Bourdieu's generic theory of change in fields, to

expand further the type of change proposed by his arguments.

For Bourdieu fields are structured along the field of opinion and the field of doxa. In fact, the
field of opinion is situated within the field of doxa, or that, which is beyond questioning
(1977a: 168). This is how he sees these two fields:

In class societies, in which the definition of the social world is at stake in overt or latent class
struggle, the drawing of the line between the field of opinion, of that which is explicitly
questioned, and the field of doxa, of that which is beyond question and which each agent
tacitly accords by the mere fact of acting in accord with social convention, is itself a
fundamental objective at stake in that form of class struggle which is the struggle for the

imposition of the dominant systems of classification. (Bourdieu, 1977a: 169)

The problem arises when Bourdieu theorises the field of doxa as not being susceptible to
change. This is what he calls a “complicity between antagonisms” (1993b: 73). Intellectual
struggles within fields are excluded from causing any change in the state of the doxa. Hence

participating in field struggles means helping to reproduce the stakes of the game:

It tends to be forgotten that a fight presupposes agreement between the antagonists about
what it is that is worth fighting about; those points of agreement are held at the level of what
‘goes without saying, they are left in the state of doxa, in other words everything that makes
the field itself, the game, the stakes, all the presuppositions that one tacitly and even
unwittingly accepts by the mere fact of playing, of entering the game. (Bourdieu, 1993b: 73-
4)

For those participating in field struggles, their strategies must remain within the limits of
the doxa if they are not to be excluded from the game (ibid: 74). These types of changes are
partial because “they do not call into question the very foundations of the game, its
fundamental axioms, the bedrock of ultimate beliefs on which the whole game is based”
(ibid: 74). The symbolic revolution | referred to earlier is an example of partial change. It
does explain how aesthetic change is also a change in the symbolic structures and

producers that legitimate aesthetic value. Yet for Bourdieu, total revolutions are not
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possible because they destroy the dominant agents and their domination, as well as the

game itself. In the end, we are left with the hypothesis that:

Like the ordeals in rites of passage, this investment helps to make the pure and simple
destruction of the game unthinkable in practical terms. Thus whole sectors of culture ... are
saved by the cost entailed in acquiring the knowledge needed even to destroy them with due
form. (Bourdieu, 1993b:74)

This sheds new light on the presupposition that in order for a field to function there have to
be agents prepared to play the game. Bourdieu's value lies in his theory of practices, in how
agents operate within the field, and how they use their resources to legitimate or challenge
specific worldviews. However, this argument becomes limited if we are trying to explore the
possibility of a change in the nature of intellectual practices. The argument that ‘the
destruction of the game’, that is the field's logic or law, is ‘unthinkable’ seems to suggest
that intellectual practices can only be conceptualised along the theoretical lines provided by
Bourdieu: stratified along the quest for recognition between newcomers and conservatives,
and the cultural markets in which intellectuals articulate their practices. While this reveals
the intricacies of the position of intellectuals in structures it also points out the static nature
of intellectual practices. The emphasis of his analysis is on the outcome of intellectual
practices, but we are left with the question: is a change of outcome enough to theorise a
change in the nature of intellectual practices? The idea that the destruction of the game is

unthinkable seems to suggest that it is not enough.

4 Outline of a sociology of art collections
The rest of this chapter compares the main arguments raised by the above discussion on
Bauman and Bourdieu. The aim is to use their work to raise a number of questions, which a

sociology of art collections intends to investigate.

4.1Bauman and Bourdieu: Towards a theory of intellectual practices

My exploration of Bauman's and Bourdieu's views on intellectuals has been informed by two
aims. Firstly, to indicate the possibilities they offer to think about the role of intellectual
practices in the making of aesthetic value. Secondly, whether it is possible to argue that
intellectual practices can contribute to socio-cultural transformation. This is part of an
overall interest in finding a way of theorising art collecting as an instance of intellectual

practice. My review of the literature on collecting has suggested little theoretical room for
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this argument. Collections seem to be used to represent a worldview characterised by its
division into communities, while museum professionals have no points of reference for the
making of value judgements through collecting. However, the writings by Bauman and
Bourdieu have introduced a more positive picture. Bauman and Bourdieu provide alternative
ways of thinking about how intellectuals perform their role. For Bauman intellectual activity
is applied to the performance of a specific role - e.g. legislating and/or interpreting. For
Bourdieu intellectuals operate within fields, and thus their practices can only be analysed in
relation to a given field of cultural production. Let me refer next to the specific criticism

raised by these arguments, and also point at how | intend to use their views.

The main weakness in Bourdieu's account is precisely one of Bauman's strongest points:
his way of thinking about change. For Bourdieu, change takes place within fields. While
some commentators have suggested that Bourdieu's theories allow us to think about
change (Lash, 1993; Swartz, 1997), others have argued that Bourdieu's theory of practice
emphasises the reproduction of the social-class structure (Jenkins, 1982). This second line
of argument is based on two factors. Firstly, intellectual practices require the possession of
a particular habitus or intellectual disposition, which enables intellectuals to distance
themselves from their practical daily needs. Secondly, intellectual labour requires a cultural
capital to then be able to engage in the struggles within the intellectual field. The point is
that these requirements function as mechanisms of exclusion - and thus reproduce the
social order. They exclude intellectuals from non-intellectuals as “those unable to make the
substantial investments of time, effort, and resources required to compete” (Swartz, 1997:
233).

These arguments, however, have not addressed the issue of change in relation to
intellectual practices, as | see it here. My view is that Bourdieu’s definition of field does not
provide a sound analytical foundation to explore the argument that change in fields can lead
to a change in the nature of intellectual practices. | used the example of Manet's symboalic
revolution to illustrate how Bourdieu refers to change as the emergence of an autonomous
field of production. Ultimately, the problem is that any change in fields is only partial, there
can be a change in aesthetic perception; more specifically, a new aesthetic entails a new set
of cultural practices that legitimate it. However, this form of change is only possible at the
level of a field of opinion. Change in the field of doxa, which contains the field of opinion,
would entail the complete destruction of the field. This theory is only partially helpful. It helps

us envision how a new set of intellectual practices is responsible for creating
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transformation at the level of culture - e.g. a new artistic movement. We are still left
wondering whether it is possible to think that a change at the level of aesthetics is followed
by a similar shift in the nature of intellectual practices. Arguably, it is only with the

destruction of the field that a new model of intellectual practice would emerge.

It is at this point when Bauman's theory of change is most useful. He situates intellectual
practices at the root of a social change: from modernity to postmodernity. The end of the
practice of legislators has given way to a new social order, postmodernity, and a new
intellectual practice, interpreting. The problem lies in the way Bauman dis-associates
interpreters from making a crucial contribution to the selection of the best social order.
This was indeed the power of legislators. The benefit of this argument is that it linked three
key ideas: intellectual practice, aesthetic value and the contribution of intellectuals to the
making of a social order. However, in theorising a change of intellectual practices Bauman
also got rid of two things: the possibility of interpreters attributing or constituting aesthetic

value for works of art, and their role in the selection of the best social order.

In Bauman's thesis, modern intellectuals were instrumental to the reproduction of
modernity’s worldview. From the beginning, he establishes that the creation of knowledge,
such as the making of aesthetic value, is an intellectual practice of crucial relevance in the
maintenance of the existing social order. | have pointed out two issues in relation to
Bauman'’s notion of legislators. Firstly, that it does not allow for the possibility of other
intellectual practices taking place, or even struggling against, those of legislators. Even his
use of the concept ‘critical intellectuals’ suggests a role of co-operation between
intellectuals in ‘core’ countries and those in the ‘periphery’. Apart from rendering too much
homogeneity to the practices of legislators, my analysis in chapter 3 shows how this indeed
not always the case. Intellectuals in the ‘periphery’ do not necessarily comply with the views
of legislators. Secondly, modern art becomes an uncontested category; because even when
new tastes -e.g. bourgeois - come to the fore, it is the practice of legislators that ultimately

imposes their own view of aesthetic value.

The notion of interpreters brings with it another set of issues. One problem is that
interpretative intellectual practices are not able to create aesthetic value. This is an
important point. Bauman's theory of social change is built upon the premise that
contemporary intellectuals have lost their primary position in the legislation of matters such

as truth, morality and aesthetic taste. The question arises: what sort of authority or
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judgement is possible to intellectuals working in areas such as the arts? Another concern is
the role of interpreters in the making of a worldview. As | mentioned earlier, there is a
crucial difference between legislators and interpreters. Postmodernity is constituted by a
plurality of social orders, or communities. Interpreters are able to validate criteria within
their own communities, or social order. In this sense, their role is limited. Their practice is
not of crucial relevance to the maintenance of a universal worldview called postmodernity.
Another line of argument is that the advent of postmodernity has not eliminated the
possibility of a legislating practice. While interpreters are experts in communication skills
(they translate statements from one community to another), legislators are able to keep the
universalistic ambitions of the modern era and impose their views, but these are only
binding within their own community. This thesis seeks to explore whether those engaged in
the practice of art collection making have to, at least, play a legislating role, or whether it is

only interpreting that prevails.

However, in order to explore these two models of practice, we need to go back to
Bourdieu's sociology of intellectuals, which allows a view of intellectuals as participants in
the making of aesthetic value. Although his theory on intellectuals as symbolic producers is
a very valuable methodological tool, it must be pointed out that Bourdieu's approach seems
to leave behind some of the contemporary concerns informing Bauman's views on
intellectuals in the so-called postmodern world. That is, the emergence of the consumer as
the consecrator of aesthetic value. However, this theorisation is rather reductive in that
culture stands for something else than consumer culture. There is another ambit to
culture, which is high culture, of which museums, and opera are clear examples. This thesis
seeks to address the making of aesthetic value in a realm that has not been theorised by
Bauman: public museums and their collections. Let me focus now on the question of

intellectual practices and aesthetic value.

The main benefit of Bourdieu’s account of intellectual practices is its attention to detail and
the provision of a conceptual apparatus to understand how intellectuals carry out their
practices. Another related benefit is that he locates intellectuals as operating in fields of
cultural production. Hence from the beginning we have a possible way of thinking about how
contemporary intellectuals engage in the making of aesthetic value. It has been argued that
Bourdieu's approach to intellectuals provides a “strongly normative vision of what
intellectuals should be” (Swartz, 1997: 222-3). This is, however, only one possible

interpretation of his theory of practices. This normative dimension can be avoided by
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engaging critically with his concepts for thinking about intellectual practices - e.g. symbolic
capital, symbolic power, and symbolic struggle. | think that Bourdieu presents a useful model
of intellectual practice. In emphasising the struggles of agents within the intellectual field he
characterises this practice in terms of its contested nature. Hence value judgements do
not emerge from an ideal type of intellectual - as would be the case of legislators, for
example. Rather, they are the result of a number of factors, the amount of capital of the
agents in the field, the positions they inhabit and the struggles within these positions to
obtain intellectual renown or cultural legitimacy. In this way, we have a number of authorities
who compete for the definition of art. For example, he draws the distinction between
dominant and newcomers as two types of intellectual practice which, according to where
they draw their legitimacy from - within or outside the field - contribute to creating
different forms of cultural products. An aspect that this thesis seeks to question is whether
Bourdieu's emphasis on the struggle amongst intellectuals is indeed a characteristic of the
field under study in this thesis. Finally, | would like to outline the set of questions that | want

to address with the proposed framework of a sociology of art collections.

Chapter outline

The rest of this thesis is aimed at exploring the questions raised in the theory of intellectual
practices outlined in this chapter. One idea in this chapter is that art collection making is
articulated by a set of practices situated, primarily, within a given field. The making of the
collection for the Irish Museum of Modern Art (IMMA)] is situated in the Dublin field of
contemporary art (FCA). Chapters 3 and 4 provide a historical and contemporary account
of the FCA. The emphasis in chapter 3 is to trace the origins of modern art collecting in
Ireland by focusing on the foundation of the Municipal Gallery of Modern Art (MGMA)] in
1908. Apart from providing a historical context the chapter is aimed as an initial
investigation into the making of aesthetic value, a line of enquiry which runs through all the
chapters. In looking at the emergence of modern art more generally, the chapter focuses
on the impact this new aesthetics and the MGMA had in the field. It argues that the MGMA
was part of an ongoing transformation in the FCA at two levels: aesthetics and patronage.
While the Royal Hibernian Academy (RHA) was loosing its position as the main institution
for cultural consecration, the field was embracing new forms of aesthetics i.e. foreign,
modern art, which challenged the academic type of art promoted by the RHA. Changes in
aesthetics occurred alongside new ways of supporting art, i.e. the organisation of

exhibitions outside the Academy by artists and public figures, and finally the MGMA. The
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chapter reflects on whether these transformations can be characterised as a form of

symbolic revolution (Bourdieu, 1993a] - see 3.1 in this chapter.

Chapter 4 offers a contemporary approach to the FCA in which the IMMA occupies its
position as lIreland's national museum of modern art. It explores the practices of
commercial and public galleries designated in the promotion of contemporary art. The
chapter offers a useful introduction to collecting by making explicit the various processes
needed for artworks to obtain recognition and prestige - e.g. symbolic capital - in the FCA,

which will enable them to become part of a public art collection such as IMMA's.

Chapters 5 and B deal with two aspects of IMMA'’s collection: collecting and exhibition
practices. The thrust of these two chapters is to explore the kind of intellectual practices
involved in art collection making. The division between collecting and exhibiting highlights
how both practices contribute to create symbolic capital for IMMA's collection. Chapter 5
conceptualises IMMA as a sub-field and explores collecting in relation to Bauman's
arguments on the contemporary practices of interpreting. In particular it asks whether
interpreting articulates a form of legislation or translation. To answer this question the
chapter presents, first, IMMA's worldview and collecting policy to explore the relationship
between collecting and these knowledge systems. It then focuses on the various practices
of collecting, which are divided into acquisitions, loans and donations. The chapter argues
that collecting is a form of translation that occurs within IMMA's sub-field and between this
sub-field and surrounding fields. Nonetheless, it occurs in relation to a legislative framework

which informs, to a large extent, collecting practices.

Chapter 6 explores another aspect of collecting by focusing on the practices behind the
making of exhibitions of the collection. It argues that exhibition making constitutes a
particular field of vision within IMMA's sub-field. Drawing on historical developments on
exhibition design, the chapter situates the conventions used in exhibitions of the collection
as part of wider international field of vision. It then explores the ways in which exhibition
practices create particular ways of thinking and looking at artworks from the collection by
looking at three exhibitions: /rish Art Now: From the Poetic to the Political, Art Unsolved, and
Art Without Precedent. The chapter argues that the exhibitions articulate a form of
struggle between a didactic approach to art and an impulse to ‘aestheticise’ art. It argues
that exhibiting and collecting are part of the same process; they support a particular form

of aesthetics which put into work some of IMMA's founding principles.
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Chapter 7 concludes this thesis by looking at how the empirical chapters have shed some
light on the nature of intellectual practices. It then brings together two key topics in this
thesis, the making of aesthetic value and intellectual practices to reflect on whether
intellectual practices can contribute to cultural transformation. This topic is explored, more
specifically, in relation to the foundation of the MGMA and the symboalic revolution it brought

to the FCA, and in regard to IMMA'’s own role as an agent of cultural transformation.
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CHAPTER 3

A GENESIS OF THE FIELD OF CONTEMPORARY ART:
THE MAKING OF A MODERN ART COLLECTION (1908)

Introduction

The present chapter offers a study of the historical genesis of the field of contemporary art
(FCA]. Its purpose in this thesis is strategic in various ways. It constitutes a background to
situate more specifically the emergence of Ireland’s first modern art collection for the
Municipal Gallery of Modern Art (MGMA) in 1908. In so doing, the chapter focuses on a key
topic of this thesis: the making of aesthetic value through art collection making. This line of
investigation is important for two reasons. It provides a historical context for chapter 4,
which deals with the FCA in its contemporary form, and to chapters 5 and 6, which explore

the making of an art collection for IMMA.

It must be pointed out that the chapter does not intend to provide an analysis into the
nature of intellectual practices of collecting, which is the topic of chapters 5 and 6.
However, the chapter can be seen as an initial empirical exploration into some of the
analytical concepts outlined in chapter 2, which will continue to surface in the rest of this
thesis. With regard to Bourdieu, it illustrates how various forms of capital - symbolic,
cultural and social - are put into practice in the making of aesthetic value. It also
investigates the possibility of change in fields; what he calls a ‘symbolic revolution’ (see
chapter 2, section 3.4) caused by the emergence of ‘modern art’ as a new aesthetic in the
FCA. The chapter then opens up a second line of enquiry. This is the issue of whether the
making of a modern art collection is a type of cultural practice, which can contribute to

cultural change.

This study also sheds light on Bauman'’s notion of ‘modern art’. One of my arguments in
chapter 2 is that the concept does not account for struggle amongst symbolic producers -
..e. legislators - over the assignation of value to this type of art. In focusing my account in
one of the ‘peripheries’ of modernity, we will see the complex set of forces underlying the
practices of symbolic producers: while using ‘modern art’ as a means to follow the step of

leading countries such as France, it was also a means to produce a distinct Irish aesthetics.
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The chapter is divided into three parts. Part | provides a brief introduction to the period in
question and situates modern art within other contemporary traditions in the visual arts in
Ireland. It then presents Bourdieu's concept of ‘field’ and ‘symbolic revolution’ as a useful
theoretical tool to explore the emergence of modern art in Ireland. Finally, it situates the
Royal Hibernian Academy’s position (RHA) as the main institution for cultural consecration
in the FCA. Part Il offers a study of a debate over the definition of an aesthetics for
contemporary and modern art. It focuses on three exhibitions that took place before the
arrival of Hugh Lane, the Irish art dealer and founder of the MGMA. It explores the attempts
of a number of exhibitions and the ensuing various struggles around the assignation of value
to contemporary and modern art. Part lll is concerned with the arrival of Hugh Lane and the
foundation of the MGMA in 1908. It focuses on the exhibitions he organised before the
gallery’s opening with an emphasis on his position as a newcomer to the field. It then argues
that the creation of a gallery and collection led to the emergence of an internationalist

aesthetics for modern art.

1 The field of contemporary art: modern art as a symbolic revolution

As | said in chapter 2, Bourdieu situates the study of intellectual practices in fields of
cultural production. These fields mediate struggles over the production of cultural
legitimacy, or value, for cultural works. One of his key concepts in theorising the
mechanisms for the creation of such value is symbolic capital - or “the belief in the value of
the work” (Bourdieu, 1993a: 73). The analytical framework of the chapters in this thesis is
built upon Bourdieu's notion of cultural field, and the issue of symbolic production of value in
art. In this chapter, | focus on the struggles over the assignation of symbolic capital for
‘modern art’ in a field of cultural production: the FCA. But before | start my analysis, the
notion of FCA needs some clarification. In what follows, | want to distinguish, first, my
analytical approach from other cultural studies of the same period; and, second, situate the
particular issues | seek to address in this study of the making of aesthetic value for modern

art.

This chapter is the only one in this thesis with a historical approach. The time period studied
here spans between the end of 19" and the beginning of 20" century. At the time, Ireland
was in the paradoxical position of being a European country, and a British colony since the

17" century." Since the 1880s, Ireland was submerged in a process of cultural

' Although the Anglo-Norman invasion of Ireland goes back to the 12" century, Ireland first became a British
colony in the 17" century with the British-Irish civil wars of 1640-31. It was in the late 18 century, when the
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transformation, the Celtic Revival, which sought to construct a distinct Irish culture. A
number of commentators have shed light on this period of Irish history, and on the situation
of Irish culture. Two relevant approaches are the accounts by Lyons (13982) and Hutchinson
(1987). Lyons points out the need to critique the idea of culture as a unifying force. Rather,
he says, Ireland is characterised by the co-existence of an Irish and Anglo-rish culture
operating within the dominant English culture. A key point of his argument is the
identification of cultural products as helping to demonstrate the “ways of life” of these two
cultures. In so doing, his account is not focused on the study of cultural products - ie.
language, literature. In fact, they play a secondary role: they are a means to illustrate a
struggle between cultures. Hutchinson's (1987]) study is focused on the nationalist struggle
that sought to build a distinct native, Gaelic culture. In seeking to redress an emphasis on
the study of political nationalism in Ireland, he investigates cultural nationalism as a
“response to a crisis of identity and purpose that is rooted in the modern world” (1987: 3).
In both cases, the study of culture is an instrument to explore a wider topic - a nationalist

struggle, or a struggle amongst social groups.

My aim is to make the focus of attention the study of a specific cultural product: modern
art. In so doing, | continue an existing line of investigation into Irish culture. In particular, a
number of studies have shed light on the making of a literary canon.? In comparison to
studies of literary culture, the visual arts have not raised the same wave of interest
amongst academics. Some notable exceptions are Sheehy (1980), McConkey (13930],
Kennedy (1991), Crookshank (1994), Fallon (1994). This emphasis is probably due to the
fact that the visual arts played a minor role in the revival in comparison to a literary culture.
In fact, the opening of the MGMA in 1908, which has been seen as a symptom of the Celtic
Revival (Sheehy, 1980), is a late development in relation to the emergence of the linguistic
and literary institutions of the Revival. In 1893, the Gaelic League led by Douglas Hyde and
the Literary Theatre of Wiliam Butler Yeats were founded as the linguistic and literary

institutions of the Celtic Revival.

But the present chapter also offers an alternative way of thinking about the municipal

gallery and its collection, a topic that has been included in biographical accounts of Hugh P.

term ‘Empire’ was used to describe the United Kingdom'’s possessions, that it became possible to think about
Ireland as part of the British Empire (Howe, 2000: 13). A number of studies have revealed some of the
strategies whereby the Irish were represented as an ‘inferior’ race, and a ‘backward’ nation. See, for example
Curtis, L. Perry (1971); Foster, RF. (1993); Douglas, R. et a/(1998).
? For literary studies of the period see Kiberd (1995), Deane (1997).
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Lane (Bodkin, 1956; Lady Gregory, 1973; Dawson, 1993; O'Byrne, 2000), and in some
historical accounts of the period which mention, briefly, the establishment of the MGMA
(Sheehy, 1980; Kennedy, 1391; McConkey, 1991; Fallon, 1994). It situates the emergence
of modern art and the MGMA as events which were part of the FCA where symbolic
producers struggle over the creation of aesthetic value, symbolic capital, for modern art.
This is not to say that the visual arts and the literary field were disconnected from each
other. As we will see, the dominance of literature is obvious in some of the distinctions used

to characterise contemporary and modern art - e.g. prose and poetry.

As | said in this introduction, the focus of this chapter is to explore the possibilities of a
symboalic revolution in the FCA. For Bourdieu this form of revolution occurs when a field of
cultural production experiences a shift in the mode of aesthetic production, perception and
judgement. In particular he gives as an example a transition from academic art to
impressionist art towards the end of the 19" century in France. Most importantly, the
advent of this new aesthetics is facilitated by a change in the field's structure, or in the
position of those cultural institutions in charge of creating symbolic capital. He refers to the
fall of the French Ecole, which created a career for painters as masters of academic art
(1993a: 241). This example is relevant because of the similarity between the demise of the
Academy’'s monopoly in France, and the gradual loss of power by the R.HA. in the FCA - the
principal agent of cultural consecration for the fine arts. The making of the collection, and
previous to it, the validation of modern art as a new aesthetics, took its toll on the

Academy's capacity to produce symbolic capital for its works.

The following account explores the creation of aesthetic value for modern art, as well as the
necessary changes in arts patronage to sustain this type of art. If the MGMA and its
collection were, mainly, put in place through the efforts of Hugh Lane, the emphasis in this
chapter is to explore how this form of symbolic revolution within the field (see section 3.1)
was not merely his own undertaking, but a continuation of earlier attempts by public figures
to develop a distinct aesthetics and patronage for modern art. In what follows, and before |
refer to the position of fine arts and the RHA in the FCA, | introduce the various artistic

tendencies prevalent in the field.

1.1 The visual art/s
Towards the end of the nineteenth century, the FCA was characterised by the co-existence

of various visual art forms: decorative art, religious art, fine arts, and an emergent modern
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art. The revival of decorative art was, mainly, the work of the Arts and Crafts Society of
Ireland founded in 1895 by the Earl of Mayo (Larmour, 1892: 60). As early as 1883, we
find various exhibitions of arts and crafts in the Dublin Sketching Club and the Dublin Arts
Club and the Royal Dublin Society (ibid: 7). Other initiatives were the Donegal Industrial Fund
(1883); the development, in 1888, of an Irish branch of the Home Arts and Industries
Association in England (1884), and the establishment of the Irish Home Industries
Association, which held its first exhibition in 1888 at the RDS (ibid: 29-54).> Religious art
was stimulated by the patronage of painter Sarah Purser and playwright Edward Martyn. In
1903 Purser created a stained glass studio known as An Tur Gloine - Irish for ‘The Tower of
Glass’ (ibid: 163). Both the decorative arts and the religious art movement were bound up
with the establishment of classes at the Schools of the Royal Dublin Society (RDS). Stained
glass and lace design were taught at the Dublin School of Art (ibid: 50). The RHA and its

School were representative of the fine arts tradition.

It must be pointed out that these art forms not only sought to constitute a distinct Irish
School of art, but they also intended to make art a vehicle for the articulation of national
ideas through a national style. It is possible to say that the case of modern artis no different
from these other parallel attempts. Particularly after the arrival of Hugh Lane, and once the
project of a collection and a gallery took place, the conviction that modern art could
articulate a distinct national School of painting was widespread amongst its supporters.
However, as we will see in parts Il and lll, the emergence of modern art is more than the
creation of a new artistic style. It was an attempt at a symbolic revolution of the FCA. This
happened in at least two ways: it was part of a project to create a collection and gallery, and
a new form of aesthetics based on the belief that works by foreign artists could help
stimulate the creation of an Irish aesthetics. Conversely, in the case of the decorative and
religious art, the achievement of national characteristics through art was based upon the
reproduction of Celtic ornamental details (Larmour, 1992: 127). Given the close
relationship between the emergence of modern art and the existing fine art in the FCA, |

explore next the position of the RHA as an agent of cultural consecration.

1.2 The Royal Hibernian Academy

As | said earlier on, the MGMA has been described as the most conspicuous and lasting
manifestation of the Celtic Revival (Sheehy, 1980: 107). This argument raises the question:
What stopped the BHA from playing a part in the Celtic revival - as opposed to the MGMA?

° For a history of the Arts and Crafts movement in Ireland see Larmour (1992}, Gordon Bowe (13998).
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The emergence of modern art as a distinct aesthetics in the FCA is intricately related to
this question. My view is that one of the reasons which made possible the emergence of
modern art, and the MGMA was the challenge it posed to the academic aesthetics
supported by the RHA. This challenge was also due to the paradoxical position of the RHA
as an agent of consecration in the FCA. On the one hand, it held the monopoly for the
production of symbolic capital for the fine arts. On the other hand, its position in the FCA is
characterised by a struggle to obtain proper funding. Let me look first at the type of

aesthetics propounded by the RHA, to focus then on its financial situation.

At the turn of the nineteenth century, the only institution in charge of artistic education was
the Royal Dublin Society (RDS). However, the artistic community required other sources of
funding, apart from private patronage. This situation was felt more acutely after the Act of
Union in 1800 and the departure of many important art patrons; at this point the need for
artists to exhibit and sell their work became a pressing issue.’ In this context, the RHA was
established by Royal Charter in 1823, holding its first annual exhibition in 1826. The aims of
the institution were laid out in the preface to the exhibition’s catalogue: the promotion of fine
arts in Ireland through an annual public exhibition. But its principal objective was the
teaching of young artists, chiefly in painting, as well as in sculpture and architecture (de
Courcy, 1986: xii; Turpin, 1991: 198). In 1832 the Academy was granted an annual sum of
£300 by the British Government.

The RDS had been running drawing classes since the mid eighteenth century.” However, the
RDS’ position would change in 1849 when its School was converted into a school of
industrial design with an emphasis on the education of designers for applied, rather than
fine art. The new School was to revive the production of manufactures in Ireland so that it
would be able to compete with a foreign market on equal terms. This change had important
consequences for the RHA because it then became the only institution devoted to the
teaching of fine art, with all the most artistic and creative students driven to the RHA's
Schools (Barrett and Sheehy, 1996: 444-5). In other words, it allowed the Academy to have
the monopoly in the creation of a particular aesthetics, fine arts, and a career as

academician, a professional painter.

“ The main sources on the history of the RHA are: Strickland (19689), de Courcy (1986), Turpin (1991), Walsh
and Bouchier (1891).

°> Previous to 1800, the Society of Artists in Ireland held a number of exhibitions from 1765 to 1780, which
stopped due to the Society's financial difficulties (de Courcy, 1988: xi).

° See Crookshank (1986 for a history of the RDS.
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However, from a financial point of view this event meant a setback for the RHA. For the
state, the RDS schools were seen as the basis of future art educational development in
Dublin, with most of state investment devoted to this purpose. This decision was to have a
long-term effect on the RHA, and despite its claims for a new school of design linked to the
Academy'’s,” by the end of the nineteenth century the Academy would suffer from serious
lack of funds (Turpin, 1991: 199). The onset of the Great Famine in 1845 did not
ameliorate the RHA's situation, which in the early 1840s had been enjoying some
prosperity, partly as a result of purchases by the Royal Irish Art Union. This crisis reached

its peak in 1857 when no exhibition was held and the school was closed (Turpin, 1991).

Thus it is possible to say that the artistic field was divided between the RDS' school of art,
an institution with a solid financial foundation linked to the Science and Art Department in
London, and the RHA in charge of teaching fine art but financially disadvantaged because its
aesthetics was not supported by the British Government. After the Academy’'s breakdown,
it became the object of a public enquiry by the Science and Art Department in London. This
situation illustrates further the distinction between the two different aesthetics articulated
by the RDS's and the RHA's Schools. One of the suggestions of the enquiry was to
amalgamate the two schools,” and let the RDS take over the RHA's life art class, since it
had better facilities for it. The RHA objected to this amalgamation, an objection based on an
artistic division within the field: the RDS was established with the purpose to teach industrial
art, and manufactures more generally, whereas the RHA was to be in charge of the
education of artists, which should be directed by artists (Turpin, 1991: 199). After the
RHA's School opening in 1862 a new curriculum of practice was defined. The school
offered courses on antique, life study and painting, while discarding the study of ‘original
composition’ on the grounds that this “would interfere with the original views of art which

should arise in the private studio of the artist” (ibid: 200).°

By 1870, the RHA had the monopoly in the distribution of prestige or symbolic capital within
the field of fine arts. An example of this is the Albert prize fund inaugurated in 1871 with a
bequest of around £800 from the Prince Consort Memorial fund, which Queen Victoria

directed towards art education (ibid: 202). A number of well-known Irish painters received

” The case for a school of design was made George F. Mulvany, Keeper of the RHA schools 1845-1851
(Turpin, 1891: 199).

® The suggestion was made at the RHA’'s petition of an enquiry into its schools. An official from the
Department of Science and Art, Norman MaclLeod, suggested that the RDS School of Art take over the life
class carried out by the RHA (Turpin, 1991: 200).

* Primary source, Unidentified press cutting, 26 August 1862 in Larcom papers /oc. Cit.
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this distinction, amongst them we find Walter Osborne, Joseph Malachy Kavanagh,
Roderic O’'Conor, and George Russell (ibid: 203). The RHA's monopoly as an agent of
cultural consecration in the field can be explained by the reopening of its School in 1862,
when the position of the RDS School was also redefined: the later was to promote the
preliminary discipline in drawing; only after attending the RDS school was the prospective
painter allowed to transfer to the RHA schools. This distinction reinforced the Academy'’s
monopoly as the ultimate authority in assigning the status of ‘painter’ to its students. Within
those considered ‘painters’ the RHA was able to distinguish ‘good painters’ by allocating
them the title of member of the Academy. The titles distributed were: RHA for academician,
ARHA for associate academician, HRHA for honorary academician, and RHRHA for

honorary foreign academician (de Courcy, 1386: xxiii).

One contribution of the Academy’s Schools was to set up the foundations of pictorial art,

from which each artist would develop a distinctive style. As Turpin says:

They could all impart the basic techniques of oil painting and composition as well as giving
personal example as practising artists. Without their organisation and direction of the life
class, young Irish painters would have been without the necessary foundation to profit by

continental ateliers. (Turpin, 1991: 204)

This argument is contradicted by some of the views on the talents of the Professors of
Painting at the RHA. For example, Henry MacManus, who taught at the Academy after the
School's formal reopening in November, had rather conservative views about the art of

painting:

This staple course of the Academy does not embrace or recognise original composition
amongst its studies, for any tendency in this direction is foreign to the object of legitimate
academies, inasmuch as it would interfere with the original views of art which should arise in

the private studio of the artist. (As quoted in Turpin, 1991: 200)

Similarly, Sir Thomas Jones, who taught at the RHA from 1884 -1893 is reported to be a
commonplace artist, while his pictures were poorly painted, mechanical and without artistic
merit (Turpin, 1991: 204). Added to these views on some of the Professors of Painting, is

the argument that the Schools promulgated, mainly, traditional art forms. As Fallon says:
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The RHA did not shout down the major talents - it had just sense enough to know that it
needed them - but all the evidence is that the average Irish academician was mediocre and
careerist, as well as unimaginative .. Commercial portraiture, sentimental or humorous
genre, laboured antiquarianism, conventionally picturesque landscape, made up the staple
fare of the annual RHA exhibitions. Its members never took on with any real conviction or
authority the role of forming or educating public taste, as the great RA personalities did in
England. (Fallon, 1994: 539-60)

So far | have suggested that characteristic of the Academy’s position within the artistic field
was its capacity to create symbolic capital for the career of painter; and that its aesthetics,
exemplified, mainly, by the type of teaching carried out in its Schools, was characterised by a
certain decadence and traditionalism. The comments by W.B. Yeats, student at the RHA

Schools, illustrate this last point. He writes:

[l]n the Academy, | can’t say that we had a great respect for our teachers. It is only right to
say that none of them, in our opinion, were capable of teaching, but we learned from each
other ... the chance of having some day a competent teacher, but he must have been a
competent artist ... The students never took any notice of the Visitor. The occupation of the
Visitor was to keep order. His teaching was a joke. The students learned from the best
student that was there. The Visitor was nobody, and knew that students thought he was
nobody. (As quoted in Turpin, 1991: 204-5)"

Yeats' views may serve us to understand why out of an institution's Schools with such
precarious type of teaching emerged some of Ireland’s most talented artists. If they could

not learn from their teachers, they at least, could learn from each other.

Having looked at the type of aesthetics represented by the RHA, my next point concerns the
financial difficulties suffered by the Academy since its inception. This conflict is related to the
origins of a symbolic revolution in the FCA which, | argue, was brought about not only by the
debate over aesthetics, but also by the emergence of a new form of patronage: a public
gallery and modern art collection. However, for this change to occur the field had to go

through a symbolic revolution at least in two ways: aesthetic and economic. We have seen

"° Primary source, evidence of W.B. Yeats, Report by the Committee of Inquiry into the Work Carried on by the
Royal Hibernian Academy of Arts and the Metropolitan School of Art, Dublin, Dublin HMSI, 1906.

74



some of the issues surrounding the RHA's aesthetics; let us focus next on its financial

situation.

Some key periods in the Academy’s history are those in which the institution underwent
great financial crisis, due to the scarcity of its public funding. From its beginnings the RHA
had only the fixed annual income of £300 granted from the British Government, which
meant that it also had to rely on external sources of income, such as the sales at their
annual exhibitions. The RHA's reliance on external funding indicates that the public interest
in the arts was a crucial factor in the Academy's financial well being. Amongst some of the
events that helped the Academy'’s finances we find the establishment of the Royal Irish Art
Union in 1839, which purchased works of art at the annual exhibitions and distributed them
as prizes to subscribers (de Courcy, 1986: xii). But the Art Union would collapse in 1847,
the year of the Great Famine, which led to a considerable fall in exhibition sales. The
situation would lead to a Government inquiry into the business of the Academy in 1857. As
a result the Academy reformed its Charter, which coincided with an upsurge of public
interest in the visual arts, and the restoration of the Arts Union around 1860. The 1880s
were a prosperous decade for the Academy, which showed its highest record of visitors.
However, this prosperity would not last long and the 1890s were characterised by the
public’s lack of interest in the RHA (de Courcy, 1986: xiv). It has been argued that this was
due to the unsuitability of its premises located in Abbey St, at the north side of the Liffey
River, which crosses Dublin. As Barrett and Sheehy explain “The social and intellectual
centre of gravity of the city had shifted to the south side of the river. Abbey Street had
become run down and no one was likely to visit it” (1996: 475). Whether the situation and
location of the Academy's building was the only reason for the lack of interest in the
Academy is difficult to ascertain, what is clear is that the institution’s finances were not to
improve in the short run. In 1901, a report was commissioned which recommended the
closing of the Academy Schools, the integration of the Academicians into the staff of the
Metropolitan School, and the relocation of the Academy to Merrion Square at the
Government's expense (de Courcy, 1986: xiv-xv). The following year, in 1902, Hugh Lane
appeared in the scene offering to organise an exhibition to help redress the Academy's
finances, but the exhibition and the events that surrounded it will be dealt with later on in
this chapter. For now it will suffice to say that the 1902 exhibition served to highlight the
lack of private patronage for the arts. A review of the exhibition published in 7he /rish Times

refers to this issue:
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[t is no longer the custom of every wealthy man to devote a portion of his superfluous
riches to the formation of a cabinet of choice pictures .. Nowadays mator-cars, steam
yachts, and racehorses run away with a lot of money which ought to belong to Art and

Literature.”

This lack of interest in the arts, however, was not linked to a change in the taste of patrons,
but to a more profound change affecting the social status of the gentry. If previously they
“were able to give to the high arts a degree of patronage”, the political troubles and the
Famine are cited as the two main reasons for the gentry’s social and economic downfall.™
Dooley (2001) in his recent account of ‘The Decline of the Big House in Ireland’ is more
specific about the peculiarities of collecting art amongst the Irish landed class.” Around the
1870s collecting fine art was a means “to create an environment or lifestyle that formed an
outward expression of their perceived status in the society in which they [landlords] lived”
(2001: 37). He explains that Irish houses became “the repositories of many fine arts
collections” (ibid: 38). But from the 1880s onwards, the passing of the Wyndham Land Act
entailed the transfer of landownership (ibid: 10-11). In other words, if collecting fine art was
a sign of distinction amongst the Irish gentry, the changes in their social position meant the
redefinition of the way in which they invested their economic capital. Consequently, there

was a gap to fill in the field of pictorial art, and those gentry who wanted to support modern

art had no longer enough means to become important donors or financial contributors.

As we have seen, the Academy was in the paradoxical position of having the monopoly over
the production of symbolic capital in the FCA, while suffering from a lack of proper funds.
Whether the Academy would have turned out into a different type of institution - ie.
renovating its attitude towards art teaching, or creating new ways of producing symbolic
capital - had it enjoyed a greater source of income - is difficult to say. What this account
suggests, however, is that the artworld was ready to welcome a new aesthetics, and a new
form of patronage, which needed its own agents of consecration for the distribution of
symbolic capital. The organisation of art exhibitions outside the RHA's walls is a case in

point.

" The Irish Times, 24" October 1802.

'* The Irish Times, 15" January 1803.

" The term ‘Irish landed class’ does not refer to a homogeneous group, rather, it designates individuals with
varied acquisitive power. According to Dooley it includes “landed magnates who owned tens of thousands of
acres”, and the “lesser gentry whose estates might be confined to a few townlands in one parish” (2001: 10).
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2 Towards a new aesthetics for contemporary art

So far | have looked at the RHA's aesthetics and its downfall in patronage. Following from
this, the aim in this part Il is to try and outline some of the practices linked to the
legitimation of modern art as a new aesthetics in the FCA. Of particular importance here
are exhibition reviews as they exemplify the variety of public opinion raised by one and the
same event.” As we will see, the making of exhibitions became a springboard for public
figures to use their existing cultural capital and transform it into a symbolic capital, that
would validate this new aesthetics. My starting point is the 1884 exhibition at the Dublin
Sketching Club.

2.1 1884. An exhibition at the Dublin Sketching Club

In 1874, the Dublin Sketching Club (DSC) was formed for the purpose of bringing together
“artists, amateurs, and other gentlemen interested in art, in friendly and social
intercourse.”” In December 1* 1884, the DSC opened its annual exhibition in the Leinster
Hall, in Molesworth St, with a display of 318 works. The DSC was commemorating its tenth
anniversary, which might have been the reason why alongside sketches by club members,
this exhibition also displayed works by a number of non-rish painters: James McNEeill
Whistler, John Singer and two other American painters - Julian Story and Ralph Curtis.” It
also included works by Irish painters such as J.B. Yeats, Walter Osborne, and Academicians

- e.g. BM. Guinness.” The press at the time reflects the controversy caused by the

' The initial selection of reviews for this chapter was based on the albums of newspaper cuttings, part of the
Hugh Lane archive, held at the National Library of Ireland. Although the albums include, sometimes, articles
from the British press, due to the nature of this study, the present sample only includes newspapers published
in Ireland. My selection of articles has thus been based in accordance with the ideas being expressed, rather
than with the ideology of the publication. However, given that the albums largely ignore the advanced-
nationalist newspapers - namely, Claidheamh Soluis (the official publication of the Gaelic League), and Sinn
Féin - | have decided to include them to make the sample as representative as possible of the political climate
at the time. Thus, the survey for this paper includes, mainly, those newspapers from the wnionist, nationalist
and advanced-nationalist press, which engaged in a debate about the position of Irish culture and language.
The difference between the divisions | have presented here lies in their political orientation. The advanced-
nationalist press promoted a de-Anglicised Irish-lreland in the belief that a separate Irish culture could provide
evidence of a distinct nationality and could help guarantee it politically (Glandon, 1985: vii). The nationalist
press - ie. the Freeman's Journal - supported the Irish Parliamentary Party in its struggle for Irish Home
Rule. In 1891, the newspaper abandoned the Parnell cause to promote the anti-Parnellite faction (ibid: 2). The
Irish Daily Independent was planned to support Parnell and counteract the Freeman’s withdrawal from this
cause. The /rish Times, the leading unionist newspaper, was the organ of the Protestant interest in Ireland,
although it provided a platform for both Catholics and Protestants among those who supported the existing
political order.

' Freeman'’s Journal, 28" November 1884.

' The reasons for the inclusion of these works is not clear; Kennedy (1991: 4] suggests that some members
of the Club such as the sculptor Frederick Lawless and the painter Walter Osborne were familiar with
Whistler’s work.

" Freeman's Journal, 28" November 1884.
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inclusion of sketches and paintings by Whistler. More specifically, the reviews below

present the beginning of a struggle over the definition and benefits of contemporary art.

Despite the acknowledgement that Whistler's work was “one of the main attractions of the

exhibition”, there was a lack of agreement as to the merits of his art. The Freeman’s
Journal, for example, criticises his sketches as being “clumsily and carellsly painted, and not

possessed of any artistic merit.” For others, his paintings were subject of admiration:

With regard to pictures of figures, both large and small, there can be no diversity of opinion
as to the fact that they should be described in an exactly contrary way. Almost all of them
are boldly drawn, and the details and colouring are carried out in a really faultless style, and

with great fidelity to nature.™

The value of Whistler's works is put more explicitly in a review in the Daily Express, which
focused on the great merit of the American artists exhibited. Entitled “American Artists at
the Dublin Sketching Club Exhibition”, it praised in particular Whistler's technique and

specified the benefits of his art as a much better influence than any other in Dublin:

[T]he instructive advantage remains to the members being able to study at leisure work
resulting from better technique, better tone, and better art influences that we can obtain in
Dublin. All really interested in the fine arts ought to see this American work - so original, so
sensitive, and so daring, and learn to appreciate the advantage of painting with a square and

well-considered touch.*

The article added that Dublin was fortunate in the DSC taking such an interest in bringing
“the current art of the day.” However, a critic for 7he /rish Times questions the usefulness of
such an exhibition when the RHA's Academicians are anxious and willing to exhibit “the

current art of the day” upon the Academy’s walls:

[T]he visitors to the Leinster Hall to-day will bestow upon the club pictures anything like the
attention they are entitled to, and which they would receive but for the alluring
attractiveness of the great works [Whistler’'s] upon the opposite wall ... when we have the
Royal Hibernian Academy in our midst and its members willing and anxious to exhibit the

current art of the day upon its walls, it might be safely left to the members of that institution

'* Freeman's Journal, 29" November 1884.
* Freeman's Journal, 29" November 1884.
* Daily Express, 29" November 1884.
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to pace there, as they so successfully did at their last exhibition, work by greater and more

artistic minds than our own.*

The mention of “the current art of the day” acquires a different meaning in these two
reviews. While the former sees it as art which has received international recognition, e.g.
Whistler's paintings, the latter suggests that the RHA is already bringing to the public
contemporary art. In fact, the “alluring attractiveness” of Whistler's work seems to prevent
the public from admiring the talent in the Club’s pictures. The exhibition did not give raise to
an engagement of public figures in the question of aesthetics. The exhibition, however,
suggests the beginnings of an aesthetic subversion of existing hierarchies within the FCA in

at least two ways.

First, what seemed to be at stake was a struggle over the type of contemporary art to be
legitimated within the FCA. Was it the talent of international artists, or the aesthetics
represented by the RHA? Second, the exhibition also brings to the fore a redefinition of the
positions occupied by the categories amateur and career or professional artist in the FCA.
Let me elaborate this point. The DSC was one of the many art clubs established during the
19" century in Ireland, by the Dublin intelligentsia (Crookshank, 1994: 270).* The Club’s
activities included art classes, sketching expeditions and exhibitions of the members’ work
(Barrett and Sheehy, 1996: 449). In general, these clubs and societies - e.g. the Water
Colour Society of Ireland (1887)°- were an outlet for amateur artists to produce and
exhibit their work. In this sense, they were contributing to the articulation of a distinction
between the professional artists who were being trained at the RHA Schools, and the
‘amateur’ works supported by these clubs and societies. Yet it is possible to say that this
distinction becomes less defined when a number of professional artists joined the ranks of
these societies (Crookshank, 1994: 270]). The exhibition at the Sketching Club proves this
point because it displayed art works from both amateurs and professional painters from

the Irish artistic field, as well as works by Whistler, an artist with an international

" The Irish Times, 3 December 1884.

* A Dublin dentist, William Booth Pearsall, set up the DSC in 1874 (Barrett and Sheehy, 1996: 449). In 1888,
the Dublin Sketching Club amalgamated with the Dublin Amateur and Artist’'s Society founded in 1873, which
had its origins in the 1872 Ladies’ Sketching Club which the following year would admit male members and,
thus, change its name (Barrett and Sheehy, 1996: 449).

* Founded in 1870 as the Irish Amateur Drawing Society, it changed its name to the Irish Fine Art Society in
1878, becoming, in 1887, the Water Colour Society of Ireland (Barrett and Sheehy, 1996: 449).
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reputation.®** Moreover, it can be argued that the exhibition counteracted the monopoly of
the RHA as the only professional body for the display of work by professional artists, i.e.

artists trained at the Academy Schoals.

It would take another fifteen years, in 1899, before the value of contemporary art was put
into question again. This lack of continuity is a symptom of the wider state of the cultural
field, where the Celtic Revival was taking place but had not yet reached a stage when a
group of intellectuals decided to revive the state of the visual arts, as was happening in the
literary field. Let us look next at the next step in the making of the field of modern art: the

Modern Paintings exhibition of 1899.

2.2 1899. The Modern Paintings exhibition

The 1899 exhibition opened from April 1* to 29" in the Leinster Hall. Its title Modern
Paintings is quite telling of the type of aesthetics it sought to represent in the 88 pictures
on display. The exhibition was said to include works by the best British and Continental
artists and was aimed at “the illustration of the main tendencies of painting during the last
half century”.* For example, artworks by French, English and Dutch painters, amongst which
there were examples of Corot, Millet and Daubigny, representing the French landscapists;
Courbet and Clausen for Realism; Leighton, Millais, Orchardson and Watts for the Pre-
Raphaelite influence; and Degas, Manet, Monet, Wilson Setter and Whistler for
Impressionism. The works, whose value amounted to £60,000, were all privately owned and

”26

had been lent with “a laudable desire to promote the knowledge of art.”” Amongst the
lenders we find public figures such as Edward Martyn who contributed with one Monet, two
Degas and a Corot, and George Moore with a Manet” (O'Byrne, 2000: 55), and the
Scottish art collector, J.S. Forbes who lent thirty works including six by Corot.** The following
discussion illustrates at least two ways of creating symbolic capital for modern art. First,
press reviews at the time present a lively debate over the type of aesthetics necessary in
the FCA. Two distinctions are particularly relevant: poetry and prose, and foreign and

national art. A second theme is emerging here is the contribution of public figures, not

* Whistler not only had an international reputation, but he was “one of the most controversial artists of his
time.” He had exhibited in the Salon des Refusés in 1863 and was friends with Degas, Manet, Monet and
Toulouse-Lautrec (Kennedy, 1891: 4).

* Freeman'’s Journal, 1% April 18398.

* Freeman's Journal, 1% April 18898.

¥ Martyn bought an autumn river scene by Monet and two Degas advised by his cousin George Moore
(O'Grady, 1896: 85; Frazier, 2000: 122).

® The Irish Times, 1* April 1898.
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necessarily painters, who used their cultural and social capital to organise or support the

exhibition.

The seeds of this event and the starting point of the debate on the purpose of modern art
go back to George Russell's letter to the Dublin Express in September 1898, where he
referred to the need for a Loan Exhibition of paintings to create a public taste, and inspire
art students*® Most important though is the way in which Russell qualified the nature of
modern art. For him its subtlety lay in its ability to represent not only an “external nature”,
but also “the symbol of internal things, dreams, spiritual longings.” What is interesting is his
argument about the suitability of modern art to express a ‘Celtic imagination’, and even

poetry. As he said:

The subtlety of modern art has reached a point where it seems able to express things long
left to the poet .. The colours and forms of the visible world, long brooded over and
transmuted in the alchemy of thought, have come to convey to many a dual significance, of
which the least important for purposes of art is their reference to an external nature, and
the more important is that they have become the symbols of internal things, dreams,
spiritual longings, and the reveries of the soul. ... To bring to our people an understanding of
a language like this, so capable of expressing the spiritual characteristics peculiar to the

Celtic imagination, might result in the creation of a national art.”

Russell’'s intervention can be seen as an attempt to attach symbolic capital to modern art.
That is, a capital built upon the premise that modern art is a vehicle for the expression of
poetry, and a Celtic imagination that could lead to a national pictorial tradition. But Russell's

ideas were not always supported by other press reviews.

On the day of the exhibition's opening, 7he /rish Times published a short article praising the
possibility it afforded in providing knowledge of the foreign schools. Russell's expectation of a
national art with a distinct Celtic imagination is absent here, where the suggestion is that

Irish art can be stimulated by the exhibition of foreign art:

The highest instincts of Art are always stimulated by comparison, and such an opportunity
as this brings that essentially important influence into operation .. \We undoubtedly have

suffered to no small extent from our almost absolute ignorance of the production of foreign

** Daily Express, 10" September 18398.
* Daily Express, 10" September 1898.

81



schools. We know little or nothing of their methods. Even the names of painters, familiar
upon the Continent as household words, are unrecognised at home. But such an Exhibition

as this will serve to remove a reproach, and remedy a disability.”

Other reviews were less explicit about the benefits of foreign art. For example, the Daily
Express suggested that the exhibition would lead to a national school. The author traced an
analogy between the Dublin exhibition and the Paris Salon of 1824 from which the
“exquisite French school of Barbizon emerged.” Implicit here is the view that a distinct Irish
school of art is ready to emerge: “The soil, of course, was ready and the season fair; but
may we not hope it will be so in Ireland?"* A review in The /rish Times supported, more
specifically, the idea of a distinct Irish art based on foreign emulating foreign schooals, but did
not see impressionist art as particularly relevant for this purpose. While the exhibition was
helping to “keep abreast of the times in the study and knowledge of art,” the impressionist
works were no better equipped than those by idealists or realists since they all equally

133

represented “essential elements in the marvellous language of pictorial art.

The challenge to Russell's views is best articulated in Purser’s fictive conversation,
published anonymously, amongst seven viewers at the exhibition (O'Grady, 1996: 85). The
following quote notes how the exhibition was aimed at correcting false standards of taste in

art, and refers particularly to AE's attribution of prose to Orchardson’s work:

So AE. is wrong to compare Orchardson disadvantageously with Mr. Yeats, just because
AE. wants poetry. In the portrait of Sir Walter Gibney we are not offered poetry. We are
given prose; not offered poetry. We are given very fine prose. It is like Vanity Fair. AE., | feel
sure, never reads a line of Thackeray, and | don’t want him to look at Orchardson; but if he
does, he should judge him for what he is, not for what he never wanted to be. To do so is to
set up a false standard of taste and judgment, just the thing one hoped this exhibition would
correct. | mean there is no use asking all painters to be poets, but we have every right to ask
that they should be artists. They should have a pictorial idea, whether it be a spiritual one or

not, and they should carry it out thoroughly.™

' The Irish Times, 1* April 1898.
* Daily Express, 1% April 1898.

* The Irish Times, 1* April 1898.
* Daily Express, 29" April 1898.
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Purser's argument has been seen as a defence of her identification with the less poetical
painters (O'Grady: 1996: 87). However, for our purposes it is relevant to interpret this
argument as two ways of thinking about value in aesthetics: prose and poetry. This
distinction demonstrates the influence in a debate over aesthetics of terms from the
literary field. Also important here is Purser’s assertion that the exhibition was to correct a

false standard of taste, i.e. that all painters be also poets, and to ask them to be “artists.”

On the exhibition’s closing day, one of its committee members, George Coffey elaborates on
the distinction between artists and non-artists. Artists are those individuals who possess an
“eye”, which allowed them to see in nature more than someone with an “untrained eye”

could perceive:

They had all a very limited acquaintance with nature as seen through the eye, but the more
they studied it the more they would find that the eye only saw what the mind allowed it to
see, that the power of seeing is in the mind, and that it is only in so far as the mind enabled
them that they saw anything ... A person with an untrained eye must remember that the
artist sees more of nature than he does. The untrained eye saw landscape mainly as a mass
of light and shade. Such a person if they asked him what it was that he had admired, they
would find that he had seen very little, that he had not seen the colours, but only the broad

mass.”

The term “untrained eye” suggests the recognition of modern artists as professional artists
- as opposed to amateurs, as we saw earlier on. It shows that the aim of the debate was
not only to delineate how modern art could define a national standard, but also to articulate

who can be a modern artist.

| said earlier that, apart from a debate on aesthetics, the exhibition was characterised by
the contribution of public figures, not necessarily painters, who used their cultural and social
capital to organise or support the event. In fact, this is one thing that distinguishes Modern
Paintings from the 1884 exhibition at the DSC, which also exhibited works by well-known,
international artists. Modern Paintings can be seen as a conscious attempt to draw the
boundaries for a new aesthetics in the FCA by mobilising the support of public figures from

within and outside the FCA,* either by being part of the exhibition’s committee, or lending

* Daily Express, 1* May 1898.
* George Russell (AE), Sarah Purser HRHA (painter), Walter Osborne RHA (painter), Walter Armstrong RHA
(Director of the National Gallery of Ireland), Vice-Provost Ingram of Trinity College Dublin, the politician and
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their own artworks for display. It must be pointed out that those individuals involved in the
exhibition were not exclusively part of the FCA. For example, only Sarah Purser and Walter
Osborne were professional painters. George Russell, although he had studied at the RDS
and RHA Schools and won awards, was mainly involved in the literary field. Other
contributors belonged to the field of decorative art.” T. W. Rolleston participated both in the
literary field and in the field of decorative art - in the latter as the Managing Director of the
Irish Industries Association (Larmour, 1992: 73). Sir Arthur Vicar was involved in the Arts
and Craft movement. W. Strickland and W. Armstrong belonged to the pictorial art field of
old masters (as both worked for the National Gallery of Ireland) (Larmour: 1992, 50,60).
The various occupations of those individuals suggest an important point in the making of
symbolic capital for modern art. It brought to the FCA at least two types of capital: cultural
capital - knowledge about art needed in the selection of works - and social capital - i.e.
contacts with individuals who would loan works for the exhibition. A case in point is Sarah
Purser. According to her biographer the exhibition a<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>