























80 Part I

essence) being perceived as such. In every way the opposite of a
pure. aesthetic, the popular ‘aesthetic’ expressed in photographs
and in the judgements passed on photographs follows on logically
from the social functions conferred upon photography, and from
the fact that it is always given a social function.

In its traditional form, this aesthetic strictly identifies aesthetic
with social norms, or, perhaps, strictly speaking, recognizes only
the norms of propriety and suitability, which in no way excludes
the experience and expression of beauty; the making of a gesture or
an object in a way that conforms most strictly to the most
traditional norms provides the possibility of more or less subtle,
more or less successful justifications which permit praise or
admiration. Because it presupposes the uniqueness and coherence
of a system of norms, such an aesthetic is never better fulfilled than
it is in the village community. Thus, for example, the meaning of
the pose adopted for the photograph can only be understood with
relation to the symbolic system in which it has its place, and which,
for the peasant, defines the behaviour and manners suitable for his
relations with other people. Photographs ordinarily show people
face on, in the centre of the picture, standing up, at a respectful
dlstance, motionless and in a dignified attitude. In fact, to strike a
pose is to offer oneself to be captured in a posture which is not and
which does not seek to be ‘natural’. The same intention is
demonstrated in the concern to correct one’s posture, to put on
one’s best clothes, the refusal to be surprised in an ordinary
attitude, at everyday work. Striking a pose means respecting
oneself and demanding respect.

When one attempts to persuade subjects to keep a ‘natural’ .
posture, they become embarrassed, because they do not think
themselves worthy of being photographed or, as they say, ‘pre-
sentable’, and the best thing one can hope for is simulated
naturalness, the theatrical attitude.!® The behaviour of the photo—
grapher taking pictures from life seems absurd or suspicious.
Hence these questions: “Where are these photographs going to end
up? Paris? Aren’t they for the cinema at least? Because you only
see things like that in the cinema! They’ll show anything!’ In the
eyes of the peasant, the city-dweller is the one who succumbs to a
sort of perceptual ‘anything goes-ism’; and this attitude appears
incomprehensible to him because he refers to an implicit philoso-
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phy of photography according to which only certain objects, on
certain occasions, are worthy of being photographed.'*

And we must avoid bluntly opposing the taste of city-dwellers
for ‘the natural’ to the taste of peasants for the hieratic; this would
in effect mean ignoring the fact that concessions to an aesthetic
freed from social conventions are always more apparent than real.
We might imagine, for example, that holidays favour the produc-
tion of pictures marked by that casual attitude which they encour-
age and which is expressive of them. In fact, the ‘stage’ is most
often set up beforehand and if, like painters, many amateur
photographers force their models into composed and laborious
poses and postures, it is because, here as elsewhere, the ‘natural’ is
a cultural ideal which must be created before it can be captured.
Even the surprise picture, the accomplishment of the aesthetic of
the natural, obeys cultural models: the ideal is still to be ‘naturally’
as one wants to appear Or as One must appear.

In most group photographs, subjects are shown pressed against
one another (always in the centre of the picture), often with their
arms around one another. People’s eyes converge towards the
camera so that the whole picture points to its own absent centre. In
photographs of couples, the subjects stand with their arms around
each other’s waists, in a completely conventional pose. The norms
of behaviour which must be maintained before the camera some-
times become apparent, in a positive or negative form. The person
who, in a group assembled for a solemn occasion such as a
wedding, who strikes an unsuitable pose or neglects to look at the
camera and pose, provokes disapproval. As they say, ‘he isn’t
there’. The convergence of looks and the arrangement of indi-
viduals objectively testifies to the cohesion of the group.

The expression of this sentiment can be seen in the case of
photographs showing families, which have been submitted to
different subjects for their judgment: all (except one) prefer a pose
which is natural but dignified, and photographs in which people
stand upright, motionless and dignified are preferred to photo-
graphs ‘taken from life’. “In this one, they’re proud; they’re out
walking .. " “In this one they aren’t looking straight ahead, they’re
distracted. The child is leaning on his father.” Another draws the
distinction between a pose which is ‘stiff (guindée)’, which would
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provoke laughter, and one which is ‘dignified (digne)’, and meets
with approval. On the other hand, if the picture in which the
members of the family seem distracted by one another provokes
disapproval, it is because the weak cohesion of the family group is
read into it, when it is the group as such that the photograph ought
to capture. As one cannot demand that these photographs of
strangers should supply what one customarily seeks in .them,
namely the evocation of familiar faces, memorable places or mo-
ments, one demands that they should at least be the representation
of a social role, a requirement which would not be asked of one’s
own photographs since they fulfil it automatically. “Well, it’s a
family. I don’t like the mum, she looks miles away. She’s a bit more
of 2 mum in this one. All the same, though! She’s a funny mother,
with her dangling arms ... This picture’s horrible. Ah! this one’s
nice, the children are being polite, mum’s giving father her arm. It’s
a family souvenir.” When we deal with a personal photograph, we
know that the mother is a mother and the father a father; in
anonymous pictures, the function of the different characters must
be clearly symbolized. Mother or father or fiancés, the photograph
must show them as such.

It is certainly possible that the spontaneous desire for frontality is
linked to the most deep-rooted cultural values. Honour demands
that one pose for the photograph as one would stand before a man
whom one respects and from whom one expects respect, face on,
one’s forehead held high and one’s head straight.!® In this society
which exalts the sense of honour, dignity and respectability, in this
closed world where one feels at all. times inescapably under the
gaze of others, it is important to give others the most honourable,
the most dignified image of oneself: the affected and rigid pose
which tends towards the posture of standing at attention seems to
be the expression of this unconscious intention. The sitter addres-
ses to the viewer an act of reverence, of courtesy, according to
conventional rules, and demands that the viewer obey the same
conventions and the same norms. He stands face on and demands
to be looked at face on and from a.distance, this need for reciprocal
deference being the essence of frontality. ’

The portrait accomplishes the objectification of the self-image.
Consequently, it is only an extreme form of one’s relationship to
others. Thus it is understandable that the taking of photographs
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always provokes a certain unease, especially among peasants, who
are most often condemned to internalize the pejorative image that
the members of other groups have of them, and who therefore have
a poor relationship to their own bodies. Embarrassed by their
bodies, they are unnatural and clumsy in all the occasions which
demand that one relax and present one’s body as a spectacle, as in
dancing and posing before the camera. And it is always as if, by
means of obeying the principle of frontality and adopting the most
conventional posture, one were seeking as far as possible to control
the objectification of one’s own image. Axial composition, in
accordance with the principle of frontality, provides an impression
that is as clearly legible as possible, as if one were seeking to avoid
any misunderstanding, even if this were to mean sacrificing
‘naturalness’. Looking without being seen, without being seen
looking and without being looked at, or candidly, so to speak, and,
to an even greater extent, taking photographs in this way, amounts
to the theft of the images of other people. Looking at the person
who is looking (or who is taking the photograph), correcting one’s
posture, one presents oneself to be looked at as one seeks to be
looked at; one presents one’s own image. In short, faced with a
look which captures and immobilizes appearances, adopting the
most ceremonial bearing means reducing the risk of clumsiness and
gancherie and giving others an image.of oneself that is affected and
pre-defined. Like respect for etiquette, frontality is a means of
effecting one’s own objectification: offering a regulated image of
oneself is a way of imposing the rules of one’s own perception.’
The conventionality of attitudes towards photography appears
to refer to the style of social relations favoured by a society which
is both stratified and static and in which family and ‘home’ are
more real than particular individuals, who are primarily defined by

their family connections;'® in which the social rules of behaviour

and the moral code are more apparent than the feelings, desires or
thoughts of individual subjects; in which social exchanges, strictly
regulated by consecrated conventions, are carried out under the
constant fear of the judgement of others, under the watchful eye of
opinion, ready to condemn in the name of norms which are
unquestionable and unquestioned, and always dominated by the
need to give the best image of oneself, the image most in keeping
with the ideal of dignity and honour.”” How, under these condi-
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tions, could the representation of society be anything other than
the representation of a represented society?

If, among the working classes of urban society, social norms still
govern the photographic aesthetic, they impress themselves in a
less total and certainly in a less absolute way. In fact, once one
begins to analyze the judgements of manual and clerical workers,
excluded from a scholarly culture of which they are aware and
whose sub-products they consume, it becomes apparent that the
‘aesthetic’ which finds expression in their individual judgements
derives its specific characteristics from the fact that it is seen, at
least in a confused way, as one aesthetic among others. Even when
they identify a beautiful photograph with the photograph of a
thing that is beautiful aesthetically, or, even better, morally, they
know that there are other definitions of perfection; more precisely,
they are never entirely unaware of the aesthetic intentions of the
social groups most distant from their own, or the disdainful image
which those groups have of their practice.

Unlike the aesthetic of the simple man, unproblematic attach-
ment to one coherent system of norms, the ‘popular aesthetic’ is
defined and manifested (at least partially) in opposition to scholar-
ly aesthetics, even if it is never triumphantly asserted. Reference to
legitimate culture is never really excluded, even among manual
workers. Unable either to ignore the existence of a scholarly
aesthetic which challenges their own aesthetic, or to abandon their
socially conditioned inclinations, not to speak of asserting and
legitimating them, they escape this contradiction by establishing,
sometimes quite explicitly, a dual scale of judgements; they must
experience their relationship to aesthetic norms in terms of the
logic of dissociation, since they must separate the obligatory
practice from the obligatory judgement on that practice: thus, even
when they aspire to other photographic genres, at least in inten-
tion, they would never dream of condemning the family photo-
graph. This dual set of norms is never so manifest as when it forces

- a single subject to choose, on his own, between-what he does and
what he would like to do: ‘It’s beautiful, but I’d never think of
taking it’, “Yes, it’s very beautiful, but you’d have to like that sort
of thing; it’s not for me’, formulas which, by their insistent
recurrence, demonstrate the tension that affects the ‘popular

* aesthetic’ as a ‘dominated aesthetic’. |
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‘A lock of hair, a tress, that’s pretty as well; it’s all messed up;
they’ve done that on purpose; he’s played on the flaws to show
nothing but hair. That’s really great, that one! Was it an artist who
took that?’ ‘One thing I miss is never having done any photogra-
phy. You can’t tell what it is that’s been messed up’ (woman’s hair).
‘A leaf? Oh, yes! it looks a bit like a leaf. But taking pictures like
that, all the same! Is it from far away or close up? [...] Well yes, if
I’d known that, I’d have understood. If I knew photography I’d
understand.” (leaf)

On the other hand, and althdugh it breaks the rules of the.
‘popular aesthetic’ by amputating the sitter’s face, the close-up

photograph of an old woman’s hands meets with strong apprecia-
tion among the peasants because they immediately see it as the
allegorical expression of a thesis (plate 7): “Oh, that’s easier! The
wonderful hands of a good farmer; hands like that have won
agricultural prizes hundreds of times. That woman has worked in

the fields as much as she has in the kitchen; she’s certainly tended -

the vines, looked after the animals: very nice.” What is perceived,
understood and appreciated is not the old woman’s hands but old
age, work and honesty.

A similar process characterizes realist taste: as photographic .

technology is commonly held to be the technology most capable of
providing a faithful and truthful reproduction of reality, the
adequacy of the realization to the original proposition plays the
same part here as the distance between reproduction and reality,
likeness, does in painting. The primary form of the judgement of
taste is the appraisal of a disparity between the realization, the
signifier, and a transcendent signified, a real idea or model. While
painting encourages a demand for realism, photography, which
always and automatically appears realistic and therefore achieves
no special merit by being so, inclines the viewer to expect
conformity to a formulable intention.”” More profoundly, photo-
graphy provides an exceptional opportunity for the expression of
realist taste; in fact, the moment one questions — because of a
distorted image of the machine — the possibility of the photo-
graphic act transfiguring the object represented, one is forced or
enabled to measure the beauty of the representation against the

[
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beauty of the thing represented. What is shameful about the
photograph of a meaningless object is not solely the fact that it
does not refer to anything that precedes or transcends it — any
statement to illustrate, meaning to reconstruct or use to serve — it is
also that one is less willing than ever to admit that this signifier
without a signified only appears meaningless because it is its own
signified: once one takes issue with the true state and merit of the
effort. of reproduction, the literal representation of the world
becomes a pleonastic treatment of the world.?®

Thus, the photographic image ordinarily acknowledged as the
. most faithful reproduction of reality perfectly fulfils the expecta-
tions of the popular naturalism that relies on a fundamental
attachment to the object created, naturalist photography, ‘the
choice that praises’, which in many of its aspects evokes a naturist
cult.?” The picture of a meaningless object is refused with such
force, and the systematic distortion of the given object, and of the
human face in particular, provokes such a feeling of outrage,
because abstracting reinterpretation is seen as a technique of
exclusion and an attempt at mystification, but also and particularly
a gratuitous attack on the thing represented.

Photographs which take too many liberties with the human body
provoke unease or indignation: ‘If you’re going to take it, you
might as well take the whole thing, mightn’t you? The face is
missing, it’s irritating.” ‘Tt isn’t bad, but I’d like to see the expression
on the face.” ‘T’'d have taken the face as well’ (hands of an old
peasant-woman). “You just see an arm, there’s something missing, it
isn’t enough’ (child at the breast, close-up). The face, and especially
the facial expression, concentrate the expressiveness of the body so
that their removal is felt as a denial of expression: ‘Fortunately you
can see the eye, and the eye is everything’, says one subject. ‘

This is why photographic practice, a ritual of solemnization and .
consecration of the group and. the world, perfectly fulfils the

deeper intentions of the ‘popular aesthetic’, the festive aesthetic,

that is, the aesthetic of communication with others and commun-

ion with the world.
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THE HIERARCHY OF LEGITIMACIES

‘Barbarous taste’ is never entirely free of all reference to ‘good
taste’. It appears, for example, that the inclination of working-class
subjects to rely on ‘concepts’ — of genre or perfection — capable of
supplying the norm from which appreciation may be deduced, also
expresses the relationship that any culturally disadvantaged group
is condemned to have to the legitimate culture from which it is de
facto excluded; deprived by definition of the implicit and diverse
knowledge of the norms of good taste, the working classes always
seek objective principles which are the only things capable, in their
eyes, of forming the basis of an adequate judgement, and which can
only be acquired by a specific or broad education. The concern
with rules or with the rules of the genre, and the hope that
judgement in matters of taste (as a ‘reflecting judgement’) may also
become a ‘defining judgement’, subsuming the particular within
the general (rule, principle or law), also ultimately expresses
acknowledgement of legitimate culture and the certainty of cultu-
ral dispossession. All the same, photography (and the judgements
which it provokes) provides an exceptionally favourable opportun-
ity for grasping the logic of the ‘popular aesthetic’, because it tends
less than fully recognized practices and works to make one afraid
of losing face by revealing one’s ignorance of consecrated norms
and obligatory opinions.

This is so because, in a given society at a given moment, not all
cultural meanings, theatrical presentations, sporting events, recitals
of songs, poetry or chamber-music, operettas or operas, are
equivalent in dignity and value, and they do not all call for the
same approach with the same urgency. In other words, the various
systems of expression, from theatre to television, are objectively
organized according to a hierarchy independent of individual
opinions, which defines cultural legitimacy and its gradations.*
Faced with meanings situated outside the sphere of legitimate
culture, consumers feel they have the right to remain pure consum-
ers and judge freely; on the other hand, within the field of
consecrated culture, they feel measured according to objective
norms, and forced to adopt a dedicated, ceremonial and ritualized
attitude. Thus jazz, cinema and photography do not give rise —
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Figure 2
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because they do not claim it with the same urgency — to the attitude
of dedication, which is common coin when one is dealing with
works of scholarly culture. Some virtuosos, in a bid for legitima-
tion, transfer to these arts models of behaviour that are current in
the realm of traditional culture. But in the absence of an institution
to teach them methodically and systematically as constituent parts
of legitimate culture, most people experience them in quite a
different way, as simple consumers. Erudite knowledge of the
history of these arts, and familiarity with the technical or theoretic-
al rules that characterize them are only encountered in exceptional
cases because people do not feel as forced as they do in other areas
to make the effort to acquire, preserve and communicate this body
of knowledge which is a part of the obligatory preliminaries and
ritualized accompaniments of scholarly consumption.

One therefore passes gradually from the fully consecrated arts
such as theatre, painting, sculpture, literature and classical music to
signifying systems which are abandoned — at least at first glance —
to the arbitrariness of individual taste, whether they be decoration,
cosmetics or cookery. The meanings that fall within the sphere of
legitimacy all share the fact that they are organized according to a
particular type of system, developed and inculcated by the school,
an institution specifically responsible for communicating know-
ledge, organized into a hierarchy, through a methodical organiza-
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tion of training and practice. It follows that preferences or skills
belonging to the sphere of legitimacy, far from being randomly
distributed, tend towards a hierarchical or methodical organiza-
tion; systematization clearly operates on a more or less elevated
level according to whether the exercise has been practised for a .
longer or a shorter time, and with greater or lesser intensity: and
we find that systems of taste with regard to legitimate works are
closely linked to educational levels.’! The existence of consecrated
works and the whole system of rules defining the sacramental
approach presuppose an institution whose function is not only one
of communication and distribution but also one of legitimation. In
fact, jazz and cinema are served by expressive means which are at
least as powerful as more traditional cultural works; there are
coteries of professional critics with erudite journals and radio and
television discussion platforms at their disposal which, as a sign of
their pretension to cultural legitimacy, assume the learned and
tedious tone of university criticism, taking on its cult of erudition
for erudition’s sake, as if, haunted by the issue of their legitimacy,
the only thing they could do was to adopt and exaggerate the
external signs of statutory authority of the guardians of the
monopoly of the cultural legitimacy, the professors: as if their
situation of competing for legitimacy and the power of legitima-
tion forced them to express the most divergent or preferably
indispensable judgements, and only ever to reach limited groups of
amateurs, such as jazz circles and cinema clubs.

The position of photography within the hierarchy of legitima-
cies, half-way between ‘vulgar’ practices, apparently abandoned to
the anarchy of tastes and noble cultural practices, subject to strict
rules, explains, as we have seen, the ambiguity of the attitudes
which it provokes, particularly among the members of the pri-
vileged classes. The effort of some devotees to establish photogra-
phy as a fully legitimate artistic practice almost always appears
foolish and desperate because it can do practically nothing to
counteract the social key to photography, which is never recalled
so strongly as when one seeks to contradict it. People who wish to
break with the rules of ordinary practice, and who refuse to confer
upon their activity and its product their accepted meaning and
function, are constantly forced to create a substitute (which may
not appear as such) for that which is given as an immediate
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certainty to the devotees of legitimate culture, namely the sense of
the cultural legitimacy of the practice and all the supports that go
with it, from technical models to aesthetic theories. Unlike a
legitimate practice, a practice in the process of legitimation poses
and imposes, to those involved in it, the question of its own
legitimacy. It is no accident that passionate photographers are
always obliged to develop the aesthetic theory of their practice, to
- justify their existence as photographers by justifying the existence
of photography as a true art.

Does this mean that when subjects do not feel measured
according to the objective norms of an aesthetic orthodoxy their
judgements of taste are abandoned to arbitrariness and deprived of
any systematic character? In fact, they are organized according to a
type of systematic arrangement which has nothing more to do with
individual psychology than that which structures the preferences
and knowledge of ‘cultivated’ people, but which is based precisely
upon the class ethos — the set of values which, without attaining
systematic explanation, tend to organize the ‘conduct of life’ of a
social class. Thus, as we have seen, for the working and middle
classes, the aesthetic expressed as much in photographic practice as
in judgments on photography, appears as a dimension of the ethos,
so that the aesthetic of the great mass of photographic works may
be legitimately reduced, without being reductive, to the sociology
of the groups that produce them, the functions which they assign
to them and the meanings which they confer upon them, both
explicitly and, more particularly, implicitly.
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CHAPTER 2 'THE SOCIAL DEFINITION OF PHOTOGRAPHY

The restructurings of the field of systems of pictorial expression,

" from the engraving to the ‘photo-novel’, reveal that each of these

systems derives its perceptual and aesthetic rules from its social use.
Photography did not simply appropriate one of the functions which
had, until that point, been specific to engraving, the faithful repro-
duction of the real; leaving engraving with the task of illustrating
fiction, it reinforced the pre-existing requirements of objectivity and
realism by realizing them.

W. M. Ivins, Prints and visnal communication (M.1.T. Press Cam-
bridge, Mass. 1953), p. 128.

Pierre Francastel, Peinture et Société, Audin, Lyon, 1951, p. 47.
Marcel Proust, Remembrance of Things Past, The Guermantes Way,
trans. Terence Kilmartin, vol. 2 (Penguin Books, Harmondsworth,
1981) p. 378.

Marcel Proust, ibid., In a Budding Grove, vol. 1, p. 896.

Jurgis Baltrusaitis, Anamorphoses ou perspectives curieuses, Baltru-
saitis, Paris, 1955. . '

Because there is nothing less natural than this selective and conven-
tional representation, photography can still produce, in some sub-
jects, an experience of ‘estrangement’, even within the familiar
universe. An 85-year-old inhabitant of Lesquire showed great asto-
nishment at an old photograph taken from the balcony of a house
opposite his own. At first, he could recognize nothing. He turned
the photograph around in all directions. He was shown that it was a
picture of the town square. ‘But where’s it taken from?’ He passed
his finger along the houses. He stopped, and, pointing to the
first-floor window of a house, said: ‘But that’s my house, isn’t it?*
He recognized the house next door: “Where’s it take from? Is that
the church?” He recognized new details but remained just as
confused because he was unable to locate himself.

Once again, children are an exception to this, perhaps because their
nature is one of change; photography is appropriate, since it is a
matter of capturing the ephemeral and the accidental, as it cannot
save the fleeting view from complete disappearance without consti-
tuting it as such. :

Cf. Yves Bonnefoy, ‘Le temps et I'intemporel, dans la peinture du
Q'uattrocento’, Mercure de France, February 1958.

Photographic representations only really appear ‘lifelike’ and ‘objec-
tive’ because they obey laws of representation which were produced
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before the media for creating them mechanically existed. Used by
painters from the beginning of the sixteenth century and continuous-
ly improved from then on, in particular by the addition of a convex
lens, the camera obscura became very widespread as the ambition to
produce ‘lifelike’ images was reinforced. We also know about the
fashion, during the second half of the eighteenth century, for
portraits known as ‘silhouettes’ (drawings in profile made from the
shadow thrown by the face). In 1786, Chrétien perfected the
‘physionotrace’, which made it possible to trace three-quarter-face
portraits from which, when they were reduced onto copper, a
number of copies could be printed. In 1807, Wollaston invented the
camera lucida, a device using a prism which made it possible to see
the object to be drawn and the drawing itself at the same time. In
1822, Daguerre introduced the ‘Dioramas’, transparent pictures
subjected to changing lighting; in search of pigments which would
give his pictures more dramatic force, he carried out experiments on
light-sensitive chemical products, pursuing the dream of chemically
capturing the image formed in the camera obscura. Learning of
Niepce’s invention, he improved it and turned it into the daguerroty-
pe. Photography was predisposed to become the standard of ‘real-
ism> because it supplied the mechanical means for realizing the
‘vision of the world’ invented several centuries earlier, with perspec-
tive.

The law is doubtless one of the best indications of the meaning
objectively conferred on photography by our society. If photo-
graphic representation of the naked body leads more readily than
representation in paintings to accusations of obscenity, this is
doubtless because the realism attributed to photography means that
it appears less capable of carrying out the operation of ‘neutraliza-
tion’ (in the phenomenological sense) that is achieved by representa-
tion in paintings.

M. Gilbert Simondon points out that in fact ‘automatism is a fairly
low degree of technical sophistication’ and that ‘real sophistication in
machines [. . .] corresponds not to an increase in automatism but on
the contrary to the functioning of a machine taking on a certain
margin of indeterminacy’. (Dx mode d’existence des objets techni-
ques, Paris, Aubier, 1958, p. 11.) , - _

The photograph in the J. B.’s collection, showing J. B.’s father beside
the chainsaw falls into this category (plate 6); the affected pose and
the seriousness of the gaze into the camera tend to some degree to
‘compensate’, for the person photographed, for the incongruity of
clothing and décor.
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Shown the photograph of a pregnant woman (plate 9), pebbles or a
leaf, the reaction is almost always the same: “The things they go out
looking for!” “The things they photograph?’, “Taking things like that,
for heaven’s sake!’, ‘It’s a relaxed, natural pose. . . If the woman was
having herslef photographed, she’d correct her posture.” (The
observations reported here and below were formulated by peasants
and workers shown a set of twenty-four professional photographs,
the subject of which will be quoted each time they are mentioned.)

Among the Kabyles, the man of honour is the one who ‘looks people
in the face (fait face)’, who looks the others in the face, uncovering

_ his own face (cf. P. Bourdieu, ‘The Sentiment of Honour in Kabyle

Society’, in J. Peristiany (ed.) Honour and Shame, The Values of
Mediterranean Society, London, Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1966,

pp. 191-241). From a similarity between sp-ek (from Latin specio)
and sep (from Sanskrit sdpati, to show respect), Emile Benveniste
observes that ‘notions of “homage” and “looking™ are often associ-
ated, cf. French égard and regard, English regard, respect, etc.’
(Origines de la formation des noms en indo-européen, Maisonneuve,
Paris, 1973, p. 157).

In Béarn the younger son who marries an elder daughter and goes to
live with her often loses his surname to be known solely by the
surname of his new home.

W. Hausenstein has brought to light the connection i between frontal-
ity and the social structure of ‘feudal and hieratic’ cultures (Archiv
fiir Sozialwissenschaft und Sozialpolitik, 1913, vol. XXX VI, pp. 759~
60). Philippe Ariés also establishes a relationship between the
transformation of the art of portraiture and the transformation of the
structure of the family and the system of related attitudes, noting
that there is a progressive movement from paintings in which the
members of the family ‘pose, in a rather solemn attitude, designed to
emphasize the connections that bind them’ (in such a painting by P.

Pourbus, ‘the husband rests his left hand on his wife’s shoulder; at
their feet, one of the two children is repeating the same gesture on
the shoulder of his little sister’) to portraits in which ‘the family is
captured in an instant, taken from life, at a point in its everyday life’

(P. Ariés, L’enfant et la vie famzlmle sous Lancien régime, pp. 389~
90). Thus the different ways of treating the family portrait according
to different social classes tend to reproduce, in a synchromc way, the
different moments of the history of the portrait.

1t is therefore still for reasons remote from aesthetics that one can be
led towards aesthetic preoccupations. The influence of the situation
of public presentation seems to be borne out by the fact that the
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number of private photographs is much smaller among those who
take colour photographs than among those who do not, and that,
more than anyone else, they submit the photographs shown to a
prior choice, without, however, showing the same selectiveness in
their practice.

For example: “What is it? A film still? If it’s the photograph of a
heavily made-up famous actor, it’s fine; if not, it’s worthless.’
When the image of a meaningless object is accepted, it is because
both.the fact of its having been taken and the people who took it are
held to be meaningless. Thus, peasants can accept that people take
photographs of pieces of bark or piles of pebbles, but without
attaching the least value to them. If, with a slightly shocked
amazement, one accepts this frivolous city-dweller’s fancy, it is
because, when all is said and done, photography is seen as a
meaningless and frivolous activity, which should be left to city-
dwellers.

Spontaneous discourse about photography rarely occurs on an
aesthetic level, and even more seldom is photographic practice
spoken of in the language of artistic creation. In a sample of 500
amateur photographs, the pictures which showed any technical or
aesthetic effort amounted to less than 10 per cent.

Disconcerted by the semantic availability of the image, and refusing
to admit the immanence of the signified to the signifier, one only
invents a meaning by mventmg the subject who could help the
meaningless object to find meaning by conferrmg a function upon it.
‘That’s fine for someone who likes water’ (breaking wave). “That
isn’t any use except for studying plants; as a worker, I'm not
interested in it.” ‘I’d only take that one if I collected leaves.” ‘No, it’s
a collector’s photograph.” ‘It might be interesting to botanists.’
(leaf).

The proof that the beautiful image is the image of a beautiful thmg
(socially defined) is supplied by the fact that when one names a series

'of objects, asking whether they could produce a photograph that was

beautiful, interesting, meaningless or ugly, one obtains very much
the same hierarchy (relatively independent of social class) as when
one presents artistic photographs of the same objects (the numbers in

- brackets represent the percentage of subjects-who-considered that

these objects could produce a beautiful photograph): a sunset (78), a
landscape (76), a little girl playing with a cat (56), a woman
breast-feeding (54), a folk-dance (46), a weaver at work (39), a still
life -(38), an Old Master (37), the bark of a tree (35), a famous
monument (27), a first communion (26), a snake (20), a rope (16), a



24

25

Notes to pages 91-94 195

metal frame, a pregnant woman (15), cabbages, a railway cemetery, a
quarrel between tramps (12), a butcher’s stall (9), a wounded man
(8), a car accident (1).

I. Kant, Critigue of Judgment, trans. J. C. Meredith (Oxford Uni-
versity Press, London, 1952), p. 65.

This appears to be the popular attitude with regard to all meaning.
For example, if classical music or non-figurative painting are found
disconcerting, it is becauise subjects feel incapable of understandlng
what they must mean as signs.

26  Just as much in a rural environment as among the working classes of

27

28

29

urban society, the hierarchy of preferences is the result of a
compromise between the hierarchy of legibilities and the hierarchy
of values. An easily identified photograph, even if it represents a
subject that is morally shocking, will be preferred to another,
whatever its subject, which is less easily identifiable. When the two
hierarchies coincide, as in the case of the pregnant woman, or,
particularly in the rural environment, of the old woman’s hands,
judgement is almost unanimously favourable: the characteristic
techniques most violently attacked in meaningless photographs
(blur, lack of focus, etc.,) may then be praised as ‘artistic haziness’,

‘suitable for the subject’, ‘poetic’; and in fact, as one person in the

survey enlighteningly said, ‘it’s one of those things that you can
enjoy with your eyes closed’. Less ‘expressive’ pictures, or those
which permit several different readings, always produce a certain
awkwardness.

This means, among other thmgs, that, paradoxically, the most
enlightened amateurs and even professionals refuse to base the
legitimacy of their creations, as everything would incline them to do,
on the exaltation of ‘objective chance’. The picture always bears its
mechanical origin as a defect, and the most perfect accomplishment is

held to be suspicious if it is not legitimated by the statement of an

intention. 7
This partly explains why realist taste is much more firmly stated with
reference to photography than with reference to painting, even in the

-cultivated class which, as we have seen, is not very distinct from the

other social classes when it comes to establishing a hierarchy of
objects according to whether or not they would make a beautiful
photograph. It is also true that realist taste, very widespread among
all classes of society, is more readily expressed with reference to
photography than with reference to a consecrated art such as
painting.

Factorial analysis confirms the existence of a set of correlations
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between the behaviour and opinions which express attachment to the
image of photography as a mechanical reproduction of the real.
Legitimacy is not the same as legality: if the individuals of the most
culturally disadvantaged classes almost always recognize, if only
reluctantly, the legitimacy of the aesthetic rules suggested by the
dominant culture, that does not mean that they cannot spend their
whole lives, de facto, outside the field of application of those rules
without the rules losing any of their legitimacy, their claim to
universal acknowledgement. The legitimate rule can in no way
determine the behaviour falling within its sphere of influence, and
can even have nothing but exceptions, but it still defines the modality
of the experience accompanying that behaviour, and cannot avoid
being seen and acknowledged, especially when it is transgressed, as
the rule of cultural behaviour when it claims legitimacy. In short, the
existence of what I call cultural legitimacy consists in the fact that all
individuals, whether or not they wish it to be so, and whether or not
they admit it, are, and know they are, placed within the field of
application of a system of rules and objective sanctions which make
it possible to qualify their behaviour and organize it in a hierarchy in
terms of culture. '

The survey on the museum-going public has revealed the existence of
a very close connection between systems of taste with reference to
painting and educational level. (Cf. P. Bourdieu and A. Darbel,
L’amour de Part, les musées d’art européens et lenwr public, Paris,
Editions de Minuit, 1st edn, 1968, 2nd edn, revised with additions,
1969, pp. 93-101).

CHAPTER 3 AESTHETIC AMBITIONS AND SOCIAL ASPIRATIONS

This chapter is based on surveys which were carried out by a number
of researchers from the Centre de Sociologie Européenne and which
have been the subject of reports and articles: ‘Les clubs de photo-
graphes amateurs de la région lilloise’, by Raymonde Moulin (in
Eléments pour une sociologie de la photographie, CSE, stencilled
publication, pp. 175-253); ‘La pratique de la photographie parmi le
personnel des usines Renault’, (ibid., pp. 82-174) by Jean-Claude
Passeron; ‘Photographie et peinture — Le club photographique de
Bologne’, by Dominique Schnapper (in Revue francaise de sociolo-
gie, 1964-5); ‘Quatre photo-clubs de la région parisienne’ (stencilled
publication, CSE, 1960, 65 pp.) by Arlette Lagneau and Francoise
Flament. From the study on photography in Alsace carried out by





