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Interview questions for Professor Herrnstein-Smith
During our discussions in the seminar throughout the quarter, the question was raised as to what conjunctural factors may have contributed to the problematisation of the relationship between knowledge/value in the contemporary moment. Some of our thoughts focused on the context of neoliberalism and on the recurrent motif of crisis, whether this be in the realm of finance or the environment. We were interested to hear your thoughts on this question. Do you see the relationship between knowledge/value as being particularly ambiguous or problematic at this point in history, and if so, what factors do you see as contributing to this situation?

BHS: The question is hard to answer because it assumes a good deal, no doubt on the basis of the discussions in your seminar.  For one thing, it is not obvious what specific problematization of the relationship between knowledge and value you refer to here or, indeed, which relationship between those two terms or concepts you think may be especially problematic  or problematized now. Knowledge and value are, of course, exceedingly abstract terms and each has a quite wide range of different meanings--with correspondingly different relationships--in different domains. In your seminar, you may have equated knowledge with the products of scientific activity and value with economic/market/monetary worth, but clearly these are not the only possibilities.  
Taking “problematic” to mean something like theoretically interesting and/or pragmatically worrisome, your question could also or alternatively refer, for example, to (a) the kinds and/or degrees of value currently attributed to various kinds of knowledge (e.g., technical, political, personal and/or esoteric) as compared to some previous era; or (b) the implications of contemporary skepticism toward classic claims of intrinsic, objective or universal value for classic claims of the value of truth, knowledge and science; or (c) current views of the proper, desirable or actual relation between factual knowledge and ideas of moral goodness (as I suggest in my workshop presentation, a good many people-- though not usually anthropologists--do theorize and/or worry about such matters right now); and so forth.

The relation between scientific knowledge and economic value has varied widely and shifted significantly many times over in the course of history (for one version of the story, see Steven Shapin, The Scientific Life: A Moral History of a Late Modern Vocation, 2008). I’m not sure what concerned you in your seminar but, as far as I can see, there is nothing especially ambiguous, as distinct from worrisome, about that relation right now. The motif of crisis may, as you suggest, be recurrent, but I don’t think it reveals or betrays anything special about the contemporary moment, especially since the motif is currently shared by economists, environmentalists, End Timers and, now as ever, anyone who wants to sell a book, a newspaper or a candidate for public office.

One might well worry, however, about how the increasingly market-minded ethos and corporate managerial style of the Anglo-American academy will affect the pursuit of humanistic scholarship and basic science in the future. (I write of these matters in my review of Shapin’s book in the London Review of Books 31:3 [February 12, 2009]). I’m not sure whether these trends can be attributed wholly to the current triumph of neoliberalism as distinct from other rationalizations of self-interest, but I am troubled by what I see as a self-reinforcing cycle: that is, the diminishing possibility of the effective criticism of such trends because of the consequently diminished value, both perceived and pocketed, of relatively disinterested intellectual pursuits.
How did the relationship between knowledge and value become a concern for you in your own work?

BHS: Topics that cluster around the general idea of knowledge—cognition and belief, science and truth--have been central to my work from the beginning. My earliest disciplinary training was in philosophy and psychology, particularly areas concerned with language and perception (I speak here of the mid-1950s: pre-Chomsky, pre-analytic philosophy and pre-“cognitive science.”). These interests were reflected in an early work, Poetic Closure: A Study of How Poems End (1968), and a second book, On the Margins of Discourse: The Relation of Language to Literature (1978). Since the 1980s, in ongoing association with pragmatist, antifoundationalist, poststructuralist and constructivist perspectives, I’ve been involved with specifically epistemological issues and the developments we now know as science studies. (Nietzsche, William James and John Dewey were early influences; Thomas Kuhn, Ludwik Fleck and Paul Feyerabend were important later on; Michel Foucault, Jacque Derrida, Richard Rorty and Bruno Latour were especially congenial.) These involvements are reflected in Belief and Resistance: Dynamics of Contemporary Intellectual Controversy (1997) and Scandalous Knowledge: Science, Truth and the Human (2006).
The same is true of themes and questions--such as criticism, evaluation, comparison and judgment--that cluster around the idea of value. These have been central to my thought and work (teaching as well as research) since my graduate-school years in the 1950s and 60s. As an admiring reader of (among others) Benjamin Lee Whorf and Mary Douglas, I found the descriptions, explanations and defenses of literary value offered in then official critical theory (e.g., I. A Richards’ Principles of Criticism, F. R. Leavis’s Revaluation, or Northrop Frye’s Anatomy of Criticism) egregiously ethnocentric and otherwise intellectually provincial (this was, remember, many years before New Historicism, cultural studies, feminist criticism or even poststructuralism had become important for the literary academy).  And, as an admiring reader of (among others) Nietzsche and Dewey, I was dissatisfied with the general accounts of value, both aesthetic-cultural and economic (and the efforts to distinguish between them), in mainstream philosophical value theory and, I must add, in orthodox Marxism. 
In the course of working through the observations and ideas that led, in the early 1980s, to the title essay of Contingencies of Value (the observation, for example, that the canonical status of certain texts is the product of complex social and institutional processes of evaluation, or the idea that what we call the value of a work of art is a changing function of the experiences and perspectives of particular, historically and otherwise specifically situated, human beings), it became clear to me that they could be applied quite generally to all forms of value and in all domains of value judgment and I said as much in the later chapters of the book (it was published in 1987). These notions may appear commonplace and noncontroversial to you now as students of anthropology in the 21st century (so I was assured at the workshop), but, in the past and in some cobweb-filled quarters of the academy even now, people who grant more or less grudgingly that aesthetic judgments may be fundamentally contingent will balk more or less violently at the suggestion that the same can be said of moral judgments or, even more outrageously and dangerously (in their view), of epistemic judgments. 

In the decades that followed, much of my work has revolved around spelling out those observations and ideas, replying to crude misunderstandings and misrepresentations of them (especially in connection with the straw herring, “relativism”), and trying to account for the persistence and recurrent patterns of misunderstanding and misrepresentation in intellectual controversies more generally. It is in that respect that I have been concerned with what you call “the relationship between knowledge and value” or, as I would be inclined to put it, with the relation between truth effects and the conditions and processes of the ascription and establishment of value.
We were eager to hear more about your thoughts on the relationship between knowledge and different sorts of value. You outlined the two primary ways in which ‘value’ is defined in various cultural and historical contexts during the workshop (value as relating to exchange versus value as a measure of degree of positivity). We were curious about the relationship between these two understandings. Is a theory of one sort of value always a theory of the other sort by implication? Is there always a relationship between these two types of value?
BHS: As I mentioned at the workshop discussion, the English word "value" has maintained two related but more or less distinct senses from the time of its earliest recorded occurrences through to the present, and this seems to be true of the corresponding terms ("valeur," "wert," and so forth) in other Western languages—and, I’m told, in some nonwestern languages, for example, Chinese—as well.

In the first (though not necessarily earliest) sense, value is understood as the equivalence-in-exchange of a thing: its price in some cash market; its material equivalent when compared to or traded for something else; or its exchange-value—what you get or get back for it (not necessarily monetary or material)--in some more general domain of reciprocal transactions. In the second broad sense, the value of a thing is a more abstract matter of relative force, quantity or measure. It could be its relative effectiveness in performing some function, the relative degree of satisfaction it gives to someone, or its rank on some scale--for example, a scale of strength in battle (as in the now obsolete sense of value as "valor"), or duration (as in the value of musical tones), or sheer numerosity (as when we speak of the value of a variable in a mathematical equation).  Value in this second sense thus means something like relative plusness or amount or degree of positivity. 

What seems to have happened in Western thought is that this distinction became a polarized dichotomy and value in the second more abstract sense became increasingly mystified. It appears that, when our experiences of the positive effects of a thing are especially intense, extensive and significant but, at the same time, especially complex, subtle, diffuse and individuated, we conceptualize and articulate those effects by way of pointed contrasts to other relatively more specific, palpable, immediate or readily describable attributes (e.g., measurable size and weight, market price, etc.). There seems, in addition, to be a strong tendency to project the emergent effects of complex sets of conditions back into the most salient, visible, concrete and palpable of those conditions, resulting here in the philosophically formalized idea of a certain type of value (“inherent,” “objective, “ “transcendent,” etc.) as the autonomous  property of certain things themselves, independent of  any human experience of them.   

As a consequence of these general tendencies, Western thought offers two distinct types of value: one understood as contingent and variable, the other as essential and fixed; one as measureable, the other as ineffable; one as lower, the other as higher; one as more or less profane, the other as more or less sacred. This classic set of polarized distinctions is related to epistemology or knowledge in at least two ways.  One is as an example of the operation of certain more general processes of human cognition (binarism, polarization, projection, etc.).  Another is through the effects of the profane/secular opposition on the development of the academic disciplines, for example, in the definitive opposition of the humanistic to the economistic. This has led to, among other things, the situation that I describe in Contingencies of Value as “the double discourse of value": that is, the co-existence of two ostensibly distinct--but, in fact, continuously intersecting, overlapping or converging--domains of value-talk.  
On the one hand, there is the classic discourse of economics: money, commerce, technology, industry, production and consumption, workers and consumers. On the other hand, there is the classic discourse of the humanistic disciplines, including the language of traditional aesthetics and literary theory: culture, art, genius, creation and appreciation, artists and critics, patrons and connoisseurs. In the first, flagrantly economistic discourse, events are explained in terms of calculation, preferences, costs, benefits, profits, utilities and market prices. In the second determinedly anti-economistic discourse, events are explained (or justified--itself an important difference, of course) in terms of inspiration and discrimination, tastes and judgments and, often enough, intrinsic or transcendent value. 

I would note here that, although notions of objective or intrinsic value have been more closely associated with the discourses of traditional humanistic disciplines (such as aesthetics and ethics) than with the social sciences, a number of important social theorists, including theorists of political economy, have also spoken of a type of value that is not only separate from market price but also independent of subjective judgment and otherwise non-contingent. One might cite in this connection Marx's somewhat ambiguous invocations of “use value” at various points in Capital as both a historically, subjectively and otherwise variable attribute of objects but also as a shadowy twin of the physical, material--and thus, presumably, inherent or objective--properties of those objects.

Among other questions raised by this analysis for the knowledge/value relation is how we (whoever we take ourselves to be: responsible intellectuals, knowledgeable anthropologists, sensitive humanists, rigorous social theorists, and so forth) want to handle the conceptual and pragmatic legacies of these entrenched but in many ways dubious dichotomies. The question can be thorny since serious challenges to the double discourse of value are regarded in various quarters of the intellectual world as vulgar, cynical or risking (if not actually inviting) the commoditization of everything. The personal charges are often undeserved but the anxieties they reflect should not, in my view, be too readily dismissed. 

