
VValue
The notion of value, according to some authorities, was once a simple and straightforward

economic concept: ‘‘ ‘value’ meant the worth of a thing, and ‘valuation’ meant an estimate

of its worth’’ (Frankena, 1967: 229). But the very same authorities also note that the

question of value was already debated in ancient philosophy, that Plato and Aristotle

discussed it under the headings of the classical triad of truth, beauty, and goodness, and

connected it with questions of justice, morality, virtue, pleasure, utility, and happiness

(William, 1998). It seems fruitless, therefore, to be nostalgic for a time when this word

had a simple meaning.

Much of the debate over value can be located in the division between the ‘‘lumpers’’

(who dream of an ultimate value and a general theory of value) and the ‘‘splitters’’ (who

want to discriminate many different kinds of value). An equally compelling division is

between those who think of value as a mode of judgment (estimation or evaluation) versus

those who think of it as something like a drive or motivation, a symptom of desire and

passionate belief. The most interesting discussions of value (from Plato to Marx to

Derrida) pay homage to both sides of these divisions, and thus produce taxonomies of

value that grow out of some fundamental postulate about the ultimate value of human life,

the purpose of human existence, or the nature of goodness itself. If one starts, as Plato

does in the Republic, with the assumption that the highest good available to human beings

is a life of contemplation, then one will quickly develop a vertical hierarchy of values that

puts manual work, the pleasure of the senses, or the thrill of athletic competition lower on

the ladder. If one begins, as Aristotle does in the Nicomachean ethics, with a notion of
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value as realized in activity and the development of the faculties, then one will develop a

horizontal picture of value as differently realized in different sorts of beings: there will be a

‘‘species’’ goodness differentially associated with the warrior, the poet, and the bricklayer,

or (even more fundamentally) with the ox, the cabbage, and the piece of marble. If one

starts from Marx’s assumption that the ultimate value of human life is productive,

creative, liberated work, then a radical division unfolds between the sphere of use-value

(the practical utility of materials and tools) and exchange-value (the fantasmatic realm

of money, commodity fetishism, and abstract, alienated labor) (Bottomore, 1983a; Marx,

1976 [1867]). If pleasure is installed as the summum bonum (‘‘the highest good,’’ as it is

in hedonism and Epicureanism – see Frankena, 1967), all other forms of goodness (from

the delight at a fair judicial decision to a convincing mathematical demonstration to a

spectacular orgasm to a job well done) will be traced back to this fundamental source.

A useful way of schematizing value talk is to distinguish three varieties based on the

classic divisions of philosophy into epistemology, ethics, and aesthetics (W. J. T. Mitchell,

1986). The ‘‘true,’’ ‘‘good,’’ and ‘‘beautiful’’ correspond to these divisions quite precisely,

as do their respective social roles (the scientist, the moralist, and the aesthete). Value talk

almost invariably ranks these in order, the most typical hierarchy placing ethics at the top,

epistemology second, and aesthetics a distant third. When aesthetic value is promoted in

this hierarchy, this is generally by means of an appeal to some argument that it improves

moral sensibility, or reveals new truths, a strategy that maintains the basic hierarchy of

value.

Although some theorists of value have attempted to separate the neutral description of

evaluative processes from normative recommendations about what is truly valuable (B. H.

Smith, 1988), it seems clear that every discussion of value is more or less explicitly

grounded in some beliefs about what is or ought to be truly valuable. Value talk tends to

become evaluative talk, and the venerable distinctions between facts and values, descrip-

tive and normative statements, objective and subjective judgments, absolute values and

relative values, qualitative and quantitative assessments tend to break down in practice.

When employing these distinctions (each of which has an enormous literature behind it – see

Frankena, 1967) it is best to keep in mind that facts are always mobilized for some purpose,

descriptions are never free of bias, objective judgments are widely shared subjective

judgments, absolute values are invariably relative to a society and form of life, and quantity

becomes quality the moment that language intervenes with categories such as ‘‘good,’’

‘‘better,’’ and ‘‘best.’’

This sort of relativism is sometimes attributed to a postmodern consensus that is deeply

suspicious of claims to absolute, objective value. At moments of crisis (such as 9/11)

absolute values tend to become fashionable, and confident judgments about ‘‘evil-doers’’

circulate unopposed. But skepticism and resistance to claims about absolute value are not

unique inventions of postmodernism. Common sense, with its appeal to pragmatic, situ-

ational considerations, aligns itself with both sides of the absolutist–relativist struggle.
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But there is more to be observed here than a mere pendulum swing between periods of

‘‘normalcy,’’ when skepticism and relativism are affordable luxuries, and ‘‘states of

emergency,’’ when absolute values are asserted on all sides. There is also a venerable

tradition of pondering the question of value in a historical, even an evolutionary sense.

Value is seen as a human production that is both the goal and motor of human progress.

Plato’s conception in the Republic of the dialectic, Aristotle’s notion of the unfolding of

faculties, Rousseau’s idea of the perfectibility of man, Nietzsche’s (1969a [1887])

prophecy of the transvaluation of values, and Agamben’s (1993) image of the ‘‘coming

community’’ are all variations on a historical concept of value as the object of a quest

undertaken by the human species as a whole. Images of utopia, of the classless society, of

global villages and heavenly cities capture these ideas of ultimate value in vivid narra-

tives. To the extent that these utopian visions of supreme value have the power to mobilize

social movements, value must be placed right alongside geography, scarcity, technology,

and genetic predisposition as a causal force in human history. Insofar as ‘‘value’’ becomes

reified and deified as a summum bonum, hidden god, buried treasure, or El Dorado, it

generates a surplus value that plays a key role in the dynamics of social history, whether

for idealist crusades to repossess a Promised Land, or terrible atrocities in the name of

purity, or (most likely) both.

W. J. T. Mitchell

See: AESTHETICS, COMMODITY, NORMAL, OBJECTIVITY, RELATIVISM, TASTE,

UTOPIA.

Virtual
Taken to mean something that exists in effect but not in fact, something perceived as real,

the concept of the virtual has from the late 1980s largely referred to simulation by

technological means. Its most common use is in the term virtual reality. ‘‘The virtual’’

has come to denote the perception of the real as created (primarily) by digital, computer-

driven means.

Dictionary definitions of ‘‘virtual’’ note it is most frequently used to refer to something

that exists in the mind, is imaginary, or is created or simulated by a computer. The OED

entry for ‘‘virtual’’ includes among the word’s common uses something ‘‘That is so in

essence or effect, although not formally or actually; admitting of being called by the name

so far as the effect or result is concerned.’’ The OED also offers a definition from

computing: ‘‘Not physically existing as such but made by software to appear to do so

from the point of view of the program or the user.’’

In contemporary usage ‘‘virtual’’ is often used as an adjective to denote something

nearly true, as in virtually certain, meaning ‘‘almost certain.’’ In the realm of techno-

logical practice there is reference to ‘‘the virtual’’ as a technological construct meant to
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