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Art Auction in the Sociological Perspective
Wen Xiang

Abstract: Art auction is not only an economic phenomenon, but also a complex social process to establish the value
and attribution of artworks. Since the 1970s, sociological research on art auctions has gradually been on the rise. Jean
Baudrillard‘s(#8./% 2 I )critique of symbolic politics on art auctions constituted one of the earliest theoretical sources
of auction sociology. Charles W. Smith’s(% % #f)classic work, Auction: The Social Construction of Value({48 3% : 18
8942 M), which appeared in 1989, laid the foundation for the empirical study of auction sociology. From the social
constructionist perspective, Smith understood auctions as a process of social construction of value, in which the com-
munal structure formed around auctions and the dramatic performances on the auction floor play a key role in estab-
lishing the value of artworks. After Smith, the interactive processes in auctions, the auction prices and their impacts,
the organization and action strategies of auction houses, and the auction catalogue as a computational device, constitute
four main paths in the study of art auctions from the sociological perspective. With the development of the Chinese
auction industry and art market, there are important opportunities and challenges for local sociological research on art
auctions. The introduction of auctions into the research landscape helps to expand the traditional boundaries of Chinese
sociology, providing new topics and growth space in the studies of economic sociology, organizational sociology, art
sociology and cultural sociology.

Key words : art auction; social construction of value; interactive process; price; catalogue
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