In this response to Dylan Riley’s article
about Pierre Bourdieu, we argue that
Riley’s account suffers from crucial
omissions and major misunderstandings,
thus seriously distorting Bourdieu’s
views. Among these omissions are
(1) Bourdieu’s theory of practice, which
is the theoretical foundation of both his
own sociology and his critique of the
leading paradigms in the social sciences,
and (2) his career-long analysis of social
class. Bourdieu’s undertakings as
a committed scholar, we argue finally,
merit much more serious attention
by left-wing scholars than the few casual
and dismissive remarks Riley makes.
Bourdieu was the leading left sociologist
in France and much of Europe during
the last decade of his life, and his
approach offers crucial lessons for the
current struggles of the Left.
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A DEFENSE OF BOURDIEU
JOHAN HEILBRON & GEORGE STEINMETZ

T

he second issue of Catalyst contains a long article by Dylan Riley
on Pierre Bourdieu and the exceptional resonance of his work
in American and international social science. Riley doesn’t beat around
the bush: Bourdieu’s sociology, he argues, offers a lousy theory of social
class. Its popularity in academia derives from the fact that it legitimizes
academic privilege and explains academics’ lack of any connection to
popular movements. Bourdieu’s theory resonates with self-help fads
like yoga, gluten-free diets, exercise monitors, and the like. Riley concludes that Bourdieu’s entire project is directed toward transforming
sociologists’ consciousness rather than transforming society.
Since we won’t be beating around the bush either, we should start
by observing that Riley’s article is sloppy and riddled with mistakes,
misspellings, and omissions. It is helpful neither for understanding
contemporary capitalist societies, nor for the political reflection that
the Left urgently needs. Riley distorts Bourdieu’s work, ignores essential parts of it, and in the end regresses to comfortable slogans such
as “truly radical critical theory,” without providing any clue as to what
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that might really mean. Riley calls on his reader to “face the facts,” but
as we will show, large swathes of his essay are fact free.
In this article we will first rebut the arguments in the opening part
of Riley’s article concerning Bourdieu’s theory. In the second section
we will turn to the concluding part of Riley’s article, which attempts
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to explain the popularity of Bourdieu among sociologists by deploying
a sort of sociology of sociologists. Here, Riley begins by noting the
enormous popularity of Bourdieu’s work globally and among his colleagues — whom he characterizes as “elite academics in the advanced
capitalist countries.” But this popularity has nothing to do with the
perspicacity, generativeness, or originality of Bourdieu’s thought. Riley
argues instead that Bourdieu appeals to politically powerless social
scientists because Bourdieu equates social change with self-transformation. Bourdieu also contributes to these social scientists’ professional
success. Riley’s portrait of Bourdieu as an academic self-help theorist
can now be mounted on the wall alongside the veritable gallery of wild
denunciations of Bourdieu, ranging from slanderous accusations —
Bourdieu as “intellectual terrorist”¹ and anti-Semite² — to depictions
of him as a mere leftist activist posing as a scholar.³
Our paper’s main “policy” recommendation is that students should
find someone else with whom to study Bourdieu. We will also offer an
alternative reading of the sociology of sociology. One benefit of the kind
of “general theory of social change” that Riley advocates and mistakenly equates with explanatory social theory is professional success in
US sociology. The enduring elision of explanatory social science with
general, universal theories is more problematic and puzzling than the
popularity of Bourdieu’s reflexive, historicist, theoretical approach.
1 Jeannine Verdès-Leroux, Deconstructing Pierre Bourdieu: Against Sociological Terrorism
from the Left (New York: Algora, 2001).
2 See Alain Badiou, Reflections on Anti-Semitism (London: Verso, 2013), discussing attacks on Bourdieu by Jean-Claude Milner along these lines.
3 Didier Lapeyronnie, “Radical Academicism, or the Sociologist’s Monologue: Who
Are Radical Sociologists Talking with?” Revue française de sociologie 47, Supplement:
An Annual English Selection (2006): 3–33.
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Although we cannot possibly go into all the issues in this brief
response, we will first signal some of the numerous mistakes and lacunae
in Riley’s article, briefly discuss a few fundamental questions of class
theory and theories of social change, and then turn to the question of
political commitment and public social science.
“SCHOLARS HIP ”

It is quite astonishing that an academic essay (with dozens of footnotes)

Since Riley does not provide any reference for these books, it is unclear
to which version he is referring. Outline for a Theory of Practice, to use
the title of the English translation of the 1972 book, is no ethnographic
study either, but a primarily theoretical book, although it is based on
a variety of research endeavors Bourdieu had undertaken, including
ethnographic ones. These books can only be labeled ethnographic if
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by a tenured sociology professor about one of the best-known social
scientists in the world contains so many inaccuracies and mistakes. In
the few paragraphs recapitulating Bourdieu’s career and work, Riley
concedes that Bourdieu’s early work on Algeria produced important
publications, even “masterful” ones. But neither Sociologie de l’Algérie
(1958) nor Esquisse d’une théorie de la pratique (1972) are “ethnographic
studies.” Sociologie de l’Algérie is a synthetic, sociological overview of the
country and its populations, essentially based on Bourdieu’s readings
of the existing literature. It was published in an encyclopedic series
of short books (Que sais-je?) and was intended to critically inform the
French public about the country where the French were fighting a
colonial war, but of which they knew very little. On the other hand,
no one who knows Bourdieu’s work or the secondary literature on
French colonial Algeria will consider Sociologie de l’Algérie as one of
Bourdieu’s masterpieces. It has many of the qualities of an examination by a brilliant graduate of the French Ecole Normale Supérieure and
is Bourdieu’s first publication. There are genuine insights, but some of
these are only included in the second edition of Sociologie de l’Algérie.
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one defines any social scientific discussion of the colonized, “exotic,”
or “primitive” Other as “ethnography.” This definition of ethnography
was rejected by Bourdieu and most other sociologists and ethnologists
of his generation.
Bourdieu did become secretary to Raymond Aron’s research center,
not in 1964, but in 1962; the center in question was not the “Center for
Historical Sociology,” but the Center for European Sociology.
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PRACT ICE THEORY

After this unfortunate start, the next section of Riley’s essay sets out
to explain Bourdieu’s central concepts. Riley identifies four of these:
capital, habitus, fields, and symbolic power. Here again, one need not
be a Bourdieu specialist to note that there is a curious and symptomatic
omission: nowhere does Riley discuss the concept of practice. Riley even
switches back and forth between “action” or “social action” (a Weberian term) to “behavior” (a behavioralist term). But, as was mentioned
above, Bourdieu’s first theoretical book was not accidentally called
Outline of a Theory of Practice (1972, tr. 1977). It was followed by no less
than three other books which continued his reflections on the theory
of social practice and the centrality of practice for the social sciences.
In English translation these are The Logic of Practice (1980. tr. 1990),
Pascalian Meditations (1997, tr. 2000) and Practical Reason (1994, tr. 1998).
All of this work argues in great detail and with appropriate theoretical vigor that the social sciences need to account for social practices,
meaning, for social processes that are neither entirely systemic nor completely random. The dominant social science approaches (structuralism,
functionalism, theories of rational choice, etc.) fail at precisely this point:
their assumptions and modes of conceptualization are fundamentally
at odds with the practical nature of human action and interaction. In
ultra-short summary: they confuse the logic of practice with the practice
of logic, as Marx said, in a phrase that Bourdieu often cites.
To give just one example of this argument, in his early work Bourdieu
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demonstrates at length that structuralist models of kinship are empirically ill-founded. What is central to the structural analysis of kinship
(cross-cousin marriage) is in reality very infrequent. But Bourdieu
doesn’t stop here. It is not enough to falsify a theory, contrary to Riley’s
prescription, which he bases on Popper (an exceedingly strange bedfellow for a Marxist). Bourdieu continues his analysis in a reflexive
manner (another practice that Riley profoundly misunderstands), and,
partly on that basis, proposes an alternative theory. Bourdieu’s revised
theory can be found in The Logic of Practice (1980, tr. 1990) and The Bach-

examined and combatted.
C LASS T HEORY

In his discussion of class theory and historical change, Riley raises several issues. Each one of them should be discussed in appropriate detail,
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elor’s Ball (2002, tr. 2008), the latter containing the successive studies
of his native village in the Béarn region.
Without going into Bourdieu’s own theory, it is important to recall
that Bourdieu confronted his Algerian and French observations with
Lévi-Strauss’s analysis of kinship, arguing that the academic acclaim
of structuralist models ultimately rests on an ethnocentric bias. That
bias is rooted in the scholastic disposition, which confuses a theoretical
model of “action as rule-following” with the reality of marriage practices. Proposing an alternative account in the books referred to above,
Bourdieu simultaneously developed his reflexive critique of scholastic
and intellectualist biases. Bourdieu’s cool and consistent dissection of
the sophisticated denial of the practical dynamics of social processes is
one of his most profound and critical contributions to social science. If
this is left out, not only is his work fundamentally misrepresented, its
significance is radically misunderstood. It is probably not too far-fetched
to interpret this omission as a form of resistance, in the socioanalytic
sense, itself rooted in the forms of academic ethnocentrism that Bourdieu, as one of the very few academic social scientists, relentlessly
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but there are a few fundamental questions that need to be addressed
first, all the more so because Riley systematically avoids them.
The first is whether class theory should be based, first and foremost, on the distribution of economic resources and positions in the
production process, or instead should take other resources and fields
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of social activity into account as well. This is the fundamental question
with which Bourdieu, more than anyone else, confronted social scientists. Should we, in other words, recognize cultural and social capital as
relatively independent and important sources of power and inequality
or not? And correlatively: should we recognize the relative autonomy
of other social fields from the economy, or are they to be understood as
a function, reflection, or derivation of the capitalist economy and the
class system? All questions concerning indicators and measurements
of the various forms of capital obviously depend on this more fundamental issue. But Riley avoids it, sounding nostalgic about the once
firm and uncompromising economism of Marxism.
The second issue follows from the first. If a plurality of resources and
fields exist, understanding social relations implies either abandoning
the notion of class altogether, like many stratification researchers do,
or paying closer attention to class fractions, processes of class (re)composition, and to the field of power as a key locus of class domination.
Bourdieu — and this is not exactly breaking news — chose the third
option. That is what Distinction (1979, tr. 1984) and his work on The State
Nobility (1989, tr. 1996), to cite just these two major works, are all about.
So here again, the choice is whether we retreat to some form of economistic class theory or move forward toward more refined forms of class
analysis and domination such as the one Bourdieu proposed. There is
no way this fundamental choice can be evaded by invoking difficulties
in empirical analysis. Although Riley insinuates that the “stolid mainstream” of sociology has adopted Bourdieu, it was precisely on these
issues of operationalization and measurement that the “mainstream”
attacks on Bourdieu were launched in US sociology.
The third issue, related to the previous ones, concerns social action.
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If different forms of capital exist, and various “fields” represent the
context for the accumulation of capital, how is social action to be understood? Are these different forms of capital accumulated according to a
rational-choice logic of maximizing returns, or does this process display
radically different dynamics? Criticizing the fallacies of economics,
Bourdieu proposed notions like “habitus” and “feel for the game” to
develop an alternative to the rudimentary interest-based schemes of
mainstream economics and certain varieties of Marxism. Here again
the fundamental choice in the social sciences is between adopting

cannot legitimately be part of social science at all. This is an empiricist
objection, one that is deeply at odds with Marx’s own philosophy of

4 George Steinmetz, “From Sociology to Socioanalysis: Rethinking Bourdieu’s Concepts of Habitus, Symbolic Capital, and Field along Psychoanalytic Lines” in Lynn
Chancer and John Andrews, eds., The Unhappy Divorce of Sociology and Psychoanalysis:
Diverse Perspectives on the Psychosocial (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), 205–221.
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an ahistorical, rational-choice type of model, or, to summarize very
quickly, a contextualized, dispositional theory of action — perhaps
underwritten by a deeper socioanalytic understanding of the psyche.⁴
Bourdieu’s sociology, as is well known, provides an alternative to economic theories of action, while incorporating a materialist dimension
into his analysis by differentiating and thus generalizing the notion of
capital. Rather than relying on rational calculation or assuming material
interest as a sufficient basis for action, people mobilize their resources
according to the dispositions they have inherited as well as acquired,
and they do so in specific social settings. Interests are not defined solely
in terms of an individual’s ownership of economic resources or “means
of production” but also in terms of interests that emerge (in the strong,
ontological sense of emergence) within specific fields. But these fields
are highly variable, contingent, and historically and geographically
variable. A class analysis that does not at the very least combine attention to interests rooted in ownership of capital and productive forces
with interests grounded in other social arenas is doomed to failure. Yet
Riley suggests that if habitus cannot be seen, touched, and palpated, it
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science, not to mention the logic of natural science and philosophical
forms of ontological depth realism.
Riley avoids addressing these issues. Instead, his discussion focuses
on how to measure cultural capital, how to assess its precise explanatory weight, how to operationalize the habitus notion, and the like.
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All these issues need to be taken seriously, and they have been: there
is a considerable empirical and historical literature about them. Some
of it has elaborated upon Bourdieu’s work, others have criticized and
corrected it, but Riley ignores almost all of this literature, apparently
because he prefers theoretical critique and antiquated Marxist schemas,
or because he is unwilling or unable to read the decades’ worth of
work published in venues such as Actes de la Recherche, Politix, Genèses,
and other journals, not to mention the book series Le Sens Commun
or Liber and the publishing house Raisons d’agir, and in other recent
international literature outside of the original French context. On the
fruitfulness and validity of Distinction (1979, tr. 1984), see Bourdieu’s
subsequent thoughts, among others, in Practical Reason (1994, tr. 1998).
More recently Philippe Coulangeon and Julien Duval edited a wideranging, international collection of research papers in their Routledge
Companion to Bourdieu’s Distinction (2014). This is a state-of-the-art
collection that presents almost forty years of research on social classes
and lifestyles.⁵
B OU RDIEU AND “MACROSOCIOLOGICAL”
AC C OU N TS OF S OCIAL C HANGE

A separate part of Riley’s account is that Bourdieu’s work does not offer
an account of social reproduction or change. This needs to be translated.
After all, one finds discussions of an infinite number of social changes
in all of Bourdieu’s work. Even the reproduction of class structure (e.g.,
in Reproduction in Education and Society) required the invention of new
5 See Philippe Coulangeon and Julien Duval, eds., Routledge Companion to Bourdieu’s
“Distinction” (London: Routledge, 2014).
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forms of class domination, such as the school system. Everyone would
recognize that Bourdieu is talking about social changes when he discusses the gap between the habitus of Algerian peasants and French
colonial modernity, in Algeria 1960 (1977, tr. 1979), that the changes in
The Bachelors’ Ball lie at the heart of the marriage crisis of village men,
that changes in the international and French media landscape undergird the crisis of scientific autonomy and expertise in On Television.
We challenge the reader to find a single text by Bourdieu where some
form of social change is not discussed.

science can be explanatory without generalizing across empirical
events or social processes. In fact, Max Weber, whom Riley cites
approvingly, argued vigorously against the scientistic illusion of a
social science that claims to discern general laws of history. Most
contemporary Marxists have abandoned nineteenth-century ideals
of general laws of history, and there is a good argument to be made
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So clearly, Riley has some other “scale” of social change in mind.
Riley asserts that Bourdieu does not offer a compelling “macrosociological” account of contemporary society pitched at the “scale” of Marx,
Weber, and Durkheim. This needs to be unpacked.
Riley acknowledges that Bourdieu became “the organic
intellectual of the gauche de la gauche” (the left wing of the Left) and
an “unavoidable point of reference for the contemporary intellectual
left,” but he quickly casts suspicion on this by alerting us to Bourdieu’s appeal to the “stolid mainstream of American social science.”
Since we are given no examples of such “stolid” and presumably
politically disappointing sociologists, we are forced to imagine what
the author might have in mind. This is more difficult than it looks,
since Riley’s own definition of his desideratum — explanatory “macrosociological theory” — appears to be located precisely in this tepid
mainstream. Quoting Phil Gorski to the effect that Bourdieu’s work
“does not contain a general theory of social changes,” Riley immediately concludes that Bourdieu’s sociology is nonexplanatory. This
is a total non sequitur. Every post-positivist knows that good social
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that Marx’s occasional appeals to the idea of a universal theory of
capitalism differ from the underlying logic of his mature theory.
Read as social theory rather than social eschatology, Marx’s analysis
offers an explanation for perennial capitalist crises. While crisis is
sometimes followed by a rearrangement of social relations to permit
new rounds of capital accumulation, this is not guaranteed by the
theory. As Frédéric Lordon writes,
Crisis is the name of the more or less disorderly transition from
one accumulation regime to another. In other words, a crisis occurs
when significant changes in the institutional setting of capitalism can
be observed. However, such a change cannot be determined - only
by an “objective” economic state of facts. It all depends on the way
H E I L B RO N & ST E I N M E TZ

the agents (the social groups) make judgements about it, and are
consequently driven to take a new, transformative (and conflictual)
course of action.⁶

This sort of Marxism “without guarantees”⁷ is quite remote from any
“general theory of social change.” And it is particularly remote from
typically American versions of “macrosociological Marxism” in which
some “independent variables” are arranged to produce “outcomes”
such as revolution, fascism, or genocide. These mechanical forms of
Marxism ironically mirror conservative policy science: research geared
toward counterinsurgency identifies the same independent variables
as “insurgent” sociology. A political left faced with the inexorable
6 Frédéric Lordon, “The Economic Catastrophe as a Passionate Event,” Crisis and
Critique 3, no. 3 (2016): 275–283; see also Robert Boyer, “La théorie de la régulation
à l’épreuve des crises,” Revue de la régulation 19 (Spring 2016), online, consulted Nov.
13, 2017. http://regulation.revues.org/11923; Bob Jessop, ed., Regulation Theory and the
Crisis of Capitalism (Cheltenham, UK: Edward Elgar Pub., 2001).
7 Kenneth Surin, “Marxism, without Guarantees: What I Learned from Stuart Hall:
For Steven Salaita,” Cultural Critique 89 (Winter 2015): 136–146; Stuart Hall, “The
Problem of Ideology: Marxism without Guarantees” in Kuan-Hsing Chen and David
Morley, eds., Stuart Hall: Critical Dialogues in Cultural Studies (London: Routledge,
1996), 24–45.
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operations of “independent variables” or determining structures can
only become mired in fatalism.⁸
S O C IOLOGY OF SOCIOLOGY

In the last part of his article, Riley jumps from Bourdieu’s sociology
to its reception in American academia. Riley’s crude and reductionist
diagnostic is once again accompanied by crucial omissions and distortions, and by a self-complacent lack of curiosity about intellectual life

aspect of Riley’s article also reveals it to be a move within a very specific professional discipline within a very specific country — American
sociology in 2017. His audience is not the amorphous Left to which it
8 In some cases, “Marxist” explanations of insurgency become interchangeable with
those generated by counterinsurgency researchers, where both try to identify the
“variables” producing insurgent “outcomes.”
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in other countries and parts of the world.
Riley’s article ends not just with a simplistic account of Bourdieu’s
success in American academia but is also inconsistent with what he
says in the first part. Riley after all speaks of Bourdieu’s “masterful
ethnographic studies” and acknowledges that “in terms of intellectual
sophistication and empirical range Bourdieu’s work is virtually peerless.”
How is it possible then to bluntly assert that Bourdieusian sociology
is “best understood not as a social theory at all, but as an ideological
formation”? Here, as in the first part, instead of empirically analyzing
evidence, Riley regresses into a paleo-Marxist mode of stigmatizing the
work of others as “ideological” and assigning a function to it for justifying elite privilege. This section will probably remind some readers of
Bourdieu’s incisive remarks about the Althusserian reading of Capital
and the pitiful fate of materialists without material. Riley’s analysis in
any case is not up to the standards of any serious form of sociological
reception analysis. On the contrary, it smacks of ideological battles,
in which labeling the opponent and unveiling the hidden function of
their orientation is sufficient to discredit their scholarly merit. This
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sometimes seems to be addressed but, rather, the “elite academics.”
Although Riley doesn’t propose a serious analysis of Bourdieu’s
reception in the US, two remarks are nonetheless in order. The first
pertains to the issue of reflexivity. The progress of social science for
Bourdieu implies and depends on the capacity of researchers to be
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reflexive about their own practice; that is, to use the tools of the social
sciences to objectify the research process, to be reflexive in the use of
categories and instruments. His last lecture series at the Collège de
France, Science of Science and Reflexivity, presents the program of this
reflexive scientific practice. To present this concept of reflexivity as an
“inner-directed radicalism” is a fundamental distortion of Bourdieu’s
view. Instead of subjectifying the scientific subject, as some anthropologists and Alvin Gouldner proposed, Bourdieu incessantly called for
objectifying the subject of science. This is not a narcissistic exercise, a
confessional, or a concession to the postmodernist mood of the times,
but on the contrary, it is proposed as a means for improving scientific
analysis, of transcending the limits of disciplines and liberating research
from its academic routines and its geographical restrictions.
Equally ignored in Riley’s essay is the fact that, on the basis of this
reflexive posture, Bourdieu conceived and developed radically new
forms of committed scholarship. Contrary to the prophetic intellectual
that Sartre (and many other Marxists) embodied, and distinct from
the model of the “specific intellectual” that Foucault advocated, Bourdieu insisted instead on the collective intellectual. His social scientific
inquiries were carried out by research groups, organized as dialogic
collectives. The collective intellectual is one of the many exciting but
incomplete ideas that Bourdieu proposed in the last years of his life.
From the very beginning of his career in Algeria, his public political
interventions went far beyond the ritualized signing of petitions
and the occasional participation in mass demonstrations. Although
much less visible in the US, Bourdieu was at the origin of a variety of
new initiatives and organizations. Part of these sustained efforts are
documented in the volume Political Interventions: Social Science and
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Political Action (2002, tr. 2008) to which Riley only refers in passing. It
should be recalled in this context that Bourdieu founded and directed
one of the most innovative social science journals in the world, Actes
de la recherche en sciences sociales, which is rarely noted by American
social scientists because it exists only in French. Actes combines
different types of materials — documents, statistical tables, but also
iconographic material. It refuses academic pomp, combines different
methods (including quantitative and qualitative ones), and it did so
long before “mixed methods” became fashionable. It mixes high and

which was an original European version of the New York or London
Reviews of Books. It was ultimately published in ten languages, but never
appeared in English. The global hegemony of the US and of the English
language, as with other hegemons in world history, corresponds to a
domestic intellectual insularity, which is so profound that it is rarely
noticed anymore. How about “provincializing the US” for a change?
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low genres. To refer to Actes as “a factory for Bourdieu’s own work
and that of his students” is either arrogant ignorance or malicious
slander. Actes published work by some of the most innovative social
scientists and humanists in the world: historians such as Christophe
Charle, Roger Chartier, Robert Darnton, Eric Hobsbawm, Jūrgen
Kocka, Carl Schorske, Joan Scott, and E.P. Thompson, sociologists
like Cicourel, Elias, Goffman, Zelizer, anthropologists Bateson and
Goody, economists Robert Boyer and Amartya Sen, linguists Ducrot,
Encrevé, and Labov, classicist Jean Bollack, sinologists Jacques Gernet
and Pierre-Etienne Will. To imply that this journal was run like a
Bourdieu “factory” is laughable. It also fundamentally misrecognizes
the project of Actes as an interdisciplinary crossroads of the critical
social and human sciences. It inserts Actes into a parochial American
stereotype. And it again points to the sloppy research standards of
this article; at the very least Riley could have looked at past issues of
Actes and tracked down the disciplines and geographic locations of
the authors in question.
For a decade Bourdieu also led another journal, Liber (1989–1998),
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Bourdieu also founded and ran a publishing house, Raisons d’agir,
which publishes accessible and attractive small books about important
public issues. Together these books would constitute an “international
people’s encyclopedia,” and some of the dozens of volumes that have
been published thus far have indeed became enormous bestsellers and
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provoked vigorous public debates. This was the case with Bourdieu’s
own book On Television, and with Serge Halimi’s The New Watchdogs,
an incisive and revealing analysis of the functioning of the media.
The Weight of the World: Social Suffering in Contemporary Society (1993,
tr. 1999) was an earlier project with a similar objective and impact. A
collective enterprise in “participant objectification,” as Bourdieu called
it, it consists of a series of interviews of men and women from different
walks of life about their lives and the difficulties they encounter. Published shortly before the French presidential elections, it intervened
in the political debate by giving voice to people who were no longer
heard in the political world that had “turned inward, absorbed in its
internal rivalries, its own problems, its own interests.”
In a postscript, Bourdieu observed:
[A]ll the signs are there of all the malaises which, since they find no
legitimate expression in the political world, can sometimes be identified in frenzied outbursts of xenophobia and racism. With only the
old-fashioned category of “social” at their disposal to think about these
unexpressed and often inexpressible malaises, political organizations
cannot perceive them and, still less, take them on. They could do so
only by expanding the narrow vision of “politics” they have inherited
from the past and by encompassing not only all the claims brought
into the public arena by ecological, antiracist or feminist movements
(among others), but also all the diffuse expectations and hopes which,
because they often touch on the ideas that people have about their
own identity and self-respect, seem to be a private affair and therefore
legitimately excluded from political debate. A truly democratic politics
must give itself the means of getting away from the alternative of a
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technocratic arrogance that claims to make people happy in spite of
themselves and a demagogic resignation that accepts the verdicts of
supply and demand, whether expressed in market tests, poll results
or approval ratings.9

These words were written a quarter of a century ago. The Weight of the
World was widely discussed in France, parts of it were adapted in the
theater, and it stimulated similar research and publication enterprises
in several European countries. But in the US, very little of this public

9 Pierre Bourdieu et al., The Weight of the World: Social Suffering in Contemporary Society (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1999), 627–8.
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face of Bourdieu’s work is known. Riley would have done a service to
the American left had he evoked these initiatives and their functioning
and discussed their potential relevance for overcoming the academic
insularity of American academics and the pitiful condition of “public
intellectuals” in the US. That could have provided a new impetus to
the debate about public social science and the role of social scientists in
social movements of the Left. Instead of doing that, instead of engaging
in a dialogue with committed social scientists from other countries and
contexts, Riley criticizes a caricature of Bourdieu, while indulging in
campus fantasies about “truly radical critical theory.” The Left in the
US, and elsewhere, deserves better.

In this commentary on Dylan Riley’s
impressive demolition of Bourdieu’s
sociology of social stratification,
social reproduction, and social change,
I attempt to recuperate Bourdieu’s
corpus as centered around the
interconnected questions of symbolic
violence, reflexivity, and public
engagement. Having redeemed
Bourdieu’s theory, I then examine
its shortcomings as misrecognizing
capitalism and its universities.
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MAKING SENSE
OF BOURDIEU
MICHAEL BURAWOY

H

ow should we engage our intellectual opponents? Ignore them?
Demolish them? Absorb them? Within academia, where recognition is everything, denying it is often the most effective and least
costly weapon. Refusing to recognize opponents only works, however,
if they are not already in the limelight. When our opponents have
won recognition, when they are powerful figures, what is to be done?
Within Marxism, demolition has been a frequent practice, reducing
opponents to intellectual rubble. Think of Lenin’s withering criticism
of opportunists, anarchists, social democrats, or anyone who dared
to disagree with him. The only people worthy of such aggression,
however, were his competitors in the political field. There is a second
tradition within Marxism: interrogating powerful opponents to assess
their strength and then appropriating them under an enlarged canvas.
This is not vanquishing through demolition but domination through
hegemony, or as Antonio Gramsci might say, moving from a “war of
movement” to a “war of position.” Here the strategy is to critically
appropriate the truth of the opponent by absorbing it within one’s
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own expanded framework. This requires a certain appreciation of the
opponent. Gramsci’s critical appropriation of Croce, Marx’s critical
appropriation of Hegel or Ricardo, Lukács’s critical appropriation of
Weber, and Marcuse’s critical appropriation of Freud come to mind.
Every strategy comes with risks. Ignoring the opponent leaves one

B U R AW O Y

unscathed, but it can also leave one out of touch with emerging intellectual currents. It can turn into a lost opportunity to expand one’s own
horizons through conversation with others. Demolition can win one
acclaim, and without having to make contributions of one’s own. But it
can bring free publicity to the opponent. By forcing the opponent into a
straitjacket, it risks heaping disrepute onto the critic, and even provoking
a belligerent reaction. Finally, neutralizing the opponent by absorption,
taking the enemy seriously, can so transform one’s own thinking that
allies may accuse one of betrayal. After all, the practice of critique, if
carried out properly, shapes the critic as much as the criticized.
The question at hand is how to engage Pierre Bourdieu.¹ In the spirit
of full disclosure, I confess that I myself have taken all three approaches
to Bourdieu. I began by ignoring and dismissing him, but that could
not be sustained as he gathered steam over the last four decades. I then
attempted demolition, but I was certainly not adequate to the task.
The more I read, the more impressed I became, leading me to a more
complex process of absorption and critical appreciation.²
While initially reverential, Dylan Riley’s assessment of Bourdieu’s
class theory quickly turns to demolition.³ His treatment of Bourdieu is
reminiscent of Perry Anderson’s youthful, sweeping assault on Western
Marxism as lost in the ethereal realms of philosophy, ideology, and
culture.⁴ Following Lenin, Anderson claimed that revolutionary theory
1 For a short account of Bourdieu’s own strategy of dealing with intellectual opponents see the coda at the end of this article.
2 Michael Burawoy and Karl von Holdt, Conversations with Bourdieu (Johannesburg;
University of Witwatersrand Press, 2012).
3 Dylan Riley, “Bourdieu’s Class Theory,” Catalyst 1, no. 2 (Summer 2017).
4 Perry Anderson, Considerations on Western Marxism (London: New Left Books,
1976).
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only develops in close connection to a mass revolutionary movement.
Similarly, Riley claims that Bourdieu’s appeal, in the final analysis, lies
in offering “political relevance to an intelligentsia with little organizational link to popular forces.” In other words, like Anderson’s view
of Western Marxism, Riley’s view of Bourdieusian sociology signals a
retreat from Marxism and its politics.
Anderson was writing at a time of optimism, a period of leftist
insurgency when Western Marxism might appear as a defeatist deviation from a true revolutionary road. Today we live in nonrevolutionary

itself through engagement with the highest expression of bourgeois
thought. Today, Marxism needs to find new sparring partners. I would
suggest Pierre Bourdieu is a worthy candidate, the highest expression
of critical sociology and, moreover, a very influential presence.
As Riley acknowledges, Bourdieu has become a sanctified figure
not just in sociology but also in the humanities as well as in other social
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times, and Bourdieu provides an appealing framework for many critically minded scholars. I agree with Riley that the appeal of Pierre
Bourdieu cannot be reduced to his science; his voluminous writings
are also a political response to the contemporary period, a reaction
to the ascendancy of neoliberalism and right-wing populism. Equally
compelling, Bourdieu offers ammunition for a critical response to the
external assault on academia.
Where Bourdieu has a clear political program, Riley’s alternative
is unclear. He never tells us who are the popular forces nor how we
should be connected to them. In dismantling Bourdieu, however, his
essay forcefully raises the question — if not the answer — as to what it
means to be a Marxist in academia today.
Perhaps the first task is simply to maintain the presence of Marxism
as a living and open tradition. When the Marxist presence in academia
is in retreat and its connection to the world beyond is tenuous, there is
always the danger of sectarianism. Marxism risks becoming dogmatic
and sclerotic and losing what little support it has. Facing the defeat of
the working class as a revolutionary force, Western Marxism sustained
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sciences, with an impressive global presence. No other sociologist
approaches his influence. The closest parallel was the reign of Talcott
Parsons during the 1950s and 1960s when his modernization theory
and structural functionalism also took on a transdisciplinary and global
presence. While Parsons has since become a relic of history — who now
reads Talcott Parsons? — the longevity of Bourdieu is more assured. His
work is better equipped to deal with different political conjunctures
than the abstract theory of Parsons. That makes Riley’s examination of
what places Bourdieu on such a pedestal a critically important project.
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OVE RV IE W: M AKING S ENSE OF B OUR DI EU

Riley cannot find any scientific merit in Bourdieu’s social theory. He
declares that Bourdieu’s achievements cannot match the macrosociologies of Marx, Weber, and Durkheim in three key areas: social
stratification, social change, and social reproduction. That’s a tall order!
Why should failure to reach such lofty heights warrant the dismissal
of Bourdieu? Be that as it may, Riley does not actually compare Bourdieu with these three canonical figures. For Riley, it would appear that
pointing to the shortcomings of Bourdieu’s theory is sufficient evidence
of falling short of Marx, Weber, and Durkheim as if they are without
flaws. I will examine Riley’s claims in some detail as they are quite
revealing of both Bourdieu and the sociological tradition.
After exposing the limitations of Bourdieu’s theory, Riley concludes
that its influence lies in its resonance with the lived experience and
career interests of elite academics: competition for distinction, the
preservation of privilege, and a form of ersatz politics for a critical
community cut off from “popular classes.” In Bourdieu’s terms, to
understand the appeal of Bourdieu one must turn from the manifest
“logic of theory” to the latent “logic of practice.”
In other words, Riley does to Bourdieu what Bourdieu does to those
he seeks to belittle, namely, attributing their influence to the position
and disposition of their followers within the academic field, rather than
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to the substance of their work. Riley undertakes a double reduction:
he reduces Bourdieu’s science to a poorly executed positivism and
then reduces Bourdieu’s politics to insulation in the academic field.
This double reduction adopts contradictory standards: Bourdieu is
attacked for not conforming to positivist standards of comparative
sociology and then, in the same breath, for not being attached to the
popular classes. Yet it is hard to simultaneously be a positivist and an
engaged intellectual — the one requires autonomy from and the other
embeddedness in the wider society.

such. I contest Riley’s dismissal that this idea has limited applicability
within advanced capitalism. Symbolic domination raises the question of
reflexivity — how is it that sociologists can know something that others
don’t; how can they produce a truth that is different from and superior
to common sense? Furthermore, how is it, as Bourdieu argues, that
others can’t grasp the sociological truth even when presented with it?
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Riley is barking up the wrong tree. As I shall suggest, Bourdieu is
neither a failed positivist nor an isolationist. Riley’s double standards
are, therefore, doubly inappropriate. I will seek to redeem both Bourdieu’s scientific and his political projects, constituting his work as an
important critique of and challenge to Marxism.
I will proceed in three steps: demolition, recuperation, and critique.
First, I agree with much of Riley’s demolition — Bourdieu’s class analysis
is flawed (if not necessarily for the reasons Riley claims); his theory of
social change is at best embryonic; his refusal to conceptualize capitalism is fatal. Still, Riley’s mode of demolition is problematic. His three
foci — social stratification, social reproduction, and social change —
while they appear reasonable enough, force Bourdieu’s thinking into
discrete problematics that have the effect of rendering his originality
banal. I show how each of Riley’s questions introduces false divisions
while suppressing essential distinctions.
In the second part, recuperation, I will substitute an alternative set
of distinctions that emanate from the key notion in Bourdieu’s theory,
namely, symbolic domination— domination that is not recognized as
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By drawing on the very Bourdieusian theory he has rejected,
Riley’s demolition backs into the question of reflexivity. Bourdieu’s
appeal, he claims, resides in its resonance with the defense of the
autonomy of the academic field and the struggle for distinction within
it. In so doing he makes the questionable assumption that academia
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is fundamentally different from the world beyond where Bourdieu’s
theory doesn’t work. To the defense of academic privilege and the
competition for distinction, Riley adds a further claim to explain the
influence of Bourdieu: namely he offers an ersatz politics, a substitute
for a “true” politics based on a connection to “popular classes.” But
this notion of “true” politics not only comes without elaboration or
justification but also overlooks Bourdieu’s broad engagements with
diverse publics, including the dominated classes. In fact, Bourdieu
has carved out a royal road to public sociology — not only a traditional
public sociology in which the sociologist represents some universal
interest but also an organic public sociology forged in close connection to the dominated.
These three dimensions of Bourdieu’s sociology — symbolic domination, reflexivity, and public engagement — not only provide the three
moments of his scientific research program, but also define a political
project: intellectuals on the road to class power. To each dimension of
his scientific research program, there is a corresponding moment in
his political project: symbolic domination gives a privileged place to
the sociologist; reflexivity makes the sociologist the vanguard of intellectuals; and public engagement allows intellectuals to represent their
interests as the interests not just of other intellectuals but of all classes.
After assembling Bourdieu’s scientific-cum-political vision, the third
part of this essay turns to critique, assessing its limitations, in particular
its misrecognition of capitalism. Refusal to engage the systemic character
of modern capitalism leads Bourdieu to exaggerate the power of intellectuals, and universalize the notion of symbolic domination. Restoring
a focus on capitalism allows a more realistic assessment of the place
of intellectuals. The appropriation of Bourdieu’s intellectualist project
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within a Marxist framework points to an alternative scientific-cum-political project, one that revolves around the capitalist university.
I: DE MOLIT ION

This first section is a critical appreciation of Riley’s demolition of
Bourdieu, underlining our substantial agreement yet pointing to the
limitations of reducing Bourdieu’s influence to his theory’s resonance
with the academic habitus. There’s more to Bourdieu than meets
Riley’s critical eye.
Class Analysis: From Classes on Paper to Classification Struggle

linear causality between class and behavior cannot be demonstrated
so long as class is ill-defined. Moreover, the claim that each class has
its own habitus is belied by the simultaneous assertion that all classes
also share a common habitus.
5 Pierre Bourdieu, Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgment of Taste (Cambridge,
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1984 [1979]).
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Riley claims that in each of three defining areas of sociology: stratification, reproduction, and social change, Bourdieu has little to offer. There
is much merit in his critique. Let’s start with stratification, or class
analysis where he takes Bourdieu’s Distinction to task.⁵ Riley reduces
the purpose of this humungous endeavor to showing that class is related
to behavior through the mediation of habitus, itself inculcated through
processes of class socialization. There is, indeed, a rough correlation
between, on the one hand, occupation as measured by economic and
cultural capital and, on the other hand, lifestyle based on consumption
of food, films, newspapers, etc. As Riley suggests, Bourdieu’s claim that
class and habitus underlie the ostensible correlation between occupation and lifestyle is tautological given that class and habitus are neither
defined independently nor accessible to empirical examination — one
knows them only by their putative effects. So Riley concludes that the
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In focusing only on the way class does or does not shape behavior
Riley misses the key to Distinction, namely symbolic domination.
Although Bourdieu doesn’t acknowledge it, his model is parallel to
Marx’s commodity fetishism in which the exchange relation between
objects hides the production relations between humans. Only now it
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is consumption fetishism in which the status hierarchy among objects
consumed hides the class hierarchy between humans. The practices of
consumption are organized according to their own hierarchical logic
that obscures the homologous hierarchy of class. Habitus, therefore,
has a class character but it also transcends class — the class dimension
is deeper and preconscious, the product of inculcation; whereas the
shared dimension of habitus is more conscious and practical, organizing
patterns of consumption in a relatively autonomous social space.⁶ By
focusing on the food one eats, the liquor one drinks, the paintings one
appreciates, the films one watches, and by recognizing their implicit
organization into hierarchies of legitimacy, Bourdieu contends, one
overlooks the class domination that they simultaneously hide and

6 There is a burgeoning literature on the concept of habitus, an obscure but key
concept in Bourdieu’s oeuvre. Because it cannot be identified as such it can be used to
explain any behavior. It raises the question of how much of action is conscious/reflexive, how much is unconscious/pre-reflexive, and then what is the relation between the
two. Bourdieu doesn’t help here so others have had to help themselves. Perhaps the
most interesting advances have been made by proponents of a “dual process” model
borrowed from cognitive psychology. See Omar Lizardo, “The Cognitive Origins of
Bourdieu’s Habitus,” Journal for the Theory of Social Behavior 34, no. 4 (2004): 375–401;
Stephen Vaisey, “Motivation and Justification: A Dual-Process Model of Culture in
Action,” American Journal of Sociology 114, no. 6 (2009): 1675–1715; Omar Lizardo,
Robert Mowry, Brandon Sepulvado, Dustin S. Stoltz, Marshall A. Taylor, Justin Van
Ness, and Michael Wood, “What Are Dual Process Models? Implications for Cultural
Analysis in Sociology,” Sociological Theory 34, no. 4 (2016): 287–310. These authors
make a Distinction between reflexive action that requires slow, conceptual processes
of symbolic mastery and the pre-reflexive spontaneous, impulsive action based on
accumulated, embodied processes developing over a long period of time. Focusing
on symbolic domination, I have sliced Bourdieu in a different way: an internalization
process that is unconscious and a game-like interaction that works at a more conscious
level. Bourdieu arbitrarily switches from one perspective to the other without connecting the two. Missing is a theory of the dynamic interplay between the conscious
and the unconscious.
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express. This is symbolic domination at work — a domination that is
hidden, that is not recognized as such, that is, in short, misrecognized.
Still, Riley is right, there is a puzzle: what does Bourdieu mean
by class? This is a challenging puzzle indeed — so much so that Marx
died trying to solve it. By the end of Distinction, Bourdieu, escapes the
morass of convoluted definitions of class (which Riley bravely tries to
disentangle) by claiming that class is neither given nor some invention
of sociologists, but the outcome and object of a classification struggle.
Paradoxically, however, he can only get the classification struggle going

cultural capital compensating for low economic capital. Here Bourdieu
is borrowing from the well-known formulation of Marx and Engels in
The German Ideology:
The division of labor … manifests itself also in the ruling class as the
division of mental and manual labour, so that inside this class one part
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by assuming the existence of class. Despite his attack on the idea of
“classes on paper,” that is classes defined abstractly by the theorist, he
himself assumes from the beginning a Marxist tripartite division between
dominant class, petty bourgeoisie, and working class. But even as he
borrows Marxist class categories, Bourdieu departs from the Marxist
notion of class as a relation by defining them, instead as the summation
of economic and cultural resources (capital).
A number of points are noteworthy. First, this a Weberian stratification model of class based on a hierarchy of strata, as opposed to the
notion of class domination as a relation of exploitation — a concept
that appears almost nowhere in Bourdieu’s theoretical oeuvre. Second,
there is no way to access a metric (or exchange rate) that allows one to
add up cultural and economic capital, so the volume of capital eludes
measurement. Third, Bourdieu stops at classification struggle that takes
place within the dominant class and never moves forward (or backward)
to class struggle, eliminating it by fiat.
Finally, it means that professors, intellectuals, and artists turn out
to be part of the dominant class, albeit a dominated fraction with high
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appears as the thinkers of the class (its active, conceptive ideologists,
who make the perfecting of the illusion of the class about itself their
chief source of livelihood), while the others’ attitude to these ideas and
illusions is more passive and receptive, because they are in reality the
active members of the class and have less time to make up illusions
and ideas about themselves.⁷
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But Bourdieu takes the idea further than Marx and Engels. Those
“conceptive ideologists” who perfect “the illusion of class about itself ”
are an autonomous fraction of the dominant class whose function is
to define the very meaning of class. They are far more powerful than
Marx and Engels’ ideologists who only “perfect” and elaborate the
prior self-understanding of the bourgeoisie.
If at the beginning of Distinction, Bourdieu simply asserts the definition of class as an objective entity, by the end he insists on class as
an indeterminate product of classification struggles. That being the
case, Distinction should itself be seen as a contribution not only to the
understanding of class but also to a classification struggle, an attempt
to project intellectuals, including prominent sociologists, as part of the
dominant class.⁸ More broadly, one might say that Distinction is not
only a work of science that advances the concept of symbolic domination, but also part of a political project to put intellectuals on the road
to class power. To sustain such a claim, however, requires a theory of
intellectuals as key agents of social change.

7 Robert Tucker, The Marx-Engels Reader (New York: W.W. Norton, 1978), 173.
8 Within Distinction, Bourdieu seems to follow the intellectual journey that Durkheim
makes from his Division of Labor in Society, where the scientist observes the world from
without, to Elementary Forms of Religious Experience where the scientist is now located
within society and science is seen as performing an analogous role to religion.
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Social Change — From Algeria to France

When it comes to Bourdieu’s theory of social change, the obvious place
to begin are his early writings on Algeria. In Algeria 1960, Bourdieu⁹
describes social change as the product of colonialism depicted as an
unexplained exogenous intervention — a clash of civilizations, or a clash
between modernity and tradition. Here he also revises Weber’s characterization of the modern bourgeois individual as embodying the spirit of
capitalism, the rational pursuit of an irrational goal — accumulation for

9 Bourdieu, Algeria 1960 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1979[1963]).
10 Bourdieu distinguishes his view of the working class as revolutionary from the “eschatological vision of revolution as a reversal” (Algeria 1960, 62). He explicitly opposes
the position of the Algerian National Liberation Front (FLN) that claims the peasantry
to be the revolutionary class, a view celebrated by Frantz Fanon, The Wretched of the
Earth (New York: Grove Press, 1963 [1961]).
11 Bourdieu, The Algerians (Boston: Beacon Press, 1962 [1961], chapter 7.
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accumulation’s sake, money for money’s sake — and an ethic of abstention,
self-denial. For Bourdieu, in contrast, the modern individual is defined
by a distinctive sense of time. Unlike cyclical time of traditional society
in which the future is embedded in the present, always “forthcoming,”
the uncertainty of modern society leads to the conceptualization of an
alternative future through prophecy, planning, and rationality. Already
here, Bourdieu gives modernity an intellectualist bent.
This also leads Bourdieu to recognize the revolutionary potential
of the colonial working class. Its relative stability allows it to imagine
and direct its efforts toward an alternative future whereas the volcanic
sub-proletariat and proletarianized peasantry have no sense of direction — they are a “force for revolution,” not a “revolutionary force.”¹⁰
In “Revolution within the Revolution,”¹¹ Bourdieu extends the “revolutionary” potential of the colonized. Here change is not exogenously
induced but endogenous to colonialism bringing about its own downfall. Colonialism creates its own gravediggers — the colonized — who
demand the rights denied them. In the war against colonialism, the
colonized thus transform themselves into a modernizing movement.

CATALYST • VOL 2 • №1

This “dialectical” conception of social transformation acts as a
counterpoint to Bourdieu’s theory of symbolic domination in which
the dominated never achieve collective self-awareness, let alone revolutionary momentum. His description of the anti-colonial revolution
stands in opposition not only to his analysis of contemporary France¹²
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but also to his anthropology of the Algerian ethnic group, the Kabyle.
Thus, in Outline of a Theory of Practice,¹³ published a decade after leaving
Algeria, Bourdieu elaborates a static tradition-bound vision of Kabyle
as the foundation of his understanding of modern France. Not urban
Algiers but a romanticized rural Kabylia — insulated from history,
colonialism, and the wider world — provides the elementary forms of
symbolic domination that Bourdieu discovers in France. In Outline of
a Theory of Practice, Bourdieu has already advanced his key concepts
– habitus, misrecognition, and symbolic capital – to analyze a society
governed by honor, rituals of mutual aid, and hierarchies of solidarity.
This framework is then superimposed on France but with one difference — social differentiation, represented by the crystallization of
relatively autonomous fields.
Bourdieu argues that the laborious interpersonal work of symbolic
domination in traditional societies becomes, in modern societies, a
symbolic domination organized through impersonal, specialized institutions. Reproduction in Education, Society and Culture¹⁴ shows how this
works in schooling. The primary socialization of children in the family
gives (or denies) them the cultural capital to perform well (or badly)
in school. The curriculum is designed to match the symbolic mastery
learned in the middle and upper classes, so that such children do well
12 More out of desperation than the realpolitik of reason, in the last decade of his
life Bourdieu does appeal to social movements to arrest France’s headlong plunge into
neoliberalism. But his politics is ahead of his theory — as Riley points out, Bourdieu
has no theory of collective mobilization. It is a curious return of the repressed — his
early interest in the anti-colonial revolution.
13 Bourdieu, Outline of a Theory of Practice. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1977[1972]).
14 Pierre Bourdieu and Jean-Claude Passeron, Reproduction in Education, Society and
Culture (London: Sage, 1977 [1970]).
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at school while those endowed only with practical mastery fail. The
institutional separation of schooling from the family, that is, its relative autonomy, gives symbolic mastery universal legitimacy so that
children from the dominant classes appear to be gifted, while children
from the dominated accept their lesser destiny as a product of their
lesser talent. Success in school translates into success in the (again,
institutionally separated) labor market, which also appears to operate
according to class-neutral rules. In this way the technical function of
school (slotting people into jobs) hides its social function (reproducing

Social Reproduction — From the Béarn to the Grandes Écoles

Theories of social change begin with theories of social reproduction.
Thus, Marx shows how the reproduction of capitalist relations is simultaneously their transformation. In order to earn a livelihood, workers
are compelled to sell their labor power to a capitalist for whom they
expend labor that (re)produces both themselves (necessary labor equivalent to the wage) and the capitalist (surplus labor which is the source of
profit). At the same time, capitalists compete with each other and in so
doing transform the work process through intensification, deskilling,
new technology, multiple-earner families, etc., that leads to the polarization of wealth and poverty. That in turn leads, on the one side, to
crises of overproduction, the concentration of capital, and the falling
rate of profit and, on the other side, to the deepening of class struggle.
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class domination). Schools secure participation by obscuring their
class foundations.
The parallels with Durkheim are obvious. The Kabyle play the same
role for symbolic domination as the Australian totemic tribes play for
Durkheim’s elementary forms of religious life; and Bourdieu subscribes
to the same modernization theory based on social differentiation that is
most fully elaborated in Durkheim’s The Division of Labor in Society. As
in Durkheim so in Bourdieu the sociologist holds the secret of society,
only with symbolic domination replacing solidarity as the key concept.

CATALYST • VOL 2 • №1

Social reproduction is simultaneously social transformation. Is there
anything like this in Bourdieu?
As we have seen, Bourdieu’s theory of social reproduction is drawn
from an idyllic conception of Kabylia where habitus and social structure
reproduce each other.
The habitus, the durably installed generative principle of regulated
improvisations, produces practices which tend to reproduce the regularities immanent in the objective conditions of the production of
their generative principle, while adjusting to the demands inscribed
as objective potentialities in the situation, as defined by the cognitive
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and motivating structures making up the habitus.¹⁵

Understood as a set of embodied and embedded “transposable” dispositions that generate practices and appreciations in various settings,
habitus is “durably” formed in early life and largely irreversible. It
has a certain, unspecified rigidity that can obstruct adaptation to new
situations, an obstruction Bourdieu calls “hysteresis.” Thus, when a
habitus cultivated in one world comes up against social structures
of another world, there is a certain “strain” and the actor enters a
state of “allodoxia,” or confusion.¹⁶ (Durkheim might call it anomie.)
The Kabyle cook wanders from job to job in Algiers not because he
is trying to maximize opportunities nor because he is denied the
possibility of stable employment, but because he cannot adapt to the
norms of urban life, being dragged down by his rural habitus.¹⁷ In this
case, strain is produced through the clash of social structure with an
exogenously produced habitus.
While Bourdieu’s theory of reproduction through the inculcation

15 Bourdieu, Outline of a Theory of Practice, 78.
16 At other points, Bourdieu argues that the clash of position and disposition can lead
to heightened reflexivity and “rational” action.
17 Pierre Bourdieu, “Making the economic habitus: Algerian workers revisited,” Ethnography 1, no. 1 (2000):17–41.
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of habitus points to the ubiquity of such strain, we do not know where
this leads: to retreat (downgrading or repression of expectations),
making a virtue of necessity, apathy, rebellion, or even innovation?
The ubiquity of strain becomes a theory of social change only when
we understand its effects. That would require a psychology of the
malleability of habitus and a sociology of the resilience of social structure — both of which are absent.¹⁸
So far I’m on the same page as Riley: Bourdieu’s notion of social
change is unconvincing. But does Bourdieu’s oeuvre prefigure another

18 Bourdieu is no nearer to explaining specific outcomes than was Robert Merton in
his famous 1938 essay, which discusses the range of responses to the gap between institutionalized means and cultural goals: conformity, innovation, ritualism, retreatism,
and rebellion. See Merton, “Social Structure and Anomie,” American Sociological Review 3, no. 5 (1938): 672–82.
19 Pierre Bourdieu, The Bachelors’ Ball (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2008
[2002]).
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theory of social reproduction/transformation? I think so, but it relies
less on the notion of habitus. In its fullest form it can be found in The
Bachelors’ Ball,¹⁹ where Bourdieu shows how the reproduction of the
kinship structure leads to its demise. Bourdieu conceives of kinship
as a card game in which each family is dealt a hand of children of a particular age and gender, defining the basis of marriage strategies. Given
the expanding access to education, consumption, and employment
beyond peasant society, all of which are especially appealing to young
women next to the drudgery of peasant life, mothers try to maximize
the family patrimony by marrying off their sons to local girls while
encouraging their daughters to marry out of the village. A prisoners’
dilemma game ensues resulting in peasant men no longer finding wives
to reproduce their patrimony. Bourdieu describes this increasing gap
between hopes and possibilities as leading to the humiliation of bachelors. He begins The Bachelors’ Ball with his bachelors lined up along
the edge of the ballroom. Occasionally they are invited to dance by a
pitying neighbor, whereupon they clumsily parade their bodies. But
they mainly watch their potential brides entranced by the guys from
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town. All this bodily shame reflects the degradation of the peasant
economy. Here the response to the gap between hopes and possibilities, aspirations and opportunities, is retreat and despair — so different
from the response of the colonized, also harboring aspirations at odds
with opportunities, who rise up against colonialism. Nowhere does
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Bourdieu explain or even acknowledge the contrast between (internal
or external) exit and voice.
The demise of the peasant world fits well with Bourdieu’s broader
view of history as marked by the ascendancy of education as a vehicle
for class reproduction. Inheritance is now mediated indirectly through
the relatively autonomous sphere of education, rather than directly
through the family as in the peasant economy or feudal society. Bourdieu’s two books on schooling written with Jean-Claude Passeron²⁰
show how, through the mediation of cultural capital, classes pass on
their position to their children. Later, in Homo Academicus²¹ and Distinction, Bourdieu shows how the insatiable demand for education leads
to the expansion of higher education, devaluing the credential so that
student aspirations are no longer in line with their opportunities. The
democratization of access to secondary education in the 1980s, again
endogenous, produces a gap between expectations and achievement.²²
In State Nobility,²³ however, we find another “reproductive” role
for education in the longue durée. In this exhausting and exhaustive
empirical analysis, Bourdieu shows how the Grandes Écoles become the
instrument for reproducing the dominant class. As the higher reaches of
education become the transmission belt of inheritance — intellectuals,
and especially the professoriate, become the guardians and gatekeepers
20 Pierre Bourdieu and Jean-Claude Passeron, Reproduction in Education, Society and
Culture (London: Sage, 1977 [1970]); The Inheritors: French Students and Their Relation to
Culture (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1979 [1964]).
21 Pierre Bourdieu, Homo Academicus (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1988 [1984]).
22 Pierre Bourdieu et al., The Weight of the World: Social Suffering in Contemporary
Society (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1999 [1993]), 421–6.
23 Bourdieu, State Nobility: Elite Schools in the Field of Power (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1996 [1989]).
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of the dominant class, justifying once again their membership in that
class. So, while Bourdieu does not have a fully worked out theory of
social change nor a theory of history that explains social differentiation,
his sociologically inspired vision of historical continuity makes intellectuals crucial players not just in defining the boundaries of class but
also in its reproduction.
II. R ECUPERATION

Having pointed to the limits of Riley’s demolition, this section
recovers Bourdieu’s project around symbolic domination, reflexivity, and public engagement — three dimensions that drive both his
science and his politics.
Symbolic Domination — From Psychology to Sociology

is most insistent on its difference.
In the notion of “false consciousness” which some Marxists invoke
to explain the effect of symbolic domination, it is the word “consciousness” which is excessive; and to speak of “ideology” is to place
in the order of representations, capable of being transformed by the
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It is one thing to describe the strategies designed to reproduce the
dominant class, it is another to understand the reproduction of class
domination, which for Bourdieu revolves around symbolic domination.
As we have already seen, this concept ties together class analysis, social
change, and social reproduction. While Riley rejects the concept as
unable to play the central role Bourdieu assigns it, I regard it as posing
Bourdieu’s most serious challenge to Marxism — a challenge that must
be met, not dismissed.
Symbolic domination has a Marxist ring — it is domination that is
not recognized as such, domination misrecognized. At first glance it
bears a close relation to the notion of false consciousness, but Bourdieu
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intellectual conversion that is called the “awakening of consciousness,” what belongs to the order of beliefs, that is, at the deepest level
of bodily dispositions.²⁴

Class domination is not simply the product of entry into compulsory
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social relations, as in Marx, but deeply embedded and embodied, and
very difficult to expose. The dispositions of our habitus are unconscious and enduring. Whereas for Marx, individuals are the immediate
effects of the relations they presently occupy, for Bourdieu they are
the cumulative effect of the history of the social structures they have
occupied. For Marx, relations take precedence over the individual; for
Bourdieu, there is a tension between the structured habitus of the
individual and the structured social relations they enter, even as they
also reproduce each other.
With regard to symbolic domination, therefore, Bourdieu might
rightly claim some distance from Marx,²⁵ but he systematically overlooks
or denies parallels between his own work and the writings of Marxism,
especially Western Marxism. He reduces Marxism to Marx, refusing to
recognize the development of a rich Marxist intellectual tradition beyond
Marx concerned with questions of cultural domination. For example,
Gramsci’s concept of hegemony also contests the idea of “false consciousness”: it is an obvious counterpart to symbolic domination, but we
find no serious acknowledgement of such parallels.²⁶ Another example
is the Frankfurt School, which adopted psychoanalysis to highlight the
internalization of oppression — the squashing of the autonomous bourgeois individual characteristic of advanced capitalism. Herbert Marcuse’s

24 Pierre Bourdieu, Pascalian Meditations (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2000
[1997]), 177. Italics in the original.
25 Pierre Bourdieu, “Social space and the genesis of ‘classes’” in Language and Symbolic Power (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1991 [1984]), 229–51.
26 Elsewhere I have examined the parallels and divergences between Bourdieu and
Gramsci at length. See Burawoy, “The Roots of Domination: Beyond Bourdieu and
Gramsci,” Sociology 46, no. 2 (2012): 187–206; Burawoy and Karl von Holdt, Conversations with Bourdieu (Johannesburg; University of Witwatersrand Press, 2012), 51–67.
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Eros and Civilization,²⁷ is a brilliant critical appropriation of Freud’s
Civilization and its Discontents with a view to understanding capitalist
oppression and the possibility of its transcendence. Without so much
as a nod in the direction of the Frankfurt School, Bourdieu frequently
employs psychoanalytic terms to convey the idea of habitus, though
without ever engaging the theoretical baggage of psychoanalysis.²⁸
Lukács’s theory of reification offers still another parallel to Bourdieu’s
symbolic domination. Reification affects the dominant class as it does
the dominated class, but whereas the dominant class has no interest

27 Marcuse, Eros and Civilization (Boston: Beacon Press, 1955).
28 With the analogy of the patient’s resistance to the therapist, Bourdieu refers to sociology as socioanalysis, thereby explaining (or explaining away) the popular resistance
to the claims of the sociologist.
29 Georg Lukács, History and Class Consciousness (London: Merlin Press, 1967 [1923]).
30 The same argument is made by Antonio Gramsci, Selections from the Prison Notebooks (New York: International Publishers, 1971), 309. This would appear to be very
different from Bourdieu, who refuses the possibility of the mind separating from the
body, downplaying the significance of reflexive consciousness.
31 Bourdieu, Pascalian Meditations, 105, 172, 188.
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in seeing through reification to the deepening crises it generates, the
dominated class has an interest in but not the capacity to see the truth
of the totality.²⁹ To arouse the working class Lukács appeals to extraneous interventions: the communist party, the dislocation of crisis, or
the alienation of the laborer’s body that liberates the mind.³⁰ Here and
there Bourdieu offers similar openings³¹: symbolic revolutions, crises in
which intellectuals can transmit their visions, martial counter-training
of the body, but, like reification, they are incidental next to the heavy
weight of symbolic domination.
So what is this symbolic domination? Here there is profound
ambiguity. At the phenomenal level Bourdieu discusses processes of
naturalization in which what exists comes to be accepted as inevitable,
the way things are, unalterable like the weather. The distinction of the
dominant classes is simply accepted as a natural attribute (gift) of that
class. This fatalism can be extended, especially among the dominated,
into making a virtue of necessity — the love of one’s destiny, amor fati.
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For Bourdieu, by themselves, these processes of naturalization are
unstable; their durability resides in an underlying symbolic domination
that comes in two versions whose interrelationship Bourdieu leaves
open, arbitrarily appealing to one or the other as it suits his argument.
First, there is the idea that symbolic domination operates through the
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forging of a largely unconscious habitus as the internalization of social
structure. In this way, the dominant categories through which social
life is organized come to be unconsciously accepted. Domination is
not recognized as such, it is misrecognized. Masculine domination,
for example, is the result of the historical labor of dehistoricization.³²
It goes along with a psychology of inculcation that expresses itself in
bodily comportment as well as psychic reflexes. Early socialization
takes precedence, upon which is superimposed secondary socialization. Internalization proceeds without resistance, and, for the most
part, gives rise to an integrated, singular self.
While in this first version of symbolic domination, the individual
takes precedence, in the second version, more like Marx, social relations
take precedence. Instead of individuals misrecognizing domination as a
result of socialization and the creation of an unconscious habitus, social
relations mystify the conditions of their own effectivity. In the latter
case, symbolic domination is not the result of elaborate socialization
but comes about through participation in semi-autonomous fields —
participation that is viewed as a social game. Through their absorption
in the game players accept its rules as given and become oblivious to
the conditions of its reproduction. Here the integrated habitus with its
stratified layers, rising from the deep and unconscious to the superficial
and conscious, should be replaced with a more fluid self, what Lahire³³
calls a “plural self,” responsive to different sets of social relations. This
social game approach to practice is Bourdieu’s more original, sociological
perspective on symbolic domination.³⁴
32 Bourdieu, Masculine Domination (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2001 [1998]).
33 Bernard Lahire, The Plural Actor (Cambridge, UK: Polity Press, 2011 [2001]).
34 Where I distinguish two divergent meanings of symbolic domination, Bourdieu
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Riley is skeptical that the game metaphor can be applied to different realms of social life. Thus, he explicitly contests its application
to work. Yet, as much research has shown, and as anyone who has
worked in a monotonous and arduous job knows, the best way to
survive is to give it meaning by constituting work as a game — a
game whose outcomes are neither too uncertain as to be beyond
human control nor too certain as to fail to command their attention.³⁵
Bourdieu and Passeron’s³⁶ account of education can also be read as
a social game: schools secure the participation of students through

(1997 [2000]) tries to make them inseparable. In making the inculcation of habitus integral to social game-playing Bourdieu renders his theory of practice heavily deterministic. For a superb and succinct discussion of the distinction between these two views,
see Ofer Sharone, Flawed System/Flawed Self (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
2014), 186–90. As ever, Bourdieu is not interested in discriminating among causal explanations but in holding on to multiple explanations. In trying to explain everything,
he risks explaining nothing.
35 Michael Burawoy, Manufacturing Consent: Changes in the Labor Process under Monopoly Capitalism (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1979); Jeffrey Sallaz, “The
House Rules: Autonomy and Interests among Service Workers in the Contemporary
Casino Industry,” Work and Occupations 29, no. 4 (2002): 394–427; Ofer Sharone, “Engineering overwork: Bell-curve management at a high-tech firm” in Cynthia Fuchs
Epstein and Arne L. Kalleberg, eds., Fighting for Time: Shifting Boundaries of Work and
Social Life (New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 2004), 191–208; Ofer Sharone, Flawed
System/Flawed Self (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2014); Rachel Sherman,
Class Acts: Service and Inequality in Luxury Hotels (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 2007); Adam Reich, Hidden Truth: Young Men Navigating Lives in and out of Juvenile Prison. Berkeley: University of California Press, 2010).
36 Bourdieu and Passeron, Reproduction in Education, Society and Culture.
37 Here one might distinguish between habitus that is a feature of internalization and
cultural capital which is a resource mobilized in social games. I haven’t found a place
where Bourdieu distinguishes between the two in much the same way that he does not
distinguish between the two types of symbolic domination.
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holding out achievable goals of economic advancement while at the
same time obscuring the reproduction of class.³⁷ Of course, if the goals
appear unachievable or are too easily achieved then the game can turn
into rebellion. Bourdieu’s oft-repeated example of gift exchange also
has the structure of a game in which gifts are exchanged only after
a decent interval, thereby concealing gift exchange as a mechanism
of symbolic domination. In this view of symbolic domination, there
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is no need for an elaborate theory of internalization. Misrecognition
becomes mystification, intrinsic to the social relations into which
we enter.
Arguing that education is not the only sphere of symbolic domination, Riley goes on to ask why Bourdieu omits the realm of democracy.
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He’s right. Bourdieu ignores electoral politics and civil society to his
detriment, believing that real politics is confined to the lofty field of
power where elites compete with one another, according to a well-defined set of rules. Adopting Adam Przeworski’s³⁸ analysis of capitalist
democracy, Riley contends that electoral competition is a critical realm
for the organization of consent to capitalism.
But Przeworski’s analysis is also based on a game-theoretic logic.
Parties compete for votes by developing rule-bound strategies that
are based on their assessment of class structure. So socialist parties
are drawn into the electoral game because failure to do so would
cost them vital support — support based on the delivery of real but
limited short-term material gains. The trouble is, there are never
enough workers for socialist parties to win elections, so they seek allies
from neighboring classes and, thereby, dilute their socialist platform.
One interesting result is that class struggle is first a struggle over
the meaning of class — a Bourdieusian classification struggle — and
only then a struggle between classes. A second result is the sacrifice
of long-term goals for short-term gains. A third result is the organization of consent to capitalism: partaking in the game results in
consent to its rules.
In the language of games, players accumulate resources and follow
strategies within rules they accept but don’t make. To be sure, as Bourdieu notes, players can become conscious of the rules, and struggle
over their revision, yet the changing of rules is itself rule-bound. The
game metaphor not only allows us to think simultaneously about agency
38 Adam Przeworski, Capitalism and Social Democracy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985); Adam Przeworski and John Sprague, Paper Stones: A History of
Electoral Socialism (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1986).
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and structure, but it offers us something else: a methodology that helps
us think about the relationship of social science and lived experience,
logic of theory and the logic of practice. Threading throughout Bourdieu’s work is the double truth of social existence: the truth of the
actor, absorbed in the game, and the truth of the observer, examining
the conditions of the game’s existence. Both truths are essential — the
logic of practice and the logic of theory — but only the sociologist can
connect the two.
The sociologist studies how actors reproduce social structure

scientist can have a deeper insight into the world than the participant.
In short, it demands a theory of reflexivity, a challenge that Bourdieu
tackles head on.
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without acknowledging that they are doing precisely that. Hence the
double break: the sociologist first breaks from the common sense of
the participant to the underlying truth of social structure. But there
must also be a second break back to the perspective of the participants
to understand how they reproduce the underlying structures that the
sociologist has discovered, be it the world of surplus value or symbolic
domination. Thus, the logic of practice and the logic of theory are
intimately connected, but in a way that is obscure to the participant.
Here lies the originality of Bourdieu’s game theory of reproduction:
how actors secure domination while simultaneously obscuring that
domination from themselves.
The game metaphor opens a door to understanding the relation
between structure and agency; it allows us to think about social reproduction as simultaneously a process of social transformation; it gives
insight into the organization of consent as well as misrecognition.
It is based on a methodology that gives weight to both the logic of
practice and the logic of theory, posing the question of the relation
between the two. It raises the fundamental question of how the social
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Reflexivity — the Superiority of Sociology

Having suggested that Bourdieu does not have anything to offer by
way of science, Riley argues that his appeal must lie in the way his
social theory resonates with the lived experience and interests of elite
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academics — the struggle for distinction and the defense of privilege.
Another source of his appeal is an ersatz politics that substitutes critical
sociology for connection to popular forces. Here, Riley’s sociology of
knowledge actually converges with Bourdieu’s own theory of the production of science, but with a difference. Whereas Riley’s sociology of
knowledge entirely replaces Bourdieu’s theory, Bourdieu’s sociology of
knowledge is only a part of his scientific theory. Thus, for Bourdieu, a
good social science requires knowledge of the context of the production
of knowledge, not to relativize and dismiss its knowledge claims (as in
Riley) but to improve them. Here Bourdieu is ahead of Marx, Weber,
and Durkheim who make little pretense to account for their own theories and their credibility other than as deus ex machina or a mirror of
wider historical processes.
If we accept the psychological version of symbolic domination,
that deep internalization makes it impossible to recognize the world
for what it is, then there is no reason to believe that social scientists are
more able to escape misrecognition than anyone else. That rules out
the very possibility of science. But the sociological version of symbolic
domination — the one that Bourdieu³⁹ actually adopts when he describes
the scientific field — means we have to study the conditions and games
that distinguish the scientist from the layperson. The conditions that
allow scientists to produce knowledge lie in their privileged existence,
what Bourdieu⁴⁰ calls skholè, a world free of the pressures of material
necessity that creates the possibility of competition within the scientific field — a field governed by the interest in disinterestedness. One
39 Pierre Bourdieu, “The specificity of the scientific field and the social conditions of
the progress of reason,” Social Science Information 14, no. 6 (1975): 19–47.
40 Bourdieu, Pascalian Meditations.
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might say, as Riley does echoing Bourdieu, that scientists engage in a
struggle for distinction, seeking recognition from one another. In the
scientific field, producers are also the consumers, requiring, therefore,
the defense of its autonomy against threats from within and without.
As Bourdieu relates in On Television⁴¹: on the one hand, scientific pretenders and popularizers, doxosophers, usurp the role of scientist from
without by producing an imitation science; on the other hand, there is
subversion from within by those who seek celebrity status by colluding
with those same doxosophers.

that generates dispositions very different from those of the working class
with which they identify. The Marxist intellectualistic disposition leads
them to regard the conditions of the working class as unbearable and,
thus, to anticipate revolution; whereas, in reality, workers themselves
41 Bourdieu, On Television (New York: New Press, 1999 [1996]).
42 Bourdieu, Distinction, 373–4.
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Skholè and competition for distinction are necessary but not sufficient conditions for the advance of social science. Unaware of the
conditions of the production of their own knowledge, many disciplines
suffer from scholastic fallacies — a form of false consciousness. Such
practitioners are unaware that the knowledge they produce reflects the
social conditions of its authors and not the objects of their science. Thus,
according to Bourdieu, the economists with their utilitarian models,
anthropologists with their structuralist models, or philosophers with
their deliberative models are handicapped by their misrecognition of
the conditions of their own production of knowledge. They mistakenly think people are actually utilitarian or deliberative in the way that
their models suggest they should be. But sociologists, at least of the
Bourdieusian stripe, by virtue of their simultaneous immersion in the
world of science and their engagement with the world of the participant, recognize the distinction between their own logic of theory and
the participants’ logic of practice.
According to Bourdieu,⁴² Marxist intellectuals are especially guilty
of committing scholastic fallacies, unreflective about their own position
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learn to accept those conditions, making a virtue of necessity. So,
for Bourdieu it is important that the intellectual-academic not only
secure a privileged autonomy but recognize that privileged autonomy by
engaging with the practice of those not so privileged. Far from being an
ersatz politics, Bourdieu offers us a real politics, as real as any academic
Marxist; but it is a politics of intellectuals.
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Public Sociology — Intellectuals on the Road to Class Power

Bourdieu⁴³ makes no bones about his political project — the forging
of an “international of intellectuals” — the organic intellectual of
humanity. The interest of intellectuals is to represent their interests
as the interests of all, captured in Bourdieu’s idea of the “corporatism
of the universal” — a recognition that intellectuals have a particular
interest, but it is a particular interest in the universal. Writing of the
realpolitik of reason in Pascalian Meditations, Bourdieu⁴⁴ argues that
our best chance for the advance of universality and for universal access
to the conditions of universality is to work through the state. Although
the state can be an instrument of capitalist domination, Bourdieu
clings to its potential for approaching universality. Its internal logic,
whether of its bureaucracies or of the law, incentivizes its incumbents
to strive for equality and inclusion. Even though he sees the field of
power as dominating representative state organs, he also sees this
same field as progressive to the extent that it becomes autonomous
and approximates the scientific field of open and equal competition.
Here Bourdieu inherits Hegel, and more generally, the optimism of
enlightenment thinking.
This is Bourdieu, the traditional intellectual, standing on Mount
Olympus with fellow intellectuals, disseminating the truth behind
43 Pierre Bourdieu, “The corporatism of the universal: The role of intellectuals in the
modern world,” Telos 81 (1989): 99–110; 1996 [1992]; Bourdieu, Rules of Art: Genesis and
Structure of the Literary Field (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1996 [1992]), 337–48.
44 Bourdieu, Pascalian Meditations, 122–7.
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symbolic domination. But Bourdieu also maintained close connections
to the dominated. Throughout his life he engaged with the dominated
classes: in Algeria, in the Béarn, and in the most interesting of his
public interventions, his ambitious interview project, The Weight of the
World.⁴⁵ Here, he and his colleagues constitute themselves as organic
intellectuals in close connection with blue-collar workers, clerical
workers, teachers, social workers, and judges, traders, immigrants, and
youth. The interviewers are sociologists conversant with the life-worlds
of the interviewees. Through extended interactions they become, in

rather than the psychology of misrecognition.
The Weight of the World may represent a shift in class portraits, but it
also coincides with a shift in Bourdieu’s own political orientation. It is
the beginning of his more open political engagement on the side of the

45 Bourdieu et al., The Weight of the World.
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Bourdieu’s words, the midwives of truth. Whereas in his theoretical
writings, the dominated classes suffer from misrecognition, now they
are presented as seeing the world with sociological insights. The interviewers (most of them sociologists and including Bourdieu himself )
offer a sociological account of the interviews they conducted without
recourse to such notions as misrecognition or habitus. Here the Bourdieusian lexicon has evaporated and the respondents’ renditions of
their lives coincide with the accounts of the sociologists.
Could it be that their lucidity derives from the “Socratic method”
of the in-depth interview — an understanding that is the joint product
of interviewer and interviewee? That would suggest that symbolic
domination is not opaque and thus not of the psychological type. Or
is it that the conditions of precarity already in the 1980s led to a very
different picture than the one painted in Distinction: the middle classes
don’t exhibit petty bourgeois emulation but an inventive resistance to
bureaucratic strictures while the working class is as likely to exhibit
self-conscious struggle as passive adaptation. Again, this points to
symbolic domination that is situational — the sociology of mystification
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dominated, joining and encouraging strikers, supporting social movements of the unemployed, writing scathing critiques of French socialist
governments and neoliberalism. His political salvos in two collections of
essays on the tyranny of the market, along with The Weight of the World
represent a final phase of intellectuals on the road to class power, when
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intellectuals represent their interests as the interests of all. ⁴⁶
These phases in the intellectuals’ ascent to power coincide with the
phases of Bourdieu’s own career. In his early writings on France — Reproduction and Distinction — he seeks to establish the distinctive place of
the sociologist as scientist. Here Bourdieu develops the unique science
of sociology — at that time a moribund discipline in France — centering
on symbolic domination, the cement that holds society together. As
a science competing with other sciences, its status is measured by its
inaccessibility to all but the initiated.
Once established as the theorist of symbolic domination, sociologists
can presume to represent the interests of all intellectuals, defending
cultural production in toto. This second phase of intellectuals on the
road to class power coincides with Bourdieu’s election to an exalted
professorship in the Collège de France, allowing him to move from
representing a segment of the intellectual stratum to representing the
stratum as a whole. From being the vanguard of sociologists, Bourdieu
seeks to make sociologists the vanguard of intellectuals as a whole.
The third and final phase, the hegemonic phase, occurs when Bourdieu presents intellectuals as representing the interests of all — a move
that calls for a far more sympathetic view of the dominated. He now
dignifies them with a rationality corresponding to their subjugation,
rather than pejoratively describing them as blinded by habitus, allodoxia
and misrecognition, and bereft of cultural capital. Starting with The
Weight of the World, the last ten years of Bourdieu’s life were, indeed,
devoted to intellectuals aspiring to power, standing at the head of social
46 Pierre Bourdieu, Acts of Resistance: Against the Tyranny of the Market (New York:
New Press, 1998 [1998]), and Firing Back: Against the Tyranny of the Market (New York:
New Press, 2003 [2001]).
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movements to combat a deepening neoliberalism. As he writes in On
Television, the intellectual must pay not only an “entry fee” to acquire
expertise in science or art that excludes the dilettante but also an “exit
duty” — the obligation to speak to and for all. In his later years, Bourdieu did gather around him a group of internationally distinguished
intellectuals who defended social justice and human rights.⁴⁷
III. CR ITIQUE

Having recuperated Bourdieu’s theory, we come now to the point of
critique, an account of its limitations, separating the wheat from the
chaff, appropriating what might be incorporated into Marxism, and
responding to the challenge it poses.
Misrecognizing Capitalism

of the economic field, but offers no theory of its means of domination
or its internal structure.
47 These three phases correspond to Antonio Gramsci’s (1971, 180–2) three phases of
class formation.
48 Gil Eyal, “Spaces between Fields” in Philip Gorski, ed., Bourdieu and Historical
Analysis (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2013), 158–82.
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Like Riley, I believe that a major flaw in Bourdieu’s oeuvre is his suppression of the concept and reality of capitalism. In his own terms,
Bourdieu misrecognizes capitalism, i.e., does not recognize it as such.
Thus, when he rails against neoliberalism, as he does in the 1990s until
his death, he does not see it as a necessary effect of a particular phase
of capitalism, its contradictions and its dynamics. His vision of society
is one of differentiated fields that congeal in a hierarchical space, but
there is no theory that connects and assembles the fields into a totality —
capitalism or any other totality. As Gil Eyal⁴⁸ has pointed out, for all
his interest in relations within fields Bourdieu has little to say about
the relations among fields. To be sure, he recognizes the domination

CATALYST • VOL 2 • №1

There is a second consequence of the misrecognition of capitalism.
It is Bourdieu’s failure to develop a comparative analysis that would give
historical specificity to his concepts, especially symbolic domination.
From the beginning, he was skeptical of comparative analysis, preferring homologies, analogies, and commonalities to the explanation
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of differences.⁴⁹ For example, Bourdieu⁵⁰ would make connections
between Kabylia and the Béarn, claiming that his experience in the
one influenced his understanding of the other, yet he never made a
systematic comparison of these two peasant societies. That might have
led him to discover how symbolic domination operates differently in
Algeria and France, even distinguishing domination in the colony from
that in the metropolis.
Take the question of intellectuals on the road to class power, which
comes from the famous work by Konrád and Szelényi.⁵¹ They claimed
that in state socialism the dominant class performed the intellectual
function of teleological redistributor, that is, the role of the planner who
appropriates and then redistributes goods and services. The planners’
job is to define the needs of society and how they should be realized —
the function of an intellectual. Of course, it is one thing to say planners
perform an intellectual function and another to claim that intellectuals,
defined by their specialization in the production of ideas and techniques,
actually occupy such a dominant position. In the economic reforms
of the 1970s across Eastern Europe, Konrád and Szelényi envisioned
intellectuals arriving at their destiny, their true place in society.
But that was not to be.⁵² Instead of intellectuals ascending into command positions, the entire order dissolved. The central appropriation
49 See Pierre Bourdieu, Jean-Claude Passeron, and Jean-Claude Chamboredon, The
Craft of Sociology: Epistemological Preliminaries (New York: Aldine de Gruyter, 1991
[1968]), Part II.
50 Bourdieu, 2003 [2000] “Participant Objectivation,” Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute 9 (2003 [2000]): 281–94.
51 György Konrád and Iván Szelényi, Intellectuals on the Road to Class Power (New
York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1979).
52 See Gil Eyal, Ivan Szelényi, and Eleanor Townsley, Making Capitalism without
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and redistribution of surplus was overt and therefore assured through
some combination of force and legitimation that often followed each
other in cyclical fashion. This proved to be a precarious way of sustaining
domination — making legitimate claims for socialism encouraged dissent, which only intensified when force was applied.⁵³
The stability of advanced capitalism and the instability of state
socialism cannot be attributed to processes of socialization, as this
was as intensive and systematic in state socialism as in advanced capitalism. In explaining the difference, we might do better to consider

Capitalists: The New Ruling Elites in Eastern Europe (New York: Verso Books, 1998). According to these authors it was only with the transition to capitalism that intellectuals
finally ascended to power as managers of post-socialism. They describe this process
using a Bourdieusian framework of the conversion of different forms of capital. But
this, too, turned out to be a temporary aberration.
53 See Michael Burawoy and János Lukács, The Radiant Past: Ideology and Reality in
Hungary’s Road to Capitalism (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992).
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the structure of these two societies and the social games they generate.
Advanced capitalism possesses a relatively open and autonomous civil
society that effectively absorbs and diverts practices into self-contained
institutions (or fields in Bourdieu’s terms). Each institution organizes its
own distinctive game or games — defined by taken-for-granted assumptions (illusio) and guiding principles (nomos). If advanced capitalism is
distinguished by its civil society, it might follow that symbolic domination is a phenomenon of advanced capitalism, at least in regard to the
game-metaphoric conception of social structure. In state socialism there
is only a limited civil society and, moreover, one that superimposes a
game-like structure defined by the party state. There’s no concealing
class domination. For Bourdieu, however, symbolic domination is of
universal validity, it has no historical limits. It is a general theory of
social order without a corresponding particular theory of particular
societies. It is unverifiable and unfalsifiable.
Returning to the question of intellectuals, if they are on the road
to class power under state socialism, what is their position under capitalism? Szelényi himself argued that, in contrast to state socialism,
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under capitalism where private property rules and markets distribute,
intellectuals play a subsidiary role. They hold a contradictory class position, as Erik Wright⁵⁴ once put it, divided in their allegiance between
dominant and dominated classes. Once we introduce capitalism as the
context for intellectuals, Bourdieu’s project takes on an entirely different
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meaning. An international of intellectuals, seemingly autonomous
from and even critical of the capitalist class, becomes an instrument
of the reproduction of capitalism through its false universalization,
reinforced by its failure to project an alternative beyond capitalism. In
failing to give capitalism its due place in history, Bourdieu exaggerates
the importance of intellectuals and the state — overlooking the multiple
institutions that conspire to reproduce symbolic domination as mystification, starting with the capitalist economy itself but extending to all
the institutions of civil society. One might say that in misrecognizing
capitalism Bourdieu is committing his own scholastic fallacy, or even,
scholastic fantasy.
The Capitalist University and the Popular Classes

In summary, like Marx, Weber, and Durkheim before him, the genius
of Bourdieu lies in his theory of social reproduction, specifically his
theory of symbolic domination — less the psychology of internalization
and more the sociology of games. His theory of symbolic domination
raises the question as to how it is that sociology excavates a truth inaccessible to the agents they study, but also more valid than the truth
of neighboring disciplines. Here Bourdieu goes beyond the canon,
throwing sociology back into the sociologist’s face. He develops a
reflexive sociology — a sociology of the scientific field that is rooted in
his theory of symbolic domination. The sociologist works in a competitive field that incentivizes the advance of science, and that develops an
interest in disinterestedness. This is the nature of all scientific fields, but
54 Erik Olin Wright, “Intellectuals and the Class Structure of Capitalist Society” in
Pat Walker, ed., Between Labor and Capital (Montreal: Black Rose Books, 1978), 191–212.
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sociology is special in that it does not commit the scholastic fallacy of
mistaking the field of science for the world of the participant, the logic
of theory for the logic of practice. Bourdieu asks how it is that everyday
practices create a world which conforms to the social theory discovered in the “laboratory.” Theory is incomplete if the sociologist does
not understand how the practice of the subjects makes sociology both
true and obscure. This is the third distinctive feature of his sociology —
engagement with the world of the participant.
This is Bourdieu’s science; the corresponding politics is that of

intellectuals exist to elaborate the good sense of the subaltern while
traditional intellectuals create ideologies that justify and elicit participation in and consent to capitalism. Class struggle becomes a struggle
between intellectuals, but on the terrain of subaltern experience. The
more autonomous and critical traditional intellectuals appear to be,
the more effective their representation of universality, but it is a false
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intellectuals on the road to class power. It ascends from the narrow
corporate interest of the sociologist, to a second level embracing the
broader interest of intellectuals, to a third phase in which intellectuals
represent the interests of all. This is broadly Bourdieu’s strategy and
trajectory. From a Marxist perspective it seems to be an illusory pursuit,
ignoring the spontaneous reproduction of capitalism that takes place,
above all, in the self-mystifying processes of production for profit as
well as in the realm of civil society.
Bourdieu’s challenge to Marxism lies in his intellectualist theory of
knowledge — that truth is produced in artistic and scientific fields, each
requiring a certain leisured existence, distant from material necessity.
A Marxist theory of knowledge, by contrast, claims that truth is ultimately rooted in and tested by the experience of subjugation. Truth
is the standpoint of the subaltern, even if it is produced elsewhere.
In Antonio Gramsci’s terms, for Bourdieu the common sense of the
subaltern is entirely bad sense, whereas for Marxism the common
sense of the subaltern contains a kernel of good sense, even if it is also
subject to the distortions of ideology. In the Gramscian view, organic
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universality as it obscures the fundamental strictures of capitalism.
For Bourdieu, therefore, the elite university is the golden hearth
of the intellectual. Riley may be critical of Bourdieu’s defense of the
university and its autonomy, it being an appeal to “elite academics,”
but Riley, too, sees the university as somehow outside politics — true
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politics involves building a connection to popular forces beyond the
academy. Is this because truth ultimately resides with those “popular
forces”? In which case, he must confront the question of symbolic
domination as it applies to those “popular forces.” Or is it that the
university is the fount of truth to be transmitted to the same popular
forces? In which case he must deal with the question of reflexivity, the
validity of knowledge produced in the university.
In the past we could speak of the university in capitalist society,
hemmed in by all sorts of constraints but still a self-governing knowledge
workshop, designed to enhance the public good. It could be conceived
of as a “subject” with its own agency or an “object” manipulated by
outside forces but, at its best, its internal structure was as close to a
large-scale socialist cooperative as you’ll find under capitalism. Today,
however, we must conceive of the university as a set of social relations
embedded in the wider society. More and more it is a capitalist university
whose very structure mimics a capitalist corporation.⁵⁵
As public funding is withdrawn, the university — the world over —
becomes a profit center, cutting costs and creating revenues. It cuts
costs through a vast array of strategies: from new digital technology
that makes possible distance learning, to the expansion of contingent
faculty and the steady decline (in numbers and in power) of faculty
with security of employment, to an array of outsourcing arrangements,
55 This distinction between “university in capitalist society” and the “capitalist university” harks back to the parallel distinction in the Miliband–Poulantzas state debate.
For Miliband the “state in capitalist society” could be deployed in the transition to
socialism whereas for Poulantzas the “capitalist state,” not being neutral, has to be destroyed and a new political structure installed as necessary for any transition to socialism. In parallel fashion, the “relatively autonomous university” of the past was more
congruent with the principles of socialism than the emerging “capitalist university”
of today.
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whether to janitors or management consultants. On the other hand, it
increases revenue by seeking funds from alumni interested in immortality by sponsoring new buildings or athletics, from industries such as
pharmaceuticals seeking partnerships based on cheap graduate student
research, and, most notably, by increasing student tuition and creating
new degree programs that charge extortionate fees. All this is accomplished by an expanding administration bent on the proletarianization
of university labor and the degradation of education, all disguised with
corporate-speak. As the university becomes less hospitable to Bour-

desperate consumers. The class structure of the university is polarizing,
and academics have a choice: to collaborate with the administrative class
or side with dispossessed students and beleaguered staff.
Structure and superstructure are becoming one. As the university
moves from an ivory tower to a key battleground over ideas, the struggle
against pro-capitalist ideologies assumes greater urgency and renewed
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dieu’s autonomous scientific field, as its capitalist structure becomes
transparent, Riley need only step outside his office to join those popular forces that inhabit the classrooms, laboratories, libraries, sports
stadiums, and canteens.
In the US and elsewhere, the university is becoming a playground
for the political right as well as the political left. The once-dominant
liberal consensus is under assault from conservatives who no longer
assume the university to be off-limits for their political projects. Small
right-wing student cells with outside funding are abetting the invasion
of campuses by extremist political forces. We can no longer imagine
the university to be outside politics as both Riley and Bourdieu seem
to believe — it is fast becoming a capitalist machine and a political
battleground.
Defending its autonomy from enemy forces is still important, but
increasingly the university is becoming its own terrain of struggle. It is
still an arena for the production and reception of ideas, but the process
of production has changed — faculty are losing control of their labor
and of its products, while students are rapidly becoming indebted and
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vigor. The “autonomous” traditional intellectual is being squeezed out
of existence, having now to take sides within as well as beyond the capitalist university — the claim of universality appears increasingly bogus.
Anyone who examines the conditions of production of knowledge
today cannot misrecognize capitalism. Bourdieusians of today must
join the Marxist fold, just as Marxists must face symbolic domination
in its capitalist incarnations.
A NOTE ON BOUR DIEU’S
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SO C IOLO GY AS A COMBAT SP ORT

This paper considers how to approach Bourdieu: ignore, demolish,
or absorb. It is instructive to see how Bourdieu approaches his own
intellectual foes. The title of Pierre Carles’s 2002 film on Bourdieu —
“La sociologie est un sport de combat” — expresses Bourdieu’s often
combative approach towards others for which he has achieved some
infamy, especially in France.⁵⁶ We can say he pursues some combination of all three strategies — ignore, demolish, or absorb — varying
with the academic game he is playing. As he developed a strategic use
and nonuse of citations as a sign of recognition or nonrecognition of
competitors, combat became part of his academic habitus. Compared
to Talcott Parsons or Jürgen Habermas, who build on the shoulders of
giants, Bourdieu tends to repress the shoulders on which he stands,
so that he appears as the source of his own genius. He is well-known
for appropriating the ideas of opponents without recognition. When
the original author is well-known, he often turns them into an enemy,
distorts their ideas in order to facilitate their demolition and, thereby,
rise above them as a superior thinker. This is especially the case with
regard to Marxism. Thus, he tries to hide his adoption of Althusserian
structuralism — a point made by Riley — either by making no reference
56 The title “Sociology is a Combat Sport” was euphemistically translated into English as “Sociology is a Martial Art,” no doubt to make it more palatable to the more
professional orientation of academia in the US.
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to the source or virulently attacking Althusser and his followers. Again
Bourdieu’s symbolic domination parallels hegemony, but he either
ignores the parallel or dismisses Gramsci. Yet when it suits him, he cites
Gramsci’s critique of political parties. This strategy reaches a climax
in his dismissal of Simone de Beauvoir. To hide the fact that Masculine
Domination is a pale imitation of The Second Sex, he ignores Beauvoir’s
work except in a single footnote where he implies she did not possess
a single original idea because she was in thrall to the symbolic domination of Sartre. It is ironic that, in a book devoted to exposing the way
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men silence women, Bourdieu should belittle and dismiss the author
of this classic work on feminism. Not only Marxists are victims of this
strategy: a similar fate befalls such figures as Robert Michels, Robert
Merton, Basil Bernstein, and William Julius Wilson. One has to wonder
whether this characteristic combination of appropriation and denunciation is a reaction to his own sense of marginality, manifested in his
proclaimed cleft habitus? Or is it the way academic combat is typically
played out in France? All this is emphatically not to say that Bourdieu
did not have ideas of his own; nor is it to endorse a similar demolition
strategy in dealing with his work. It is only to say that Bourdieu garnered
some of his influence by carefully choosing whom and how to attack,
whom and how to ignore, and, at times, whom and how to endorse.
The opportunistic approach to intellectual enemies is carried on by the
inheritors of the Bourdieusian mantle.

My article in Catalyst 1, no. 2 suggested
that Bourdieu’s theory is deeply
flawed in the very areas that it is praised
– , the theory of reproduction, and
the theory of social change. Heilbron
and Steinmetz reject my argument
in toto, while Burawoy, although
encouraging a strategy of productive
engagement, accepts much of it. In this
response I show that my critics fail
to demonstrate that Bourdieu’s sociology
is explanatory. However, I agree with
them that reflexivity is central for the
French sociologist’s popularity. The main
difference between us is that for me
reflexivity is not a scientific methodology,
but rather a central feature of
Bourdieu’s sociology as an ideology
of sociologists.
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A Response to Burawoy,
Heilbron, & Steinmetz
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As

these two critical responses show, the most controversial
claim of my essay was that the popularity of Bourdieu’s social
science is “a function of the generally prevailing social situation”¹
in academia, rather than a result of its explanatory power. Far from
embodying a superior science, Bourdieusean theory, I argued, is an
ideology of sociologists. My critics, especially Heilbron and Steinmetz,
disagree. For them, a reflexive sociology that examines its own conditions of possibility provides both a better social science, and a more
credible link to political action, than “antiquated Marxist schemas.”
Michael Burawoy, in contrast to Heilbron and Steinmetz, agrees with
the central thrust of my analysis of Bourdieu’s sociology, that it fares
poorly on explanatory grounds and that its success cannot be reduced
to its scientific power. In fact, he goes further than I do, suggesting that
Bourdieu’s sociology adumbrates a class project of the intelligentsia.
However, he rejects my method of critique. On the one hand, I “reduce
1 Karl Mannheim, Ideology and Utopia: An Introduction to the Sociology of Knowledge
(New York: Harcourt, Brace and Company, 1936), 69.
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Bourdieu’s sociology to a poorly executed positivism,” but at the same
time I “reduce Bourdieu’s politics to insulation in the academic field”
(55). But how can one “simultaneously be a positivist and an engaged
intellectual — the one requires autonomy from and the other embeddedness in the wider society” (55)?

RILEY

As the following response makes clear, I remain unpersuaded by
these critiques. Pace Heilbron and Steinmetz, I see little evidence that
Bourdieu offers a superior scientific method for sociology. Pace Burawoy,
I believe that Bourdieu’s explanatory weaknesses are closely linked to
his political ones. Indeed, how can there not be a tight link between
explanatory power and political relevance?
What has become clear to me in the course of this discussion is
that the central issue in the debate concerns whether or not the main
problems of sociology are resolvable “sociologically” or whether, rather,
they depend on overcoming the political isolation of the intelligentsia
in advanced capitalism. That I have been able to state this issue more
directly is largely due to my critics, and for this I owe them a sincere
debt of gratitude.
First, a note on style is in order. It cannot have escaped the reader
that, paradoxically, a Marxist (Burawoy) mounts a far more effective
defense of the Bourdieusean position, than the self-appointed Bourdieuseans (Heilbron and Steinmetz). Indeed, Heilbron and Steinmetz’s
“critique” of my original piece is difficult to respond to, because it consists mainly in insults rather than arguments. Burawoy’s, in contrast,
is a serious assessment. The difference between these two reflects
the theoretical positions from which the authors write. One of the
distinctive features of Bourdieu’s sociology is its disregard for serious
critical dialogue with alternative theoretical traditions.² In this sense,
Heilbron and Steinmetz’s piece is an excellent example of Bourdieusean

2 One of the best examples of this is the section in Pascalian Meditations (Stanford:
Stanford University Press, 2000), 61–65, titled “Digression: A critique of my critics,” in
which Bourdieu manages to preemptively dismiss all criticism of his work as scholasticism without mentioning any specific critics or their critiques.
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critique. In contrast to Bourdieu and those who follow him, the critical
reconstruction of an intellectual adversary’s point of view has always
been a central element in the Marxian tradition from which Burawoy
writes. This is to a large extent because Marxism takes ideas far more
seriously than Bourdieusean sociology does.
Burawoy, however, accuses my initial critique of being Bourdieusean
in that “Riley does to Bourdieu what Bourdieu does to those he seeks
to belittle” (54). It is true that there is a little of the thought that “what
is good for the (Marxian) goose is good for the (Bourdieusean) gander”

More specifically, my article evaluated Bourdieu’s work across three
dimensions: his class theory, his theory of social reproduction, and his
theory of social change. Both Heilbron and Steinmetz, and Burawoy raise
doubts about my specific claims in these areas, and point to a further

3 Anderson, (London: Verso, 1983), 33.
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in my piece. However, unlike the typical Bourdieusean procedure, I
attempted to make sense of Bourdieu’s central theoretical claims and
evaluate the quality of the evidence brought in their support. This
procedure is very un-Bourdieusean. There are no examples anywhere
in Bourdieu’s work of a reconstruction of an alternative explanation
or theory combined with a serious discussion of the evidence. In particular, Bourdieu has never bothered to show that Marxism is wrong
about any particular explanation. I therefore reject the claim that I am
trying to do to Bourdieu what he does to others. My model of critique
is instead Perry Anderson’s In the Tracks of Historical Materialism.³ Just
as Anderson considered, and then rejected, the hypothesis that the
rise of structuralism and then post-structuralism in France was due
to its intellectual superiority to French Marxism, so I considered and
then rejected the hypothesis that Bourdieu’s contemporary preeminence is due to his sociology’s explanatory power. I did not initially
evaluate Bourdieu’s theory as an expression of his position in the field
of sociology; I rather considered his sociology as an attempt to grapple
with social reality.

CATALYST • VOL 2 • №1

issue which they think I unjustly neglected, or failed to understand:
reflexivity. Accordingly, I will organize my response in terms of these
four headings. I also include an appendix entitled “Scholarship” since
Heilbron and Steinmetz’s critique is largely concerned with demeaning
me on this front. The order of exposition is therefore as follows:
I.
II.
III.

Class Theory
Social Reproduction
Social Change

IV.
V.

Reflexivity
Appendix on Scholarship

RILEY

C LASS T HEORY

My article drew primarily on Distinction to show that Bourdieu’s
class theory is not explanatory. I raised three main problems. First,
I argued that Bourdieu “fails to specify … an empirically tractable
meaning of the term ‘class.’” Instead, Bourdieu either inflates the
concept to such an extent that it becomes equivalent to any social
difference, so that no pattern of survey responses could fail to show
“class differences in taste”; or he includes habitus in his definition of
class, thereby rendering any attempt to demonstrate a relationship
between class position and disposition (i.e., habitus) meaningless.
This latter problem is especially severe in the case of cultural capital,
which according to Bourdieu can assume an “embodied” form and
therefore is a type of habitus.
Second, I argued that whatever one thinks about class, Bourdieu’s
empirical evidence does not demonstrate the existence of habitus,
whether class-determined or otherwise. Bourdieu’s evidence shows
some “class” differences in some domains of taste. But he does not
show similar differences across different domains of taste, which is the
crucial point for habitus.
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Finally, I argued that Bourdieu implicitly employed two models of
the relationship between class and taste in Distinction; one in which
each class has its own habitus, and a second in which habitus is shared
across classes. But these theories are not only different; they directly
contradict one another.⁴
How do my critics respond to these claims? Heilbron and Steinmetz’s article does not address the first and third points and provides
a weak response to point two, contradicted by a contribution to a book
that they themselves reference. Burawoy also neglects to address the first

Heilbron and Steinmetz

Most of Heilbron and Steinmetz’s response to my critique in this section
castigates me for failing to see the obvious truth of Bourdieu’s claims.
The authors argue that I counterpose a “nostalgic” and “economistic”
conception of class to Bourdieu’s, which latter recognizes “cultural and
social capital as relatively independent and important sources of power
and inequality” (40). In their view “the choice is whether we retreat to
some form of economistic class theory or move forward toward more
refined forms of class analysis and domination.” However, my article
did not purport to offer an alternative to Bourdieu’s class theory, but

4 These points are not particularly controversial even among scholars who are generally sympathetic to Bourdieu. See for example Michèle Lamont and Annette Lareau,
“Cultural Capital: Allusions, Gaps and Glissandos in Recent Theoretical Developments,” Sociological Theory 6 (1987): 153–168.
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point but does provide a substantial and thoughtful response to points
two and three. Before responding to each critique in detail it is worth
pausing over what my critics admit (in Heilbron and Steinmetz’s case
implicitly, in Burawoy’s explicitly): that Bourdieu’s theory of class and
taste is, as Burawoy puts it “tautological” and not “accessible to empirical examination” (57). To me this seems like a substantial surrender
at the very outset. Let me now turn to a more detailed examination of
the responses.
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rather assessed his theory on its own terms. As I suggested, Heilbron
and Steinmetz largely ignore that assessment, and simply assume that
Bourdieu has demonstrated superiority of his account, and its claim that
“cultural and social capital” are “relatively independent and important
sources of power and inequality.” Unfortunately, Distinction doesn’t
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demonstrate that at all because Bourdieu’s book nowhere specifies
how his argument succeeds where the received “nostalgic” and “economistic” ones do not. Despite this, Heilbron and Steinmetz criticize
me for not accepting its superiority.
Perhaps to bolster their case about the explanatory power of Distinction, Heilbron and Steinmetz also draw attention to the fact that I
failed to appreciate the massive critical and applied literature that has
grown out of Distinction. This suggests that there is a large, well-known
body of secondary literature that definitively addresses my concerns.
However, the volume that Heilbron and Steinmetz reference as “a
state-of-the-art collection” — The Routledge Companion to Bourdieu’s
Distinction — neither effectively addresses the problems with Bourdieu’s
Distinction nor adduces a research program to be developed.
Consider first the attempt to address how Bourdieu demonstrates
in Distinction a connection between class position and taste. The key
issue here is how to interpret the enigmatic figure in Distinction entitled
the “space of social positions” and the “space of lifestyles.” Monique de
Saint Martin, one of Bourdieu’s key research collaborators, addresses
this problem in her article “From ‘Anatomie du goût’ to La Distinction.”
De Saint Martin’s description of this gnomic image’s construction is
worth reproducing in full:
Thus the figures published in the social positions space and the space
of lifestyles are not the outcome of plane diagrams of correspondence
analysis. They have been worked out on the basis of a series of manual
graphs which in the last stages owed a lot to the principles of correspondence analysis and to a few of the correspondence analyses carried
out on the basis of the data from the survey on taste and the INSEE
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surveys. During the preparation of “Anatomie du gout,” we sketched
out, drew and re-drew numerous graphs, schemas, diagrams and histograms. We would have to be able to find them again and study them
to understand how the social positions space and the lifestyles space
were constructed gradually by trial and error.⁵

Given the centrality of this figure to Bourdieu’s arguments, it is
remarkable that de Saint Martin seems unable to offer a more lucid
description of how exactly it was made. Indeed, she calls for further research into the matter.⁶ Her puzzlement is not isolated. At
the beginning of what is an otherwise spirited defense of Bourdieu,
Lennart Rosenlund writes:
What are the procedures Bourdieu followed in constructing this model
[the space of social positions and space of lifestyles figure]? Distinction
is not a research report [!], and one looks in vain for detailed accounts
RILEY

of his deliberations and strategic choices.⁷

Given that the central point of Distinction is to demonstrate a relationship
between tastes or “lifestyles” and “positions in social space” it is striking
how difficult it is for Bourdieu’s admirers and even research collaborators
to explain how the book uses its evidence to show such a connection. If
one were to ask, “how is it that Bourdieu in Distinction was able to conclude that certain forms of cultural consumption could be connected to
certain ‘positions’ in social space?” the honest answer seems to be, “Who
knows?” Accordingly, anyone remotely skeptical of Bourdieu’s empirical
claims in Distinction is unlikely to be reassured by the Companion.
5 Monique de Saint Martin, “From Anatomie du goût’ to La Distinction” in ed.
Philippe Coulangeon and Julien Duval, The Routledge Companion to Bourdieu’s Distinction (New York: Routledge, 2015), 15–28, 18.
6 “From Anatomie du goût’ to La Distinction,” 16.
7 Lennart Rosenlund, “Working with Distinction: Scandinavian Experiences” in eds.
Philippe Coulangeon and Julien Duval, The Routledge Companion to Bourdieu’s Distinction (New York: Routledge, 2015), 157–186, 159.
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The Companion also directly undermines a point that Heilbron
and Steinmetz make in one of their rare engagements with my actual
writing. They state, in an argument that can be best described as reductio
ad positivism, that my claim that habitus should be demonstrable with
evidence is an “empiricist objection” which fails to appreciate “ontolog-
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ical depth relativism.” Bernard Lahire’s contribution to the Companion
flatly contradicts this idea. He states that the concept of habitus does
have a clear implication. Dispositions should be transferable across
“different domains of practice which have no apparent relation.” This
is exactly the interpretation that I proposed, and as I showed, this
implication is not well supported in Distinction, and none of the analyses in the Companion take up the challenge of marshaling evidence
for it. Indeed, Lahire extends my initial point, stating, “the idea of a
transferability of tastes or attitudes from one domain of practice to the
other, is contradicted by a number of survey data-sets.”⁸ In most of the
other contributions, with the exception of a very interesting article on
bodies,⁹ the concept of habitus plays little role.
To conclude, Heilbron and Steinmetz neither effectively respond
themselves to my main critiques, nor do they refer to a body of literature which does respond to them. They fail to even acknowledge two
of my central points (1 and 3) and deal with point 2 in a strikingly inept
way. Consequently, I see no reason to revise my position in light of
their remarks.

8 Bernard Lahire, “Culture at the Level of the Individual: Challenging Transferability” in eds. Philipe Coulangeon and Julien Duval, The Routledge Companion to Bourdieu’s
Distinction (New York: Routledge, 2015), 109–118, 114. For a broader critique by the
same author see “From the habitus to an individual heritage of dispositions. Towards a
sociology at the level of the individual,” Poetics 31 (2003): 329–355, especially 333–336.
9 Dieter Vanderbroeck, “Classifying Bodies, Classified Bodies, Class Bodies: A Carnal
Critique of the Judgment of Taste” in eds. Philipe Coulangeon and Julien Duval, The
Routledge Companion to Bourdieu’s Distinction (New York: Routledge, 2015), 227–254.
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Burawoy

Michael Burawoy’s defense of Bourdieu’s theory of class and taste is of
a much higher quality than Heilbron and Steinmetz’s. He suggests that
my critique derives from a misunderstanding of Distinction:
[The book focuses on the way] the practices of consumption are organized according to their own internal hierarchical logic that obscures
the homologous hierarchy of class. Habitus, therefore, has a class character but it also transcends class — the class dimension is deeper and
preconscious, the product of inculcation; whereas the shared dimension of habitus is more conscious and practical, organizing patterns of
consumption in a relatively autonomous social space. By focusing on
the food one eats, the liquor one drinks, the paintings one appreciates,
the films one watches, and by recognizing their implicit organization
into hierarchies of legitimacy, Bourdieu contends, one overlooks the
RILEY

class hierarchies that they simultaneously hide and express. This is
symbolic domination at work — a domination that is hidden, that is not
recognized as such, that is, in short, misrecognized (58).

Per Burawoy, there are two logics at work in Distinction: a logic of
consumption and a logic of class. Although they are “homologous” to
each other, the former is relatively autonomous from the latter, and it
is precisely this relative autonomy that masks class. In this sense, consumption produces the misrecognition of class as taste.
This is a very able interpretation of Distinction. But it does not relieve
Bourdieu of the need to establish “the relationship between objective
conditions of existence and … lifestyles, that is patterns of practices and
preferences in cultural, moral and political matters in the broad sense”
as Rosenlund summarizes Bourdieu’s project.¹⁰ Burawoy’s claim that
Bourdieu’s notion is “parallel to Marx’s commodity fetishism” suggests

10 “Working With Distinction: Scandinavian Experiences,” 158.
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as much. For although Marx did think that capitalist commodity production produced commodity fetishism, he certainly did not define
capitalist relations of production as commodity fetishism in the way that
Bourdieu sometimes defines classes as habitus. One problem in figuring
out exactly what Bourdieu (and in this case also Burawoy) is trying to
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say is the ambiguous causal language he deploys. What exactly does it
mean to say that a particular logic of consumption is homologous to the
“logic of class”? There is no answer to this question in Bourdieu’s work.
The bulk of Burawoy’s response to my critique of Distinction, in any
case, focuses on my second and third points: the claim that Distinction offers little evidence of the existence of a habitus of any sort, and
the claim that it develops an internally contradictory theory in which
habitus is both class determined and shared across classes. Burawoy
seeks to answer both of these claims with an ingenious reinterpretation of habitus.
I suspect that Burawoy deems it unreasonable to demand that the
concept of habitus have direct empirical implications in the way that I
suggest in “Bourdieu’s Class Theory.” To understand Burawoy’s point,
it is necessary to introduce Imre Lakatos’s philosophy of science, an
approach to scientific explanation that Burawoy almost single-handedly
brought to sociology.¹¹ Lakatos suggested the concept of a research
program made up of a hard core of theoretical postulates, and then a
set of empirical anomalies or falsifications that oriented the direction of
future work to reconciling these anomalies. I suspect that in Burawoy’s
understanding, the habitus is part of Bourdieu’s Lakatosian hard core.
Bourdieuseans have made a methodological decision to reject falsifications
of it. From a Lakatosian perspective, this would be reasonable. Although
born in an ocean of anomalies, habitus could be understood as driving
subsequent research forward to defeat the falsifications. The research
11 Imre Lakatos, “Falsification and the Methodology of Scientific Research Programmes” in eds. Imre Lakatos and Alan Musgrave, Criticism and the Growth of Knowledge, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1970), 91–195, 132–138. For Burawoy’s
adaptation see “Marxism as Science: Historical Challenges and Theoretical Growth,”
American Sociological Review 55, no. 6 (1990): 775–793.
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program, if it were a progressive and not a degenerating one, would
then grow by re-specifying the concept of habitus to account for the
anomalous evidence and make at least some new verifiable predictions.
I think there is a kernel of truth to Burawoy’s intuition as an account
of what Bourdieusean research is attempting to do; but as a research
program, Bourdieusean sociology does not display many features of a
progressive problem-shift.¹² Although the concept of habitus is certainly
swimming in anomalies,¹³ even in Distinction itself, the Bourdieusean
research program fails to reformulate its theory to account for them

12 Jeffrey J. Sallaz and Jane Zavisca, “Bourdieu in American Sociology, 1980–2004,”
Annual Review of Sociology 33 (2007): 21–41 claim to show (27–28) that Bourdieu’s sociology constitutes a Lakatosian progressive problem-shift. But they do not explain
what Bourdieu’s hard core is, nor do they adequately specify the anomalies that the
program faces.
13 “Culture at the Level of the Individual,” 116.
14 Burawoy’s inspiration for this reading is Stephen Vaisey’s interesting paper “Motivation and Justification: A Dual Process Model of Culture in Action,” American Journal
of Sociology 114, no. 6 (2009): 1675–1715, 1682–1683.
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and generate new predictions. Instead, Bourdieuseans solve empirical
problems by making their theoretical structure more complex, and
more difficult to bring into relation with empirical materials. Indeed,
in my view, Burawoy’s own reconstruction of the concept of habitus
is a textbook example of such a procedure.
Let us begin with the problem Burawoy’s reconstruction is designed
to address. I argued in my initial article that the notion of class habitus
contradicts the notion of “symbolic domination.” For, as I pointed out,
in order to be symbolically dominated the lower classes must share the
same schemas of perception and appreciation as the upper classes; but
class habitus implies that different social classes have different habitus,
and therefore different schemas of perception and appreciation. To
address this problem, Burawoy says that habitus has two levels; there
is a “deep” class habitus, and then a more “conscious and practical”
habitus, shared across classes.¹⁴ This explains why the relationship
between class and taste is “homologous.” Although consumption
patterns are organized according to the “logic of class,” particular
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patterns of consumption are not causally or expressively linked to
particular class positions. Instead, there is a rather loose “statistical”
relationship between class and taste because the habitus contains two
conflicting parts.
This attempt at reconstruction strikes me as degenerative, rather
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than progressive; when faced with instances of shared tastes across
classes Bourdieuseans might invoke the “shared habitus,” and when
faced with evidence of class differences in taste they might invoke the
“deep” class habitus. What novel predictions are generated by this
reconstruction? I can see none. How is Burawoy’s two-level structure
different from saying that “in some cases tastes appear to be related to
class, and in others not, for reasons that we do not fully understand”?
So, Burawoy’s reconstruction renders the already ineffable concept of
habitus more complex, while at the same time reducing its empirical
implications.
There are other attempts to reformulate habitus to account for
anomalies. Do they represent a progressive problem-shift? One of
the most revealing debates concerns cultural omnivores. Sociologists
of taste have found that privileged persons seem capable of crossing
“established ritual boundaries between the fine, popular and folk arts.”¹⁵
This finding falsifies “the simple homology thesis”:¹⁶ the thesis that
different classes should express different taste patterns. The Bourdieusean cultural sociologist Omar Lizardo attempts to overturn this
falsification by reconstructing Bourdieu’s theory as an account of the
“aesthetic disposition.” Lizardo argues that class habitus refers to a
mode of consuming culture rather than to a specific set of cultural
objects. Upper classes, and particularly those with high levels of cultural
capital, are endowed with an aesthetic disposition. This allows them to
consume many different types of objects (highbrow and lowbrow) in
15 Richard A. Peterson developed this thesis in “Understanding audience segmentation: From elite and mass to omnivore and univore,” Poetics 21 (1992): 243–258. The
quote above is from Omar Lizardo, “The Question of Culture: Consumption and
Stratification Revisited,” Sociologica 2 (2008): 1–32, 3.
16 “The Question of Culture,” 3.
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an aestheticized way. In a subsequent study, So Lizardo’s Lakatosian
Lizardo and Skiles claim that there is substantial evidence for this view.
The aesthetic disposition explains why arts consumption transcends
genres or styles; it explains why omnivorous tastes are associated with
high-status occupations, and why people who like fine arts also seem
to be tolerant of other forms of art.¹⁷
However, none of this evidence shows that an aesthetic disposition lies behind these patterns of cultural consumption. There are at
least two alternative hypotheses. The first is that more highly educated

program faces or make new predictions.
Thus far I have discussed Bourdieu’s research program of class and
culture in isolation from any well-articulated theoretical alternatives
apart from the two rather underdeveloped theories of education and
17 Omar Lizardo and Sara Skiles, “Reconceptualizing and Theorizing ‘Omnivorousness’: Genetic and Relational Mechanisms,” Sociological Theory 30 (2012): 263–282, 270.
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people know more about what cultural products are available, and the
second is that they have more time and resources available to take
advantage of whatever is culturally on offer. In short, omnivorousness
might be a result of conditions of knowledge and resources rather
than a deeply rooted aesthetic disposition acquired in early childhood.
Furthermore, Lizardo’s reconstruction of Bourdieu’s theory fails to
address the problem of transposition. Although he and Skiles claim that
the aesthetic disposition is transposable, they do not explain Lahire’s
findings that there is little coherent pattern of tastes across different
domains. So, Lizardo’s Lakatosian reconstruction fails to overcome the
well-established falsifications of Bourdieu’s theory. Does it make any
novel predictions? Lizardo himself does not. He claims only that his
interpretation is “consistent” with the evidence. But so are the other
two interpretations that I suggested here.
Lizardo thus fails in his attempt to create a progressive problem-shift.
Although the details are different, like Burawoy’s reconstruction it
insulates habitus from having strong empirical implications, while
failing either to successfully account for the anomalies that the research
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resources hinted at above. But as Lakatos put the point, “history of science suggests that … tests are–at least–three-cornered fights between
rival theories and experiment.”¹⁸ What rival theories of class and culture
under capitalism are available?
One such theory is Gramsci’s. He argued that the bourgeois class rules
through a distinctively classless ideological system. As Gramsci put the
point in contrasting the rule of the bourgeoisie to pre-capitalist classes:
The previous ruling classes were essentially conservative in the sense
that they did not tend to construct an organic passage from the other
classes into their own, i.e. to enlarge their class sphere “technically”
and ideologically: their conception was that of a closed caste. The bourgeois class poses itself as an organism in continuous movement, capable
of absorbing the entire society, assimilating it to its own cultural and
economic level. The entire function of the State has been transformed;
RILEY

the State has become an “educator,” etc.¹⁹

For Gramsci, then, the bourgeoisie was a potentially hegemonic class
in that it did not create sharp cultural distinctions between itself and
the direct producers but rather sought to incorporate direct producers
into its own culture. Similar views can be found in the literature on
nationalism, which in this sense is also implicitly Gramscian. Thus
Gellner²⁰ and Anderson argue that nationalism is a distinctive cultural
phenomenon, which broke down the barriers between high and low
culture through print capitalism or the education system. Anderson’s
formulation is particularly clear. He suggests that the logic of capitalist
development, particularly “print capitalism” centered on publishing,

18 Falsification and the Methodology of Scientific Research Programmes”, 115
19 Antonio Gramsci, Selections From the Prison Notebooks, eds. Quintin Hoare and
Geoffrey Nowell Smith (New York: International, 1971), 260.
20 Ernest Gellner, “Nationalism,” Theory and Society 10, no. 6 (1981): 753–776, especially p. 762 where Gellner writes, “Modern society has an inherent tendency toward a
fair measure of equality in style of life.”
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was a powerful homogenizing force as “print capitalists” searched for
markets among “the monoglot masses.”²¹
This model of the relationship between culture and class under
capitalism opposes the Bourdieusean one. From its perspective, the
Bourdieusean research program is mistaken because it applies a conceptual apparatus appropriate to pre-capitalist social formations, namely
the idea of a society of estate-type groups, to advanced capitalist societies. The two positions can be contrasted in terms of three questions:
what each finds worth explaining about culture and class in capitalism,

likely to be useful in precisely those contexts where estate-type group
formations emerge under capitalism: namely in explaining national
differences and ethnic differences, but not class differences.
Considered as research programs, the superiority of the Gramscian

21 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities (New York: Verso, 1991), 38.
103

RILEY

what evidence each regards as anomalous, and what each regards as
the direction of future research.
The central question for the Bourdieusean sociology of culture
is, “What explains the tight link between tastes and class in advanced
capitalism?” It proposes the theory of habitus to account for the link.
Bourdieuseans regard survey evidence on the non-transferability of
habitus, and a weak link between class and taste, as anomalous. Bourdieusean research reconstructs the concept of habitus to account for
these anomalies: so far with limited success.
The central question of the Gramscian model is, “What explains
the loose link between class and taste in advanced capitalism?” It proposes the theory of hegemony to account for this weakness. The same
evidence that Bourdieuseans see as anomalous confirms the Gramscian
theory. It regards the limited evidence that confirms the Bourdieusean
theory as anomalous. It accounts for these anomalies by pointing to
the pre-capitalist “caste-like” characteristics of those societies that
conform to some extent the Bourdieusean theory, especially France.
It also makes the further prediction that the concept of habitus is most
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alternative is obvious. It accounts for all of the anomalous evidence that
the Bourdieuseans are struggling with, and it makes further predictions
about exactly where the Bourdieusean theory is likely to be correct.
Most importantly, its research program is not oriented exclusively
toward a reconstruction of its central theoretical concept, hegemony,
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but rather toward explaining the world.
I conclude, then, that considered from the perspective of a “post-positivist” philosophy of science, Bourdieu’s research program on class
and culture fares no better than considered more narrowly in terms of
whether it can account for its own evidence. In Lakatosian terms, it is
a degenerating problem-shift. Of course, no one should underestimate
human ingenuity. It is possible that a clever person will figure out how
to study habitus and reanimate the research program. But a precondition of any such revival would be recognition of how much trouble the
enterprise is in. That would require, however, a serious consideration
of alternative explanations for the patterns of relevant evidence: not a
forte of Bourdieusean sociology.
SO C IAL REPRODUCT ION

The second main claim of my article was that Bourdieu lacks a convincing explanation of social reproduction. His account rests on the
claim that people universally and systematically misrecognize social
inequalities as inequalities of taste, culture, or talent: a process Bourdieu
terms symbolic domination. There are two institutions that produce
symbolic domination: fields, through the process of illusio, and the
school system, through the process of inculcation. I made two main
points about this theory of reproduction. First, I argued that Bourdieu’s
theory of social reproduction depends on an image of society as constituted predominantly of fields. But Bourdieuseans offer no arguments,
nor much evidence, for this particular image. Instead they engage in
“field reductionism” by describing all social relations as agonistic games
made up of individual actors competing for socially defined stakes. I
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doubt the general applicability of this metaphor, and consequently, the
theory of social reproduction that follows from it. Second, I argued that
Bourdieu’s theory about the school system fails comparatively; there
is no reason to believe that class societies possessing well-articulated
and autonomous school systems enjoy greater legitimacy and stability,
than those that do not. How do my critics respond to these claims?
Heilbron and Steinmetz

are never, for Bourdieu, capable of objectifying themselves and their
circumstances such that they might gain an adequate insight into their
social conditions and comport themselves accordingly. Presumably
22 It is true that, in accordance with much of the secondary literature on Bourdieu, I
identified the four central notions of Bourdieu’s sociology as being habitus, field, capital, and symbolic power. “Bourdieu in American Sociology, 1980–2004,” 23.
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Following their usual procedure, Heilbron and Steinmetz mostly ignore
my arguments. However, their remarks on practice relate to social
reproduction, and can be usefully discussed here. Heilbron and Steinmetz accuse me of neglecting the “concept of practice” which they
call “a curious and symptomatic omission.”²² Practices, they say, are
“social processes that are neither entirely systematic nor completely
random” (38), and this idea is crucial in order to avoid the confusion
of the “practice of logic” with the “logic of practice.”
Pace Heilbron and Steinmetz, I addressed the notion of practice on
page 132 of my essay, although in retrospect I should have made more
of it. In my view, Bourdieu provides a general account of how people
comport themselves (I employ this term to avoid the dangers of “behaviorism”). For him, most human comportment results from preconscious
routines. This, I take it, is what he means by practice; and this seems
to be what Heilbron and Steinmetz think as well. As I stated in my
article, this conception of practice is based “on the notion of a radical
cleft between social theory and lay knowledge.” Practice for Bourdieu
is always tacit, preconscious, and mired in misrecognition. Lay actors
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this is a theory of social reproduction since it suggests that “agents”
reproduce themselves by acting according to preconscious routines.
This strikes me as one of the strangest, and least plausible, aspects
of Bourdieu’s sociology, and Heilbron and Steinmetz offer no defense
of it; they simply assert its validity. A more reasonable view would be
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to claim that while some elements of human comportment in some
times and places might be tacit and routinized in the way Bourdieu
suggests, explaining the circumstances in which subordination to
tacit routine either prevails, or does not, should be a major aim of
sociological theory. Yet, far from offering any suggestions in this
regard, Bourdieu simply reduces all human behavior to “practice”
as tacit routine.
Bourdieu’s idea of practice as subordination to routine is particularly
striking given that far more sophisticated models of human comportment are widely available, particularly in the neo-Marxian tradition
growing out Lukács, Gramsci, and Sartre. This tradition, with its notion
of “praxis” rather than “practice,” is centrally concerned with the issue
of under what historical circumstances, and in what social groups,
insight into the workings of society is likely to develop. Accordingly,
what remains a theoretical dogma with Bourdieu, the split between the
“logic of practice” and the “logic of theory,” constitutes an empirical
and political problem for Marxism.
Burawoy

Burawoy, to turn to the second response, suggests that Bourdieu’s
theory of social reproduction centered on symbolic domination and
misrecognition is his strong point. Indeed, for him, the notion of “symbolic domination” is the lynchpin of all Bourdieu’s work and poses a
serious challenge to Marxism (58).
What does symbolic domination mean and what advantages does it
offer? Burawoy contrasts symbolic domination to the Marxist concept of
ideology as “false consciousness.” While ideology is pitched at the level
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of explicit (false) representations of the world, symbolic domination
is a form of immediate preconscious disposition. Such preconscious
dispositions can arise in two ways: either through internalization and
socialization, primarily in the school system, or in fields, through
engagement in social relations (63).
I am not persuaded by this characterization of the relationship
between Marx (and Marxism more broadly) and Bourdieu, which seems
to me to be too Bourdieusean. I would propose a different contrast axed
on two dimensions: their respective evaluations of common sense, and

23 To fully demonstrate this would require a longer discussion of ideology, but a couple of remarks may suffice here. Consider two analyses of ideology from opposite traditions within Western Marxism: Althusser’s and Lukács’s. Althusser insists that ideology is a matter of “acts and practices that are regulated by rituals” in Sur la reproduction
(Paris: Presses Universitaires Francais, 1995), 222; Just like Bourdieu with his notion
of symbolic power, Althusser (ibid, 221) invokes Blaise Pascal for his concept of ideology, writing, “We owe then to the defensive dialectic of Pascal the marvelous formula
that permits us to reverse the conceptual schema of the ideology of ideology. Pascal
says more or less: ‘kneel down, move your lips with the prayer, and you will believe.’”
Julien Pallotta establishes the close connection between Althusser’s concept of ideology and Bourdieu’s notion of symbolic domination in “Bourdieu Face au Marxisme
Althussérien: La Question de l’État,” Actuel Marx 2, no. 58 (2015): 130–143. Consider,
second, Lukács’s notion of ideology as reification, which extends Marx’s original concept of commodity fetishism. For Lukács, reification is not false consciousness because
it is not consciousness; it is rather the way that social reality appears “immediately” to
all agents in a capitalist society. It is, as he puts the point on p. 52 of History and Class
Consciousness (Cambridge: MIT, 1971) a form of “class conditioned unconsciousness of
one’s own socio-historical and economic condition.” One of the central meanings of
ideology as reification in the Hegelian Marxist tradition is therefore an implicit and
immediate sense of the way the social world is, rather than false consciousness. In
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their sociology of ideas.
One point of confusion is important to resolve from the outset.
Marxism has never neglected the existence of a preconscious or tacit
level of awareness, which we could usefully call, following Gramsci,
“common sense.” The difference is that Marxism, unlike Bourdieusean
sociology, is centrally concerned with the connection between the preconscious and conscious dimensions of ideology, and therefore rejects
the reduction of ideology to the single dimension of pre-consciousness. In sum Marx’s theory of ideology refers only to “consciousness”
is a canard.²³
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However, the two traditions evaluate pre-consciousness in a very
different way. Marx and his followers tend to have a positive understanding of common sense or tacit understandings. This level, for
them, contains the seeds of “good sense” because in general people
understand, even if only tacitly, how their surroundings work. One of
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Marxism’s major political tasks is to excavate this good sense against
the bad sense promoted by the mass media and other organizations
outside the control of the working class. Bourdieu, in contrast, has a
negative view of common sense. It is the basis of bad sense and misrecognition. Most people, most of the time, do not have an adequate
grasp of their surroundings. The task of Bourdieusean science, accordingly, is to break with common sense. Burawoy’s writings on Gramsci
and Bourdieu bring out this difference with exemplary clarity, and it is
a little surprising that he does not foreground them here.
There is a second dimension, however, which is equally important
that Burawoy neglects. Very generally, Marx interprets ideas as
efforts to come to terms with reality. Accordingly, to understand
ideas one must carefully consider the relationship between realities
and symbolic representations of them; this is the basic meaning of
ideology. The contradictions and aporias embodied in ideology are,
for Marx, reflections of real features of underlying social relations.
This is why Marx spends so much energy developing a critique of
the social thought of his time: the central one being the critique
of political economy. Marx ferrets out actual features of the social
world, which in turn generate the ideas he is examining. One of the
clearest examples of this procedure is Marx’s observation that, for
political economy, the exchangeability of use values appears to inhere
in their character as physical objects.²⁴ This leads Marx to a decisively
important question: what must a society be like such that use values
appear to be exchangeable because of their physical characteristics,
sum, ideology as an immediate unreflective insertion into the world is a commonplace
for a wide variety of Marxist traditions, not a challenge to them.
24 Karl Marx, Capital: A Critique of Political Economy (New York: Vintage, 1977), 164.
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rather than because of the interdependence of qualitatively different
forms of labor? Thus, the critical examination of ideas, understood
as attempts to come to terms with social reality, is an important
method of posing questions from Marx’s perspective.
Bourdieu’s sociology of ideas differs; this is partly because of his
reduction of ideology to the preconscious symbolic level, and partly
because he neglects the relationship between ideas and the realities
to which they refer. As a consequence of this approach, he understands ideas exclusively as symbolic stances assumed by intellectuals

25 See for example Pierre Bourdieu, The Political Ontology of Martin Heidegger (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1988) and The Rules of Art (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1996).
26 Strikingly, Steinmetz’s own work on positivism confirms this weakness. For in
this work, he rejects the Bourdieusean approach as an account of positivism because
of its “portmanteau and ad hoc quality.” See George Steinmetz, “Sociology: Scientific
Authority and the Transition to Post-Fordism: The Plausibility of Positivism in U.S.
Sociology since 1945” in ed. George Steinmetz, The Politics of Method in the Human
Sciences (Durham: Duke University Press, 2005), 275–323, 289–290.
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in a field of cultural production. Therefore, the structure of ideas for
Bourdieu is determined primarily by their relationship to other ideas,
rather than by any constraints imposed on them by social reality. Far
from being an advance on Marxist theories of ideology, this approach
significantly narrows and weakens the scope of investigation; most
damagingly, it excludes any significant sociology of sociological knowledge. For all its famed reflexivity, Bourdieu’s sociology says strikingly
little about the historical development of social thought, as opposed
to philosophy and literature;²⁵ this is a consequence of the Bourdieusean notion of symbolic domination, which is best suited to fields
that lack an empirical basis.²⁶
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Bourdieu’s reduction of ideology to symbolic domination also affects
his relationship to alternative currents of social thought. Burawoy,
of course, is highly aware of Bourdieu’s tendency to pilfer concepts
and arguments without acknowledgment and with little respect for
the integrity of the bodies of work of which they are a part. Indeed,
in his brilliant Conversations with Bourdieu²⁷ he has done more than
anyone to document instances of this procedure and reconstruct the
underlying debates. But he doesn’t see the close connection between
Bourdieu’s sloppy treatment of other people’s work and the idea of
symbolic domination. For Bourdieu, since ideas are simply opposed
symbolic positions in a field of struggle, to examine their internal
structure or to evaluate the nature of their claims about the world is a
“scholastic” waste of time.
The concept of “symbolic domination,” in sum, is less of a challenge
to Marxism than a significant retreat from the Marxist theory of ideology.
It reduces ideas to symbolic oppositions rather than investigating either
the connection between tacit understandings and explicit theories, or
the link between ideas and reality. It remains quite puzzling to me why
Burawoy would want to jettison this complex field of problems in favor
of the dubious and unidimensional notion of “symbolic domination.”
27 Michael Burawoy and Karl Van Holdt, Conversations with Bourdieu: The Johannesburg Moment (Johannesburg: Wits University Press, 2012).
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Having discussed Burawoy’s general view of symbolic domination,
I can now turn to his account of Bourdieu’s theory of reproduction,
because this is largely a matter of how symbolic domination is produced.
Burawoy begins by usefully distinguishing between two claims in Bourdieu’s work: first that misrecognition is produced through a process of
internalization, and second that it is a consequence of engagement in
social games (81). Burawoy largely rejects the first account, which may be
the reason that he neglects my arguments about the role of schooling in
reproduction. However, he fully endorses Bourdieu’s second theory, and

of labor that gives it a historical, rather than reproductive, character.
To make the point as sharply as possible, every subsequent game of
monopoly always starts in exactly the same place as the previous one.
But every subsequent game of production under capitalism always
starts with labor and capital in a different position from the previous
one because capital tends to accumulate, while wages do not. Capitalism
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rejects my claim that the metaphor of fields is of limited use. Burawoy
also suggests that my discussion of the importance of democracy for
the reproduction of capitalism is compatible with Bourdieu’s notion
of fields. I would make three points in response: a general point about
Bourdieu’s social ontology, a specific point about Bourdieu’s theory of
illusio, and a historical point about Bourdieu’s account of the reproduction of capitalism.
Concerning the first point, I cannot believe that Burawoy really
disagrees with me, for I never claimed that the metaphor of social
games or fields is generally inappropriate. In fact, as I stated in my article
this would be to “reverse Bourdieu’s own dogmatism.” My point was
that Bourdieu tends to describe all activities in “modern society” as
organized in fields. I invoked the example of production for a specific
reason. Although Burawoy has shown that social games are crucial to
organizing consent to the extraction of surplus value, I cannot believe
that he would reduce the labor process to a game. For, although labor
might be organized under capitalism as a game, clearly it is also centrally
about the production of use values. And it is precisely this dimension
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has for this reason a historical character that derives not from its being
a game, but from its being a process of production.
What about education? Is this well described as a game? Certainly,
there are game-like elements to the organization of education in “the
capitalist university” as Burawoy puts it. But the pedagogical process
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itself is not a game: it is instead a process of transformation much like
production. It imparts new habits, information, and skills that, while not
being forms of “capital” since they do not depend on a prior process of
expropriation, are real. In short, my general point is that the reduction
of sociology to the study of fields occludes a whole range of human
activities, and particularly those activities that are most important for
understanding history.
Second, Burawoy does not explain why social games produce illusio
or misrecognition. In my initial paper I used the trivial example of
basketball to ask why playing the game would require a suspension of
the realization that it was an arbitrary historical construction. But the
point becomes even more important with democracy. For although one
could describe Przeworski’s analysis of democracy as game-theoretic,
there is nothing in Przeworski’s theory that requires that participants
in the game be subject to illusio. Elections make individuals’ interests
as citizens, rather than as members of a social class, the most relevant.
But this doesn’t require any misrecognition. In short, it remains unclear
to me why Burawoy finds Bourdieu’s second theory of misrecognition as rooted in games so compelling. What is it about games that
produces misrecognition? There is little explanation of this either in
Bourdieu, or in Burawoy.
There is, finally, a historical point about the reproduction of capitalism that Burawoy does not touch upon. It is pretty clear that the
education system is key to the reproduction of capitalism for Bourdieu’s
account. However, that hypothesis doesn’t hold up very well in comparative terms. There seems little connection between the strength
and autonomy of the education system and the stability of capitalist
relations of production. It is perhaps possible that the Bourdieusean
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theory is about to experience a decisive test. For, if Burawoy is right and
the university is transforming from a “university in capitalist society”
to a “capitalist university,” the necessary autonomy that universities
possess in order to legitimate the dominant economic class may be
under assault. Will this lead to a legitimation crisis? One can only hope,
but there are good reasons to doubt that it would do so.
SO CIAL CHA NGE

The final pillar of my assessment of Bourdieu focused on his theory
of social change. I argued that Bourdieu’s extensive use of the field
metaphor deprives him of any notion of collective agency as a source
of change. As a consequence, Bourdieu tries to explain change either
as a result of individual-level strategies within a given context, or as
the result of a macro-process of differentiation. How do my critics
respond to this claim?
RILEY

Heilbron and Steinmetz

Heilbron and Steinmetz point out that change is everywhere in Bourdieu’s work, and, furthermore, that particular explanations of change
(such as, for example, the May ’68 uprising that I discussed in the
initial article) can be found. I agree. The problem is not that there is
no change in Bourdieu’s sociology, it is rather that the explanations
that Bourdieu offers for the changes he documents are weak. Furthermore, this weakness is connected to Bourdieu’s theory of historical
development. Heilbron and Steinmetz dismiss the demand for such
a theory as an outmoded attempt to discern “general laws of history”
and for good measure they accuse me of being a crypto-conservative
American macrosociological Marxist with a penchant to go hunting
for independent variables. Contemporary social science, presumably,
can do without such notions, and surely would be better off without
the whole tribe of benighted pseudo-intellectuals who peddle them.
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Two responses suggest themselves here: one general, and one
specific to Bourdieu. In the first place, social science can no more do
without a general conception of historical development than it can
do without ontology. Indeed, Weber’s claim that there are no general
laws of history is itself a theory of history — and is contradicted by his
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own theory of rationalization. The only choice we have is between an
explicitly theorized image of history, and an implicit one.
Turning to the second point, Bourdieu, to his credit, relies on an
explicit theory of historical development. The first leg of that theory
is the notion of social differentiation, which, as I noted in the initial
article, for Bourdieu is a “tendential general law.” Presumably this
law is producing constantly new fields. The second leg of Bourdieu’s
theory is the habitus, which is relatively resistant to transformed circumstances. Put together, these two legs of the theory explain why
as social differentiation proceeds “agents” tend to experience various
sorts of mismatch between their habitus and the field in which they
act. This can manifest itself in a number of ways, as feelings of relative
deprivation or what Durkheim would have called anomie. Now, what
sort of explanations does this general theory of history allow Bourdieu
to produce? In practice, Bourdieu’s explanations come down to unexplained exogenous shocks disrupting stably reproductive fields; this is
as true of The Bachelors’ Ball as it is of the Sociology of Algeria.
Now, the crucial point is that it is never the dynamics within the
field that explain whatever changes occur. Therefore, the fundamental
causes of change in Bourdieu’s accounts always remain external to his
theory. The reason for this is connected to Bourdieu’s attachment to
the metaphor of the game, which is a metaphor of reproduction; thus,
in contrast to Marx’s dictum that “men make their own history but
not in circumstances of their own choosing,” Bourdieu’s might be best
put as “men reproduce themselves under existing circumstances until
an exogenous shock knocks them out of their routine.” Somehow it
doesn’t have quite the same ring.
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Burawoy

I am not certain what Burawoy thinks about Bourdieu’s theory of social
change. He seems to agree with me that the hysteresis effect — the
mismatch of habitus and field — remains both unexplained within the
terms of his theory and unanalyzed in its highly various outcomes. But
Burawoy also seems to glean a more endogenous theory of change in
both The Bachelors’ Ball and in Homo Academicus and Distinction. I find
Burawoy’s second case rather weak.

“endogenous” is not clear, for what drives the insatiable demand for
education remains unexplained. An explanation of, for example, May ’68
on the lines along which Bourdieu develops it would seem to require
in the first place an account of the insatiable demand for degrees. This
is after all a rather historically specific phenomenon, not an intrinsic
feature of human nature.
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In The Bachelors’ Ball peasant marriage strategies — trying to marry
out the daughters, and marry in the sons to local girls — lead to a complete collapse of the marriage market. But why is this happening? The
explanation is hardly endogenous to the field of peasant marriage strategies. Burawoy himself gives away the game when he writes, “Given the
expanding access to education, consumption, and employment beyond
peasant society … mothers try to maximize the family patrimony by marrying off their sons to local girls while encouraging their daughters to
marry out” (65). But precisely this access is the properly causal element
of the story: not the reproductive game of peasant marriage strategies.
In the absence of an explanation of the expanding access, which cannot
be taken as “given,” this doesn’t really count as an explanation at all.
Burawoy’s second example of social change is even less compelling. In both Homo Academicus and Distinction Bourdieu, according to
Burawoy, identifies an “insatiable demand for education lead[ing] to
the expansion of higher education” which then leads to a devaluation
of credentials and “a gap between expectations and achievement” (66).
This, he states, is an endogenous source of social change. But the word
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It is not clear to me what theory of social change is being explicated
here, or how it relates to Bourdieu’s sociological vision. In sum, I agree
with Burawoy’s conclusion that “Bourdieu does not have a fully worked out
theory of social change nor a theory of history that explains social differentiation” (76). Instead, much like Durkheim, he posits social differentiation
as a master process and then uses that to explain the hysteresis affect.
Given that Bourdieu’s sociology displays the explanatory weaknesses
I extensively documented, and to which neither Heilbron and Steinmetz, nor Burawoy, offer much in the way of a compelling response,
it remains a puzzle why he has become the sociological theorist of the
hour. The puzzle, as I suggested, deepens when one considers the
breadth of Bourdieu’s appeal: from mainstream sociology to radical
critique. How should this be explained?
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REFL EXIV ITY

I now come to the most controversial claim in my article: that the
popularity of Bourdieu’s sociology follows from its resonance with
the conditions of academic existence in the contemporary period.
Bourdieu’s sociology, I argued, is best understood as an ideological
formation growing out of the separation of intellectuals from mass
political movements, not a scientific theory. The key to Bourdieusean
sociology as ideology, I suggested, is the notion of reflexivity: the idea
that intellectuals must remain eternally vigilant about both the effect
of categorization on the social world, and about the difference between
categories of analysis and categories of practice. Both Heilbron and
Steinmetz, and Burawoy, strongly disagree with my understanding of
reflexivity. They suggest that Bourdieu’s reflexive methodology leads
to good science and good politics. How strong is their case? The discussion here can be usefully divided between my critics, as they take up
different aspects of reflexivity. While Heilbron and Steinmetz focus on
categorization and science, Burawoy focuses on the relations between
categories of analysis and categories of practice.
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Heilbron and Steinmetz

Heilbron and Steinmetz find the notion that reflexivity is an analogue
to various middle-class lifestyle practices particularly annoying. They
say that Bourdieu’s particular version of the sociology of sociology is
aimed at “improving scientific analysis” and “transcending the limits
of disciplines and liberating research from its academic routines and
geographical restrictions” (46). This is a common claim among Bourdieuseans. The problem is that Heilbron and Steinmetz, like other

state.” In the second place, the state should largely be understood as an
outcome of categorization. Bourdieu develops in extenso both arguments.
He first defines the state as the “central bank of symbolic capital”²⁸: a
location from which social reality as such is defined, and perhaps even
28 Initially Bourdieu’s definition of the state appears to be a lightly warmed over Weberianism as when he writes that it is an organization claiming a monopoly of “legiti117
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Bourdieuseans, offer no examples to show that reflexivity improves
“scientific analysis.” To get clarity on this issue requires consideration
of actual examples of reflexivity in Bourdieu’s work.
Consider first Bourdieu’s recently much bruited theory of the state.
In Sur l’État (On the State) Bourdieu begins his discussion with an
extended critique of the concept of the state. Any discussion of the
state, he suggests, is beset by an almost insurmountable methodological
problem, because the categories through which one analyzes the state
are categories of administrative practice invented by “agents” engaged
in creating the thing they are describing. Thus, it is crucial to break with
these received categories, the thought of the state, as a preliminary to
analysis. This is an example of reflexivity because Bourdieu insists that
the political sociologist reflect on the role of state theory itself in the
constitution of its object.
What image of the state must one adopt in order to be convinced of
the urgency of Bourdieu’s methodological conundrum? In the first place,
the state’s main activity must be understood as defining social reality.
This is why “agents” are universally afflicted with the “thought of the
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created. He then moves on to the view that the state is a creation of
intellectuals, who by naming and defining the state, create it.²⁹
Both of these claims are highly questionable. Modern states typically do not possess a monopoly on symbolic power, or even constitute
a “central bank of symbolic capital.” The media, parts of the education
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system, and the realm of political parties exist in civil society, not in
the state,³⁰ and these institutions have at least as much influence on the
constitution of reality as does the state. The second claim of course is
an extreme version of the thesis that medieval jurists trained in Roman
law were central to the creation of the modern state. Even the most
ardent proponents of this notion however would be wary of claiming
that the state was a creation of the jurists. In short, Bourdieu’s method
of reflexivity here doesn’t lead to “improved scientific analysis”; instead
it serves to disguise, under the appearance of methodological sophistication, an extravagant Hegelianism in which the idea of the state as
developed by theoreticians of the state is the realization of the state.
Consider a second use of reflexivity, as instanced by Bourdieu’s class
analysis. A good example of this is the widely read “Social Space and
the Genesis of Groups.” Just as with his state theory, Bourdieu’s class
analysis is largely devoted to a discussion of struggles over the concept
of class. In the case of class, these are classification struggles. Bourdieu
makes three arguments about classification. First, class struggles entail
struggles over classification; second, in this classification struggle,
different “agents” have different socially determined capacities both
to classify and to get their classifications to stick; third, “agents” who
produce official state-sanctioned classifications have the greatest power
mate physical and symbolic violence.” But what quickly becomes clear is that Bourdieu
sees a monopoly on symbolic power or symbolic violence as far more important than
other processes in the constitution of the state. See Pierre Bourdieu, Sur l’État: Cours
au Collège de France (1898-1992) (Paris, Raisons d’agir, 2012), 14.
29 The best example is the statement, “The state is to a great extent a product of
theoreticians,” Sur l’État, 57.
30 For a demonstration of the social, rather than state, origins of official information
see Rebecca Jean Emigh, Dylan Riley, and Patricia Ahmed, Antecedents of Censuses from
Medieval to Nation States: How Societies and States Count (London: Springer 2016).
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to impose their classifications. Again, this is an instance of reflexivity,
because class analysis is shown to be a central part of class struggle, and
thus the social scientist is given a central role in the theory.³¹
Despite this focus on classification, Bourdieu insists that “social
differences” are not “pure theoretical artifacts.” In fact, probable
classes do exist in the absence of classification. This is Bourdieu’s
version of classes “in themselves.” But what exactly are these classes
that exist independently of classifications of them? Classes for Bourdieu are clusters of “agents” who share similar values on several

antagonistic positions into fuzzy and indeterminate sets of individuals
with somewhat similar resource endowments, including crucially
and tautologically, lifestyles that are also supposed to be explained by
31 Pierre Bourdieu, “The Social Space and the Genesis of Groups,” 734.
32 My emphasis.
33 “Social Space and the Genesis of Groups,” 728.
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“pertinent” variables, although which ones are pertinent is never
explained. Bourdieu’s method of reflexivity, his disquisition on classification, depends for its urgency on this highly questionable image
of class as clusters of agents in a multidimensional social field. For
it is precisely the indeterminacy and complexity of the “social field”
that gives such considerable power to the “classifiers” and therefore
requires attention to reflexivity. As Bourdieu puts the point, “The
objects of the social world can be perceived and uttered in different
ways … because they always³² include a degree of indeterminacy and
fuzziness.”³³ If class structures were instead ontologically firmer, then
the significance of classification struggles, and thereby the necessity
for reflexivity, would be diminished. In short, Bourdieu’s method
of reflexivity derives from the ontology of fields; but if one doesn’t
agree with this particular image of social structure, the necessity for
reflexivity becomes much less compelling.
Does this notion of class as a cluster of agents in a field constitute
a scientific advance? It is hard to see how. Theoretically, it dissolves
the idea of a class structure as a set of internally related yet objectively
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class position (see above). Paradoxically, this is a commonsense view
of class, one very close to mainstream economics. Furthermore, there
are no specific implications that flow from this image. There are no
expectations that some particular classes will struggle with others, or
be available for alliances, or pursue collective or individual strategies
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that will have consequences for society as a whole.
To sum up, reflexivity, in the sense of a critique of categorization,
depends for its urgency on a highly questionable substantive image of
social relations. The reflexive procedure is compelling only in the case
that social reality is both fuzzy and indeterminant, and that intellectuals
play a decisive role in shaping this fuzzy indeterminacy by categorizing
and analyzing it. This is the basis of Brubaker’s claim that Bourdieu
wants to “change the world, by changing the way … social scientists …
see it.”³⁴ To what group of “agents” would this view seem attractive?
Obviously, to sociologists! What never gets asked, and indeed is positively prohibited by the insistent demand for reflexivity, is, “under what
conditions, and with respect to what particular sociological objects, the
activity of categorization can have, or not, an impact?” To pose such a
question of course would require a theory in which at least some aspects
of social reality are refractory to classification struggles, not changeable
by intellectuals. In sum, reflexivity as practiced by Bourdieu does not
generally produce good scientific analysis, as Heilbron and Steinmetz
claim. What it does provide is a veneer of methodological respectability
to a nebulous social ontology perfectly designed to give sociologists
the leading role in whatever analysis one is to conduct.
Burawoy

Burawoy’s interest in reflexivity differs from Heilbron and Steinmetz’s.
He is concerned with a reflexive awareness about the social position
34 Rogers Brubaker, “Social Theory as Habitus” in eds. Craigh Calhoun, Edward
LiPuma and Moishe Postone, Bourdieu Critical Perspectives (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1993), 212–234, 217.
120

SCIENCE AND POLITICS

from which knowledge is produced, rather than a reflexive awareness
about the impact of categorization on social reality.
Burawoy argues that Bourdieu’s formulation of this problem is
unsurpassed, for his sociology recognizes knowledge’s dependence on
skholé — that is the leisure or interest in disinterestedness that comes
from academic life — while simultaneously pointing out skholé’s limitations through a recuperation of the truth of the participant located
outside academia. Located in this double set of determinations, Bourdieusean sociologists respond to the pressures of the academic field,

claims that the transformation of the university from the “university
in capitalist society” to a “capitalist university” is breaking down the
distinction between the two forms of knowledge. Thus, “Riley need
only step outside his office to join those popular forces that inhabit
classrooms, laboratories, libraries, sport stadiums, and canteens”
(20). On this basis Burawoy seeks an alliance between Bourdieusean
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while engaging with the world of the participant. This shuttlecocking
back and forth between the two points of view is supposed to guarantee
a superior form of sociological practice.
It remains, however, unclear what consequences this oscillation of
perspective has for the production of knowledge. One might expect
Bourdieu to adumbrate a process of mutual transformation of both
sociological theory and common sense. But in his work, the two truths
of observer and participant remain abstractly opposed to one another
in an unmediated opposition, even if both are given their due. There
is no process of mutual transformation, no passage from common
sense to good sense, no passage from practice to theory and from
theory to practice.
Toward the end of his essay, Burawoy tries to go beyond Bourdieu.
Like Bourdieu, he suggests sociology should both recognize, and critique, the scholastic position from which knowledge is produced. From
this starting point, Burawoy seeks to establish a synthesis between
the knowledge of the observer who looks at the world from the point
of view of skholé and the knowledge of the engaged participant. He
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sociologists with their emphasis on the autonomy of the scientific
field, and Marxist sociologists who see truth as “the standpoint of the
subaltern” (83). In sum, Burawoy, attempts to transcend Bourdieu by
suggesting that the scientific field is collapsing under the incursions
of the logic of capitalism, which is scrambling the context of meth-
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odological problems.
I am sympathetic to Burawoy’s strategy of trying to resolve the
antinomies of Bourdieu’s theory by examining the concrete historical
conditions that produce them. Indeed, that is the main thrust of the last
section of my article. But in my view, Burawoy fails to break through the
problem because he remains trapped in the methodology of reflexivity,
which in this context leads to the misrecognition of political problems
as methodological ones.
The work of Antonio Gramsci remains essential for a more concrete
and historically specific formulation of this problem. Gramsci strove to
identify a perspective, which he associated with the Modern Prince, i.e.,
the political party, that can be equated neither with the “participant”
nor with the “observers”; this perspective was instead engaged but
not populist, scientific but not contemplative. He explained it in the
Prison Notebooks by asking what made Machiavelli’s political science
superior that of Guicciardini. Unlike the latter, who remained within
the framework of the petty diplomacy of the pre-unification Italian
statelets, Machiavelli transcended the given by asking how a great
national state could be created on the Italian peninsula. This, fundamentally political, question is at the origin of Machiavellian political
science which involves the creation of great states. Accordingly, for
Gramsci, it is Machiavelli’s political engagement that makes him a great
scientist. Of course, in the Prison Notebooks the Modern Prince was no
longer an individual, but the Communist Party. The point of view of
the party has a “methodological” function because it is the institutional
location in which the perspective of the participant and the observer
(the working class, and the intellectual) fuse in a revolutionary synthesis, created through a vigorous internal democratic debate, aimed
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at the overthrow of capitalism. Therefore, Gramsci would likely modify
Burawoy’s claim that “truth is ultimately rooted in and tested by the
experience of subjugation” to say, “truth is ultimately rooted in and
tested by the experience of subjection as mediated by the political party.”
Thought about in this way, the problem of reflexivity reveals itself
to be a misrecognized form of the political problem of party formation.
It is in the party that the differences between observer and participant
can be transformed and then abolished through pedagogical action. It
is the party that provides the hypotheses that can then be tested by the

America, is one sign. In Europe, Jeremy Corbyn’s totally unexpected
rise is even more remarkable. In Southern Europe, real left alternatives
rooted in the Marxist tradition and with a serious Marxist intelligentsia
have emerged. Without embracing an inane “optimism of the intellect,”
there is certainly room for “optimism of the will.”
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action of the party itself as a permanent laboratory for making history.
The “field” of scientific knowledge is now replaced by the strategic
debates among the party’s general staff, cadre element, and mass base
in a process of vigorous internal debate. This, in sum, is the perspective
of the Modern Prince.
It hardly needs to be pointed out that no such organization exists
today in any of the advanced capitalist countries or, really, anywhere else.
This is why sociologists misrecognize the properly political problem
of party formation as the methodological problem of reflexivity; and
why, accordingly, they are drawn to Bourdieu as the most sophisticated
sociologist of reflexivity. But is it true that the “Marxist presence is in
retreat and its connection to the world beyond is tenuous” (53)? This
seems to me more accurate as an assessment of the situation in the
two decades on either side of the millennium, than that of today. Since
the 2008 financial crisis, the position of Marxism has improved quite
dramatically. In the United States itself the emergence of Jacobin and
the journal that is publishing these lines, as well as the sudden explosion and rejuvenation of the once moribund Democratic Socialists of
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C ONCLUSION

Bourdieu’s contemporary preeminence indeed constitutes a puzzle.
As these responses show, even his defenders are unable to explain in
what respects he has developed explanations of class, of reproduction,
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and of change. Heilbron and Steinmetz simply restate what they view
as Bourdieu’s obviously valid class map, ignoring the fact that his evidence clearly cannot support the notion of class habitus. Burawoy, in
contrast, admits that Bourdieu’s class theory is nonexplanatory and
tautological, and proposes instead that his real concern is misrecognition. But even if one accepts Burawoy’s reading, that does not relieve
Bourdieu of the task of demonstrating some nontrivial connection
between class and taste. And here Burawoy is without meaningful
suggestions; he asserts that class and taste are homologous, but this
layers obscurity onto an already smoky argument. Furthermore, there
is little evidence of a developing Bourdieusean research program
growing out of Distinction. Instead of identifying and explaining
anomalies, Bourdieusean research on class and culture has mostly
focused on redefining its central concepts in ways that make them
increasingly difficult to bring into relation with empirical evidence.
This is the cardinal characteristic of a degenerating as opposed to
progressive problem-shift.
What of social reproduction? Heilbron and Steinmetz here mostly
fail to engage my points. They instead insist on the importance of practice, which boils down to asserting that most men and women most of
the time are mired in misrecognition. I find it hard to see how that is
a response. Burawoy usefully distinguishes between two mechanisms
of social reproduction: the illusio produced by fields, and inculcation in
the school system. But he fails to explain either why one should reduce
all social life to fields, or why action in fields should produce illusio. He
is also silent on my comparative claim that there is little connection
between a well-articulated and autonomous school system, and social
stability in advanced capitalism.
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Finally, neither Heilbron and Steinmetz, nor Burawoy offer much
defense of the notion that Bourdieu has a compelling theory of social
change. The authors of the first critique ineptly try to make fun of me,
failing to appreciate that Bourdieu operates with a question begging
Durkheimian conception of differentiation. Burawoy tries to mount a
defense, but then seems to give up on the idea and ends up in agreement with me.
My critics do, however, offer an alternative source of appeal aside
from Bourdieu’s attempts at explanation. Both Heilbron and Steinmetz,

while those who act in it condemned to being trapped in the misrecognition of the “field”? Bourdieu and those who follow him would say
yes. But their answer itself is a form of misrecognition, or rather a type
of ideology. For Bourdieu and his followers have mistaken a concrete,
historically specific, political problem for a timeless methodological
dilemma, and in so doing have rendered its solution impossible. The
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and Burawoy, suggest that reflexivity, the sociology of sociology, is
Bourdieu’s most distinctive contribution. The insistence on specifying
both the role of conceptualization in the construction of social reality,
and the position from which social knowledge is possible, leads to both
good science and a good politics. I agree with my critics that reflexivity
is the secret to Bourdieu’s appeal, but not because it leads to a superior
science, or to a superior politics. Instead, there are two other reasons
why it is the core of Bourdieu’s appeal: first, because the methodology
of reflexivity entrenches a social ontology that gives massive importance
to intellectuals, and particularly sociologists, and second because it
converts the political problem of party formation, into a methodological
conundrum within sociology. In this sense, the problems of the world
become problems of sociology. My critics are right; reflexivity is the
key to understanding Bourdieu’s appeal. But this is because reflexivity
is the key to Bourdieusean theory as an ideology of sociology.
What, then, is a more adequate way of understanding the connection
between science and politics? Are those who would seek to explain the
social world condemned to being trapped in scholastic misrecognition,
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type of “reflexive” sociology that the Bourdieuseans would encourage
is a theoretical reflection of the very separation of political life from
social science that is a characteristic of contemporary society. It is in
this specific sense that the solution to the methodological dilemmas of
contemporary sociology, and the fundamental organizational tasks of
the Left, point in the same direction: toward the formation of a collective will, a Modern Prince, that would fuse science and a politics in a
project aimed at transcending the society that creates their separation.
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A PPE N DIX ON SCHOL AR SH IP

Heilbron and Steinmetz find my article to be “sloppy and riddled with
mistakes, misspellings, and omissions.” Indeed, most of the substance
of their article is devoted to attacking my characterizations of Bourdieu’s
work. They argue, first, that I mischaracterize Bourdieu’s early work
because I refer to Sociologie de l’Algérie as “masterful,” and I referred
to both Sociologie de l’Algérie and Esquisse d’une théorie de la pratique
as ethnographic studies. I leave to the judgment of readers whether
Sociologie de l’Algérie is masterful. Heilbron and Steinmetz may have a
point that neither book can be described as ethnography, since both
lack much explicit discussion of the empirical materials on which they
are based. Perhaps it would be better to describe these studies as “ethnological” rather than “ethnographic,” but the point remains that both
books are based empirically on direct experience and observation of the
social relations Bourdieu is describing rather than survey research, or
secondary and archival evidence. They are clearly the product of what
David Swartz describes as a “‘self-taught’ ethnologist.”³⁵ Or, as Heilbron³⁶ puts the point in French Sociology, “The first characteristic of
Bourdieu’s Algerian research was the intense fieldwork itself.” If, however, Heilbron and Steinmetz insist, I would be quite willing to revise
35 David Swartz, Culture & Power: The Sociology of Pierre Bourdieu (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1997), 22.
36 Johan Heilbron, French Sociology (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2015), 199.
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the offending phrase from “producing two masterful ethnographic
studies” to “producing two studies.” The change makes absolutely no
difference to the substance of my argument.
The authors’ second critique of my scholarship is that I incorrectly
identified both the name of the center in which Bourdieu became Raymond’s Aron’s secretary, and that I incorrectly identified the date he
assumed these responsibilities. Heilbron and Steinmetz claim that,
“Bourdieu did become secretary to Raymond Aron’s research center, not
in 1964, but in 1962; the center in question was not the Center for His-

37 Robert Colquhoun, Raymond Aron (London: Sage Publications, 1986), 339–340.
38 Culture & Power, 23.
39 Culture & Power, 24.
40 Marc Joly, Devenir Norbert Elias: Histoire croisée d’un processus de reconnaissance
scientifique: la reception française (Paris: Fayard, 2012), 221–222.
41 French Sociology, 202.
127

RILEY

torical Sociology,’ but the Center for European Sociology.” These lines
address my claim that “In 1964 Aron called on Bourdieu to administer
his Ford-Foundation funded Center for Historical Sociology,” which
in turn is based on David Swartz’s book. Heilbron and Steinmetz are
right that I should have included “European” in front of “Center.” On
the other matters, however, the secondary literature is contradictory.
Swartz, who in this matter follows Robert Colquhoun³⁷ states both that
in 1961 Raymond Aron founded, with money from the Ford Foundation,
the “European Center for Historical Sociology,” and that Bourdieu
“assume[d] administrative responsibilities of the center” in 1964.³⁸
Furthermore, Swartz states that Bourdieu “founded his own Center
for European Sociology” after the 1968 split with Aron.³⁹ According
to Heilbron’s book, which relies on Joly’s⁴⁰ account, Aron founded a
“Center for European Sociology” in 1959, and Bourdieu became its
“general secretary” in 1962, but “was elected director of studies two
years later.”⁴¹ (This elevation in status perhaps explains Swartz’s claim
that Bourdieu assumed administrative duties in 1964). If Joly’s account
is to be believed, which seems reasonable since it is the most detailed,
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what actually happened is that the Center for European Sociology split
in two following the split between Bourdieu and Aron. Bourdieu now (in
1968) took charge of something called the “Center for European Sociology-Center for the Sociology of Education and Culture.” Meanwhile
Aron established the “European Center of Historical Sociology.”⁴² It
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is possible that Swartz incorrectly named Aron’s original center, confusing it with the post-1968 institution. It is perhaps best to leave the
resolution of this matter to historians of French sociology, especially
since it has no bearing on any of the arguments made in my article.
The authors finally claim that I mischaracterize the dates of Bourdieu’s works in writing that “By the late seventies and early eighties
his major mature works had appeared.” They are correct. The sentence
should read “By the late seventies and early eighties his major mature
works had begun to appear.” Again, this revision has no implications
for my argument.
Another somewhat disconnected matter is important to discuss
here. The two authors attack my description of Actes de la recherche en
sciences sociales as a factory of Bourdieu’s work. This is in part based on a
willful misreading. They accuse me of stating that Bourdieu ran Actes like
a factory (presumably while wearing a bowler and tails), a claim which
I never made. What I did say is that Actes was a factory, in the sense
that it produced an enormous amount of work by Bourdieu, his collaborators, and his students. The important substantive issue, whatever
description the authors prefer, is that Actes was, and is, fundamentally a
Bourdieusean journal. During his lifetime Bourdieu and his intellectual
collaborators obviously hegemonized it: a completely understandable
fact since they had, after all, founded it. These scholars, and above all
Bourdieu himself, used the journal to publish pieces of research that
would then often later appear in book form. But Heilbron and Steinmetz seem to want to suggest that Actes was something different: an
open arena for competing theoretical positions and interdisciplinary

42 Devenir Norbert Elias, 221.
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research, a collective intellectual establishing the truth through research
and debate. Here is their characterization:
Actes published work by some of the most innovative social scientists
and humanists in the world: historians such as Christophe Charle,
Roger Chartier, Robert Darnton, Eric Hobsbawm, Jūrgen Kocka, Carl
Schorske, Joan Scott, and E.P. Thompson, sociologists like Cicourel,
Elias, Goffman, Zelizer, anthropologists Bateson and Goody, economists Robert Boyer and Amartya Sen, linguists Ducrot, Encrevé,
and Labov, classicist Jean Bollack, sinologists Jacques Gernet and
Pierre-Etienne Will. To imply that this journal was run like a Bourdieu “factory” is laughable. It also fundamentally misrecognizes the
project of Actes as an interdisciplinary crossroads of the critical social
and human sciences. [47]

lished 5 or more articles (including Heilbron). These accounted for
442 of the total 1,086 articles, or about 41 percent of the total number
of articles. But only 39 of the 535 authors who published in the journal
over this period published 5 or more articles. Thus, 7 percent of the

43 The information is available here: http://www.persee.fr/collection/arss.
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Whose view, mine, Heilbron’s and Steinmetz’s, is closer to the truth?
Actes has usefully published an online index of authors for the period
from 1975 to 2003.⁴³ Next to each author’s name is the number of articles
they published over the period. What does the distribution of articles
per author look like? Over this period, Actes published 1,086 articles.
The mean number of articles per author was about 2. But the maximum
number of articles published by a single author was Pierre Bourdieu’s 95
(more than three times greater than the next most productive author,
Loïc Wacquant). Both the median and the modal number of articles
was 1. Thus, the distribution of articles per author is highly skewed as
figure 2 shows graphically.
Consider just the number articles published by authors who pub-
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authors accounted for just under half of the total intellectual output.
Was this core group Bourdieusean? Broadly speaking, yes. It turns out
that 29 of these highly productive authors can be classified as Bourdieuseans in that they systematically deploy a Bourdieusean framework in
at least some of their published work. Together these authors produced
364 articles, accounting for approximately 34 percent of all the articles
published in Actes over the period.
100

FIGURE 2.
NUMBER OF ARTICLES PER
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What of the articles that were not produced by Bourdieuseans per
se? Most of this work, for example Victor Karady’s studies of the history
of the university and French sociology, or Heilbron’s studies of Belgian
sociology and literary translation, fit in easily with the Bourdieusean
program: in this case, the study of intellectuals and intellectual “fields.”
We might next turn to how Actes treated alternative theoretical
traditions, and especially Marxism. Heilbron and Steinmetz’s reference to pieces by E.P. Thompson and Eric Hobsbawm might suggest
an openness to this tradition. But this is true only in a highly relative
way. Thompson’s 1976 article is particularly revealing. The relevant fact
about Thompson, apart from being perhaps the most famous social
historian writing at the time and thus an attractive ornament, is that
he had penned excoriating polemics against both Althusser and the
group of scholars around the New Left Review who were systematically
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introducing European Marxism to Britain at the time.⁴⁴ So, Thompson
must have been a very congenial figure for Bourdieu, who would have
seen in him a kindred spirit in the struggle against the Althusserians. Of
course, this is extraordinarily paradoxical since Bourdieu’s theoretical
outlook was far closer to Althusser’s than to Thompson’s. It was left
to Jean-Claude Chamboredon to square this circle in Actes, explaining
in his preface to Thompson’s article that The Making of the English
Working Class broke with “the pious cult of the remembrance of the
origins of the working class” and “the moving description of workers’

44 This polemic is one of the stranger episodes in the history of the intellectual left
since Thompson and his polemical targets had largely the same view of historical development: for both, English capitalism, unlike its French counterpart, had emerged
within the institutional framework of a preexisting state and was characterized by a
gradual reconversion of the gentry rather than a revolutionary cataclysm. In his article
for Actes, “Modes de domination et révolutions en Angleterre,” 135–151, 135, Thompson
references this polemic when he criticizes “a history where classes are metaphorical
entities and where a sociology of class and class-consciousness is lacking — all characteristic of attempts to reconstruct and re-evaluate English history undertaken by
certain currents of the English new left” [AKA Perry Anderson and Tom Nairn].
45 Jean-Claude Chamboredon, “Modes de domination et révolutions en Angleterre,”
Actes de la recherche en sciences sociales 2–3 (1976): 133–135, 134.
46 E.P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class (New York: Vintage,
1963), 445.
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exploitation.”⁴⁵ Obviously, however, Thompson’s masterpiece is full
of “moving descriptions of workers’ exploitation”; indeed one of its
central points is to evoke the experience of exploitation, and to point
out that it was named and discussed as such by members of the working
class.⁴⁶ Here, intellectual-political sympathy trumped a yawning chasm
of difference in theoretical approach.
The case of Eric Hobsbawm is slightly different. The crucial point
about him is that he has always worn his Marxism lightly: there is very
little explicit theoretical stance-taking in his work. The two pieces that
he published in Actes, a translation of a brilliant study on the changing
position of women in popular democratic and socialist iconography,
and a brief conceptual piece on ethnic conflict, posed no particular
challenges to Bourdieusean sociology. Furthermore, the two men had
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a liking for one another, as Hobsbawm’s recently published appreciation of Bourdieu shows.⁴⁷
The other main Marxist figure to appear in Actes, not mentioned
by Heilbron and Steinmetz, is Michael Burawoy with three contributions: a famous review of Jon Elster’s book, Making Sense of Marx; an
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explanation of the paradox that workers under state socialism turn out
to be more class conscious than under capitalism; and finally, a republication of Burawoy’s influential ASA keynote speech on public sociology.
Interestingly, one part of Burawoy’s work that has yet to appear in Actes
is his extremely sharp critical evaluation of Bourdieu.
Let us then be serious. Alternative theoretical traditions, and particularly Marxism, appear in Actes in a very limited and non-threatening
way. The journal has never established an open dialogue with various
points of view on a given sociological problem. The “collective intellectual” operates on strictly Bourdieusean terms.
How could one characterize this journal then? The intellectual tone
of the review was provided by a core of highly productive Bourdieuseans; arranged around this core was a broader group of contributors,
including the very occasional eminent Marxist. But the main purpose of the journal was clearly to incubate work in the Bourdiuesean
conceptual framework, and more specifically, to provide a forum for
Bourdieu himself to develop his ideas. Considering this evidence then,
the description of Actes as a Bourdieu factory seems rather nearer the
mark than an “interdisciplinary crossroads of the critical social and
human sciences.” But perhaps more importantly the two descriptions
are not even necessarily incompatible. For in reality Actes was both an
interdisciplinary crossroad and a Bourdieu factory.
Thanks to Michael Burawoy, Rebecca Jean Emigh, Christopher Muller, Sandra Susan
Smith, and Emanuela Tallo for comments on this draft and the initial article. Given the nature of this discussion it is more than usually necessary to insist that the responsibility for
what I have written here is mine alone.

47 Eric Hobsbawm, “Pierre Bourdieu,” New Left Review 101 (2016): 37–47, 38.
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