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Throughout Bourdieu’s oeuvre his 
conception of praxeology and theory of 
human action stressed that dispositions 

are generated through the internalization of structures, 
institutions and overlapping fields. For Bourdieu, 
dispositions are (re)produced in relation and in response 
to the social, economic and cultural structures with 
which agents identify with and from which they distance 
themselves. In order to reconcile agency and structure, 
Bourdieu refers to his method as ‘constructivist 
structuralism’ or ‘structural constructivism’, with 
‘constructivist’ pertaining to ‘the dynamic reproduction 
of human activity’ in changing contexts and 
‘structuralist’ referring to the relations of those 
involved.  
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Bourdieu’s ‘structuralist constructivist’ approach includes 
perceptions of objective reality and objective measures of 
aggregate behaviour. Contrasting structuralist 
objectivism, the subjectivist – or constructivist – point of 
view asserts that our social realities are an ongoing 
accomplishment of competent social actors. Through this 
lens:  

“society appears as the emergent product of the 
decisions, actions, and cognitions of conscious, alert 
individuals to whom the world is given as immediately 
familiar and meaningful. Its value lies in recognizing the 
part that mundane knowledge, subjective meaning, and 
practical competence play in the continual production of 
society.”  

                   (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 9)  

Introduction

“…society appears as the emergent product 
of the decisions, actions, and cognitions of 

conscious, alert individuals to whom the 
world is given as immediately familiar and 

meaningful.”



Overview of Bourdieu’s Three Main Tools

Habitus
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As Bourdieu sought to introduce new ways of 
thinking about social class, he argued that 
society cannot be analyzed simply in terms of 
economic classes and ideologies. Bourdieu 
believed that, in order to gain a more accurate 
representation of social classes, we must 
understand the educational, social and cultural 
factors that foster classed subjectivities and 
reaffirm the symbolic power attached to 
capital(s).   

For educational researchers, Bourdieu is 
commonly considered a class theorist; however, 
his work on higher education is equally 
important. Drawing on a selection of prominent 
scholars operationalizing Bourdieu, this 
newsletter addresses the ways in which 
Bourdieu’s theoretical toolkit can help to 
theorise diverse aspects of higher education.

ANNOUNCEMENTS

Presently, Bourdieu in Educational Research (#185) is a 
SIG-in-Formation and intends to qualify as a full SIG in 
the American Educational Research Association.  You 

can support our community by:

*Following us on Twitter @AERABourdieuSIG
*Distributing this newsletter through your networks 

*Joining our community (cost $5) at aera.net/
Membership/Join-or-Renew. 

If you would like to join our mailing list, please send us 
an email.  Also, if you would like your Bourdieu-inspired 
scholarship to be featured in our next newsletter, please 

email us. 

aerabourdieu@gmail.com

http://aera.net/Membership/Join-or-Renew
http://aera.net/Membership/Join-or-Renew


Bourdieu for Beginners:
Overview of Bourdieu’s Three Main Tools
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HABITUS

Bourdieu defines habitus as “a 
s y s t e m o f l a s t i n g a n d 
transposable dispositions 

which, integrating past-experiences, functions 
at every moment as a matrix of perceptions, 
appreciations and actions” (Bourdieu & 
Wacquant 1992, p. 18). He emphasises a 
combination of “a system of dispositions, that 
is of permanent manners of being, seeing, 
acting and thinking” and a system of “long- 

-lasting (rather than permanent) schemes or schemata or structures of perception, conception and action” 
(Bourdieu, 2016, p. 43). Habitus is understood as dispositions (systems of propensity, tendency, inclination) 
working as the mechanism of an individual’s behaviour (e.g. perceptions, appreciations, actions) that are 
gradually ingrained from the societies s/he is involved in through the process of inculcation (Bourdieu & 
Wacquant, 1992).  

According to Bourdieu, capital is a “species of 
power whose possession commands access to 
the specific profits that are at stake in the field” 

(Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 97). Typically, there are three 
types of capital, namely economic, cultural and social capital, 
and, in relation to one another, they can be mutually transformed. 

CAPITAL



According to Bourdieu (2004, p. 16), economic capital is “immediately and directly convertible into money 
and may be institutionalized in the form of property rights”. Cultural capital is the accumulated “experience 
and knowledge” (Bourdieu, 1984, p. 23), which “may be institutionalized in the form of educational 
qualifications”. Social capital is “the possession of a durable network … or institutionalized relationships … 
or membership in a group …, a ‘credential’ which entitles [people] to credit” (Bourdieu, 2004, p. 21). So, 
social capital is a symbolic entitlement of being a member of a group which, to a great extent, allows the 
persons of socially recognized credentials (social status, respect or legitimacy) for appropriation accordingly, 
and may be institutionalized in the form of a title of nobility or proper name. 

FIELD

Field is a social space where 
individuals interact with 
one another and, for 

Bourdieu, is organized by a system of 
operations or “the rules of the game” or 
“regularities” (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 
1992, pp. 18, 99).  For Bourdieu field is 
“a network, or configuration, of objective 
relations between positions … in the 
structure of the distribution of species of 
power (or capital) whose possession 
commands access to the specific profits 
that are at stake in the field” (Bourdieu & 
Wacquant, 1992, p. 97). 

This conception implies that the positions in the field are interrelated by objective reasons in the form of the 
rules of the games in the field. The positions are determined and distributed by power or authority 
legitimate in the field. As a social space, field refers more to the actual ‘locus’ or contextual boundaries 
where society is working (Bourdieu 1989; Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992). Bourdieu adds that “a field 
consists of a set of objective historical relations between positions anchored in certain forms of power (or 
capital)” (Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992, p. 16). As fields “are organized around specific types or 
combinations of capital” (Broberg, 2015, p. 51), so field would essentially include the arena of interactions 
and the systems it operates by agents’ exercising capital/power for positions in the field. There are forces 
and struggles in this social field in terms of securing status positions or influence. In the field of higher 
education, the type of power or authority most legitimate here is not money – economic capital – but 
predominantly symbolic and cultural capital.  

@AERABourdieuSIG

With this in mind, what does this mean for the 
study of higher education?
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 European university systems had long 
featured more closed selection processes than 
the U.S. system and the analysis seemed to 
fit, particularly in the upper reaches of the 
French academic system dominated by the 
grandes ecoles.  Around 1980, SES became a 
much stronger influence on outcomes in the 
United States than it had been in the 
immediate post-World War II era, thanks to 
rising tuition costs and the failure of financial 
aid to keep up with these costs.  The 
op t imism o f the 1960s and 1970s 
consequently gave way to a more pessimistic 
view of the possibilities of schooling as a 
creator of social mobility.  Families that had 
benefited from the era of greater social 
mobility following World War II began to 
improve themselves through intensive 
investments in education.  My first book

P  ierre Bourdieu has been a major influence on the 
study of higher education.  His concepts of 
reproduction, cultural capital, symbolic violence, 

and status competition in institutional fields have been particularly 
influential.  In this essay, I will discuss the value and limitations 
of these concepts, including how some of them have influenced 
my own research and writing. 

Steven Brint

Bourdieu is 
interested above all 

in social 
inequalities, as 

understood 
through the lenses 

of culture and 
power. 

Bourdieu and Higher 
Education

Bourdieu is interested above all in social inequalities, as understood through the 
lenses of culture and power. His concept of reproduction opposed the dominant ideology of 
the time of its introduction – that higher education institutions were important for the 
opportunities they afforded talented and ambitious students from lower SES families to rise 
through the attainment of higher levels of education.  Bourdieu and his collaborator Jean-
Claude Passeron (1977) argued that higher education in fact consecrated the advantages of 
students from upper-status families.  They did so by transmuting the economic and cultural 
advantages of these students into legitimated scholastic capital which could be converted 
again into social and economic capital.  Not only were higher education institutions set up to 
reward the upper classes, they also engaged in symbolic violence against students from the 
working classes by devaluing their backgrounds and cultures and by deploying negative 
descriptions of the quality of their work (Bourdieu, 1984).
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(with Jerome Karabel), examined, among other topics, the channeling of lower SES 
students into community colleges (Brint & Karabel, 1989).  Karabel and I were both 
reading Bourdieu at that time, and he is cited frequently in the book. 
 Bourdieu’s concept of cultural capital experienced a rockier voyage from France 
to the U.S.  Here, the idea was that refined knowledge of literature, the arts, and 
philosophy developed in the home and subsequently provided a boost for upper-status 
children in the educational system, because teachers rewarded as a scholastic 
achievement what was in fact knowledge gained through family.  Early studies applied 
this concept with mixed results. The problem was that these endowments were 
recognized as important only in relatively small sections of the U.S. higher education 
system, principally in the arts and humanities.  For the most part, the utilitarian view 
which prevailed in American society discounted this kind of learning, preferring instead 
knowledge related to business, science, math, and technology.  The latter kinds of 
knowledge were sometimes transmitted through the family and could be thought of as a 
form of cultural capital, but that rethinking was quite far from Bourdieu’s initial 
conception.  Cultural capital now plays a relatively minor role in discussions about the 
transmission of social advantages, at least in the United States. The currently prevailing 
view is that economic and educational advantages lead parents to invest in the “concerted 
cultivation” of children through intensive involvements in multiple activities such as 
sports and music (see Lareau, 2003), creating better capacities to manage work load and 
a wider range of competencies that are appealing to leading colleges and universities.  
 For Bourdieu, the various institutionalized sectors of society become relatively 
self-contained fields.  The dynamics of these fields revolve around competition for status 
by the light of the prevailing illusio (or defined objectives) of the field.  Bourdieu’s 
conception of fields has clearly provided inspiration for sociologists, including 
sociologists of knowledge who have studied the transforming power of social-intellectual 
movements, or SIMs, in the academic disciplines.  I have certainly drawn from his 
thinking when writing about divisions in the higher education field and the strategies of 
managers to position their institutions within the structure of relations prevailing in the 
field (see, e.g., Brint, Riddle, & Hanneman 2006). 

For Bourdieu, the various 
institutionalized sectors of society 

become relatively self-contained fields.  
The dynamics of these fields revolve 

around competition for status by the light 
of the prevailing illusio (or defined 

objectives) of the field.

 Nevertheless, Bourdieu’s work on fields seems to me the weakest feature of his 
oeuvre, at least as it applies to higher education.  Bourdieu recognizes the role of history 
in constituting fields, but that is not sufficiently precise.  Instead, it is essential to 
understand the specific forces in the environment that influence fields and how these 
interact with the existing resources, structures, and strategies of actors in the field.  
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In the case of U.S. higher education, the forces of federal government 
patronage, state budgets, technology, and social movements are of primary 
importance.  Departments filter these forces through their existing strengths and 
aspirations.  Administrators do not simply respond but may also try to avoid 
competition by trying to become leaders in new kinds of hierarchies, including 
interdisciplinary collaborations, entrepreneurship, technology-mediated instruction, 
social mobility, or anti-racism (see Brint, forthcoming). 
 In general, I have found that Bourdieu over-emphasizes the competitive 
struggle.  He fails to appreciate sufficiently the force of values linked to practices, 
mutually beneficial cooperative relations, or affective relations.  In terms of Max 
Weber’s four types of social action, Bourdieu is much stronger in thinking about 
means-rationality and habitual action (habitus in Bourdieu) than in thinking about 
value-rationality and affective action.  I would not want to discount his emphases – I 
tend to think they are the right emphases – but they are incomplete. 

Steven Brint is Distinguished Professor of 
Sociology and Public Policy at the University of 
California, Riverside, Director of the Colleges & 
Universities 2000 Project, and a Principal Researcher 
in the SERU Consortium. Brint is an organizational 
sociologist whose research focuses on topics in the 
sociology of higher education, the sociology of 
professions, and middle-class politics. His studies of 
higher education have been funded for two decades 
by the National Science Foundation and two 
philanthropies. He is the author of four books: The 
Diverted Dream (with Jerome Karabel) (Oxford 
University Press, 1989), In an Age of Experts 
(Princeton University Press, 1994), and Schools and 
Societies (third ed. Stanford University Press 2016), 
and Two Cheers for Higher Education (Princeton 
University Press 2018). He  is the editor of The 
Future of the City of Intellect (Stanford University 
Press, 2002), the co-editor (with Charles T. 
Clotfelter) of a volume on higher education 
effectiveness, and has published more than 60 peer-
reviewed journal articles and book chapters. 
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Billy Wong 

 I was introduced to the work of Bourdieu as an 
undergraduate student and his work continues to play an 
important role in how I make sense of social inequalities and 
reproduction, from compulsory to post-compulsory

education.  My deeper engagement with Bourdieu’s theory began in my doctorate, where I focused 
on the experiences, aspirations and identities of racial minority youths in science education. His 
notions of habitus, capital and field were key in my analyses and interpretations, which I adopted 
for individual-level case studies (Wong, 2012) as well as in a broader conceptual mapping that 
situated capital through science-related resources and privileges (Wong, 2016).  
 In my more recent work, I was interested in the academic success and experiences of non-
traditional (or under-represented) students in higher education, especially those who are also high-
achievers (Wong, 2018). Whilst it was tempting to highlight individual choices and aptitudes as the 
reasons that set these high-achieving students apart from fellow students from similar backgrounds 
who tend to struggle, I was fully aware from my sociological training to recognise that individual 
dispositions are inevitably shaped by, and socialised within complex social structures and 
positioning (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977). Academic success is not totally random but most likely 
patterned, especially by socioeconomic background (Bathmaker et al., 2016), but can also intersect 
with different social identities and locations. 

I find Bourdieu’s 
concepts to be a 

powerful set of thinking 
tools that enabled me to 
articulate the complex 

and multifaceted 
experiences of non-

traditional students in 
higher education.

Bourdieu, Higher 
Education and Non-
Traditional Students

In my research, I focused on such patterns at a 
more granular or dispositional level, as shared practices 
that appear to support strong academic outcomes (Wong 
& Chiu, 2019). As a group, non-traditional students may 
be disadvantaged, but there a r e n u a n c e s a n d 
differences between non-
traditional students as 
some appear to have 
access, or be able to 
d e p l o y c a p i t a l o r 
dispositions, that seem 
to help them to thrive in 
the higher education 
game (at least in terms 
of grades). 
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As with any prominent writers, Bourdieu’s work is not without its critiques (e.g., 
King, 2000) but as a thinking tool (Rawolle & Lingard, 2013), I found it very fruitful to 
apply his concepts alongside social theories of identity from the likes of Judith Butler 
(1990), James Paul Gee (2000) and Stuart Hall (1990). I find Bourdieu’s concepts to be a 
powerful set of thinking tools that enabled me to articulate the complex and multifaceted 
experiences of non-traditional students in higher education. 

I am currently researching the lived experiences of under-represented students in 
STEM (science, technology, engineering and mathematics) higher education and the 
ideas of Bourdieu are likely to continue to inform my research. 

Billy Wong is an Associate Professor in Widening Participation at the University of 
Reading, UK. His areas of research are educational identities and inequalities, especially 
in the context of higher education and STEM (science, technology, engineering and 
mathematics) education. His publications have explored the changing views and 
experiences of university students and staff, including the concept of the ideal student, as 
well as young people’s science and career aspirations, through the concept of science 
capital. Billy is the author of The Ideal Student: Deconstructing Expectations in Higher 
Education (2021, Open University Press) and Science Education, Career Aspirations 
and Minority Ethnic Students (2016, Palgrave).
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Fuad Arif Fudiyartanto
Bourdieu and Educational Policy in 
Indonesian Higher Education

Bourdieu’s sociological tools of habitus, capital and field 
theory have fuelled my research on how society, (i.e. 
institutional (and national) policies), can affect individuals, 

(i.e. academics and students), in ELT contexts in Indonesia.  
In the Indonesian context, my data from interviews with 10 academics 

from 2 universities show that academics’ assessment habitus and assessment 
capital, which have mostly been ingrained during past educational 
experiences, are constrained by the stronger institutional habitus and 
institutional capital deciphered in regulations and accreditation aspirations of 
their universities. In other words, the institutional habitus and capital are so 
strong that they compel academics to assess the students in particular ways. 
Interestingly, within younger institutions, the institutional habitus is more 
dynamic and fluid, in that all the academics contribute collegially to the 
development of their institutional habitus as well as institutional capital. As a 
less established institution, the habitus of continuous learning is shared 

among the members, leaders, academics and students, and acts as a driving force for all of 
them to work collaboratively. As a result, they aspire to developing their institutional habitus 
and capital with their own uniqueness perceived as distinctions. At the same time, they 
inculcate an institutional habitus of constant learning and improvement (Mills, 2013). 

On the other hand, within the older, more established institutions that possess higher 
symbolic capital, the institutional habitus is quite strong, thus leaving little space for the 
voices of the academics (especially the younger ones) to contribute significantly to the 
development of institutional habitus. As purebloods, their assessment practices are greatly 
constrained by the institutional habitus, consecrated during their past education and during 
their junior tenure as academics in the institution (Bourdieu, 1988a, 2004). More importantly, 
academics' assessment capital has been inculcated and embodied within an institution (Mills, 
2013; Bourdieu, 1988a, with some academics adding to it through additional elements gained 
during overseas study, and the capital accumulated acts as a key instrument in their assessment 
practices. 

In Indonesia, a new direction in HE was launched by the new Indonesian Minister of 
Education and Culture at the beginning of 2020 called Kampus Merdeka or freedom campus 

…sociological tools of habitus, capital and field theory 
have fuelled my research on how society (i.e. 
institutional (and national) policies), can affect 

individuals, (i.e. academics and students), in ELT 
contexts in Indonesia. 
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Education and Culture at the beginning of 2020 called Kampus Merdeka or freedom campus 
(Kemdikbud, 2020). One of its four key policies is accreditation. Accreditation is a large part of the 
symbolic capital of an institution (institutional capital) in Indonesia; and it works very differently in 
other countries, Australia for instance. Two factors, at least, contribute to this accreditation issue.  

First, Indonesia has a huge number of universities (or HE institutions) reaching 3,982. As a 
consequence, the highest level of institutional accreditation will lead to very high symbolic 
institutional capital, which also includes the symbolic capital of the academics. Secondly, the 
tradition of national accreditation as a competition to gain institutional capital is not encouraged in 
Australia, perhaps perhaps because its history of HE has tended to focus on a global orientation and 
an emphasis on teaching and research (Marginson, 2004, 2007a, 2007b; Meyers, 2012). While both 
countries have independent bodies that set national standards, namely Badan Akreditasi Nasional 
Perguruan Tinggi (BAN-PT) in Indonesia and Tertiary Education Quality and Standards Agency 
(TEQSA) in Australia, their orientations are different. BAN-PT accreditation is perceived as highly 
valued symbolic institutional capital in Indonesia, while TEQSA accreditation is a prerequisite and 
less valued than global rankings in Australia and other western countries. Thus understood, especially 
for Indonesia, quality standards of HE should be accelerated towards international criteria, without 
losing sight of local and national characteristics. For western countries including Australia for 
instance, the challenge would be escaping from the trap of neoliberalism and capitalism in HE, as 
educational institutions should be more than corporations. 

In the future, Bourdieu’s sociological tools are applicable to understand and encourage how 
cultural capital, especially the embodied state in the form of assessment capital for instance, should 
be developed and consecrated in Indonesian universities. As a result, within the constraints of 
policies, a focus for higher education in Indonesia could be the shift towards prioritising qualities that 
enhance the personal development of people (students, teachers and leaders), rather than accreditation 
and assessment. 

Fuad Arif Fudiyartanto is a senior lecturer at the English Department of the Faculty of Adab dan 
Cultural Sciences UIN Sunan Kalijaga Yogyakarta. He got his PhD from University of South 
Australia (UniSA) with a thesis on the sociology of assessment. He got his bachelor in English 
education from IKIP Yogyakarta (now UNY), his MHum in translation studies from UNS Surakarta, 
and his MEd from Flinders University Australia. In 2002/2003 he translated Anak-anak pun 
Berfilsafat: Memasuki Filsafat Melalui Dunia Anak-Anak (Gareth B. Mathews) published by Mizan, 
Makna Fisika Baru dalam Kehidupan (Gary Zukav) published by Kreasi Wacana, Politik 
Pendidikan: Kebudayaan, Kekuasaan, dan Pembebasan (Paulo Freire) published by Pustaka Pelajar; 
the work he is fond of but has not been engaged in lately – he needs to do it again soon.  
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Theocharis 
Kromydas
Rethinking Higher 
Education: Social 

capital vs human capital 
and their relationship 

with social inequalities

Social vs Human Capital  

 Bourdieu (1998; 2000) supports the idea that inequalities in education are simply a 
reformulation of wider societal inequalities and, in some cases, a means of reproduction of 
the social status quo.  Therefore, social classification is reproduced through schooling since 
schools reinforce, rather than reduce, class-based inequalities. Bourdieu considered 
education as a public social right that everyone should have access to.  
 Bourdieu’s tools, such as social and cultural capital or habitus, acknowledge that 
there are many other things apart from economic capital that should be considered when we 
look at individuals’ drivers to undertake higher education. Furthermore, Bourdieu (1984) 
thinks that certificates and diplomas are not valid indications of academic or applied to the 
labour market knowledge. Credentials do not signal competences, but they are designed as 
tacit criteria set by the ruling class to identify people from a particular social origin.  
 In terms of higher education, Bourdieu strongly criticizes the trends of knowledge 
and skills delivered by universities which are designed to satisfy the needs of a constantly 
changing labour market (Bourdieu, 1998).  In line with Bourdieu, Livingstone (2009) 
challenged the mainstream view, arguing that there is no fundamental reason for someone to 
believe that education and the labour market should match each other, as they have different 
philosophical departures and institutional purposes to fulfil.  From a Bourdieusian 
perspective, viewing education as just a pre-requisite for a job in the labour market, degrades 
the purpose of higher education and this can, in turn, mislead policy-making.   

My research revolves around social inequalities in the areas of education, labour market and 
health. I have been influenced primarily from Bourdieu’s theory of capital and its application 
which allows for a deeper understanding of the persistence of social inequalities.  Bourdieu’s 
social capital theory was at the centre of my rationale when I wrote an article titled 
“Rethinking higher education and its relationship with social inequalities: Past knowledge, 
present state and future potential” published by Palgrave Communications in 2017. In this 
article, I critically reviewed various sociological approaches and how Bourdieu has 
influenced my scholarship.  
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Critique 

 Therefore, education cannot be solely informed by the investment approach of 
human capital theory (Becker, 1964; 1993), as such a theory is not equipped with the 
analytical tools to explain the benefits an individual and society can gain from education.  
Bourdieu, even if he does not treat human capital theory as invalid, strongly criticizes its 
narrow social meaning and its function as a property of the ruling class that is used as a 
mechanism to maintain their power and tacitly reproduce social inequalities. However, the 
use of capital in Bourdieusian scholarship is criticised by many in the social sciences as too 
narrow (see Goldthorpe, 2007). Scholars have argued that a paradox of Bourdieu’s approach 
is apparent as – in English linguistic etymological terms – the word capital implies, if not 
presupposes, market activity. The same time Bourdieu criticises Becker’s human capital 
tradition as solely market-driven and a tacit way for the ruling class to maintain their power 
through universities and other institutions. Waters (2012) argues that the use of the term 
“capital” in both Becker’s and Bourdieu’s writings is unfortunate, as both use the term to 
mean different things. However, habitus is not capital, even if there is constant interaction 
between the two.  

Policy Implications 

 Even if the two theoretical stances (human and social capital) are regarded as 
contradictory, I argue that, in practical terms, they complement rather than rival each other, 
and therefore more discussion between the two approaches is needed. On the one hand, 
policy makers need to give incentives to the most vulnerable and deprived members of 
society in order to participate in higher education and increase their social capital and 
through this their human capital. This approach will likely mitigate problems of income and 
social inequalities. However, apart from the pecuniary, there are also other non-pecuniary 
benefits associated with higher education participation, such as the improvement in the 
fertility and mortality and general health level rates or the boost of active democracy and 
citizenship even within workplaces, and therefore a shift of higher education towards its 
intrinsic purposes is also needed (see Bowles & Gintis, 2002; Breenan, 2004; Brown & 
Lauder, 2006; Wolff & Barsamian, 2012). 
 Bourdieu enhanced my understanding of the purpose of higher education. The 
notions of social capital and habitus resonate with me when doing research. However, there 
are other scholars that found Bourdieu’s work on higher education to be over-structured and 
largely deterministic. Nevertheless, one thing I am certain of is that Bourdieu work is 
undoubtedly fascinating. Whether someone remains critical (or not) of Bourdieu, scholars in 
the future will continue to spend enormous amount of their time to delving deeper into his 
intellectual thinking.     

Theocharis Kromydas (PhD) is a Research Associate currently working at the MRC/
CSO Social and Public Health Sciences Unit, University of Glasgow. His main research 
interests lie in the quantitative analysis of social phenomena related to health, higher 
education and social inequalities, job quality, work–life balance, work trajectories and 
social inclusion.
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Troy Heffernan
Bourdieu, Theory and 

Higher Education

“As I started viewing 
my classes and 

interactions within the 
academy through a 

Bourdieusian lens, it 
changed how I 

thought about student 
success, academic 
success, and career 

aspirations.

In this reflective piece I discuss how I came to higher 
education research, and why Bourdieu was the missing piece that 
I needed to make sense of the academy, and so many aspects 
within classrooms, faculties, universities, and the sector more 
widely.  

I began my university career in the humanities. My 
Masters thesis examined the political aftermath of the Great Fire 
of London in 1666, and my PhD was an analysis of the education 
Queen Anne’s tutors provided to her as a child, and how this 
information transferred into her policies as queen regnant. These 
areas are a world away from my current work on higher 
education policy, leadership, administration, and advocacy work 
for marginalised staff and students.  

My first steps toward Bourdieu came when I started 
teaching undergraduate history classes. As much as I enjoyed 
history, having an academic role triggered my interest in the 
different experiences, and inequities, people encountered within 
the university. My interest was immediately piqued by which 
students did well, who struggled, and which students knew they 
would succeed as they walked into the classroom on the first day 
of semester. At the same time, I was perplexed by which 
academics did most of the teaching, who received a larger 
research allocation than others, and who was promoted faster 
than someone else, and why.  

Very early on in my teaching career, someone pointed me 
towards Bourdieu and his works on Theory and Practice, 
Reflexive Sociology, and of course, Homo Academicus (Bourdieu 
1977, 1988; Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992). This gave me the 
seeds of knowledge to understand what I was witnessing in the 
classroom and in the faculty’s corridors.  

As I started viewing my classes and interactions within the academy through a 
Bourdieusian lens, it changed how I thought about student success, academic success, and career 
aspirations. However, perhaps the biggest step forward for me in realising the invaluable set of 
theoretical tools Bourdieu provides began when a colleague pointed me towards Webb, Schirato, 
and Danaher’s Understanding Bourdieu (2002). This book then led me to Grenfell (2014), Grenfell 
and James (1998), and then to Thomson (2017) and Reay (2004a; 2004b). This is just a small 
selection of where my learning turned, but what I found captivating was what I could gain from 
seeing others apply Bourdieu’s ideas in different ways. Seeing how different researchers interpret, 
use, and analyse different situations through the same collections of Bourdieu’s work demonstrated 
to me how versatile Bourdieu’s concepts are, and how for someone researching higher education, 
they will always provide a valuable lens by which to assess ever changing environments.
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Dr Troy Heffernan is Lecturer in Leadership at La Trobe University. His research examines 
higher education administration and policy with a particular focus on investigating the inequities 
that persist in the sector. His work examines issues such as those related to precarious 
employment, the implication of academic networks, the factors involved in hiring and 
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to grow, and help ensure that diverse and marginalised groups are represented and treated 
equitably throughout the sector. His work has received numerous awards for research excellence, 
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Moving forward, I see Bourdieu’s perspectives around class, capital, fields, and 
gatekeeping as being just as important now as perhaps they have ever been. The way higher 
education across the globe has reacted to market and COVID-19 pressures has often been in 
reduced funding, but that is the funding that so often enabled support programs and services for 
students and staff from marginalised backgrounds who may not have historically had the capital 
to enter higher education (Hurd & Plaut, 2018; Tamtik & Guenter, 2020).  

Higher education researchers are already, and will continue to be, fighting for equity for 
staff and students in the wake of COVID-19. Reduced funding, fewer services, smaller numbers 
of scholarships, changes in hiring (and most other changes brought on by COVID-19) do not 
impact on everybody equally. The groups who will be disproportionately affected will be those 
from marginalised backgrounds, those groups who have spent years fighting for a seat in the 
classroom, or an office in the faculty building. As researchers try and bring these issues to light, 
Bourdieu will be one of the scholars to rely upon to demonstrate why these inequities happen, and 
what must be done to solve the issues at hand. As Bourdieusian researchers, this does not come as 
a surprise to us; of course Bourdieu, an individual from a farming background who achieved 
academic success in part due to scholarships, understood what closed off gates and fields looked 
like, and how important it was to open them. However, it is now our turn to make sure we use the 
clarity of his work to demonstrate to university leaders, administrators, and policymakers why an 
integral part of COVID-19 recovery will be ensuring the academy remains open to as many 
groups as possible and does not return to its closed off, privileged roots.  
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Karin Doolan

“I have found Bourdieu’s 
conceptual apparatus key 

for noticing how, for 
example, the cultural and 

organizational practices of 
higher education institutions 

educationally reinforce 
social (dis)advantage by 

(mis)recognizing the uneven 
distribution of capitals 

among students.”  

As researchers, we often rely on existing theories to 
help us make sense of our material. Books 
authored by Bourdieu, as well as those informed 

by his work, have occupied my book shelves for many years and 
have been my go-to for guidance and inspiration. In particular, I 
have worked with Bourdieu’s theoretical ‘tools’, and extensions of 
them, such as cultural and social capital, habitus, and field, in order 
to critically assess how the Croatian educational system intensifies 
the impact of social class belonging on students’ educational 
biographies. I have found Bourdieu’s conceptual apparatus key for

Bourdieu’s ‘manner’ 
as inspiration

noticing how, for example, the cultural and 
organizational practices of higher education 
institutions educationally reinforce social 
(dis)advantage by (mis)recognizing the uneven 
distribution of capitals among students. 
Throughout this research I pursued Bourdieu’s 
aspiration to "destroy the myths that cloak the 
exercise of power and the perpetuation of 
domination" (Bourdieu & Wacquant ,1992, pp. 
49-50). However, Bourdieu’s influence on me 
as a researcher in higher education goes beyond 
his conceptual apparatus. It is his general 
‘manner’ that I have found inspirational. 
Wacquant (in Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992) 
captures this sentiment in the following way: 
“The premise of An Invitation to Reflexive 
Sociology is that the enduring significance of 
Bourdieu’s (1992) enterprise does not reside in 

in the individual concepts, substantive theories, methodological prescriptions, or empirical 
observations he offers so much as in the manner in which he produces, uses, and relates them” 
(p. ix).  
 I would like to highlight two aspects of what I understand to be this ‘manner’ by drawing 
on excerpts from An Invitation to Reflexive Sociology, a book I cherish. The first relates to 
Bourdieu’s understanding of theoretical concepts. In An Invitation to Reflexive Sociology, this 
understanding is laid out as follows: “The peculiar difficulty of sociology, then, is to produce a 
precise science of an imprecise, fuzzy, wooly reality. For this it is better that its concepts be 
polymorphic, supple, and adaptable, rather than defined, calibrated, and used rigidly” (Bourdieu 
& Wacquant, 1992, p. 23). A footnote accompanying this statement, which quotes Wittgenstein 
(1980, p. 653), elaborates this approach: “if a concept depends on a pattern of life, then there 
must be some indefiniteness in it” (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 23). Bourdieu’s emphasis on
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the openness and suppleness of theoretical concepts can be interpreted as a call to fellow 
researchers to empirically engage with them, reflect on them and enrich them, in contrast to a 
simplistic attempt to reify and (dis)prove them. I would argue that collecting and analysing 
qualitative material is particularly productive for this purpose.  

The second aspect of Bourdieu’s ‘manner’ relates to his foregrounding of the 
importance of ‘reflexivity’. For Bourdieu, three types of biases may “blur the sociological 
gaze” (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 39): the social origins of the researcher, the position 
the researcher occupies in the academic field, and the intellectualist bias which “entices us to 
construe the world as a spectacle, as a set of significations to be interpreted rather than as 
concrete problems to be solved practically” (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 39). Bourdieu 
invites us as researchers to reflect upon and scrutinize what we might otherwise 
problematically take for granted, not only at the level of our own unique biographies, but, 
equally importantly, in relation to the frequently unconscious epistemological assumptions of 
the disciplines we inhabit. I have found that immersing myself in Bourdieu’s conceptual 
apparatus has gone hand-in-hand with the imperative to scrutinize my own positionality and 
critically reflect on sociological research practice itself. This includes reflecting on my own 
bias favouring Bourdieusian interpretations of educational inequalities. Critical reflexivity in 
the ‘manner’ of Bourdieu calls for nothing less. 

To conclude, I find Bourdieu’s well-equipped theoretical ‘toolbox’ crucial for 
exploring how inequalities are reinforced in (higher) educational settings. In particular, I 
think they can be used productively to capture and think through how disasters such as 
floods, earthquakes and pandemics, as well as the slow-motion disaster of climate change, 
can intensify educational inequalities, a topic which, I fear, will continue growing in 
importance. However, for me Bourdieu’s legacy also lies in his research ‘manner’ expressed 
in his understanding of ‘theory as method’ or reflexivity. I am particularly grateful to him for 
undertaking a self-socioanalysis in Sketch for a Self-Analysis. His ending to the book also 
offers a glimpse into his vision of a sociological researcher’s sensibility that I have found so 
compelling: “And nothing would make me happier than having made it possible for some of 
my readers to recognize their own experiences, difficulties, questionings, sufferings, and so 
on, in mine, and to draw from that realistic identification, which is quite the opposite of 
exalted projection, some means of doing what they do, and living what they live, a little bit 
better” (Bourdieu, 2011, p. 113). Ultimately, Bourdieu summons us to unite reflexive theory 
and radical practice, not only as sociologists but as pedagogues as well—for a sociologist of 
education who is also an educator herself, such a ‘manner’ has been inspirational. 

Karin Doolan is Associate Professor at the Department of Sociology, University of Zadar. Apart from her 
teaching activities, inspired by authors and activists who advance a critical and engaged pedagogy, she conducts 
research on how social class inequalities are reinforced and confronted by educational structures and processes. 
She is currently focusing on the interface between disaster events such as floods and earthquakes and educational 
inequalities. Over the years she has also worked as an analyst on numerous policy projects rooted in a social 
justice agenda. She holds a master’s and PhD degree in sociology of education from the University of Cambridge.  
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Son T. H. Pham
Understanding Bourdieu’s 
Habitus: My First Step into 

Phenomenological Methodology

About a year into my doctoral journey in the field 
of educational leadership, I discovered Bourdieu from 
stumbling across Simon Charlesworth's (2000) A 
phenomenology of working-class experience which 
provided a deep analysis of habitus.  In this book, 
Charlesworth captures the relationship between the 
working classes and education, and contends that this 
relationship contributes to how those from working class 
backgrounds experience education, and how these 
experiences contribute to fostering certain dispositions. 
This may seem like an odd starting point for beginning my 
exploration of Bourdieu. My background is in economics 
and higher education administration and my scholarly 
disposition, formed in Vietnam, was more aligned with a 
Marxist education system.  But then, after all, Bourdieu 
always said he was more of a Marxist than Marx ever was.  
With this bit of humour in mind, scholars to the left of 
Marx such as Bourdieu often resonate deeply with me.  

In Bourdieu's theory of practice, there exists a compromise between two opposing ideas: 
structuralism and subjectivism. As an example of an objectivist approach to culture, classical 
structuralism tries to understand how structures operate independently of human purpose. 
Subjectivism, on the other hand, refers to a phenomenological explanation of culture that places a 
focus on daily encounters with the environment outside the individual's control. Throop and Murphy 
(2002) explained that objectivism “refuses to take account of individual actors’ actions, and instead 
relegates them to the social framework within which they function as virtual automatons, shackled to 
objective relations of social structure” (p. 189).  With this in mind, Bourdieu’s theoretical approach 
bridges the structure-agency divide. As I began to read widely in Bourdieu, I engaged with the four 
following thematic dimensions of his scholarship.  

1. Bourdieu added social and cultural capital to Marx's theory of capital, which was largely only 
based on economic type. Bourdieu's concept of symbolic capital helps to explain why individuals 
tend to work towards goals that are not immediately connected to financial benefit, as Bourdieu 
(2000) described “when it obtains an explicit or practical recognition, that of a habitus structured 
according to the very structures of the space in which it has been engendered” (p. 242). 
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2. The concept of interest is socially constructed, so interest is not human nature. Interests, to 
Bourdieu, tend to be specialized and historically oriented. Bourdieu (1992) suggested the only way to 
analyze human interests is by “historical analysis, ex post, through empirical observation” (p. 117) 
which means that an individual's sense of self has no bearing on the significance of their activities in a 
particular field.  

3. The social field is an allegory for portraying a society from the viewpoint of power struggles 
and dynamics. According to Bourdieu (1993), the structure of a field is universal, therefore the 
struggle for power is a universal fundamental. No one can avoid the battle for power since all social 
behavior has a pre-framed propensity to position an individual in a field. The position within a field is 
based on the pursuit of symbolic capital (such as, prestige and power) by individuals.  

4. The distribution of capital between groups and individuals in a society forms its power 
structure. According to Bourdieu (1998), these power structures are constructed in accordance with 
universal regularities. To fully comprehend any civilization, one must first attempt to decipher 
universal regularities.  In the social universe under study, the distribution of different forms of power 
and capital changes depending on where you are and when you are looking at it.  

My critical position with Bourdieu   
In reflecting on how Bourdieu informed my dissertation research which used 

phenomenological inquiry, I grappled with the concept of habitus in relation to Bourdieu’s wider 
theory of practice.  The habitus, together with capital and field, was critical to his theoretical 
endeavor, which sought to bridge phenomenology with structuralism, resulting in his own theory of 
practice. It is Bourdieu who recognizes phenomenology “has the virtue of recalling what is most 
particularly ignored or repressed, especially in universes in which people tend to think of themselves 
as free of conformism and beliefs, namely the relation of often insurmountable submission” 
(Bourdieu, 2000, p. 173).  

In my doctoral studies, I explored how students experienced higher education and the 
implications for leadership.  It was Bourdieu’s writings which enabled me to observe the structuralist 
agenda, hidden under the guise of principles for accountability and efficiency in assessment, that 
shapes our everyday thinking and doing in higher education. Therefore, I strongly believe we really 
need more Bourdieu in higher education. 

Dr. Son T. H. Pham is an educational researcher and administrator. He completed his Ed.D. degree in 
educational leadership at Stephen F. Austin State University. His work experience includes 15 years in 
higher education and business sectors as a teacher, international project manager, and director. His 
research and practice interests are institutional effectiveness; systemic and ecological theory for 
change management in education; artificial intelligence in education and teacher preparation; 
educational leadership for diversity, inclusivity, and equity; curriculum and globalization for future 
literacy; pragmatism, phenomenology, and philosophy of technology in education. 
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Gill Aitken and Tim Fawns

We used Bourdieu’s framework to examine the relational qualities of graduate 
attributes (the qualities, skills and understandings that students develop through 
studying at university) and how they are “caught up in the cultural history and 

context of the student/professional, the reputation of the awarding institution, and the graduate’s 
location within a network of professional peers” (Aitken et al., 2019, p. 569). 

Listening to our graduates recount stories of how their studies had affected their working 
lives as clinicians, we were interested to know more about what students who were alumni of our 
online MSc Clinical Education at the University of Edinburgh actually learn with us. Our University 
(and the Higher Education sector, more generally) have been promoting (allegedly transferable) 
graduate attributes (GA) as a means of differentiating their graduates to those from other institutions. 
GA are commonly found in marketing materials and strategic plans of most, if not all, academic 
institutions. It was not clear to us, from our own experiences or from the literature, how or when 
graduate attributes develop, or indeed, how they can be common to different programmes across our 
institution, or how they are applied in professional practice after graduation. Further, while GAs 
have been conceptualised as the context-independent acquisition of traits that can be employed by 
individuals, our own approach to education centred on relational learning within international, 
interdisciplinary communities. 

Having received a small grant, with Derek Jones and Sarah Henderson, to explore the 
development of GA in online postgraduate students, we interviewed 17 recent graduates of our own 
programme and another online programme at the same institution. Our initial thematic analysis 
produced themes relating to our participants’ perceptions of the outcomes of their study: academic 
voice, infectious curiosity and expanded worldview. Following this, we applied Bourdieu’s concepts 
of habitus, capital and field as a theoretical lens to make sense of the relational qualities of these 
themes.  

Habitus helped us to consider how our participants’ studies had influenced durable changes 
in the dispositions and capacities from which practices are adapted and developed. The concept of 
field helped us understand the context-specific manifestation of habitus. From this view, GAs are not 
context-free but are contingent on the learning and working environment (e.g. a medical school or a 
clinical department). Drawing on Bourdieu’s conceptual toolkit, our analysis also helped us to 
understand the context-specific ways in which different forms of capital are valued in the field. For 

Bourdieu and Graduate 
Attributes
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example, durable capacities and dispositions were not just acquired by individuals, but were 
implicated in how the institution and its qualifications are understood (i.e. institutionalised 
capital), and the social capital generated by engagement with teachers, students and other 
stakeholders. 

Online postgraduate degrees operate in an increasingly crowded and competitive 
global market, and are increasingly attractive to working professionals (Aitken & O’Carroll, 
2020). GAs are used by universities to differentiate themselves in this crowded market. While 
such pithy descriptions of skills and dispositions are contentious in the academic literature 
(e.g. Holmes, 2013, asks whether such attributes can be transferable or even measured), the 
knowledge developed by graduates is a form of embodied cultural capital, which goes beyond 
the objectified capital of the academic award. Postgraduate study is more than the 
accumulation of facts, it involves a developing awareness of the uncertainty and complexity 
of complex environments. Therefore, we argue that postgraduate study influences habitus 
(demonstrated by our graduates’ descriptions of enhanced agency within their own field, 
whether this was in the form of the confidence to speak out, or accelerated promotion).  

Crucially, we suggest that while graduates often describe the impact of postgraduate 
study on their perceived credibility and legitimacy as individuals, such advantages are 
entwined with opportunities for gaining social, cultural and institutional capital, particularly 
within programmes based on discursive models of education (since these encourage the 
development of particular kinds of social capital). By engaging with others on the same 
programme, sharing expertise and working collaboratively, students benefit in their individual 
careers in ways that are largely at odds with competitive, ranked and stratified approaches 
common to many undergraduate healthcare programmes. One graduate, for example, talked of 
having the courage to become the first female surgeon in an area where this was generally not 
considered culturally appropriate. Being as good as her male colleagues was not enough, she 
also needed to generate significant embodied and cultural capital to allow her to blaze a trail 
for subsequent generations of women. While our programme created opportunities for 
generating capital, it did not simply confer it; she needed to make important contributions to 
this process that, themselves, relied on pre-existing (primarily embodied) forms of capital. 
Adopting the relational aspects of Bourdieu’s framework allows a more nuanced 
consideration of the ways in which postgraduate study can impact working professionals than 
more generic descriptions of graduate attributes. 

Gill Aitken is the Programme Director for the MSc Clinical Education at the University of Edinburgh and Lead 
for Postgraduate Education within Edinburgh Medical School. Gill is a Registered Dietitian with research 
interests in the areas of postgraduate learning and teaching. 

Tim Fawns is Senior Lecturer in Clinical Education at the University of Edinburgh. He is Deputy Programme 
Director of the online MSc Clinical Education. He is also the Director of the international Edinburgh Summer 
School in Clinical Education. His main academic interests are in teaching (mostly in healthcare education), 
technology and memory. Prior to his current role, Tim was a learning technologist, and a graphic and web 
designer before that. 
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