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Distinction, A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste, Pierre

Bourdieu, Translated by Richard Nice, Harvard University
press, 1987.
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Extended abstract

Pierre Bourdieu (August 1930 — 23 January 2002) was a French sociologist
and public intellectual. Bourdieu’s contributions to the sociology of
education, the theory of sociology, and the sociology of aesthetics have
greatly influenced several related academic fields (e.g., anthropology, media
and cultural studies, education, popular culture, and the arts). During his
academic career, he was primarily associated with the School for Advanced
Studies in the Social Sciences in Paris and the College de France. Bourdieu’s
work explored societal power dynamics, focusing on the subtle mechanisms
through which power is transferred, and social order is maintained across
generations. In conscious opposition to the idealist tradition of much Western
philosophy, his work often emphasized the corporeal nature of social life. It
stressed the role of practice and embodiment in social dynamics.

The book Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgements of Taste contains
three basic concepts considered the most fundamental of her theory of
Distinction. These three concepts are habitus, field, and capital, especially
cultural capital.

In sociology, habitus is how people perceive and respond to the social world
they inhabit through their personal habits, skills, and character disposition.
People with a common cultural background (social class, religion,
nationality, ethnic group, education, and profession) share a habitus as the
way that group culture and personal history shape the mind of a person;
consequently, the habitus of a person influences and shapes the social
actions of the person.

According to Bourdieu, a field is where agents and their social positions
are located. The position of each particular agent in the field results from
interaction between the specific rules of the field, the agent’s habitus, and
the agent’s capital (social, economic, and cultural). Fields interact with each
other and are hierarchical: most are subordinate to the larger field of power
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and class relations.

In sociology, cultural capital comprises the social assets of a person
(education, intellect, style of speech, style of dress, social capital, etc.) that
promote social mobility in a stratified society. Cultural capital functions as
a social relation within an economy of practices (i.e., a system of exchange)
and includes the accumulated cultural knowledge that confers social status
and power; thus, cultural capital comprises the material and symbolic goods,
without distinction, that society considers rare and worth seeking. There are
three types of cultural capital: (i) embodied capital, (ii) objectified capital,
and (iii) institutionalized capital.

Pierre Bourdieu and Jean-Claude Passer coined and defined cultural
capital in the essay “Cultural Reproduction and Social Reproduction”
(1977). Bourdieu then developed the concept in the essay “The Forms of
Capital” (1985). In the book The State Nobility: Elite Schools in the Field
of Power (1996), Bourdieu explains that a person’s education (knowledge
and intellectual skills) provides social mobility in achieving a higher social
status. Of course, what is important for Bourdieu is symbolic cultural

capital.
Distinction proposes that people with much cultural capital — education
and intellect, style of speech and style of dress, etc. — participate in

determining what distinct aesthetic values constitute good taste within
their society. Circumstantially, people with less cultural capital accept as
natural and legitimate that ruling-class definition of taste, the consequent
distinctions between high culture and low culture, and their restrictions
upon the social conversion of the types of economic capital, social capital,
and cultural capital.

All these concepts can create a new perspective on social classes and
tastes. The concept that Bourdieu expressed under distinction arose from
these issues. The book we mentioned (Distinction, A Social Critique of
the Judgments of Taste) proposes that people with much cultural capital
— education and intellect, style of speech and dress, etc. — participate
in determining what distinct aesthetic values constitute good taste within
their society. Circumstantially, people with less cultural capital accept as
natural and legitimate that ruling-class definition of taste, the consequent
distinctions between high culture and low culture, and their restrictions
upon the social conversion of the types of economic capital, social capital,
and cultural capital.

This prominent French sociologist, whose works received much attention
worldwide, believes that social groups differ from each other in terms of
economic capital in terms of cultural capital; they are also different. He
considers this cultural capital to be knowledge about art, sublime culture,
education, abundant knowledge, and scholarly words. By highlighting this
distinction, cultural capitalists try to draw an invisible border between

5



6

Rahpooye Hekmat-e Honar ’%

(Biquarterly Journal of Wisdom and Art)
Vol. 3, No. 2 (5), Autumn 2024 & Winter 2025

themselves and the lower classes, thus perpetuating class distinctions
between generations. Emphasizing the existence of different cultural fields
in society, Bourdieu considers the artistic tastes of the owners of these fields
to be different. From his point of view, the working class pays attention to
choosing ordinary subjects such as the sunset view and such things when
choosing paintings. However, the high cultural classes avoid emotionalism
about contractual issues and choose challenging issues such as car accidents.
In other words, from the point of view of this prominent French sociologist,
people's knowledge about art is directly related to their taste and social
class, precisely what Aristotle mentioned 2300 years ago. In the text of the
article, we will express Aristotle's point of view precisely so that it is clear
what the philosophical foundation of Bourdieu's theory is and how it has a
home in Aristotle's opinion. This article explains the philosophical roots of
Bourdieu's distinction theory by using the analytical-interpretive method to
show how philosophical reflections can play a role in sociological ideas and
how sociology, by distancing himself from mere sociology, Philosopher
presents a more comprehensive and complete analysis of social concepts.

Keywords: Sociology of Art, Pierre Bourdieu, Aristotle, Theory of
Distinction, Philosophy

This journal is following of Committee on Publication Ethics (COPE) and complies with the highest
ethical standards in accordance with ethical laws

COPYRIGHTS | Copyright for this article is retained by the author(s), with publication rights granted
@ @ to the Rahpooye Hekmat-e Honar Journal. This is an open-access article distributed under the terms and
conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution Licenses. (https:/creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/)

OPEN ACCESS




