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Overview of the session
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1) Presentation of a classical excerpt in sociology (20 min)

2) Discussion by the designated discussants (10-15 min)

3) Opening of the discussion to the whole class (15 min)

4) Short break (10 min)

4) Overview of the second mandatory excerpt (30min)

5) Short activity (20 min)





Allocation of presentations and discussions
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Date Session Text excerpt

24/01 Sociological approaches

31/01 The individual in social context Douglas (Mary). Purity and Danger: An Analysis of Concepts 
of Pollution and Taboo. 2003.

07/02 Norms and deviance Becker (Howard). Outsiders. 1963.

14/02 Stratification and inequality Marx (Karl) and Engels (Friedrich). The Communist Manifesto. 
1848.

21/02 Identity and identification Brubaker (Rogers). Trans. Gender and Race in an Age of 
Unsettled Identities. 2016.

07/03 Urban sociology Venkatesh (Sudhir) and Levitt (Steven). History and 
disjuncture in the urban American street gang. 2000.



Allocation of presentations and discussions
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Date Session Text excerpt

14/03 The family Edin (Kathryn) and Kefalas (Maria). Promises I Can Keep: 
Why poor women put motherhood before marriage. 2005.

21/03 Religion Snow (David) and Machalek (Richard).  “The convert as a 
social type”. 1976. 

28/03 Education Khan (Shamus). Privilege: The Making of an Adolescent Elite 
at St Paul’s School. 2001.

04/04 Economic sociology Esping-Andersen (Gøsta). ‘Hybrid or Unique?: The Japanese 
welfare state between Europe and America’. 1997

11/04 Society and the state Dubois (Vincent). The bureaucrat and the poor. Encounters in 
French Welfare Offices. 1999.

18/04 Movements and revolutions McAdam (Douglas). The Biographical Consequences of 
Activism. 1989.



Presentation of a classical excerpt in sociology

Today’s presentation is on:

Khan, S.R., 2001. Privilege: The Making of an Adolescent Elite at St Paul’s School. 
Princeton, Princeton University Press, p. 77-101.









Introduction



The massification of schooling and secondary studies

Proportion of Baccalaureate graduates within a generation (1851–2011)

Source : French Ministry of National Education and Youth (2011)



What can you say from this graph?



The massification of schooling and secondary studies
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The massification of schooling and secondary studies to a quantitative increase in
school access through successive reforms.

One potent example of this is that the access rate to the French Baccalaurate jumped
from 38% of an age group in 1986 to 68% in 1994 (Chauvel, 2014).



Does massification necessarily imply democratisation?



Massification and democratisation

Proportion of Baccalaureate graduates within a generation depending on social class (2011) 

Source : French Ministry of National Education and Youth (2011)



What can you say from this graph?



Massification and democratisation
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The massification of access to the French Baccalaureate does not necessarily imply a
democratisation of schooling nor access to secondary studies.

One typically distinguishes vertical and horizontal inequalities:
• vertical inequalities mean that access to the French Baccalaureate remains

unequal across different social classes
• horizontal inequalities mean that access to the French Baccalaureate is

differentiated depending on the social class – in particular, there is a differentiation
between different types of Baccalaureates in France, and these are not equally
accessed by different social classes



Different, but complimentary schools of thought



Different, but complimentary schools of thought
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Handbooks in sociology typically distinguish two approaches:
• Bourdieu (Pierre) and Passeron (Jean-Claude), The Inheritors (1964)
• Bourdieu (Pierre) and Passeron (Jean-Claude), Reproduction (1970)
• Boudon (Raymond), Education, Opportunity, and Social Inequality (1973)

One important idea of Raymond Boudon is that lower classes perform a self-selection.
As rational actor, agents will check the cost-benefit of each orientation decision. These
calculations differ amongst social categories, and eventually lead to large differences in
education and access to the job market.



Different, but complimentary schools of thought
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The two approaches should however not be opposed.

One simplistic comparison of the two books would be to say that Pierre Bourdieu and
Jean-Claude Passeron advocate for the fact that school plays the main part in the
reproduction of social inequalities, while Raymond Boudon says that it is rather
individual choices that play the main part.

In reality all of these authors highlight the important roles played by the two, it is rather
their methodological approaches which differ.



Elements of context
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There is a historical construction of the school as an equalising and democratic
institution in France. The myth of the meritocracy is still very much alive.

In short, it revolves around the idea that the educational system hierarchizes and
orients students according to their objective achievements (especially through the
system of the concours i.e., through competitive exam).



Elements of context
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Pierre Bourdieu and Jean-Claude Passeron deconstruct two analytical trends:
• first, inequalities in educational achievement exist and they cannot be considered as

consequences of randomly spread « gifts »;
• secondly, previous research (from the 1950s) tends to explain them as the mere

result of wealth inequalities, omitting the role culture plays.



Bourdieu (Pierre), Passeron (Jean-Claude). The Inheritors. 1964
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The Inheritors (1974) aims at showing the existence of different subgroups in society in
relation to culture. The school is analysed as an institution that reproduces inequalities,
with the requirements and criteria of the educational system working to the detriment of
the disadvantaged classes.

Most of the book consists in a collection of statistics and sociological surveys on
students, highlighting trends with regards to education, culture, wealth and inequalities.



Bourdieu (Pierre), Passeron (Jean-Claude). The Inheritors. 1964
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Following the first chapter, we’ll see that:
• there are economical barriers to education;
• cultural capital matters as well;
• there are conversion processes of social and cultural capital.



Economical barriers to education
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Economical barriers to education
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Economical barriers to education
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“How can one speak, even by way of a simplification, of a common "student situation" to
designate a world in which their families ensure the subsistence of only 14 percent of
those students who are the children of peasants, industrial workers, office workers and
lower management and of more than 57 percent of the children of senior executives or
professionals, while 36 percent of the former, and only 11 percent of the latter, are
forced to take jobs while studying?”

Pierre Bourdieu and Jean-Claude Passeron (1964)



Economical barriers to education
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“Depending on their area of study, between 10 and 20 percent of the sons and
daughters of peasants and manual workers live at home, whereas the figure is 50 and
sometimes 60 percent for students (especially girls) from the upper classes.”

Pierre Bourdieu and Jean-Claude Passeron (1964)



Economical barriers to education
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“The educational system objectively effects an elimination of which is steadily more
thorough, the less privileged the social class.

But other, more hidden forms of educational inequality are less often noticed, such as
the relegation of working-class or lower-middle-class students to certain disciplines, or
the fact that they fall behind and mark time in their progress through school.”

Pierre Bourdieu and Jean-Claude Passeron (1964)



Economical barriers to education
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“Economic obstacles are not sufficient to explain how ‘educational death rates’ can
differ so widely between one social class and another.”

“[…] one still finds differences in attitude and ability that are significantly related to social
origin […].”

Pierre Bourdieu and Jean-Claude Passeron (1964)



Cultural capital matters
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Cultural capital matters
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“For students from the lower classes who have survived elimination, the initial
disadvantages have evolved: their social past has been transformed into an educational
handicap through relay mechanisms such as early, often ill-informed decisions, forced
choices, or lost time.”

Pierre Bourdieu and Jean-Claude Passeron (1964)



Cultural capital matters
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Attitudes with regard to education differ across social classes.

“If dilettantism in the pursuit of their studies is more especially a feature of students of
bourgeois origin, this is because, being more assured of preserving a place for
themselves, albeit a fictitious one, at least in a "refuge" discipline, they are able, without
any real risk, to manifest a detachment which precisely presupposes a greater security.”

Pierre Bourdieu and Jean-Claude Passeron (1964)



Cultural capital matters
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The different attitudes provide different academical advantages.

“[…] this greater self-assurance wins them a considerable advantage in many
situations—orals, for example.”

“Not only do the most privileged students derive from their background of origin habits,
skills, and attitudes which serve them directly in their scholastic tasks.”

Pierre Bourdieu and Jean-Claude Passeron (1964)



Cultural capital matters
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School is a direct actor in the deepening of the cultural gap.

“[…] it has to be concluded that cultural inequalities are never more pronounced than in
the area in which, in the absence of organized instruction, cultural behaviours obey
social determinisms more than the logic of individual tastes and enthusiasms.“

Pierre Bourdieu and Jean-Claude Passeron (1964)



Cultural capital matters

36

A too scholar type of education is also devalued.

“The school system itself exalts a "general culture" diametrically opposed to what it
denounces as the "scholastic" approach to culture in those whose social origins
condemn them to have no other culture than the one they have acquired at school.”

Pierre Bourdieu and Jean-Claude Passeron (1964)



Cultural capital matters
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School judges depending on socialisation.

“It cannot be ruled out that the teacher who contrasts the ‘brilliant’ or ‘gifted’ pupil with
the ‘earnest’ or ‘hard working’ pupil is, in a good many cases, judging nothing other than
the relation to culture to which each is socially assigned by birth.”

Pierre Bourdieu and Jean-Claude Passeron (1964)



How is the transmission of capital done?
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“It is perhaps in the most cultivated backgrounds that there is least need to preach
devotion to culture or deliberately to undertake initiation into cultural practices. In
contrast to the petit-bourgeois milieu where most parents […] can only transmit cultural
good intentions, the cultivated classes contrive diffuse incitements.”

Pierre Bourdieu and Jean-Claude Passeron (1964)



How is the transmission of capital done?
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“A whole treasury of first-degree experiences - books found in the family library,
‘choices’ entertainments chosen by others, holidays organized as cultural pilgrimage,
allusive conversations which only enlighten those already enlightened.”

Pierre Bourdieu and Jean-Claude Passeron (1964)



How is the transmission of capital done?
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“There is a need for more detailed study of the causes or reasons which govern these
exceptional destinies, but everything suggests that they would be found in some special
feature of family background.”

“The presence in the family circle of a relative who is or has been in higher education is
evidence that these families are in an unusual cultural situation, if only in that they offer
a greater subjective expectation of university entrance.”

Pierre Bourdieu and Jean-Claude Passeron (1964)



How is the transmission of capital done?
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“In short, the potency of the social factors of inequality is such that even if the
equalization of economic resources could be achieved, the university system would not
cease to consecrate inequalities by transforming social privilege into individual gifts or
merits.”

Pierre Bourdieu and Jean-Claude Passeron (1964)



Short activity – Social backgrounds of Sciences Po students
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We will comment tables and graphs from a recent article.

Oberti (Marco) et Pavie (Alice), Les paradoxes d’un programme d’ouverture sociale :
les Conventions Éducation prioritaire à Sciences Po (2020)



Short activity – Social backgrounds of Sciences Po students
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Short activity – Social backgrounds of Sciences Po students
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Short activity – Social backgrounds of Sciences Po students
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Short activity – Social backgrounds of Sciences Po students
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Short activity – Social backgrounds of Sciences Po students
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Short activity – Social backgrounds of Sciences Po students
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Short activity – Social backgrounds of Sciences Po students
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Short activity – Social backgrounds of Sciences Po students
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Short activity – Social backgrounds of Sciences Po students
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Short activity – Social backgrounds of Sciences Po students
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For next time…

● Read Granovetter, M., 1995. Chapters 1 and 2. Getting a Job: A Study of Contacts
and Careers. University of Chicago Press.

● Read Esping-Andersen, G. 1997. ‘Hybrid or Unique?: The Japanese welfare state
between Europe and America’, Journal of European Social Policy, 7(3), pp.179-89.

● When reading, remember to note the important elements of the text: question
asked by the author(s), (hypo)theses of the author(s), methods used, references,
writing style, argumentative construction, etc.

● Prepare the presentation and discussion (if concerned)
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