
http://ann.sagepub.com
Science 

Political and Social
American Academy of 
The ANNALS of the

DOI: 10.1177/0002716206298694 
 2007; 611; 31 The ANNALS of the American Academy of Political and Social Science

and Thomas Hove 
Lewis Friedland, Dhavan V. Shah, Nam-Jin Lee, Mark A. Rademacher, Lucy Atkinson

 Positioning of Taste and Civic Culture in the United States
Capital, Consumption, Communication, and Citizenship: The Social

http://ann.sagepub.com/cgi/content/abstract/611/1/31
 The online version of this article can be found at:

 Published by:

http://www.sagepublications.com

 On behalf of:

 American Academy of Political and Social Science

 can be found at:Science 
The ANNALS of the American Academy of Political and SocialAdditional services and information for 

 http://ann.sagepub.com/cgi/alerts Email Alerts:

 http://ann.sagepub.com/subscriptions Subscriptions:

 http://www.sagepub.com/journalsReprints.navReprints: 

 http://www.sagepub.com/journalsPermissions.navPermissions: 

 http://ann.sagepub.com/cgi/content/abstract/611/1/31#BIBL
SAGE Journals Online and HighWire Press platforms):

 (this article cites 12 articles hosted on the Citations

 distribution.
© 2007 American Academy of Political & Social Science. All rights reserved. Not for commercial use or unauthorized

 at UNIV OF WISCONSIN on May 10, 2007 http://ann.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://www.aapss.org/
http://ann.sagepub.com/cgi/alerts
http://ann.sagepub.com/subscriptions
http://www.sagepub.com/journalsReprints.nav
http://www.sagepub.com/journalsPermissions.nav
http://ann.sagepub.com/cgi/content/abstract/611/1/31#BIBL
http://ann.sagepub.com


ANNALS, AAPSS, 611, May 2007 31

In this article, the authors analyze the field of cultural
consumption in the United States. Using the 2000
DDB Lifestyle Study, they examine a cross-section of
Americans in terms of their occupational categories,
media usage, consumption practices, social behaviors,
and indicators of civic and political engagement. In
doing so, the authors find many parallels to the deter-
minants of taste, cultural discrimination, and choice
within the field structure observed by Bourdieu in
1960s French society. However, there are also some
notable differences in terms of the composition of cul-
tural capital consistent with the concept of omnivo-
rousness. The distribution of positions is largely
defined by patterns of taste that discriminate between
refinement, moderation, nurturance, and a communal
orientation, on one side, and coarseness, excess, aggres-
siveness, and an individual orientation, on the other.
Historical and national differences partly account for
this variation, but a major role may be played by the
increasing formation of identities around media and
consumption, leading to a more gendered and ideolog-
ical positioning of taste cultures in the U.S context.

Keywords: Bourdieu; correspondence analysis; high
culture; cultural capital; middlebrow;
omnivore; political participation; popular
culture

Pierre Bourdieu’s Distinction (1979/1984) has
earned wide influence for its path-breaking

and elaborate analysis of the economy of cultural
goods: the social conditions for their production,
consumption, and valuation. Correspondingly,
it defines the different modes of taste that
assign these goods their value as “cultural capi-
tal.” Treating “culture” in the anthropological
rather than the normative sense, Bourdieu ana-
lyzes the phenomena of taste at elite, middle-
brow, and popular levels of cultural consumption.
He covers such areas of taste as food, sport,
fashion, manners, home décor, art, music, and
literature. In all these fields of cultural produc-
tion, cultural goods circulate as a form of power
or capital, as markers of distinction among
classes and class fractions.
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Bourdieu’s great innovation was to connect the production, consumption, and
valuation of cultural capital with the social practices of establishing hierarchies,
maintaining distances, and legitimating differences between dominant and dom-
inated groups. Since taste plays such an important part in these social practices,
Bourdieu (1979/1984) argues that its logic needs to be examined sociologically
and placed within a history of struggles between the dominant and the domi-
nated. “Taste classifies,” he declares, “and it classifies the classifier. Social sub-
jects, classified by their classifications, distinguish themselves by the distinctions
they make” (p. 6). From this starting point, Distinction outlines a complex pro-
gram for a science of cultural consumption. In pursuing this program, Bourdieu’s
explicit polemical goal was to demystify and expose the social misrecognitions
that the Kantian tradition of aesthetic judgment helped rationalize. But many
scholars have adapted Bourdieu’s insights about the social meanings and uses of
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cultural goods for a variety of other purposes (see Holt 1997a, 1997b, 1998;
Lamont and Lareau 1988).

Here, we take Bourdieu’s concept of the field of consumption and apply it to the
United States in 2000. Using the 2000 DDB Lifestyle Study, we analyze a cross sec-
tion of Americans (N = 3,122) in terms of the associations among occupational cat-
egories, media usage, consumption practices, social behaviors, and indicators of
civic and political engagement. In doing so, we are reproducing the field of con-
sumption in a different national and historical context. Bourdieu’s research, con-
ducted in the late 1960s, was situated in a France that had a relatively stable class
structure and a stratified system of institutions that reproduced cultural taste. The
United States in 2000 differs not only in its class and cultural structure. It also lies
at the other side of a historical shift in which consumption is less clearly the out-
come of the intersection of class and culture but rather actively shapes it. Moreover,
media consumption in the form of television, radio, magazines, newspapers, and
the Internet has become an increasingly important marker of cultural consumption
in this context. To test whether and how the concept of the field of consumption
might apply in the United States, we have attempted to reproduce parts of the
analysis of Distinction with the following two goals: first, to visualize the field of
consumption in the United States and analyze whether the categories of Bourdieu’s
analysis of the field apply, even generally; and second, to expand and examine the
patterns of the field of consumption in the social space in the United States that
include media consumption as central to cultural consumption and taste.

One of the most useful outgrowths of Bourdieu’s research on cultural con-
sumption is his model for mapping what he calls “social space.” He proposes this
model as a challenge to the “substantialist” social-scientific habit of assigning a
“mechanical and direct relation” between social classes, on one hand, and cultural
goods, practices, and consumption patterns, on the other. Substantialist thinking
“is inclined to treat the activities and preferences specific to certain individuals
or groups in a society at a certain moment as if they were substantial properties,
inscribed once and for all in a sort of biological or cultural essence” (Bourdieu
1994/1998, 3-4). As an alternative, he constructs a “relational” model of the social
logic of taste judgments. This relational model considers any given activity or
preference as “nothing other than difference, a gap, a distinctive feature, in short,
a relational property existing only in and through its relation with other proper-
ties” (Bourdieu 1994/1998, 6).

From Bourdieu’s relational perspective, class distinctions exist only as features
of social space. Social space itself consists of the relative status positions people per-
ceive themselves to occupy, along with their perceptions of the positions that other
people occupy. It is always with reference to these perceived relations in social
space that people acquire and judge cultural tastes. These relations are informed
by complex rules of judgment, and these rules correspond with the contours of
social space. Although Bourdieu sometimes organizes social space in three dimen-
sions (1994/1998, 15), he usually organizes it in just two: “Agents are . . . distrib-
uted, in the first dimension, according to the overall volume of the capital they
possess and, in the second dimension, according to the composition of their capital”
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(2001, 231). On the Y-axis of social space, low quantities of capital are at the bottom
and high quantities are at the top. Where Bourdieu’s mapping becomes more com-
plex is on the X-axis, which marks relative proportions, or composition, of economic
versus cultural capital. On the left side of the X-axis, social classes, activities, goods,
and professions have relatively higher degrees of cultural capital and lower degrees
of economic capital. On the right side, they have relatively lower degrees of cultural
capital and higher degrees of economic capital.

This map of social space is somewhat complicated, but it is useful for two com-
plementary reasons. On one hand, it suggests the ineluctable dynamism and rel-
ativity of taste judgments. But on the other hand, it proposes ways to ground
those judgments in concrete social relations. Our use of the map is designed to
understand how Americans are arrayed in a space defined by these two central
axes of economic and cultural capital, and whether the result is sensible. As
noted, Bourdieu’s maps have a clear logic. We wondered whether a similar logic
would emerge here, and if not, how it would be different.

Operationalization. We treat cultural capital primarily as “an indicator and a
basis of class position,” and as a set of tastes that can be “mobilized for social
selection.” To do this, we make one central assumption: The products and the
media people consume signal their cultural status. In Bourdieu’s sociology, this
assumption is an outcome of a long process of the formation of cultural capital
for each class fraction, embodied in a habitus, a system of “dispositions” that
“functions at every moment as a matrix of perceptions, appreciations, and actions
and makes possible the achievement of infinitely diversified tasks” (Bourdieu
1977, 82-83). The habitus is a “kind of theoretical deus ex machina by means of
which Bourdieu relates objective structure and individual activity. . . . It is simi-
lar but not reducible to class subculture” (DiMaggio 1979, 1464). In other words,
the system of coordinates on which the field depends itself requires both cultural
capital and a group habitus that is relatively fixed.

[W]e make one central assumption:
The products and the media people consume

signal their cultural status.

Bourdieu himself has recognized that a sociology of taste grounded in the
strong state, hierarchical aesthetic and educational culture, and historically rigid
class structure of France in the postwar period do not transpose easily to the
United States. For a consumption practice or object to count as a signal of cultural
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