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Introduction: Feminism, Bourdieu and after

Lisa Adkins

Introduction: feminism and contemporary social theory

How might Bourdieu’s social philosophy and social theory be of use to femi-
nism? And how might it relate to — or possibly even fruitfully reframe — the
ongoing problematics and current theoretical issues of feminism? It is very well
recognized that Bourdieu’s social theory had relatively little to say about women
or gender (although see Bourdieu, 2001) with most of his writings framed pre-
eminently in terms of issues of class (Moi, 1991). Yet the premise of this volume
is that this substantive omission should not be taken to mean that Bourdieu’s
theoretical apparatus does not necessarily have relevance for feminism. Other
key contemporary social theorists such as Foucault and Habermas have also —
substantively speaking — had little to say about women and gender or indeed
feminism but this, of course, has not stopped feminists deploying, rethinking
and critically developing the theoretical resources offered by these theorists to
produce some of the most influential, compelling and productive forms of con-
temporary feminist theorizing (see eg Butler, 1993; Fraser, 1997). In this volume
contributors will use, critique, critically extend and develop Bourdieu’s social
theory to address some of the most pressing issues of our times. And in so doing
they will address both ongoing and key contemporary problematics in contem-
porary feminist theory. These include the problematic of theorizing social
agency (and especially the problematic of social versus performative agency);
the issue of the relationship of social movements (and especially women’s move-
ments) to social change; the politics of cultural authorization; the theorization
of technological forms of embodiment (that is the theorization of embodiment
post bounded conceptions of the body); the relations of affect to the political;
and the articulation of principles of what might be termed a new feminist mate-
rialism which goes beyond Bourdieu’s own social logics.

In critically extending Bourdieu’s social theory to illuminate contemporary
socio-cultural issues, the contributors in this volume therefore attest to the pow-
erful tools that Bourdieu’s social theory may offer contemporary feminist
theory, tools which are increasingly recognized by feminists working across both
the humanities and social science disciplines (see eg Butler, 1997, 1999; Fowler,
2003; Krais, 1993; Lawler, 2000; Lovell, 2000, 2003; McNay, 1999, 2000; Moi,
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1991; Reay, 1998; Skeggs, 1997; Woolf, 1999). These tools are legion, from a
theory of modernity drawing on a heady mixture of phenomenology and ele-
ments of Marxism — or as it is sometimes termed Bourdieu’s constructivist struc-
turalism (Fowler, 2000) — through the drawing together of both cultural and
economic space, to the centrality given to embodiment in his non-idealist theory
of practice. And it is these tools that contributors to this volume have mobilized
to produce both compelling analyses of contemporary issues and new directions
in feminist theory.

Yet while this is so, it is worth reflecting on just how and why the contribu-
tors to this volume have found Bourdieu’s contemporary social theory such a
productive ground for feminist analyses, that is, on how and why the contribu-
tors to this volume have found a social theorist who had little interest in gender
or feminism a central tool for feminist theory. In this context it worth pointing
out, as Gerhard (2004) has argued, that classical social theory had an ‘elective
affinity’ with both feminism and feminist issues whereby the object of social
theory — the social — was in part conceived and defined by questions of gender
(see also Evans, 2003; Felski, 1995).! In contemporary social theory, however,
‘theories of gender difference play no role’ (Gerhard, 2004:129). And this is
the case from Luhmann’s system theory, through Habermas’s critical theory, to
Foucault’s genealogies of power/knowledge. Such contemporary social theory
is also marked, Gerhard argues, by a general tendency towards a lack of ap-
preciation of feminist theory.

In his general lack of attention to gender problematics and to feminist theory
Bourdieu must therefore be located as typical of his contemporaries. But while
the disavowal of feminist theory on the part of Bourdieu is to be lamented,
nonetheless on the evidence of this volume, and perhaps counter intuitively, an
understanding of the social which is not conceived with reference to a gender
difference defined in the registers of social theorizing should not necessarily be
read as limiting the possibilities of a dynamic engagement between contempo-
rary feminist and social theory (although see Witz, this volume). Indeed, given
the weight of critiques that the (sociological) concept of gender now carries,
especially the problems that contemporary feminists have identified as inhering
in the concept (see eg Barrett, 1992; Gatens, 1995; Grosz, 1990; Haraway, 1991),
and how feminism itself no longer posits the sex/gender distinction as one of
its key objects,? a social theory which does not place the concept of gender as
central to its vision of the social — and particularly one which has at its core
a critique of idealist thinking — precisely opens itself out to contemporary
feminism.

What is important here, and as is very widely recognised, is that while social
theory was once a rich resource for feminist theory, the past two decades or more
have seen feminists generally disengage with social theory and move towards
various forms of cultural theory. And this move was made precisely because of
the exposure of the limits of sociological concepts such as gender or social struc-
ture for feminist analysis (Barrett, 1992). In their engagement with Bourdieu’s
contemporary social theory, the chapters in this volume are therefore suggestive
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of the emergence of a renewed relationship between feminist and social theory.
This however is a relationship which does not cohere around a single concept,
nor is it one of an elective affinity vis-a-vis the social and gender, but a rela-
tionship which is far more dispersed. Thus it is notable that very few of the chap-
ters in this volume are centrally concerned with a sociologically defined gender.
Instead they have a range of diverse concerns as their central foci, ranging from
embodiment, through temporality, to symbolic violence. These concerns have
emerged as central to feminist inquiry post sociological gender, and it is around
these concerns where Bourdieu has purchase for feminist theory. In the theo-
rization of social action as always embodied (of the social as incorporated into
the body), of power as subtly inculcated through the body, of social action as
generative, and in his emphasis on the politics of cultural authorization, recog-
nition and social position taking, Bourdieu’s social theory offers numerous
points of connection to contemporary feminist theory.

These connections are increasingly being recognzsed by contemporary femi-
nists. Thus, and to name some well-known examples, Judith Butler (1997, 1999)
has elaborated the relations between performative utterances and Bourdieu’s
understanding of social position taking and social space; Moi (1991, 1999) and
Woolf (1999) have mobilized the resources of Bourdieu to think through the
gendered dynamics of the field of cultural production; Lovell (2000) has made
use of Bourdieu’s social theory to rethink some of the key objects of feminism;
McNay (2000) has drawn on Bourdieu’s emphasis on practical action to rethe-
orize agency for feminist theory and Skeggs (1997) and Lawler (1999, 2000) have
made use of Bourdieu’s concept of capitals to theorize classed femininity and
motherhood respectively. Such writers have opened up a space between feminist
theory and Bourdieu’s social theory which this volume both contributes towards
and further articulates. In so doing it marks, as I have already alluded to, a
renewed synergy between feminist and social theories. But while, as I have sug-
gested, this synergy cannot be conceived as an affinity regarding gender and the
social (as Gerhard has identified to be operative for classical social theory)
neither is it a synergy which can simply be characterized as a ‘return to’ an
already known social on the part of feminists. For this is a turn to the social
post critiques of the concept of gender; of social structure; of the bounded
human subject; and of the dualisms of mind and body, nature and culture,
subject and object. In short, this volume is not simply an engagement with,
extension, or further elaboration of the work of Bourdieu, for the various con-
tributors are reworking and redefining the contours of the social as a new
ground for feminist theory.

Appropriating Bourdieu?
This reworking has taken place along a number of axes but what has charac-
terized the contributions to this volume still further is a refusal simply to place

the historical objects of feminism within a Bourdieusian frame. Thus the con-
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tributors have not asked whether gender, sexual difference, sexuality or the sexed
body constitute a field, or whether or not gender has a discernable habitus, or
whether or not masculinity and femininity can be conceived as different forms
of capital. They have not sought therefore simply to modify Bourdieu’s social
theory to accommodate the objects of feminism or literally to ask if the objects
of feminism translate into Bourdieu’s theoretical world. Considering the possi-
bilities (and limits) of appropriating Bourdieu’s social theory for feminist pur-
poses, and in her seminal New Literary History essay of nearly fifteen years ago,
Moi (1991, 1999) explicitly warned against this starting point. Focusing on the
object of gender and especially the question of whether or not gender can be
understood as a (Bourdieusian defined) field of action, Moi argued that rather
than a specific, autonomous field, gender is far better conceptualized as part of
a field. This field is not one of Bourdieu’s autonomous fields (such as the legal
or educational field) but is Bourdieu’s general social field. Gender is best con-
ceptualized in this way, Moi argued, since gender is extraordinarily relational,
with a chameleon-like flexibility, shifting in importance, value and effects from
context to context or from field to field. Thus, much as Bourdieu himself defined
social class as structuring social fields, Moi suggested that gender should also
be understood in these terms, that is as dispersed across the social field and
deeply structuring of the general social field. Such a conceptualization leads to
an understanding of gender not as an autonomous system but as a “particularly
combinatory social category, one that infiltrates and influences every other
category’ (Moi 1999:288).

It is this kind of critical interrogation of Bourdieu’s social theory of the sort
performed by Moi which characterizes the contributions to this volume. Indeed,
and echoing the concerns of Moi, the continuing need to destabilize the assump-
tion that gender is associated with particular social fields or sites within both
general and Bourdieusian inspired social theory has been further underscored
in this volume. In my own contribution, for example, I explore the problems
inhering in the assumption that femininity has a ‘home’ — the domestic sphere
— and that current social change vis-a-vis gender concerns a movement of
femininity from the domestic to the economic field. I suggest that working with
this assumption can cause all sorts of problems, not the least of which is a ten-
dency towards an idealized (and liberal) account of progress through time
vis-a-vis gender relations. And in Terry Lovell’s contribution, following Moi’s
Bourdieusian feminist work (and echoing McCall 1992), Lovell asks ‘does
gender fit’ Bourdieu’s social field? This leads Lovell directly into the thorny and
disputed territory of the relations between class and gender, but in novel
re-thinking of these relations, Lovell draws attention to the relations between
feminism as a social movement and to Bourdieu’s understanding of class
formation.

Specifically, Lovell proposes that ‘women’ might be considered as a ‘social
group’. While, historically speaking, within feminism questions of this charac-
ter have generally been framed by discussions of the axes of commonality and
difference, the universal and the particular, Lovell reframes this issue by drawing
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upon Bourdieu’s ideas regarding class formation and especially his view that
social classes and groupings are constructed through successful bids for cultural
and political authorization and recognition. Lovell suggests further vis-a-vis
women that a process of group formation has occurred whenever women’s
movements as social and political movements have arisen. In short, her claim is
that women’s movements do the work of creating recognized representatives
who in turn create a system of recognition and authorization, which allows
‘women’ as a group to come into being. In this formulation ‘women’ do not (and
cannot) exist as a class ‘in itself” (as has so often been posited within certain
modes of feminist theorizing) but will only become a practical group through a
process of authorization. “‘Women’ in other words become a socio-political cat-
egory. What is so interesting about this formulation for feminism is that, rather
than an external ‘out there’ phenomenon which is left more or less unaccounted
for, Lovell’s analysis brings feminism as a political movement right into the heart
of feminist social theory. In so doing Lovell practises the art of Bourdieu’s
reflexive sociology. She is aware, like Bourdieu, that there is no point outside of
a system from which an emancipatory politics or social movement can simply
emerge, and that all social movements attempt strategies of authorization.
Lovell herself recognizes that acknowledging feminist social movements as an
actor in a field in this way may raise some uneasy questions for feminists but,
nonetheless, this is a move which must be made if contemporary social phe-
nomena are to be addressed; not least in the form of increasing class inequal-
ities between women.

Symbolic violence and social change

The issue of increasing class inequalities between women is a major if not central
point of concern in a number of chapters in this volume, including not only
Lovell’s, but also Stephanie Lawler’s, Angela McRobbie’s and Diane Reay’s.
Drawing on Bourdieu’s understanding of symbolic power or symbolic violence
as a key vehicle for the social reproduction of classed divisions, McRobbie sug-
gests that the large scale movement of women into the labour market, the
detachment of women from traditional family roles, and subsequent female indi-
vidualization, has heralded new forms of class distinction and classification.
More specifically, McRobbie holds that the (post-feminist) production and
reproduction of social divisions is now increasingly feminized. Thus McRobbie
notes how in the British context classed forms of social categorization are now
inseparable from the female body. Moreover, these new forms of classification
are increasing (and autonomously) circulated by and through the mass media,
or as Bourdieu might have it, through the cultural and media field. McRobbie’s
chapter therefore underscores two crucial points for contemporary feminist
social and cultural theory. First, it highlights the widening of class divisions
between women (and the increasing articulation of class divisions through the
bodies of women, that is the increasing feminization of class divisions), and
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second (and also in line with the arguments put forward by Lawler in her
chapter) it underscores the increasing significance of the media field for these
new forms of classification. Thus and in line with other recent commentators
sympathetic to Bourdieu’s social theory, McRobbie’s chapter suggests that the
media field is one of the most powerful and important in the contemporary
world (Lash, 1995).

The significance of the media for new forms of social classification is also at
issue in the chapter presented by Nicole Vitellone. Analysing recent child
poverty campaigns in Britain, the crack-baby crisis in the US and recent British
social realist films focusing on the use of heroin, Vitellone shows how these texts
figure poverty in new ways, and in particular how they move away from what
might be thought of as a sociological explanation of poverty (where for instance,
economic exclusion is understood to lead to or cause poverty) to a model of
poverty which centres on embodiment, where the embodiment of pharmaco-
logical substances produces notions of social suffering as well as forming the
basis of new systems of social classification particularly as they relate to the
problematic use of the category of the ‘underclass’. In so doing Vitellone sug-
gests that the now relatively established social science tool for understanding
social suffering — the ethnography — is unable to address the ways in which the
cultural field is now central to the articulation of poverty. Vitellone therefore
adds fuel to McRobbie’s (2002) critique of the Bourdieusian methodology
employed in the Weight of the World (Bourdieu et al, 1999), namely that it
remains untouched by the insights of Cultural Studies. But Vitellone takes her
critique further to argue that her analysis of the embodiment of pharmacolog-
ical substances has implications for the notion of the habitus. First, she argues
that Bourdieu’s habitus excludes the matter of substances and must be extended
if the concept is to have any purchase for the contemporary world. Second,
Vitellone questions universalistic notions of the future orientation of the habitus
— for as she shows, the pharmacological habitus has a temporality which breaks
with such a future orientation, involving a suspension of time. Finally and cru-
cially, Vitellone demonstrates how Bourdieu’s habitus is increasingly the subject
of cultural production. She thus confirms Lash’s (1995) claim that the real world
increasingly resembles Bourdieu’s theoretical world — particularly in the field of
cultural production.

The importance of the cultural field for feminist social theorizing is also
underscored by Bridget Fowler in her chapter on the obituary as a form of col-
lective memory. In her historical account of the obituary Fowler documents a
shift in biographies away from criteria of blood towards criteria of occupations
defined and dominated by cultural capital. While Fowler notes that a common
reading of this shift is one of a narrative of change through time or of an unfold-
ing democratization of the obituary, this she argues is a selective reading which
will ignore how the obituary involves a continuing reproduction of the class order
through specific narrative strategies. Fowler writes of the how the modern mer-
itocratic obituary is typically marked by its reliance on notions of a transfor-
mative future orientated agency, a form of agency which the modern obituary
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genre so often denies to women. This leads Fowler to reflect on the issue of cul-
tural survival and in particular on the issue of literary survival value for women.
Here Fowler wants to rethink agency outside of the registers of the obituary.
Drawing on the work of Ricoeur (see also McNay, 2000 and Lawler, 2002), and
in a parallel move to that made by Vitellone, in her chapter, Fowler argues for
a notion of agency in which the future does not simply unfold as part of the
logic of the habitus (as it does, for example, in Bourdieu’s State Nobility, 1996)
but one which may be typified by suspensions of effort, a temporality which
Fowler claims typifies women’s engagement in the work of cultural production.
Such an understanding of agency will not only break with the illusio of cultural
work as a heroic life or death struggle, but also with notions of transformative
agency on which the modern obituary typically draws. Indeed this temporal
horizon may durably transform the habitus of cultural production.

Yet while this is may be so, Fowler’s chapter as well as McRobbie’s raise a
perennial question in regard to the social theory of Bourdieu, namely that
of social change (Calhoun, 1995; Fowler, 2000). For while Fowler’s and
McRobbie’s accounts are most definitely Bourdieusian, at their heart is a narra-
tive of social change, namely an account of women’s (or at least some women’s)
increasing individualization (see also McNay, 1999). But, as is well documented,
Bourdieu’s social theory has consistently been reproached for its lack of atten-
tion to social change, that is, for its overwhelming focus on social reproduction.
In a twist to this storyline, neither McRobbie’s nor Fowler’s accounts seek to
rectify this problem via a focus on change through resistance, as is so common-
place within sociological discourse, but both locate change in regard to a shift in
the conditions of social reproduction itself. In Fowler’s case this is a shift in nar-
rative strategies, while in McRobbie’s it concerns the reproduction of classed dis-
tinctions through the bodies of women. Both of these chapters, therefore, refuse
an easy story line of women’s resistance to gender norms, and refuse to see indi-
vidualization as a release from such norms. Instead, both understand how indi-
vidualization may bring new social divisions into being (see Adkins, 2002).

In my own chapter, too, I problematize accounts which will see the decom-
position of the norms, traditions and expectations associated with modernity as
a simple freedom or release from gender. Here I take issue with an increasingly
mobilized Bourdieusian inspired account regarding gender transformation. Very
briefly put, this argument runs as follows: that the large-scale movement of
women into the labour market (or a feminization of public spheres of action)
involves a clash of habitus and field, which leads to a critical reflexivity on the
part of men and women vis-a-vis gender norms and to a detraditionalization of
those norms. What I find problematic about this account is that while in late
modern societies gender may certainly be said to be characterized by reflexivity,
this reflexivity concerns not a freedom from gender but is actively reworking the
social categories of gender — a reworking which has significant implications for
the very spheres in which women are now so often heralded to be free, especially
the economic field. But I take this further to ask why is it that there is an elision
of reflexivity and freedom within the contemporary theoretical imaginary even

© The Editorial Board of the Sociological Review 2004 9



Lisa Adkins

for those who work with and through Bourdieu — a social theorist who after all
was so keen to undo the determinism/freedom binary. I locate this problem in
Bourdieu’s writings on social change. Here Bourdieu will always break with his
main theoretical principles and will see the possibilities for social change when
a conscious or thinking mastery of the principles of the habitus can be gained.

Working both with and against the social theory of Bourdieu (Lovell, 2000),
the chapters in this volume therefore offer up important challenges to current
tendencies within social and cultural theorizing with their analyses clearly
warning against idealized readings of the processes and dynamics which are so
often cited as driving the contemporary world. They also work towards sug-
gesting a research agenda for feminism or, as McRobbie might put it, a research
agenda post-feminism. Specifically, they place the issues of social change, of
social reproduction and the rethinking of classificatory systems as central to the
concerns of contemporary feminism. If these issues sound familiar, it is worth
underlining that they have not been framed in terms of the traditional registers
of sociology and/or social theory, for instance, of social reproduction as an issue
of the reproduction of labour power or the recursive reproduction of social
structures; of social change as an outcome of resistance to traditions and norms;
or of social hierarchy as the outcome of the exploitation of labour power.
Instead the very terms and contours of these processes have emerged as funda-
mentally transformed, with for example, social reproduction understood as cen-
trally concerned with shifting forms of (increasingly media mediated) female
embodiment, social change as concerning these very shifting conditions of social
reproduction, and processes of individualization as involving complex new
modes of gendered and classed differentiation and division.

Reconceptualizing identity

Further lines of research potentials have been drawn in this volume via critical
engagements with the emphasis in Bourdieu’s theorizing on the subject as always
a subject of praxis or the subject of practical reason. Drawing on and extend-
ing the phenomenological tradition (especially the work of Merleau-Ponty),
Bourdieu will always see the subject as engaged in practical action, action which
is always embodied and which (for the most part) is not necessarily consciously
known. The consequence of this understanding is that the social will always be
understood not as an external law, set of rules or representations which the
subject will somehow blindly follow, learn or incorporate since, and as Lawler
puts it in her contribution, the social will always be literally incorporated in the
subject. This notion of the subject as not simply engaged with the world, but in
the world is one which has great appeal to feminists. It breaks for example with
idealist tendencies found in certain forms of feminist structuralist thinking,
where gender or sexual difference always tend to end up being a product of the
mind or of consciousness, for instance as a product of ideology or a loosely
conceived ‘discourse’. It thus breaks with the Cartesian traditions of social
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theorizing (which of course have been named by feminists as both exclusionary
and normative) in insisting that mind and body, thought and action, are in-
dissolvable.

In Lois McNay’s chapter, Bourdieu’s phenomenological ontology of the
social is extended to cut through an ongoing impasse in feminist theorizing.
Specifically, Bourdieu’s focus on the subject as a subject of practice, and more
particularly Bourdieu’s phenomenology of social space, is invoked to break
through the stand-off between, on the one hand, feminist structuralist analyses
and, on the other, feminist cultural analyses. In both these approaches, McNay
argues, there is a tendency to reduce gender to an abstract structural position —
for example as a location intersecting with class relations, or as a location in
symbolic or discursive structures (see also the chapter by Lovell). Focusing
particularly on the latter forms of analyses (and especially the work of Judith
Butler), McNay then extends Boudieu’s social theory to understand gender as
a lived social relation (an understanding which has parallels with de Beauvoir’s
notion of ‘women’s situation’). Such an analysis will, as McNay recognizes, force
us onto the ground of experience, but — and following Bourdieu — this experi-
ence will not be foundational but always relational. Social being in this form of
analysis cannot be reduced to experience but will reveal itself through experi-
ence vis-a-vis broader contexts. Such a relational phenomenological analysis
will, in other words, allow the illumination of the complex relations between the
immediacy of experience and abstract systems of power. Put in more familiar
terms such a phenomenological analysis will allow an exploration of the links
between identity and overt and covert forms of power relations. Gender in this
analysis can never be understood as an abstract position but as an always lived
social relation which will always involve conflict, negotiation and tension.

While McNay certainly does a lot of work to rescue the category of experi-
ence from a barrage of feminist critique (see eg Scott, 1992), nonetheless her
emphasis on social being raises the spectre of a metaphysics of meaning and
specifically the issue of the meaning of human being-ness which may be seen to
pull against a phenomenological understanding. Indeed we may trace this
tension back to the social theory of Bourdieu. In their philosophical excavation
of Bourdieu, Dreyfus and Rabinow (19995) identify that in Bourdieu’s social
theory the ‘motor’ or meaning of human being-ness is social advantage (that is,
the maximization of capitals), both material and symbolic. Yet this positing of
a universal motivation vis-a-vis human action leaves Bourdieu, Dreyfus and
Rabinow argue, with a problem. Specifically he is operating with a contradic-
tory ontology of the social. On the one hand Boudrieu will tell us that (phe-
nomenological) agents are situated or stuck in their embodied life-worlds, which
(and in line with the phenomenological tradition) means that even if you rec-
ognize you are situated as such, does not mean that you can get out of or tran-
scend this life-world. On the other, Bourdieu seeks to explain the motivations
of subjects in their life-worlds in terms of capital accumulation strategies or
game-playing. Yet surely this is a contradiction. How can the social scientist
stand outside of her or his social habitus? If the motivation of human action is
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advantage, how then can the actions of the social scientist (who will attempt,
for example, to expose social injustice) be explained? For Dreyfus and Rabinow,
Bourdieu’s science of existential structure and social meaning therefore does not
convince. It should not, however, be abandoned; rather it needs to be modified.
Specifically, Bourdieu’s research programme would not be compromised (his
social ontology would not be contradictory) if the scientific search for a uni-
versal meaning (the search for an explanatory principle) was abandoned, that
is, if the claim towards a scientific sociology was discarded. Thus Dreyfus and
Rabinow suggest that weaker and non-scientific explanations would not be
at odds with Bourdieu’s research agenda (see also Latour, 1991). Dreyfus and
Rabinow raise serious issues around whether or not Bourdieu overcomes the
objectivist/subjectivist divide in the manner that Bourdieu himself actually
claimed, that is whether his mixture of Marxism and phenomenology does the
methodological work it is so often credited with. Thus it raises some important
questions as to whether or not, for feminist theory, a critical elaboration of
Bourdieu’s ontology of the social will perform the methodological work of
breaking down the impasse between structuralist and culturalist thinkers.

In an important move made by Lawler in her chapter, an attempt is made to
avoid universal meaning by a focus not on social being via a retrieval of ex-
perience (or as she terms it a focus on experienced subjectivities) but on how
identities are conferred on subjects. Lawler achieves this through the use and
extension of Bourdieu’s writings on cultural authorization to media represen-
tations of two recent political protests by women in Britain. Demonstrating how
one of these protests was framed in disgusted and horrified tones and how this
particular protest was culturally de-authorized, Lawler suggests that these rep-
resentations may be fruitfully understood in terms of the operations of the
habitus. Specifically, the actions of the women protesters were condemned
through the markers of their (classed and gendered) habitus — their clothes,
homes, bodies and so on. Put differently these women were not seen to be legit-
imate actors in the field of political protest.

Two points stand out as significant from this chapter. First, Lawler extends
this analysis to think through current controversies regarding assimilation and
political resistance or structure and agency, and especially the differences in
analyses of Bourdieu and Butler (1997). While Bourdieu would see that it is
one’s social authority (social positioning) which enables the cultural recognition
of political resistance (the ability to speak and to be heard), Butler would ques-
tion this relentless social logic seeing that recognition does not necessarily follow
social positioning. This is so since dominant or authorized discourse may be
expropriated: it may be appropriated and resignified by those who have been
denied social power. Thus dominated groups may seize and rework those very
terms which mark such groups as dominated and in the process potentially
destabilise that authorized discourse. For Lawler, however what this account
negates is attention to the reception to forms of cultural resistance. The protest-
ing women she discusses were disallowed from speaking with authority because
their speech was not authorized in the field of political protest. But this was not

12 © The Editorial Board of the Sociological Review 2004



Feminism, Bourdieu and after

because these women’s actions were somehow socially overdetermined (or that
they were not political) but because their actions were invalidated through (as
Lawler puts it) ‘a reassertion of the doxic understandings of their persons that
“forbade” their action in the first place’. For Lawler, therefore, neither domina-
tion nor resistance can be mapped simply or neatly onto the axes of social deter-
minism and performative agency, for even when one may be resisting with
authority this does not necessarily mean one will be heard or recognized (see
also Fraser, 1999). In Lawler’s hands, the debates regarding assimilation and
resistance, redistribution and recognition or (as McNay might have it) the
debates between structuralists and culturalists shift ground: they shift to the
political field itself and the politics of authorization operative within that field.
Moreover, Lawler’s analysis reminds us that it cannot be assumed in advance
what this field consists in, for hers is an analysis driven by kind of sociology of
which Bourdieu would approve: a theoretically informed empirical sociology.
The second major point of interest in Lawler’s chapter is that in the class con-
testation that she describes, visceral emotions are at issue. Specifically in the rep-
resentations Lawler describes middle class disgust is at work. While not explicitly
the focus of her discussions, nonetheless the implication of this is that such emo-
tions play an important part of the habitus and (hence) of contemporary class
politics. The importance of emotions for the latter is also described in the
chapter presented by Beverley Skeggs. Skeggs claims that emotions such as rage,
pain, frustration, fear, anger and resentment are, so often, not heard or recog-
nized by social theorists and researchers interested in contemporary class poli-
tics. She argues, for example, that Bourdieu’s theoretical world cannot grasp
these emotions as his understanding of the habitus is driven by notions the
accrual of value — a model which Skeggs claims will always exclude such emo-
tions even as they are now central to contemporary forms of class struggle.

Emotions, affect and the habitus

The issue of emotions and their part in the strategic game of class advantage is
tackled head on by Reay in her chapter on family strategies and education. Reay
documents a complex relationship between what she terms emotional capital
(which she identifies as primarily gendered labour generated in the mother child
interaction vis-a-vis schooling) and cultural capital. On the basis of extensive
empirical investigation she suggests that the concept of emotional capital ‘dis-
rupts neat links between profit, or what Bourdieu calls increases in capital, and
educational success’. For instance educational success (the accumulation of cul-
tural, social and often economic capital) is often at the cost of emotional well
being, and conversely, emotional well being (the generation of emotional capital
in the specifically gendered mother-child interaction around schooling) is often
as the cost of educational success. What is important about this finding is,
of course, that it problematizes what Dreyfus and Rabinow have identified as
Bourdieu’s motor of the meaning of human being-ness, namely that humans
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will endlessly attempt to optimize their capital accumulation strategies: that
strategic game-playing governs human action. In Reay’s analysis, educational
success, for example, does not emerge as an unmitigated social ‘good’ nor is emo-
tional capital a form of accumulated labour which can simply be accrued by
individuals or groups for straightforward advantage. This is so because (as Reay
puts it) emotional capital is ‘all about investment in others rather than the self
— [it is] the one capital that is used up in interaction with others and is for the
benefit of others’.

While Reay certainly does not want to abandon the Bourdieusian project,
nonetheless her analysis is suggestive of the ways in which this project (and in
particular Bourdieu’s understanding of the meaning of human action as the
accrual of advantage) can be derailed not only by philosophical excavation of
the sort performed by Dreyfus and Rabinow but also by detailed empirical inves-
tigation. It also suggests that in understanding human action primarily as strate-
gic action or game play Bourdieu’s social theory may be missing out on some
key aspects of contemporary sociality, particularly those which are not always
instrumental. That is, Bourdieu’s social theory, or at least that part which seeks
to name the meaning of human action, neglects to consider those aspects of
action which exist outside of, cannot be reduced to and/or exceed the domains
of exchange and instrumentality, forms of action which of course have histor-
ically been central to feminist inquiry. Emotions in Reay’s analysis are exactly
a case in point, for if emotions are part of the classed and gendered habitus
yet their operations cannot be reduced to advantage, where does this leave
Bourdieu’s social theory?

In Elspeth’s Probyn’s chapter on the affective habitus emotions are also at
issue. Here the issue is not capital or capital-accumulating strategies but on the
body. In its emphasis on the subject as in the world, where mind and body,
thought and action are as one, Bourdieu’s social theory locates the body as a
fully fledged component of social action, or rather — and more correctly stated
— for feminists following the social theory of Bourdieu, embodiment emerges as
a key topic of investigation (Hayles, 1999). But Bourdieu’s body is never only a
body in action. This is because, for Bourdieu, embodied action concerns sedi-
mented or accumulated — but usually forgotten — history. Embodiment is there-
fore both generative and practical, but is also the product of history: it is an
enactment of the past. As Probyn notes, in his interest in how bodies are pro-
duced materially, Bourdieu brings together the worlds of both objective and sub-
jective sociality. But Probyn wants to extend this further and think through what
Bourdieu may have to say regarding the relation between emotion and the body
or, rather, what Bourdieu may have to say about the feeling body. Carefully
teasing out Boudrieu’s somewhat cloudy statements on emotion, Probyn con-
cludes that for Bourdieu. emotion is part of the body’s knowledge and, as such,
is probably more correctly identified not as emotion but as affect, where fol-
lowing Massumi (2002) affect is ‘irreducibly bodily and autonomic’. Yet while
this may be so, Probyn notes a tendency in Bourdieu’s work to sidestep the sig-
nificance of the feeling body by a particular ordering of the relation between
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emotions and the body. Bourdieu will say the body mimes grief and it weeps,
but is this always the case asks Probyn? Is this not to assume, Probyn asks, that
affect is always an outcome of the social — the habitus? After all, for Bourdieu
the function of emotions seems pre-eminently to concern a reining in of the
body to the habitus. Does this social logic actually close off the very possibili-
ties for the body that his theory seems to open out? Probyn claims that a fuller
conception of the feeling body can be found in the work of Marcel Mauss, who
always wanted to see the physicality of the social, indeed of the habitus. Via
Mauss, Probyn develops the notion of the affective habitus, a habitus charged
with physicality, and in so doing opens out the possibility that social theory may
finally begin to address the relations between the physical and the social — rela-
tions which Probyn herself animates via a compelling discussion of shame.

So in Probyn’s hands, and against the grain of dominant interpretations,
Bourdieu becomes an impoverished theorist of the material, physical body. But
Probyn is doing a great deal more than developing an affective dimension to the
habitus, for this intervention must be located in terms of what might be termed
a new feminist materialism. Frustrated with analyses which will always end up
seeing power and other phenomena — including the body — as only ever discur-
sive or cultural, for instance as representational or symbolic, this new material-
ism wants literally to rethink matter — and not just social or cultural matter but
the brute force of the world and the weight of it, including the body and its
sheer physicality. And this is a project which has some urgency, for as Probyn
herself shows as well as Lawler and McRobbie in their contributions, affects
have interests and interests that matter.

If in this volume Probyn warns against taking Bourdieu at face value vis-a-
vis embodiment and the habitus, then perhaps Witz has provided the strongest
statement warning of the dangers of Bourdieu’s ontology of the social for fem-
inist theorizing. While Dreyfus and Rabinow have identified the contradictory
logic of attempting to hold on to a phenomenological approach to the social
and positing a universal meaning of human action, Witz identifies a further
contradictory logic in Bourdieu’s theoretical apparatus, particularly in regard to
the concept of the habitus. This contradiction relates to how the notion of the
habitus combines both a phenomenological and a structuralist anthropological
understanding of embodiment. While as Witz argues, in discussions of Bour-
dieu’s habitus, the structural anthropological elements are usually ignored (with
the focus almost exclusively on its phenomenological construction), this is to
overlook how its structural anthropological components raise serious doubts as
to the utility of the notion of habitus. This is particularly the case for feminist
theory but also in regard to the general claims made for Bourdieu’s social theory,
including the claims that it is a productive force for the theorization of agency
and for the project of embodying sociology. Witz shows this to be the case, since
Bourdieu will invoke a structural anthropological imaginary whenever he
turns to the specific issue of gendered embodiment. Thus, Witz argues, in Mas-
culine Domination (2001) Bourdieu’s notion of the androcentric unconscious
derives from his (structural) anthropological study of Kabyle society, a ‘well
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preserved androcentric society’. Bourdieu therefore bases his (allegedy socio-
logical) understanding of gender relations in contemporary differentiated, het-
erodox societies on an outdated anthropological study of an undifferentiated
society. This leads to a predisposition to overstate the doxic order of gender,
indeed it is this anthropological labour which drives the general idea found repet-
itively across Bourdieu’s works that gender is particularly deeply and durably
invested in bodies. It is therefore crucial, Witz argues, that caution is exercised
in relation to Bourdieu’s concept of the habitus, particularly as appropriating
this concept may inadvertently entail the instatement of an structural anthro-
pological notion of gender which will always overplay the doxic gender order,
indeed embody gender so durably that the body and gender practices become
interchangeable.

Both Probyn and Witz therefore warn against a straightforward appropria-
tion of the notion of the habitus by feminist theorists, for this may be not only
to risk failing fully to theorize the body and its affects but also to invoke an
understanding of the social which relies on a deeply obfuscated but nonetheless
efficacious system of binary thinking which will always raise problems for fem-
inist theorists. But it is not only the habitus which in this volume has emerged
as problematic in Bourdieu’s theoretical repertoire. Also at issue have been his
concepts and understandings of reflexivity, of capital accumulating strategies,
of emotions, of the body and embodiment, of social change and of the subject.
Thus, and as I have already suggested, none of the contributors have assumed
that feminist theoretical and conceptual concerns can be easily mapped onto the
social theory of Bourdieu or vice-versa, rather they have critically engaged with,
interrogated and excavated Bourdieu’s social theory. This volume may therefore
be understood to fall into the now long tradition of feminist texts which have
sought to redefine the relationship between social and feminist theory (see eg
Bologh, 1990; Evans, 2003; Felski, 1995, 2000; Fraser, 1989; Marshall, 1994;
Marshall and Witz, 2004; Smith, 1987; Sydie, 1987; Witz and Marshall, 2004;
Wolff, 2000). And in seeking to rewrite this relationship this collection has not
simply reproduced Bourdieu’s understanding of the social but has transformed
it, a transformation which we hope marks new territories not just for feminist
inquiry, but for the social and cultural theory fields in general.

Notes

1 Or put differently, the social question (or the crisis of modernity) was in part defined by the
woman question.
2 See Lloyd, 2003 for a discussion of the shifting objects of feminism.
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Context and Background: Pierre Bourdieu’s
analysis of class, gender and sexuality

Beverley Skeggs

Introduction

Pierre Bourdieu died in January 2002, leaving a huge legacy of work, across a
range of topics and disciplines. Although institutionally established as Profes-
sor of Sociology at the prestigious College de France his first substantive
research was anthropological — on the Kabliya in Algeria (The Algerians 1962).
From this he developed his ‘theories of practice’ in Outline of a Theory of Prac-
tice (1977) and The Logic of Practice (1990a) moving to education: The Inher-
itors (1964), Reproduction in Education, Culture and Society (1977), Homo
Academicus (1988), and The State Nobility (1996a). His concerns then led to
culture more generally: Distinction (1986) a critique of the judgement of taste,
Photography: A Middle Brow Art (1990b) on art and its institutions, The Love
of Art (1966), On Television (1998a) and quantitative analysis of museums and
The Rules of Art (1996b) on literature. Interested throughout in the institutional
structures and methods of knowledge: The Craft of Sociology (1991) and Pas-
calian Meditations (2000) develop his theory of ‘bodily knowledge’ on disposi-
tions and recognition. Masculine Domination (2001) is a study of the power of
masculinity. His more polemical and political writings, include searing critiques
of neo-liberal globalization: Acts of Resistance (1998b) and Firing Back (2003).
The Weight of the World (1999) is a jointly produced empirical study that doc-
uments the economic and moral poverty in contemporary France. Bourdieu was
also a dedicated teacher as well as a public intellectual, organizing ‘Reasons to
Act as a political grouping and a radical publishing house. He has not always
been loved as Mottier (2001) points out: Jeannine Verdes-Leroux published a
volume on Bourdieu with the subtitle ‘Essay on the Sociological Terrorism of
Pierre Bourdieu’, and Roger Debray described his work on TV as ‘banal’.

But what is striking in all this output is its lack of attention to feminist theory,
even though Bourdieu does explore gender relations in his work: in Outline of
a Theory of Practice and in the Logic of Practice, where he focuses on how a
structured sexual division of labour generates a sexually differentiated perspec-
tive on the world. In Distinction he examines the gendering of taste and Mas-
culine Domination is devoted to exploring sexual difference. Why then has
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Bourdieu ignored so much feminist work, making us ask how appropriate is
Bourdieu for feminist analysis? For Leslie McCall (1992) Bourdieu is useful
because of the parallels between feminist approaches to epistemology and
methodology, in which theoretical frameworks and political programmes are
always embedded in social relations. In this chapter I will begin the answer to
this question, examining the parallels and challenges from and to feminism.

Bourdieu has been particularly useful for enabling feminists to put the issue
of class back onto the feminist agenda. His analysis of capitals provide a route
to be mapped between the two major strands of class theory that proved mostly
infertile for feminist analysis. Firstly, that of ‘political arithmetic’ class analysis,
which involves fitting people into pre-ordained classifications, in which the
debates focused on the accuracy of the classifications or the accuracy of the fit,
so that some feminists showed that measuring people through their father’s
occupations with no account of mother’s labour was inadequate to say the least
(Crompton 1993; Stanworth 1984 and Lovell Chapter 1, this volume). Secondly,
the traditional and then less traditional Marxist analysis of class, in which class
is conceptualized as a relationship of exploitation, primarily based on the divi-
sion of labour. Feminists argued long and hard for the inclusion of women’s
labour into the analysis, culminating in the long and heated ‘domestic labour
debate’ in the 1970s and 80s (see Hartmann and Sargent, 1981 and Barrett, 1998)
but eventually abandoned the struggle for the more fruitful explorations of
power and difference more generally. These traditional paths of class analysis
and the ‘new’ engagement with other forms of difference such as race, nation,
and sexuality, led to a period of neglect of class in feminist theory.! Although
it has never disappeared from the areas of education and social policy, where it
would make less sense to ignore it when it so obviously impacts upon their
central objects of analysis: in the early 1980s attempts were being made by fem-
inists such as Madeline Arnot (1979) to use Bourdieu to weave together class
and gender in relation to education. This education legacy consistently pursued
by Arnot was taken up in the late 1990s by Diane Reay and developed through-
out her work (see Chapter 2). In the discipline of Sociology, Bourdieu was taken
up through a variety of routes: through studies of ‘theory’ more generally (e.g.
by Richard Jenkins, 1982; Axel Honneth 1986; Craig Calhoun ez al, 1993 and
Derek Robbins, 1999) more specifically in understandings of race and nation in
Ghassan Hage (1998) and in feminist theory via Toril Moi (1991), Leslie McCall
(1992), Bridget Fowler (1997), Beverley Skeggs (1997), Lois McNay (1999),
Terry Lovell (2000) and Lisa Adkins (2003).

There has been a range of responses to Bourdieu from feminists. In this
volume we see evidence of those who are Bourdieu ‘scholars’, who work closely
with his texts and develop his theories (e.g. Lois McNay and Bridget Fowler),
and those who work against and through Bourdieu to put his theories to dif-
ferent uses, reformulating and using them eclectically (often combined with
other theories). This is not as messy as it sounds, as Bourdieu himself argued
for the flexibility of his theories and the necessity of inconsistency (Bourdieu
and Waquant, 1992).
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So what does Bourdieu offer? Primarily explanatory power that is not offered
elsewhere. He has consistently worked with three major strands. Firstly, the
linking of objective structures to subjective experience (necessity and will, or
structure and agency), an issue that has dogged feminists, philosophers and soci-
ologists for some time. Secondly, his metaphoric model of social space in which
human beings embody and carry with them the volumes and compositions of
different capitals enables us to think through different types of values and mobil-
ity. Thirdly, his methodological insights, in which reflexivity, as a prerequisite to
knowledge, provides us with a way of examining the positions from which we
speak; a requirement that has always been at the heart of feminists critiques
of masculine-dominated research agendas. This chapter is organized into three
sections, firstly an analysis of Bourdieu on gender, secondly an exploration
of Bourdieu on sexuality and emotions and thirdly a brief exploration of
Bourdieu on taste and culture.

Gender and culture

Based on an understanding of the Kabyle in Algeria, Bourdieu conceptualizes
gender primarily as sexual difference, an ‘understanding of the objective struc-
tures and cognitive structures’ which are often hidden (Bourdieu, 2001: vii). For
Bourdieu social identity is first made from sexual identity, from the experience
of the mother’s and father’s bodies. But to this he adds the sexual division of
labour in the home; the experience of the parental body is always shaped by this
sexual division formed by the wider sexual division of labour. The body expe-
rienced is always a social body made up of meanings and values, gestures, pos-
tures, physical bearing, speech and language. It is through the body that the child
learns intimately to experience wider structural features, which are never just an
experience of the structural but always entwined with the child’s physical and
sexual presence, with its bodily relation to others. This is a dialectical process
involving objectification in which some features become objectified over time
and form the habitus. The strongest elements of the habitus are those that occur
in early childhood for the habitus requires a long period of inculcation for prac-
tice to unfold (Bourdieu, 1990a). The child also impacts upon its parents and
the organization of the sexual division of labour. The logic of practice is thus
based on a chain of attributes. For instance, the sexual division of labour,
although dialectical, becomes objectified in the caring labour of femininity,
which is institutionalized beyond the family (state welfare, education, labour
market) and impacts upon household organization.

Just like many feminists, Bourdieu sees the family as a fiction and a social
artefact, a well founded illusion because it is produced and reproduced with the
guarantee of the state and operates as a central site of normalization and nat-
uralization. Yet as Elizabeth Silva (2004) notes, this illusory identification does
not save Bourdieu from normalizing his own conception of the family by defin-
ing it as the universal norm, in a similar way to how he defines working-class
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women as closer to nature. He argues that the family functions as a field in which
normalcy or the ability to constitute oneself as the universal is the capital. This
enables normalcy to be both a kind of capital within the field of the family and
a form of symbolic capital that represents accumulated privilege in other fields.

In an analysis of schooling Bourdieu and Passeron (1977) suggest that the
process of gender attribution to students and academic disciplines is similarly
dialectical and universal. The transference of femininity from the student to the
school subject and back again to the student exemplifies the dialectic of objec-
tification and embodiment, formed via an ‘elective affinity’ shaping the habitus.
Yet here the normalcy of gendered reproduction works very differently for boys
and girls. For girls it can only offer a limited form of capital if they conform to
gender normalcy. For boys it offers masculine power, institutionalized in the
school as a form of symbolic capital that (as with the family) represents accu-
mulated privilege in other fields. Yet the failure to draw attention to how nor-
malcy works differently through gender as a form of capital leads to significant
problems.

Embodiment is the product of the composition and volumes of capital that
can be accrued and carried by the body and the fit between the habitus (the dis-
position organizing mechanism) and the field. Embodiment also provides
us with a way of recognising authority in its physical dispositions. The em-
bodied entitlement to space (physical and aural) is often a statement of social
entitlement.

For Bourdieu, the embodied gendered dialectic is strongly structured through
hierarchical relations of difference, symbolized by binary oppositions (high/low
culture; strong/weak fields; dominant/dominated classes; masculine/feminine;
public/private), by which in a very traditional manner, masculinity exists in the
public (via the economic) and femininity in the private (via forms of cultural
reproduction; in which women’s bodies are ‘sign bearing’ carriers of taste: see
later). It is the logics of these dichotomies that structure and underpin the
different social fields, and hence inform how embodiment takes place. For
Bourdieu, these structures, logics and positions are ‘fundamental’ (McCall,
1992). Yet the analysis of gender within these logics as a form of capital is not
very clear. As noted earlier, Bourdieu links social identity to sexual identity,
shaped through early experience in the family. When comparing Bourdieu’s
analysis of gender to that of ethnicity, McCall charts the emergence of a sig-
nificant contradiction. In relation to economic and cultural capital, Bourdieu
identifies ethnicity as a ‘secondary principle’ that reinforces the structure of
capital since it is relatively independent of economic or cultural properties (eth-
nicity distributes its members into social classes according to its location in the
hierarchy of the ethic group). Stratification therefore functions as a secondary
vertical overlay on the stratification of social classes. This is in contrast to
gender:

... 1n every relationship between educational capital and a given practice, one sees
the effect of the dispositions associated with gender which help to determine the
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logic of the reconversion of inherited capital into educational capital (Bourdieu,
1986:105).

As McCall points out, the initial capital here appears to be gender neutral,
acting as a distributing mechanism within the social group defined by the volume
and composition of the initial capital. Gender is shaped in the reconversion
process by ‘dispositions associated with gender’ (McCall, 1992:842) resulting in
a gendered form of cultural capital, but still essentially defined by the associ-
ated field of occupation. But for Bourdieu a field is the product of the basis of
the interest and stakes implicitly shared by its members. Gender becomes a medi-
ating dimension of the position in social structure, distinguishing class locations:

Sexual properties are as inseparable from class properties as the yellowness of a lemon
is from its acidity; a class is defined in an essential respect by the place and value it
gives to the two sexes and to their socially constituted dispositions (Bourdieu,
1986:106, emphasis added).

But why then, asks McCall, are not forms of gender forms of capital if they
exist as indices of the class structure, as capital?

She shows how Bourdieu attempts to deal with this by suggesting that the
‘secondary’ criteria of gender — within rather than vertical —is ‘hidden’. Although
forms of capital correspond to occupational fields such as literary, scientific,
managerial, they have gendered meanings because they are given form by gen-
dered dispositions which are misrecognized. As McCall points out embodied
gender capital is symbolic according to Bourdieu because it is the most hidden
and universal form of capital: ‘therefore, gender as a principle of division is sec-
ondary because it is hidden and it is hidden because it appears to be universal
and natural’ (McCall, 1992:844). Gender operates as a hidden form of cultural
capital, but also as a disposition, an asymmetric form of capital. As McCall
notes:

An attractive woman who must interact with men at work may be perceived by het-
erosexual men as a distraction at best, incompetent at worst, or even a potential legal
threat if she were to charge sexual harassment or sex discrimination. An attractive
man however escapes connotations of incompetence and may even consider it his duty
to enliven the workplace with his stimulating presence (McCall, 1992:846).

Gendered dispositions are hidden behind the nominal construction of cate-
gories, enabling the misrecognition of gender. For Bourdieu, gender is hidden
under the surface of categories (hence leading to his critique of Judith Butler
for her emphasis on the surface level of the symbolic, what he calls ‘naming’,
which he believes blocks any recognition of what lurks below).> For Bourdieu,
misrecognition occurs when symbolic capital has been acquired by a successful
act of legitimation which itself veils the social processes and structures that are
necessary to existence, so femininity is misrecognised as a natural, essentialised
personality disposition.

Whilst recognizing that gender is often hidden in the structuring of categories
(such as occupations, forms of art, types of education), I'd also argue that
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gender can be a form of cultural capital but only if'it is symbolically legitimated
(historically, for instance via class, as a particular version of middle-class moral
femininity). Gendered dispositions can be used by those of a different gender
to Bourdieu’s traditional fields. As Adkins and Lury (1999) have shown men are
able to turn the use of feminine dispositions to their advantage in a way that
women cannot because they are perceived to have those dispositions ‘naturally’.
Even though femininity is symbolically ubiquitous, it is not symbolically dom-
inant in the same way as particular versions of masculinity (although see
Connell, 1989, for an understanding of the class-based hierarchies of mas-
culinity), rarely operating as symbolic capital (except when used by men and
when it amalgamates with other dispositions of privilege and power). Gender,
in this case femininity, can be a range of things; it can be a resource, a form of
regulation, an embodied disposition and/or a symbolically legitimate form of
cultural capital. Because, for Bourdieu, cultural capital is always associated with
high cultural practices and classifications, it is also difficult to see all the differ-
ent variants of femininity as a form of cultural capital (although upper middle-
class femininity would work). It is however possible to re-work cultural capital
not just as high culture if we think more generally about culture as a resource
or a use-value which can be separated from the fields and means by which it is
exchanged.

So how can we use Bourdieu to think through gender? Both Lois McNay
(Chapter 8) and Bridget Fowler (Chapter 7) argue that gender is not a field at
all but a form of symbolic violence in the cultural field that produces transmo-
grifications (changes into a different shape). Symbolic violence exposes the tem-
poral differences between types of femininity, the practice of femininity and the
different values attached to different forms. We speak about femininity as if it
is a bounded entity that can be known, yet it is inherently ambiguous, indeter-
minate, contradictory and unstable. The fact that it works as a term to describe
selfless social practices such as caring, highly regulated domestic practices and
appearance, based on the attribution of worth means that the terms of symbolic
violence are constantly shifting. That the appearance of femininity is a con-
stantly transformable act based on attachment and detachment of practices and
objects in a circuit of exchange, a wilful playfulness, performative and per-
forming, means that it needs careful empirical attention, not just an under-
standing of mis-recognition.

In a previous ethnography I showed how white working-class women did not
and could not inhabit the category of femininity (Skeggs, 1997). It was a sign
under which they did not belong because it had been developed historically in
opposition to Black and working-class women, carrying with it qualities of
docility and fragility, dispositions not associated with the working-class who
were defined as robust, masculine, dangerous and contagious. The working-class
women of the research performed femininity because they had to and did not
have any alternatives that could hold value within their local space, making their
performances as painless as possible, often with good collective fun. These
women were aware of the perspective of the dominant which was always filtered
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though class judgements, constantly alert to the way they were judged as sexu-
ally excessive, pathologized as fecund and read as bad mothers; they were also
critically reflexive about their practice. Their experience was not an unconscious
pre-reflexive gendered experience based on misrecognition, but a specifically
classed-gendered experience, one of which they were highly critical and highly
attuned; they strongly refused the perspectives of the powerful. Other feminist
work also shows how the experience of judgement and its refusal, make mother-
hood a highly conscious class-based experience (Lawler, 2000; Reay, 1998),
as does the pathologization of the sexual desire of working-class women
(Walkerdine and Lucey, 1989). In this sense the women of these empirical analy-
ses are the authors of their experience of femininity, without being symbolically
authorized. This difference, to which Butler (1993) draws attention, is different
from Bourdieu’s binary dichotomy of dominated or dominating. De Certeau
(1988) asks, how do we authorize ourselves? My research suggests authoriza-
tion can be produced at a local level by taking a different perspective and re-
valuing the positions we are expected to inhabit without value: the women who
were de-valued gave themselves value and authorized their existence as valuable
people through the practice of respectability; a respectability defined in oppo-
sition to the middle-class. This was not a taking-on of the views of the domi-
nated but an entire reworking of perspective and value: they contested
middle-class, symbolically dominant values of respectability, especially mother-
hood (Lawler, 2000; Reay, 1998; Walkerdine, 2002).

The idea that gender is pre-reflexive and unconscious or a desire for the dom-
inant or a form of misrecognition (as Bourdieu would suggest) just does not
work. The ubiquitous reinforcement of femininity on a daily basis should alert
us to the fact that it cannot be purely performative, pre-reflexive or unconscious,
that the habitus may not be working for those for whom accruing positive value
is not possible. There is one thing we know for certain about gender and that is
its ambivalent nature. And post-colonial theorists on race have shown very
clearly it is precisely ambivalence, always amenable to change and adaptability,
which guarantees the survival of anything of a dispersed, repetitive and ambiva-
lent nature (Bhabha, 1994).

In the UK, at least, the conscious enactment of dispersed gender, in which
there are few alternatives and which, to some extent, women have learnt to enjoy
(‘to make the most of a bad job’ as my respondents said of doing femininity)
is also accompanied by an almost scathing lack of respect for traditional male
power. So whilst institutionalization of certain forms of masculinity occur, this
is not always authorized by women. There is a difference between processes of
legitimation and authorization. For Bourdieu this would be seen as a good
example of resistance, when the ‘fit’ between positions and dispositions breaks
down. Yet this is how gender is done daily. Bourdieu would argue that domi-
nated groups are more likely to be resistant because they are less invested in the
games of power. Yet women often tolerate men when they don’t need to, at the
same time often reducing them metaphorically to powerless children ‘he’s just
another child in the family’. Women stay with men in the face of domestic vio-
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lence because they see no alternative. Again, all of this is well documented in
feminist research. We know that women often do not take masculinity seriously
and are aware of the weakness and vulnerability of the contradictions within
masculinity — of force and weakness. The ambiguity of femininity has enabled
them to adapt. Women can often easily produce a perfect critique of masculine
traits and dispositions, yet this does not lead to resistance or change as
Bourdieu would predict; rarely do women take on the ‘view of the dominant
on the dominant on themselves’ (Bourdieu, 2001:42).

Sexuality and emotions

This is why we need to think against Bourdieu’s assumption that gender and
sexuality are reproduced by the take-up of norms; rather, it is precisely the inver-
sion of norms that is the product of feminist and queer struggles. As David
Halperin (2003) points out, lesbians and gay men have learnt not to just to
occupy positions of ambiguity but also to deploy ambiguity to resist the forces
of power and violence by making oneself unrecognizable, difficult to read, or
making oneself abject in a non-pathological way. Rather than taking on the view
of the dominant, queers have been copiously involved in reworking what it
means to be dominated and refusing the value that is attributed to domination.
Some of the most interesting theories of power to emerge from queer theory
play and experiment with power and domination (see Califia, 1994; Warner,
1993). As long as the heterosexual family is positioned as the norm, encom-
passing the sexual division of labour, as it is by Bourdieu, then others can only
ever be read against it, hence concepts of ‘pretend’ families and ‘families of
choice’.

Queer theorists have tried to think through the workings of gender and sex-
uality, such as Judith Butler’s heterosexual matrix, or challenged gender with
sexuality, such as Monique Wittig’s (1992) refusal as a lesbian to ‘be a woman’,
or Biddy Martin’s (1996) attention to femininity played straight, or Ann Tyler’s
(1991) study of passing and drag, or Judith Halberstam’s (1998) critique of
female masculinity. These analyses take us far beyond the traditional sex/gender
distinction® enabling us to think through power in ways that do not rely on
traditional structures of the sexual division of labour and other binary
dichotomies.

For Bourdieu (2001) queers reproduce gender divisions, in which there is
always (surprise . . .) a masculine dominant. This enables him to normalize any
challenge to traditional gender roles; queer families become normal, for Bour-
dieu, because they always reproduce heterosexual gender roles. Yet, as queer the-
orists have shown, in the coming together of gender and sexuality in the figure
of the femme, traditional relations of power and gender are brought into
question; it is the masculine butch who has to fulfil the femme’s needs: the
masculine is no longer a position of dominance. The femme also complicates
judgements of gender based on appearance, for the value of femininity becomes
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reworked in its enactment; femme appearance can have both negative and pos-
itive value, be legitimate or illegitimate, dominant or dominating depending on
its instantiation. Because femininity is an amalgam of practice and appearance
it can be simultaneously negative and positive, making an easy understanding
of gender and gender values difficult. Halberstam’s (1998) analysis of female
masculinity, for instance, complicates perspective — how we know by what we
see as gender and sexuality. The complexities of these manoeuvres and per-
spectives cannot be encompassed by Bourdieu’s analysis of simply gender and
domination. Bourdieu’s terribly well organized habitus cannot encompass all the
practices between gender and sexuality, the contradictions, plays, experimenta-
tions, swappings, ambiguities and passings both within gender and between
gender and sexuality (which, of course, are always informed by class, race and
age).

We may also wonder how Bourdieu would account for all the techniques iden-
tified by Foucault in the production of sexuality. The confession, a technique
used for administration produces what we think of as selves, channels our desires
and energies into bodily pleasures and pain that are often not to our advantage.
For Foucault (1979) there is no exchange-value accruing self or habitus. Whereas
Foucault identifies the specific techniques that produce personhood through
sexuality, Bourdieu has a much more generalized habitus. Some may prefer
Bourdieu’s attempt to formulate a self with some agency — although the agency
is also produced through domination, and habit, with an interest in accrual —
to Foucualt’s docile bodies. Yet paradoxically, Bourdieu appears to reproduce
the sexual difference model favoured by French psychoanalysts such as Lacan
who attempted to ‘rescue’ sexual polarization from the ‘virile protests of femi-
nism’, and who also works with an external symbolic division of labour that
produces sexual difference. Didier Eribon (2003) exposes Lacan and Bourdieu’s
approach as deeply conservative with its emphasis on external sexual symbolic
structures in which ‘the other is always the other’ (2003:11). For Eribon argues
we can see Lacan (and most of psychoanalysis) on the side of transcendence
and Foucault, Deleuze and Guattari and Bourdieu on the side of immanence.
But Bourdieu’s insistence on a traditional sexual division of labour means
that he reproduces the traditional model within immanence offering him no
potential to move beyond traditional gender divisions. His gendered and sexed
habitus can only ever be reproductive* because it is locked within that which
produces it. Bourdieu’s own analysis is performative of the categories it seeks
to critique.’

Taste and judgement

In Distinction (1986) Bourdieu demonstrates how the aesthetic disposition is
inseparable from a specific cultural competence. Cultural competence can be
known by the tastes held by people, especially their relationship to, and knowl-

edge of, objects and practices. Central to the development of ‘high’ culture was
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the Kantian aesthetic based on the judgement of pure taste, which distinguished
that which pleases from that which gratifies, ‘to distinguish disinterestedness, the
sole guarantor of the specific aesthetic quality of contemplation, from the inter-
est of reason’ (Bourdieu, 1986:5).° The purifying, refining and sublimating of
primary needs and impulses defines taste. The different ways of relating to
objects and practices marks out the systems of dispositions and, as Bourdieu’s
classic comment notes: “Taste classifies, and it classifies the classifier’ (1986:6):

In matters of taste, more than anywhere else, any determination is negation; and tastes
are no doubt first and foremost distastes, disgust provoked by horror or visceral intol-
erance (‘sick-making’) of the taste of others (Bourdieu 1986:56).

Cultural practice takes its social meaning and its ability to signify social dif-
ference and distance, not from some intrinsic property, but from the location of
cultural practice in a system of objects and practices (Waquant, 2000). It is not
just a matter of obtaining objects and knowing how to use, play, experiment
with them; rather, what matters is how they are conceptualized (objectified) by
relations to others. This is not dissimilar to Marilyn Strathern’s (1992) critique
of theories of exchange underpinned by commodity logic. As an exemplar she
critiques Arjun Appadurai’s (1986) analysis of the ‘commodity potential of
things’. Appadurai argues that the social life of any ‘thing’ [can] be defined as .
.. its exchangeability (past, present or future) for ‘some other thing’ (1986:13).
He refers to this as the ‘tournament of value’ by which participation in exchange
measures the strategic skills and standing of the people involved. In the moment
of exchange, characterized by Appadurai as the ‘flow’ of things, value is made
visible. Thus the cultural value of exchange determines their value. Part of the
problem with this form of analysis, Strathern argues, is that it contains the idea
that relationships and value can be reduced to units that can be counted. For
Strathern, counting is not what is important in understanding exchange, but
rather the relationships that enable exchange to take place and the perspective
that is taken on the exchange. Bourdieu straddles the position between Appadu-
rai and Strathern, for even when he states that it is the relationships that deter-
mine the value of things, he is more interested in their objectification. In
Distinction he reduces relationships and value to units that can be counted. In
fact his model of correspondences depends on making culture into units that
can be counted. Bourdieu also relies on culture to produce gender: women are
nature, men are culture, not dissimilar to the working-class having base emo-
tions whilst the middle-class develop refinement and disinterest. The problem
with these forms of dichotomous abstraction is that if they exist without any
empirical understanding of how they are put into effect and their effects, they
appear only to reproduce the very categories that they set out to critique.

For instance, it is in the process of objectification, Bourdieu argues, that
women are the predominant markers of taste. It is women’s role to convert eco-
nomic capital into symbolic capital for their families through the display of
tastes. As Lovell (2000) has argued, for Bourdieu, women’s status is as capital
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bearing objects, whose value accrues to the primary groups to which they belong
(for him, the family), rather than as capital-accumulating subjects in social
space. Women’s strategic circulation plays a key role in the enhancement of the
symbolic capital held by men, rarely having capital-accumulating strategies of
their own; they are repositories. This is most clearly shown in the diagram in
Distinction on ‘the space of social positions’, in which to include women would
be to include them twice. Lovell argues that Bourdieu’s attempts to understand
gender in Masculine Domination are premised upon women as objects, in a
similar way to how Levi-Strauss described women — as the basis of exchange.

In contrast, feminist analysis has revealed that women can be subjects with
capital-accumulating strategies (Adkins, 2000; Lawler, 2000; Moi, 1991; Munt,
1995; Reay, 1998; Skeggs, 1997; Walkerdine and Lucey, 1989). Feminists have
also shown how gender struggles over the boundaries of taste and design have
been significant to understandings of what actually counts as contemporary
taste (e.g. Sparke, 1995). What is significant is how Bourdieu’s emphasis on
exchange, accrual and interest lead again to structural reductions with empha-
sis on objectification. This ignores the affectual impact of matters of taste, which
produce class relations beyond the structural (e.g. Steedman, 1986) in the inti-
mate moments and spaces of everyday life.

Conclusion

One of the most important things that feminist research has shown is how
ambivalence is at the heart of many forms of gender and sexuality reproduc-
tion. What feminists have shown consistently over a long period of time is that
norms do not work, or are not taken up; identities are a limited resource, a form
of cultural capital that are worked and uncomfortably inhabited. In a recent
study of sexuality, law and violence, Moran and Skeggs (2004) show how a great
deal of effort and energy goes into producing forms of ‘comfort’ (via home,
estrangement, boundary maintenance) or ontological security to overcome the
ambivalence that beats at the heart of being human. Bourdieu cannot account
for that ambivalence, as Adkins (2003) shows, because he places ambivalence
outside of the realm of practice, he understands norms to be incorporated,
where an agreement exists between the dispositions of subjects and the demands
of a field, and more importantly, where he assumes that the field is a precondi-
tion of the habitus and the habitus will always submit to the field (see also Butler,
1999).

By ignoring all the things that do not “fit" Bourdieu ignores a significant
amount of social life. Values such as altruism, integrity, loyalty and investment
in others are all missing (although described in Weight of the World), the use-
values that we have in everyday life are of minimal value to Bourdieu’s analy-
sis. But from the basis of many ethnographies (informing many of the analyses
in this book) I would argue that these non-accumulative, non-convertible values
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are central to social reproduction, especially gendered reproduction. As is the
behaviour of ‘doing nothing’. The TV programme The Royle Family perfectly
encapsulates how social reproduction proceeds by doing nothing but how this
inactivity (not action, nor habit) is the social glue that holds the family, gender
relations, race and class together.

This chapter and the remainder of this book explore how Bourdieu can be
put to use but with limits. There are many things he cannot account for, par-
ticularly gender and sexuality. But there are also many things for which he is
very useful, such as understanding the middle-class, their authorization,
exchange and use of distinction. He is especially good at understanding how the
middle-classes operate as a ‘class for themselves’, something that has become
increasingly apparent on a global scale (see Harvey, 1993, 2003). He can show
how the bourgeois perspective is put into effect, how interests are protected and
pursued and how authorisation occurs, but although he works with a theory of
practice (see Bourdieu, 1977) he cannot account for the nuanced practices of
those who do not operate from a dominant position.

For some Bourdieu is considered to have produced a theory of subjectivity
— the habitus — firmly located in the social, yet it is this location that restricts
what can be understood beyond the social: an unconscious that may have an
energy of its own, or may, as Foucault has suggested, be the limit to our social
understanding. By assuming an unconscious that works as a ‘structuring mech-
anism’, the contradictions and ambiguities identified by psychoanalysts or post-
structural theorists are ignored. As in most of Bourdieu’s work, the emphasis is
on order and structure. Within the habitus is an implicit theory of intention and
interest, in which the unconscious habitus accrues practices that work in its own
interest. When finally Bourdieu asks people about how they experience the posi-
tions to which they are ascribed, their accounts are left without analysis (in
Weight of the World) (see McRobbie, 2002). Yet, it is in these accounts that we
finally see ambiguity and contradiction breaking through.

Notes

—_—

See Skeggs (2000) for an introduction to the debate on sociology and class and Skeggs (2004) for

a more general overview.

2 This is similar to the classic Marxist methodological take which draws on depth metaphors to
insist that ‘real’ knowledge lurks behind surface knowledge, e.g., commodity fetishism.

3 In the early 1970s feminists drew a division between sex as biology and gender as social or cul-
tural. This was challenged from the 1980s by feminists who showed that biology was just as much
a cultural product as social roles of gender (see Franklin, Lury and Stacey, 1991).

4 In contrast Barthes works with the concept of ‘neuter’ because he notes: ‘Just like jeans, love is
unisex’, asserting the universal nature of love.

5 A problem of which Bourdieu is aware (see Bourdieu, 1987).

6 Cook (2000) argues that Bourdieu’s critique of taste is itself marked by its own aesthetic moments.

The ’anti-Kantian’ aesthetic is not simply presented as one further datum in an enterprise of the

social critique of taste. Bourdieu prefers it to what he presents as the emotionally cold formalisms

of high bourgeois taste. He invites his readers to give new value to a mode of judgment, which
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is presented as socially despised. He, therefore, Cook argues, makes a judgment of taste between
judgments of taste.
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Bourdieu, class and gender:
“The return of the living dead’?

Terry Lovell

Introduction

Class analysis has been staple fare of the discipline of sociology. There have
always been disputes about how class is to be defined and theorised, but its cen-
trality to sociological thought was common ground across these disputes until
well into the second half of the 20™ century. Its pre-eminence began to be chal-
lenged in the second half of the 20™ century with the thesis of the separation of
ownership from control of the means of production (see for example Dahren-
dorf, 1957). The renewal of Marxist sociology from the 1960s stayed this chal-
lenge to some extent, but it has returned with renewed vigour with the decline
of Marxist and other left-leaning sociologies from the 1990s. Among its modern
heirs must be counted the various architects of the thesis of the individualiza-
tion of society that in some versions' envisages a capitalism without class.

Those who would continue to speak of class must engage with questions con-
cerning the units of class analysis that have troubled many feminists insofar as
these are collectivities such as families and households rather than individuals.
Those who theorize ‘individualization’ often align themselves with some aspects
of feminism, and detect in the process of individualization in the context of
global capitalism, not only the demise of class but also of patriarchy; they point
to changes that have improved the position of women, and achieved some at
least of the goals of feminism. Conversely, the sociological defence of class
analysis is sometimes associated with a (muted) critique of feminism, often on
the grounds of the neglect of social class.

In the first section of this chapter I shall look at the defence of conventional
approaches to class mounted against feminist critics and also against ‘cul-
turalist’ analyses by those that argue the necessity of speaking of a ‘family/
household system’ that is pivotal in the processes of production, reproduction
and transformation of class and gender privilege in the modern social world.
The second section looks at ‘women’ as a category. Are social constructionists
correct in maintaining a strict division between (biological) ‘sex” and (socio-
cultural) ‘gender’, or in gathering sexual difference itself into the domain of
socio-cultural construction? What is the case for theorizing ‘women’ as a class,
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as do French materialist feminists? Should we rather understand gender group-
ings in terms of ‘status’? Is ‘seriality’ a useful alternative concept? The third
section brings what has been established in the first two sections into a discus-
sion of gender in Bourdieu’s ‘social field’, the central concern of this chapter.

Section 1. Conflicts over class and gender

The individualization thesis: its promise for gender analysis

Some of the theorists of modern individualization have drawn from the
resources offered by postmodernism, although not necessarily from the post-
structuralist ‘linguistic turn’, and in doing so, have been willing to give culture
and consumption a central position in the analytical frame. They detach socio-
economic class from particular cultural formations, and culture, increasingly
mediated by consumption, is held to be more formative of the social identities
and allegiances of individuals than social class. Ulrich Beck has gone so far as
to speak not only of a ‘capitalism without class’, but of ‘class’, alongside
‘family’, ‘neighborhood’ and other furniture of classical sociology as ‘zombie
categories’ (Beck and Beck-Gersheim, 2001:203): the living dead of sociological
discourse drained of their earlier vitality in the processes of identity-formation
and purposive social action in modern society.

Individualization theory has certain attractions for feminists over more tra-
ditional structural sociologies. For in extending the social status of ‘individual’
to women, unlike the classical individualism that has been the target of numer-
ous feminist critiques (see for example Pateman, 1988), it appears to afford a
greater recognition of agency.

Secondly, the emphasis on consumption rather than rather than production
in relationship to the formation of subjectivities and identities also puts gender
into the foreground, given the responsibility for certain aspects of consumption
that women have traditionally carried.

Thirdly, in locating the main source of women’s oppression in the nature of
these ‘zombie’ collectivities and in the secondary position of women within the
labour market, individualization theory echoes and honours much 1970s
feminist sociological analysis. Anthony Giddens (1992) posits a ‘transformation
of intimacy’;” Manuel Castells attributes some of the characteristics of ‘the
network society’, including the fragmentation of the patriarchal family and
the emergence of new family forms, the changes in reproduction patterns and
the increasing participation of women in the labour market, in part to the effects
of the women’s movements and feminism (Castells, 1997). The global ‘network
society’ heralds, he claims, ‘the end of patriarchalism’. Beck and Beck-
Gersheim’s version of the individualization thesis analyses the effects of the
transformation of the family and personal life. As primary collectivities are
drained of life, so the ties that have bound women are correspondingly loos-
ened, permitting a shift among young women away from the value of ‘living for
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others’ to the aspiration for a little bit of ‘a life of one’s own’ (Beck & Beck-
Gernshein, 2001). How could women, feminists or not, fail to feel the seduction
of this hope and this promise?

In this chapter I shall focus not on the evidence that these ‘benefits’ are
unequally distributed across lines of class and ‘race’, but on the charge that the
‘liberation’ achieved by (some) women may have masked, for feminists, an asso-
ciated deepening of class inequalities (Fowler, 2003).

The renewal of class analysis

The reserve which feminists, since the advent of the WLM and the re-emergence
of feminism in the late 1960s, have increasingly shown towards the more struc-
tural approaches that locate the units of social life in mixed sex collectivities,
particularly those that are based on institutionalized heterosexuality — collec-
tivities that have been imagined as ‘birth communities’ (Yuval-Davis, 1997) — has
served to enhance the seductions of the individualization thesis. For these col-
lectivities are typically internally differentiated in unequal power relations that
disadvantage women, an inequality that tends to be lost from view in those
forms of analysis that take them as the units of social life. Women seem to dis-
appear into them without remainder, even where the focus of analysis is on the
capitalist labour market into which women are recruited as individuals. There
is a tacit assumption that the interests that women share in the fortunes of the
family/household to which they belong override in importance those that are
specific to their gender.

This was one of the main points at issue in the debate that took place in the
1980s in the pages of the journal Sociology. John Goldthorpe’s paper in 1983
threw down the gauntlet to feminist critics of the conventional view, claiming
that it was able to give a superior, more realistic, empirically-grounded and
methodologically sound account of the position of women than did those that
had argued that due attention to the position of women within class analysis
had destabilised and even undermined traditional sociological approaches
to class (Delphy, 1984; Oakley, 1981, and others. See also the response to
Goldthorpe by Stanworth, 1984).

Feminist sociologists had mounted an extensive critique of sociological
methods that measured social class in terms of the occupational status of ‘heads
of households’, presumptively male. Women’s own class status by virtue of
their labour market participation is made invisible in this classing of the family/
household. Goldthorpe gives a lengthy and in many ways impressive ‘defence of
the conventional view’. He characterizes both views with lucidity:

1) [I]t is the family rather than the individual which forms the basic unit of social
stratification; ii) particular families are articulated with the system of stratification
essentially via the position of their male ‘head” — which, in modern societies, can be
most adequately indexed by reference to their occupational category or grade. This
view is typically attacked on two rather different levels. First, it is argued that such a
view entails a disregard of certain increasingly important features of contemporary
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‘social reality’: most obviously, the proportion of families that do not have a male
‘head’; and the proportion of even ‘normal’ families in which the wife as well as
husband is found in gainful employment — and perhaps in a different occupational
category or grade to that of her husband. Secondly, though, and more fundamentally,
it is held that the conventional view effectively precludes examination of what should
be recognized as one major feature of the stratification system as a whole: that is,
sexual stratification, which, of course, cuts directly through the conjugal family. It
follows, then, that not only are women rendered largely ‘invisible’ within the study of
stratification, but furthermore that the existence of sexual inequalities becomes more
or less disregarded (Goldthorpe, 1983:465).

Goldthorpe argues that the conventional view provides the basis for a realis-
tic appraisal of the position of women within social structures. On the increase
in married women’s labour market participation, he comments that ‘although
the degree of women’s economic dependence on their husbands may in this be
somewhat mitigated, such employment typically forms part of a family strategy,
or at all events, takes place within the possibilities and constraints of the class
situation of the family as a whole’ (1983:469, emphasis added). For Goldthorpe
women have a stake and often a voice in the development of ‘family strategies’
regarding their own labour-market participation. He puts the point succinctly:
‘lines of class division and potential conflict run between, but not through,
families’ (Goldthorpe, 1983:469).

The position articulated by Goldthorpe may be taken here as the baseline: a
robust defence of the conventional view that has, traditionally, informed socio-
logical analysis of gender and class. There have been other less traditionalist
defences. In a collection entitled Renewing Class Analysis (Crompton et al, 2000)
a range of these are surveyed and sampled. Yet social class, across all the various
attempts to renew class analysis that are represented in this collection, remains,
fundamentally, a socio-economic category. The issues that dominated the main-
stream sociological approach survive and are as troubling as they ever were in
a world in which inequality is deepening, both within ‘western’ societies and
globally: the ways in which class positions and relations are reproduced across
generations, the ways in which it affects life chances, including life-expectation,
health, access to education, educational attainment, employment trajectories,
command of resources and so on. But the ‘renewals’ exemplified in this par-
ticular volume do not depart very far from the world of work and of economic
practice, in spite of the fact that relatively neglected questions have emerged in
the process: class processes in employment and the effects of the entry of women
onto the labour market, especially married women, and gendered access to
consumer services in the world of banking and finance.’

The relative separation of ‘the economic’ from ‘the cultural’ is common
across the conventional view and the various renewals of class analysis. I do not
have space to develop this point here, but it is notable that feminist scholarship
has been very often interdisciplinary, feeling the pull of the domain of ‘the cul-
tural’ as critical in the analysis of forms of gender domination that cannot be
wholly attributed to social structural factors.
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Pierre Bourdieu was one of the 20" century’s most prominent heirs to the
classical sociological tradition, in which class is central, but his work is also
distinguished by the attempt to construct a systematically integrated account of
class and culture, and a distinctive inflexion of the concept of ‘class’, that I shall
examine below. Because of this, his influence has been felt not only within the
discipline of sociology but also that of cultural studies, including film and tele-
vision studies, as well as upon sociology and its sub-disciplines, especially the
sociology of education and the sociology of art. His influence upon feminism
was slow to develop, but has grown among those who wish to contribute to ‘the
renewal of class analysis’ especially those who have also been more deeply
influenced by cultural studies than have most, though by no means all, of those
who have centred their concerns exclusively on the world of work (Adkins and
Skeggs, 2004).

Bourdieu’s reflexive sociology has attracted a belated but growing, if critical,
interest among feminists only in part because of his integrated approach to
socio-economic class and culture. Dispersed throughout his massive oeuvre is a
good deal of interesting comment on gender in the social field. With his publi-
cation of his work on masculine domination (Bourdieu, 1990, 2001) he has
entered the lists in a more concentrated form, but has, paradoxically, attracted
a good deal of sharply critical comment, especially from feminists in France (see
Armangaud et al, 1993). So, to quote the title of an essay by Leslie McCall,
‘does gender fit?” (McCall, 1992). Or perhaps how does gender fit into Bourdieu’s
reflexive sociology? Before turning to this question, the issue of ‘women’ as a
category must be addressed.

Section 2. Women: biological sex, social class, status category or series?

Women and biology

The manner in which women’s biology has been used to rationalize women’s
subordination (Sayers, 1982) has created within feminism, and not only socio-
logical feminism, a strong commitment to social constructionist understandings
of gender (see Witz, 2000). In the case of certain forms of contemporary fem-
inist philosophy, sexual difference itself is understood to be socially constructed
rather than biologically given (Butler, 1990, 1993). The nature and consequences
of biological differences between the sexes have been fiercely contested within
feminism. The ‘biological essentialist card’ is often too easily played whenever
biological sexual difference is given any place at all within feminist analysis (see
for example, the exchange over the working-class family between Barrett (1984,
1988) and Brenner and Ramas (1984)).

The feminist literary theorist Toril Moi, in her study of Simone de Beauvoir,
borrowed the question posed by Beauvoir for her title. “What is a woman?” Moi
asks, with Beauvoir. She answers with a very simple, common sense definition:
‘a woman is . ..a person with a female body’ (Moi, 1999:8). Like the woman
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on the Clapham omnibus, Moi recognizes and begins with embodied biological
sexual difference. She engages in an extended critique of Judith Butler, and
argues that the existence of a variety of undecidable types of body does not in
and of itself deconstruct the category of sexual difference. Neither does the flu-
idity and lack of fixity of ‘the biological’. She mounts a strong case against the
distinction that circulates widely within feminist discourse between (biological)
sex and (socio-cultural) gender. Whilst recognizing its usefulness in some con-
texts, these are strictly limited:

When it comes to thinking about what a woman is . . . the sex/gender distinction is
woefully inadequate. Many critics appear to believe that a sexed human being is made
up of the sum of sex plus gender. From such a perspective it does look as if every-
thing in a woman or a man that is not sex must be gender and vice versa (Moi,
1999:35).

Moi further argues that feminists, including Butler, who have interpreted Beau-
voir’s work in terms of the sex/gender opposition, have misread it (Butler, 1986).
She argues against the move of either incorporating biological sexual difference
within gender, as Butler does, or reducing gender to biological sexual difference,
the latter fuelling an understanding of women in terms of their biology as in
the evolutionary psychology that is hegemonic in the media and popular under-
standings. For Moi, nobody who has a female body can be denied the title of
‘woman’ but women cannot be reduced to their female bodies: sexual difference
does not permeate a woman through and through. So biological sexual differ-
ence remains in place in Moi’s thinking. She finds an alternative to the
sex/gender distinction in Beauvoir’s concept of the body as situation: ‘For
Beauvoir, a woman is someone with a female body from beginning to end, from
the moment she is born until the moment she dies, but that body is her situa-
tion, not her destiny’ (1999:76). Moi argues for a context-dependent, historically
located answer to Beauvoir’s question.

Although Moi is not a sociologist, this contextually situated approach gives
her a certain stake in the discipline. Feminist theory since the 1980s has followed
a trajectory away from sociology and towards philosophy and cultural/literary
studies in seeking its theoretical/conceptual frame (Barrett and Phillips, 1992;
Smart, 1994). Moi was part of ‘the psychoanalytical turn’ in feminist literary
studies, but she combined it with Bourdieu’s sociology at a time at which his
work had little circulation within feminism. She was responsible for introduc-
ing to feminist literary theorists some of the major organizing concepts of
Bourdieu’s reflexive sociology, arguing that his work was ripe for feminist
‘critique and appropriation’ (Moi, 1991).

Materialist feminism: do women constitute a social class?

Philosophical materialism is the view that all that exists is material or is wholly depen-
dent upon matter for its existence...human beings...[are]. .. fundamentally
bodily in nature. (Urmson and Rée, 1989:194, The Concise Encyclopaedia of Western
Philosophy and Philosophers.)
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The premises from which we begin are not arbitrary ones, not dogmas, . . . but real
individuals, their activity and the material conditions under which they live, both
those which they find already existing and those produced by their activity. . . . Men
can be distinguished from animals by consciousness, by religion or anything else you
like. They themselves begin to distinguish themselves from animals as soon as they
begin to produce their means of subsistence, a step which is conditioned by their phys-
ical organization. By producing their means of subsistence men are indirectly pro-
ducing their actual material life. (Marx and Engels, 1965:31, The German Ideology.)

Beauvoir has many followers, particularly within the school of French materi-
alist feminism: in France, Christine Delphy, Mich¢le Le Doeuff, Claudette Guil-
laumin and others, and in Britain, those feminists who have located themselves
in relation to this school (Lisa Adkins, Stevi Jackson, Diana Leonard and
others). Materialist feminism comes in diverse forms, and I shall follow Jackson
in distinguishing those that emanated from the French school and that remained
firmly located on the domain of ‘the social’ (Jackson, 2001) from those, very
often emanating from philosophy, cultural, or literary studies: Rosemary
Hennessy (1993), Donna Landry (Landry and MacClean, 1993) and others (see
Hennessey and Ingraham, 1997) who have remained within the tradition of
Marxist feminism in seeking some kind of synthesis of Marxist/socialist analy-
sis with ‘the cultural turn’ associated with psychoanalysis and the poststruc-
turalist theory of language, and who are therefore more influenced by the other
major school of French feminism dominated by Héléne Cixous, Luce Irigaray
and Julia Kristeva that was hostile towards Beauvoir (see Moi, 1987). French
materialist feminism is distinctive in conceptualising sexual divisions and rela-
tionships as (antagonistic) class relationships in their own right in the Marxist
sense. Materialist feminism in France originated with the group that was asso-
ciated with the journal Questions féministes, (with which Beauvoir herself was
associated). This materialist feminism represented a fusion of radical feminism
with elements of Marxist feminism that in the process extended the meaning of
‘materialism’ beyond the primacy given within Marxism to the capitalist mode
of production.

The early writings of Christine Delphy demonstrate the extent of that initial
(highly critical) engagement. Delphy, like British Marxist feminists of the same
period, located her materialism within the concept of the ‘production of mate-
rial life’ and ‘the social relations of production and reproduction’. But the
Marxian paradigm was problematic for Marxist and French feminist material-
ists alike in its relegation of human sexuality and reproduction to the realm of
nature:

The maintenance and reproduction of the working class is, and must ever be, a nec-
essary condition of the reproduction of capital. But the capitalist may safely leave its
fulfilment to the labourer’s instinct of self-preservation and of propagation (Marx,
1970:572).

Engels’ work became a critical resource for a Marxist theory of the social
relations of reproduction (Sayers et al, 1987) but Engels wrote of the family
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rather than sexuality. Both materialist feminisms drew attention to the unpaid
labour undertaken by women in the home. Both participated in the extended
debate over domestic labour that had almost run its course by the beginning of
the 1980s (Malos, 1980). Delphy resolved the problem of sexuality together with
that of domestic labour by positing two parallel modes of production, the first
pertaining to capitalism, the second to ‘family’, or ‘patriarchal production’, and
by assimilating women’s sexuality to the category of exploited labour. For
Delphy then, the mode of production of 20" century Western society could not
be described exclusively as capitalist. For only the first mode, she argued, is prop-
erly so described, centring as it does on the exploitation of labour to produce
surplus value in commodity production. The unpaid domestic labour of women
may have benefited capitalism but, Delphy argued, it was labour that was more
immediately exploited by men rather than by the capitalist class. “The main
enemy’ so far as women as a class were concerned, was patriarchy — a system of
male power over women.*

Delphy considered not the relationship of women to the capitalist means
of production as the chief determinant of women’s class position, but their
position within exploitative relations of family production, whose linchpin was
marriage: institutionalized compulsory heterosexuality:

Even though a marriage with a man from the capitalist class can raise a woman'’s stan-
dard of living, it does not make her a member of that class. She herself does not own
the means of production. Therefore her standard of living does not depend on her
class relationship to the proletariat; but on her serf relations of production with her
husband (Delphy, 1984:71).

It was male-female sexual relations, especially marriage that tied women into
unequal, servile relationships with men. However while heterosexuality presup-
posed biological sexual differences, biology did not found the unequal relations
of men and women, nor define them as ‘classes’. For Delphy men and women
are socially constituted groups structured around antagonistic gender class rela-
tions and interests.

In drawing attention to very significant aspects of the production of mater-
ial life that took place outside the capitalist mode of production, French mate-
rialist feminism remained strictly materialist. But the designation of women as
a full social class by virtue of their position within the social relations of family
rather than capitalist production, structured by institutionalized heterosexual-
ity, took them well beyond any semblance of Marxist orthodoxy. This was a step
too far for many Marxist feminists, and the two materialisms separated with
some acrimony (Barrett and McIntosh 1979; Delphy, 1984).

As is clear in this quote from Delphy, working-class women were presented
as subject to a double exploitation of their labour through their participation
in both modes of production. But bourgeois women were not considered to be
full members of their prima facie social class.

Both the definitions at the head of this section emphasize the physical and
bodily nature of ‘material life’. Marx and Engels do not separate off the
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physical, the embodied, from formative social activity: “The writing of history
must always set out from these material bases and their modification in the
course of history through the actions of men’ (Marx and Engels, 1965:31).
French materialist feminists locate gender classes entirely within the realm of
the social, a realm screened off from the biological. They have in the main
relatively little to say about the specificity of women’s biological bodies, in spite
of their great debt to Beauvoir, who has much to say on this topic with which
she opens her study of ‘woman’s situation’. They were scrupulously social
constructionist in their theories. The distinction between (biological) sex and
(socially constructed) gender retained some circulation — Delphy continued to
use the distinction although critically — but French materialist feminists were
among the earliest to suggest that sex, too, and not just gender, was fully social;
sexual difference could not be distinguished from gender on the grounds that
one belonged to ‘nature’, the other to ‘culture’. In this move they anticipated in
all but one respect the position taken in the 1990s by Judith Butler, who
famously declared:

this construct called sex is as culturally constructed as gender; indeed perhaps it was
always already gender, with the consequence that the distinction between sex and
gender turned out to be no distinction at all (Butler, 1990:7).

The key remaining difference was that where Butler spoke of ‘cultural con-
struction’ of sex and gender, the materialist feminists spoke of ‘social construc-
tion’. Butler, unlike the majority of the French (and associated British — see
Jackson, 2001) materialist feminists, had taken ‘the cultural/linguistic turn’ with
a vengeance, and unlike most of the school of French materialist feminism, also
draws on psychoanalytic theory, a resource eschewed explicitly by Jackson, for
example, along with ‘the cultural turn’ (Jackson, 1999).

Among those who brought the sexual entirely into the realm of the social
was Monique Wittig. The social relationship that generated sexual difference,
created hierarchical and oppressive classes with opposed interests, was (repro-
ductive) heterosexuality, imposed on females whether they wished or no, to
make of them an oppressed class, ‘women’. Wittig’s answer to Beauvoir’s ques-
tion, in her writings from the 1970s, is very different to that of Moi. The meaning
of ‘woman’ is brought into sharp focus for Wittig by the figure of the lesbian:

[T]he lesbian has to be something else, a not-woman, a not-man, a product of society,
not a product of nature, for there is no nature in society (Wittig, 1992:13).

The practice of heterosexuality organizes and creates the (social) distinction
between men and women:

The category of sex is the product of a heterosexual society in which men appropri-
ate for themselves the reproduction and production of women, and also their physi-
cal persons by means of a contract called the marriage contract (Wittig, 1992:6).

The recurrent theme of sexuality and sexual reproduction as work is significant,
as this redefinition as ‘work’ enabled the French materialists to take sex into the
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domain of the social, even in the case of biological reproduction (Tabet, 1996).
Sexual and reproductive work has a product: the child. It is alienated labour
however, for the product does not belong to its producer; indeed it is a species
of ‘slave-labour’ because it is obligatory.’

Incorporating heterosexual practice and human reproduction into the
category of work may not generate an account of (hetero)sexuality with much
nuance. It hardly allows acknowledgement of the deep investments that many
women make in their reproductive bodies, in pregnancy, reproduction, children
as that which was opened up by the engagement with psychoanalysis. But one
very promising avenue was created with the shift from sex as work to sexual
work — paid work that takes place within the frame of commodity exchange
(Adkins, 1995; Adkins and Merchant, 1996; Pateman, 1988). It brought into the
frame not only directly ‘sexual work’ such as prostitution, but also to the way
that labour is gendered and sexualized within the economic division of labour.®

Gender as status

Max Weber famously distinguished between class, status and party in his study
of power in society. Sociological stratification theory, especially as developed in
the US, tends to conflate class with status (Crompton et al, 2000; Goldthorpe,
1983; Savage, 2000). French materialist feminism in France and Britain, as it
was developed in the 1970s and 1980s, placed the weight of emphasis as we have
seen upon the production of ‘women’ as a gender class, one constituted through
the social relations of domestic production, including sexuality, rather than
upon the participation of women in the capitalist labour market.

As we have seen, the argument was that while working class women are full
members of hoth the working class, and the subordinate gender class, ‘bourgeois’
women who do not have ‘bourgeois’ positions in the labour market are classed
only through their gender, and they share their gender class, of course, with their
working-class sisters. Delphy, however, acknowledges that their respective
standards of living may be very different. I want to raise the question whether
the differences that Delphy acknowledges here do not take us into the arena of
‘status power’ rather than class power,’ forms of power that women have held
over other women. For the wives and daughters of capitalists and the secretaries
of powerful men may exercise status power, even though their status is relational
and the power whose exercise it enables may be more precarious than that of
their husbands or their bosses. If we make this move, we need to do so in full
consciousness of the fact that this form of power is very real. We should not
underestimate its capacity to inflict injury, as Bourdieu, and Iris MarionYoung,
and Nancy Fraser all recognize (Bourdieu, 2001; Fraser, 1997, 1998; Young,
1990).

We might follow Young at this point, and speak of ‘social groups’, without
differentiating status groups from class groups (Young, 1990). This lack of speci-
ficity allows her to raise the issue of forms of oppression that various subordi-
nated groups are characteristically vulnerable to, including racialized groups,
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gender groupings, social classes, and others. These are of course cross cutting.
We are all members of more than one social group. Fraser, in her exchanges
with Young (Fraser, 1997; Young, 1997), and later with Butler (Butler, 1998;
Fraser, 1998) emphasizes the distinction between status and class, using an
explicitly Weberian frame. But ‘the economic’ and ‘the cultural’ or the ‘status
order’ that is structured by the dominant culture, are for Fraser analytical rather
than substantive categories. She classifies groups according to whether they are
structured primarily by the economic or the status order, although she recog-
nizes, importantly, that some groups may be ‘bivalent’ and that, substantively,
the two are closely imbricated, so that injustices that have their root, analyti-
cally, in one, may require ‘remedies’ in the other, or in both sets of power rela-
tions (Fraser and Honneth, 2003).

Gender as seriality

Under the broad head of ‘postmodernism’, Young, among others, has floated
the idea of a different kind of political mobilization that may be contingent and
shifting, formed for specific and limited purposes. She distinguishes between
‘groups’ and ‘series’, drawing on Sartre: ‘not all structured social action takes
place in groups’ (Young, 1995, 198). Series are collectivities that are transient,
amorphous, forming in the course of everyday life and habitual actions. The bus
queue affords Sartre’s example. Series, unlike groups such as social classes, do
not need or usually intend to become, solidified. Young argues that gender may
be understood profitably as seriality (Young, 1995). I do not have space in this
chapter to give this concept and Young’s argument the attention they deserve
but I shall be returning to it subsequently. It is interesting that Juliet Mitchell
also proposes a distinctive account of gender as seriality in her work on siblings
(Mitchell, 2003).

In the next section I shall consider Bourdieu’s account of gender in the social
field, in terms of sex/genders as social groups, whether in terms of social class
in the manner in which this is affirmed by French materialist feminism, or in
terms of status.

Section 3. Bourdieu and the social field: ‘does gender fit?’

Bourdieu is often accused of base/superstruture reductionism, but this does
not protect him from the opposite charge, that he has no adequate model of
‘the economic’ (Callinicos, 1999). But Bourdieu engages neither in economic
reductionism nor in the elevation of everything into the realm of ‘the cultural’.
Bourdieu’s ‘social field’ is doubly articulated. The maps of social space that
Bourdieu produces in Distinction are structured around two related hierarchies
that measure, respectively, holdings of economic and of cultural capital and
their composition in relation to the occupants of those positions. The positions
themselves denote labour-market occupations. Women may be entered into this
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general field in terms of either their labour-market participation, or the status
of the households to which they belong. Thus far Bourdieu is at one with
Goldthorpe and the conventional view. For Goldthorpe, class position gener-
ates class-consciousness, class struggle and the creation of class institutions,
class politics. Bourdieu does not disagree, but in his classic paper on social class,
gives this basic model a rather different inflexion:

A ‘class’, be it social, sexual, ethnic or otherwise, exists when there are agents capable
of imposing themselves as authorized to speak and to act officially in its place and in
its name, upon whom, by recognizing themselves in these plenipotentiaries, by recog-
nizing them as endowed with full power to speak and act in their name, recognize
themselves as members of the class, and in doing so, confer upon it the only form of
existence a group can possess (Bourdieu, 1987:15, emphasis added).

On this definition, there exist sexual classes, and sexual classes do indeed ‘cut
directly through the conjugal family’ (Goldthorpe, 1983:469). For Bourdieu,
social classes/groupings are constructed through successful bids for authoriza-
tion by ‘agents capable of imposing themselves’ — in the case of the historical
formation of the English working class, by the political societies and movements
documented by E.P. Thompson (1963). They are not ‘pre-given’ in social space:
rather positioning in social space may predispose an answering recognition and
authorization by those addressed as the socio-political category in question (see
Lovell, 2003). There are therefore no social classes or sexual classes per se — no
classes ‘in themselves’ — until this process of representation and recognition has
begun to occur. They are the outcome of political and cultural work:

Constructed classes theoretically assemble agents who, being subject to similar con-
ditions, tend to resemble one another, and, as a result, are inclined to come together
as a practical group (Bourdieu, 1987:6).

It follows firstly, that gender categories may be addressed (by ‘feminist plenipo-
tentiaries?’) as distinct ‘social groups’, to become over time through this
two-way process of authorization, ‘practical groups’. This process of group
formation has occurred whenever women’s movements have arisen. Bourdieu’s
definition is commensurable with the French materialist feminist claim that
women constitute a social class, although for the latter, this class does indeed
exist ‘in itself” prior to its mobilization as a gender class. Bourdieu’s proviso
however is that such classes are made and not given. And French materialist
feminism could no doubt be accommodated to this view, though there would be
protest over the concept of ‘plenipotentiaries’.® Bourdieu considers that ‘the
working class as we perceive it today . . . is a well-founded historical construc-
tion’ (Bourdieu, 1987:9). Can we say the same about the class (or ‘group’ — notice
Bourdieu’s equivocation between these two terms) of ‘women’?

There is an immediate problem in that women and men occupy very differ-
ent positions in social space, depending on their socio-economic class, their
marital status, ‘race’. ‘Objectively’, the sociologist may monitor and note the
gendered characteristics of women and men, both in terms of their positioning
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within the labour market, their holdings of cultural capital, their gender-habitus,
and so on. Interestingly, Bourdieu limits himself to this level of analysis by and
large, in his book length study of masculine domination — to women as occu-
pants of positions among the dominated in social space and as bearers of a fem-
inine habitus that signifies subjection (Bourdieu, 2001). But their status as the
dominated gender does not cluster them together within his map of social space.
We might usefully compare women with Bourdieu’s category of ‘cultural
producers’, those whose holdings of cultural capital are high. In terms of class
hierarchies, he refers to them as ‘the dominated fraction of the dominant class’.
Cultural producers, however, have their own dedicated position within social
space, as a differentiated sub-field of power (Bourdieu, 1993). But because
gender, and gender-hierarchies of domination occur at every level of the general
social field, we cannot speak as readily of ‘the dominated gender of the domi-
nant class’. There is no sub-field of gender: of gender-domination, gender
power.

Bourdieu touches only in passing the forms of mobilization, or ‘gender class
formation’, achieved through feminism and the various women’s movements.
Most of his book documents instead the characteristic forms of symbolic
violence that women suffer. He characterizes features of ‘the feminine habitus™
and documents the effects that this habitus trails in the lives of women, in-
cluding feminists, who are trying to escape from or ameliorate this form of
domination."

Bourdieu is reserved at best about the status of feminism and the women’s
movement. Possibly he considers, perhaps with good reason, that the ‘class’ or
status group of women would have to be understood to be but weakly founded,
unlike the English working class that provides his paradigm case. If the ‘class-
ing’ of women as a gender group rests upon the work of creating recognized
plenipotentiaries or representatives, in Bourdieu’s terms, then there is little in
Bourdieu to suggest that he considers that this work of representation has been
taken very far as yet.

Bourdieu has little to say about feminism as a political movement, then, but
quite a lot to say about the positioning of women in social space, in relation
both to the labour market (used as an indicator of holdings of economic capital),
and of the ‘economy of symbolic goods’ (cultural and symbolic capital). Leslie
McCall (1992) discusses the reservation that many feminists have expressed con-
cerning Bourdieu, in particular, that he perceives gender to be only secondary
as a structuring principle of the social field. She offers an interesting reading of
this: that gender is ‘hidden’, ‘unofficial’, ‘real’. On this reading its ‘secondary’
status does not diminish and possibly even enhances its significance. It is dis-
persed across the social field, but its organizing principle is pervasive and, as
Bourdieu insists, naturalized, doxic, and deeply structuring.

It is important to note that Bourdieu is at least as close to Max Weber as he
is to Marx in his account of the double articulation of social space. The
economy of symbolic goods is a field of power relations. Position holders,
whether individuals, families, or other joint units, struggle to increase their
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overall holdings of cultural and symbolic capital, and high holdings enable the
exercise of power over those with less, as well as resources to provide some
defence, however circumscribed, against domination, against symbolic violation.
‘Culture’, in other words, is not superstructural, but is a resource in power
relationships, power struggles that are specific to this particular ‘economy’.
Bourdieu’s whole discussion of women and men as ‘gender classes’ focuses on
the economy of symbolic goods, and this would suggest that he sees genders as
status groups rather than as classes. However the two ‘economies’ are connected,
as they were for Max Weber. In the economy of symbolic goods, women play a
critical role. Bourdieu follows Lévi-Strauss in identifying women as bearers in
their persons of embodied cultural capital, prizes that circulate in the exchanges
of the marriage market, and therefore cultural objects, but also sees them as key
functionaries and agents in the capital holding strategies of families, kin, ethnic
group, etc, as regards cultural, social, and symbolic capital, and it is here that
his work on women and gender is most interesting.

Bourdieu makes some cautious comments on the political struggle for sex
equality towards the close of his study of masculine domination, and these
reveal, perhaps, why Bourdieu is so reserved about feminism and women’s
movements:

[TThese struggles are liable to reinforce the effects of another form of fictitious uni-
versalism, by favouring firstly women drawn from the same regions of social space as
the men who currently occupy the dominant positions (Bourdieu, 2001:117, emphasis
added).

Bridget Fowler spells out what is implied here in a series of cautionary ‘what
ifs’:

What if we have become so mesmerized by stories of women’s progress or its limits
that we fail to notice the increasing polarization of class inequalities going on behind
our backs, and the indirect contribution of women’s work to this, through the com-
bining of high salaries at the service class level? (Fowler, 2003:482).

Fowler views the evidence that the women’s movement and feminism may have
accrued ‘profits’ not only to those women best positioned to reap the benefits,
but also for the dominant class as a whole, viz-a-viz their relationship to the
dominated socio-economic class. Inequalities of social class have deepened and
widened. The view that the ‘advance’ of women has been the advance of women
of the dominant class and of the class to which they belong, and that it has been
achieved at the expense of the working class as a whole, but especially working
class men, is one that is being voiced with increasing frequency (Coward, 1999).
And Fowler also draws attention to the uncomfortable facts of female-female
domination across the lines of class, drawing here on the work of Bridget
Anderson (2000) on the new class of female domestic labourers (see also
Ehrenreich and Hochschild, 2003).

‘Materialism’ always carries the danger of representing the power that is
rooted in economic relations as somehow ‘more real’ than symbolic power. But
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if Bourdieu establishes anything it is the deep power of symbolic violence to
inflict harm, pain, injury. For Bourdieu, there is a close relationship, though not
one of dependency, between economic power and symbolic power, although it
is true that he does not place them face to face on a level playing field so to
speak, in his ‘social field’: there are hierarchical relationships from left to right'’
on Bourdieu’s map of social space (Honneth, 1986) — with the holders of eco-
nomic capital identified as ‘the dominant fraction of the dominant class’, and
holders of cultural capital as ‘the dominated fraction of the dominant class’.
But symbolic violence, the currency that circulates in the economy of symbolic
goods, structures relationships of domination. It is important to remember this
when rehearsing the manner in which changes that have altered the balance of
power in relation to gender in that other (dominant) economy, mainly through
the enhanced access of women to the labour market, may have increased the
inequities that structure social class relationships in social space, when class is
reckoned in terms of household or family, rather than individual holdings of
economic capital.

We should not lose sight of the symbolic violence — leaving aside the physi-
cal violence whose toll in suffering and deprivation in the lives of women shows
no sign of abating — that is inflicted on women by virtue of their sexed identity.
While the slogan of ‘sisterhood’ notoriously papered over the differences that
separate women from one another, there are still striking examples (as Bourdieu
himself argues in his study of masculine domination) of similarities across great
differences of class, space and history. I want to end by placing side by side two
testimonies that may be read in terms of these similarities in the strategies used
by the dominant and by the dominated ‘gender classes’, one from a middle-aged
contract worker in the Colombian flower industry towards the close of the 20"
century whose father was a peasant share-cropper, the other an older profes-
sional woman whose father was a successful small businessman, each speaking
of their childhood experiences:

Amaranta’s testimony

My father used to say ‘even if we have our clothes stitched in pieces, even if we don’t
have two pairs of shoes, the important thing in life is to eat well’, and he didn’t give
us clothes or was concerned about us studying, nothing like that, everything he got
was to be spent on food. My mother used to sell our food to buy us clothes and school
books, and everything to study. It was funny because he didn’t realise how she
managed to get all these things for us. She used to take little by little from the bean
and maize sacks until she had her own sack and then she would give it to sell in the
market in somebody else’s name (Madrid, 2003:143).

Ann’s testimony

My father had many close friends in Germany, and after WWII he wished to help
them. But clothing was rationed and required coupons. My mother, with eight chil-
dren at that time, was entirely dependent on my father to feed and clothe all of us.
He greatly relished his food, and as a result, we never wanted in this respect. But there
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was never enough money for new clothes. As the fifth child, and the third in a series
of 5 girls, hand-me-downs were the norm. Rich in clothing coupons she could
not afford to use, my mother sold them to my father, telling him they had been
acquired on the black market. So he unwittingly bought his own children’s clothing
coupons, enabling my mother to replenish our meagre collective stock (Personal
communication).

While access to the labour market, or to the ‘public patriarchy’ of the welfare
state, would have given these two women additional resources for resistance in
their struggle against gender domination, differences of class would channel the
forms of employment open to them, leaving, still, a gulf between them. But
across vast differences of class, ‘race’ and ethnicity, time, geographical location,
culture and language then, there are striking similarities in these two stories:
in the exercise of domestic patriarchal power, and of maternal resistance using
the weapons of stealth and subterfuge. Bourdieu recognizes the weapons
that women use to fight their corner and to get some little room for manoeuvre,
but he cites the familiar saw that ‘the weapons of the weak are weak weapons’
(Bourdieu, 2001:32). Indeed they are, if we are willing to count only the power
of radical transformation. But they were powerful enough in both cases to
ensure that these mothers’ daughters had access to some small, basic share of
‘cultural capital’. It remains true nevertheless that to relieve this form of gender
domination may have unintended consequences from the point of view of social
class inequalities.

Conclusion

In conclusion I want to draw attention to a problem that troubles me. Whether
conceptualized as class, status group, or series, the analyses offered by all of the
social constructionist feminists, and by sociologists such as Bourdieu, run into
difficulties insofar as they do not include in the equation the sharp sexual divi-
sion of labour in human reproduction. Moi comes closest to opening up the
space for this, but she scarcely touches on this issue. And while I agree with her
that biological differences between the sexes do not have any necessary and
relentless consequences, no categorical imperatives for the way in which social
relations and institutions are organized, I would want to make the point the
other way round: the manner in which we organize those institutions and social
relations has powerful effects upon the situation of many women. It follows that
the feminist project ignores sexual difference and the social relations of repro-
duction at its peril. If women constitute a class, it is a class differentiated not
only along the lines of ‘race’, socio-economic class, sexuality — the three ‘dif-
ferences’ that are most commonly recognized — but also differentiated by those
who become, willy nilly or by choice, the mothers of children and those that do
not.

Attention to the level of ‘biological exigencies’ is critical, then, for an effec-
tive feminist politics and scholarship, and I do not find much evidence of this
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attention within the militantly social constructionist approaches which have
formed my own thinking and with which I have great sympathy. Taking these
social relations into account, the analyses offered here might have to change.
For example, the concept of ‘gender as seriality’, at least as developed by Young
(1995) does not seem to account for the phenomenon noted earlier by Young
herself, the ‘thrown-ness’ of social groups, (a concept borrowed from Heideg-
ger) and the identities they carry (Young, 1990:46). We are ‘thrown’ by our sexed
bodies into our gender identity. Anyone with a female body, as Moi insists,
following Beauvoir, is a woman ‘from the moment she is born until the moment
she dies’. Our female bodies are our ‘situation’. Whether we are ‘called’ into
gendered identities/politics through being constituted as groups or on the basis
of transient seriality, only women can be ‘called’” as women. But women may
become part of a gender-series or status group on a differential basis: mothers,
‘childfree’, professional women, unpaid carers, intellectual women, etc. Pace the
concerns of materialist feminism, and of Bourdieu, it probably remains true
that the impulse behind the WLM was broader than these more limited forms
of mobilization, therefore more akin to class mobilization. Short of this,
whether we opt for a “politics of recognition’ or a ‘politics of redistribution’, we
shall be obliged to weigh very carefully the consequences of any transforma-
tions in either the economic order or the status/cultural order in terms of the
differential effects such transformations may have for different categories of
women. '

To re-centre the discussion on the social relations of reproduction is to
introduce an actor that has been described by John O’Neill as an implausible
candidate for the status of ‘the individual’: the child (O’Neill 1994). O’Neil is
passionate in his commitment to ‘the civic commons’, to a ‘thick’ form of social-
ity. But his discussions of women and feminism illustrate only too well the
problem of more collective subjectivities, from which this paper started.

Notes

1 Mike Savage (2000) has argues that the individual, and the individualization thesis do not have
to be specified in a manner which makes the concept of social class redundant, but rather that
social class has its effects through individuals and individualization. In this he is in important
part influenced by Bourdieu.
Giddens centres the quest, dating as far back as the idea of romantic love, for ‘the pure rela-
tionship’. It is interesting to compare this concept with Bourdieu’s footnote encomium to love
in Masculine Domination (2002:109-112). I added a somewhat caustic footnote on this to my
2000 paper, and must remain sceptical in the face of Fowler’s claim of great significance for this
encomium, on the grounds that it provides an alternative to the systematic and relentless pre-
sentation of social relations in terms of hierarchy and domination, of which he is often accused.
3 Savage, one of the editors of the Crompton e7 a/ collection, articulates elsewhere a position that
attempts to keep together in the same frame both class analysis and ‘the cultural’ (Savage, 2000).
4 It is interesting that the radical political lesbian slogan ‘sleeping with the enemy’, was taken as
the title for a popular film starring Julia Roberts in 1991. In a forthright and contentious attack
on heterosexual feminists, this was one accusation that was levied at them (Leeds Revolution-
ary Feminists, 1981). Heterosexual feminists were in effect, (gender)-class traitors.

[\
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5 The figure of the handmaid in Margaret Attwood’s novel, The Handmaid’s Tale, might stand as
exemplar for the position of the heterosexual woman engaged in heterosexual exchanges in the
account offered by Wittig.

6 The literature on ‘body-work’ is by now extensive, and is informed by other approaches: by
Foucault and by poststructuralist theories of the body. But French and associated materialist
feminism made a distinctive contribution to this line of analysis that still informs this whole
enterprise, often in conjunction with other approaches.

7 Interestingly, Delphy speaks of women as a caste, which for Weber was a status rather than a
class category.

8 The WLM had a different concept of ‘leadership’ and this is perhaps best expressed by Beyond
the Fragments (Rowbotham, Segal and Wainwright, 1979).

9 Often it must be said in terms that will be very familiar to those who have worked over a longer
span of time in this field.

10 The habitus encompasses embodied femininity, and there has been some discussion among fem-
inists using Bourdieu as to whether femininity ought to be counted as a form of ‘cultural capital’.
Moi (1999) thinks that sexual status should and does count in the struggles within the economy
of symbolic goods and within labour-market struggles, but it usually counts as negative cultural
capital. Skeggs understands femininity to be ‘cultural capital’, something that may be cultivated
to yield certain ‘profits’, but in a manner that is deeply problematic for its holders (Skeggs, 1997).

11 In Bourdieu’s work on cultural production (1993) these are transposed, so that ‘economic capital’
is on the right, cultural capital on the left.

12 Fraser’s ‘thought experiment’ using Weberian ideal types, comprises a systematic consideration
of a whole range of political strategies that feminists need to consider ‘after the family wage’.
One of her principles is that, at least when we are considering this matter in principle rather than
pragmatically, we need to identify strategies that do not involve trading off one gain for a loss
or compromise elsewhere (Fraser, 1997).
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Gendering Bourdieu’s concepts of capitals?
Emotional capital, women and social class

Diane Reay

Introduction

Although Bourdieu deals extensively with gender differences in his work, far less
space is given to the emotions. This chapter attempts to address this lacuna
by extending Bourdieu’s concept of capitals to the realm of emotions. While
Bourdieu never refers explicitly to emotional capital in his own work, he does
describe practical and symbolic work which generates devotion, generosity and
solidarity, arguing that ‘this work falls more particularly to women, who are
responsible for maintaining relationships’ (Bourdieu, 1998:68). This chapter
takes on-going research into mothers’ involvement in their children’s education
as a case study for developing the concept of emotional capital. It describes the
intense emotional engagement the vast majority of mothers had with their chil-
dren’s education. The chapter also explores the extent to which emotional capital
may be understood as a specifically gendered capital, in particular, by examin-
ing the impact of social class on gendered notions of emotional capital.

The background: Bourdieu’s concept of capitals

In this chapter I am attempting to unravel a number of feminist conundrums
and at the same time develop a theoretical understanding of emotional capital.
I am trying to extend Bourdieu’s concept of capitals into the murky waters of
the emotions. While Bourdieu himself never mentions emotional capital, he
does develop an extensive theoretical understanding of other forms of capital.
Cultural capital is Bourdieu’s best known concept. It is primarily a relational
concept and exists in conjunction with other forms of capital. Therefore, it
cannot be understood in isolation from the other forms of capital, economic,
symbolic and social capital, that together constitute advantage and disadvan-
tage in society. Social capital is generated through social processes between the
family and wider society and is made up of social networks. Economic capital
is wealth either inherited or generated from interactions between the individual
and the economy, while symbolic capital is manifested in individual prestige and

© The Editorial Board of the Sociological Review 2004. Published by Blackwell Publishing Ltd,
9600 Garsington Road, Oxford OX4 2DQ, UK and 350 Main Street, Malden, MA 02148, USA



Diane Reay

personal qualities, such as authority and charisma (Bourdieu, 1985). In addi-
tion to the interconnection of the types of capital, Bourdieu envisages a process
in which one form of capital can be transformed into another (Bourdieu, 1986).
For example, economic capital can be converted into cultural capital, while cul-
tural capital can be translated into social capital. These, however, are complex
processes which are not straightforwardly achieved.

The overall capital of different fractions of the social classes is composed of
differing proportions of the various kinds of capital (Bourdieu, 1993). It is
mainly in relation to the middle and upper classes that Bourdieu elaborates this
variation in volume and composition of the different types of capital. For
example, individuals can be adjacent to each other in social space yet have very
different ratios of economic to cultural capital. These differences are a conse-
quence of complex relationships between individual and class trajectories.
Moreover, the value attached to the different forms of capital are stakes in the
struggle between different class fractions. Bourdieu uses the analogy of a game
of roulette. Some individuals:

those with lots of red tokens and a few yellow tokens, that is lots of economic capital
and a little cultural capital will not play in the same way as those who have many
yellow tokens and a few red ones. . . . the more yellow tokens (cultural capital) they
have, the more they will stake on the yellow squares (the educational system).
(Bourdieu, 1993:34).

For Bourdieu all goods, whether material or symbolic have an economic value
if they are in short supply and considered worthy of being sought after in a par-
ticular social formation. He describes a process in which ‘classes’ invest their
cultural capital in academic settings (Bourdieu, 1977). Because the upper, and
to a lesser extent, the middle classes, have the means of investing their cultural
capital in the optimum educational setting, their investments are extremely prof-
itable. From this perspective educational establishments can be viewed as mech-
anisms for generating social profits (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1977). However,
cultural capital is not just about the relationship of different social groupings
to the educational system, it is also about the centrality of the family to any
understanding of cultural reproduction (Reay, 1998a). Bourdieu, in his article
co-authored with Boltanski, states ‘the educational system depends less directly
on the demands of the production system than on the demands of reproducing
the family group.” (Bourdieu and Boltanski, 1981:142-3).

Cultural capital is primarily transmitted through the family. It is from the
family that children derive modes of thinking, types of dispositions, sets of
meaning and qualities of style. These are then assigned a specific social value
and status in accordance with what the dominant classes label as the most valued
cultural capital (Giroux, 1983). Integral, therefore to cultural capital, is the
potential for a complex analysis of the interactions between home background,
the processes of schooling and a child’s educational career. According to Nash:

Through Bourdieu’s work we have been able to reconstruct a theory of the family
and recover the centrality of family resources to educational differentiation within a
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radical context which allays the fears of a retreat to cultural deficit theory (Nash,
1990:446).

Families, therefore, provide the link between individual and class trajectory and,
as such Wilkes asserts, ‘should be the units of study for class analysis” (Wilkes,
1990:127). However, while the concept of cultural capital implies the centrality
of the family, Bourdieu also seems to be recognizing the centrality of the
mother:

It is because the cultural capital that is effectively transmitted within the family itself
depends not only on the quantity of cultural capital, itself accumulated by spending
time, that the domestic group possess, but also on the usable time (particularly in the
form of mother’s free time) available to it (Bourdieu, 1986:253).

Feminist research on the domestic division of labour would also point to the
mother as the parent who expends the most time on childcare (Graham, 1993;
Oakley, 1993; Lawler, 2000) and thus the parent most directly involved in the
generation of cultural capital. Childcare is made up of a complex amalgam of
practical, educational and emotional work (James, 1989; Oakley, 1993; Reay,
1998b). Within the sphere of parental involvement in education recent research
has highlighted the gendered nature of parental involvement in terms of both
the practical and educational work involved (David, 1993; David et al, 1993;
Reay and Ball, 1998). However, very little consideration has been paid to emo-
tional involvement, although a growing body of both sociological and psycho-
logical research points to the gendered nature of emotion work in personal
relationships (Erickson, 1993; Duncombe and Marsden, 1993; Reay et al, 1998;
Wharton and Erickson, 1995; Zajdow, 1995). This research shows that within
families, women engage in emotional labour far more than most men, taking
responsibility for maintaining the emotional aspects of family relationships,
responding to others’ emotional states and also acting to alleviate distress. As
Nicky James (1989:27) asserts, managing the family’s emotional life requires
‘anticipation, planning, timetabling and trouble-shooting’. Bourdieu, in Mas-
culine Domination (2001:77), writes that ‘it has often been observed that women
fulfil a cathartic, quasi-therapeutic function in regulating men’s emotional lives,
calming their anger, helping them accept the injustices and difficulties of life’.
In this chapter, however, it is the quasi-therapeutic role women perform in rela-
tion to their children that I want to focus on. It was this emotional management
aspect of mothers’ involvement in their children’s education that emerged time
and again in the research projects that I have been involved in over the past ten
years. As Steph Lawler (2000:125) points out, ‘children’s needs, and especially
their emotional needs, are the point of motherhood’. Emotions within the family
have traditionally been conceptualized as standing outside economic interpre-
tations within both mainstream theorizing and feminisms. One of the few
feminist exceptions is Diane Bell’s work. Bell (1990) argues that an economy of
emotion operates within families and that it is the responsibility of women. She
equates mothering with book-keeping, arguing that one of the major roles of
mothering is to balance the family’s emotional budget.
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The genesis of emotional capital

While Bourdieu never refers explicitly to emotional capital in his own work, he
does highlight the key role of the mother in affective relationships. Writing of
the practical and symbolic work which ‘generates devotion, generosity and sol-
idarity’, Bourdieu argues that ‘this work falls more particularly to women, who
are responsible for maintaining relationships’ (Bourdieu, 1998:68). It is only over
the last twenty years that the view that emotions are somehow outside the remit
of sociologists has begun to be challenged (Hochschild, 1983; Jackson, 1993;
Duncombe and Marsden, 1993; Williams and Bendelow, 1997). One of the main
challenges has come from Helga Nowotny. Nowotny, drawing on Bourdieu’s
conceptual framework, developed the concept of emotional capital. She saw
emotional capital as a variant of social capital, but characteristic of the private,
rather than the public sphere (Nowotny, 1981). Emotional capital is generally
confined within the bounds of affective relationships of family and friends and
encompasses the emotional resources you hand on to those you care about.
According to Nowotny, emotional capital constitutes:

knowledge, contacts and relations as well as access to emotionally valued skills and
assets, which hold within any social network characterised at least partly by affective
ties (Nowotny, 1981:148).

Unlike the other forms of capital — cultural, economic, social and symbolic
which are invariably theorzsed in ungendered ways — Nowotny saw emotional
capital as a resource women have in greater abundance than men. Linked to this
gendered perspective, however, Nowotny saw emotional capital as developed in
adverse circumstances — in response to barriers rather than possibilities. She
asserts that the important question we need to ask about gender differences in
capital is ‘why women have been able to accumulate only certain kinds of capital
and why they have been equally limited in converting the capital they have
gained into certain other types’ (1981:148). So Nowotny recognizes a key dif-
ference between emotional and other capitals. Emotional capital gained in the
private sector lacks the direct convertibility of other capitals like cultural and
economic capital. However, the main consequence of emotional capital’s lack
of value in the public sector is that it is ‘largely used for further family invest-
ments in children and husbands’ (1981:148). To an extent Nowotny could be
seen to be endorsing Bourdieu’s analysis of women in their capacity as wives
and mothers as capital-bearing objects whose value accrues to the primary
groups to which they belong. This, however, plunges us straight into the prob-
lematic Terry Lovell (2000) raises in relation to Bourdieu’s theory. Such an
analysis ties in with understandings that position women as objects rather than
subjects in their own right; as means rather than ends! Clearly we have moved
on considerably since Bourdieu was writing about masculine domination in the
1960s and 70s and Nowotny about the position of women in Austria in the early
1980s. The contemporary labour market provides many examples of ‘women as
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subjects with capital-accumulating strategies of their own’ (Lovell, 2000:38).
However, Lovell also writes about ‘the cultural housekeeping” undertaken by
women of the symbolic, social and cultural capital of their families and their
responsibilities for its transmission across generations.

Patricia Allatt has drawn on Nowotny’s work in her research into families
using the private schooling sector. Her research describes processes in which all
the capitals are interwoven in the transfer of privilege — for example, economic
capital augmenting social capital, emotional capital compounding cultural
capital. She defines emotional capital as ‘emotionally valued assets and skills,
love and affection, expenditure of time, attention, care and concern’. Thus,
emotional capital can be understood as the stock of emotional resources built
up over time within families and which children could draw upon. Allatt lists
support, patience and commitment as examples of such emotional resources
(Allatt, 1993). Her empirical work described ‘emotional capital’ in the families
studied ‘particularly in the way mothers devoted their skills gained from their
formal education to the advancement of their children’ (Allatt, 1993:143).

Nowotny also cites examples of women for whom credentialism is first and
foremost about furthering their children’s educational advancement rather than
their own. However, the most intensive feminist exploration of emotional capital
in the domestic sphere is Eva Illouz’s (1997) conceptualization of domination
and capital as both gendered and classed and I refer to her work extensively in
my own attempts to theorize emotional capital.

Difficult emotions: trying to understand mothers’
emotional involvement in their children’s schooling

In the rest of this chapter I try and work with case study data from three research
projects in order to make links between emotional involvement, emotional
capital and educational achievement. The first project on mothers’ involvement
in their children’s schooling was carried out between 1993 and 1995, a second
on black women and their involvement in supplementary schooling was con-
ducted in 1996, and a third on transition to secondary school conducted between
1997 and 2001. I have referred to existing literature which examines mothering
in terms of emotional management; a focus on the emotions of other family
members. However, accompanying mothers’ attempts to manage children’s emo-
tional life in the context of schooling in all three research projects were very
powerful emotional responses of their own. One of the strongest impressions |
have gained from fieldwork has been of the intense emotions, both positive and
negative, permeating mothers’ accounts of their children’s schooling. Across all
three research projects one of the few constants was mothers’ emotional involve-
ment in their children’s education. The women experienced an extensive range
of emotions in relation to their children’s schooling. Guilt, anxiety and frustra-
tion, as well as empathy and encouragement were the primary motifs of
mothers’ involvement. Whereas within both Allatt’s and Nowotny’s conceptu-
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alization of emotional capital it is primarily positive emotions that generate
profits for families, the first analytic problem I faced was that seemingly posi-
tive emotions could sometimes have negative repercussions for children, while
apparently negative emotional involvement could spur children on academically.

So, while it would seem logical to view only positive attributes as constitu-
tive of emotional capital, there was no simple correlation between positive
emotions and emotional capital. Many of the emotions that mothers felt and
communicated to children in the course of supporting their education could
have both positive and negative efficacy. Cynthia Burack (1994) writes about
how ‘the disagreeable passions, and, in particular anger have been problematic
for both feminisms and malestream theorizing, especially when they are em-
bodied in women’. I found that anger could communicate to children that the
mother had clear expectations of educational performance that she would back
up with sanctions and this could result in the child making increased efforts. At
other times, it could generate resistance, non-compliance and the break down
of communication. Similarly, a mother’s anxiety could produce an intense
involvement in her child’s schooling which communicated to the child the impor-
tance of educational success and led to educational progress. It could also result
in the child becoming anxious alongside the mother. Some mothers, in particu-
lar working-class mothers, gave children positive feedback and support for
their educational performance even when class teachers felt the children con-
cerned were either making insufficient effort or were underperforming. Thus
the data showed no single pattern of consequences from mothers’ emotional
involvement. This left me with a conceptual dilemma of how to theorize the
relationship between emotional capital, emotional involvement and educational
achievement when there appeared to be no clear cut pattern.

However, across differences of class and ethnicity it soon became clear,
despite substantial areas of overlap, that emotional involvement was not always
a process of transmitting emotional capital from mother to child, although all
the mothers were involved in providing children with emotional capital at times.
In particular, my research data indicated a very thin dividing line between
empathy and over identification when children were experiencing difficulties in
school. Many mothers talked poignantly of their concern at children’s distress.
However, while it was natural for mothers to share in children’s feelings of
anxiety and unhappiness, if they became too enmeshed in children’s distressed
feelings they were often left both unable to provide appropriate support and
having to deal with a welter of negative feelings of their own. Working-class
Maria talked of how difficult it was for her to separate out her extremely dis-
tressed feelings about her own educational experience from what was happen-
ing currently to Leigh. She felt this enmeshment made it particularly difficult to
support Leigh through his own problems:

When Leigh was having these problems with his reading I kept thinking maybe it’s
me, maybe it’s ME. I think oh here we go again, doubting myself, thinking I’'m stupid
and I thought now what do I do about it. I find it really difficult helping Leigh with
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his reading. ... ’'m the wrong person for it because I'm already angry in myself
because of my education and how that sort of progressed, and all the problems I had
to go through, all the embarrassment and humiliation. I have ended up screaming and
shouting and we’ve had bad rows about it. I'd have put him off altogether so I've had
to back off and let the school take it on. I'm the wrong person to teach him because
of the emotional state I get into.

In the excerpt above, Maria’s emotions, in particular her intense anxiety, can be
seen to be inhibiting the acquisition of both emotional and cultural capital. She
talked of a continuing feud between herself and Leigh over whether spellings
should be corrected:

I’ve even got to the point of lying in bed worrying about it, then I'll be up at 1 o’clock
in the morning crawling around looking for the tipex and going through the books
in his rucksack, correcting his mistakes.

Illouz (1997:56) argues that ‘the ability to distance oneself from one’s imme-
diate emotional experience is the prerogative of those who have readily available
a range of emotional options, who are not overwhelmed by emotional necessity
and intensity, and can therefore approach their own self and emotions with the
same detached mode that comes from accumulated emotional competence’. She
views such a disposition as classed and in particular a skill associated with the
‘new’ middle classes and their involvement in what Rose (1998) terms ‘tech-
nologies of the self” and ‘the psy industries’. Unsurprisingly, it was primarily
working-class women, with negative personal experiences of schooling, who
found it extremely hard to generate resources of emotional capital for their
child to draw on if they experiencing difficulties in school. Negative emotions,
however, did not always result in negative educational repercussions for children.

The efficacy of negative emotions was particularly evident in the project on
Black mothers’ and supplementary schooling (Reay and Mirza, 1998; Mirza and
Reay, 2000) but was a feature of black women’s accounts across all three studies.
I've tried to bring black feminist theorising together with Bourdieu’s concepts
in order to make sense of the apparently paradoxical positive returns black
mothers seemed to generate from a range of negative responses to mainstream
schooling. In ‘“The Use of Anger: Women responding to Racism’ Audre Lorde
(1984) links the conceptual and political work of confronting racism with the
capacity to be angry and to tolerate and use anger. It was this positive efficacy
of anger that black mothers often demonstrated in relation to their children’s
mainstream schooling in the research on black supplementary schooling. Black
mothers appeared to have learnt an awareness of enhancing ways of providing
children with emotional support through their own experience of dealing with
racism.

Below, I draw on the case study of Cassie, a mother in the Black supple-
mentary school study, in order to illustrate this theoretical point:

Akin was having a crisis at school and it was a very difficult situation. He saw the
other boy as being racist but his teacher felt he was provoking the situation. By Friday
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he just exploded and was really in a rage, crying with anger. For a long time I felt ‘Oh
my God’, then I went up and said ‘What’s happened?” and he was being blamed by
the teacher for something and the teacher didn’t believe that he hadn’t instigated it
and Akin was really hurt. I spent a long time talking it through with him. It was
complex because it had to do with racism as well.

Cassie goes on to talk about the intense emotional support she has to provide
Akin with to help him deal with the problem, and also her own strong feelings
of anxiety and anger when she went to discuss the incident with Akin’s class
teacher:

I was furious but I knew I couldn’t explode. I had to be friendly but firm, make sure
that I got across Akin’s side of things.

There are parallels here with Gill Crozier’s research into black parents involve-
ment in their children’s education where she found parents, and in particular
mothers, were engaged in resisting discriminatory practices and thus defending
their children, rescuing and comforting them in the face of abuse and humilia-
tion (Crozier, 2002). In In Other Words Bourdieu writes that habitus ‘can also
be controlled through the awakening of consciousness and socio-analysis’
(Bourdieu, 1990:116). It seems possible from Cassie’s and the accounts of other
black mothers that this awakening of consciousness and socio-analysis and the
emotional capital it generates can be triggered in response to living in a racist
society. Yet, there remain problematic issues around seeming to sanitize oppres-
sion and its dirty work, this tim