
Routledge International 
Handbook of the Sociology 

of Art and Culture 

Edited by Laurie Hanquinet and Mike Savage 

I~ ~?io~~!;n~~~up 
LONDON AND NEW YORK 



2 

A post-Bourdieusian sociology 
of valuation and evaluation for 

the field of cultural production 1 

Stefan Be/jean, Phillipa Chong and Michele Lamont
2 

Introduction 

In recent years, social scientists have seen an upsurge of interest in the sociology of valuation 
and evaluation (SVE). In Europe, leading sociologists have increasingly focused their atten
tion on the topic. For instance, shortly after having been elected at the College de France 
in 2013, the sociologist Pierre-Michel Menger gave his first year of seminars on 'Evaluation 
in the sciences, the arts and organizations', while a very different type of sociologist, Luc 
Boltanski, has turned his attention to organizational forms used to present and classify 
cultural objects. 3 At the same time, American sociologists focus on the study of central 
cultural processes tied up in evaluation such as quantification (Espeland and Stevens 2008), 
commensuration (Espeland and Stevens 1998), standardization (Epstein 2007; Timmermans 
and Epstein 2010), or classification (Fourcade and Healy 2013). Sociological subfields such 
as cultural sociology and economic sociology, where evaluation figures prominently, are 
bustling with activity and energy and have experienced considerable growth over the past 
decades. Collective volumes on evaluation are multiplying (e.g. Beckert and Musselin 2013; 
Berthoin Antal, Hutter and Stark 2015) while sessions on the sociology of evaluation attract 
large and enthusiastic crowds at European and American professional sociological meetings 
alike.4 And a newly launched international journal concerned with (e)valuation, Valuation 
Studies (http://valuationstudies.liu.se), has generated considerable interest across research 
communities. Such synchronized movements suggest that clearly, something is in the air. 

These various developments are in part linked to a number of empirical macro-social 
changes concerning the ways in which values are defined and assessed in contemporary soci
ety (see e.g. Kjellberg and Mallard 2013).5 Intellectually, they owe much to Bourdieu and 
the profound influence he has had on sociology through his inquiries into cultural pro
duction and consumption in symbolic and cultural fields (art, science, culture, knowledge, 
fashion and more; see e.g. Bourdieu 1993). Bourdieu's work has put questions of evaluation 
and valuation at the centre of sociologists' attention and introduced an analytical framework 
for studying markets for symbolic goods from which many scholars have taken inspiration. 
Thus, in the last twenty years, we have seen a proliferation ofBourdieu-inspired research on 

(e)valuation and fields of cultural production (Lamont 2012a; Coulangeon 2016). 
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A post-Bourdieusian sociology 

But while many scholars have embraced Bourdieu's approach to (e)valuation, others 

have positioned themselves more critically toward his work. Instead of seeing in Bourdieu's 

writing a comprehensive and definitive analytical framework, these scholars have been 

working on the blind spots of his contribution, digging in new directions that became 

salient because of the distinctive angles that Bourdieu adopted to approach evaluation 

(see e.g. Bennion 2001; Hesmondhalgh 2006; Lamont 2009; Born 2010; Prior 2011; Silva 

and Warde 2010). The work of these scholars - as well as the various new developments 

cited above - indicate that we are already well on our way in developing a 'post-Bourdieusian' 

sociology of valuation and evaluation. 

Up until recently, however, this post-Bourdieusian sociology of valuation and evaluation 

has developed without much theoretical integration. Scholars have worked on different aspects 

and sub-processes involved in (e)valuation, but only little effort has been made to bring differ

ent lines of work in dialogue with each other. As a result, much of this new line of research has 

remained confined to a succession of case studies, in which the added value from one project 

to the next was either unclear or not made explicit. 

To remedy this situation, Lamont (2012a) recently made a call for more comparative research 

of valuation and evaluation with the goal of moving the field toward more cumulative theory 

building. Building on Karin Knorr-Cetina's (1999) notion of machinery of knowledge and 

on her collaborative work with sociologists of knowledge Charles Camic and Neil Gross 

(2011), Lamont outlined an agenda for such a research program that centres around the study 

of various types of constraints that shape the form and outcome of ( e)valuation processes. The 

idea is to use the analytical focus on these constraints to compare evaluation processes in vari

ous types of contexts and evaluations of different types of cultural objects. 

In this short essay, we build on this idea. We do so by focusing on three constraints that 

have tended to receive little attention in the work of Bourdieu and followers, but which 

we regard to be particularly important analytical dimensions for a comparative sociology 

of evaluation and valuation. These dimensions are: 1) the standards of evaluation in fields 

of cultural production; 2) the self-concepts of evaluators; as well as 3) the agency of objects 

in evaluation. 

The body of this paper discusses recent empirical work on each of these three constraints 

and offers directions for future scholarship. We centre our attention on recent developments 

in the sociology of cultural production, as other chapters in this volume deal with cultural 

consumption.6 In addition, we also offer a discussion of research at the intersection of eco

nomic sociology and organizational research that has made important contributions to the 

sociology of valuation and evaluation, but which has developed largely independently from 

the influence from Bourdieu. We argue that establishing more bridges between this litera

ture and the sociology of art and culture is a necessary precondition for the development of 

a more integrated research agenda for the sociology of valuation and evaluation. Before we 

delve into our analysis, however, we start with a short discussion ofBourdieu's legacy to the 
sociology of arts and culture. 

ne ofBourdieu's major contributions to the sociology of art and culture was what we dub 

"classical model" of the field of cultural production (Bourdieu 1993, 1996). According to 

model, the field of cultural production is divided into opposite poles which are each gov

ed by two distinct sets of standards of evaluation: On the one hand, there is the (sub-) field 
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of large-scale production which revolves around economic standards of evaluation, while 
on the other hand, there is the (sub-)field of restricted production which is oriented toward 

aesthetic standards of evaluation. 
A key goal that Bourdieu pursued in his work on the field of art in France was to convey 

the historical contingency of this particular structuration of the field of cultural produc
tion. More specifically, he aimed to show how the idea of artistic autonomy - which lies 
at the fundament of the sub-field of restricted production - is far from transcendent and 
universal, but only emerged at a particular point in time and under particular historical 

circumstances. 
However, this important point has largely been overlooked in survey-based Bourdieu-

inspired research on cultural production. Indeed, as scholars applied his framework to var
ious national cases, the historical character of his argument often got lost. Instead, many 
approached Bourdieu's model as a ready-made theoretical framework to be transposed to an 
ever-larger set of empirical settings. This has led to a gradual reification ofBourdieu's classical 
two-pole model of the structure of symbolic and cultural fields (but note the proliferation of 
excellent Bourdieu-inspired French historical studies of cultural fields: e.g. Sapiro 2003; 2010 
in particular). Further, such highly standardized and predictable applications have focused 
scholarly attention away from a number of important dimensions of evaluation processes, such 
as the role of self-concepts of evaluators or the substantive content of criteria of evaluation. 
In the following section, we point to three new lines of work by a new generation of scholars 

who have started to bring these dimensions of evaluation back into focus. 

Recent criticisms and revisions 

New research on standards of evaluation in fields of cultural production 

First, new work in cultural sociology is focusing attention on standards of evaluation in 
fields of cultural production, a topic that Bourdieu approached through a simple model: 
He posited a clear opposition between economic and aesthetic criteria of evaluation which 
for him were the product of the dualistic structure of the field of cultural production, that 
is, the fundamental opposition between pure art and commercial mass production. Again, 
this view has become part and parcel of much empirical research in the sociology of art and 

culture. 
New work, however, is challenging this classical view of the relation between criteria 

of evaluation and the structure of fields of cultural production. Evidence from recent case 
studies indicates that even genres that are clearly geared toward either mass-production 
(such as stand-up comedy) or restricted production for peers or experts (such as poetry) 
exhibit a great deal of internal diversity, such that they encompass a broad range of possible 
positions that are more or less market (or art) oriented - with the result that cultural prod
ucts are often evaluated against economic and aesthetic criteria of evaluation at the same 
time (see e.g. Craig and Dubois 2010; Kersten and Verboord 2013; Beljean 2014). These 
findings suggest that Bourdieu's model may have overstated the contrast between restricted 
production and large-scale cultural production, and that there is a need for a more refined 

understanding of these two modes of cultural production. 
Further, empirical findings suggest that there is no fundamental opposition between the 

logic of 'art for money' and the logic of Tart pour l'art', and that these two logics are often 
intertwined. Michael Hutter (2013), for example, considers how the meeting of artistic 
and commercial logics can be productive and a source of innovation. An exemplar of this 
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generative potential is the translation of Japanese artist Takashi Murakami's graphic otaku 
motif onto Louis Vuitton luxury-brand handbags. 

A second literature invites us to go beyond Bourdieu's classical model, and its emphasis on 
the opposition between profit-orientation and autonomy, and to consider other structuring 
principles that shape how cultural products are evaluated. One example comes from research 
on evaluation processes in a cultural industry. In a study of intermediaries in the industry for 
stand-up comedy in the United States, Beljean (2014) finds that there are systematic differ
ences in how market intermediaries evaluate comedians across different vertically stratified 
tiers of the comedy industry. For example, intermediaries who cater to the top tier of the 
industry tend to be primarily concerned with the renown of comedians and their ability to 
sell tickets, while intermediaries in the mid-tier of the market are more concerned about 
comedians' ability to adapt their material to different types of crowds.7 However, these dif
ferences cannot be simply explained by the degree of autonomy of different market tiers, as 
a standard Bourdieusian account would have it. Rather, these differences need to be under
stood in the light of the 'superstar' structure (Rosen 1981) of the comedy industry, which 
creates different dynamics of supply and demand across different market tiers. 

These new lines of work point to promising directions for future research such as the 
value of studying standards of evaluation in fields of cultural production inductively, rather 
than through the preconceived lens of field analysis or another theoretical framework. Such 
an approach can help us to identify unanticipated empirical patterns and to eschew reify
ing theoretical assumptions such as Bourdieu's distinction between economic and aesthetic 
criteria of evaluation. It can also shed light on how various criteria of evaluation are inter
twined, thus generating a more accurate and comprehensive understanding of how cultural 
products are evaluated. Another promising topic is considering the relation between evalu
ation and the structure of cultural fields beyond the opposition between profit-orientation 
and autonomy, so as to identify other principles of structuration that shape the criteria of 
evaluation against which cultural products are evaluated, such as disciplinary boundaries 
(Guetzkow, Lamont and Mallard 2004; Mallard, Lamont and Guetzkow 2009) or market 
forces (BeJjean 2014). 

Neo-phenomenological studies of valuation and tasting practices 

Second, in response to criticisms ofBourdieu's work for his lack of attention to actual evalua
tive practices and deliberations 'on the ground', new studies of evaluation engage in close-up 
empirical (ethnographic and interview-based) analysis of evaluative practices and judgment. 8 

This interactional focus has manifested itself in studies that emphasize (i) how self-concepts 
shape evaluative practice and (ii) the agency of objects in evaluation (i.e. the role of non-human 

.··supports). 

. ork on self-concepts considers both the formation of the evaluator's subjectivity and how 
. iduals' self-understandings shape their evaluative behaviour. Self-concepts refer to the 

ives that individuals tell to themselves and the world about the types of people they are 
tein 1973; Leschziner 2015). Research shows that people not only construct and 'tell' 

narratives, but also that these self-understandings can shape action to the extent that 
le may be drawn to activities that resonate with their self-concepts (Gross 2002), and the 
nt of self-concepts reflect constraints people face (Leschziner 2015). People's narratives, 
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thus, matter insofar as they contribute to actors' intersubjective construction of reality and 
shape their evaluative practices. This literature also considers the intellectual and organiza
tional conditions that make specific types of evaluative selves possible (e.g. Lamont 2009 on 

peer review in the US). 
In his theory of symbolic fields, Bourdieu (1993; 1996) focuses on how people behave in 

ways to maximize their strategic self-interests based on their field position. But new work 
on evaluation suggests that self-interest is not all that matters. Lamont (2009) argues that we 
need to move beyond considerations of self-interest to examine neglected aspects of evalua
tion, including how evaluators understand their role and the emotional consequences of their 
work. Using the world of scientific peer review as her case study, she finds that peer review 
represents more than just an opportunity for panellists to advance their research agendas or 
reproduce their positions in the academic field. Panellists are driven by the desire to contrib
ute to collective problem solving, and they derive feelings of pleasure and validation from the 

process of serving as experts whose opinions matter. 
Chong (2013) offers a phenomenology of fiction reviewing as a study of evaluative identity 

and practice. She traces the concrete steps that reviewers take to guarantee the legitimacy 
of their professional evaluations by moving beyond their idiosyncrasies as readers to offer 
a general assessment, which both enables and sustains reviewers' self-concept as fair judges. 
In a related study, Chong (2015) studies the various factors critics weigh when considering 
whether or not to write a negative review. Her interviews with critics reveal how a complex 
mix of pleasure and anxiety, competition and stewardship, empathy and self-preservation all 

come to bear on critics' evaluative practices. 
Empirical analyses in this vein demonstrate the value of considering actors' subjective 

experiences for a fuller portrait of evaluative practice (also Gross 2008; Heinich 2005). This 
line of work emphasizes the value of empirical studies of evaluation as an identity and prac
tice, one that reveals multidimensionality and variability in the orientation of evaluators. This 
strongly contrasts with the Bourdieusian approach to identity which has remained largely 

underdeveloped (Alexander 1995).9 

The place of subjectivity in evaluation has been understudied because of its historical 
understanding as a foil obscuring 'objective' ways of knowing. This has resulted in what 
Shapin (2012) calls a 'dustbin' conception of subjectivity as a heterogeneous bucket of mean
ing about which nothing coherent can be said.10 But by taking evaluators' experience of 
evaluation and their self-concepts as analytical points of departure, work considering the 
phenomenology of tasting and evaluation can shed new light on the practical, cultural and 
emotional dimensions of evaluation - dimensions too often obscured within the final judg

ments themselves. 

Bringing objects back in 

Rich ethnographic and phenomenological studies have produced insights on the subject
object relation: that is, how subjects learn to appreciate and evaluate cultural objects and 
how cultural objects exert influence on evaluating subjects. This approach is in keeping with 
the new sociology of art (cf. Becker et al. 2006), which grapples with how to meaningfully 
incorporate art objects into social analysis rather than just reducing them to mere proxies 
for other 'social variables.' The goal is to recognize not only how art objects are shaped by 
society, but also what forms of agentic power and distinctive properties they wield (while 
still eschewing 'charismatic' ideologies about art or artists). This work also aligns with an 
actor-network-theory inspired view of evaluation as a socio-material process wherein the 
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properties of the object being evaluated and the evaluating agent are coproduced (also see 

Boltanski and Esquerre 2014). 
Hennion's (2004) theory of attachment, developed based on his empirical work on ama

teurs, is exemplary here. He rejects the idea that taste and judgment simply reflect other 

social factors. Rather than emphasize that taste is a product of broader societal classification 

systems, Bennion argues for a performative approach to taste that considers how people, 

their bodies and the objects they evaluate coproduce one another. Much in line with French 

contemporary pragmatist thinking (Barthe et al. 2013), he takes taste and judgment seriously 

as techniques that people learn, and with which they actively engage. In his study of amateur 

wine-tastings, for example, he emphasizes how people in such group settings physically and 

socially coproduce the objects they are tasting: the physic-chemical properties of a wine act 

on the taster and the taster's status is defined by the way she attends to the act of drinking the 

wine (i.e. taking a moment to sniff and pucker while sipping). 
Similarly, in the United States, Benzecry (2011) looks at how individuals fashion them

selves into members of a community of cultural appreciators. Specifically, he studies opera 

fans and examines how they learn, in quite practical ways, to deepen their passion for and 

attachment to opera. This includes learning the acceptable practices for appreciating and 

valuing opera through informal talk, attending conferences and experiencing opera house 

performances. Benzecry traces how opera fans move from their initial, visceral reactions 

to opera to consciously learning how to deepen their engagement with the art form. This 

contrasts with Bourdieu's approach in that it foregrounds the beguiling properties of opera 

itself as a cultural object and how it attracts people to learn more about it, rather than sug

gesting that people are only attracted to opera as part of the corpus of 'legitimate' culture. 

Furthermore, this approach allows Benzecry to acknowledge opera fans' experience at times 

of being stigmatized for enjoying this particular form of cultural participation something 

that is hard to reconcile with a straightforward cultural capital argument. 

In summary, then, recent research demonstrates the value of looking at taste and cultural 

discernment not only as mechanisms for reproducing inequality, but also as nuanced interac

tional processes. Specifically, new work seeks to balance Bourdieu's insights by bringing cultural 

objects themselves and their evaluators 'back in,' so to speak. The point is not to return to a 

view of art as having inherent or charismatic value, but to relocate within the frame of analysis 

the agency, identity and emotions of evaluative actors and their practices. Such research also 

promises to be relevant for other fields where professional evaluations routinely carry influence. 

New perspectives from organizational research and economic sociology 

In this last section of our paper, we broaden our focus and examine developments beyond the 

sociology of art and culture. This is essential because the study of (e)valuation processes in 
cultural domains is no longer the sole purview of sociologists of art and culture. Rather, over 

·tpe last ten to twenty years, we have seen a growing body ofliterature on cultural production 

(e)valuation emerging in economic and organizational sociology. 
This literature has developed largely independently from the influence of Bourdieu's 

rk. Rather than building on Bourdieu's theory of the field of cultural production, eco

. c sociologists and organizational scholars have turned to the study of cultural markets 

rily to answer theoretical questions germane to their own subfields. 
anomic sociologists have aimed to identify mechanisms through which value is 'socially 

ucted' and to challenge standard theories of valuation in economics (see e.g. Velthuis 

; Karpik 2010; Beckert and Aspers 2011). Organizational scholars, in turn, have 
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developed an interest in cultural markets to better understand processes and dynamics that 
are central to organizational theories oflegitimacy, diffusion and reputation (see e.g. Bielby 

and Bielby 1994; Zuckerman et al. 2003; Rao et al. 2005; Phillips 2013). 
The result is a number of significant contributions to the development of a post-Bourdieusian 

sociology of evaluation and valuation. Most importantly, these scholars have introduced new 
theoretical and analytical perspectives to the study of fields of cultural production - perspectives 
that have their origin outside the sociology of art and cultural production. For instance, one strand 
of work in organizational research is drawing from general theories of categorization and identity 
(see Negro et al. 2010 or Vergne and Wry 2014, for a review of this research paradigm). 
Scholars have built on these theories to examine how membership in certain cultural cat
egories (such a genres), as well as their clarity or ambiguity, affects the evaluation of cultural 
products (see e.g. Zuckerman et al. 2003; Hsu 2006). In doing so, these scholars have moved 
away from an orthodox Bourdieusian interpretation of categories in markets for symbolic 
goods as 'weapons' in positional struggles for power to an understanding of categories as 

'coordination devices' between market participants.
11 

Another line of research at the intersection of economic sociology and organizational 
research has borrowed from sociological theories of status to explain differences in how cul
tural products are evaluated in markets for symbolic goods (e.g. Benjamin and Podolny 1999; 
Yogev 2010), while still other scholars have built on sociological theories of social influence 
to develop a better understanding of how consumers and intermediaries in cultural markets 
manage to reach agreement in their evaluations despite an absence of reliable markers of qual

ity (see e.g. Mark 2003; Salganik et al. 2006; Godart and Mears 2009). 
Last, but not least, organizational scholars and economic sociologists also need to be cred

ited for correcting a bias in favour of high culture that critics have identified in Bourdieu's 
work: While Bourdieu - as well as his followers - have paid only little attention to the sub
field oflarge-scale cultural production (see e.g. Hesmondhalgh 2006), these social scientists 

have extended empirical sociological research on valuation processes to a broad range of 

cultural industries. 
We draw attention to these developments here because we believe that the work by eco-

nomic sociologists and organizational researchers can guide and enrich future res·earch on 
(e)valuation processes in cultural fields in at least two important ways. First, the work of these 
scholars provides a model for how to theorize processes of valuation and evaluation in cultural 
fields most productively. Bourdieu famously conceptualized the field of cultural production 
as 'the economic world reversed' - in which disinterestedness is valued over the pursuit of 
short-term material gains (Bourdieu 1983). But by doing so, he may have put more emphasis 
on the particularities of cultural fields than needed. For there is no reason to assume that 
valuation processes in fields of cultural production are a priori distinct from valuation pro
cesses in any other domains of society. In contrast to Bourdieu, newer work emerging from 
these fields does not treat fields of cultural production as fundamentally distinct from other 
domains of research. Rather, it draws on theoretical tools and frameworks derived from gen
eral sociological theories such as organizational theory, labour market theory or status theory 
to consider valuation processes in cultural fields together with valuation processes in other 
domains of society, such as education, business or politics. Thus, it opens up the possibility 
for general theory-building across substantive areas of research as a complement to domain· 

specific theories of valuation in fields of cultural production.
12 

Second, the work of economic sociologists and organizational scholars also under 
scores the importance of acknowledging and theorizing the role of formal organizations i 
cultural markets. This is important because in many cultural markets, it is members of for 
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organizations who produce, classify and evaluate cultural products, not atomized individual 
producers or critics. This matters because the status of formal organizations, their relation to 
other organizations, as well as their internal politics and practices are all likely to affect how 
cultural products are evaluated. Hence, the adoption of organizational perspectives is abso
lutely essential for developing a proper understanding of (e)valuation processes in cultural 
markets. Many of the empirical studies cited above provide excellent illustrations for this 
(see e.g. Zuckerman et al. 2003). Yet, to date, such organizational perspectives have been 
primarily deployed in research on cultural industries. A key task for future research therefore 
will be to adopt similar perspectives for the study of cultural fields that fall on the opposite 
pole of the field of cultural production: high culture art fields and fields of restricted pro

duction. 
Such a focus is particularly timely given important structural changes in the organization 

of many art worlds. In the last decade, we witnessed a growth of professional and organi
zational structures in countless cultural fields, with the result that more and more fields 
that used to be structured by an ideology of disinterestedness now look increasingly like 
market-oriented cultural industries (e.g. for the case of the literary field, see Thompson 
2010; Verboord 2011). Common markers of this transformation are the emergence ofthird
party market mediators such as agents or managers, a growing involvement of large media 
corporations or the widespread use of marketing practices. In the light of these develop
ments, we consider it highly important that scholars build more bridges between traditional 
Bourdieu-inspired research on cultural production and research in economic sociology and 

organizational research. 

Conclusion 

With the brief 'tour d'horizon' offered in this paper, we aim to generate enthusiasm and fur
ther discussion around a future agenda for the sociology of valuation and evaluation. Building 
on Lamont's recent call for a comparative sociology of valuation and evaluation (2012b), 
we have highlighted three important types of constraints that are exercised on (e)valuation -
1) the criteria of evaluation; 2) the self-concepts of evaluators; and 3) the roles of object and non-human 
supports - and discussed how these three constraints could serve as points of comparison for 
future scholarship. These analytical levels are among the most important to consider across 
different contexts and different types of cultural objects. Thus, we urge our colleagues to 
work toward theory building while focusing on these promising topics. 

But even though we share a firm conviction in the value of comparative lenses for gaining 
new theoretical insights in the study of cultural processes (Lamont et al. 2014), the multifari
ous development of the field is likely to follow its own logic. Hence, we want to encourage 
scholars to think about the blind-spots of, not only the Bourdieusian theoretical framework, 
but also of the lenses currently used in sociological research on evaluation and valuation. 
For path dependency is not easily avoided when it comes to the formulation of theoretical 
problems, as Thomas Kuhn (1970) powerfully argued almost fifty years ago. 

} We gratefully acknowledge Heather Haveman and Mike Savage for providing comments on this paper. 
2 Harvard University. 
3 www.college-de-france.fr/site/pierre-michel-menger/#seminar; Luc Boltanski et Arnaud Esquerre. 

"La "Collection", une forme neuve du caplitalisme. La mise en valeur economique du passe et ses 
effets." Les Temps Modemes, 679(3), p. 5. 
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4 Most recently, the sessions organized by the Science, Knowledge and Technology section at the 
meetings of the American Sociological Association in San Francisco in August 2014 and the meetings 

of the German Sociological Association held in Trier in October 2014. 
5 These macro-social changes include, among other things, the rise of new public management, the 
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