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A final issue to be discussed is perhaps the most important of all; and it has to do with the 
way that the notion of interest can be used in concrete analyses. My own stance is that the 
concept of interest should primarily be seen as a conceptual tool and as part of middle-
range sociology. It should definitely not be elevated into some kind of general theory. The 
idea of creating a "sociological interest analysis" makes no more sense than having a conflict 
sociology. The concept of interest should be one of the key concepts in sociology – as 
Bourdieu teaches us.  
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Pierre Bourdieu has sometimes found himself compared to Gary Becker, on the pretext that 
they both assume an actor driven by interested calculation. A.P. Fiske1, among others, puts 
Bourdieu and Becker in the same category: that of supporters of the "selfish rationality 
assumption". There is a misunderstanding here. To understand Bourdieu's relationship to 
Becker, one must understand the reasons which led him to employ the concept of interest. 
He evokes these reasons in, among other sources, his book of interviews with Loïc 
Wacquant2. In this interview, Bourdieu says that he used the idea of interest "to serve a 
deliberate and provisional reductionism" to break with the dominant ideas about human 
conduct which were in current use in classical anthropology, ideas based on obedience to 
norms and rules. In an approach inspired by Max Weber's use of the economic model to 
explain the behavior of protagonists in the religious field (priests, prophets and sorcerers), 
Bourdieu used the notion of interest to contribute to the "disenchantment" of certain social 
spheres (art, culture, religion, etc.) and to bring to them a materialistic way of thinking. 

In the early stages of his intellectual trajectory (around 1965-70), Bourdieu, with the help of 
statistician Alain Darbel, sometimes constructed mathematical models based on the 
rational calculation hypothesis, models which they immediately put into critical 
perspective, in epistemological and sociological terms. Such is the case in his little-known 
work on the family in the 1960's. In an article he co-authored with Darbel on fertility 
strategies3, he seems to be quite close to Becker's modeling approach. Several years 
preceding Becker's articles on the "Quantity and Quality of Children," Bourdieu and Darbel 
proposed a model of the marginal cost of a child, which gave a realistic account of the 
relationship between fertility and income level. But, unlike Becker, they supported this 
model with an examination of the conditions for its implementation: the aptitude for 
rational calculation, the ability to control the future using rational calculation and 
forecasting, is not uniformly distributed and assumes the existence of a particular set of 
conditions, including a certain material security. At this time, inspired by his work on 
Algeria, Bourdieu wondered about the social conditions of possibility of an implementation 
by individuals of a rational calculation for their decision-making. Bourdieu drew his 
inspiration for this subject from the results of his studies on the Algerian peasant world and 
the urban lower-class4. An analysis of the temporal aptitudes of Algerian peasants revealed 
a way of relating to the future which differs from rational "forecasting": "foresight," which 
apprehends the future not as an explicitly formulated purpose, but rather as being 
completely part of the perceived present. Analysis of lower-class behavior showed that the 
absence of a minimum of financial security led to a "total abandonment to the present." 
When all practical control of the future is impossible, behavior owes everything to the 
present situation, with no consideration for future consequences.  

To summarize, at this stage in his intellectual trajectory, Bourdieu used the rational 
calculation hypothesis to explain certain behavior, in order to break with the concept of 
human conduct which was then dominant in the social sciences - a concept he described as 
"naive"; but he turned interest and rational calculation into a special case of different 
possible action patterns, a special case whose social conditions of possibility he 
demonstrated. Bourdieu's attitude towards Gary Becker must be understood in this 
dynamic of thought. Bourdieu gives Becker credit for explicitly and systematically posing a 
definition of the actor and principles of action, the logical consequences of which he pushes 
to their limits by applying them to areas other than those traditionally studied by 
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economists. And he occasionally praises Becker's "modeling imagination"5 and even 
explicitly refers to his models6. 

Bourdieu's 1974 criticism of human capital7, a concept which both resembles and rivals that 
of cultural capital, does not yet have the radicality it will later develop.8 In it, Bourdieu gives 
Becker credit for comparing the profit rates provided by educational investment and 
economic investment. In other words, Becker appears to be outlining a structural approach 
to reproduction strategies, which Bourdieu will push right to the end by showing how 
various strategies - educational, marriage, inheritance, etc. - can only be understood in 
reference to the systems they form. But Bourdieu also reproaches Becker for not taking into 
account the structure of the differential profit rates which different social categories might 
expect from investments in various markets, particularly economic and school markets, 
according to the volume and structure of their heritage. He also finds fault with him for 
not resituating school investment within education strategies, which prevents him from 
seeing the most important education investment, that is, the domestic transmission of 
cultural capital, upon which the school yield from school activity depends; speaking naively 
of "ability" and scholastic aptitude, Becker does not see that this aptitude itself is also the 
product of an investment of time and cultural capital. Bourdieu also criticizes him for 
forgetting social capital, which explains the economic and social rate of return from school 
diplomas. 

As soon as the field theory took shape, Bourdieu widened the perspective and moved from a 
critical use of the concept of economic interest and rational calculation to a completely 
pluralistic definition of interest, with the idea that there are as many specific interests as 
there are specialized social fields. From then on he used the concept of illusio rather than 
interest. Resituated in this perspective, Becker's approach, which treats interest (in the 
strictly economic sense) as an anthropological, universal and transhistoric invariant, seems 
like an unconscious universalization of an historical arbitrariness, "the form of interest 
which is generated and required by a capitalist economy"9, and its anthropology as an 
example of what Bourdieu calls "scholastic fallacy," an error consisting of taking the model 
built by the scientist to account for actions to be the very principle of those actions. This 
error may lead to some radical misinterpretations. There is no better example than that of 
the family model constructed by Becker. Bourdieu shows that the domestic "economy," the 
exchange of goods and services within the family, is based on a denial of economy. And yet 
the model Becker proposes, in, for example, "A Theory of Marriage," reduces to economic 
calculation that which, by definition, denies and defies calculation: if the family is able to 
function, it is precisely because it does not obey the definition that Becker's economic model 
assigns to it. 

All things considered, Bourdieu and Becker personify two radically different notions of 
social action and social science. In Bourdieu's eyes, Becker's approach, apart from the fact 
that it is a product of deductivist epistemology (which proceeds from principles to facts and 
not from phenomena to the theoretical principles which account for them), is based on an 
"imaginary anthropology" and also on a notion of action which oscillates between a 
mechanical or intellectual determinism and a subjective finalism, an alternative which the 
concept of habitus means to surpass. If hypotheses as removed from reality as those on 
which Becker's models are based match up relatively well with the facts, it is, according to 
Bourdieu, because the agents, pushed to act by illusio, behave in a "reasonable" way, due to 
the statistical correspondence between positions and dispositions; in other words, their 
behavior well-adjusted to the objective chances for success, as if this behavior were rational, 
yet without it being the product of reasoned intention, and even less so, one of rational 
calculation. 
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Notes  

1. Fiske, Alan Page (1993), Structure of Social Life : The Four Elementary Forms of Human Relations, New 
York, The Free Press. 
2. Bourdieu, Pierre, with Wacquant Loïc J.D. (1992), Réponses, Paris, Editions du Seuil, p. 91 and onward in 
the French edition. 
3. Bourdieu, Pierre and Darbel, Alain (1966), La fin d'un malthusianisme, in Darras, "Le partage des 
bénéfices", Paris, Editions de Minuit, pp 135-154. 
4. Bourdieu, Pierre (1977), Algérie 60. Structures économiques et structures temporelles, Paris, Editions de 
Minuit. 
5. Bourdieu, Pierre (1979), La Distinction, Paris, Editions de Minuit, note 4 p. 111, French edition. 
6. For example, on the subject of attitudes regarding time, Bourdieu cites the model proposed by Becker in his 
"Theory of Time Allocation": the time cost increases at the same time as productivity. Conversely, when 
productivity is low, goods scarcity strong and time scarcity weak, the best thing is to do as Algerian farmers 
do: spend time extravagantly, waste time, which is the only thing in abundance. (Bourdieu, Pierre (1980), Le 
Sens pratique, Paris, Editions de Minuit, note 8 p. 200, French edition). 
7. In "Avenir de classe et causalité du probable", Revue Française de Sociologie, XV, 1974, a criticism he takes 
up again almost word-for-word fifteen years later in "The State Nobility", (French edition : Bourdieu, Pierre 
(1989), La noblesse d'Etat, Paris, Editions de Minuit, p. 391-392.) 
8. "The concept of 'human capital,' weak and vague and heavily laden with sociologically unacceptable 
assumptions...". Bourdieu, Pierre (2000) Les structures sociales de l'économie, Paris, Editions du Seuil, p 12. 
9. Réponses, op. cit., p.92.  
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     Despite longstanding predictions and ever-more frequent declarations to the contrary, 
social class remains a fertile concept in English-language sociology.1 Nevertheless, it is also 
a concept that has undergone dramatic transformation over the last few decades. Indeed, 
perhaps the most notable aspect of the class theories that have attained prominence during 
this period lies in their forthright embrace of a rational action perspective. Thus, despite 
their substantial differences, both the "neo-Marxist" theory of class developed by Erik 
Wright and the "neo-Weberian" approach cultivated by John Goldthorpe are unabashedly 
rationalist in orientation.2 And, while the use of techniques founded on the supposition of 
rationality has undoubtedly been important in efforts to revamp a concept that (especially 
in the Marxist case) was in genuine need of critical scrutiny, it also remains true that the 
widespread turn to these techniques has exacted a price. In particular, the theme of culture 
has largely slipped off the agenda of class analysis, at least insofar as it takes its bearings 
from either neo-Marxist or neo-Weberian premises: the utilitarian conceptions of action in 
which these theories are rooted leave little room at the programmatic level for an analysis of 
patterns of meaning (even if, from time to time, they prove amenable to ad hoc references 
to culture). 
     When viewed against this backdrop, the work of Pierre Bourdieu constitutes something 
of an anomaly. On the one hand, Bourdieu's writings - with their twin emphases on class 
and culture - are widely translated into English, frequently read, and heavily cited. On the 
other hand, however, most English-language researchers and commentators have made 
little effort to come to terms with the peculiarities of Bourdieu's conception of social class 
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