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Introduction

Today, Pierre Bourdieu counts as one 
of the most important theorists of the 20th 
century in Germany. His status equals oth-
er great figures in social theory like Jürgen 
Habermas, Niklas Luhmann or Ulrich Beck. 
It seems as if Bourdieu is a Max Weber redi-
vivus. According to the German understand-
ing, a classic has to meet three criteria: 
• He or she has to be dead; 
• There has to be a comprehensive and 

substantive oeuvre; 
• The classic exhibits what is called “An-

schlussfähigkeit” in German or “con-
nectivity”. 

Problems, concepts and arguments of 
the classic need to have the capability to 
relate to questions of today in a productive 
manner. Death, oeuvre and connectivity, 
then, taken together “make” a classic. 

Undoubtedly, Bourdieu fulfills these 
three criteria. The empirical sign for his clas-
sic status is the fact that person and oeuvre 
are portrayed in a handbook (Fröhlich; Reh-
bein, 2009). Furthermore, the entire oeuvre 
is continuously published by a prestigious 
publishing house. In Germany, the preemi-

1 For an early assessment see Marinova (1997), recently Fröhlich and Rehbein (2009), Müller (2014) and Rehbein 
(2018).

nent home of the classics is Suhrkamp. This 
is why Bourdieu is unmistakingly a contem-
porary classic.

But how did he make his way into the 
Olympus of classics in Germany? Why is 
he seen as a Weber redivivus? What were 
the channels and multifold ways in which 
he gained entrance into the social-scien-
tific discourse of Germany? Answering 
these three questions will give a better un-
derstanding of the reception of Bourdieu 
in Germany1. According to my view, we 
can discover three waves of reception pav-
ing the way to eternal fame. These three 
waves overlap and come in tight intervals. 
In the first wave, Bourdieu entered edu-
cation with his studies on educational in-
equality; in a second wave, he conquered 
sociology with his new class approach and 
his studies on the style of life; in the third 
wave he expanded his standing into dif-
ferent disciplines by his concept of field 
and field analysis in the arts and social 
sciences. In a brief sketch to follow, I am 
going to reconstruct these three waves and 
their discourses respectively. It would need 
a monograph to document the widespread 
reception of Bourdieu and his thinking in 
the German social sciences.
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Bourdieu in education

The 1960ies and early 1970ies saw a 
remarkable renaissance of Neo-Marxism. 
Class theories emerged trying to show that 
despite the remarkable growth of prosperity 
after the second World War in “les trentes 
glorieuses”, as the French called the “eco-
nomic miracle” of the post-war boom lasting 
approximately thirty years, classes with dif-
ferent world-views still exist and remarkable 
social inequalities persist. Was conventional 
stratification analysis predominantly geared 
to occupation, education and income try-
ing to show the patterns of intergenerational 
mobility, the whole plethora of “inequalities” 
were gauged and heavily criticized. Most im-
portant among them was the “woman’s ques-
tion” and the general discrimination against 
more than half of the population. Feminist 
class theories pointed to the intimate rela-
tionship between production and reproduc-
tion, men and women, that is the division 
of labor between occupation and paid labor 
on the one hand, household and unpaid la-
bor on the other. Women’s participation was 
called for and a larger share in the realm of 
education. Educational scientists began to 
look for approaches suited to analyze inequi-
ties in the educational field. 

Pierre Bourdieu and Jean-Claude Pas-
seron (1964) had published Les héritiers 
providing an analytical frame of reference 
for the relationship between students and 
culture showing differential participation 
patterns of classes according to social ori-
gin. It was positively reviewed by Charlotte 
Busch (1967) in the most influential journal 
of German sociology, the Kölner Zeitschrift 
für Soziologie und Sozialpsychologie, but did 
not exert an immediate impact. This should 
change when Bourdieu’s and Passeron’s study 
entered the German political discourse on 

education. Georg Picht (1964), one of the 
most renowned educational researchers of 
that time, famous for his call of a “Bildung-
skatastrophe” (“an educational catastrophe”) 
in Germany, and his wife Barbara translated 
parts of the study under the influential title 
Die Illusion der Chancengleichheit (Bourdieu; 
Passeron, 1971), i.e. “the illusion of equal 
opportunity”. Picht, Schulte and Stephan 
(1971) even added an afterword explain-
ing meaning and relevance of this study for 
educational research. This book was widely 
received and became highly influential in 
pedagogy. In sociology, besides Picht it was 
Ralf Dahrendorf who as a sociologist became 
highly influential in the political discourse 
on education. On the one hand, he argued 
for a larger share of kids from the working 
class at German universities (Dahrendorf, 
1965a). On the other hand, he claimed edu-
cation to be a citizenship right: “Bildung ist 
Bürgerrecht” as the famous book title reads 
(Dahrendorf, 1965b). 

The peak of this development defined 
Eckart Liebau’s and Sebastian Müller-Rolli’s 
(1985) reception of Bourdieu’s work debat-
ing the relationship between the style of life 
and forms of learning. And Eckart Liebau 
(1987) wrote his habilitation on the theories 
of socialization of Pierre Bourdieu and Ul-
rich Oevermann. At the time, Oevermann 
played a big part in theoretical debates on 
how to conceptualize socialization. Thanks 
to Liebau’s work, Bourdieu entered the theo-
retical discourse and became one of the most 
preeminent theorists of socialization.

Since the times of this early reception, 
Bourdieu’s work plays a decisive role in edu-
cation studies and pedagogy. Three main 
areas prevail: first, empirical studies as to 
the unequal educational participation of dif-
ferent status groups and the reasons for it; 
second, the notion of habitus as the crucial 
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mechanism shaping the decisions about par-
ticipation patterns in secondary and tertiary 
education; third, the field of education itself 
which forms institutions like school and 
university. This wide attraction of the French 
thinker holds true to this very day. Typical 
for his major impact in the educational field 
is the plea for “reflexive educational studies” 
(Friebertshäuser; Rieger-Ladich; Wigger, 
2009). Another major source showing Bour-
dieu’s mounting importance is the hand-
book for socialization research (Hurrelmann 
et al., 2015). It has seen many editions and 
with every new edition, Bourdieu’s impact 
seemed to be growing.

Bourdieu in Sociology I: 
class and the style of life

The wide reception of Bourdieu in so-
ciology set in with the German translation 
of La Distinction. Die feinen Unterschiede 
(Bourdieu, 1982) or The fine distinctions, 
as the apt German title went, were indeed 
a bestseller transcending its readership well 
beyond the confines of academia. It was 
widely reviewed in newspapers and journals 
and the unequal distribution of tastes and 
their class character became a hotly debated 
topic in the public.

Furthermore, this book encountered a 
felicitous fate because it attracted one of the 
best translators in Germany, Bernd Schwibs. 
The German version turned out to be much 
more readable than the French original be-
cause Schwibs had the courage to dismantle 
Bourdieu’s overlong sentences sometimes 
covering one and half pages into short ones 
and ordering them into the logic of argu-
mentation the author had intended from the 
outset. Only the most original translators 
can achieve such a result of enhanced read-
ability without doing harm to the original 

text. Bourdieu was obviously pleased with 
the result of the translation, also with the 
new telling title. “Die Distinktion”—the 
literal translation of the French title would 
have made no sense in German whereas 
the German “Die feinen Unterschiede” ex-
pressed exactly the vision and mission of the 
book: the relationship between class differ-
ences and distinctions of taste. In short: the 
relationship between class and life style.

The innovative theoretical approach was 
immediately acknowledged, and Bourdieu 
was praised for his creativity to combine class 
analysis with cultural sociology. Class and 
culture were bridged by taste and its class-
specific patterns. This prompted a boom in 
studies on the styles of life in the 1980ies 
and the empirical results of Bourdieu’s work 
were widely discussed. Two articles triggered 
the reception of Bourdieu in German sociol-
ogy at the outset. The first one was written 
by Axel Honneth (1984) who discussed his 
approach by comparing it to critical theory 
and opened up the reception of Bourdieu 
in social philosophy. The second one by 
Hans-Peter Müller (1986) showed Bour-
dieu’s importance for structuration theory 
and a new approach to class and the style 
of life, thereby introducing him to sociology 
proper. Despite their praise for a new and 
original voice in social theory, both Hon-
neth and Müller criticized the lack of moral 
standards underlying Bourdieu’s critique of 
modern class society. Morality is more than 
the ideology of the powerful, stated Axel 
Honneth. Bourdieu’s theory seems to under-
lie an “over-structuralized concept of man” 
comparable to the “over-socialized concept 
of man” in Durkheim and Parsons, demon-
strated Müller. 

These initial criticisms notwithstanding, 
a widespread reception in German sociology 
set in. Analytically put, three main areas can 
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be distinguished: theory, analysis and con-
cepts. To begin with theory, the discourse 
was two-fold: social theory and class theory. 
In terms of social theory, the early 1980ies 
was the time of the so-called structuration 
theories. Structuration theories were po-
sitioned against functionalism on the one 
hand, against structuralism in its American 
and French versions on the other hand. Fur-
thermore, structuration was seen as a way to 
overcome classical dualisms in social theory 
like between micro and macro, action and 
structure, stability and change, theory and 
practice. In Great Britain, Anthony Giddens 
(1984) published The constitution of society 
in which he set out his structuration theory. 
In France, Bourdieu had much earlier begun 
to overcome the Marxism of Althusser and 
Balibar as well as the structuralism of Lévi-
Strauss in favor of a theory of practice. The 
theoretical core of his approach turned out 
to be the triad of structure—habitus—praxis. 
An early formulation was given in his “Es-
quisse d’une Théorie de la Pratique” in 1972. 
An elaborated form was published in 1980 
as “Le sens pratique”. The subtitle pointed 
into the direction of Bourdieu’s critique of 
Marxism and Structuralism respectively: 
“Critique de la raison théorique”. 

The transition from classical structural-
ism to structuration theory was regarded as 
a significant step forward in theory building. 
In his “Sozialstruktur und Lebensstile”—
“social structure and the style of life”—Mül-
ler (1992) compared the American struc-
turalism of Peter Blau with Giddens’ and 
Bourdieu’s structuration theory, showing 
their analytical advantages on the level of so-
cial theory and demonstrating their strength 
substantially on the level of the studies of 
inequality. Although Peter Blau (1977) de-
veloped an interesting structural theory in 
“Inequality and Heterogeneity” giving rise 

to multi-level-social-structural analysis, 
his “class theory” followed in the footsteps 
of classical status attainment research. Pe-
ter Blau and Otis Dudley Duncan (1967) 
themselves had delivered the model for this 
traditional kind of mobility research. Gid-
dens, however, did not just give an elaborate 
design of structuration theory but had ear-
lier argued for a new reading of class theory 
and analysis along the lines of Marx and 
Weber. How his new social theory though 
would fit his earlier assessment of the class 
structure of advanced societies (Giddens, 
1973) remained largely unanswered. Even-
tually, it was Bourdieu who paved the way 
for an original research on class and the style 
of life. He managed to combine his praxis 
theory with his theory of social inequal-
ity. La distinction developed the analytical 
approach and presented empirical results, 
demonstrating the fruitfulness of his social 
and class theory. 

With respect to analysis, the many em-
pirical studies of class and life style in Ger-
many seemed to reveal the “Frenchiness” of 
Bourdieu’s take on class. It was particularly 
Ulrich Beck (1983; 1986) who showed not 
only the many dangers and risks of a techno-
logical society in his famous book on “risk 
society”. The book became an immediate 
bestseller in the wake of the catastrophe of 
Tschernobyl. Even more profound was his 
impact on the studies of inequality because 
he convincingly demonstrated a deep-seated 
process of individualization that set in Ger-
many after the second world war and par-
ticularly in the wake of 1968, the student 
rebellion. The freedom from tradition, from 
ascribed occupation, from family life for the 
first time in human history gave individuals 
of all walks of life the chance to lead one’s life 
according to one’s own taste—and not class 
taste as Bourdieu held. Beck unconsciously 
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continued a tradition of German thinking 
that Helmut Schelsky (1979) had begun in 
the 1950ies. He had proclaimed that West 
Germany was on its way to a “nivellierte 
Mittelstandsgesellschaft”. A “levelled middle 
class society” is in fact no class society any-
more since it takes at least two classes to state 
such a type of social formation. Class and 
society become co-existent and mirror what 
is called in German “Volksgemeinschaft”, a 
folk community. During fascist times, the 
Nazis framed this concept of a folk commu-
nity in such a racist manner that this term 
came on the index of polluted concepts. 
Yet, Schelsky’s concept served widespread 
feelings and ambitions of the West German 
postwar society to gain recognition again as 
a nation and a society in which the entire 
people commonly share growth and prosper-
ity of the economic miracle. Ralf Dahren-
dorf (1965c), although heavily opposed 
to Schelsky who had a dishonorable Nazi 
past, painted a comparable picture of the 
stratified German house in his famous study 
“Gesellschaft und Demokratie in Deutsch-
land” — “Society and Democracy in Ger-
many”. Against this interpretative line set by 
Schelsky, Dahrendorf and Beck—yes, there 
is still social inequality but no, there are no 
classes in West Germany anymore—Bour-
dieu’s innovative combination of class and 
lifestyle came as a revelation and introduced 
a revolution in the studies of social inequal-
ity and the sociology of culture. Freed from 
the constraints of a Marxian class concept, 
Bourdieu managed to combine the realm 
of the economy with the realm of culture, 
in Marx’s words base and superstructure, in 
Weber’s language class and estate. Bourdieu’s 
concept of the style of life in a way mirrored 
Weber’s notion of the conduct of life.

Controversies always trigger debate 
and analysis. In this case it was Beck 

against Bourdieu, post class against class 
society, German against French sociology. 
A whole plethora of conceptual discus-
sions and empirical studies followed along 
the lines of this debate “individualization 
against class”. A first profound assessment 
of Bourdieu’s approach was given by Klaus 
Eder (1989) in a volume discussing class 
status, style of life and cultural practices. 
Bourdieu (1989) even commented upon 
these German attempts to understand his 
theory but criticized heavily the German 
“theoreticism” in the readings of his work. 
During his whole life it seems as if he felt 
consistently misunderstood by the recep-
tion of his thought but admitted that the 
author himself had difficulties to find a red 
thread through his own oeuvre. Peter A. 
Berger and Stefan Hradil (1990) discussed 
the different concepts of life position, life 
course and lifestyles in order to gain a con-
ceptual clarification as to which concepts 
might best be suited for social structural 
analysis today. Peter A. Berger (1986) had 
already dealt with the de-structuration of 
class society in the wake of Beck whereas 
Stefan Hradil (1987) had developed a new 
analytical model of social positions and 
social milieus. Sighard Neckel (1993) in-
vestigated the more invisible sides of class 
and lifestyle by looking at the symbolic re-
production of social inequality. Reinhard 
Kreckel (1992) developed a political soci-
ology of social inequality which favored a 
center-periphery-model over a class model. 
Kreckel (1983) was also crucial in starting 
the new debate of how to conceptualize 
social inequality in the 1980ies. Gerhard 
Schulze (1992) put forward a new cultural 
sociology following neither in the footsteps 
of Beck nor in the footsteps of Bourdieu. 
Rather, he showed that his “Erlebnisgesell-
schaft” (“experience society”) is structured 
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by different social milieus. These social 
milieus have a “class basis” but cannot be 
explained by their portfolio of material re-
sources alone. Age, education and aesthet-
ic preferences form the different tastes and 
status groups accordingly. Those milieus 
cannot be put into a class hierarchy but 
are different worlds of culture in a com-
plex society. A research group of Michael 
Vester (1993) working too with a concept 
of class and milieu came to quite different 
insights. According to their results, class 
still matters profoundly. Gunter Gebauer 
and Christoph Wulf (1993) delineated 
new perspectives in the thought of Bour-
dieu and put “Praxis and Aesthetics” into 
the center of their debate. Jens Dangschat 
and Jörg Blasius (1994) discussed “Life-
styles in the cities” by linking conceptual 
debate and empirical analysis, introducing 
Bourdieu’s thought to urban sociology.

The longer the discourse on lifestyles 
lasted the more the debate moved away from 
the initial theoretical vantage point of Beck 
and Bourdieu. To analyze the distribution of 
styles of life became an end in itself with-
out much reference to Beck or Bourdieu. 
Annette Spellerberg (1996) for instance 
demonstrated the social differentiation of 
lifestyles in West and East Germany, using 
the concept of life style by Müller (1989). 
Lebensstilforschung (Rössel; Otte, 2011) be-
came a research field in and of itself. 

The style of life was one concept that was 
intensely discussed in this first wave of the 
Bourdieu-reception. Habitus was the other 
one which was even more fiercely debated. 
What is a habitus? How can the habitus be 
conceptualized? How is a habitus formed, 
maintained and altered? This was the range 
of questions addressed. Cornelia Bohn 
(1991) put the habitus in context and used 
Luhmannian arguments to come to grips 

with this difficult concept. Gunter Gebauer 
and Beate Krais (2002) gave an apt charac-
terization of the strengths and weaknesses 
of this concept. Dirk Jurich (2005) applied 
the concept to state socialism in the GDR 
and made an empirical study to elicit some-
thing like a socialist habitus. He showed the 
inner contradictions and chronic cleavages 
of the enactment of this habitus in the so-
cial life of GDR-socialism. Steffani Engler 
and Beate Krais (2004) undertook a criti-
cal reconstruction of the concept of habitus 
already with respect to gender. Heinrich 
Wilhelm Schäfer (2015) discussed habi-
tus with respect to epistemology—a book 
written in English. The most comprehen-
sive assessment of the concept and its ap-
plicability was given by Alexander Lenger, 
Schneickert and Schumacher (2013) dis-
cussing all the relevant aspects and ques-
tions that the ongoing debates elicited. 
This book certainly reveals the state of art 
in this discourse on habitus.

Bourdieu was time and again criticized 
for his strong focus on class but not on gen-
der. Beate Krais (1993) first raised the ques-
tion of gender and symbolic violence. This 
was the starting point for a long debate. 
Irene Dölling and Beate Krais (1997) edited 
an influential volume on the gender game in 
everyday-life. Petra Frerichs and Margarete 
Steinrücke (1993) discussed the relationship 
between gender relationships and social in-
equality. Petra Frerichs (1997) pursued this 
line of thought by relating class, gender and 
work as did Maria Nickel and Birgit Riegraf 
(2000). Particularly in the wake of Bour-
dieu’s (2005) own attempt in Die männliche 
Herrschaft or La domination masculine to 
come to grips with the relationship of class 
and gender, the question of intersectionality 
(Klinger, 2003), i.e. the relationship between 
different dimensions of social inequality and 
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their interplay, was heavily debated. Claudia 
Radeemacher and Peter Wiechens (2001) 
put forward a volume that discussed these is-
sues in a truly analytical vain, thereby show-
ing the difficulties of intersectional bridging. 

Robert Schmidt and Volker Wolters-
dorff (2008) took up a concept that be-
came more and more important for the 
late Bourdieu: symbolic violence. He had 
characterized male domination as sym-
bolic violence, soft in expression but hard 
in its consequences. Like structural vio-
lence by Johan Galtung (1969), symbolic 
violence is a highly attractive concept be-
cause it makes invisible power visible. On 
the other hand, it is a dangerous “Kom-
paktbegriff ” as Luhmann called big con-
cepts analytically underdeveloped. Frith-
jof Nungesser (2017) has quite recently 
put forward a devastating critique of this 
concept and its vicissitudes as a “pleonas-
tic oxymoron” with the recommendation 
to abolish this term in favor of concrete 
forms of power and domination. 

Bourdieu in Sociology II: 
field and field analysis

Bourdieu complained pretty often 
that the German reception focused exclu-
sively on La Distinction but without to 
take into account the rest of his oeuvre. In 
this assessment he was certainly right. Un-
til today, Bourdieu’s reputation is closely 
associated with this landmark study in ac-
ademia and in the public. But over “Bour-
dieu, the class theorist” one should not 
forget “Bourdieu, the field theorist” (Kie-
serling, 2008). When Bourdieu published 
Les règles de l’art, a second opus magnum 
(Müller, 2014) was born. Not class and 
lifestyle analysis but field and field analy-
sis formed an almost new paradigm of 

Bourdieusian research. In terms of theo-
retical stamina, this part of his legacy has 
the chance to develop the highest staying 
power. This is obviously the case for sev-
eral reasons. First of all, it is crucial for the 
sociology of culture but also for cultural 
studies (Müller, 1996; Reckwitz, 2000; 
Suber; Schäfer; Prinz, 2011); secondly, in 
theoretical terms it provides an alternative 
to classical or neo-classical institutional 
analysis on the one hand, systems theory 
on the other hand: neither institution nor 
system but field. It is no surprise then 
that Armin Nassehi and Gerd Nollmann 
(2004) published a reader on the theo-
retical comparison of Bourdieu and Luh-
mann. And Bauer et al. (2014) compared 
his work with the Frankfurt school and 
critical theory, in fact presenting Bourdieu 
as part of the critical camp. Furthermore, 
Bourdieu’s approach can be opened up in 
favor of a discourse analysis or, rather, field 
and discourse analysis might be fruitfully 
combined as Rainer Diaz-Bone (2002) 
demonstrated. Finally, it raises enormous-
ly the range of disciplines in the humani-
ties that can work with Bourdieu. Sociol-
ogy and literature or literary analysis can 
once again be fruitfully combined. Joseph 
Jurt (1995) has already declared Bourdieu 
to be a classic in this field and Tommek 
and Bogdal (2012) have analyzed the 
transformations of the literary field. Just 
to give one impressive example for the 
fruitful combination of Robert Musil and 
Pierre Bourdieu in a literary analysis. Nor-
bert Christian Wolf (2011) has studied 
“Kakanien” (this is Musil’s notion of the 
Habsburg Empire) as a societal construc-
tion in order to elucidate Robert Musil’s 
socio-analysis of the 20th century. Ulrich, 
Musil’s man without qualities, is set into 
the configuration of Fin-de-Siècle Vienna 
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in the last year before the First World War 
(Müller, 2013).

Equally crucial is his approach for 
the sociology of art. As Bourdieu himself 
showed the art market is a crucial element of 
the field of art and a battlefield between pure 
art and valuable art. Florian Schumacher 
(2011) and Nina Tessa Zahner (2006) have 
adopted those new rules for the sociology 
of art. Heike Munder und Ulf Wuggenig 
(2012) have put forward the most compre-
hensive study of the art market, its actors 
and institutions, demonstrating the great 
value of Bourdieu’s approach. Beatrice von 
Bismarck, Kaufmann and Wuggenig (2008) 
reflected upon the time “after Bourdieu” to 
discuss the ways how best to pursue his line 
of analysis in the future.

Field and field analysis have been devel-
oped into a new interdisciplinary research 
program connecting several sociologies like 
economic sociology (Kraemer; Brugger, 
2017), sociology of organization, sociology 
of culture, sociology of art, sociology of law 
(Kretschmann, 2019) etc. Based upon Bour-
dieu but in continuous development of his 
theoretical legacy, the analytical approach is 
fleshed out to become the foundation for a 
theory of complex societies but also differ-
ent fields of society and transnational fields. 
Stefan Bernhard and Christian Schmidt-
Wellenburg (2012) have gathered several 
younger researchers working in the wake of 
Bourdieu and put together the results of the 
research within this new paradigm in two 
thick volumes. Larissa Buchholz (2016) has 
combined field analysis and globalization in 
order to show what happens once national 
fields are trans-nationalized.

One should not forget to mention 
though a certain disenchantment with Bour-
dieu and his oeuvre in Germany as well as 
elsewhere in Europe in the 1990ies when 

he started to go public as an intellectual. In 
academic circles, this caused irritation and a 
certain misunderstanding of his fight against 
the intrusions of neoliberalism. At that time, 
even social democracy in Germany and Eu-
rope had discovered the charm of neoliberal-
ism. But not all sociologists tried to ignore 
Bourdieu’s struggle and shied away from 
his studies. Alessandro Pelizzari (2001) for 
instance reconstructs the economization of 
the political by looking at new public man-
agement with the lenses of Bourdieu. Frank 
Hillebrandt, Kneer and Kraemer (1998) 
discuss the loss of social security which situ-
ate styles of life between the poles of multi-
optionality and scarcity, between choice and 
constraint. Uwe Bittlingmayer et al. (2002) 
understand Bourdieu’s theory as struggle 
and show the underlying political connota-
tions of his work. Jörg Ebrecht and Frank 
Hillebrandt (2002) discussed Bourdieu’s 
theory of praxis and its implications for dif-
ferent research fields of sociology. Sebastian 
Herkommer (2004) elucidates the metamor-
phosis of ideology with respect to neoliberal-
ism. Similarly, Effi Böhlke and Frank Rilling 
(2007) reflect the relationship of Bourdieu 
to the left and try to deduce lessons for pro-
testing neoliberalism. 

Sociologically and empirically most 
fruitful were the debates in the wake of 
Bourdieu’s (1997) own study Das Elend 
der Welt or La misère du monde that delin-
eated the practical experiences of people 
with different kinds of social inequality and 
impoverishment. In the German-speaking 
countries, interesting attempts were made to 
replicate this field of hidden poverty under 
the governance of neoliberalism. Claudia 
Honnegger, Bühler and Schallberger (2002) 
started in Switzerland, followed by Elisa-
beth Katschnig-Fasch (2003) in Austria and 
Franz Schultheis and Kristina Schulz (2005) 
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in Germany. These portraits of people and 
their misery were the result of ethnographic 
research of the “classes populaires” that is the 
most vulnerable people of a society. 

Reading Bourdieu’s political interven-
tions today, one can fully understand why 
he abolished Weber’s value freedom and 
gave up his impartial attitude. It was a seri-
ous misunderstanding back then to assume 
that Bourdieu had suddenly turned from a 
serious scholar into a furious public intel-
lectual. He had always played both roles 
yet in different accentuation. And he saw 
more clearly that this new neoliberal regime 
would have the power to dismantle the wel-
fare state and to undermine democracy in 
the long run. An avantgarde-position back 
then is nowadays mainstream in critical 
thinking. Yet, with Bourdieu’s death the 
grief over the loss of such a great thinker 
soon overweighed the qualms about his in-
tellectual engagement. 

Conclusion

As this brief sketch tried to illuminate 
Pierre Bourdieu is regarded as a contem-
porary classic in German sociology. He is 
equally important like Habermas, Luh-
mann and Beck. The mutual respect for 
this thinker was paid tribute at a German-
French conference in Berlin after his death 
in order to assess the value of his oeuvre. 
As a result, a French-German team edited 
the German publication (Colliot-Thélène; 
François; Gebauer, 2005), a German-French 
team edited the French version (Mül-
ler; Sintomer, 2006). Although French, it 
seemed as if Bourdieu had almost become 
also a “German”. At the end of his life, he 
himself had the impression that he was bet-
ter understood in Germany than in France 
since German scholars read more closely 

and without the mental reservation Bour-
dieu experienced in France thanks to his 
powerful position in the academic field. As 
a result, he gave the Bourdieu-Foundation 
in Geneva to a German, Franz Schultheis 
(2007) who wrote a moving assessment 
of Bourdieu’s way into sociology. Even so, 
his autobiography was published first in 
German and then in French. Be this as it 
may, one anecdotal yet meaningful indica-
tor of the high appreciation of person and 
work are obituaries. When Bourdieu died 
in 2002, newspapers (Habermas, 2002; 
Honneth, 2002) and scientific journals 
(Hahn, 2002; Müller, 2002; Peter, 2002; 
Schultheis; Vester, 2002) widely remem-
bered him, stressed the prime importance 
of his oeuvre and his position as one of the 
great sociologists of the 20th century. An-
other important indicator is the number of 
introductions into his oeuvre. Here again, 
the number of books during the lifetime of 
the author and afterwards who was a liv-
ing classic is quite impressive indeed. In the 
1990ies, Markus Schwingel (1993; 1995) 
started with two introductions. In the 21st 
century and after the death of Bourdieu, a 
whole plethora of works followed. Chris-
tian Papilloud (2003), a French sociologist 
teaching at the University of Halle, started. 
Then Boike Rehbein (2003; 2011) followed 
with two books. Werner Fuchs-Heinritz 
and König published their introduction in 
2005, Eva Barlösius in 2006. Hans-Peter 
Müller wrote his systematic interpretation 
in 2014.

Bourdieu’s studies resemble the oeu-
vre of Max Weber whom he cited most 
in his lectures at the Collège de France. 
Both sociologists work time and again 
on central categories because they saw in 
clear and lucid concepts the key to use-
ful empirical analysis. For both of them, 
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capitalism and the economic order are of 
prime importance for “economy and so-
ciety” as Weber’s opus magnum is called. 
To delineate the class structure of a so-
ciety as its inegalitarian order Bourdieu 
reformulates Weber’s distinction between 
class and estate in terms of class and 
styles of life. With the concept of habi-
tus that Weber himself already used in 
his sociology of religion, he finds the link 
and active mechanism for relating class 
to lifestyle. Weber distinguishes between 
value spheres and life orders, Bourdieu 
prefers the notion of fields. Both think-
ers see culture as a crucial mechanism to 
understand the functioning and meaning 
of society. And both sociologists are not 
idealists because of this cultural orienta-
tion but sober and critical realists. This is 

why Bourdieu is seen in German sociol-
ogy as a kind of Weber redivivus. 

Furthermore, his style of studying social 
reality—the relationship between concep-
tual work, methodological reflexivity and 
empirical research—is seen as paradigmatic 
for today’s social sciences. Bourdieu helps 
to transcend the cleavages and divisions 
within sociology: action and structure, mi-
cro and macro, qualitative and quantitative 
analysis etc. Studying his oeuvre is the best 
way to gain a critical understanding of how 
society works. And who has read Bourdieu 
will see society with different eyes (Müller, 
2014). Given his enduring importance, the 
reception of Bourdieu will go on and social 
scientists of the 21st century will try to un-
derstand their society with the tool-kit of 
this great French thinker.
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Abstract

Pierre Bourdieu in Germany: reception and critique

Pierre Bourdieu is undoubtedly considered a classic sociologist in Germany nowadays. How did he achieve this status? 
This article reconstructs three reception waves. The first wave began in the field of education in the 1960s and 1970s, 
giving rise to studies on educational inequality. The second wave started with La Distinction, reviving the analysis of 
social classes and lifestyle in the 1980s. The third wave focused on his concept of “field” in the wake of “Les Règles de 
l’Art”. Field analysis is currently one of the most promising tools for the social sciences. In the 21st century, Bourdieu 
is seen as a Max Weber redivivus in Germany.

Keywords: Pierre Bourdieu; Bourdieu’s reception in Germany; French sociology.

Resumo

Pierre Bourdieu na Alemanha: recepção e crítica

Pierre Bourdieu é considerado, indubitavelmente, um sociólogo clássico na Alemanha atualmente. Como ele con-
seguiu esse status? Este artigo reconstrói três ondas de recepção. A primeira onda começou na área da educação, nas 
décadas de 1960 e 1970, dando origem aos estudos sobre a desigualdade educacional. A segunda onda começou com 
La distinction, recuperando as análises de classes sociais e estilo de vida na década de 1980. A terceira onda se concen-
trou em seu conceito de “campo” na esteira de Les règles de l’art. Atualmente, a análise de campo é uma das ferramentas 
mais promissoras nas ciências sociais. No século 21, Bourdieu é visto como um Max Weber redivivus na Alemanha.

Palavras-chave: Pierre Bourdieu; recepção de Bourdieu na Alemanha; sociologia francesa.
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Résumé

Pierre Bourdieu en Allemagne : accueil et critique

Pierre Bourdieu est sans aucun doute considéré aujourd’hui comme un sociologue classique en Allemagne. Comment 
a-t-il atteint ce statut ? Cet article reconstruit trois vagues de sa réception. La première a commencé dans le domaine 
de l’éducation pendant les années 1960 et 1970, donnant lieu à des études sur les inégalités éducatives. La deuxième a 
commencé avec « La distinction », qui a mis en place des analyses des classes sociales et des styles de vie dans les années 
1980. La troisième s’est concentrée  sur son concept de « champ » à propos des « Règles de l’art ». De nos jours, l’étude 
de champ est l’un des outils les plus prometteurs des sciences sociales. Au 21ème siècle, Bourdieu est considéré comme 
un Max Weber redivivus en Allemagne.

Mots-clés : Pierre Bourdieu ; Réception de Bourdieu en Allemagne ; sociologie française
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