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Overview of the book
Troy Heffernan’s book explains how Bourdieu relates to the field of higher education. 
The book has two parts and the first one is ”Bourdieu’s Key Theories for Examining 
Higher Education”. Bourdieu has written a lot about education and he was particularly 
interested in the ways privilege was transferred from generation to generation via 
education. He was interested in the hierarchy of disciplines in the universities and 
how the hierarchy is maintained. Hefferman offers an overview of how the logics of 
maintaining hierarchies of privilege has changed in modern universities and how it 
varies between different disciplines. High school students may see the hierarchy of 
disciplines very important when deciding which subject to study at the university. 

The second part of the book includes a lot of analysis about the roles of the faculty’s 
managers, academics and the pressures they face in each role. It also analyses why 
shifting borders is important. It analyses the work in modern universities and the fields 
where they operate. This is theoretical but quite easy to understand. 

The structure of the book
The first chapter is about Bourdieu’s key theories for examining higher education. 
The introduction chapter provides information about how Pierre Bourdieu helps to 
explore the changing space of higher education. It also explains the historical context. 
Chapter two has parts about Bourdieu in context, his history, his theory, his methods and 
methodology and the theory of practice. It also explains Bourdieu’s work on education. 
The third chapter explains the key concept ”habitus” and the fourth chapter the key 
concept ”field”. Chapter five explains the key concept ”capital”. The second part of 
the book is named ”Life in the Modern University”. This part has a lot of analysis 
about the roles of the faculties’ managers, academics and the pressures they face in 
each role. It also analyses why shifting borders is important. 

The three key concepts
The key concept “habitus” means that “the combination of the elements and aspects 
of someone’s life that they are born into, raised in, and surrounded by throughout 
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their life shape them as an individual”1. Heffernan argues that every individual has a 
different past and the past affects his future life. The author explains how the habitus 
of an individual can give hints of his personal history. He might dress very well, 
speak more formally and educate his children in elite schools. Some people belong 
to the elite and some to the lowest social class.  Habitus can also be summarised as 
”the summary of an individual`s or a groups structured and structuring structures and 
helps explain why cultural trajectory can be formed before birth, and why someone’s 
thoughts and actions are rarely unpredictable, and are often only variations of what 
will remain within their habitus”2. 

Habitus is related to cultural preferences. There are different ethnic groups who 
have their own culture and there are universal cultural preferences. Children from very 
wealthy families are likely to go to the universities. I could argue that the behaviour of 
lawyers everywhere seems to be very formal, and the habitus of lawyers looks more 
formal and traditional. This relates to how habitus fits into the field of university setting 
and it varies between universities, faculties and subject areas. 

The key concept ”field” refers to a certain field where someone wants to enter or 
keep his place. It is important to notice the ways in which someone’s habitus affects 
if they fit well into a particular field. Each field has its own requirements and rules. 
An example of a field is the field of a faculty. I comment that the faculties of law are 
many times more prestigious and formal than other faculties. 

The third key concept is capital and it varies between fields. ”Capital, it could 
be said, is the link that ties (or alienates) a person’s ability to have their habitus fit 
within a field and connect with its members”3. In the field of higher education, capital 
means, for example, the publications, networks, grants and the position in the rank of 
the researchers. The fields change all the time. There are economic capital, cultural 
capital and social capital. Economic capital means the amount of money possessed 
by the person in the field. The cultural capital is created through attending education. 
Social capital refers to someone’s network. Education is also capital. The capital of a 
doctoral degree used to be very rare but is nowadays more common. 

1	  Heffernan 2022, p. 27.
2	  Heffernan 2022, p. 45.
3	  Heffernan 2022, p. 49.
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Life in the Modern University
The second part of the book is about life in the modern university. One chapter explains 
the history of the universities and how the university education started to be more 
common in the 1960s. Heffernan also analyses how the positions of vice-chancellor 
and president have changed. He also analyses the role of deans in the faculties. The 
new fields of deans are discussed. A modern university has different positions and the 
changing funding affects the universities all the time. 

The strengths and weaknesses of the book
This book is of additional value to the critical university studies and helps to understand 
Bourdieu’s theories. The book is deeply theoretical but written in a logical and coherent 
way. It belongs to the fields of sociology and critical university studies. The book is of 
help to everyone interested in the hierarchy of disciplines, the field of academia and 
how education is capital. It also analyses the roles of different managerial positions in 
academia and how different roles have changed. The book is written by Troy Heffernan 
and he concludes that there has been a quite recent change in the way the universities 
operate. 

Why should you read this book? The book is valuable for sociologists and people 
working in the field of higher education. The book gives a very good picture of how 
higher education relates to Bourdieu’s theories. It provides new information about the 
key concepts, the hierarchy of disciplines at the universities and the roles of academics.

The book is related to Bourdieu’s other books. Bourdieu wrote about culture and 
habitus. There are also articles in which his theories are analysed in detail. He is 
interested in fields, capital and habitus. He is very theoretical, but it is very inspiring 
when you notice that you understand his ideas more deeply. It is very inspiring to 
discuss and analyse his theories.
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