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Main objectives

- To understand the possible homologies between social space and symbolic space, 
with a focus on the city of São Paulo and considering recent social changes in Brazil 
and transnationally;

- To understand the social determinants of cultural tastes and practices;
- To investigate whether or not cultural capital affects the dynamics of class and 

stratification in the social universe under investigation, more specifically, whether 
the domains of legitimate symbolic goods and practices shape boundaries and 
hierarchies;

- To understand whether and how cultural capital is transformed into “symbolic 
power” and takes part in contemporary dynamics of stratification.



What is new?



Criticism on Distinction and further research

• Questioning the relevance of legitimate culture and dominant class => what counts as 
cultural capital today? Is there such a thing as legitimate culture that cuts across social 
space, generating processes of misrecognition and symbolic violence?

• Measuring capitals in the popular classes => how to grasp processes of differentiation 
and hierarchization in the lower regions of social space? Do the popular classes recognize 
the legitimacy of the “bourgeios” culture? Are popular classes just a foil to the disputes 
around distinction?

• Drawing symbolic boundaries: are symbolic boundaries drawn on the bases of cultural 
tastes and practices? Or do other kinds of judgement count more?



What we 
want to 
grasp

Power relations

Inheritance

The what and the how

Composition



Techniques and Methods

Multi-method research

Inductive research (producing the data before inference)

Focus groups             survey             household interview

  Document (visual) analysis => lifestyles programs on TV; film and music ratings on 
websites => mapping contents, offerings and hierarchies.



Phases

0 – Distinction in the city
1 – Focus Groups
2 – Questionnaire
3 – Household interviews



The city of São Paulo

Studying the city of São Paulo
▪ Largest, and richest city in Brazil; unequal, and culturally diverse.
▪ 12.33 million

These studies helped us grasp the main aspects of inequality in the city and define some 
zones of observation. Such zones are treated analytically as empirical instances where the 
dynamics of classes and distinction may be properly observed in situ. Each of the 20 
observation zones should represent, taken altogether, the complexity of the city. 



The city of São Paulo



Comparing the districts in the city of São Paulo
A PCA was applied to the data derived from the General Census (2010) and School Census 

(2010);
Variables included in the model:

- Proportion of households with 1 bathroom (in relation to total households in the district)
- Proportion of rented houses;
- Proportion of apartments;
- Proportion of households with no more than two residents, and of households with five or more of them;
- Proportion of households composed of couples without children;
- Proportion of households with monthly per capita income not higher than 1 minimum wage; between 1 and 3 

minimum wages; between 3 and 5 minimum wages, and higher than 5 minimum wages;
- Proportion of individual aged 14 or less, and 70 or more;
- Proportion of adults having completed initial school years, middle school and college;
- Proportion of “pardos” and blacks;
- Proportion of nonmigrants;
- Proportion of adults in upper, middle and lower classes (according to a bourdieusian approach);
- Proportion of enrollments in public and private schools.



Right:
- Enrollment in private 

school;
- College degree;
- 2 or less residents;
- Upper classes;
- Couples with kids;
- Population aged 70 or 

more;
- 3 or more bathrooms;
- 5 minimum wages per 

capita or more;

Left:
- Enrollment in public 

school;
- 1 bathroom;
- 5 or more residentes;
- Popular classes;
- “Pardos” and blacks;
- Population aged 14 or less;
- Initial school Years 

completion;
- 1 minimum wage per 

capita or less.

Upper:
- High school degree;
- Middle class;
- 1 to 3 minimum wage 

per capita;
- Non-migrants;
- 3 to 5 minimum wage 

per capita.





Upper:
- Rented places;
- 1 bathroom;
- Apartments;
- 2 residents or less;
- One person or two or 

more non-related 
people living together.

Lower:
- Non-migrants;
- 3 or more bathrooms.





Variable Mean (partition) Mean (global)

Up to 1 minimum wage 0,566 0,340

Blacks and “pardos” 0,520 0,319

Elementary education 0,512 0,338

Popular classes 0,749 0,500

5 or more residents 0,214 0,153

   

Private schooling 0,104 0,313

Up to 2 residents 0,298 0,401

Couples without children 0,161 0,214

Middle classes 0,151 0,190

College education 0,080 0,292

Variable Mean (partition) Mean (global)

3 or more bathrooms 0,402 0,128

5 or more minimum wages 0,614 0,185

College degree 0,724 0,292

Private schooling 0,782 0,313

Dominant classes 0,703 0,310

   

Middle classes 0,145 0,190

Blacks and “pardos” 0,073 0,319

5 or more residents 0,066 0,153

0-14 Years-old 0,132 0,182

Popular classes 0,152 0,500



Typology of spaces and zones of observations



Which questions did we want answers to?

- What do people do in their free time? 
- How do people talk about their tastes and distastes and those of others? And which categories do 

they use for it?
- Do people assume the existence of cultural hierarchies? 
- Do they associate certain tastes and pratices to particular groups of individuals? 
- Do people classify each other based on tastes and aesthetic preferences?

Data collected through the analysis of focus group interactions allowed us to:

i) Grasp the fields of practice that mobilize people more intensely, operating as empirical instances 
where we can observe processes of distinction;

ii) Aspects of practice that are most differentiating, referring to the frequency with which 
individuals go to a restaurant, for instance, their favorite places to eat out (and the ones they 
avoid), and the knowledge they have of the options available (and if they can manage categories 
and hierarchies operating in each field);

iii) “Indigenous” categories, terms and words people used to refer to different aspects of what they 
and others do, how they appreciate it etc.

Phase 1 – Focus groups: specific goals 



- We decided to organize 6 focus groups, recruiting individuals occupying different regions of the social space => 
vertically divided into three parts (upper, middle and lower) and horizontally into two parts, according to the relative 
weight of different types of capital (cultural versus economic).

� Occupation, as a proxy of cultural and economic capitals;
� Many other indicators of social positions, such as: 

• Economic capital: employee or company owner, labor situation, household income; 
• Cultural capital: educational degree; in case of higher education, which university attended to; if the parents 

and/or any other person in the household had college education.

� Each of these indicators had a score:
� Acoording to the occupation plus total score on these indicators, we would place the participant in a group:

• We also gathered other types of information that were not scored, such as: genre, race/ethnicity, place of origin 
and residence, sexual orientation.

How did we structure the focus groups?

Phase 1 – Focus groups 



Cultural Capital +

Lower class
Cultural Capital - 

Plastic artist, cultural producer, dance teacher, library 
assistant, nursing assistant, guitar teacher, graffiti artist, 
child development assistant. 

Only one participant had a higher degree, two attended 
higher education, and two had incomplete higher education. 

Age between 30 and 40 years old. 

Household income per capita between R$ 1,000 and R$ 
2,500.

3 women, 5 men.

3 white, 5 black/pardo.

Seamstress (2), caregiver for the elderly, security guard, day 
laborer, app driver, bricklayer, house
painter. 

One participant is attending higher education.

Age between 28 and 45 years old.

Household income per capita between R$1,000 and R$ 
2,000. 

5 men and 4 women.

5 white and 4 black/pardo.



Cultural Capital +

Intermediate Class
Cultural Capital - 

Music teacher, violinist, guitar teacher, photographer, 
language teacher, artisan.

All with higher education.

Age between 25 and 39 years old.

household income per capita between R$ 1,300 and R$ 
4,600. 

5 men, 5 women.

5 white, 2 yellow, 3 black/pardo.

Administrative manager, support analyst, small shopkeeper, 
purchasing manager.

Higher education in low-prestige colleges.

Age between 28 years and 40 years old.

Household income per capita between R$ 2,500 and R$ 
6,000. 

5 women, 4 men.

5 white, 4 pardo.



Cultural Capital + 

Upper class
Cultural Capital - 

Director of photography (cinema and TV), journalist-editor, 
university professor, lawyer, film director, teacher and 
audiovisual producer, cultural manager and actress, theater 
teacher and actress, musician 

Graduate at public university.

Higher education with parents with higher education. 

Age between 31 and 49 years old.

Household income per capita between R$ 4,000 and 
R$14,000.

5 women, 2 men.

6 white, 1 indígena

Sales executive, general director, engineer, manager (3), 
public servant (economist), lawyer, dentist. 

Higher degree in private universities.

Parents with higher education.

Age between 36 and 52 years.

Household income per capita between 6,000 and 16,000. 

5 men, 4 women; 

All white.



Analysis

Phase 1 – Focus groups



Cultural Capital + Cultural Capital - 

Fluent talk about culture

Denegation of the economic

Search for the alternative, the authentic and the unknown

Attention to the cultural intermediary (Institutions, search 
engineers, content platforms, youtubers, reviewers)

Aesthetic judgement

Less talk about culture, but fluent on other issues, such as 
the price of things, how to find their ways in the city driving 
the car. 

Affirmation of the economic. Knowing the price of things;

Choosing culture according to what is famous, such as the 
names of actors for films, or blockbusters. But the higher 
class chooses what is rare in other domains, such as travel

Distaste has moral basis

General differences in terms of structure of capital



Cultural Capital +

Lower class

Talk slowly, in a low voice, and do not interrupt each other;

Culture is less articulated with aesthetic, rarely articulated with moral, but very articulated with politics;

Valuing the territory: eating in the neighborhood, buying clothes in the neighborhood;

Valuing traditional culture, such as classic movies;

Valuing awards to choose their practices, such as Oscar winners. They value lists of “bests”. 



Lower class
Cultural Capital - 

Talk loudly, interrupt each other, especially the men;

Husband’s occupation is frequently mentioned by the women;

Shopping mall is central to their consumption and cultural practices. They go to the cinema in the mall;

Liking recent and massified culture, such as blockbusters;

Disliking what is more legitimate. Example: they don’t like Oscar winning movies: “They reason different from us. We like 
to see action, we like to see ‘pá, pá’. They like to look at what the actor is talking and stuff like this”. 

Religion plays a role. It impacts distaste. It is a place of socialization and cultural activities. 



Cultural Capital +

Intermediate Class

Valuing alternative circuits of movies;

Rejecting the shopping mall as a place for eating out or going to the cinema; 

Disliking massified culture, but valuing it what is “old”. So, they don’t like rock in general, but like “classic rock”; they 
don’t like sertanejo, but like the “old sertanejo”;

Rejecting things, but with an aesthetic judgement;
 
They don’t watch TV, but choose the streaming platform they prefer;

Passing strong judgement on the public behavior. They suppose they know better how to behave in a cultural event. 



Intermediate Class
Cultural Capital - 

Valuing shopping mall to various activities;

Rejection on moral basis. Example: they don’t like funk, and so they justify it: “The people is a bit depraved”; “there were 
dances where people commented that women went without panties”; “there are a lot of drugs in there, they sell in there”; 
“What is life.... called the life of crime", "They carry guns”.

They would love to go to Disney.



Cultural Capital + 

Upper class

Extreme value to what is authentic, alternative, and unknown: “hidden stuffs on Netflix”, “alternative circuits”

Value the knowledge of the cultural intermediary and the institution. They judge lists of “bests”, they choose the institutions 
they like; 

Value diversity and openness to difference;

Value experience over possession;

Value Brazilian culture (travels, music, films, gastronomy), but not in opposition to international culture.



Upper class
Cultural Capital - 

They recognize the value of legitimate culture, but they do not master its symbols. Very often they don’t remember the name 
of books or films. “I have a terrible memory”, “we all have terrible memories”;

Value safety and easy access by car. So, they say they prefer shopping malls over, for instance, cinemas or concerts in the 
center of the city: “too dangerous”; “too many beggars”; 

Value moving in the city by car;

Choose their cultural program by its appeal. They like blockbuster musicals, for instance; 

Judge culture on moral basis. Funk is pornography; 

Value expensive presents and travels. They like to go skiing in Chile, to rent a house in Orlando;

Value the USA, and feel ashamed to “look like” a Brazilian when abroad.



Final remarks

There may be different forms of mastering the symbolic. It seems that mastering the price of things, knowing how to take 
economic advantages may be distinctive, as much as mastering culture;

Differences of frequency, knowledge and taste may differentiate the classes;

Classes seem to judge culture differently:  the opposition between aesthetic and moral judgements;

Taste seems to oppose traditional versus emergent; common versus rare (authentic);

Knowing the cultural intermediary may be as distinctive: how to “choose” correctly;

Cultivating and consuming seem to be different orientations to culture. On the one hand, culture is seen as an asset, 
acquisition, investment, and cultivation; on the other, culture is seen as consumption, entertainment, and leisure.

 



Phase 2 – Survey

Sources:
o Previous research
o Focus group
o Document analysis: magazines, websites, and TV 

programs of lifestyle



- Building a broad set of indicators to measure various aspects of practices in different 
symbolic domains, not restricted to a “conventional” definition of culture;

- Building a broad set of indicators to measure the positions occupied by agents in the social 
space; 

- Generating a large amount of information on individuals’ social positions and 
position-takings => possibility of empirically testing the hypothesis of homologies between 
the social space and the symbolic space.

=> Types of questions:
- frequency with which the interviewee performs a certain activity; 
- the processes of cultural hierarchization;
- aspects of cultural inheritance, that is, how the individual came to acquire certain 

dispositions.

Phase 2 – Survey: specific goals



How to capture cultural hierarchies?

- Formulating questions that articulate tastes, aversions, knowledge, and recognition of 
symbolic goods differentially positioned in cultural hierarchies => lists with the 
names of restaurants and dishes, films and series, actors and directors, singers and 
composers, among others, in order to represent the different positions in the space of 
symbolic production;

- Understanding “how” people use cultural goods/objects;
- Measuring the effect of classifications conveyed by different instances of 

consecration on the probability of respondents’ “choices”;
- Understanding aspects of cultural inheritance to grasp the embodied dimension of 

cultural capital;
- Posing opposite alternatives to respondents, each expressing a form of judgment.

Phase 2 – Survey: specific goals



- Aspects of practice to grasp:
o Frequency
o Tastes and aversions
o Knowledge and interests
o Inheritance (cultural and economic);

Phase 2 – Survey: symbolic space

- Domains of practice:
o Audiovisual: cinema, series, and TV
o Music
o Art
o Travel
o Fashion
o Food
o Reading
o Free time 
o Decoration
o Other cultural practices 
o Body/Sports/Exercise
o Education



=> Cultural capital
- Questions about education (diploma, university and courses);
- To capture the evolution of this type of capital, questions were asked about the education of the two 

previous generations (course and higher education institution of the previous generation);
- Questions about cultural inheritance (age at which and person with whom they first visited cultural 

facilities, when they traveled abroad or learned to play a musical instrument);
- Fluency in other languages;

⇒ Economic capital
- Occupation of the interviewee (and of the previous generation – social origin);
- Ownership of secondary houses (number and location);
- Presence of a maid/domestic worker and number of bathrooms;
- Total family income;
- Rental income from other properties;
- Occupancy status of one’s residence.

=> Sociodemographic information: age, gender, color/race, family composition, marital status, 
religion.

Phase 2 – Survey: social space



Main sample (n = 2004): representative sample of adult residents of the city of São Paulo (aged 18 
or over) - face-to-face application

First stage: stratification by clusters, according to the resident population;
Second stage: selection of census tracts in the city of São Paulo in each of the regions;
Third stage: selection of households and, in each of them, of the interviewee, using quotas 
proportional to the universe, based on the variables of gender and age group. 
N = 2,004 people 

Phase 2 – Survey: samples and methods



Subsample of high-income individuals (n = 100): online application
- Men and women aged between 19 and 60;
- Personal income starting at R$ 16.000,00 (top 5%);
- Residence in a district classified as superior; 
- Must fill one of the following criteria: having travelled abroad in the last 5 years or having a 

second home for leisure (at the beach, in the countryside) or owning the apartment where one 
lives or having another apartment in the districts indicated above.

Subsample of educated young people from lower classes (n = 100): face-to-face application
- Men and women aged between 19 and 29; 
- College Graduate or currently enrolled in higher education;
- Primary caregivers must have completed secondary education as their highest level of education;
- Residence in the districts classified as popular. 

Phase 2 – Survey: samples and methods



Individuals from samples and subsamples



Phase 3 – Interviews and visits


