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Abstract 
The present study examines the choice for sociology as a subfield in Swedish higher education. 
In the Bourdieusian tradition, the theory of social practices – with its relational concepts of 
field, habitus and capital – was the sociological lens for constructing the object and instruments 
for tackling it. The emphasis was given to the subjective dimension: how students rationalize 
and strategize the decision for studying sociology, as a course or a program, in an educational 
choice that entails a mobilization of resources acquired in the past for anticipating the future. 
For this, qualitative interviewing enabled the production of narratives of 21 students at different 
Swedish universities, exploring assumptions and presuppositions deployed in their choice. 
Results suggest a complex construction of the choice for sociology as a meaningful and suitable 
decision, producing varied degrees of conviction in the subfield and position-takings in relation 
to its practice and representations. Different positions can be outlined depending on how 
sociology is understood: as a capital for a subsequent entry to different fields, a distinction 
emerges in the mode of appropriation between ‘specialization’ of those investing in programs 
and ‘generalization’ of those taking freestanding courses combined with other investments; a 
difference indicating a different degree of belief in the discipline and its inculcation translated 
into the time devoted for it. When sociology becomes a field, a distinction refers to the practice 
of sociology between an ‘academically oriented sociology’ concerned with research and teaching, 
and a ‘socially oriented sociology’ concerned with an engagement and contribution to people 
outside the academic space. Since sociology is a scientific field with relatively weak autonomy to 
external forces, a plurality of hierarchies characterizes a stake for defining its ultimate and 
legitimate value, offering multiple satisfactions according to varied strategies and aspirations. 
However, this should not conceal the academic roots of a discipline precisely institutionalized at 
universities and that may influence a hierarchical relation between the social and the academic 
in the sociological field. 
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Introduction – understanding the interest 
Different attempts have been done for understanding academic disciplines. For 
Merton (1964), social sciences have been mainly concerned with behaviors in 
other spaces, laying aside a reflection of their own situation (p.213). 
Considerations like this one may have led social scientists to analyse their 
practices and assumptions. There is an interest for examining structural 
constraints and possibilities of sociology as a field. In Sweden, some concerns of 
sociologists have been the theory of science, the relation of sociology to other 
academic fields, general sociological theories (Larsson and Magdalenić, 2015: 
37), the status of sociology (p.41), methodological debates (p.42), crises of the 
discipline (p.47), gender issues in the profession (p.51), evaluation of 
educational programs in different departments and internal division of labour 
(p.67), changes related to university reforms (p.76), patterns of publishing and 
attendance of conferences (p.78), etc. The present study attempts to explore the 
choice of sociology in Swedish higher education, exploring strategies and 
aspirations orienting students to opt for it within their trajectory and 
perceptions associated to it. This can be framed in a collective effort for a 
reflexivity on social sciences, making explicit dispositions, interest, and 
representations (Bourdieu, 2000: 119) of all us endowed with an inclination for 
investing in sociology as an educational field. 

As a former student of a bachelor of sociology in Ecuador, my choice and 
strategy were mediated by assumptions of the ‘sociologist’, a socially 
constructed stereotype. In Ecuador, the ‘sociologist’ gained public visibility in 
the 1979 presidential elections, when the victory of the leftist-populist forces 
was imminent and candidates of the conservative party resorted to a strategy of 
personal discrediting against their opponents, especially the vice-presidential 
candidate: he was marked as a ‘lazy sociologist’ – ‘sociólogo vago’ in Spanish – 
and ‘communist’ (Paz y Miño, 2007: 11).  Beyond the ‘laziness’, many saw the 
sociologist as a holder of progressive ideas, critical to the established order, and 
an advocate of disadvantaged groups. As a shared experience of those with 
similar trajectories, my aspirations were related to a willingness to partake in 
political militancy and intellectual debates. This stereotype was reinforced in the 
department of sociology, where dominant professors held more philosophical 
stances and were actively involved in political practices next to social 
movements. Few professors promoted another approach, being labeled as 
‘empirical’ and ‘methodological’; or, pejoratively, ‘positivist’ and ‘uncritical’. 

Later, I had the opportunity to experience a different perspective of 
sociology in Chile due to an educational exchange. At first glance, the discussion 
was unfamiliar for me, containing more contemporary and ‘empirical’ elements. 
But, regarding sociology, my Chilean classmates had similar aspirations to a 
political commitment, expressing an ambition to take part on social change. A 
contrast of both experiences generated an interest in how sociology can contain 
similarities and differences in its representation and practice across national 
settings. Self-evidences naturalized in my training in Ecuador became more 
explicit, producing conditions for questioning them. This situation was 
deepened after finishing my program, when the insertion to the occupational 
field was necessary: the promise of an intellectual and political adventure was 
not fulfilled, being compelled to accept a position within the state as a civil 



Ricardo Cevallos: Rationalizing sociology as an educational strategy 

 

 

8 
 

servant. Many of us that continued a path as ‘sociologists’ coped with the need 
for taking bureaucratic positions that did not always correspond to our 
aspirations as critical intellectuals. Without being this a universal aspiration in 
sociology, but one held by agents with similar dispositions to me, the relation to 
the occupational structure could express a partial dissonance in the negotiation 
of two spaces with their own logic: scientific field and labour market. 

Despite a personal reference for making explicit the interest, this should not 
be seen as a positioning of an observer with absolute knowledge nor an analysis 
oriented to a self-magnification by pointing out some particularities. A 
‘narcissistic’ reflexivity, having an air of radicality in the reflexion on the own 
experience, is often an end in itself without practical effect (Bourdieu, 2004: 
89). Contrarily, this short summary of my trajectory – which may be an 
ordinary or common experience – is referential for signaling a need for a 
collective effort to take as its object those presuppositions that lead us to believe 
in sociology as valuable under certain conditions. A sociology of the field of 
sociology cannot be reduced to a personal ‘impulse’ for a self-understanding, 
but a collective reflexivity that situates individuals and their views in the world 
in which they are produced to understand their movements in circumstances 
making them necessary (p.94). Thus, the aim of this research is to inquire 
strategies and rationalizations of students choosing for sociology as a specific 
subfield within Swedish higher education, seeking for representations and 
aspirations related to an investment that is made in different forms and degrees. 

For this purpose, the research is divided into five interconnected sections: 
first, a theoretical discussion for delineating concepts that contributed in the 
construction of the object, especially the theory of social practices in the 
Bourdieusian tradition, together with a review of prior research to seek for 
relevant aspects for taking into consideration. Second, based on the theoretical 
equipment, a delimitation of the study by stating the object of research and 
research questions for tackling it, as well as ethical considerations for 
conforming guidelines of the research practice. Third, a contextualization of two 
interrelated fields, higher education and sociology in Sweden, based on a 
literature review of cumulative production of knowledge on both will provide 
with some insights about the space that, being the terrain to which students 
enter, enables and constraints strategies. Fourth, grounded on a set of 
interviews with students, the empirical part is an exploration of different 
narratives rationalizing the choice for sociology in varied and sequential 
moments: the prelude of the choice, the encounter to sociology in higher 
education, aspirations to the future, perceptions of sociology in the professional 
field, and the relation of the discipline to politics. Fifth, drawing on prior 
sections and putting them in relation, a sociological understanding of the choice 
for sociology and how this is strategized in different ways is outlined for 
defining some conclusions and final remark



On the theory of social practices, choices and 
aspirations 
A first step for the analysis of the choice for sociology is to consider how this will 
be constructed. This section intends to deploy a theoretical positioning in which 
concepts are discussed for delimiting how social reality is understood. The 
chosen sociological perspective is a relational understanding in the theory of 
social practices by Pierre Bourdieu. Different concepts are outlined, seeking for 
relevant features for the inquiry. In parallel, a second part of this section aims at 
exploring prior research on higher education choices and aspirations for 
unveiling significant aspects that should be regarded for the analysed case. To 
some extent, this literature review is implicitly correspondent to the adopted 
sociological tradition. The intention is to define a theoretical and empirical 
equipment for capturing and handling with the research object. 

Relational thinking 
Relational thinking implies that social reality exists in relations of elements 
beyond individual representations. This perspective enables to apprehend 
meanings and functions in a system of positions that define values in their 
relation (Bourdieu, 2007: 13). This primacy of relations requires a break with 
the illusion of a subjective understanding of the social world. Social relations 
cannot be reduced to individual perceptions because they are constituted among 
positions external to individuals, delimiting their actions and thoughts 
(Bourdieu et al., 1991: 18). For this, it is necessary to discuss some concepts for a 
relational understanding: field, habitus and capital. 

Social space and fields – the playing board 
Social space is the set of relations of positions coexisting and mutually excluding 
in an objective distribution of properties (Bourdieu, 2000: 134). This 
distribution defines distances among positions with different social conditions. 
In this space, a differentiation favours the emergence of social fields with 
specific objects and stakes: for instance, education or science. These fields are 
relatively autonomous spaces with a competition for imposing a particular 
perspective governing it, an arbitrariness that defines a ‘nomos’: a principle of 
vision and division that, legitimized, organize the field and delineates 
reasonable actions and perceptions (Bourdieu, 2000: 96). Thus, fields also 
entail a hierarchical organization. Being autonomous, the logic of a field cannot 
be reduced to one ruling another: stakes and principles of the artistic field may 
remain unnoticed for agents partaking in the economic field. For participating 
in a field, individuals have to implicitly agree the value of its object: ‘doxa’ is a 
self-evident agreement on the importance of a game that, in turn, enables 
disagreements of individuals with different positions and appreciating the same 
object in varied ways (p.98). As an example, a doxa can be an unquestioned 
belief that education is socially relevant. But, the necessity of education can be 
invested with varied interests and definitions across social groups. So far, a field 
is a continuous stake of different perspectives for legitimizing norms, which are 
never absolute. 
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For joining a field, agents require specific dispositions and perceptions to 
appreciate it as worth playing; to create a belief on its game. Fields have entry 
conditions to admit individuals with suitable competences for understanding its 
classifications and demands (p.100). Different mechanisms of exclusion operate 
for granting the participation of those with practical and cognitive skills for it, 
which include a self-exclusion of those without dispositions for valuing the field. 
As a product of appropriate dispositions for a field, ‘illusio’ is an immediate 
adherence to its doxa, an implicit interest because an agent has a practical 
comprehension of its game because of having experienced regularities of the 
social space in a specific position (p.135): children of highly educated parents 
are more likely to develop an illusio for education since they have acquired at 
home dispositions and attitudes profitable in such fields. For this research, 
higher education programs can be seen as subfields, having relative autonomy 
and entry conditions for students, who are oriented to them depending on 
dispositions and interests inscribed in their social position that create a belief 
on its game. Thus, these subfields need agents with practical competences to 
seriously play it. This leads to a second relational concept: habitus. 

Habitus and dispositions – a sense of orientation 
Suitable competences favour the propensity to a field. Habitus is a system of 
dispositions working as a generative principle of practices and representations 
objectively adapted without explicit obedience to rules (Bourdieu, 2007: 86). 
The habitus is an embodiment of objective structures of the social space by 
experiencing it from a particular position. This exposition to the world and its 
demands obliges an acquisition of practical skills for anticipating ordinary 
situations (Bourdieu, 2000: 140). Being not reducible to formal education, 
pedagogic actions are central for the inculcation of dispositions adapted to a 
dominant principle, which is reinforced by consecutive sanctions and potentially 
transferred to other social domains (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1990: 31). By 
imposing a legitimate perspective of the social world, education transmit social 
classifications as naturalized elements in the habitus. 

Individuals with similar positions incorporate similar dispositions and 
perceptions. The habitus is an intersubjective structure irreducible to an 
individual existence (Bourdieu, 2007: 98). Agents with shared dispositions are 
likely to pursue similar interests and face similar conditions of application of 
their practical competences. That is, a class habitus makes possible attuned 
practices without collective deliberations nor explicit agreements (Bourdieu, 
2000: 146). This enables a cohesion of a class defending collective benefits. 
Thus, habitus must be understood in relation to objective structures producing 
it. The social world and its classifications become mental schemas that enable 
that the encounter to a field turns into a meaningful experience for an agent 
with practical understanding of a world inhabiting him (p.142). An immediate 
commitment to specific fields is mediated by dispositions objectively orienting 
agents to situations where they feel comfortable. This practical sense implies a 
relation of complicity of a field and agents with instruments to construct it 
according to its necessities (p.143). Thus, this relation is experienced as an 
anticipation in which agents practically know what is required and forbidden. 
Also, agents can recognize and sanction the adequacy of practices of others. 
The correspondence of objective and subjective structures grounds a symbolic 
violence. This violence needs a complicity of agents who, guided by their 
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dispositions, accept necessities of a field while renouncing their freedom 
(Bourdieu, 1996: 4). As a hierarchical space, a field exerts its domination on 
both dominant and dominated positions, determining reasonable acts and 
thoughts for each position. The illusio is produced in the encounter of a field 
and predisposed habitus to reproduce its structures and, lastly, its existence 
(Bourdieu, 2000: 152). In the framework of this project, habitus enables to 
understand how certain social positions embed competences and perceptions 
that find themselves ‘at home’ in particular subfields of higher education: 
students attending business programs share dispositions produced under 
certain social conditions, which may differ from those oriented towards 
sociology. Thus, sociology attracts students possessing specific mental 
structures and a practical comprehension adjustable to its demands. But, these 
dispositions and perceptions are a result of the incorporation of objective 
structures from a specific position, which depends on the distribution of 
resources in the social space. This leads to a third relational concept: capital. 

Capital –weapons and stake in the social game 
In Bourdieu, capital tries to overcome a radical economicism reducing practices 
to mercantile and self-interested actions, disregarding non-economic forms as 
disinterested (1986: 242). Capital is accumulated labour acquired by individuals 
in their social position. Different resources can work as capital by a recognition 
of power inscribed in them, producing benefits to its holders (p.241): for 
instance, educational diplomas or a real estate property. The most salient forms 
are economic, cultural and social capital. Economic capital is directly 
exchangeable to money and institutionalized in property rights (p.243). 

Cultural capital initially sought for understanding uneven scholastic 
performances. Bourdieu (1979) considered educational investments as essential 
for social reproduction, being relevant the transmission of cultural capital in the 
family and legitimized in the educational system (p.3). However, this capital is 
not reduced to scholastic aptitudes, existing different forms acquired in multiple 
settings and deployed in varied ways. There are three states of cultural capital: 
an embodied state in durable dispositions attached to the person and 
accumulated by investing time (p.4–5). This state refers to bodily dispositions, 
implying that the habitus can work as cultural capital in the production of 
practices and representations following principles of dominant cultural beliefs. 
An objectified state denotes cultural goods that, despite a direct transmission, 
demand particular forms of appropriation and consumption contained in the 
embodied state of the habitus (p.5). In other words, objectified cultural capital 
requires particular dispositions, mainly acquired within the family, for an 
appropriate and legitimized apprehension. Lastly, an institutionalized state is an 
objectification mainly in educational credentials: these institute a collective 
recognition of competences differing from simple cultural capital (p.6). The 
acquisition of such credentials also entail both an expenditure and accumulation 
of embodied cultural capital. Consequently, three states are closely interrelated 
in their functioning.  

Social capital refers to the aggregate of resources available for members of a 
group, who have different capacity of mobilization according to their position in 
it (Bourdieu, 1986: 248). Social capital is collectively owned, but it produces 
individual benefits. Its amount depends on the size of the network and the 
volume of capital of each member (p.249). Therefore, social capital amplifies 
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individual capital. However, this capital cannot be isolated from economic and 
cultural power since a mutual recognition in the group requires a minimum of 
homogeneity (p.249). The constitution of social groups is partly based on 
benefits of a membership to a network of agents with similar positions and 
dispositions. Also, the reproduction of social capital requires time and economic 
capital that reinforce this mutual recognition (p.250). Sociability, fundamental 
for maintaining it, is an unevenly distributed disposition. 

Being part of conditions inscribed in the social position, partly embedded in 
the habitus as corporal dispositions, capital defines an orientation to fields 
where it is more valued: culturally advantaged positions tend to games requiring 
cultural capital. All forms of capital are interrelated, being social and cultural 
capital effective where the economic interest is denied: for instance, artistic 
domains. For partaking in a field, agents must have its efficient capital, or 
convert the possessed capital into it (Bourdieu, 1986: 253), which work as entry 
condition. Transmission and conversions vary according to possessed resources: 
the accumulation of cultural and social capital copes with more risks because of 
a stronger attachment to the person and a necessity for denying the economic 
aspect of the transaction (p.254). Strategies of reproduction must be understood 
as a legitimation of the appropriation of specific capital by hiding its 
arbitrariness. But, these cannot be reduced to rational pursuits for economic 
profit. Choices can be conversions experienced as disinterested, but necessary in 
a ‘sense of investment’ objectively adapted to a field (p.157). Educational choices 
are strategies of conversion and maintenance of capital that, rather than 
obeying a conscious calculation, are adjusted to necessities inscribed in the 
social position: i.e. a disposition for partaking in less profitable programs in 
economic terms, but with significant symbolic revenues. That is, capital relates 
to the formation of habitus since assets and powers available for a social 
position foster dispositions for recognizing certain fields as valuable.  

Autonomous fields imply a determination of a dominant capital. Hence, 
capital is also a stake, being parallel goals its accumulation and a determination 
of a governing form (Bourdieu, 1996: 265). A field requires agents with interest, 
dispositions and properties for reproducing its logic, being the stake an 
institution of a principle of domination. The recognition as effective capital 
needs a misrecognition of its arbitrariness since multiple positions compete for 
legitimacy (p.266). The legitimized form defines collective expectations, being a 
source of authority for those having it: a recognized asset becomes symbolic 
capital, which is primarily based on honour and trust among agents disposed for 
recognizing it (Bourdieu, 2007: 180). Symbolic capital is any property that 
conforms to collective beliefs, having an effect at distance without physical 
contact (Bourdieu, 1998: 102). Cultural capital is the most disposed to produce 
symbolic effects since its dynamics are more concealed, combining a prestige of 
intrinsic property in its inheritance with a merit of acquisition (Bourdieu, 1979: 
4). Distinguishing agents, symbolic capital grants benefits to its holders by a 
conformity to dominant values. 

The concept of capital enables to approach two aspects in the object of this 
research: first, social conditions – with their resources and properties – 
fostering an inclination to specific educational programs in higher education. 
Together with habitus and field, capital can be an explanatory tool for 
understanding the generation of the illusio for a field and its game from certain 
social positions conceiving it as reasonable and necessary. Second, as a stake, 
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capital also allows to grasp how different investments in an educational 
program participate in a symbolic struggle for defining a legitimate perspective 
of the subfield, a universalization of the particular viewpoint of each position. In 
this correspondence of field, habitus and capital, acts of institution can be 
helpful for understanding the effect of the entrance to a specific field – and a 
position-taking in it – on representations of the social world, including those of 
the self and others either within or outside the field. 

Rites of institution – on the social fate 
Thus far, agents are prone to involve in social fields where both their habitus 
and capital find conditions for being deployed. The entrance to a field, which 
encompasses an implicit assessment of the possession of appropriate features 
for it, can be seen as a separation and differentiation through a rite of 
institution. These rites are an institutionalization that legitimizes social limits 
and differences, forgetting the arbitrariness that ground them (Bourdieu, 1982: 
58). Rites distinguish two groups: those concerned and those never sanctioned 
by their own logic; that is, those initiated in the field and those excluded from it. 
The symbolic efficiency of a rite is the capacity for producing a representation of 
social reality, in which social differences of those undergoing the rite are 
recognized (p.58). Varied social mechanisms, as educational credentials, 
transform the representation of a consecrated individual, who must conform to 
demands of the position, and behaviours of other agents to the distinguished 
person. Defining differences, acts of institution impose a public identity. 

The rite categorizes individuals by its principles, conferring a social essence 
that determines limits and a necessity of being according to a socially entrusted 
nature (p.60). The assignation of an identity has its practical effects when it is 
accompanied by a collective and objective recognition, creating a ‘social fate’. 
The institution works as a social magic disposing agents to appropriate objects 
corresponding to them, which are also predestined to appropriate these agents 
(p.61): families whose position relies on education tend to seek for the 
educational system to acquire elements conforming to the inherited location. 
Rites of institution prevent that consecrated agents do not pursuit their fate, 
inculcating a habitus for fulfilling it in which distances to others are naturalized 
(p.60) Their efficacy depends on dispositions of both the agent for receiving the 
investiture and others for recognizing it. The consecration of a social essence as 
well delimits objective aspirations collectively recognized not only as rights and 
privileges, but obligations (p.60). Like this, acts of institution tend to reproduce 
the social order by channelling those that have dispositions to value a position 
to make necessary investments and movements towards it. 

For the purpose of this research, educational programs can be understood 
as rites of institution. As subfields with autonomy and own principles, an 
admission to one of them institute, depending on formal and informal 
mechanisms of selection, differences among those within limits of the field and 
those excluded from it. As the field has a dominant symbolic capital, educational 
programs can entail an inculcation of collectively expected properties for a self-
presentation and recognition of an identity. However, since fields are also 
spaces of encounter and competition of multiple perspectives struggling for 
imposing the particular vision as universal, the relation to the prevailing 
symbolic power produce different distances to it across positions. An 
educational strategy for a program in higher education can be seen as a pursuit 
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of a reasonable and suitable investiture according to socially embedded 
dispositions and capital; that is, pursuing a social fate. Hence, it is relevant to 
discuss the issue of higher education choices as a constitutive element of an act 
of institution. 

Higher education choice and aspirations – pursuing a ‘fate’ 
The theoretical framework needs to be linked to the choice for sociology in 
higher education. The intention is to navigate on prior reflections on higher 
education choice and aspirations for discerning significant elements to 
construct the research object. A positioning in the space of theories define a 
parallel space of possibles determining a scientific strategy that implicitly resort 
to correspondent instruments and knowledge while disregarding others seen as 
irrelevant (Bourdieu, 2004: 59). For the most part, these research efforts are in 
line with – or relatively close to – the Bourdieusian tradition in sociology. 
Initially, findings are discussed in general terms, forming a bank of knowledge. 
Subsequently, a brief attempt summarizes and points central aspects for the 
present research and how this effort can contribute to the area of study. 

For Reay et al. (2001b), higher education became important for the class 
structure in a hierarchized labour market demanding qualifications (p.856). The 
expansion enabled an access of traditionally excluded groups, which led to an 
internal differentiation that maintained class inequalities. The central stake is 
how to understand the choice-making. ‘Choice’ is seen as a medium of power 
and stratification in which individuals act under diverse circumstances that 
impose limits to them (p.861). Constraints have a different and interrelated 
nature: academic, geographical, material. The incorporation of the objective 
structure as habitus develops a sense of one’s place in which agents anticipate 
limits of their position (p.864). Choosing in higher education, students are 
oriented by a sense of what is acceptable for them, expressing varied distances 
to universities according to their social position (p.865). That is, choices 
qualitatively vary across social groups, defining realistic and reasonable options 
in a hierarchical system. 

The choice of university is understood as a ‘taste’, a lifestyle circumscribed 
in the social position (Ball et al., 2002: 53). The individual habitus is reinforced 
in institutions, so university is a classed concept: attended educational 
institutions and academic achievement have been found as the main predictors 
for choosing high-status universities and professional courses (p.54). Class 
conditions, family background, academic performance and prior educational 
institutions interplay for producing available options in higher education. But, 
this objective side is only one part of the choice. Ball et al. (2002) argue for a 
methodology that, accounting for structural patterns, addresses responses of 
agents recognizing their limitations (p.55). Choices cannot be reduced to 
rational actions and their analysis must deem the assessment of these aims by 
values informed in the class membership. 

In higher education choices, there is a distinction of ‘normal biographies’ as 
unreflexive and non-choice transitions for a ‘class wisdom’ in which higher 
education is self-evident; and ‘choice biographies’ as ambiguous choices 
requiring a justification (p.57). Related to family background, student’s position 
in the educational field determine the partial knowledge on higher education 
(Reay et al. 2001a: 7). The school effect has been seen as an institutional 
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habitus, an organizational culture related to a socioeconomic condition (Reay, 
1998: 521). For avoiding misunderstandings of habitus as an embodiment, what 
Reay (1998) calls institutional habitus is considered here as an institutional 
culture. The relation of individuals to institutional culture depends on their 
position in it, having either a consonance or a dissonance with expectations 
institutionally preached (Reay et al, 2001a: 2). Familial habitus tend to channel 
students to institutions and fields close to values and expectations of their social 
position. Prior research on higher education choice underpins the importance of 
considering elements associated to social class, especially economic, cultural, 
institutional and academic assets. Besides, they lead to further considerations 
since the choice cannot be reduced to a decision for attending higher education 
nor what type of institution. This requires an examination of an uneven 
distribution of students across subfields. 

Choice of field of study – a complex investment of resources 
Higher education choice involves fields of study. The familial habitus and the 
institutional culture affect capacities for deciphering a highly differentiated 
system. Students classify themselves according to the status of both institutions 
and programs, informed by their degree of selectivity and social composition 
(Ball et al., 2002: 67), being oriented to subfields for people like them and 
deploying a self-exclusion from where their capital may not have similar effect: 
middle-class students are more likely to acquire knowledge of higher education 
at home, limiting their options to advantageous programs; while the choice of 
working-class students relies on the individual rather than family, coping with 
multiple options devoid of clear knowledge (Reay, 1998: 526). Higher education 
choices are significantly influenced by social class that provide with categories 
of perceptions and appreciation for reading the field. 

The relation of higher education and labour market is also emphasized: 
educational qualifications are linked to occupational places, where income 
opportunities and values interact (Ball et al., 2002: 60). Cebula and Lopes 
(1982) found that monetary variables of labour market affected more the choice 
of field than non-monetary factors as reputation or teaching quality (p.309–
311). Other approaches address value orientations. Goyette and Mullen (2006) 
analysed social background effects on orientations to fields of study: children of 
highly educated parents were more likely to be in arts and science programs, 
contrasting to children of lower educated parents tending to vocational fields 
(p.508). After graduation, arts and science graduates were more likely to attend 
graduate programs, while vocational graduates jumped to full-employment 
(p.518). This was interpreted as a class effect shaping higher education choices 
and academic experiences: vocational students seek for practical skills for an 
immediate insertion in the labour market, while art and science students strive 
for general knowledge and intellectual skills as cultural capital for graduate 
programs, prestigious careers with high earnings in long-term, and distinctive 
sociocultural settings (p.526). Like this, the orientation towards particular fields 
of study is also related to an occupational future, an aspect that must be 
accounted in educational choices. 
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Choosing an occupation – anticipating the future 
Higher education choice is also an occupational choice. Hodkinson and Sparkes 
(1997) posited ‘careership’ for a sociological understanding overcoming a false 
opposition of structural determinism and a free will in a rational choice (p.31). 
Careership grasps individual choices in interactions of agents and ‘opportunity 
structures’ in the labour market, reinserting social and cultural factors (p.32). In 
narratives, decisions were pragmatically rational rather than systematic, based 
on partial knowledge acquired in family and other sociocultural settings (p.33). 
The ‘horizon for action’ is the space of choice, where the interaction of 
opportunity structure in the labour market and habitus define perceptions of 
availability and suitability (p.34). Consequently, pragmatic decisions must be 
understood in relation to fields, as higher education and labour market, where 
choices become objectively available and subjectively meaningful. 

Higher education is a field of choices where varied actors – students, 
universities, employers or governments – mobilize capital for different goals 
(p.36). Students are pragmatically oriented to fields where their dispositions 
and resources are more profitable. The occupational choice is strongly related to 
this educational choice, in turn affected by social origin and institutional 
settings where habitus is produced. Because of this, a career has a degree of 
predictability (p.38), but decisions are not closed structures. Educational and 
occupational careers must be understood as open-ended, containing potential 
‘turning points’ where agents re-evaluate their position according to available 
opportunities (p.39). Careership enables to understand how individuals opt for 
specific study programs linked to an occupational future while oriented by the 
past, focusing on turning-points as moments in which the opportunity structure 
of higher education and labour market is actualized for defining reasonable 
options under given circumstances. 

In a quantitative study, Halaby (2003) analysed job values by social origin. 
Job values are seen as a result of a negotiation of rewards and risks defining two 
orientations: bureaucratic values merge modest rewards and minimization of 
risks, and entrepreneurial values blend an expectation for high returns with 
high risks (p.257). Job values are affected by gender, academic performance and 
educational trajectory: men, high-achievers and individuals with more 
schooling years tended to prefer entrepreneurial values (p.275). Job values also 
stem from an interaction of social and educational characteristics. Embedded in 
different settings, these job preferences influence the orientation to higher 
education and its subfields. The examination of choices in higher education 
must address how expectations and aspirations to an occupational future shape 
decisions in multiple ways. 

Aspiring – the inherited positon or beyond its limits 
Aspirations are relevant to analyse educational choices. For Fuller (2009), a 
central element for examining educational aspirations has been class in both 
objective economic conditions and subjective cultural values and attitudes (p.9). 
The main class effect on education is done by cultural capital, which cannot be 
separated from economic capital enabling access to practices for enhancing it 
(p.11); nor from social capital that can improve cultural capital by transmitting 
attitudes, values and resources for educational success (p.19). Thereby, the 
interaction of different capital produce dispositions that delimit reasonable 



Ricardo Cevallos: Rationalizing sociology as an educational strategy 

 

 

17 
 

trajectories to which aspire: children of well-educated parents are more 
familiarized to higher education than those from families with limited 
experiences, developing a propensity towards it as something achievable (p.13). 
Capital is a powerful tool to explain aspirations of social groups. In this line, and 
against an individualization in the rational action theory, some scholars try to 
overcome this opposition of class and individual, pointing a dialectic formation 
of aspirations: Savage criticizes the collective nature of class, seeing it as an 
embodiment in individuals struggling for reaching positions while reproducing 
a class structure (in p.26). Educational aspirations can be seen as individual 
expressions drawing on collective resources for constructing future paths. 

Khattab (2015) distinguishes ‘aspirations’ as idealistic evaluations 
regardless socioeconomic and academic conditions, and ‘expectations’ as 
evaluations involving such conditions (p.733). Similarly, Gale and Parker (2015) 
distinguished ‘doxic aspirations’ as dominant cultural beliefs of what should be 
aspired, and ‘habituated aspirations’ as historically produced dispositions in 
which students tend to reproduce their parents’ position (p.85). Both interact to 
determine structurally reasonable options: high aspirations are often grounded 
on solid expectations, as a successful academic performance (Khattab, 2015: 
746). The analysis of aspirations must deem social conditions of their 
production in an uneven distribution of capital that defines a navigational 
capacity: privileged students have a clearer knowledge on higher education and 
necessary choices for realizing aspirations, while disadvantaged students 
struggle with diffuse and fragmentary knowledge (Gale and Parker, 2015: 88). 
For Correl (2004), self-evaluations of skills affect aspirations since a high 
evaluation in a task favours aspirations to a career trajectory requiring such 
skills (p.110). As a whole, aspirations are socially and culturally adjusted to 
objective chances inscribed in the social position that make possible the 
assessment of potential trajectories according to held resources, which in turn 
affects higher education choices. 

Baker (2017) emphasized moral aspects of aspirations. The ‘moral 
background’ works as an evaluation frame, in which education has become 
significant for distributing values, opportunities and success (p.1204). Beyond 
class boundaries: education has turned a means for constructing the self in 
moral terms regardless social conditions for its accomplishment (p.1206), being 
a doxic aspiration (Gale and Parker, 2015: 85). Moral and normative narratives 
enable individuals to interpret their educational and occupational aspirations 
through perceptions of who they are and what they wish to become (Baker, 
2017: 1212). Accordingly, aspirations can be a cultural instrument for asserting a 
membership to a social group. Although class has a significant effect, 
aspirations cannot be grasped as closed structures predetermined by social 
position. They are continuously negotiated, opening a possibility of going 
beyond the place one is supposed to occupy regardless actual conditions for it. 

Resorting to existing literature – relevance for the present research 
This project inquires the choice for sociology in higher education and how this is 
rationalized in different trajectories. For this, which findings are relevant from 
prior research efforts and reflections? In both choices and aspirations, social 
origin is remarked as a significant factor in their formation. As dispositions and 
knowledge embedded at home and legitimized as academic markers in the 
educational system, class habitus impose limits to potential social paths 
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assessed as suitable for different social groups. Social characteristics, as 
parental education or occupation, and academic achievement have been found 
as predictors of higher education attendance by informing a reasonability for it. 
This affects how students establish a relation to higher education and how they 
imagine themselves in the future. It is expected that students account for 
different capacities for deciphering and distances to higher education by social 
and academic properties. 

Existing literature highlights multiple factors playing a role in the choice of 
field of study: gender, socioeconomic status, labour market and rewards 
expectations, value orientations, and job preferences. Resorting to it, some 
preliminary answers can be brought up for this research: the choice for 
sociology would be based on a pragmatic negotiation in which students, 
anticipating opportunities, mobilize resources to a field where these become 
valuable. If sociology were exclusively a scientific field for reproducing the 
academic body, it would be a suitable place for reproducing certain cultural 
capital related to an academic orientation seeking for scientific and intellectual 
competences for an insertion in academic circles; similar to arts and science 
fields of Goyette and Mullen (2006) that tend to orient students to distinctive 
sociocultural settings or graduate programs. But, this would rely on an 
assumption of a univocal sociology diminishing the importance of a contextual 
negotiation in which students operate the choice with varied perspectives and 
goals. This requires a contextualization for locating the problem in an analytical 
background: which is the position of sociology in both higher education and 
occupational field? It is necessary a familiarity to the field, for instance, in the 
continuum between academic and vocational programs; or its degree of 
selectivity. This contextualization informing possibilities must be outlined for 
the specific case. 

Another input from the literature review is methodological: how to 
approach choices and aspirations for inquiring their formation? Among 
others, a possibility for exploring the meaning-making is the production of 
narratives giving access to representations and assessments that students carry 
out in relation to opportunities they find in both higher education and 
occupational structure. In this sense, it contributes as a methodological 
reference for the construction of subjective accounts in which relevant social 
and academic aspects are considered for an interviewing in which individuals 
rationalize their choices, emphasizing significant elements and moments 
leading them to produce a decision under certain circumstances and in relation 
to elements hierarchically organized. For this research, the contribution would 
be the possibility of replicating this more qualitative methodology in relation to 
a specific field of study as sociology, in a particular context as Sweden. Thus, the 
expectation – perhaps an aspiration in Khattab’s (2015) distinction – with this 
effort is to shed light on how students understand and rationalize their 
engagement in sociology as a field of study potentially related to an occupational 
future.



Delimiting the study – the choice of sociology 
After a theoretical positioning, it is necessary to narrow down the analytical 
effort. The aim is to understand the relation of a subfield of higher education, 
i.e. sociology, and aspirations of students investing in it. The research interest is 
the choice of sociology – either programs or courses – in Swedish higher 
education, exploring representations and meanings. The theory of social 
practices, as well as analyses for understanding the complexity of higher 
education choice and aspirations, allows to delineate the perspective for tackling 
it. Concepts of field, habitus and capital are relevant for constructing the 
research object and instruments for producing data. 

The main concern is motives and aspirations that lead students, after 
deciding for higher education, to choose sociology in a highly diversified system: 
why sociology? Different analyses have tried to understand the higher 
education choice using varied methodologies: on one hand, more quantitative 
studies constructed indicators for social class, cultural background, gender, 
ethnicity, geographical factors, academic ability, educational trajectories, labour 
market expectations and job preferences, among others. These accounts have 
provided with a picture of a high complexity of factors clashing and affecting the 
navigation of students with different social conditions. On the other hand, more 
qualitative approaches have sought for how students experience the educational 
choice, digging on narratives for reconstructing and interpreting the meaning-
making of this choice. These analyses have also tackled how students imagine 
themselves in the future, i.e. their aspirations. 

The present effort draws on a constructivist-structuralist tradition, in 
consonance with the theory of social practices. This attempts to break with the 
dichotomy of the main ontological traditions in social sciences: ‘objectivism’ 
conceiving social reality as an objective and external structure imposing 
regularities to practices apprehensible regardless representations of individuals; 
and ‘subjectivism’ asserting social reality as a contingent and continuous 
accomplishment of competent social actors that participate in a collective 
construction (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992: 7–9). Taking position in one of 
these traditions influences the research strategy: objectivism is often linked to 
quantitative research and a positivist epistemology, while subjectivism to 
qualitative research and an interpretivist epistemology (Bryman, 2012: 35–36). 
But, constructivist structuralism try to surmount this opposition. The analysis 
should grasp the relation of objective structures and mental structures in which 
social reality is constructed. 

Similarly, the British research tradition in educational choice make use of a 
‘numbers and narratives methodology’ with simultaneous attention to structural 
elements constraining individual choices and responses of students coping with 
this structure (Ball et al., 2002: 55). The research strategy used here focus on 
the ‘narrative’, the subjective dimension encompassing how individuals 
rationalize and strategize their choice. For supplementing the ‘numbers’ part, 
i.e. the structural dimension, a brief historical review of the institutional 
framework is carried out for contextualizing the background in which narratives 
are produced and where agents incorporate dispositions and perceptions. The 
construction of the context, or the field, departs from examining Swedish higher 
education harboring sociology as a subfield. This is based on literature review of 
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research efforts that unveiled social structures of higher education, providing 
with patterns for clarifying the position of sociology in this space. This can 
produce assumptions on the social composition of its student body, giving an 
idea of typical social positions and capital in this particular site. Likewise, a 
review of historical accounts of sociology in Sweden, its establishment and 
practice can offer structural aspects that define potential paths for those 
entering it. 

A distinction is essential for contextualizing the subfield: on one side, 
higher education fields as consumption spaces, composed of students at 
different institutions and programs; on the other, disciplinary fields as 
production spaces, consisting of professors and agents involved in research 
(Dalberg et al., 2019: 251). The focus is sociology in its educational dimension. 
Although epistemological and ontological discussions are central for explaining 
its establishment and development, a detailed assessment of them exceeds the 
capacity of this project. But, it is also necessary to clarify that educational, 
disciplinary and occupational aspects mutually affect. Because of this, none of 
them can be completely left aside in a field whose practice is defined in the 
application of scientific knowledge acquired in higher education, or at least 
certified by it. The prior contextualization of higher education and sociology in 
Sweden provides with an analytical background that contribute in two ways: 
first, as the institutional level opening and constraining possibilities affecting 
individual representations and aspirations; and, second, as a referential point 
for developing a familiarity to the setting favouring the construction of the 
instrument of data collection. With this preamble, it is possible to proceed with 
the definition of questions at stake in this research. 

Research questions – seeking for the subjective 
The investigation process demands making explicit which aspect of the 
empirical reality is approached. The formulation of research questions gives a 
clear orientation to data collection and analysis (Bryman, 2012: 10). This 
research question must be progressively narrowed in particular dimensions of 
the phenomenon, defining a specific and interrelated questions whose answers 
can enhance its understanding (p.90). Research questions stem from the 
theoretical framework in which this problem becomes possible. Broadly 
speaking, the main research question is: how is the choice for pursuing a 
training in sociology in higher education rationalized and constructed among 
students at Swedish universities? As said before, the empirical concern is given 
to the narratives rather than to the numbers; to the subjective representation of 
the choice of sociology as field of study rather than the objective distribution of 
positions within it. 

To approach the ‘subjective’ dimension, questions tackle perceptions and 
appreciations of sociology and the choice for it in a highly diversified system. 
Some of these questions are: which were the representations and aspirations 
that led these individuals for opting to sociology? How have prior experiences 
influenced it? How did perceptions and aspirations relate to social and 
academic features of students? It is necessary to look at the habitus that, as a 
product of objective structures, orient the investment in a specific field. As the 
empirical part, this requires a method for collecting data: interviewing produces 
subjective understandings and perspectives (Bryman, 2012: 471), enabling to 
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address questions not only on motives, but knowledge on the field and how 
students imagine themselves in it. Interviewees can be characterized by some 
social and academic traits, trying to locate them in relation to structural 
assumptions of the contextualization of the field. Hence, the interview is not an 
isolated moment and has to be defined in relation to both theoretical and 
contextual elements. Both dimensions, ‘objective’ and ‘subjective’, must be 
understood in a correspondence allowing meaningful actions. The primacy is 
not given to the structure nor the individual, but to the relation that produce a 
social reality and its representation (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992: 15). With 
these questions, as well as a degree of familiarity to the background, narratives 
can shed light on how this encounter is experienced and recursively 
reconstructed by different individuals. 

Ethical considerations – an issue of reflexivity 
Before proceeding, some ethical considerations are necessary. Some concerns 
relate to the research object: higher education choice for sociology and its 
aspirations. This involves a topic in which I am practically involved. In scientific 
fields, observations can make part of the game since it can be assumed as a 
normative reading seeking for legitimacy (Bourdieu, 2000: 117): wanting or not, 
sociologists and sociology always take part in stakes and struggles they describe 
(Bourdieu, 2004: 88). The risk is to introduce in the relation to the object a bias 
since I have invested and continue investing in the field, assuming a position of 
a ‘legitimate’ sociology. Analysing a field in which one partakes requires a 
desubjectivization by a continuous reflexivity in which the sociologist cannot 
consider himself as disinterested and objective, but as positioned in the field for 
recognizing limits of the construction of the object (Bourdieu, 2000: 120). Thus, 
it is important to be alert of a temptation to assume a neutrality and objectivity 
while implicitly trying to impose a dominant perspective. The awareness of the 
relation to the object of research demands an unceasing reflexivity that can be 
considered as an ethical component that influence the research. 

Science has an ethical and political side that affects the delimitation of 
problems and methods, bringing about interests of which researchers are not 
always aware (Mills, 2000: 76). In this research, ethical considerations are not 
only an effort for avoiding harming or deceiving both the scientific community 
and subjects participating – and especially collaborating – an essential aspect 
for conferring validity to the practice. But, these considerations also enable to 
perform a continuous reflexivity and awareness of the knowing subject in 
relation to implications of its own values and investments for minimizing biases 
always lurking the sociological understanding. Even though not exclusively, this 
reflection is important when analysing areas where one invests, as sociologists 
aiming at understanding sociology as a field of choices and struggles. Lastly, it is 
important to mention that a consideration of ethical concerns related to 
research procedures for data production are tackled when considering 
implications of interviewing in a subsequent section.





Institutional background – higher education 
and sociology in Sweden 
This section intends to provide with a contextualization of the institutional 
setting to which students enter for being socialized in sociology. This research 
seeks for understanding the choice for sociology in individual trajectories. But, 
such understanding requires a degree of familiarity to social conditions in which 
agents are placed, enabling and constraining practices that become a necessity 
(Bourdieu, 1999: 613). Therefore, two interrelated structures are addressed: 
first, higher education in Sweden, considering its social organization. Second, 
the institutionalization of sociology in Sweden, precisely at university. The 
relation of higher education and sociology to the occupational structure is 
deemed because social trajectory, or careership (Hodkinson and Sparkes, 1997), 
understands that educational choices are implicitly occupational decisions. The 
aim is to briefly construct an analytical background working as institutional and 
cultural framework to which students resort to produce narratives. This is useful 
to define pertinent questions for the interviewing. 

Higher education in Sweden – a social space for choices 

Transformations and organization – a socially structured space 
Recent reforms have affected the structure of Swedish higher education: the 
1977 reform addressed its efficiency, fixing study programs and incorporating 
university colleges (högskolor) to a system earlier restricted to universities. The 
1993 reform led to a marketization combining institutional autonomy for 
resource management with assessment, incentives and competition. The 2007 
reform in the Bologna process deemed an internationalization by adopting its 
degree structure, aiming at improving the quality and attractiveness of Swedish 
higher education (Börjesson et al., 2014: 92). This led to changes of the social 
composition and educational offer at institutions. The student population 
significantly increased in the 90s as a result of a political strategy seeing higher 
education as a means against unemployment (Börjesson and Broady, 2016: 
126). In this process, a shift of gender balance was relevant: the 1977 reform 
upgraded some female-dominated programs to higher education, so the share of 
women surpassed men for first time (Börjesson et al., 2014: 93). But, the female 
increase was mainly in less prestigious, newly introduced and shorter vocational 
programs as nursing, social care or education (Börjesson and Broady, 2016: 
129). 

Swedish higher education has a uniform system for admission, being most 
applications grouped by the Swedish Council for Higher Education (UHR – 
Universitets– och högskolerådet). Regulations and requirements vary at each 
educational level, normally based on specific knowledge. At bachelor’s level, two 
criteria apply when the number of applicants exceed available places: grades at 
upper-secondary school or the score at högskoleprovet (UKÄ, 2017: 16). The 
access to the most prestigious institutions and programs is mainly regulated by 
academic selection. Qualifications are defined in a progression of cycles: 
bachelor’s, master’s and doctoral degrees (UKÄ, 2017: 13). Bachelor and master 
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levels are made of courses that, combined and meeting requirements, can create 
a program. Professional programs tend to be strongly regulated in admission, 
content and degree requirements, and subjected to numerus clausus; while 
general programs are more flexible and not restricted by numerus clausus 
(Börjesson et. al, 2014: 101). For some years, the tendency has been an increase 
in professional programs (UKÄ, 2018: 25). 

Higher education is organized by institutions and fields of study, being 
social sciences of interest for this research. Their expansion led to an 
establishment of boundaries to other areas and internal divisions (Dalberg et. al, 
2019: 247). The disciplinary institutionalization can be defined by the existence 
of permanently employed personnel in research and teaching, and students 
being socialized (p.265). In social sciences, this started in the division of the 
faculty of philosophy in 1876, forming both science and humanistic sections 
(p.254). By 1960s, the faculty of humanities was divided and the faculty of social 
sciences created. Its students accounted for 37% of the population in 1976 due 
to the absence of numerus clausus in faculties derived from philosophy, and an 
influence of a welfare state requiring experts in such areas (p.262). Despite an 
intense growth of other sectors, social sciences maintained the largest share: by 
2009, they were still around 30% of students (Börjesson et al., 2014: 105). A 
relative stability also characterized the growth within social sciences: business 
maintained the largest share (p. 107). The expansion varied across programs, 
which relates to the labour market, national economy and welfare state (p. 113); 
factors affecting available occupational places: sociology had an estimated of 118 
students in 1945, raising to around 5000 students annually by 1997 (Dalberg et. 
al, 2019: 277). The large demand of the state for experts in sociology, and social 
sciences in general, can partly explain this increase of students. 

Börjesson et al. (2003) examined the social logic of Swedish higher 
education. A social hierarchy, defined by volume of capital, separates privileged 
and disadvantaged backgrounds: the most profitable are long and traditional 
programs – medicine, engineering or law – with high academic selectivity and a 
concentration of elite students; while less profitable programs – social care, 
nursing or education – are shorter, with recent higher education status and 
access to almost all applicants, often with an overrepresentation of middle and 
working-class students (p.18). This social hierarchy contains gender differences: 
while privileged sons and daughters meet in elite programs, differences are 
more marked for disadvantaged students with technology as a male pole and 
education, nursing and social care a female pole (Börjesson and Broady, 2016: 
121). 

Focusing on elite education, Börjesson et al. (2016) explored the role of 
cultural capital in the space of lifestyles associated to programs. In a seemingly 
egalitarian Sweden, educational institutions and programs are central for 
consecrating differences and reproducing dispositions to different cultural 
practices that, in turn, orient students to particular fields (p.16). Programs are 
fields that do not randomly attract students, being spaces for reproducing 
inherited cultural capital as embodied dispositions (p.32). Understanding an 
orientation to a specific field need to consider the relation of cultural capital to 
specific sectors in the educational system: inherited dispositions affect 
individual destinations in education which, in turn, reinforce these dispositions 
by institutionalized credentials. In a context of general access, educational 
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programs make part of strategies of reproduction and legitimation for an 
insertion in social fields aspired by different groups. 

Professional training – interacting to the occupational structure 
Until the mid-19th century, Swedish higher education was ‘generalist’: students 
coursed all disciplines of philosophy, preventing a professional specialization 
(Agevall and Olofsson, 2014: 27). New functions are assigned over the time, 
reshaping universities to respond to the social complexity. The introduction of 
fields from the development of natural sciences outside universities – as 
medicine or agriculture – changed the function: university was entrusted with 
producing technical experts for a modern and industrial society (Agevall and 
Olofsson, 2013: 5). Institute occupations – as civil engineers or dentists – met 
university occupations – as lawyers or physicians – in a university with 
scientific and vocational specialization (Agevall and Olofsson, 2014: 29). This 
first generation of professions in higher education is labeled as ‘classical 
professions’. 

 ‘Welfare professions’ entered higher education in the mid-20th century. 
School teachers, nursing and social workers were supposed to accomplish 
promises of the welfare state and expand policy areas, having a more practical 
training and lower status than classical professions (p.29). The 1977 reform 
focused on welfare professions, attracting students from new social groups. 
Currently, higher education has an overlapping of functions: research, training 
of technical experts, provision of welfare professionals and mass employees 
(Agevall and Olofsson, 2013: 20). A ‘vocational shift’ affects the negotiation of 
academic demands of higher education and vocational imperatives of labour 
market (Agevall and Olofsson, 2014: 26), producing varied educational 
programs. Most professional programs have shifted from a sequential model, 
separating theory and practice, to an integrated one dissolving boundaries of 
them (p.34). But, negotiations vary across disciplines: vocational programs 
must respond to a systematic pressure for being more scientific, while academic 
programs must transmit skills and knowledge for working life (Olofsson, 2012: 
4). A new professional landscape influences Swedish higher education. 

The system of professions entails a competition of occupational groups for 
control and application of knowledge in particular cases (Abbott, 1988: 8). 
Professions must be understood in an interrelation. The professionalization of 
an occupation implies a monopolization of a practice in the occupational 
structure, producing a social recognition of the dominance over specific objects 
(Evetts, 2006: 520). The notion of ‘professional groups’ remarks properties 
often associated to prestigious occupations: long-term university training, a 
connection of scientific thought and social practice, organizational forms and 
ethic codes, and application of systematic knowledge to solve practical problems 
(Olofsson, 2012: 11). The expansion of Swedish higher education was 
accompanied by an increase of specialists with academic bases in multiple 
occupations. But, higher education and professions are organized in a social 
hierarchy: classical professions programs mainly recruit from upper and upper 
middle-class; while welfare professions programs mostly attract students from 
an employed middle-class (p.9). This can assert a structural homology of social 
space, higher education and occupational field. 
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Sociology in Sweden – a professional trajectory 
After considering the organization of higher education, the focus is redirected to 
the trajectory of sociology in Sweden. A historical review can enlighten some 
aspects for understanding objective possibilities in this subfield. For Larsson 
and Wisselgren (2006), the first professional sociologist in Sweden was Gustaf 
Steffen, appointed to a combined chair in sociology and economics at Göteborg1 
in 1903 (p.160). In a period of industrialization and modernization, sociology 
was thought as a means to produce knowledge for social reforms. Thus, 
sociologists were defined as agents for social progress (Larsson and Magdalenić, 
2015: 9). The institution imposed a larger concern on economics as an already 
established discipline (Larsson and Wisselgren, 2006: 162), which hindered the 
establishment of sociology. The chair disappeared in 1929. 

In the 30s, some efforts emerged: practitioners of practical philosophy 
advocated sociology for dealing with social problems (Larsson and Magdalenić, 
2015: 11). Early promoters of the discipline in Sweden belonged to diverse areas: 
for instance, the philosopher Einar Tegen, the statistician Gustav Sundbärg or 
the journalist Ernst Thörnberg (Sohlberg, 2000: 353). Although any tradition 
was established, sociology attracted varied agents in a prelude of the field. Also, 
an interest in sociological issues appeared beyond academia: politicians and 
media pointed a need for a systematic production of social knowledge (Larsson 
and Wisselgren, 2006: 166). Social demands and academic interests marked 
conditions to establish an institutional supply on the discipline. This fostered an 
institutionalization of sociology, until then based on scattered efforts. 

Establishment and expansion– homogeneity and differentiation 
The postwar had better conditions for a durable institutionalization at Swedish 
universities. Politicians agreed that sociology could produce useful knowledge 
for enhancing the understanding on society of civil servants (Larsson and 
Magdalenić, 2015: 15). A first chair was created at Uppsala in 1947, appointed to 
Torgny T. Segerstedt. For him, sociology and its knowledge production were 
socially necessary for building up bases for a desired social organization 
(Sohlberg, 2000: 355). At the time, a disciplinary concern was to distance from 
practical philosophy, positioning an empirical approach (Larsson and 
Magdalenić, 2015: 18) and a socio-political orientation as distinctive features 
(Fridjónsdóttir, 1991: 250). Sociology claimed a scientific status far from 
‘speculative’ practices appearing as a promise for the social development. 

Unlike a professionalization driven by occupational groups and associations 
in the US, the state pioneered the establishment of sociology in Sweden 
(Magdalenić, 2004: 52), defining premises for its development in the new chair. 
Opposing to ‘speculative’ traditions, the Social Science Research Committee 
sought for a ‘scientific’ sociology alike the American study of modern society 
(Larsson and Magdalenić, 2015: 24), which became dominant at Uppsala2 as a 
disciplinary habitus with specific methods and concepts (Bourdieu, 2004: 65): 
sociologists were to chart the social structure and define its forces by 
                                                   
 
1 Göteborgs Högskola was founded in 1891 as a private university college, which implied less 
regulations and better conditions to establish chairs in new subjects (Dalberg et al., 2019: 254). 
2 Segerstedt (1956) made a review of the development of ‘The Uppsala School of Sociology’, 
addressing methodological and theoretical concerns. 
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quantitative methods, comparing and understanding social phenomena to 
suppoort the construction of social policy (Fridjónsdóttir, 1991: 251). The state 
interest in graduates trained in sociology opened a labour market attracting 
many students, mainly in Stockholm and Uppsala (Larsson and Magdalenić, 
2015: 21). The relation to the state is important to understand the social 
position and occupational sites for the discipline. 

In the 40s, sociology started to differentiate from closer disciplines by 
delimiting its object and procedures: Western contemporary society and a 
statistical-empirical method inserted a distance to history, anthropology and 
qualitative approaches (Larsson and Magdalenić, 2015: 32). Determining what 
is and not, sociology obtained homogeneity and autonomy as a field. Textbooks3 
appeared for transmitting its main theories and methodologies (p.35): for 
instance, sociologists were characterized by an advanced statistical training 
(Boalt and Abrahamsson, 1977: 104). The collective effort sought for officially 
defining sociology as a scientific craft, while distancing from other fields and 
ensuring instruments of socialization to new entrants. 

The relation to the state was not only based on a state recognition of a 
relevance of sociological expertise. Sociologists also assumed that the state 
could solve social problems (Allardt in Fridjónsdóttir, 1991: 255). In the early 
60s, a mutual recognition of state and sociology defined a disciplinary identity 
as ‘social engineers’ for public policy. By 1965, career patterns of sociologists 
were more integrated to the state compared to humanities or other social 
sciences as ethnology or psychology (Dalberg, 2019: 296). In parallel, distinctive 
profiles emerged across sociology departments: empirical and statistical 
approaches characterized Stockholm and Lund; while a theoretical position on 
mathematical, epistemological and methodological issues prevailed at Uppsala, 
Göteborg and Umeå (Larsson and Magdalenić, 2015: 40). Asserting the relation 
to the state, an internal differentiation of the discipline started. 

The institutionalization of sociology created occupational options. By the 
late 60s, PhDs and masters ‘easily’ went to the academic market, finding 
teaching positions in their departments (Boalt and Abrahamsson, 1977: 107). 
Yet this was because most graduates entered private or public sectors, applying 
a sociological training without being ‘sociologists per se’ (p.107). As said, the 
student body in sociology dramatically increased from 1945 to 1965 (Dalberg et. 
al, 2019: 279), compelling a growth of the teacher body that opened positions. 
But, this also diversified the social composition of the student body, affecting 
the professional project since varied expectations exported a sociological 
expertise outside academia. Consequently, this expansion of occupational 
possibilities affected the space of aspirations for newcomers. 

A field at stake – crises and reorientations 
In the late 60s, a crisis disclosed divergent positions in a context of 
revolutionary claims. An awareness of structural injustices turned into a critique 
to structural functionalism and its notion of ‘social integration’ (Fridjónsdóttir, 
1991: 260). Sociology gained adherents seeing it as a tool to understand the role 

                                                   
 
3 Larsson (2008) analysed the production of sociological textbooks, where a necessity for 
constructing unity in the 50s was mirrored: the American model was dominant, emphasizing a 
relation of sociology to social psychology and a distance to philosophy and history (p.247). 
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of individual agency in social transformations. Other sources of conflict in social 
sciences were a student body suddenly dominated by groups without academic 
tradition and an ideological dispute to adapt higher education to the labour 
market (Boalt and Abrahamsson, 1977: 124). Sociology departments were 
significantly affected by the student revolt, leading to curricular changes in 
which classic sociology was introduced (Larsson and Magdalenić, 2015: 45). 
After 1968, Marxism made its way into sociology in Sweden, restructuring a 
field until then dominated by structural functionalism. Its contribution was the 
visibility of social conflicts disregarded in the American tradition 
(Fridjónsdóttir, 1991 p.265). At the time, Göran Therborn was a relevant figure: 
he started studies in sociology in 1963, a context where diverse leftist trends 
sought for legitimacy (Hort and Olofsson, 2016: 24). Up to 1970, he combined 
political activism with a scientific role as a socialist and Marxist intellectual 
(p.27). The socio-political context of the 60s made visible another area for 
application of sociology: political activism as a terrain for sociological skills. 

The introduction of critical stances enabled a disciplinary expansion in the 
70s. Marxism, with concepts as ‘class’ or ‘social stratification’, defined new 
research subfields in welfare, working life, industrial democracy and gender 
(p.47). This did not only open research areas, but occupational sites within and 
outside academia. This generated that sociology continued diversifying: the 
image of sociologists as ‘civil servants’ was challenged as an obstacle for a 
scientific practice, consolidating a critical positioning to the state. 

Sociology faced another crisis in the 80s due to a change in the social 
perception: society was displaced from the core, being replaced by a concern in 
the individual and a liberal model favouring disciplines as economics (p.57). 
Also, some younger sociologists rejected a close relation to political institutions 
and social movements (p.58). This crisis was an opportunity to broaden 
theoretical and methodological scopes: the cultural turn was a strategy for 
focusing on everyday life (p.61); gender research had as well a significant effect 
(p.59). The appropriation of new objects, along with the 1977 expansion of 
higher education, enabled sociology to overcome its crisis. This entailed a 
division into relatively autonomous subfields, and a greater exchange of theories 
and methods to other disciplines (Magdalenić, 2004: 55). An internal 
differentiation also changed the labour hierarchy: research was conferred with a 
higher value than teaching (Larsson and Magdalenić, 2015: 68). 

A new reorientation occurred in the late 90s because of new conditions of 
the scientific field. In this context, quantitative and policy research regained 
strength (p.74). Further, the marketization of higher education imposed a new 
organization: to attract students and funding, departments often delimit specific 
sociological profiles in interdisciplinary settings (p.75). Also, occupational 
options changed: a reduction of positions at universities made harder to secure 
employment, increasing the competition (p.76). A limited capacity of 
universities for opening places created a more complex occupational structure 
for those with sociological training: at universities, tenured professors occupy 
dominant positions, classified by the main activity of research or teaching; and 
temporary positions as lecturers, with significant teaching burdens, seek for 
research periods to publish as a mechanism for career advancement (p.76). 
Beyond academia, other graduates either moved to related professions as social 
work or abandoned sociology (p.76). These developments constituted a space of 
potential paths for students opting for a training in sociology. 
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This historical review of sociology makes possible to broadly outline a field 
of objective and hierarchical positions. Institutionalized at university, sociology 
acquired its own dynamics that transcended it and established relations to other 
fields and agents with interest in its competences, as the state. However, 
research and knowledge production occupy a dominant position in relation to 
other practices in which sociological expertise can engage. Therefore, sociology 
can be understood as a field organized by an academic hierarchy to which 
students enter, holding different aspirations according to interests and 
resources in their social position. The disciplinary trajectory has defined diverse 
paths that can be pursued, including a self-exclusion of its game. 

Merging structures – education, discipline and occupation 
After this review, some aspects can be remarked. Swedish higher education had 
a steady expansion in the last decades that, accompanied by a relative 
marketization, prompted an internal differentiation. This implied a social 
hierarchy of programs: the most prestigious programs leading to classical 
professions have an overrepresentation of socially and academically advantaged 
students. Whilst programs for ‘welfare professions’ mostly have students from 
employed middle and working-class. The intersection of higher education and 
occupational field can be seen as an opposition of an academic-professional pole 
for elites and a vocational-semiprofessional pole for masses. 

How to understand sociology in this space? After the disappearance of the 
chair at Göteborg in 1929, sociology revived in higher education in the 40s, 
being mainly prompted from practical philosophy. In Sweden, the faculty of 
philosophy traditionally trained for academic professions (Olofsson, 2012: 6). 
By the 60s, sociology courses were inserted in some professional programs, as 
psychology or public administration (p.8). These programs combined vocational 
and academic elements, being not only to reproduce the academic body. In this 
process, the Swedish state has been important, not only in the definition of a 
need for social scientific research or training civil servants in sociological 
perspectives. This was also expressed in an incorporation of sociology in 
programs of welfare professions: social work combined sociology with a 
vocational training, orienting to careers as social workers or local administrative 
positions (p.8). Besides, sociology was strategically adopted by occupations 
emerging outside higher education and managing to enter it: social work needed 
academic elements when arriving to the system, being sociology suitable to 
confer a scientific basis. Sociology was redefined in a more vocational 
orientation to specific occupational positions handling with the social. 

The introduction of programs seen as more vocational – especially those of 
welfare professions – and the vocational shift in Swedish higher education 
(Agevall and Olofsson, 2014: 26) affected its subfields. Negotiations of academic 
and occupational imperatives are realized in many disciplines, which cannot be 
separated from an expansion of the student body in a university seen as a means 
against unemployment. In a context of state-funded higher education, sociology 
was partly institutionalized as a scientific practice at the service of it; as a need 
for the national progress in a systematic production of social knowledge. The 
discipline has had a practical sense in contributing for political guidelines and 
policy. Hence, sociology has constantly maintained a relation to a state that has 
influenced its disciplinary functioning. The discipline has exceeded universities, 
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not being possible to reduce it to a pure academic profession. The 'sociologist 
per se' (Boalt and Abrahamsson, 1977: 107) is not the only path in a field that 
has diversified stances due to broader social dynamics and a changing 
occupational structure that resonate in higher education. 

Most accounts of sociology in Sweden emphasize its academic practice, 
depicting theories and methodologies competing for primacy. But, grasping 
sociology as a higher education field locates it in the space of consumption for 
acquiring resources and anticipating a future. In addition to academia, 
sociological skills are required in several spaces. This implies a recognition that, 
as university does not open positions for all graduates, not all entrants aspire to 
secure a position in it. Besides, sociology has expanded across higher education 
institutions with varied profiles. According to UHR4, sociology was offered in 20 
higher education institutions in the 2020 autumn and 2021 spring: either at 
bachelor or master level, sociology programs were found at 9 institutions, while 
sociology courses appeared in 20 institutions [see Appendix 1 – Figure 1 to 4]. 
For the 2020 autumn, sociology programs received 7228 applications – 863 as 
first option – and sociology courses 17537 applications – 2825 as first option. 
For the 2021 spring, sociology programs accounted for 1391 applications – 159 
as first option – and sociology courses 12779 applications – 2699 as first option 
[see Appendix 1 – Figure 5 to 8]. Thus, the number of applicants for courses is 
larger than for programs, but in both cases the proportion of those seeking for 
sociology as a first option is about 20% or less. 

The number of admitted students differs from applications [see Appendix 1 
– Figure 5 to 8]: in the autumn 2020, 553 students in programs and 4135 in 
courses; in the spring 2021, 94 students in programs and 3541 in courses. At any 
term, admitted students represents about 25% of the total applications to 
courses; whereas accepted students are about 7% of the total of initial applicants 
for programs. The distribution of gender is similar across sociology programs 
and courses, prevailing a presence of female students with about 75% or more of 
the student body in any term and type of study. In terms of age, a difference can 
be found in statistics: more than 80% of students in sociology program are 34 
years old or younger, being largely concentrated among those ≤24; while 
courses students have a more even distribution of students in both ≤24 and 25-
34 years old, and a larger presence of students being 35 years old or older. These 
numbers are relevant since they can generally signal some characteristics of its 
students and a type of investment prevailing in the subfield of sociology in 
Swedish higher education. Likewise, it is expected these patterns are reflected in 
a potentially larger number of course, female and relatively young students in 
the interviewing sample. Assuming a structural homology of social space, higher 
education and occupational field, one can draw on the notion of habitus for 
inquiring how certain social positions produce and rationalize a meaningful 
choice when opting for a specific game, delimiting potential trajectories for the 
future. Having sketched an analytical background, the next section attempts to 
capture narratives and representations of students choosing sociology in this 
institutional field.

                                                   
 
4 UHR – Antagningsstatistik: https://statistik.uhr.se (Accessed: 2020-11-27) 



Why sociology? – constructing the choice 
This section tackles the subjective dimension of the choice of sociology in higher 
education in Sweden. This is the empirical part of the analysis, emerging from a 
reflection on narratives of students on their educational path and imagined 
future. An initial consideration of interviewing as the chosen methodology to 
capture meanings and representations discusses its limits for constructing the 
object and how to understand its product. The analysis of narratives is separate 
into five interrelated parts in a sequential account of the choice: background of 
the decision, encounter with sociology in higher education, aspired future in the 
occupational structure, perceptions of sociology as a professional field, and 
relation of sociology to politics. The aim is to elucidate how informants engage 
in a construction of a meaningful narrative, seeking for similarities and 
differences at a subjective level. However, this self-identification and self-
representation cannot be separated from a structural level. Thus, the intention 
is to establish a dialogue of this situated level of individual narratives to the 
institutional frame outlined in the prior section, an effort in which the 
theoretical equipment might facilitate the connection. Throughout this analysis, 
other concepts emerge and are discussed as supplementary weapons for 
explaining and understanding the empirical data from interviews. 

Interviewing – the chosen methodology 

Prior considerations – seeking for the subjective and reflexivity 
Interviewing can be categorized by degrees of structuring. The technique 
adopted is a ‘semi-structured’ interview: an open-ended structure relying on 
perspectives of subjects, which demands a flexibility to unanticipated questions 
arising from informants who determine significant aspects (Davies, 2008: 106). 
Qualitative interviewing focuses on capturing a subjective understanding of 
events, as higher education choices. This does not entail a totally unstructured 
interview since it addresses research interests delimited by the theory through 
which the subject’s view is built up (Bryman, 2012: 473). An interview guide 
results from a consideration of the theoretical position and literature review, 
including varied themes: individual features, family background, educational 
capital and trajectory, application to higher education, knowledge on the 
specific field, and educational and occupational aspirations [see Appendix 2]. 

Bourdieu (1999) pointed two aspects of interviewing requiring a 
consideration: an ‘arbitrary intrusion’ since the understanding of the purpose of 
interviewing can vary for the researcher and informants depending on their 
social distance; and the ‘market of symbolic goods’ where asymmetries can be 
reinforced by different positions in the social hierarchy and distribution of 
capital (p.609). Related to it, interviews are conducted in English that, despite 
being a shared communication means, it is not my native language nor for 
interviewees. An attention need to be given to avoid misunderstandings 
resulting from it. In general, a systematic reflexivity can prevent distortions and 
reduce a symbolic violence. The distance must not be forgotten, but made 
explicit in an effort for mentally locate oneself in others’ position (p.613). The 
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aim is to capture perspectives of subjects, in which the understanding demands 
to pose questions emerging from their position: sociology students in Sweden. 

A capacity for understanding them in their necessity does not arise from a 
sympathetic predisposition. This emerges from a construction of the object in 
which the interview is a moment that requires a knowledge of social conditions 
where interviewees are located (p.613). A prior examination of structures 
becomes relevant since this enables a familiarity for defining appropriate 
questions making sense for informants. The choice in higher education can be 
understood in the interaction of objective structures of multiple fields – as 
education, discipline and labour market – and positioned mental structures 
embedded by individuals. In addition to theoretical issues, a familiarity to the 
field works as resources in the habitus of the interviewer. 

Reflections must consider a particularity of this project: exploring the 
choice for sociology might imply a reduction of distances to me, the interviewer. 
Asymmetries are produced since boundaries are established by my research 
interests, a structural aspect distributing power in interviews. But, despite 
different national contexts where our habitus were forged, similar social 
positions, perhaps expressed in similar educational choices, can produce a 
social closeness and questions emerging from similar dispositions (p.611). Yet 
this benefit cannot conceal an active participation of other structural factors: for 
instance, my location at a master’s level can impose a distance to those at 
bachelor’s, maybe a time effect unevenly distributing ‘authority’ on the field; an 
alike effect can arise from a membership to different higher education 
institutions in a hierarchical system; or gendered patterns affecting the access 
and communication to informants. Different social conditions and assumptions 
are brought to interviews, so wider structural differences also play a role in it. 
All statuses of the researcher and the informant that impact on the exchange 
must be problematized (Davies, 2008: 111). An awareness of it makes possible 
to suspend a judgmental attitude towards interviewees. Bourdieu (1990) also 
pointed an aspect that may escape a relative control of the researcher: 
interviews can be a moment where informants impose a self-image, especially 
those with knowledge and instruments for a more familiarized relation to the 
technique (p.616). This demands a continuous vigilance for preventing a 
monopolization of communication from the interviewee, more likely when 
interacting to individuals who can appropriate their own objectification. These 
elements must be reflected due to a potential influence in data and findings. 

Interviewing also require ethical considerations. Unlike quantitative 
analysis in which anonymity can be more easily granted, qualitative methods 
must be more careful of a potential identification (p.136). Ethic guidelines 
suggest a consented participation: individuals must be previously informed with 
all details on purposes and procedures, after what they can agree or refuse 
participating, or withdraw information if they perceive potential risks (p.138). 
Research motives must be made explicit since informants can perceive it as 
potentially harming for them. Especially with this research object, a 
transparency of objectives can be fruitful for eluding suspicious of a ‘hidden 
advocacy’ of a particular sociology. This also relates to an ‘ethical sensitiveness’ 
for engaging the informant in the interview (p.475–479). Besides, this project 
attempts to ensure confidentiality and privacy of information, requesting for 
permission to record accounts. This ethical dimension is important for both 
encouraging a reflexivity and conforming norms of scientific practices. 
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Producing narratives – cultural processes in interviewing 
For Lamont and Swidler (2014), an awareness of benefits and limits of research 
techniques is helpful (p.154). The value of interviewing in this inquiry need to be 
assessed in relation to research questions. What do we seek when interviewing? 
A more pragmatic and open-ended approach is posed: rather than behavior, 
interviews capture representations, meanings, classification and cultural ideals 
of the ‘imaginative world’ where individuals see themselves inhabiting (p.157). 
This world is accessible by talking. Despite potential biases, interviewing grasps 
elements of a larger context that remain hidden for immediate observation 
(p.160). Because of this, research can explore not only actions – or perceived 
practices – but meanings conferred to them. 

Interviewing has been associated to a methodological individualism 
reducing explanations to individual attributes – as race or gender – that 
produce social outcomes by themselves (p.162). For this, one should prevent 
pointing out single and isolated characteristics, locating the explanation at a 
relational level. Besides, as all communication, interviewing encourages to 
construct coherent narratives that dispel contradictions and unpredictability in 
a self-presentation (p.163). It is important a continuous awareness for 
indicating contradictory elements, avoiding the imposition of an order that is 
not necessarily in the social reality. Besides, since sociology focuses on social 
trajectories over specific behaviors, interviewing copes with difficulties for 
addressing the historical dimension of cultural and institutional aspects 
affecting a situation (p.163). The previous review of the institutional background 
becomes significant to integrate a larger perspective to the individual choice. 

How to understand the product of interviews? Reality contains a complex 
interaction of multiple layers: individuals, resources and institutions (p.156). 
Interviewing enables a reconstruction from a subjective position. However, this 
cannot be isolated from institutional and cultural frames. As a linking element, 
Lamont et. al (2014) focus on ‘cultural processes’: an intersubjective meaning-
making mobilizing shared categories and classifications to construct the world 
(p.574). These processes create boundaries and hierarchies in the social space. 
But, these are not necessarily conscious deployments for instrumental ends 
(p.583). Rather, cultural processes are embedded in daily relations where 
intersubjective agreements produce and constraint practices and thoughts. 
Individual actions make use of a system of collectively constructed meanings, 
affecting the distribution of resources and the recognition of legitimacy (p.584). 
Cultural processes develop in a structure with assumed rules and sanctions that 
reproduce classifications and meanings. This does not mean outcomes are 
ready-made products: cultural processes have an indetermination, being their 
outcomes an empirical question in each situation (p.585). Hence, cultural 
processes imply everyday practices sorting individuals by opening and closing 
paths by a possession of resources and their recognition. But, the result depends 
on contextual agreements negotiated in the specific interaction. 

Narratives in this research can be seen as a cultural process, in which 
students resort to available cultural and institutional frames to organize, 
categorize and represent their choice for sociology. As said, a contextualization 
of higher education and sociology in Sweden favours an integration of individual 
trajectories to a broader structural account for understanding how a meaningful 
experience is recursively built. The analysis emphasizes ‘identification’ as a 
cultural process: contrary to identity as a fixed and intrinsic characteristic, it 
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refers to an ongoing identifying of oneself and being identified by others as a 
member of a group (p.587). The intention is to understand how interviewees 
reconstruct their choice as a recursive identification using shared meanings 
that, acquired in a social trajectory, create a significant account connecting the 
past to an imagined future. Narratives produce boundaries in which cultural 
schemas sort individuals in specific positions and paths for the acquisition of 
resources (p.589). Therefore, identification enables to capture how informants 
recognize themselves in sociology and its space of positions. 

Identification also entails a process of ‘rationalization’, mainly in the form 
of evaluations: a negotiation and determination of values in the social world 
that, in turn, categorize and legitimize with implications in everyday life by 
assigning positions in a hierarchy and its distribution of resources (p.593). Like 
at institutional and organizational level, evaluations are carried out at a micro-
level where individuals apply categories contained at a macro-level (p.594). 
Thus, a combination of identifying with evaluating mobilize collective 
assumptions and distribute opportunities across individuals, having an effect on 
how interviewees depict their trajectories. Analyses of cultural processes focus 
on concrete actions for ‘defining oneself’ and ‘being defined by others’, linking it 
to a cultural and institutional level that enables and constrains them (p.596). In 
other words, interviewing allows an access to a concrete situation as the choice 
for sociology, seeking for how informants identify and evaluate this process at 
an intersubjective level where they are embedded. The interest is to capture the 
generation of choices in a particular context, as well as how students navigate 
with an uncertain and open-ended reality by using resources and knowledge for 
making a meaningful and consistent decision in relation to an experienced past 
and an aspired future. 

Sampling – technical considerations and capital investment 
A crucial step in interviewing is the delimitation of the population for analysis, 
individuals whose social position is relevant for research questions: sociology 
students in Sweden. Sampling is required for selecting informants. Bryman 
(2012) points two difficulties for random sampling in qualitative studies: 
technical constraints for defining the whole population and the aim of capturing 
different perspectives (p.416). Qualitative interviewing seeks for a diversity of 
interpretations from different social positions rather than statistical 
generalizations or representativeness (Davies, 2008: 109). For this, ‘purposive 
sampling’ is an option: a non-probability procedure in which participants are 
sought considering suitability and variety, being sequential and contingent to 
adapt to open-ended research questions (Bryman, 2012: 418); but also to the 
actual availability of participants. For sample size, a criterion is theoretical 
saturation: no new relevant data emerges in a well-represented group and 
relations of categories are well-established (p.421). The size needs to be large 
enough to allow it, but not so overwhelming to facilitate a detailed account. 

Research has a greater complexity and often copes with multiple difficulties, 
which implies a negotiation with sampling principles. Due to my participation in 
a master’s program at Uppsala University, the initial idea was to reach students 
in sociology program or courses in this institution. Students at Stockholm 
University were deemed for ensuring variety and allowing comparisons. Social 
research cannot be separate from its conditions of production: up to a point, the 
pandemic affected possibilities for establishing in-person contact with students. 
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A reasonable way to reach them was through email correspondence: an 
information letter was delivered to students at both universities via student 
counselors, coordinators of programs and courses managers. But, the rate of 
response was relatively null. This required to modify the approach. As a 
researcher subjected to other positions in everyday life, I mobilized social 
capital, by personal acquaintances, to seek for connections with sociology 
students. Likewise, the possibility of establishing contact to sociology students 
in social media was pursued. Finally, benefiting from a progressive 
virtualization of social life in the pandemic, requests were sent to 9 units 
offering sociology programs in Sweden in the 2020 autumn [see Appendix 1 – 
Figure 1]. Expanding the potential population, a diversification of the sample 
could be beneficial for the analysis. 

23 interviews were done between October 27th 2020 and January 24th 2021 
with students from 6 institutions. Except for three conducted face-to-face, 
interviews took place by Zoom with an average length of about 45 minutes. One 
interview was conducted in Spanish, whose quotes were translated into English 
by the author. The transcription and reporting of their product is not a 
mechanical representation of the speech, but based on practical assumptions 
that should be made explicit (Davies, 2008: 127): dialogues were fully 
transcribed, trying to maintain some fidelity with spoken words and style of 
both interviewee and interviewer, which included repetitive phrases – crutches 
– or pauses. The reporting of narratives in this final product set apart some of 
these expressions, since a ‘literal language’ can be unreadable or lead to 
confusions for those that do not have access to the original verbal account 
(Bourdieu, 1999: 623). However, as said, quotes seek for a fidelity to the oral 
speech since words and sequences are not altered in excerpts. Also, italics in 
some quotations are intended to highlight aspects that, from my position as 
researcher, I have encountered and interpreted as significant, not being 
something stressed by informants. 

Two interviews were excluded from the analysis because the trajectory of 
these individuals significantly varied at some point: a Korean student in the 
master’s program of sociology at Lund, whose educational trajectory was done 
in her country; and a former student that finished his studies more than a 
decade ago and currently work as a teacher in social sciences. Although both 
contained interesting elements, their consideration may produce biases since 
one was not socialized in the Swedish context and may not necessarily imagine 
herself in its occupational field, whereas the other coursed sociology before 
some reforms of higher education and recent developments of the discipline. In 
total, 21 interviews with current sociology students are considered for the 
analysis. 

Brief characterization of informants 
The analysis consists of 21 interviews with sociology students at different 
universities [see Appendix 3]: 9 men and 12 women. Their average age was 
around 28 years, including four mature students who were from 36 to 59 years. 
Most were born in Sweden, except for four: two in households with a Swedish 
father; and two in households with non-Swedish parents. All of them completed 
the upper-secondary – gymnasium – in Sweden. Among those born in Sweden, 
sixteen were from middle-southern and southern regions: Skåne (4), Västra 
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Götalands (2), Blekinge (1), Hallands (1), Jönköpings (1), Kalmar (1), 
Stockholms (1), Södermanlands (1), Uppsala (1), Värmlands (1), Örebro (1) and 
Östergötlands (1). The remaining was born in Norbottens, in northern Sweden. 

Regarding universities, thirteen study at Lund – one simultaneously at 
Högskolan Kristianstad – two at Stockholm, two at Umeå, two at Linnaeus, one 
at Södertörns, and one at Uppsala. The largest presence of students from 
universities in southern and middle-southern Sweden correlates to their place of 
origin5. Eighteen informants course at bachelor level, while three are at master 
level having a prior bachelor in sociology. In the type of study, eleven students 
take a freestanding course in sociology, mostly combining it with other areas for 
constructing a bachelor’s degree. Other six students follow a sociology program 
–three at master level. The four remaining make a program in which sociology 
is an orientation – inriktning – in a larger area: tourism, human ecology, 
development studies, and urban and regional planning. 

An idea of the social position of informants can emerge by looking at their 
parents. Their fathers are in multiple occupational domains: from being self-
employed in different areas, as photography or forestry, to employed in varied 
sectors, as food stores, mining, recycling companies, IT or police. Others are in 
more classical professions as doctor, dentists, engineers, priest, journalists or 
lawyers; and others occupy managerial positions. By educational level, seven 
fathers have bachelor degrees, exactly those in classical professions or 
managerial positions. One father made courses in higher education without 
reaching any certification. Also, three fathers completed an education further 
than upper-secondary: a journalist in folkhögskola, a policeman, and a watch-
maker; this latter took some courses in higher education. Other five fathers 
finished upper-secondary education. For the rest, the educational level is lower 
than upper-secondary school, with an exceptional case of an ‘autodidact’. Thus, 
nine fathers had experience in higher education. But, none studied something 
similar nor holds an occupational position close to sociology. 

For mothers, most were in the health sector: especially semi-professions as 
nurse, assistant nurse, or medical secretary; but, also in more classical 
professions as physician, surgeon or dentist. Other frequent areas were 
education and care: school principal, teacher, fritidsledare, or elderly care. 
There is also an architect, a self-employed in cosmetics, and an employed in a 
grocery store. Also, two mothers are in artistic domains. On education, seven 
mothers have university degree, mostly coupled with fathers with the same 
level: one a master and six a bachelor. Besides, three mothers studied courses in 
higher education without completing a degree. Five mothers made further 
education – as folkhögskola or municipal adult education – in areas as elder 
care, cosmetics, nurse assistance, or watch-making. Five mothers reached 
upper-secondary school. Contrary to fathers, none has an educational level 
lower than gymnasium. Ten mothers had prior experience in higher education. 
As fathers, none studied in fields or holds an occupational position close to 
sociology. Taking parents as a reference, the social position of informants seems 
relatively varied in terms of both educational and occupational status. This is 
expected to affect the educational choice and its construction by informants. 
                                                   
 
5 At the outset, the inquiry considered the choice of higher education institution in relation to sociology. 
But, the relevance of it was downplayed since this decision did not rely on a comparison of curricula across 
sociology departments, but on the place of origin and a relative proximity to family. 
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Prelude of the educational choice – ‘habituating’ 
For analysing the choice for sociology, a first part considers spaces where 
habitus is produced. Two interrelated settings are deemed: family and upper-
secondary school. The habitus resulting from the class upbringing and the 
habitus inculcated in the educational system partly determine an immediate 
adherence to presuppositions of a field (Bourdieu, 1975: 109). Interviewees 
talked on the conveyance of information on higher education within household, 
their own educational trajectories at gymnasium, and acquired knowledge in 
this experience. In addition, the transition into sociology emerged as a topic in 
narratives, which was not anticipated in the guide in an assumption of a direct 
jump across educational levels. This compelled a questioning of events during a 
transitory moment that could impact the decision. The intention for inquiring 
these moments – family, education and transition into sociology – is to seek for 
aspects considered significant to construct a meaningful choice. A central factor 
of differentiation in the formation of choice in higher education is social class, 
especially in relation to educational capital of parents. Thus, informants and 
their narratives are sorted and distinguished according to social origin, which 
normally construct a correlation of educational level and occupational position. 

Family and social position – transmission of information 
Habitus is partly shaped in a domestic inculcation of dispositions (Bourdieu and 
Passeron, 1990: 31). Channeling information on higher education within family 
can be decisive not only to pursue it, but for an orientation to specific subfields. 
For this, informants accounted for a varied conveyance within the household. 
Students from worker’s families, more likely to lack higher education 
experiences, deem they did not receive enough support or knowledge: 

Where I come from, it’s more a working town. It’s not supposed after gymnasium 
you have to go to university. So, I haven’t had the support. My family have always 
said me I should do whatever I want (EMG – Linnaeus) 
Regarding university, [my parents] had only the opinion that I would attend 
because they wanted me to have another future. They were scared that I would 
become a worker. They wanted me to advance in this class system (LS – Linnaeus) 

As a class habitus, working-class students expressed an unfamiliarity to higher 
education. Their decision mostly relied on an individual effort (Reay, 1998: 
526), signaled by a student that did not feel a necessity to go to university and 
her family advised to do ‘whatever she wanted’ without giving clear knowledge. 
For the other student, the only opinion about university at home was a 
possibility for reaching a position other than ‘a worker’. Both can be seen as 
‘’choice biographies’, where the decision is deliberated and done with 
ambiguous knowledge (Ball et al., 2002: 57). The situation was different for 
those from families with prior experiences in higher education: 

My family already has an academic history. Everyone already studied or study at 
university. So, I anyway probably attend university (AL – Lund) 
We had a conversation, but they never expected a theoretical education. More a 
market-oriented occupation, either social work, nurse, or police (NA – Lund) 
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Accounts show a correspondence of higher education and familial habitus, being 
consistent with findings from prior research pointing that family conditions 
impact on educational achievement (Reay et al., 2001a; Dryler, 1998) and that 
higher education is a classed concept whose entrance is determined by social 
origin (Ball et al., 2002). Having an academic history in the family, one student 
can represent a ‘normal biography’ in which higher education is a non-choice 
(p.57). Advice and expectations on fields of study were addressed by parents, 
asset not transmitted for working-class students. Parents with higher education, 
more likely to hold higher occupational positions, preferred a ‘market-
orientated’ choice as welfare professions. Other students with such parents got 
hints to more classical programs as business or law. But, regardless background, 
sociology was not part of information explicitly conveyed within the family. 

Institutional culture – gymnasium practices as a resource 
Educational institutions are entrusted with inculcating a cultural arbitrary and 
its habitus, reproducing class relations (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1990: 54). 
Different practices at gymnasium may affect a deciphering of higher education, 
making part of an institutional culture reinforcing the familial habitus for 
channeling students to a ‘fate’ embedded in their position (Reay, 1998: 521). The 
effect of these assets may decrease over the time, so its consideration for mature 
students for first-time in sociology courses was excluded for preventing 
misunderstanding since other factors, as working experiences, could drive them 
to sociology. Besides, educational reforms can produce different alignments of 
levels across periods. The interest is to explore how gymnasium practices were 
perceived as influential for the choice. 

A relevant aspect may be an institutional advice of what to do after finishing 
gymnasium and, if enrolling further studies, an orientation on programs. Most 
interviewees recalled an institutional support, which took multiple forms as 
counseling, meetings with professionals in different areas or university 
representatives, visits to universities: 

Not to study sociology, but it influenced to not study physical therapy because [the 
adviser] told the pay is very bad for the education (CB – Södertörns) 
I already decided I didn’t want police officer, psychologist or social worker. But, it 
cemented it. People told me to go to psychology. I had grades, it’s paid a lot better 
and easier to get a job. I had to explain I don’t like, it’s really boring. Social worker 
is too depressing. Police officer, I’m too weak and hate that culture (JR – Lund) 

This institutional asset contributed for excluding some paths due to reasons as 
monetary rewards in ‘very bad paid’ areas, consistent with prior findings stating 
that earning differentials across occupations and knowledge on it affect higher 
education choices (Cebula and Lopes, 1982). But, reasons were not only 
economic and some options were disregarded because of job preferences 
grounded on perceptions of some occupations as ‘boring’ or ‘depressing’. These 
evaluations, based on knowledge acquired in gymnasium practices, closed 
certain trajectories. In general, interviewees did not perceive the institutional 
orientation as a direct influence for their choice for sociology. However, some 
informants found a clearer guidance in the institutional support: 
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My teacher in linguistic showed me the humanistic and theological faculty of Lund 
University. I was so inspired of how small subjects you could study and how deep 
you can go into the subjects (GÖ – Lund) 
[Teachers] guided what fits. I knew I wanted to go to university, that’s why I chose 
samhäll program. Four programs in gymnasiet guide you to university. They give 
you some idea of everyone. I felt that social science was the best (AA – Lund) 

These narratives express how institutional practices can reinforce dispositions. 
A student, whose parents are in educational and cultural fields, felt ‘inspired’ 
when visiting a faculty guided by a teacher. Another student confirmed her 
orientation to social sciences by support of teachers for following the social 
sciences track. These relations to gymnasium representatives, as teachers or 
counselors, can be part of institutional assets that orient in different ways and 
degrees for processing possibilities in higher education. Considering these 
practices as an act of institution making part of formal education, the rite 
depends on dispositions on those being subjected to it for recognizing and 
accept its imposition (Bourdieu, 1982: 60). The guidance of teachers, either 
direct or indirect, produced an effect only because both students were disposed 
to recognize suggestions as worth and corresponding to their interests. 
Knowledge provided by institutional channels is differently received by 
students, affecting evaluations of programs with expectations and interests 
already embedded in their social position. 

As higher education programs reproduce dispositions (Börjesson et. al, 
2016: 16), gymnasium programs do the same in a correspondence of class and 
institutional culture orienting to future educational spaces. Most students opted 
for social areas, already existing interest in such fields: social and behavioral 
sciences, general social sciences or with focus on media or globalization; or 
related tracks as economics or humanistic. The institutional organization of 
subjects can foster dispositions, so informants were asked if they received a 
specific course in sociology for a more detailed knowledge in it: 

If you wanted to study anthropology or sociology, you had a course in social 
sciences, very general. I didn’t know what anthropology was; sociology I got in 
touch later. These terms didn’t exist in the school system (BTK – Lund) 
Social studies, that was similar. But, it was not sociology. It was me who found 
sociology was interesting, to study society. I don’t feel we went in-depth in my 
gymnasium about how society works (CAJ – Lund) 

Some students did not have a sociology course, but social sciences grouping 
multiple disciplines. This was seen as ‘very general’, not creating a specific idea 
of sociology. Identifying encompasses a self-positioning in the pursuit of specific 
paths and their resources (Lamont et al., 2014: 589), therefore informants 
rationalize their choice by pointing certain properties that opened a way 
towards sociology: an interest in understanding society led to seek for 
information by their own means, finding that studying society was ‘interesting’. 
But, a sociology course did not necessarily produce a clear interest in the 
discipline: 

The sociology course was interesting, but I didn’t want to become the next 
Durkheim. It preserved the basic regarding behavior and society, but it didn’t give 
me more direction. It was too broad (LS – Linnaeus) 
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I’ve had a fetishism to Marxism, I find interesting to understand this ideology. 
Sociology at gymnasium gave me a perspective of Marx. So, I thought it was very 
interesting looking at society in that way (NA – Lund) 
Maybe because of the teacher. He was a Swedish socialdemokrat and clear on it. A 
fun memory points how unreflected I was of my privilege. I am upper-middle class. 
I thought on my childhood, my experience and experiences of people (GÖ – Lund) 

These accounts show varied responses. The relation of the familial habitus to 
the educational institution can develop either a consonance or dissonance, 
producing different levels of ambiguity in both incorporation and application of 
dispositions (Reay et al, 2001a: 2). For a student from a worker’s family, a 
sociology course enabled a basic understanding of society. But, it did not 
produce an aspiration to become the ‘next Durkheim’. Students from more 
educated families illustrate a closer correspondence of familial and the 
institutional culture: member of a left-leaning family, a student saw in sociology 
at gymnasium a possibility for deepening a Marxist perspective acquired at 
home; while another informant associated this course to social democrats, as 
well as a reflection of his own experience and ‘privilege’ as an upper-middle 
class member. Each discipline defines a style that do not only express scientific 
distinctions, but social properties in a lifestyle (Bourdieu, 2004: 65), which 
partly depends on the position of the discipline in the social space and the field 
of disciplines: due to its object, sociology is often characterized by a fragile 
autonomy in which the habitus finds more place for transferring external 
concerns into the disciplinary discussion (p.70). At gymnasium, sociology was 
differently embedded according to the recognition students could make of it: for 
those from more educated backgrounds, it was a place for reflecting on broader 
social and political issues, awakening an interest; while those from workers’ 
family found it too broad and unclear for developing a disposition. 

Three informants studied programs other than social sciences: natural 
sciences or technical program. For them, the institutional organization gave a 
possibility for taking additional courses. In them, students transformed some 
social concerns into educational choices: 

I always read ethnographic studies. I have always had interest for human relations, 
groups and behavior. I read that in my free time and applied for a course in upper-
secondary in psychology. So, it was more a free time interest (EMG – Linnaeus) 
I’ve always been interested in understanding how people form an identity and what 
happens when you come from a different country. In religion, entrepreneurship 
and history courses at gymnasium, I got a hint to find an answer (FG – Umeå) 

As a reader of ethnographies or an immigrant in Sweden, both students 
manifested a concern in the social. Though not specifically sociology, they 
rationalized their choices at gymnasium in an interest for understanding social 
phenomena, often their own situation. This interest was not exclusive for those 
in social sciences tracks, but also – perhaps more deliberated – for those in 
natural or technical programs. Courses in social and human areas were lived as 
‘hints to find answers’ for such concerns. 

In general, gymnasium could be an institutional culture whose organization 
and practices encounter disposed agents for contributing to delimit their 
options in higher education. Different tracks and courses were places to discuss 
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social issues, reinforcing an orientation not always produced in the educational 
system. The channeling of knowledge on sociology was done in varied ways and 
degrees: although not always clear, a sociology course at gymnasium enabled a 
different rationalization by using classifications and associations to authors or 
ideologies not present among other students. This appropriation of distinctive 
knowledge was evident not only in the verbalization, but in the ability for 
recognizing the discipline as something worth and producing an interest – or 
illusio – in it towards higher education. Rather than universal, this recognition 
was more present among individuals from well-educated families as an 
embodied cultural capital that could reconstruct their experience of sociology at 
gymnasium as more ‘intellectual’ and ‘reflective’ than those from working-class 
settings that found it more diffuse and unclear. But, most narratives contain a 
general disposition to social sciences non-underpinned in a specific discipline. 
There might be other aspects narrowing down it into sociology. 

Transition – exploring occupational and educational fields 
‘Careership’ entails an interaction of agents to a structure of opportunities 
where pragmatically rational decisions are the product of an application of 
knowledge acquired in multiple settings (Hodkinson and Sparkes, 1997: 32). 
Higher education is a field of decisions, where available options are evaluated 
and discriminated for constructing meaningful choices. After gymnasium, some 
informants had already decided to attend higher education in a path containing 
sociology. But, more than the half did not directly do it, either working or 
coursing other subjects. The intention is to look at ‘turning points’ favouring a 
re-evaluation of the position in the opportunity structure (p.39), in which 
sociology became a suitable choice. Without clearly knowing what to do, some 
informants took a time for exploring: 

There is a culture of taking a gap year for discovering yourself. I went through a lot 
of changes of what I thought I was gonna do. I ended up taking only 6 months 
because I realized I love studying (GR – Stockholm) 
I went to Folkhögskola. You don’t need any requirement and usually work with 
aesthetics. I studied Modern Art and Architecture because I’d done musical stuff, 
but I never explored my aesthetic side. It wasn’t for me. Then, I worked in 
Copenhagen and went to Austria, just snowboarding and have fun (AZ – Uppsala) 

Participants in higher education mobilize capital for varied goals, entering areas 
where their resources grant more profit (Hodkinson and Sparkes, 1997: 36). An 
unclear orientation can blur the deciphering ability. Both accounts testify a 
delay of enrolment as a self-discovering of students from highly-educated 
families doubtful on what to do. The gap of the first student was interrupted by 
a ‘love’ of education, perhaps related to a correspondence of his habitus and the 
educational system. The other student explored his aesthetic side, which did not 
fit his interests and stemmed into another investment for ‘having fun’. Both 
recall a dilettante disposition of some privileged students that, secure of having 
a place – at least in a refuge discipline as sociology – temporarily suspend and 
take distance to education (Bourdieu and Passeron, 2010: 31). This gap was 
differently constructed by other student as a lack of sense in education: 
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I made a successful career in IT in multi-business companies without education, 
which reinforced a picture that it’s not necessary. But, my interest has always been 
people, interaction, cultures, languages (BTK – Lund) 

His relative indifference to education may be linked to a belonging to a family 
not significantly relying on it. But, a trajectory cannot be a closed structure with 
total predictability by social class because it can be re-evaluated (Hodkinson 
and Sparkes, 1997: 38). Informants worked in varied areas: IT, bakeries, 
factories, recycling, grocery stores, elder care, education. A dissociation of his 
work and interests encouraged a search for alternatives in the opportunity 
structure. A frustrating work experience could function as a turning point 
fostering an ‘always present’ interest for people and their interaction, in which a 
return to education became significant. Other contingent events can also affect 
these predictable routes and make visible some options:  

The difference was a catalogue. So, I thought something broader than psychology, 
but still based in humans. I looked it and came to two options: sociology and 
human resource because of a greater aspect of human life. I figured out on my own 
sociology is the thing I have been missing (LS – Linnaeus) 
I watched the YouTube channel ‘CrashCourse’. They teach different subjects, one 
was sociology. I watched philosophy first because I was interested. Then I found 
sociology. Through it, I knew a bit about the sociology program (FG – Umeå) 

An informant from a worker’s family took a gap year for working, partly 
convinced in a career in psychology. But, he visualized the possibility of 
sociology after receiving a university catalogue with information on programs. 
Similarly, a student with immigrant background got to know on sociology on 
internet. Such contingent and unexpected acquisitions of knowledge updated 
the structure of opportunities. They worked as turning points in which some 
routes became available. Perceptions of suitability of options in the space of 
choices depend on the encounter of the objective structure of the field and 
subjective dispositions in the habitus (Hodkinson and Sparkes, 1997: 34). The 
effect of these contingent events was possible because of a prior interest in 
understanding human life, already hinted in a disposition to psychology or 
philosophy, that favoured a recognition of sociology as a suitable field for it.  

Other students experienced a turning point to sociology in prior experiences 
in higher education. Nine interviewees had already done courses or programs, 
mainly in related fields as anthropology, psychology, philosophy, history or even 
sociology. Such experiences also shaped an interest: 

I didn’t like social sciences. I thought to do six months at university and learn what 
to do in the future. I went [to the US] and picked ‘Introduction to social problems’. 
That made a huge impact because I was introduced to how you study what’s going 
on in society. I was amazed. I’ve always been thinking about problems in Sweden 
and myself. But, I’d never been interested in discuss it (CB – Södertörns) 
I did business administration and management. In Malaysia, I studied human 
relation management. I would count it as sociology from management: how people 
function in different situations, how to accommodate their needs and investigate 
why people act. I was interested in sociology, understanding people (IA – Lund) 
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Knowledge obtained in higher education gave an orientation. Both students 
described an impact of courses for developing an interest in studying social 
problems. Higher education is a field of decisions fostering subsequent choices 
by showing and opening opportunities. A recognition of sociology as worth was 
mediated by an interest in understanding the social, being an encounter 
experienced as finding a ‘missing’ part that made it meaningful. However, this 
longing for social knowledge could lead them to other higher education 
subfields. Therefore, the prelude of the choice for sociology could be an 
exploration of one’s positions and trajectory. While some had a clearer 
educational choice after gymnasium, others were constructing a path in varied 
and contingent ways, in which sociology was discovered as a suitable option. 

Partial remarks – among the uncertainty and an interest in the social 
Related to social class, familial habitus and the institutional culture of 
gymnasiums can produce an effect in educational choices. First, in consonance 
with prior research (Ball et al., 2002; Dryler, 1998; Reay et al., 2001a), family 
exert different pressure towards higher education: for working-class students, 
university was a partially unfamiliar field; while those from families with higher 
occupational and educational level saw university as a necessity, receiving more 
detailed knowledge. Second, tracks or courses at gymnasium enabled a 
channelling of interests in social areas. Institutional practices as counselling or 
meetings with professionals fostered an exclusion of options in higher 
education, either by monetary or job preferences. A class effect was found in 
those having a specific course of sociology at gymnasium: students from more 
educated families reconstructed such experiences as meaningful, recognizing it 
as a space for addressing social and political concerns; while students from 
working-class did not account for such recognition, but a broadness preventing 
a clear interest in the discipline. Despite these differences, sociology was 
generally not seen as something concrete, which could hinder the formation of 
an immediate illusio. Third, the transition into sociology could entail a gap 
among educational levels: for some, an exploration due to an uncertainty; for 
others, a period for working. As turning points, contingent events located 
sociology in their trajectory, providing with more concrete resources for a 
decision. Moreover, one cannot discard an effect of prior higher education 
experiences for raising an interest in studying social problems, transforming 
sociology into a suitable option in a seeming coherent educational trajectory in 
related areas. 

Narratives rationalize the educational choice in a complex interaction of 
elements and moments. An important aspect in the formation of the choice for 
higher education is social class: beyond the familiarity to higher education, 
students from families with more educational resources accounted for a clearer 
recognition of sociology at gymnasium. As an embodied cultural asset conveyed 
at home, linguistic capital understands language not only as a means of 
communication, but a complex system of categories producing a differential 
deciphering of complex structures (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1990: 73). Despite 
not being totally clear, the representation of the discipline of advantaged 
students, containing associations to ideologies and political positions, depict a 
distinctive relation to a field with weak autonomy that enable the entry of such 
elements. However, two common features emerge: first, although informants 
acquired implicit and explicit knowledge, sociology was mostly characterized by 
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the uncertainty. Second, students resorted to an interest in understanding the 
social world and its problems for justifying their orientation. Their trajectory 
prompted a perception of university as reasonable, but this was not necessarily 
into sociology. A selection of suitable choices was already operated by the 
habitus, but the interest in the social could lead them to other disciplines. A 
narrowing in sociology may have occurred on the application for higher 
education, a practice in which other aspects can play a role for delimiting the 
educational destination. 

Encounter with sociology in higher education – a choice 
After the preamble of the choice, a second part tackles the entrance to sociology. 
This considered four aspects: application to higher education, prior knowledge 
on sociology, motives for different investments, and how the sociologist is 
ideally perceived. This cannot be isolated from the prelude, where dispositions 
were produced. It is expected that the uncertainty and the interest in the social 
are reflected in how informants strategized their application. It makes sense to 
inquire knowledge on sociology with which students were equipped when 
applying, and characteristics deemed essential for it, looking for insights on 
their position-taking in the field. Though implicit, the social class effect may be 
less pronounced in this section because of two interrelated aspects: education 
translates social characteristics into academic properties, which is reinforced at 
each stage (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1990: 80); and higher education has not 
only eliminated agents from other social classes, but also those from the same 
class with different properties (p.82). Even in Sweden, where about 40% of each 
age cohort accesses higher education (Börjesson and Broady, 2016: 126), the 
student population at that level tend to be more socially homogeneous and 
differences are defined by academic properties, precisely a retranslation of 
social conditions with efficacy in the academic field. It is possible to draw on a 
distinction made by Nylander and Melldahl (2015) on aspiring musicians in 
jazz, whose principle is ‘conviction’ as a recognition of the game as worth 
playing (p.88): on one hand, ‘insiders’ have more certainty due to an early 
acquisition of educational capital effective for the specific field, being more 
familiarized with the universe they seek for becoming members and preventing 
investments in other fields; on other hand, ‘outsiders’ have an hesitant 
orientation and lower commitment – or weak illusio – that produce an 
ambiguous relation to the field that includes a consideration of other 
alternatives (p.96–97). Thus, the distinction of informants is primarily based on 
the commitment to sociology as a field, a marker of the belief in the game by 
investing either in a program or course. 

Applying for higher education – multiple options and vagueness 
A ‘choice’ is a means of power in which individuals implement dispositions 
embedded in their position, which gives an orientation to one’s own place (Reay 
et. al, 2001b: 864). The application to higher education can be seen as a choice 
in which students state a preference and interest contained in the habitus. They 
can apply to multiple options at any Swedish university, strategically ranking 
them. In this process, some patterns emerge. Those applying for programs, 
indicating a larger commitment in the outset, oscillated among fewer options: 
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The first time, I applied after gymnasium to psychology. The second, I applied for 
sociology as my first choice and human resource as my second. After high school, I 
figure out I can’t be a psychologist because my grades are shit (LS – Linnaeus) 
Sociology was my first choice. A common factor of my classmates is that everyone 
wanted behavioural sciences or psychology, and didn’t have grades. I was the same. 
Then I realized I didn’t want to study psychology. I tried different therapies, this 
isn’t for me. Sociology fits me better and I could already get in (AZ – Uppsala) 

Fields require particular forms and volume of capital: higher education and its 
programs define as an entry condition some academic capital, which 
encompasses academic success (Bourdieu, 2002: 59). Both students resort to 
the same reason for arriving to sociology: a failed application to psychology due 
to low grades. Choices imply a sense of stratification where students exclude 
subfields where their capital do not have effect. The space of programs in 
Swedish higher education contains a social hierarchy in which the most 
profitable and traditional programs regulate the entry by academic selectivity 
(Börjesson et al., 2003: 18). In the early 60s, psychologist was the last category 
obtaining the status of classical profession at universities (Olofsson, 2012: 8), 
which may explain its stricter regulations. Sociology has been characterized by 
an under-selection of advantaged students that, offering high intellectual 
prestige, demand low academic expenditure (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1990: 85). 
This discipline emerged as an option for already getting in, but maintaining an 
interest in human behaviour. Another program student had a similar situation: 

I did not get accepted in cognitive science and I got in sociology. I knew sociology 
would give a broader understanding of not just an individual, but people and things 
around them, how systems function, what are these huge problems in the world. 
Because I am solution-focused, I love learning to find solutions (FG – Umeå) 

A non-admission in cognitive sciences was a turning point. Interviewing enables 
a retrospective evaluation, in which individuals mobilize common categories for 
making meaningful their choice (Lamont et. al, 2014: 584). Opting for sociology 
was justified by a ‘broader understanding’ of society. Also, her rationalization 
signalled another association: sociology as a problem-solving discipline. 
Disciplines make part of a relational space with a scientific and social hierarchy 
(Bourdieu, 2004: 66). These displacements to a subfield with relatively lower 
position was compensated by a promise of acquisition of knowledge on society, 
in this case for solving problems in a reformist disposition present in sociology 
since its initial steps in Sweden (Larsson and Magdalenić, 2015: 9). 

The application was different for students seeking for a course, apparently 
less committed to the specific field. Sociology was immersed into a more 
complex ranking of options, occupying from top to bottom positions. Perhaps a 
habitus comfortable in similar fields, most alternatives were in human sciences, 
being psychology and political sciences the most sought: 

Sociology was my first choice. I had other options if I didn’t get it (…) I felt this 
wasn’t strict as statsvetenskap because you argue for your cause, there’s just one 
answer. So, I like that [sociology] is more fluid (CBK – Lund) 
Statsvetenskap, psychology, and organization psychology (...) when I read sociology 
A, I felt it suited me. I was good at analysing. So, it was the right choice because I 
wanna work with humans, how we act and society works (FA – Lund) 
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Sociology was a surviving option, turned into a meaningful choice. It is possible 
to outline elements forming the ‘doxa’ as shared assumptions of entrants to the 
field on which agreements and disagreement are constructed (Bourdieu, 2000: 
98). Even for those in sociology as the first course admitting them, the interest 
in studying society and working with humans are common arguments for 
supporting the decision. Also, since choices display a stratified system, it 
establishes boundaries among things (Lamont et. al, 2014: 589). Within the 
space of disciplines, distinctions appeared to political sciences: sociology is seen 
as more ‘fluid’, allowing a detachment from personal causes towards multiple 
perspectives. This boundary-making also extended to psychology: 

I wanted social psychology. Also, psychology was interesting. But, I don’t agree 
with its positivistic and metaphysical methods. My view in psychology is based on a 
bias as anthropologist. We have different methods, how to view the world and 
study humans to the psychologist. My choice for sociology to understand society is 
the right to work in synergy with anthropology (BTK – Lund) 

This student does a social anthropology program, taking sociology as an 
optative course. For him, both are compatible disciplines. As establishing 
boundaries, narratives also put things together: their assumed interpretive 
character opposes to a more ‘positivistic’ and ‘metaphysical’ psychology. 
Sociology is seen as a complement for his understanding of society formed in 
anthropology. But, a similar reason related to capital emerges among some 
course students for landing in sociology: psychology demanded higher grades, 
constraining and reorienting the educational choice. In general, narratives recall 
the position of fields as sociology in higher education: a potential ‘refuge’ for 
students that, in a social necessity for attending university and lacking entry 
conditions to more prestigious programs, confer both academic and social sense 
to their choice (Bourdieu and Passeron, 2010: 21). Like this, sociology becomes 
subjectively meaningful in relation to objective possibilities, dissimulating a 
failed entrance to other programs. 

Sociology? – Pre-knowledge on the discipline 
Narratives are retrospective and justifications may contain elements of already 
socialized students in sociology, although in varied degrees. This opens a 
question about ideas of sociology when applying for it. Social fields select 
individuals with suitable dispositions for its game, including an implicit 
understanding of its classifications and stakes (Bourdieu, 2000: 100). Asking 
about a pre-knowledge on sociology can produce insights on assumptions that 
located it as a reasonable choice in a practical comprehension of its demands: 

It was impulsive and, since I didn’t have plans, it wasn’t necessarily sociology. I 
thought sociology and economics, so I get time to know what it is and I’m probably 
good at. But, I didn’t know the practical aspect (GR – Stockholm) 
I didn’t understand sociology until I started to study. I wanted a diploma to work 
with and help people. But, it was not just sociology. I applied for psychology and 
pedagogy. I sought for everything (DC – Stockholm) 

Knowledge in the habitus constructs the field and produces choices through a 
sense of investment adapted to it, varying by social position and its interests 
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(Bourdieu, 1986: 157). Either applying for program or courses, some informants 
did not have a clear idea of sociology. A program student saw it as a site of 
exploration, ‘impulsively’ entering without knowing its practical aspect. For a 
course student, sociology was a pragmatic means to obtain a diploma to work 
with people. But, sociology was among different options for achieving it, the one 
accepting him. Knowledge on the discipline was marked by an uncertainty, 
enabling an exploratory disposition or an articulation to a job preference. 

A way to express ideas I already thought, but with theory. I like there are hundreds 
of perspectives. I’ve disliked natural sciences because it’s so boxed. It gave me 
general knowledge on the world, allmänbildning. But, I didn’t have a clear idea 
more than the relation of people and society, a general understanding (JR – Lund) 
Why I wanted sociology was how you can make something so abstract grounded in 
social reality. We have this theory that can be applied in reality or is constructed 
from it. Sociology can be abstract, but also manifested by organizations and people 
that tell you stuff that could be abstract. That made a difference (LS – Linnaeus) 

Both program students had sociology courses at gymnasium. The understanding 
of the discipline retained incertitude, but contained more elaborated elements 
as the interaction of theory and society. Abstract and general knowledge based 
on social reality anchored an orientation to sociology, ‘making a difference’ 
among options. Habitus produces a sense of own place in which individuals 
anticipate limits of their position (Reay et al., 2001b: 864): sociology gave 
theoretical words to already thought ideas. This correspondence of sociology as 
a field and embodied habitus was previously expressed by one of them as the 
‘missing part’. In the space of disciplines, a parallel boundary-making to natural 
sciences is done by categorizing them as 'boxed'. This defined another attractive 
aspect of sociology in the grasping of the diversity of the social world. 

Yet an abstract knowledge was not the only pre-notion of sociology. 
Although doxa enables an agreement in the importance of sociology, it also lays 
foundations for divergences of interests invested in a field with multiple 
positions and strategies (Bourdieu, 2000: 98). Higher education choices can 
articulate other concerns, as future educational or occupational possibilities: 

The head of course in anthropology said, if you want a job as an anthropologist, you 
need to study sociology because you learn quantitative studies. I’m extremely 
pragmatic. Sociology is close and similar. It’s interesting, but honestly I do not care. 
It’s the most tactical way to get a good foundation for my bachelor, master, and 
PhD. I like it, but my choice was purely rational and tactical (BTK – Lund) 
I took psychology and human resources, and I wanted the sociology angle. I’m 
interested in people, leadership, management, and coaching. That’s my main 
interest because I work with people and development for the individual. So, I want 
the three aspects (EV – Lund & Kristianstad) 

Sociology was seen as a pragmatic asset. Compared to anthropology in the space 
of disciplines, sociology would have better options because of a more concrete 
applicability of quantitative methods in the occupational structure. For this 
student, sociology is a safer investment than anthropology with more qualitative 
methods. Besides, a mature student with long experience in management and 
development areas sought for incorporating a sociological perspective to 
combine it with psychology and human resources in her job. Thus, sociology 
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was not only framed as an abstract knowledge, but also rationalized as a 
pragmatic choice for educational or occupational futures. A difference emerges: 
being their investment a statement of a more consolidated conviction in the 
field, program students looked at sociology in more theoretical terms; while 
those taking courses, more hesitant to the field, saw it in more pragmatic terms. 

Strategies are practical adaptations based on prior experiences and 
resources (Bourdieu and Lamaison, 1985), as knowledge on sociology. Acquired 
in different settings, this knowledge was often characterized by a vagueness on 
what the discipline entails. Mirroring it and in different degrees, informants 
navigated in a set of alternatives in higher education. However, sociology is not 
a spontaneous option. The discipline was associated to features that made it a 
suitable alternative to frustrated adventures in other domains: the interest in 
social problems and their solution, working with and helping people, or an 
abstract knowledge. Likewise, especially for course students, sociology appeared 
as a pragmatic complement for an educational or labour strategy. To some 
extent, the lack of clarity – seen as a general understanding – produces a 
diversity of meanings in the educational choice for sociology. As a result, a 
multiplicity of investments is carried out in this field of study. 

Type of investment – time and identity 
Different types of study indicate varied investments. The embeddedness of 
dispositions partly depends on the time invested in it (Bourdieu, 1986: 253), so 
the participation in a sociology program would entail a longer incorporation of 
habitus compared to a freestanding course. In turn, a larger investment would 
be grounded on a conviction for recognizing the worthiness of it (Nylander and 
Melldahl, 2015: 88). Asking on the choice for a program or a course can be 
useful for unveiling different degrees of commitment. Responses can be an 
identification and evaluation, in which informants sort themselves and others in 
a structure with a distribution of properties (Lamont et. al, 2014: 589). Students 
in programs point multiple reasons for their choice: 

I like I don’t have to choose, that was structured. But, there’s still two semesters 
you can choose entirely on your own (JR – Lund) 
Courses seem unfinished. There is not an understanding of what this you blend in 
the first six months has relation to what you’re learning. The program gives me this 
luxury of not despair every six months what should I study. I know what I study 
and how they relate to each other. I have a fundamental understanding of the 
program. I can view what level I want in the future (FG – Umeå) 

As privileged students are endowed with a clearer knowledge to navigate (Gale 
and Parker 2015: 88), more committed students to sociology may display a 
more familiarized relation to it. But, this knowledge does not appear out of 
nothing –ex nihilo, being constantly embedded and reinforced. An appreciation 
is that the structure of programs offers a greater understanding of the subject 
and positions for the future. Contrarily, courses are seen as ‘unfinished’. Also, a 
program is depicted as a practical relief from constantly deciding in a highly 
differentiated field. But, despite being predefined, programs are not closed 
structures and allow to choose areas for specializing or supplementing their 
sociological training. Another informant defines it as an identity issue: 
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I present myself as a sociologist. People that built their program with sociology, 
psychology and that can call themselves behavioural scientists. That’s a weak 
professional standpoint. I’m a sociologist, one academic discipline I base myself. It 
feels it gives a back bone. It’s an identity (LS – Linnaeus) 

As acts of institution defining an identity (Bourdieu, 1982: 60), programs are 
assumed as an establishment of differences to course students devoid of a ‘back 
bone’. This would have implications in the professional field: a program is felt as 
an advantage since it produces a self-presentation in a single discipline rather 
than a combination of multiple fields, seen as a weak professional standing. The 
representation of sociology in the system of professions is at stake, a topic 
discussed in a subsequent section. Besides, this stronger position as a 
‘sociologist’ in the occupational structure is reinforced by instances in programs 
where a relation to and knowledge on the labour market are developed: 

At the end of the program, you are given student funds to incorporate in an 
organization and follow the work. So, it’s another professionalization. It’s not just 
the abstraction that we read theories and methods (LS – Linnaeus) 
There’s a course in the last year on sociology in connection to actual work in the 
labour market. I think it’s exclusive for people in the program. I like that, when I go 
into a field making myself unemployable, someone will help me (JR – Lund) 

Individuals take place in institutions depending on dispositions and resources, 
establishing a relation of proximity or ambiguity to its values and expectations 
(Reay et al, 2001a: 2). The ambiguity of these students is not the subject, since 
both rationalized an interest in sociology, but the future. An important asset in a 
program is the orientation of departments for a clearer idea of the future, either 
in counselling or internships. Rather than only conveying the ‘abstraction’, 
programs are seen as spaces of professionalization making more concrete paths 
after graduation, a valuable resource against an ‘unemployable’ character 
associated with sociology. It seems that the conviction to sociology in the choice 
of a program is not only a belief in its importance as knowledge, but also in the 
higher education institution as a provider of elements for coping with the future 
and compensating the uncertainty. 

An anticipation to the labour market also affected the choice of students in 
programs with sociology as an orientation. At structural level, the negotiation of 
academic demands of higher education and vocational imperatives of working 
life gave birth to multiple educational programs combining them (Olofsson, 
2012: 4). Sociology was inserted in vocational programs as an academic 
component. An assessment of sociology as ‘abstract’ oriented a choice in which 
it was a specialization within a more market-oriented program: 

I was aware of the labour market. I wouldn’t know what to do with a bachelor or 
master in sociology. I have a cousin with a master in sociology and it wasn’t easy to 
find work. He had to become a high school professor. But, this program is a nice 
mixture of sociology and other subjects (NA – Lund) 

Despite an interest in the discipline, mainly a Marxist perspective, this student 
displayed a strategy that incorporated sociology in a more practical and concrete 
relation to labour market: a program of urban and regional planning. This can 
relate to findings that students’ choice is affected by differential knowledge on 
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labour market (Cebula and Lopes, 1982) and attitudes to education, in which 
seeking for an immediate entrance to working life orient to more practical fields 
(Goyette and Mullen, 2006: 526). A troublesome experience with a sociology 
degree in his family also conferred a feeling as a safer investment to his choice, 
anyway including sociology. But, the choice of sociology as an orientation 
requires an adjustment for making it meaningful and consistent: 

I had to pin what I want to work. I thought on a more environmentally friendly 
society and, in that, what makes people change habits and thinking (…) the 
sociology part of human ecology was the reason I applied for it instead of 
environmental or natural studies. I wanted to work with the environment, but not 
with natural sciences as much as human behaviour (AL – Lund) 

For this student in human ecology, environmental issues cannot be just tackled 
through natural sciences. Sociology offers an understanding of it contemplating 
social aspects. Enrolling in a program with it as a component might be a way to 
underpin the interest in the social in more concrete areas, narrowing down the 
abstract and theoretical character of the discipline. To some degree, the 
negotiation of academic and vocational imperatives is reflected in individual 
choices in higher education, producing different strategies of students diversely 
investing in and articulating sociology in their baggage. 

For those with less commitment to the field, the rationalization of the 
choice of sociology courses relies on a varied set of contingent factors: 

I don’t feel sure on what to do. a lot of things interest me. So, I wanna see what 
sociology is, if it’s for me. I didn’t want something for years because I started it 
because of corona. Otherwise, I would have liked to travel (CBK – Lund) 
I was not really excited about studying full-time or a three-year plan. I wanted to 
get out to the job market. But, corona happened. So, I thought it would be safer to 
keep studying and see how everything turns (IA – Lund) 

These students planned to invest in activities other than studying, but the 
pandemic frustrated it. Although social class or educational achievement can 
limit life trajectories, they are always open to re-evaluations in specific contexts 
(Hodkinson and Sparkes, 1997: 39). A course in higher education appeared as a 
‘safer’ investment for acquiring knowledge while the labour market open up 
positions – or travelling is less restricted. Both can reflect hesitant orientations, 
containing other investments and alternatives (Nylander and Melldahl, 2015: 
91). The interest was not directly in sociology and their arrival was partly 
unexpected, despite adhering to a concern in social issues making of it a 
reasonable option. As a refuge in higher education, sociology tends to operate an 
under-selection in academic capital (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1990: 85) that can 
be dissimulated by vesting the choice with a social sense (Bourdieu and 
Passeron, 2010: 21). Despite a justification, these informants have an 
ambiguous relation to sociology and do not necessarily imagine a future in it, 
which prevents a long-term investment. 

The investment of other course students relies on a larger educational 
strategy with multiple investment in varied areas, mostly related fields. Similar 
to program students, those in sociology courses constructed a relational 
identification. These informants built up an opposite argument since they do 
not adhere to a specific expertise in sociology: 
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When I started at university, I was quite harsh about how students in programs 
weren’t able nor wanted to know a bigger view. So, I was proud to read different 
courses as I wanted to have this holistic view (GÖ – Lund) 
I think myself more like a generalist. There are so many perspectives that I find 
interesting. I like to understand things from different perspectives. Because 
sociology is a good topic, I think there are others as well (TH – Lund) 

These accounts differ from other course students: one is a student in history of 
ideas for whom sociology allows to understand social conditions of it; the other 
is a mature student working as a teacher in social sciences at gymnasium, for 
whom sociology aids for a continuous feedback. They can be ‘outsiders’ in a 
lower commitment to sociology and parallel investments in other domains 
(Nylander and Melldahl, 2015: 97), but not in a hesitant orientation since their 
rationalization clearly articulates sociology in a larger strategy with a illusio in 
another field. There is another significant element: ‘being holistic’ is defined as 
a matter of ‘proud’ that locate the investment in a symbolic domain, similarly to 
how program students depict a stronger professional status of a single specialty. 
Each field is a stake among multiple representation for defining a fundamental 
and legitimate perspective of its object (Bourdieu, 2000: 99). Sociology as a 
subfield of higher education entails a struggle of diverse viewpoints for the 
recognition of legitimacy, defining not only what is its object but its conditions 
of inculcation. That is, a struggle for defining a symbolic capital as a property 
conforming collective expectations (Bourdieu, 1998: 102), which delimits 
adequate investments and values in relation to sociology. 

Different types of study express varied convictions. The amount of time 
devoted for the inculcation of sociology depends on a disposition for recognizing 
it as worth. While most students entered with a diffuse idea, their knowledge on 
the field was far from homogeneous. This produced varied degrees of 
commitment for its socialization: from a temporary position in a contingency to 
a central element in an identity construction. This vagueness may allow an 
accommodation of different academic, occupational and social interests in a 
sociological training as educational strategy that, as any other, entails links to 
other spheres as the labour market. Keeping in mind differences, it can be 
relevant to explore how informants conceive the figure of the sociologist. 

A sociologist per se? – necessities for the position 
Doxa is the self-evident knowledge shared by participants of a field as a basis for 
communicating and acting (Bourdieu, 2000, 98). Asking about the figure of the 
sociologist, the aim is to explore its assumptions. As an evaluation, narratives 
mobilize shared beliefs for expressing values identifying sociologists from the 
position of informants. What is possible to capture is a practical knowledge 
produced in a correspondence of field and habitus in which individuals 
construct the field following its necessities (p.143). It was expected that 
differences in commitment reflected how informants outline characteristics 
conceived as indispensable. But, the definition of the sociologist partly bridge a 
similar understanding. Either for program or course students, two interrelated 
characteristics are defined: 

It’s necessary to think outside the box and see from different perspectives. It’s 
fascinating the systematic way [Durkheim] works and thinks (TH – Lund) 
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Open-minded to different ways to view the world and its relations. It’s a good thing 
a mind-set that society and people affect each other in complex ways. So, it’s not 
the place for someone very dogmatic (JR – Lund) 
You can see a phenomenon and understand this can be explained in many ways. 
There is no right or wrong. You can look in different ways, so you need to be able to 
out your glance up, steep from a bird perspective (EMG – Linnaeus) 

‘Outside of the box’ from a ‘bird perspective’, the sociologist is depicted in a 
detached position. Historically, this can be an inherited characteristic assumed 
since the early 20th century in Swedish academic circles that saw society from 
‘above’ (Wisselgren, 2015: 33). Sociologists are expected to be open-minded, 
related to a capacity for distancing from their own position and avoiding 
subjective biases. This open mind-set grounds another feature: an ability for 
capturing the diversity. Intersubjective meanings do not only define objects, but 
implicitly limits among them (Lamont et al., 2014: 574): this multi-perspective 
is a reminder of boundaries to political sciences, depicted as advocating a single 
view that hides this multiplicity. Disciplines are marked by a style that signal 
some conditions of entry (Bourdieu, 2004: 65), as well as the exclusion of those 
not conforming it that, in sociology, would be ‘dogmatic’ persons. Distancing to 
observe is parallel to an awareness of complex ways in which people and society 
influence each other. This leads to another property: 

What I’ve experienced, the most interesting sociologists have a lot of perspectives. 
They question truths that people hold in society (GR – Stockholm) 
Curiosity to look beyond what you see. You can also be a natural scientist, but here 
it’s more about humans and how we interact (JSG – Lund) 

Profitable in social sciences, properties mentioned so far can be part of a 
scholastic disposition: a scholastic perspective entails a singular viewpoint of an 
above spectator with the ability to abstract reality and define its boundaries 
(Bourdieu, 2000: 22). From a ‘bird perspective’, sociologists would be able to 
question truths people normally hold. This disposition to knowledge is 
grounded on ‘being curious’, which is equated to a similar disposition of natural 
scientists: the sociological eye is seen as a methodical and systematic relation to 
the social world that distinguish it from an ordinary understanding: 

Analytic, methodical, abstract. I don’t incorporate things like values and feelings. 
You get desensitize when you study for this long. Organizations gonna have values 
they work with. When you’re analytical, you can disregard values. They are goals, 
but that doesn’t mean shit (LS – Linnaeus) 

A long process of inculcation fosters the internalization of principles of the 
cultural arbitrary, which are reproduced in other settings (Bourdieu and 
Passeron, 1990: 31). This master’s student, with a long inculcation, conceives 
the transformation into sociologist as a ‘desensitizing’ for an ability of laying 
aside values and feelings that may influence the understanding of society. As a 
disciplinary habitus, this determines an analytical and methodical position 
ideally taken by sociologists. By this way, they are represented as subjected to 
scientific principles in a production of social knowledge that should disregard a 
commitment to values or norms; even when performing in organizations 
advocating them. 
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Another property commonly linked to sociologists is empathy. Most 
informants pointed it as a required skill for a sociologist, determining an ideal 
relation to people beyond science itself: 

To have empathy. If you try to understand what they say, how they act and react, 
you [can] help them. It’s important to be a human person. There are different 
problems you have to know and find creative solutions (EV – Lund & Kristianstad) 
You can place yourself in the situation of people you help. You need not only 
sympathy, but empathy. Try to deepen what they are living. You do not need only to 
talk about laws, nor only to stimulate a change. You need to put yourself at their 
level. Otherwise, you can never help them (DC – Stockholm) 

Empathy as a necessity is broadly recognized, closely related to an open-mind 
and an ability to grasp different perspectives. A possibility of placing oneself 
into other’s position is allowed by a detached relation from one’s own position6. 
But, this empathy is not always seen as an end itself. Both mature students with 
working experience in development and social care conceive this empathetic 
relation to people as a condition for helping them by understanding their actual 
necessities. Some students stress sociology not only as a knowledge on the social 
world, but also as an activity with potential effects on its development: 

A doctor finds what a patient suffers through understanding when telling different 
symptoms. It’s the same way sociologists work: try to understand how society 
works through people who live there, when they tell this happens because of this, 
how history has been, and what they imagine as the future and what hinders them. 
So, you try to diagnose different societies (FG – Umeå) 

By an analogy, this program student compares sociologists and physicians. For 
her, the sociologist ‘diagnoses’ society and, based on it, suggests solutions. This 
solution-making is grounded in a combination of ideal properties of the 
sociologist: open-minded, objective and detached, unbiased, multi-perspective, 
and empathy. It is worth to say that, while such features are widely recognized, 
the solving-ability is not a universal belief. Interestingly, those advocating this 
orientation have been involved in social welfare or development areas at 
different points of their trajectory, where they may have produced such 
disposition transferred into sociology. As one excerpt remarks, this is conferred 
a symbolic value of ‘being a human person’ by helping people, which enters the 
space of struggles for determining collective expectations for sociologists. 

The habitus is not always immediately adjusted to the field when its 
conditions of production can foster dispositions not adapted to new conditions 
of application and its collective expectations (Bourdieu, 2000: 160). As an 
‘outsider’7 whose habitus is produced in another field and may create a 
                                                   
 
6 An ability for mentally locating oneself in other’s position (Bourdieu, 1999: 613) was considered as a 
necessary reflection for interviewing [See: Prior considerations – seeking for the subjective and reflexivity]. 
Elements articulated in theoretical and methodological reflections can be also embedded in everyday 
constructions as collective understandings and expectations of sociology. This recalls the necessity of an 
awareness on how the positioning of the research can also use assumptions deeply rooted in the field. 
7 Davies (2008) reflects how individuals located in margins can be seen as ‘good informants’ since their 
position can be similar to ethnographers as ‘outsiders’, being more aware of assumptions of a social setting 
they do not fully conform (p.90). It can be related also to a disposition of agents in such positions for 
collaborating in social research as informants, struggling for making visible a perspective on the field. 
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dissonance, the social anthropology student raises a critique to how sociologists 
conduct their practices: 

Sociology is not very culturally relativistic. It needs to be more relative on its own 
standpoint in society because it’s very coloured by political ideology. You can’t 
protect the system when you criticize it. Sociologists have a problem because, if you 
study society, you can’t say society is bad, but it’s how it is (BTK – Lund) 

Beyond a struggle in the field of disciplines, this also express a conflict of the 
objectivity in sociology. This student brings up an ethical component that 
questions the observational position assumed by sociologists: sociology face a 
dilemma of protecting or criticizing society, defined as irreconcilable poles. In a 
way, this reactivates an opposition of a policy sociology close to the state and a 
critical sociology questioning it. Tacitly in a critical stance close to 
disadvantaged groups, the problem is defined as a lack of awareness, or 
‘honesty’, when advocating this objectivity in a politicization of the discipline. 
This may be consistent with his appreciation of sociology as a pragmatic asset 
for future educational or occupational purposes since it is more objectively 
adapted to an established order than anthropology that, being culturally 
relativistic, would be more disposed to adopt a critical position in the social 
space. 

Partial remarks – rationalizing the investment and the sociologist 
Looking at the application to higher education enabled to notice differences in 
the deployment of habitus when facing the field. The ranking of options may 
indicate the illusio produced in the relation of the discipline and their 
dispositions: sociology occupied a more prominent place for students aiming at 
a program; for those in courses, sociology was into a complex set of alternatives, 
not always with preponderance. But, similarities emerged in their strategies due 
to the interaction of subfields of higher education and capital, especially 
academic: some informants intended to enter other areas – mainly psychology 
or political sciences – for which they did not have required grades. Sociology 
appeared as an alternative with a relatively lower status in the hierarchy of 
programs and easier access, but demanding a rationalization for making it 
subjectively significant. What informants knew on the discipline when applying 
was normally unclear, which to some extent made possible a concession of 
multiple meanings to the choice: while some looked it as a place of exploration 
in an uncertainty of what to do and a necessity for attending university, others 
saw it in a more pragmatic attitude towards the labour market and a need of 
resources, either a diploma or marketable skills. Few students, precisely those 
receiving a sociology course at gymnasium, had a clearer idea of the domain, but 
still a general understanding. As doxic elements, justifications conferred 
academic and social force to their choice in an interest in broader knowledge of 
society and, for some, working with people. Also, rationalizing the choice of 
sociology accounted for a boundary-making in the field of disciplines. 

As knowledge and meanings grounding the choice vary, investments 
reflected different relations to sociology. A principle of differentiation was the 
recognition of the field as worth playing, separating students by degrees of 
commitment or conviction (Nylander and Melldahl, 2015: 88). Those investing 
in a program constructed their decision on a stronger professional identity and a 
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possibility of obtaining a clearer idea of occupational options to compensate an 
uncertainty of a field perceived as unemployable. Similarly, an anticipation to 
the labour market motivated students in programs with sociology as an 
orientation, anchoring an abstract discipline in a concrete area of application. 
For course students, the investment reflected a weaker illusio in diverse forms: 
some unexpectedly arrived to the field due to the pandemic and a closure of 
spaces other than education, having a hesitant orientation (p.91) and not 
necessarily seeing themselves in sociology in the future. Other informants opted 
for a sociology course in a larger strategy, defining themselves as holistic. These 
students are outsiders that, not having a hesitant orientation to sociology since 
it is seen as a pragmatic asset, do not completely commit in it because their 
main investment is done in another field. The vagueness of the orientation to 
sociology, together with its dispersion in higher education, allows an 
accommodation of different interests, investments and strategies. Thus, 
sociology is constituted as a subfield of available options within higher 
education, where students deploy different position-takings with both practical 
and symbolic value in the construction of their trajectory. 

The figure of sociologist was at stake. Despite differences in knowledge and 
investment, a bridge was constructed on collective agreements and expectations 
working as symbolic capital ideally embodied in the position (Bourdieu, 1982: 
102): open-minded, ability to capture the diversity, the questioning of truths, an 
analytical stance, and empathy made part of a set of agreed qualities. Like a field 
always at stake, partly dissimilar habitus produced different appreciations on its 
object, which leads to disagreements: a critique to objectivity by the outsider 
from social anthropology can be highlighted, bringing up an opposition of 
position-takings within sociology. Another divergence emerged on a solution-
making in practices of sociologists as an application of knowledge for improving 
people’s conditions. This is not hold as necessary for all, but mainly by those 
that have been or would be involved in welfare and development areas. Given 
this, it is possible to explore how informants make meaning of their choice, 
considering similarities and differences of their perception and investments, 
translating and constructing this into aspirations in the occupational structure. 

Looking at the future – aspirations and expectations 
After examining the preamble of choice and the encounter with sociology in 
higher education, it seems pertinent to inquire how informants imagine their 
future. This third part seeks for aspirations and expectations through which 
sociology students construct a ‘fate’ in the occupational structure. For this 
purpose, interviewees were asked on different aspects: knowledge on available 
positions for sociologists, perceptions on which positions are generally sought 
by sociology students, a position they aspire in relation to this training, and 
perspectives on an academic career. This latter is of interest since the historical 
review of the discipline showed a symbolic prevalence of academic investments. 
As in the prior section, this part cannot be understood in isolation since 
dispositions and appreciations from the prelude of the choice and the encounter 
with sociology make part of a sequence in which informants construct a 
meaningful narrative –or at least try it. Hence, it is expected that similarities 
and differences, as well as the incertitude raised in the choice, are expressed in 
how they build up their future in relation to sociology. The principle of 
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organization in the space of aspirations is primarily the position-taking of 
informants on the practice of sociology. For this, a distinction of forms of 
sociology in the division of labour posited by Burawoy (2007) can be helpful: 
professional, policy, public and critical sociology; which must be understood in 
their relation as open-ended positions whose boundaries are always at stake. 
The commitment to the field, as well as social origin that is translated into 
dispositions for producing such conviction, continues exerting an effect on the 
formation of aspirations. But, the central stake in this section is the practice of 
sociology or, rather, the imagining of such practices in narratives of informants. 

Labour market perceptions – positions and general aspirations 
Choices in higher education relate to labour market since educational 
credentials objectively correspond to occupational positions and values 
associated to them (Ball et al., 2002: 60). Prior research has found that students 
have knowledge on the structure of rewards in the labour market, either implicit 
or explicit, that orient their educational decision (Cebula and Lopes, 1982; 
Hallaby, 2003). The intention is to explore how informants acknowledge 
occupational sites for sociologists in an intersubjective meaning-making in 
which shared beliefs are deployed. The uncertainty seems to permeate the 
orientation to labour market. Regardless the type of investment and 
commitment, a shared appreciation is a mixture of general notions and an 
unfamiliarity of concrete workplaces: 

There are analyst, researcher, or municipalities and state, different organizations 
and institutions. But, it sounds very abstract and it’s difficult to see a position. I 
have a general idea and I will get a more specific the more I study. I feel you can do 
almost anything and nothing. It’s really difficult to pinpoint (JR – Lund) 
Not directly. You can work at universities, maybe in gymnasium, if you work as a 
teacher, researcher or scientist. But, you should be able to work in an organization 
and NGOs (CBK – Lund) 

Sociologists can do ‘anything’ and ‘nothing', assumed as a difficulty for pointing 
specific places. Even lacking clarity, associations do not go everywhere. Acts of 
institution, as inculcation of a discipline, are intended to dispose agents to 
predestined objects (Bourdieu, 1982, 61), which impacts on the recognition of 
potential paths. Informants describe common positions and tasks: teaching and 
researching appear as suitable places. Besides, some occupational sectors 
emerge, as organizations in public and private sectors. The social anthropology 
student, pragmatically seeing sociology, thinks this training is likely to lead to a 
public-sector occupation: 

If you stick in sociology and educate in similar fields, you probably work in the 
public sector, or maybe as therapist. Not a proper psychologist-therapist, but a 
school therapist to coach for youth. I have a perception it’s a very socially-oriented 
job, public sector field (BTK – Lund) 

This association is not striking given the role of the state in the establishment of 
social sciences in Sweden (Magdalenić, 2004: 52). In the postwar, sociology was 
seen as a valuable for a better understanding of society of civil servants (Larsson 
and Magdalenić, 2015: 15), close to a policy sociology producing knowledge for 



Ricardo Cevallos: Rationalizing sociology as an educational strategy 

 

 

57 
 

the solution of problems defined by the state (Burawoy, 2007: 243). Moreover, 
the idea of application of sociological skills in therapy areas can show a link to 
psychology, reasons to see sociology as a substitute – in case of non-admission – 
or a supplement for it. It should be recalled the influence of the American model 
in the early years of the discipline, in which the relation of sociology and social 
psychology was stressed in theories and methods (Larsson, 2008: 247). There is 
an overlapping of sociology to this professional area in the practical sense, 
although with different status and recognition. 

This is not the only superposition of sociology to other occupations. The 
closeness to the state and its welfare agencies has furthered other ideas of 
working places for sociologists. Especially for course students, the sociologist is 
often merged with the socionom –or social worker: 

All kind of social work, either with people to help them with their lives, or establish 
models or procedures to help others (ER – Umeå) 
There is a need for social workers. If you want to work with people, you can do it in 
treatment homes, jails, children with problems, women beaten by partners, 
coaching. You need psychology, not just sociology (EV – Lund & Kristianstad) 

Social work programs have integrated sociology in a negotiation of academic 
and vocational aspects, intended for those aiming at positions as social workers 
or local administrators (Olofsson, 2012: 8). The introduction of sociology in 
programs for welfare professions could favour this occupational overlapping. 
The discipline is seen as a useful tool outside the academic sphere, a public 
sociology establishing a dialogue of sociologists to publics on key issues in 
public life (Burawoy, 2007: 244). For this, the application of sociological 
knowledge aims at working with and helping people, normally in 
interdisciplinary frames. 

In addition to knowledge on occupational sites, informants rendered a 
concern on the applicability of sociology in the labour market. Since strategies 
are practical implementations of resources as knowledge (Bourdieu and 
Lamaison, 1985), different degrees of uncertainty on sociology shape how 
individuals rationalize their choices. Already said, a student of urban and 
regional planning with orientation in sociology recognized he did not choose a 
strict sociology program on an awareness of difficulties in the transition into 
working life due to the abstract level of the discipline. A master’s student also 
referred to this: 

There are jobs you can get, but often so broad. I am in a program for leadership and 
the student union to get experience. My studies have given me some organizational 
perspective I used and can work in the future. I had these perspectives when I 
worked, those being sociological. [Employers] might say I have relevant experience 
founded in sociology, ways of thinking society (LS – Linnaeus) 

Available jobs are seen as broad and not explicitly requiring sociologists, as 
project manager that is not exclusive for them. For a better occupational 
insertion, this informant partakes in activities as leadership education and 
student bodies, gaining experiences perhaps more valued by employers than 
sociology itself. Laws governing a field cannot be imposed in other fields 
(Bourdieu, 2000: 96), thus principles and values reigning either sociology or 
higher education do not always coincide with demands of the labour market. 
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For anticipating this latter, sociology is not enough and other assets are 
acquired in for making oneself more marketable. Although this student saw a 
relation of sociological perspectives to organizational areas where he has been 
involved, employers seldom recognize it. This can point a tense relation of 
imperatives of higher education and the occupational structure that also 
influences educational choices. 

After exploring potential occupational sites, informants were asked about 
how sociology students generally orient to the working field. Habitus 
incorporates the nomos of a field, producing practices adjusted to its principles 
and evaluations of actions of other agents (Bourdieu, 2000: 143). This intends 
to examine perceptions of common aspirations in this subfield of higher 
education. It is worth recalling evaluations determine values and sort things in a 
hierarchical structure (Lamont et al., 2014: 593). Separating program and 
course students may be useful not only because of the investment in the field, 
but also as a division stressed by the former. Program students perceive most 
peers ‘stumble into sociology’, sharing a lack of knowledge on what to do with 
this training: 

It really varies. Some don’t know what they’re doing here. They just happen to 
stumble upon this and now they’re here (AZ – Uppsala) 
The only person that have an idea is the one that would not finish the program. She 
would do three semesters to study journalism. She would do some sociology, but 
not have a bachelor’s in sociology. She’s the only with a clear idea (JR – Lund) 

As a joke, a student noticed the only with some clarity regarding the future is a 
student that will not finish the sociology program. Instead, she will use it as a 
springboard for entering another professional field. Informants assume the role 
of evaluators of convictions of their peers, mainly describing them in a hesitant 
orientation marked by the ambiguity and the consideration of other programs 
(Nylander and Melldahl, 2015: 91). Sociology is not the main investment in their 
educational strategy. An uncertainty characterizing the entry to sociology seems 
to permeate the relation to the labour market, if remaining in the field. 
Similarly, other program students – one in urban and regional planning – 
resorted to a distinction to those in freestanding courses for explaining what 
students aim with studies in sociology: 

Most seem to have applied to sociology because of the epidemic. There are not 
many jobs after secondary school now. Then, some really try to understand how 
people and societies function. They want to make change in the world. Those have 
applied to the program (FG – Umeå) 
People doing a course do it mostly to do or study something. They find sociology 
interesting. I think some people find that useful. But, I could see the decrease of 
people from the A to the B course (NA – Lund) 

Habitus can produce ill-adaptations to a field (Bourdieu, 2000: 162), which is 
assessed by other participants in the field. Their impressions of course students 
refer to a lack of long-term sense in sociology. Programs students depict 
themselves as insiders well acknowledged of the field and its demands 
(Nylander and Melldahl, 2015: 97), moved by an interest in understanding and 
changing society. While students taking sociology as a course are seen as 
temporary individuals in the field, either for an absence of working options in 



Ricardo Cevallos: Rationalizing sociology as an educational strategy 

 

 

59 
 

the pandemic or a necessity to do something in which sociology seems 
interesting only in short-term, which relates to a decrease of students across 
levels. Sociology may not be a serious investment for course students, evaluated 
as a weak illusio for the field. These accounts have constructed divergences to 
peers, but not actually pointed concrete positions to which students generally 
aspire. Some references are given by a master’s student about her former 
classmates at bachelor level: 

Strategic positions, to see things from different perspectives because we’re good at 
that. Organizations need our knowledge to analyse and help them to understand 
that a problem doesn’t always have one solution (EMG – Linnaues) 

For her, people normally enrol in sociology for occupying ‘strategic’ positions in 
organizations where sociologists are required for analysing and understanding 
problems from diverse angles. These tasks, fitting with commonly agreed 
properties of sociologists, are depicted as necessary for organizations handling 
with social issues. Contrary to her that enrolled the master’s, most of her former 
classmates are involved in organizations at municipal or state level. However, 
beyond these organizational levels, the evaluation of what others aim at doing 
with their training in sociology remains largely unknown, perhaps related to an 
uncertainty of working positions for sociologists. 

Among course informants, some do not have idea on what sociology 
students aim at working with because of a low interaction in the pandemic 
context. But, they partly agree that most sociology students perceive problems 
in society and want to change them, normally related to a disposition for helping 
people: 

Some wanna work in the government, but more social protection agencies. So, 
many have same aspirations as people in socionom: public sector (BTK – Lund) 
Maybe in the state and different advertising companies. About big part of the 
working you could apply for with sociology is statistics (GÖ – Lund) 

Identifying locates individuals in certain paths in the structure of opportunities 
(Lamont et al., 2014: 589). Pointing dispositions of sociology students, some 
occupational sites emerge: sociology students often seek for state or 
governmental agencies for addressing this interest in working for and with 
people. Their aspirations would reproduce a close relation of the discipline to 
the welfare state, in which sociologists are often seen as social workers. Other 
place perceived as sought by sociology students is NGOs, where they can also 
contribute for solving social problems. In addition, perceived aspirations also 
involve statistical analyses in these organizations. This may relate to recent 
developments of sociology in Sweden in which quantitative research generating 
statistics for governmental authorities and policy-makers have gained ground as 
a market strategy of sociological expertise (Larsson and Magdalenić, 2015: 58). 
Altogether, a common aspiration would be a blending of policy sociology solving 
problems for the state with public sociology engaged in public discussions on 
problems of public life (Burawoy, 2007: 243–244) for helping people. Although 
a recognition of more academic positions for sociologists is mentioned, 
informants do not register aspirations to them in the student body. It remains to 
know the self-positioning of each informant in this space of aspirations. 
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Self-imagining the future – the aspired occupation 
Identification also places oneself in a trajectory with correspondent positions 
and objects (p.589). The intention is to delve on students’ aspirations, 
understood as an individual embodiment of collective values and beliefs 
imagining a future position informed by the current position (Fuller, 2009: 26). 
Asking on desired occupational sites, informants rendered imagined positions 
expressing preferences and self-competences. This does not always coincide 
with aspirations perceived for most sociology students, perhaps an attempt of 
distinction from an ordinary path. The diversity of social and academic 
backgrounds, as well as the commitment to the field, triggered varied 
aspirations. The capacity for navigating to the future relates to the occupied 
social position and its resources: advantaged individuals have a clearer 
knowledge on necessary steps for realizing aspirations, while disadvantaged 
struggle with diffuse knowledge on it (Gale and Parker, 2015: 88). Different 
degrees of uncertainty and conviction to sociology affect how informants 
imagine themselves: some can construct a meaningful imagined future in the 
discipline, but others are more cautious on it. 

It is possible to find some common places in which informants can project 
an occupational future. The position of analyst is one of them: 

An organization that works with residence and housing, analysing the city and 
trying to improve people’s right. But, I don’t know if a company, NGO, or state 
institution. I would like to work with the social aspect of housing. Sociology would 
be a useful analytical tool (NA – Lund) 
I have always been interested in adolescence and citizenship. The ‘Swedish Agency 
for Youth and Civil Society’ is a state organization with a lot of sociologists. They 
probably know what I’m good at. They investigate phenomena on youth and civil 
society with scientific approach. It would be a suiting job because it’s a field I have 
interest and I’m good in analytic, argumentation, investigation (EMG – Linnaeus) 

Both students share an aspiration to analysts. A difference lies on the accuracy 
of knowledge on where to fulfil it: the student in urban and regional planning, 
preferring to work with social aspects of housing, do not exactly figure out 
where to do it. The other is a master’s student that, having made an internship 
in a state organization in her bachelor, already knows a concrete place for 
combining her interest in adolescence and citizenship with a scientific approach. 
As said, a perceived benefit of a program is the conveyance of knowledge on the 
labour market for clarifying the future, being professional practices an instance 
for it. This can be seen as a social capital at work in the formation of aspirations: 
the membership to a group implies a collective promotion of shared objectives 
(Fuller, 2009: 19). Since sociologists are already working for this organization, it 
may be an established position whose virtues are known and create a niche for 
the group that, in turn, update potential paths. Also, aspirations are informed by 
a self-assessment of competences to perform tasks of a position (Correll, 2004: 
110): this organization may know for what a sociologist is ‘good at’, properties 
through which she portrays herself. The encounter of habitus and field is 
meaningful when a practical comprehension enables an anticipation (Bourdieu, 
2000: 142). Imagining the future, aspirations are produced in the encounter of a 
field of occupational options defined by a knowledge on it and a self-evaluation 
of correspondence to their dispositions and skills. 
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Within a public sociology, another element is the relation of being an 
‘analyst’ to an interest in improving people’s lives in different aspects as housing 
or citizenship. The disposition to help people is defined in varied ways: 

I would like analyst because I like all data: qualitative, quantitative. I don’t want to 
work with humans, they are complicated. I enjoy methodological discussions. State 
levels need proper sociological help because it’s their responsibility most societal 
problems. That needs social theory and methodology. State level organizations 
work with people. We need to help them correctly (LS – Linnaeus) 

A link of sociology to a desire to improve social conditions was already present 
in the early 20th century (Larsson and Magdalenić, 2015: 9) and in the postwar 
institutionalization of the discipline (Sohlberg, 2000: 355). As an inherited 
feature, helping people is a common motivation in those aspiring to be analysts 
in organizations. But, how sociology is implemented for it is individually 
redefined. Burawoy (2007) distinguishes forms of public sociology that can be 
useful for understanding it: a ‘traditional public sociology’ engages with broad 
and anonymous audience at distance, mainly from universities (p.253). Seeing 
the state as a potential working site, this master’s student would prefer a job 
where he contributes to people at distance, as a data analyst, rather than in close 
contact. However, other students understand differently the relation to people: 

I can work in ‘socialen’, A reason I chose sociology was that, independent what job, 
it’s good to have back information on different ways of viewing society. Because I 
want to work with people, it’s good to have a bit of sociology (CAJ – Lund) 

Contrarily, an ‘organic public sociology’ refers to a direct and close relation to 
local and active publics that seek for experts for solving immediate needs 
(Burawoy, 2007: 254). This course student imagines working in social services 
as a suitable alternative for her interest in working with people in the field. This 
does not entail a distancing, but a direct interaction in which sociology is seen as 
a key asset for capturing multiple perspectives. Aspirations cannot be 
understood as closed structures determined by a normative framework, but 
subjective interpretations influenced by individually held resources (Baker, 
2017: 1212). Thus, the occupational aspiration that each informant constructs in 
sociology partly relies on the individual understanding of the discipline that 
defines which paths become meaningful within the space of available positions. 

So far, most narratives address aspirations to public spheres. Educational 
choices relate to the occupational structure and its distribution of values, as a 
distinction of public and private professions (Ball et al., 2002: 60). Job values 
are a product of a negotiation of rewards and risks in the labour market, in 
which a bureaucratic orientation pools modest rewards and a minimization of 
risks (Halaby, 2003: 257). The inclination to the public sphere may rely on the 
fact that some state organizations already have sociologists working for them, 
without laying aside the historical closeness to the Swedish state. Public sector 
may be a more naturalized path that, displaying more opportunities, appears as 
reasonable and realistic. Indeed, an informant described it as a ‘more secure’ 
job. But, not all are attracted by the public area, questioning this as a necessary 
association: 
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Public sector stands down because different opinions make hard to proceed in a 
direction. You’re pulled back, to the right, the left, depending on what the public 
thinks. It doesn’t feel you’re in control of your work, but taking orders (AL – Lund) 
I would like to work either as human resources or consultant for the social 
workplace environment (…) [Sociology] is the key to understand patterns of people 
and how they function. I think it is the key to be good manager (IA – Lund) 

A student of human ecology with sociological orientation appreciate the public 
service as a space with political interest and hierarchies where one ‘takes 
orders’. This opens a consideration for the private sector. Some course students 
imagine as meaningful an educational investment in sociology for this sector, 
maybe better grasped in relation to their trajectory: having studied business and 
management or worked in managerial positions in commercial areas, they 
appreciate a utility of sociological knowledge for organizational aspects in 
private workplaces. Opposing to the bureaucratic, this can be partly seen as an 
entrepreneurial orientation: an expectation for higher returns with a 
maximization of risks (Hallaby, 2003: 257). Although a widely agreed 
recognition that monetary returns did not orient the choice, sociology has not 
been similarly established in the private sector as in the state, which entail a 
larger risk. However, risks are downplayed since sociology is an additive asset 
for a larger strategy centered in another qualification or experience that seems 
more natural for the private domain. Contrasting to ‘taking orders’ of public 
sector, a leadership position is an aspiration to occupy strategic sites for 
understanding and improving working conditions in which sociology would be a 
key for being a good manager. 

Mature students describe a particular relation of education and occupation. 
They have combined for a relatively long period educational investments, 
mainly in courses, and working. For them, imagining an occupation in relation 
to sociology studies seems indivisible from their current labour position: 

[Sociology] gives me inspiration. It’s something I can use in my work. I can take 
things I’m studying back to school and use it. It’s dialectical. Sociology gives me 
inspiration, but my work also gives me motivation to study more (TH – Lund) 

This social science teacher provides with meaning to his sociology studies in his 
working trajectory. For him, sociology and teaching mutually inspire. That was 
similar for students working in development and social welfare, whose purpose 
in these studies was an enhancement of current tasks. Aspirations refer to 
idealistic values independent of socioeconomic conditions, while expectations 
denote an evaluation grounded on the actual condition and concrete values in 
the occupied position (Khattab, 2015: 733). Sociology became a feasible option 
as a knowledge for improving an already held position in the occupational field. 
Rather than aspirations, the expectation of these informants does not involve an 
anticipation to enter the labour market, but a strategy after an evaluation and a 
necessity inscribed in their current occupational position. 

Academic career – imagining in a world apart 
In addition to already mentioned sites, there is still another imagined future: an 
academic career. The historical account of sociology in Sweden emphasizes its 
practice at university and allows to visualize a field defined by an academic 
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hierarchy (Larsson and Magdalenić, 2015). The ambition to ‘sociologist per se’ 
was already seen in the 60s among few students in sociology that, rather than in 
public or private sector, sought for a position in the academic market (Boalt and 
Abrahamsson, 1977: 107). Despite an expansion into other occupational areas, 
sociology primarily remains as an academic field, recognized by some 
informants, whose investments and aspirations may be evaluated in the 
distance to this norm: 

Social work gives a paper to work. But, sociology is abstract and fluid. I was critical 
to why to build a [sociology] program, just for money. Big part of the work you can 
apply with sociology is statistics. That’s not fun. So, I dislike this idea of working at 
the market with sociology. I don’t want to work. I want to be a scientist, an 
academic. Lector, I want to educate. Many want to work with statistics, to use their 
education with boring jobs. I want to analyse theories (GÖ – Lund) 

Contrary to those linking social work and sociology, this student is critical to it. 
For him, who combines sociological courses with history of ideas, sociology is 
alien to the labour market and its monetary exchanges. As said, the interplay of 
vocational and academic aspects in higher education is mirrored in individual 
rationalizations of choices and aspirations: a more vocational orientation seeks 
for practical skills for entering the labour market, while a more academic 
orientation aims at acquiring some cultural capital towards distinctive 
sociocultural settings (Goyette and Mullen, 2006: 526). This student rejects 
practical associations of sociology that constitute the appeal for others, as an 
involvement in state agencies or statistical analyses. They are not ‘fun’, 
reinforcing his argument that sociology is not a work in strict sense. Labelling 
them as ‘boring’ partly confers a lower symbolic value to applications of 
sociology other than theoretical analyses in academic spaces. He aspires to be a 
scientist or a lecturer, positions seen as external to the labour market. 

Education has become relevant in the evaluation of opportunities in which 
the value of each individual is defined (Baker, 2017: 1204). Educational 
credentials relate to certain positions in the occupational structure (Ball et al., 
2002: 60), working as an institution that define a correspondence of objects and 
agents appropriating them (Bourdieu, 1982: 61). Asking about educational 
aspirations, most informants define their educational horizon in the completion 
of a master’s degree, perceived as a useful asset for obtaining a position in the 
labour market. But, those with an ambition for an academic career 
simultaneously points an aspiration in pursuing doctoral studies, which seem 
the key to this other world of academia: 

I want a PhD because I like teaching. Not teaching people don’t wanna be taught as 
all basic education, but in higher education. I’m not sure about research. It’s 
interesting, I don’t know if I’m good at (…) we’ve been very critical about society. 
What I found difficult is people may not hear there is something wrong and you 
need to change. A very critical perspective is not attractive to everyone (JR – Lund) 

The self-evaluation of competences affects aspirations (Correl, 2004: 110), 
signalling not only which spaces are adequate for self-perceived skills but also 
internal routes in them. For this student, a PhD opens the gate for the academic 
world and its serious education, where she would like to teach. She ideally 
positions herself into a more educational aspect of academia rather than 
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research, where she does not know if she is ‘good at’. This distinction of research 
and teaching need to be understood in a disciplinary context: research has been 
located as the dominant value in the field, while teaching has occupied a 
secondary place (Larsson and Magdalenić, 2015: 68). This may produce a sense 
of teaching as a safer path in the aspirational space, while not renouncing at all 
pursuing research. Besides, her imagined future takes position in a type of 
critical sociology that questions normative assumptions (Burawoy, 2007: 244), 
which finds its ideal place in higher education since it may be hardly accepted in 
other domains. To this point, an academic career in sociology is conceived as a 
commitment to critical and theoretical knowledge far from market applications. 

As said, the ability for navigating depends on the social position and 
resources acquired in the social trajectory for accomplishing aspirations (Gale 
and Parker, 2015: 88). An academic trajectory emerges as self-evident for these 
students in relation to their knowledge on the field and how to arrive to such 
position. Interestingly, they have built a comprehension of sociology since 
gymnasium, where they had a specific course that could influence on the 
formation of an illusio and commitment to the game. But, how do those 
misrecognizing this as an imagined trajectory perceive an academic career? 
Why does this path not become appealing?  

I wouldn’t be disciplined to be a scientist. Seeing and reading what they’ve written, 
I cannot make the cut of being good enough to be desirable in the research market. 
It feels I’m not very good at writing, researching, and reading (AZ – Uppsala) 
I don’t feel secure for an academic career. I lack self-confidence because it involves 
teaching, that scares. Like a student, how shall I educate somebody? We do 
research every day and know what to do. But, to educate somebody else when I feel 
a student, I don’t know how to handle it (EMG – Linnaeus) 

Self-evaluations do not only recognize reasonable and unreasonable options, 
but also their position in a hierarchical structure with its distribution of 
properties (Lamont et al., 2014: 593). These students deploy similar motives for 
not imagining an academic career: lacking qualities perceived as central in the 
academic practice of sociology. Fields and positions select agents with 
compatible dispositions to their demands (Bourdieu, 2000: 100): ‘being a 
scientist’ would entail a discipline that one informant assesses himself as devoid 
of. Researching does not entail a problem for the other student, but teaching 
‘scares’ her due to a lack of self-confidence. The absence of such qualities make 
them imaginatively avoid this trajectory. The imaginative encounter of their 
habitus with an academic field is not constructed as totally meaningful, 
producing a feeling of ‘not being good enough’ for it. This is not seen as a matter 
of knowledge affecting scientific competences, but practical and social aspects 
that make of it an ‘unsafe’ place. This limits their imagination, aspiring both to 
state organizations for applying their sociological skills. 

Narratives contain cultural representations and classification of the world 
individuals imagine living in (Lamont and Swidler, 2014: 157). In this 
imagination, aspirations are linked to different investments and rewards. To 
some extent, educational and occupational choices are also a choice of taste or 
lifestyle (Ball et al., 2002: 53), which in turn delimits aspirations. Talking about 
an academic career, a common idea among informants is to make doctoral 
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studies. Pursuing them can be seen as a dilatation of the student life, triggering 
other appreciations and hesitations for this path: 

You can study a PhD, that would be awesome. But, it’s the money. I don’t want to 
live in a minimum for so long. That’s what brings it down. I’m like fifty-fifty. I could 
see myself, but still I want to work (FA – Lund) 
I maybe want, but it feels it’s not much of opportunities for PhDs in Sweden in 
sociology. I have done three theses and I will do my fourth. I don’t really know if I 
can stand another. If I fantasize, it sounds really interesting (LS – Linnaeus) 

Aspirations relate to strategies of reproduction for maximizing the benefit of 
resources by conversions into more profitable assets in aspired fields (Bourdieu, 
1986: 253). Far from disinterested, educational choices and aspirations contain 
a sense of investment. Being a PhD student represents mobilizing resources or 
temporary disengaging with an acquisition of other assets. The first student is 
concerned with her economy as student since she does not want to live in the 
minimum. While not discarding pursuing an academic path, she prefers to 
‘work’. Similarly, a master’s student who, having already done thesis projects, is 
quite dubious on engaging into a new one. Besides, he deploys an awareness of 
the doctoral market in Sweden, not finding much alternatives in sociology and, 
perhaps, augmenting a feeling of competition. These factors produce a hesitant 
orientation in an ambiguous relation and weak illusio (Nylander and Melldahl, 
2015: 97) to the academic game in sociology, limiting the conviction in it. 
Doctoral studies can represent a valuable capital, but always in relation to how 
and where these students imagine themselves: they have considered an 
academic career, but not as a priority over other organizational spaces as 
analysts or leaders where a PhD may not have a similar effect. Likewise, their 
accounts encompass both doxic and habituated aspirations, combining 
dominant cultural views with positioned assets and values (Gale and Parker, 
2015: 85); or aspirations and expectations (Khattab, 2015: 733): the aspiration 
to a doctorate and the academic field is ideally present, a ‘fantasy’. But, they do 
not expect this certainly happens when assessing the concrete situation, 
interests and values inscribed in their position. 

While academic involvement can be a highly valued aspiration in sociology, 
this does not completely protect it from challenges. The legitimate principle of 
vision and division organizing a field, i.e. nomos, is continuously at stake across 
positions with a different understanding of its object (Bourdieu, 2000: 99). The 
prevalence of academic aspiration can be contested by students questioning it: 

Academia feels constricted. You have a program that you have to accomplish in a 
timeframe, like all jobs. But, it feels you could easily stay for years teaching the 
same subject without any progress as a person. I do not want that because life is 
about learning things and moving on (…) It’s very important to act in a way that not 
just sociologists understand, but normal people. It’s important to not just focus on 
writing analyses, but make a difference in the community. If normal people have 
enough information on things happening and why, people get some power and can 
actually change the world (FG – Umeå) 

This program student does not aspire to an academic career and raises a critical 
perspective to a perceived confinement of sociologists. This statement can be 
understood in the relational space of aspirations, in which different forms of 
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sociology converge: as Burawoy (2007) exemplified, public sociologists may 
criticize professional sociology as trivial and irrelevant, serving only for an 
academic careerism (p.245). For her, the essential of sociology is the interaction 
to people for empowering them by providing with knowledge that improve their 
lives. Researching or teaching without this contact outside university would not 
accomplish this social function, seen as the prime contribution of sociology. 
Because of this, she aspires to enrol an organization, either national or 
international, where she can be in daily contact with people for understanding 
and helping them rather than being pressured for publishing, a practice with an 
increased relevance in the current academic sociology (Larsson and Magdalenić, 
2015: 74). Her perception of an academic career shows an understanding of 
practices of sociologists that does not enclose them in an academic world, but an 
active engagement to an outside world similar to an organic public sociology. 

Partial remarks – splitting the occupational structure 
Despite a relative uncertainty of concrete positions in the labour market for 
sociologists, associations are not loosely produced and some occupational sites 
emerge. Informants distinguish an academic destination and labour market 
positions, depicted as separate worlds, already described in accounts of the 
discipline in the 60s (Boalt and Abrahamsson, 1977: 107). Evaluating what 
sociology students often aim, program students emphasize differences with 
course students: for them, those taking course do not seriously invest and lack a 
conviction to the field, arriving only in a necessity for doing something. But, as a 
doxa, both program and course students recognize on most sociology students a 
shared disposition to perceive social problems and a willingness to solve them. 
Likewise, both groups point the state and its agencies as the main employers of 
sociologists who, in turn, tend to seek for these places. 

About ideal occupational positions, it is important to recall that sociology is 
embedded in different ways in their trajectory, which entails varied knowledge 
on the field. Aspirations can be seen as an interaction of available opportunities 
and a self-evaluation of dispositions; i.e. the encounter of field and habitus. 
Those aspiring to the labour market had a concern on the applicability of 
sociology. For coping with a tension of higher education and labour market 
demands, different strategies are deployed: choosing a program in which 
sociology is an orientation in a more concrete area or engaging in come 
activities for acquiring experiences and resources more valued by employers. 
Among these students, different job aspirations emerged: the position of analyst 
in state organizations is recurrent insofar some agencies have already 
sociologists working, producing a sense of an established position and safer 
route. Different state levels seem more naturalized for sociologists that, often 
depicted as social workers, find a place to address a contribution to people in a 
mixture of policy and public sociology (Burawoy, 2007: 244). But, this public 
sociology is at stake on how to practice it: from a distant position of traditional 
public sociology to a close involvement of organic public sociology (p.254). 
Contrarily, job preferences against ‘taking orders’ and a seeming politicization 
generated aspirations to the private sector. Even though not clearly established 
in this sector, leadership or managerial positions are imagined sites where 
sociology is seen as a key element for a proper management. Regardless the 
occupational sector, their aspiration with sociology mostly relates to capturing 
and understanding different perspectives for enhancing conditions of the setting 
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they would be involved. Finally, a particular relation to labour market is 
established by mature students: studying sociology relies more on an 
expectation grounded on their current position than an aspiration conveying 
dominant cultural beliefs of what should be aspired. 

For those imagining an academic career, the applicability is not problematic 
since sociology is assumed as an academic practice. Their aspirations account 
for an internal segmentation of the academic sphere, in which a hierarchy 
dominated by researching over teaching is somehow reproduced in terms of 
safer investments. A concern is a distinction to a more vocational orientation in 
the discipline, especially to social work. Sociology is located outside labour 
market and its monetary exchange, almost rejecting its character as a wage 
work. The ‘sociologist per se’ embodies a more intellectual orientation that seeks 
for an apparently disinterested acquisition of knowledge that, being valuable for 
entering spaces other than labour market, is constructed as symbolically 
superior in a field with an academic hierarchy. Doctoral studies are often seen 
as a rite of institution demarcating the entrance to the academic world, the only 
place offering conditions for a real critical standing not always valued in other 
arenas. Opposing to the mixture of policy and public sociology, these informants 
represent themselves in a more critical and professional sociology (Burawoy, 
2007: 244). The perception of hierarchies is reinforced by rationalizations of 
students not seeing themselves in an academic career due to a sensation of ‘not 
being good enough’. An academic position can be a doxic aspiration, ideally 
present as a fantasy, but not always a habituated one after an assessment of 
actual conditions. Choices make part of strategies of reproduction for the 
maintenance of a lifestyle inscribed in the position, which implies both time and 
ways for appropriating this time in a profitable manner (Bourdieu, 1986: 253). 
Thereby, an aspiration for doctoral studies and academic career requires 
conditions for appreciating it as worth playing, i.e. a conviction to the game. 

As a subfield of higher education, it cannot be ignored that sociology – as 
well as its space of position-takings and aspirations – are constantly at stake by 
agents appreciating the same object in varied ways. A perception of an academic 
world isolated from reality is questioned as an obstacle for accomplishing a type 
of organic public sociology establishing contact and empowering people with 
knowledge driving to social changes. This normative or moral assertion of 
sociology as an instrument of social progress for improving life conditions of 
people can also work as a place of identification for individuals taking distance 
from this seeming isolation of sociologists. Considering all this, aspirations in 
sociology students is a meaning-making relying on a complex interaction of 
different elements as social position, prior educational and occupational 
experiences, job preferences, type of educational investment, self-assessment of 
competences, as well as the institutional organization of departments that 
provide them – or not – with knowledge for building a path. Besides, this is a 
space of struggles for symbolically positioning some aspirations over others. 

Disciplinary standing – is sociology a profession? 
The examination of the prelude of the educational choice, the encounter to 
sociology in higher education and future aspirations allowed to see different 
forms in which students rationalize a meaningful narrative, having different 
social positions, commitment to the field and perception of its practices. This 
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fourth part intends to explore perceptions of sociology in the professional field. 
This aspect was not initially considered in the interview guide, emerging as a 
topic of interest during the first interviews, which compelled its inclusion. To 
this end, interviewees were asked whether they consider sociology as a 
profession and to argue for it. During conversations, comparisons with other 
occupations were suggested for furthering the viewpoint of sociology in the 
professional landscape. What is at stake in this section is the professional status 
and jurisdiction of sociology, being the position-taking on it the principle for 
organizing informants and their accounts. Up to a point, the recognition of both 
status and jurisdiction in the system of professions seem to be related to the 
aspired position, which in turn is influenced by the commitment to sociology 
and the position regarding its practices. 

The professional field is a system of relations with a competition among 
occupational groups for dominating the application of certain knowledge 
(Abbott, 1988: 8). Given this, informants reflected in different ways the 
situation of sociology. As mentioned, some narratives draw on a distinction of 
academic and labour market professions. For some students, sociology can be 
only a profession in the academic field: 

Maybe I do a PhD and don’t have to apply for a job. But, there is not a clear 
trajectory. That’s the attractive of psychology: once you’re finished, you’re a 
psychologist and work as it. Everyone knows what a psychologist is. But, I don’t 
think people have a good idea of some sort of profession [in sociology] (JR – Lund) 
If you go on the labour market, you have a sociology mind-set, a way of thinking, 
analyse or discuss. But, not a profession if you don’t become a researcher or 
professor (EMG – Linnaeus) 

Both program students confine a professionalization of sociology in academic 
spaces. In the disciplinary practice, ‘professional sociology’ has been defined by 
research programs and an accountability to peers rather than public, having its 
own logic from where it obtains legitimacy (Burawoy, 2007: 252). This produces 
a jurisdiction, which entails a monopolization of activities (Abbot, 1988: 20): 
being a researcher, a professor or doing doctoral studies define professional 
trajectories for sociologists. Outside academia, sociologists would not find clear 
paths and, compared to educational degrees as psychologist, it is assumed a lack 
of recognized professional figures in society. Some informants struggle to 
visualize a practical application of sociology, which may relate to a perception 
that this training rather allows to pursue further educational projects in an 
allmänbildning that make sociology worth despite its unemployable character 
in the occupational field. Sociology is seen as a mind-set applicable in the labour 
market, but whose professionalism is confined to the academic field: 

Socionom is a profession and you need to study sociology. But, it’s not sociology 
that makes them better professionals. It’s the law. As a sociologist, I see a part of a 
profession (EV – Lund & Kristianstad) 
Not really a profession. Outside university, society lacks a need of sociologists. 
There’s higher need of social workers (GÖ – Lund) 

Comparisons to other professions are recurrent for describing the position of 
sociology. As rationalizations classify and sort the world, these accounts can be 
jurisdictional disputes where professional boundaries and status are at stake 
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(Abbott, 1988: 2). For these informants, the recognition as a profession is 
related to a social necessity for a specific task. Social work would be a profession 
because of a higher need in society. Sociology makes part of social work, but it is 
not seen as a whole profession. A distinction of labour market and an academic 
space alien to it arise again: ‘outside university’, sociology is not socially 
necessary. This course student criticizes sociology programs as a marketization 
for a jurisdiction in the labour market, a common argument from a combination 
of critical and professional sociology that discredit a public sociology engaging 
outside of academia as servile to its clients (Burawoy, 2007: 245). 

The broadness and relative absence of a concrete image in society are a 
common ground for those not seeing sociology as a profession, at least a 
complete one. This perspective, perhaps a concern, is mainly expressed by 
students that do not necessarily imagine academia in their future: 

I would say no, because I have no idea where I gonna apply for. I don’t feel like I 
have a job when I’m done (FA – Lund) 
It’s not like you go to a university and then you find a job as a teacher or doctor. 
But, if you try to find a job, you will find one. If you’re able to show to institutions 
the importance of sociology, they could open up it more (CBK – Lund) 

For some informants, the recognition of sociology as a profession is connected 
to the possibility of knowing where it can be applied in the occupational 
structure; that is, a jurisdiction. Comparing to physicians or teachers, sociology 
is not assumed as an already established profession in the labour market and 
those undergoing this training would not directly find a place in relation to their 
studies. Nevertheless, one student mentions the importance of striving for 
making visible the relevance of sociology across institutions for a more 
professionalized domain. A similar perspective is held by a master’s student: 

In Växjö, it’s becoming [a profession]. My bachelor has this practice in an 
organization. That helps for portraying sociologists as useful. This experience 
encourages those that later employ you, knowing what a sociologist can give. It also 
encourages the one studying because, when you get practical experiences, you can 
separate that you want to work with this based on knowledge and competences that 
a sociologist has. That is key in trying to make sociologists, if not a profession, 
someone known in the labour market (LS – Linnaeus) 

A repetitive insertion in organizations would foster a recognition of sociologists 
as people offering relevant services. This may clarify alternatives for students, 
which affect the space of aspirations. This can be seen as a mobilization of social 
capital for obtaining collective benefits by forming of social networks (Bourdieu, 
1986: 248), in which a jurisdiction for sociologists can be shaped. For this 
informant, sociology departments are important for endowing with more 
visibility and certainty to the sociologist in relation to organizations outside 
academia. This cannot be disconnected from his advocacy of programs as sites 
for constructing an identity with delimited knowledge and competences. For 
this, professional internships can weave a closer link to an extra-university 
labour market in a stronger professionalization. 

As seen, students imagining a future in the labour market expressed a 
concern on the applicability of sociology. This uncertainty is translated into how 
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students appreciate sociology in the professional landscape. As a field with 
different positions, this incertitude is evaluated in different ways: 

A less prestigious occupation. It hasn’t been professionalized as a doctor. When 
you’re at medical school, you graduate and go to the hospital. But, when you’re a 
sociology student, you do your master and PhD, where do you go? (NA – Lund) 
Physicians have two papers next to their eyes that do not allow them to see. They 
are framed in what they study. Sociologists have different fields (DC – Stockholm) 

Both informants see sociology as a profession, although both agree with an 
unclear jurisdiction. As with agents, evaluations categorize disciplines in the 
system of professions and its hierarchy (Lamont et al., 2014: 593). A student 
understands sociology as a profession with lower prestige because of an 
uncertain jurisdiction in the occupational structure, reflected on a questioning 
on where sociologists go after graduating. This is suggested in his choice for a 
program in urban and regional planning with orientation in sociology rather 
than strictly in the discipline. Contrarily, with a long trajectory in social welfare, 
the other student sees this uncertainty as an advantage: unlike doctors whose 
practices are narrowed, he thinks sociologists can enter multiple spaces of the 
occupational market due to an adaptation based on a capacity for capturing 
multiple perspectives in all social settings. A similar position is advocated by 
another student: 

When you go to medical school, you see doctors and their profession. When you go 
to different organizations, there are people who work to understand people. You 
could point them. So, sociology is a profession because, even though sociologists 
are split in different fields, they are doing essentially the same jobs (FG – Umeå) 

This student used an analogy of medical and sociological practices, being both 
professions: as one can point to a physician in a hospital, it is possible to point a 
sociologist. A monopolization in the professional field is done through an 
abstract system of knowledge that enables a redefinition of problems and tasks 
(Abbott, 1988: 9). There is an implicit recognition of sociology as a profession 
grounded on the understanding of the social dimension. Defining a profession 
by the application of abstract and systematic knowledge in a particular object 
for solving problems (Olofsson 2012: 11), sociologists would be a professional 
group in the application of theories and methodologies acquired in their 
training. Despite a dispersion in the occupational structure, this would define a 
commonality of practices constructing the professional identity of sociologists: 
people who work to understand people. Seeing it as a disciplinary habitus with 
specific categories of perception and methods (Bourdieu, 2004: 65) and 
considering a transposability of habitus across fields (Bourdieu and Passeron, 
1990: 33), this may signal a capacity of sociologists for adjusting to multiple 
settings due to the specificity of its object: the social. 

Partial remarks – degrees and sites of professionalization 
Notions of professionalism of sociology unveiled different positions of students 
with varied knowledge and aspirations. There is a distinction of those defining 
sociology as a profession and those questioning it. But, this is more complex 
when seeing more detailed relations. The problem is the jurisdiction of the 
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discipline. Among those doubtful on the professional status of sociology, course 
students mainly point a lack of concrete jurisdictions in the occupational 
structure for delimiting practices, perhaps related to more unclear aspirations 
that can reflect their lower commitment. Regardless type of investment, 
students aspiring to an academic career tend to distinguish academic and 
market-oriented professions: sociology is depicted as an academic profession in 
research and teaching. Outside academia, sociology would be a mind-set rather 
than a profession, being unemployable and not socially necessary. In this sense, 
a professional sociology would be only possible in academic spaces. 

On their side, those advocating a professionalization of sociology in the 
labour market often aspire to occupational spaces in organizations, in either 
public or private sector. In the labour market, sociology may have not gained a 
complete recognition nor monopoly over specific posts. As boundaries are 
always at stake in the system of professions (Abbott, 1988: 2), sociologists 
struggle with professionals from different educational and occupational 
backgrounds, which favours an overlapping with social workers or 
psychologists. Students can anticipate this uncertainty, being an important asset 
resources offered by departments for accommodating themselves in the labour 
market. Sociology departments are conceived as important actors in the 
mobilization of resources for an iterative presence of sociologists in different 
places of the labour market. This may benefit a recognition that would not only 
clarify their contribution for employers, but also provide with clearer options to 
students for constructing more tangible aspirations beyond academia. A 
professional community of sociologists is seen in the recognition and 
performance of similar practices in different positions in the occupational 
market. 

The perception of sociology in the professional field relates to the type of 
investment in the discipline and its aspirations, which can in turn be a result of 
different knowledge on the field both when opting for it as an educational choice 
and during the socialization. Thereby, informants tend to vindicate a 
professional status mainly in relation to the aspired position. Like sociology has 
been historically established in higher education, those aspiring to academia do 
not have a concern on conditions of application since it is assumed as an 
academic profession with its own niche within this structure. Contrarily, those 
aspiring to the labour market make explicit this concern and imagine a process 
of professionalization in a struggle for visibility. But, this uncertainty of 
sociology is valued and strategized in different ways: while some see on it a 
weakness and seek for other resources for a better occupational insertion, others 
perceive an adaptive advantage that open a larger diversity of spaces for 
applying skills acquired at higher education. This may point a problematic 
jurisdiction of sociology that, being society its object, all that is encompassed in 
it may be susceptible of belonging to its jurisdiction. As one student articulated, 
sociologists can do almost anything and nothing, being the abstraction of the 
social world a disciplinary resource for adapting and surviving in the system of 
professions by redefining its problems and tasks (Abbott, 1988: 9). 

Sociology and politics – importance without aspiring 
Opting for a scientific field in higher education can be part of an acquisition of 
cultural capital for entering distinctive social settings (Goyette and Mullen 
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2006: 526). This fifth part focuses on perceptions of politics and its link to 
sociology. For this, informants were asked on viewpoints on it, which produced 
accounts of experiences of political activism, and whether participating in this 
field would be an aspiration. The political field, an autonomous field, is a stake 
for symbolic power in the monopoly of elaboration of the legitimate principle of 
vision and division of the social world, a struggle for the appropriation of public 
power in the state administration (Bourdieu, 1981: 8). Having its own logic, an 
active participation in it is defined by the possession of assets generating a sense 
of the game: cultural capital is one of the fundamental instruments for this 
struggle (p.4). Besides, social sciences necessarily take part in the political field 
since both operate a struggle for the legitimate representation of the social 
world (Bourdieu, 1975: 111). Considering the relation of social sciences to the 
state and the figure of Göran Therborn (Hort and Olofsson, 2016), a possibility 
of applying sociology in the political field was brought up in the historical 
review. That is, sociological expertise has been seen as a resource for the 
political field due to the acquisition of a certain dispositions transposable to it. 
It is expected that different commitments to the field, the perception of its 
practice, and its jurisdiction impact on how this interaction is represented. The 
principle of differentiation of informants in this section is based on how they 
reconstruct their arguments in relation to the logic of the political game: on one 
side, those that take as point of reference the opposition of left and right for 
constructing their perspective about sociology and politics, either for asserting a 
leftist position or criticizing a disciplinary assumption; on other side, those 
disregarding such differentiation from politics and focusing on emphasizing 
benefits of sociology for the political domain, especially in the provision of a 
‘multi-perspective’ perspective. 

Four informants recognized a political activism before entering the 
sociological training, mainly in Social Democratic or Left parties. As a field 
whose autonomy is constantly threatened, external dispositions and interests 
embedded in the individual habitus can easier find place in social sciences than 
in natural sciences that set up more strict entry conditions and the field has 
more capacity for imposing its own demands (Bourdieu, 2004: 70). An interest 
in social problems, also expressed in this political activity, worked as a 
justification for choosing sociology. In the other direction, sociology can provide 
with scientific reason to a political participation. But, for those previously active 
in this domain, sociology was not necessarily linked to an aspiration in politics: 

I’ve been quite active in politics and this study gives me tools in that way. But, for 
me, it’s mainly something I use in my work as a teacher (TH – Lund) 
I’ve always been interested in politics, engaged in the social democratic party. But, 
I’m not seeking that. There is a view that sociology is biased to the left and 
normative, trying to change things. But, once you’re in, you realize most people 
aren’t political. People try some objectivity when there is a clear theoretical 
foundation and anything can be political. We may be more credited if a policy-
maker or group asks what to do. There is a lot of power (GR – Stockholm) 

In careership, the horizon for action entails an interaction of opportunity 
structure and habitus where some paths become objectively available and 
subjectively meaningful (Hodkinson and Sparkes, 1997: 34). The possibility of 
partaking in the political field depends on the distribution of instruments of 
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perception and expression across social groups (Bourdieu, 1981: 4), in which 
sociologists can be perceived as professionals of the social world. Both 
informants evaluate an involvement in politics as reasonable for those with 
sociological skills. A master’s student criticizes an assumed objectivity held by 
most sociology students that conceals their theoretical and political foundations. 
Indeed, he thinks sociologists have a power of ‘being credited’ due to this 
objectivity when other groups request their services. But, they do not rationalize 
political activity as a meaningful possibility from their position. 

A disposition to the political field also entails a practical mastery of its 
hierarchies and values, which encompasses a knowledge on available discourses 
and position-takings (Bourdieu, 1981: 6). Sorting things in the political space, 
there is a propensity to locate sociologists on the left: 

A lot of people in my program are leftist, not appropriate in a leaning right Sweden. 
People are not gonna listen, you’re just a Marxist. It’s important in policy-making, 
to understand how it affects people in detailed ways. But, I’m not sure one will be 
listened. It comes with the territory to maybe want change because you think it will 
be better. But, that isn’t a necessity (JR – Lund) 
Social sciences are progressive and try to eliminate social injustices. Their main 
goal is looking at what is seen as normal and pointing out injustices. Therefore, it 
can be easily mixed up with leftist or left radical political programs (NA – Lund) 

Since social sciences are more immersed into social relations (Bourdieu, 2004: 
86), dispositions and perceptions from other fields can have effect in their 
representation. Both students describe social sciences as ‘progressive’ in the 
search for eliminating social injustices. Pointing a jurisdiction over an activity, 
wanting change is seen as a ‘territory’ of sociologists and their leftist position. 
But, this is not assumed as a necessity and none constructed an aspiration for 
political involvement. The assumption of leftism is not univocally accepted, but 
evaluated in different manners: a program student sees it as a trouble in a 
leaning right Sweden where they risk for being disdainfully labelled as ‘just a 
Marxist’, while the informant in urban and regional planning adopted a critical 
stance on how being ‘progressive’ and ‘leftist’ can be pooled in left radical 
programs. Nevertheless, a self-identification in the political left is recurrent: 

I come from a very leftist family and I read a lot of left ideologies in sociology. But, 
I’m not political interested (AZ – Uppsala) 
You gonna be shaped when you study by political views. I’m to the left. I would 
work with sociology to study things politics can use as reference (…) I had political 
views, but never expressed them. That’s now, when I know stuff (CB – Södertörns) 

Students share a self-positioning in the left, one stressing his very left-leaning 
family. This program student disregard a political interest beyond the 
understanding of ideologies; while the other informant – in tourism with 
orientation in sociology – who acquired a taste for political discussions studying 
this discipline, prefers to indirectly partake in politics as a reference due to his 
work. This latter recalls some features of a traditional public sociology engaging 
at distance (Burawoy, 2007: 253) merged with a policy sociology. Even though 
both express how political positions influence the sociological perspective, in 
one case defining a large consumption of left ideologies, this does not 
necessarily lead to a retranslation into political action, at least not directly 
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operated by them. They do not imagine themselves in the political field. This is 
furthered by another informant: 

Politics is the subject itself. As a sociologist, you’re serving society with data and 
theories. But, it depends on which party rules. In a right-wing parliament, the 
relation of politics and social science is tense. In political sciences, students want to 
be high-paid diplomats and politicians. I’m too left for their taste (GÖ – Lund) 

For this course student, politics is constitutive of sociological theories. 
Educational actions inculcate a durable habitus transportable to other fields 
(Bourdieu and Passeron, 1990: 33). In a practical mastery of the political field, 
informants placed sociologists and their acquired skills on the left. The situation 
of sociology would depend on the leaning of the government: a right-wing 
dominance would entail a ‘tense’ relation, asserting a naturalized connection of 
the field to the left. Likewise, this relation reinforces boundaries to political 
sciences students: they are seen as individuals seeking for ‘high-paid’ political 
positions, from who he distances in a self-perception of being ‘too left for their 
taste’. Educational choices are strategies of reproduction of lifestyles, being 
higher education programs central in the transmission of tastes to different 
social fields in an apparently egalitarian society as Sweden (Börjesson et al., 
2016: 16). In the space of programs, informants construct sociology as a 
naturally left discipline for understanding the social world and its injustices, in 
some cases for serving people and changing their reality. Yet none aspires to 
actively participate in politics with their sociological training. 

As a field, objects are constantly at stake and the link to the left is not 
equally assumed by all informants. Some students can question this association, 
which may rely on different trajectories enabling a reflection upon it: 

After studying business, I noticed a skew to a political ideology [in sociology]. It’s 
important to account there’s a reason for it. I remember one book talking very 
positive on Marx in a non-scientific and subjective way. It makes me feel concern 
on the scientific level because adjectives made it seems very opinionated. It makes 
sense to have the ideology. But, it’s important to point it out (IA – Lund) 

This need to be understood in the space of programs in higher education. 
Although habitus is transportable across fields, dispositions are not always 
immediately adapted to expectations of new conditions of application 
(Bourdieu, 2000: 160): educated in business, a field with its own assumptions 
and ideological standing, this student noticed a skewed political ideology in 
sociology. For her, this may have implications in the scientific value of the 
educational material, assessed as ‘opinionated’ and ‘subjective’. Social sciences 
have a particular relation to scientificity since, being more immersed in social 
relations and suffering more pressure from other fields as politics, cope with 
more difficulties for a scientific recognition (Bourdieu, 2004: 86). She does not 
argue for a sociology free of ideologies because she finds it necessary for 
constructing a meaning. But, she deems essential to be aware of them and their 
reasons. A similar perspective is held by a master’s student: 

I am Weber-oriented, separating social sciences and politics. I hope sociological 
research influence political decisions. All critical perspectives feel embodied by the 
Left party, have become politicised. That’s good, you should encourage discussion. 
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If sociology takes more political stand, it feels uncomfortable because its product 
should influence politics, not the opposite. It feels the Left has picked ideas from 
academia. The right might be more conservative. Sociology is open to disregard 
tradition, you get desensitize. When a sociologist talks on intersectionality, it’s from 
pure academic purposes. Ideas and politics are intertwined. I think sociology is not 
to be politicized. But, a lot of my lecturers and professors are left-leaning. 
Sociologists are prone to the left (LS – Linnaeus) 

Self-identified as a Weberian, this student argues for an autonomy of social 
sciences. This reflects an understanding that each field has its own law –or 
nomos: Bourdieu (2000) refers to Pascal in a distinction of the order of 
knowledge, based on the reason and contemplation of truth, and politics 
grounded on the law and usage of life where the radical doubt may not be 
appropriated (p.95). For this informant, sociology would not be politicized and 
pursue academic purposes in a ‘desensitized’ manner, which does not mean 
discarding political effects. This advocacy of autonomy does not prevent to 
locate sociology in the political field: as other students, there is a recognition 
that sociologists tend to the left, drawing a difference to a more conservative 
right. This differentiation relates to characteristics commonly agreed for the 
sociologist: open-minded and critical to socially constructed truths. By this, 
sociology is depicted as open to disregard tradition. An intersubjective 
agreement, i.e. doxa, signals a collective expectation for a leftist position-taking 
among sociologists. In this naturalized relation, he advocates that the Left party 
has adopted ideas from the academic space rather than scholars imported 
thoughts from politics. This understanding may insert sociology into a dynamic 
in which, as professionals of the social, they provide parties with insights for 
struggling in the political field. Contrarily, the course student from social 
anthropology questions this identification of social scientists as leftist: 

Statsvetenskap studies state ideology. They’re not social scientists, but politicians. 
[The government] might listen to a psychologist because of a cultural idea of witch 
doctor with superpowers on how society works. When somebody brings reasons of 
segregation without a positivistic or biological explanation, governments shut their 
ears. We’re not interesting for media or general population. Academia is extremely 
segregated from working and non-academic middle-class (…) if people can use 
social sciences for socialist movements and it’s progressive, I need to be open that 
the right can utilize them in their benefit. It shouldn’t influence our empirical data. 
How left-wing are we? When have social democrats made a revolution? People 
would realize social scientists are not as left-wing as they think (BTK – Lund) 

This student hesitates the assumption of social scientists in the left arguing that, 
with the social democracy, they have not produced a revolution as a seeming 
feature of a ‘real’ leftism. Although self-identified on the left, he opens the 
possibility that, as socialist movements legitimately use social sciences, right 
and fascist groups could also resort to them for their benefits. Advocating a field 
autonomy, his point is that political views should not influence empirical 
research. An autonomy of sociologists in relation to political actors was already 
advocated in the 80s, when young sociologists saw a closeness to them a 
‘prostitution’ hindering an independent disciplinary identity and intellectual 
capacity (Larsson and Magdalenić, 2015: 58). In addition to challenging the 
political standing of social scientists, he also questioned their attractiveness for 
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politicians. His rationalization of a low political involvement of some social 
scientists constructs a relational understanding of disciplines and politics: he 
thinks the government ‘shuts its ears’ for those without positivistic or biological 
explanations of society. Grouping sociologists and anthropologists, he questions 
their influence in a field preferring other experts: economists, ‘non-social-
scientists’ from political sciences, or the psychologist as a ‘witch-doctor with 
superpowers on how society works’. Sociology would be more confined into 
academia, in an extreme segregation from working and non-academic middle 
classes. Politics are not seen as a welcoming space for sociology, which seems 
paradoxical given the recognition of a close relation of sociology to the state. 
This points to a common assumption of politics: just as it entails a production of 
ideas competing for legitimacy and control of public power, this also consist on 
the monopoly of the legitimate use of objectified political capital in resources of 
the state administration (Bourdieu, 1981: 8). Up to this point, informants tend 
to define the political work in the elaboration of representations, laying aside 
the labour for maintaining the legitimate vision of the world. 

Nevertheless, and within this elaboration of the representation of the world, 
some informants articulated sociology as beneficial to enhance conditions of 
politics. Sociologists are seen as a valuable resource: 

If policy looks at segregation, it does not only need statistics from police nor media. 
You need to see from different ways. Sociologists can say what each field says and 
give a kind of neutrality. Politicians need to listen more them. Sociology can be a 
glue that put together different fields and give a broader clarity (DC – Stockholm) 
I find [politics] interesting. It’s how we have developed in history. It shows the 
importance in free speech. Extremists can come forward and want to change. 
[Sociology] is a way of getting different perspectives (CBK – Lund) 

A characteristic of professional groups is an application of systematic knowledge 
for solving practical problems (Olofsson, 2012: 11). These course students 
coincide that sociologists can contribute in politics for getting different 
perspectives. For one of them, sociology works as a glue for putting together 
viewpoints and producing a clarity for policy-making. Like this, he takes 
position through an understanding of the discipline in a policy sociology, in 
which its practices are delimited towards the solution of problems defined by its 
clients (Burawoy, 2007: 243), but with the aim of providing with a ‘neutrality’ to 
the product. Likewise, the other student perceives the capacity of bringing about 
multiple perspectives as relevant in a democratic context of ‘free speech’, 
implicitly opposing to ‘extremist’ views. In this sense, politics are defined as a 
professional jurisdiction in which sociologists can dispute and obtain legitimacy 
due to their knowledge and skills. Another student holds a similar position: 

[Sociologists] have too little political involvement. I’m frustrated with this inaction, 
where people seem to not learn from history. I wish sociologists would be active to 
give a broader perspective to problems that political parties see one perspective. 
That’s not fair because the world is not white or black. Sociologists would broaden 
it into a greyness. You cannot judge people as politicians tend to do (FG – Umeå) 

Experienced as a frustration, this program student complains on what she 
perceives as a little political involvement of sociologists. For her, the sociologist 
would be important for broadening perspectives to problems that politicians 



Ricardo Cevallos: Rationalizing sociology as an educational strategy 

 

 

77 
 

often reduce into an opposition of ‘black and white’. Thus, sociologists can 
provide with a greyness, a diversity of perspectives irreducible into these 
opposites. Her positioning implicitly conceives that arguments of reason 
produced in a sociology should prevail over the force of law in politics as a field 
of application. Thus, she advocates an active participation of sociologists in the 
political field as a possibility to strive against ‘unfair’ judgements of politicians 
and their simplification of social life. This can be seen as a claim for jurisdiction 
of sociologists as a professional group in the political field. 

Partial remarks – on the left, but at distance 
The positioning to politics and its relation to sociology is defined in different 
ways. There is a general recognition that sociologists tend to be leftist, a position 
in which most informants identify themselves. Associated to this political 
stance, there is a view of the discipline as progressive and at service of people for 
orienting a social change. In parallel, a recognition of a close relation of social 
scientific efforts and political ideas emerges. This often produces a difficulty for 
a decoupling since politics would be the subject itself of sociology, shaping its 
reflections.  As a discipline with weak autonomy and intersecting with principles 
from other fields, sociology is defined as naturally on the political left. Politics 
turns into a site for demarcating boundaries to disciplines seen as more 
conservative and right-wing: economics, psychology or political sciences. These 
limits are defined not only as scientific methods, but lifestyles and tastes 
creating distances among their practitioners.  

The relation of sociology to the left is not undisputed. Agents with 
dispositions produced in other fields and not immediately adhering to the doxa 
of sociology address some critiques. Beyond an idea of objectivity, there is a 
sensation of a necessary awareness of political ideologies for preventing 
opinionated and subjective positions. Besides, considering a recognition of an 
embodiment of social scientific ideas in the left-wing, right-parties would be 
also entitled to make use of social sciences for their purposes. This argument 
advocates that political ideologies should not interfere the sociological 
production, distinguishing sociology and politics as autonomous fields. Either 
way, the representation of this relation is that sociology and its findings should 
orient and influence politics rather than the opposite. 

Another positioning does not blend into the opposition of left and right in 
the political field. Against politicians that simplify the social world into this type 
of opposite poles, sociologists can contribute by unveiling different perspectives 
and putting them together, giving more clarity and enhance democratic 
conditions. Thus, sociology is thought in a neutrality that can benefit political 
decisions.  Because of this, some informants consider sociologists must adopt a 
more active role in the political field, and even politicians should acquire 
knowledge on sociology. In terms of professionalism, politics can be seen as a 
potential jurisdiction in which sociologists can deploy their systematic 
knowledge for solving problems. This would not be surprising given the re-
positioning of policy research with quantitative methods in close relation to 
government agencies (Larsson and Magdalenić, 2015: 74). Different than those 
defending a ‘pure’ scientific or academic identity of sociologists, this position 
does not see problematic a closeness of the discipline to the state, which is 
expressed in a construction of aspirations to work within its agencies. 
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However, the political field is represented as a space of encounter of 
multiple occupations and experts disputing a monopoly. This beneficial relation 
of sociology to politics contrasts with assessments of little involvement of 
sociologists in political arenas. This can be a reason why, either remarking the 
importance of sociology for political processes or a ‘natural’ connection to the 
political left, only one informant clearly stated an aspiration for engaging into 
political activism when considering a training in sociology. Politics appear as a 
reasonable and objective possibility for sociologists, but informants did not 
construct it as a totally meaningful experience in their imagination. Indeed, the 
political role can be imagined in an indirect participation by research and 
analyses. Nevertheless, an absence of aspirations to actively participate in 
politics may be a product of a pervasive uncertainty that defines the relation of 
some sociology students with their future trajectory.



Conclusions – from partial remarks to a 
sociological understanding 
The research purpose was to explore the relation of sociology as a subfield of 
higher education and the choice of agents investing in it: ‘why sociology?’. 
Resorting to concepts of field, habitus and capital, a context and narratives were 
considered for the construction of the object: sociology as a field of educational 
consumption in Sweden. Objective and subjective dimensions need to be 
understood in their relation, in which social reality is constructed (Bourdieu and 
Wacquant, 1992: 15). Despite this interaction, the focus was the subjective, 
understood at the level of social relations between positions irreducible to 
individual perceptions (Bourdieu et al., 1991: 18). In the same way informants 
constructed a meaningful account of their trajectory and choice by mobilizing 
experiences and knowledge, a final step is to draw on theoretical resources and 
empirical data for outlining conclusions and final remarks; for building up a 
‘meaningful’ sociological understanding. 

For approaching narratives, it was necessary to contextualize the structure 
that, opening possibilities and exerting constraints, functions as a playground 
for unfolding strategies; as an analytical background for understanding the 
production of rationalizations. Two converging structures were considered: 
first, Swedish higher education as a socially hierarchized field of institutions and 
programs, with an opposition of an academic-professional pole for elites and a 
vocational-semiprofessional pole for employed middle and working-classes. 
Second, sociology as a subfield in higher education, established in the 
confluence of two trends: on one hand, at universities, practitioners of practical 
philosophy advocated sociological perspectives; on the other hand, a welfare 
state seeing the discipline in a promise of social knowledge for a national 
development. Contained at higher education, sociology was affected by its 
reforms: entrusted with the formation of experts and employees for the 
occupational structure, universities became a space of negotiation of academic 
and vocational imperatives. In this context, sociology spread in higher education 
and was embedded into multiple areas, some with more vocational orientations 
as social work or public administration. As a field of consumption, this 
dispersion resonated the space of possibles related to the specific training: in 
addition to academic positions to which faculties derived from philosophy 
traditionally trained, sociology could be applied in policy areas or welfare 
professions; either in public or private spheres. Thus, sociology mirrors the 
opposition of academic and vocational orientations in higher education. But, as 
a scientific field, sociology is predominately defined by an academic hierarchy. 

With this context, the main concern was the rationalization of the choice for 
sociology in Swedish higher education. By mobilizing cultural notions, students 
articulated a meaningful and consistent choice from their specific position and 
situation. Partial remarks from prior sections contribute with similarities and 
dissimilarities for categorizing positions and strategies deployed in this 
educational universe. Before proceeding with the dispersion in the space of 
sociological training, one aspect must be clarified: rather than quantifying or 
statistically generalizing, outlined positions are a product of patterns emerging 
from narratives in a relational understanding. These positions represent ideal-
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types as abstract courses of action constructed in relation to the adequacy to the 
level of meaning; i.e. if the action pursue rational ends by a knowledge of its 
motives (Weber, 1987: 21). Despite these ideal-types are hardly found in reality, 
they enable to construct a relational account of multiple subjective meanings 
and motivations leading individuals to enroll in a training in sociology. 

Likewise, it is possible to rapidly mention a consonance with prior research 
pointing class differences in the relation to higher education: students from 
privileged households, mainly in educational terms, have a closer and necessary 
relation; while working-class students had a more distant relation mostly 
relying on individually acquired assets rather than inherited ones. This class 
effect could be also perceived on the reconstruction of the relation to sociology 
at gymnasium: while worker’s children saw it as a broad knowledge not 
providing a clear orientation, those from advantaged backgrounds related the 
discipline with political or social discussions at home. Thus, the formation of the 
choice for sociology already contained a social differentiation in the attitude to 
both higher education and sociology. 

Unifying… 
Given these differences, which were common aspects leading students from 
varied social positions to encounter in the same subfield? Despite a distinctive 
recognition at gymnasium by advantaged students, sociology was generally 
marked by an uncertainty of its practical aspect. Other two aspects emerged 
from narratives: first, academic credentials did not meet requirements for 
entering more prestigious programs – as psychology or political sciences – that 
tend to be more academically selective. For this, sociology appeared as a 
substitute with relatively easier admission. Second, in a combination of a 
reasonability for attending university with either the uncertainty of what to do 
or the impossibility of entering such programs, the shift to sociology required a 
justification: as a doxa, opting for sociology was invested with a social sense in 
the interest in developing an understanding of society and its problems. In 
general, this interest gave a meaning to the choice, concealing both the 
uncertainty of a clear understanding of sociology and the absence of resources 
for accessing other programs. Thus, sociology offered an access with lower 
mobilization of academic capital merged with a social meaning and, as a science, 
relative academic ambition. 

The unity of sociology students was also based on the idea of the sociologist. 
In addition to the agreement that sociology is important, collective expectations 
defined a symbolic capital around some properties defining who can be 
recognized with such investiture. The ideal sociologist was outlined by: being 
open-minded, multi-perspective, questioning truths socially held by people, 
analytical, methodical and empathetic. Thus, the sociologist would bring 
together not only scientific competences, but also social competences for 
establishing relations to social actors and understanding them. Sociology would 
be also described by such properties, delimiting distances to other disciplines: 
the most recurrent boundary-making was done to political sciences and 
psychology, curiously enough programs to which some students could not enter 
and may be a justification for not partaking in them. The distance to these other 
fields was not only on theoretical and methodological aspects of how to 
understand social reality, but also lifestyles and tastes transferred to other social 
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domains: for instance, the political field served as a site for stating a distance in 
which sociologists, depicted as prone to break with traditions, were placed on 
the left, opposing to more right and conservative disciplines as economics, 
political sciences and psychology. After these shared representations, orienting 
agents for valuing the field as distinctive and worth in comparison to others, it is 
possible to explore disagreements and conflicts. 

… for separating… 
The focus can be shifted to the classification of positions within sociology as a 
subfield in higher education, based on representations mobilized for organizing 
it. At risk of being read as a simplification of social reality by imposing a 
determinism to individual trajectories, the proposal is to distinguish ideal-types 
of sociology students and their strategies, in a first moment, on the basis of what 
Nylander and Melldahl (2015) understand as ‘conviction’: the recognition of the 
worthiness of a specific social game (p.88). Since the internalization of 
dispositions depends on time devoted to it (Bourdieu, 186: 253), an indicator of 
the conviction to the discipline is the type of investment: without ignoring 
intermediate positions, an initial differentiation is the participation in a 
program stating a great conviction, or attending freestanding course as a partial 
conviction. From this division, a characterization of their representations sought 
for different rationalizations and strategies in this subfield. 

Extending conviction as principle of differentiation, four groups can be 
identified. Among those with a great conviction to sociology, opting for a 
program as a long-term investment, two groups were distinguished combining 
available opportunities with a projection to the future: on one hand, students in 
programs strictly in the discipline, who do not only construct a conviction to 
sociology but also to departments as spaces for acquiring resources to cope with 
the uncertainty. On the other hand, hesitant on the practicality of an abstract 
discipline in an early anticipation to the labour market, students in a program 
with sociology as an orientation anchored in a specific aspect of social reality. In 
addition, a third group was defined by an ‘intermediate’ conviction: students in 
freestanding courses who, either building a degree or seeing it as an additive to 
a major investment, are non-hesitant and pragmatic in relation to sociology. For 
instance, mature students using sociological expertise in their current job or 
students from other programs evaluating sociology as more profitable than their 
own area in both academia and labour market. Finally, a fourth group had a low 
conviction with a hesitant orientation: students whose plans were hampered in 
the pandemic and, because of this, found in sociology courses a place for 
acquiring knowledge without a high academic demand and interestingly enough 
for making it reasonable. Contrary to other groups, they do not necessarily 
imagine themselves in the sociological labour since, after an arrival marked by a 
‘serendipity’, they have a weak illusio that may produce a self-exclusion. 

For furthering the complexity of strategies in which sociology is embedded, 
another principle of differentiation was brought up: Burawoy (2007) 
distinguished position-takings in the field of sociology, which was used for 
sorting how agents imagine themselves in the disciplinary practice. In the 
continuum from an academic to a vocational orientation, negotiation contained 
in both higher education and its subfields, these position-takings and strategies 
reflect aspirations to two worlds constructed as separate: academia and labour 
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market. Together with the conviction to the field, this division and positioning 
in sociological practices have an implication on representations of sociology in 
the system of professions and in relation to other spaces as politics. Within this 
frame, how does each position characterize itself in the space of positions and 
position-takings – or aspirations? 

On one hand, market-oriented aspirations place themselves in an 
ambiguous terrain: while sociology is seen as a valuable asset for improving 
different social areas, it is not fully recognized nor established. Sociologist 
compete with other professionals for jurisdictions. Somehow asserting the 
relation of social sciences to the state in Sweden, public sector and its agencies 
seem more naturalized routes due to a repetitive presence of sociologists. 
However, not being clearly delimited the jurisdiction for sociological 
competences, strategies seek for the acquisition of other resources with better 
prospects in the labour market. In this regard, the intersection with the 
conviction to sociology in higher education makes a difference since program 
students receive institutional resources from departments for generating a 
relation to the labour market as a specific professional group. Indeed, the 
identity as a ‘sociologist’ marks a boundary between those who, in a program, 
conceive sociology as a specialization undergoing a professionalization by 
monopolizing the practice of understanding social relations; and those who, 
mostly in courses, understand sociology as a component of a larger profession 
as social work. In Burawoy’s (2007) division, these position-takings can be a 
mixture of public and policy sociology: by the application of sociological 
knowledge, the aspiration is a practice with commitment to public life and 
seeking for influencing the construction – or implementation – of policy that, 
ideally, contribute to improve social conditions of people. This determines a 
propensity to define an intertwined relation of sociology and politics that, 
avoiding dichotomies in the political field and claiming for jurisdiction, focus on 
a neutrality of sociology as beneficial to produce a multi-perspective 
understanding for political decisions. 

On the other hand, academic aspirations locate themselves in a less 
conflictive terrain: sociology has been established at universities, so academic 
spaces seem a natural domain for it. The ambiguity is not its applicability, but 
internal routes for addressing the academic aspiration in relation to self-
perceived competences for the game and a feeling of one’s place: compared to 
research, the most valued practice in academic fields, teaching tends to be 
imagined as a safer strategy for an academic career. Outside the academic 
world, sociology would have a scarce utility, being socially ‘unnecessary’ 
compared to more vocational occupations as social workers. Also, an assumed 
critical position of sociologists would hardly find effect outside academia. Thus, 
sociology would be an academic profession that becomes a mind-set in the 
ordinary world. In Burawoy’s (2007) sorting, this can embody a mixture of 
professional and critical sociology: the aspiration contemplates an engagement 
to solve problems posed by an autonomous discipline that, distancing from a 
‘patronage’ to external agents, questions norms and truths of the social world. 
Despite a recurrent stress on the political opposition of left and right, locating 
themselves and sociology to the left, the tendency is to claim an autonomy of 
sociology from politics and its ideologies. 

These positions are not isolated, but defined in the relation that links them 
in the agreement to participate in the field. Symbolic struggles are carried out at 
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a relational level, where a legitimate representation of the way of appropriating 
and practicing sociology is at stake. How do different positions depict each 
other? First, in terms of conviction, program students evaluate course students 
through a lack of seriousness to the field and, for those aspiring to labour 
market positions, as a weak professional standpoint due to an unclear 
disciplinary identity. From the other side, with a conviction spread across 
subfields, course students criticize the enclosure in a single discipline as an 
obstacle for a holistic perspective profiting from different fields. In general, this 
delineates an opposition of the legitimate inculcation between ‘specialists’ and 
‘generalists’. Second, in terms of the practice of sociology, those in a critical-
professional sociology, more prone to look at the discipline as an academic 
practice, tend to reject its application in the labour market, seeing it as mediated 
by monetary interests that impede a critical position. For their part, those in a 
public-policy sociology question an academic confinement that prevents 
relations with both social reality and actors that, in turn, obstructs the 
fulfillment of what is seen as the main social function of sociology in the 
contribution for the improvement of social conditions of people by the provision 
of knowledge. Generally speaking, the opposition in the legitimate practice of 
the sociology is defined between an ‘academically oriented sociology’ and a 
‘socially oriented sociology’. 

… and organizing – final remarks 
A system of relations entails a hierarchization. Beyond taking a position and 
defending it in a struggle for legitimacy, narratives recognize positions with a 
greater symbolic value. For the principle of conviction, this may be fuzzy since 
this signals agents strategizing the same object for different games. Thus, 
conviction can be better understood as an entry condition and a type of strategy 
that place agents in different paths connected to the acquisition of quantitatively 
and qualitatively varied resources. While investing in a program could be a 
dominant position in the distribution of resources by receiving a larger 
inculcation of the disciplinary habitus with relative benefits in the field of 
sociology by having dispositions and assets more attuned to its demands, this 
would precisely conceal what narratives showed: sociology is incorporated in 
different degrees and for different aims that are not always a strictly academic 
sociology. Hence, conviction enables to understand sociology as a capital that, 
like others, implies a labour of accumulation and can be a symbolic power in 
multiple fields where it can become effective for the game and find conditions to 
be deployed as a weapon, either in academia or labour market. 

A hierarchy is clearer in the practice of sociology, when the discipline stops 
being a weapon and becomes the stake. Sociology has been established as an 
academic field whose principle of organization has been academic capital that, 
among other things, refers to a commitment to academic practices. Based on 
this tautology, the space of aspirations in sociology would be also marked by this 
principle. Despite challenges to an academicism in a perception of low social 
commitment, narratives placed the academic as a symbolically dominant value. 
This was not only among those imagining themselves into an academic career, 
who by the very logic of competition in the field would position the academic as 
the ultimate value in sociology. Similarly, those aspiring to other paths 
implicitly reconstruct this academic hierarchy: either in an assumed dissonance 



Ricardo Cevallos: Rationalizing sociology as an educational strategy 

 

 

84 
 

to self-perceived competences making them feel ‘not good enough’ for an 
academic career or in a construction of it as a ‘fantasy’ not totally corresponding 
to their position, the academic becomes a doxic aspiration transmitting 
dominant beliefs that, as symbolic capital, delimit what is to be aspired (Gale 
and Parker, 2015: 85) beyond actual conditions for achieving it. 

Putting the puzzle together to make sense of it, the plurality of hierarchical 
principles in the academic world, described by Bourdieu (2002), comes to mind: 
the coexistence of different criteria of evaluation determine multiple rewards 
susceptible of collective recognition and complicity (p.33), offering different 
satisfactions experienced as irreplaceable that, in turn, justify the choice for 
elements to which one was predisposed (p.152). As said, sociology in higher 
education gives the possibility of vesting the choice with social and academic 
sense. Either a position-taking in an academic or a social orientation in the 
practice of sociology, as well as in a specialized or generalist inculcation, all 
those with conviction to sociology construct a strategy in which the meaning and 
aspiration relate to what is perceived as accessible from an occupied position: 
those seeing sociology as an academic struggle define its hierarchy by an 
academic commitment and their aspirations will find satisfaction in practices as 
research and teaching. Whereas, those conferring a social sense to sociology 
advocate a hierarchy based on a social commitment, as participation in welfare 
areas and organizations or public policy, finding satisfaction in practices 
contributing for changing people’s life. The existence of multiple hierarchies, in 
addition to allow a varied meaning-making, triggers the struggle for defining the 
legitimate principle of organization of sociology and its inculcation. 

Throughout this research, the intention was to make visible different ways 
of strategizing the educational commitment to sociology. The complexity of 
subfields of higher education reside in the fact that they function as a gateway to 
multiple games in the social space. This complexity can be intensified in 
disciplines as sociology that, beyond academia, have not managed to 
monopolize a specific object to which apply their systematic knowledge, having 
an unclear jurisdiction in the occupational structure. The phrase of a student 
acquires meaning in this framework: sociologists can do almost anything and 
nothing. Contrary to occupations and professions whose jurisdiction is more 
established, as physicians who might construct trajectories with less ambiguity, 
everything is constructed as if sociologists have an adaptive capacity to different 
spaces for the implementation of knowledge acquired in their training in higher 
education. However, this is only one part of the issue: although its object, i.e. 
the social world, grants a capacity for adjusting to varied social spaces, 
meanings and aspirations built upon sociology do not randomly point to any 
position for the future. Behind the promise of an understanding of society and 
its dynamics, social and academic characteristics – this latter mainly a 
transformation of the former in the educational system – play a role for 
orienting individuals in a discipline that is not univocal, but susceptible to 
redefinitions according to different interests, representations and practices. But, 
this should not forget the existence of a hierarchical structure where 
investments and aspirations are positioned, as well as disputing legitimacy. This 
disciplinary structure is primarily governed by academic values, although it 
grants concessions for the recognition of social commitments. 

For concluding, the contribution has been the production and exploration 
of narratives of individuals participating in the inculcation of sociology in 
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Swedish higher education. Through beliefs and representations, the 
construction of position-takings and trajectories was possible. Some limitations 
of the research can be mentioned: in practical terms, the accessibility to 
informants affecting the production of data, especially in a pandemic context; 
time constraints inherent to institutional frameworks in which thesis projects 
are done; limited resources that individual students can mobilize in research; or 
language difficulties, especially for interviewing in English within a Swedish 
context. However, I would like to focus in a limitation pointing a need for 
further efforts: this work has been mainly based on subjective narratives that 
were connected to a contextualization built on a mobilization of a cumulative 
sociological research and knowledge. This literature and its findings have been 
valuable and served as support for partly enlightening and constructing the 
structural dimension in which narratives are produced. Either way, it would be 
interesting to investigate the objective distribution of properties in the specific 
universe of sociology in Swedish higher education, revealing more clearly its 
structure and testing the structural homology to both higher education and 
social space. Undoubtedly, this would provide with a greater clarity to accounts 
of trajectories of individuals investing in this particular domain. It is relevant to 
explore the socialization in scientific disciplines since this works as a prelude of 
scientific fields not only in the transmission of theoretical and methodological 
resources for a practice in accordance to scientific values. But, this also function 
for a selection and consecration of those endowed with dispositions and assets 
more adjusted to demands of science, as well as a parallel exclusion – often a 
self-exclusion – of those lacking it for channeling them towards spaces where 
scientific or academic competences can also generate profits. In this sense, this 
effort can be framed in a discussion of the formation and operation of the 
scientific field by tackling the precondition of the production of agents equipped 
for reproducing its demands.





Appendix 1 – Institutions offering sociology, 
applications and students 8 
Figure 1. Sociology programs by institutions – Autumn 2020 

PROGRAM INSTITUTION 
Masterprogram i sociologi 

Göteborgs universitet 
Europaprogrammet, Sociologi 
Sociologiprogrammet 

Linnéuniversitetet Sociologi, masterprogram 
Sociologi, masterprogram 
Sociologi, kandidat 

Luleå tekniska universitet 
Magister med inriktning utredning Huvudområde: Sociologi. 
Kandidatprogram i sociologi Lunds universitet 

Magisterprogram i sociologi med inriktning mot forskning 
Mittuniversitetet 

Magisterprogram i sociologi med inriktning mot forskning 
Masterprogram i ledarskap och hållbar samhällsutveckling, sociologi 

Södertörns högskola 

Personalvetarprogrammet, inriktning sociologi 
Masterprogram i offentlig organisation och ledning, sociologi 
Internationell migration och etniska relationer (IMER) - inriktning Sociologi 
Journalistik med samhällsstudier - inriktning sociologi 

Masterprogram i sociologi 
Kandidatprogram i sociologi: Arbetsliv och arbetsmarknad 

Stockholms universitet 
Kandidatprogram för sociologisk samhällsanalys 
Sociologiprogrammet 

Umeå universitet 
Senare del Sociologiprogrammet, T3 
Masterprogram i samhällsvetenskap - Sociologi 

Uppsala universitet 
Sociologiprogrammet 
Masterprogram i utbildningsvetenskap - Utbildningssociologi 

Masterprogram i utbildningssociologi 

Figure 2. Sociology programs by institutions – Spring 2021 
PROGRAM INSTITUTION 

Senare del, Sociologi, kandidat 180 Hp - för dig som läst minst termin 1 Luleå tekniska universitet 
Journalistik med samhällsstudier - inriktning sociologi Södertörns högskola 
Magisterprogram i sociologi Södertörns högskola 
Kandidatprogram i sociologi: Arbetsliv och arbetsmarknad Stockholms universitet 
Kandidatprogram för sociologisk samhällsanalys Stockholms universitet 
Senare del Sociologiprogrammet, Termin 2, 4 och 6 Umeå universitet 
                                                   
 
8 Source: UHR – Antagningsstatistik:  https://statistik.uhr.se (Accessed: 2020-11-27) 
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Figure 3. Sociology courses by institution – Autumn 2020 
INSTITUTION NUMBER OF COURSES 

Göteborgs universitet 14 
Högskolan Dalarna 4 
Högskolan i Halmstad 2 
Högskolan i Gävle 2 
Jönköping University 2 
Högskolan Kristianstad 2 
Högskolan Väst 2 
Karlstads universitet 6 
Linköpings universitet 6 
Linnéuniversitetet 10 
Luleå tekniska universitet 5 
Lunds universitet 24 
Mälardalens högskola 3 
Mittuniversitetet 7 
Örebro universitet 9 
Södertörns högskola 3 
Stockholms universitet 8 
Umeå universitet 8 

Uppsala universitet 20 

TOTAL 137 

Figure 4. Sociology courses by institution – Spring 2020 
INSTITUTION NUMBER OF COURSES 

Enskilda Högskolan Stockholm 2 
Göteborgs universitet 14 
Högskolan Dalarna 5 
Högskolan i Halmstad 1 
Jönköping University 1 
Högskolan Väst 1 
Karlstads universitet 7 
Linköpings universitet 4 
Linnéuniversitetet 11 
Luleå tekniska universitet 5 
Lunds universitet 21 
Mälardalens högskola 3 
Mittuniversitetet 8 
Örebro universitet 8 
Södertörns högskola 4 
Stockholms universitet 9 
Umeå universitet 14 
Uppsala universitet 26 
TOTAL 144 
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Figure 5. Applications and admitted students for programs – 
Autumn 2020 

Period Autumn 2020 
Type Program 

Applications Total   7228 
First option   863 

Admitted students 

Total   553 

Gender* Female 425 
Male 122 

Age groups* 
≤ 24 332 
25-34 159 
≥ 35 56 

*Number differing from the total of admitted students in statistics from UHR – perhaps related 
to available information in both gender and age of all students 

Figure 6. Applications and admitted students for courses – Autumn 
2020 

Period Autumn 2020 
Type Course 

Applications Total   17537 
First option   2825 

Admitted students 

Total   4135 

Gender* Female 3208 
Male 884 

Age groups* 
≤ 24 1608 
25-34 1469 
≥ 35 1015 

*Number differing from the total of admitted students in statistics from UHR – perhaps related 
to available information in both gender and age of all students 
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Figure 7. Applications and admitted students for programs – 
Spring 2021 

Period Spring 2021 
Type Program 

Applications Total   1391 
First option   159 

Admitted students 

Total   94 

Gender* Female 69 
Male 24 

Age groups* 
≤ 24 47 
25-34 30 
≥ 35 16 

*Number differing from the total of admitted students in statistics from UHR – perhaps related 
to available information in both gender and age of all students 

Figure 8. Applications and admitted students for courses – Spring 
2021 

Period Spring 2021 
Type Course 

Applications Total   12779 
First option   2699 

Admitted students 

Total   3541 

Gender* Female 2694 
Male 780 

Age groups* 
≤ 24 1330 
25-34 1412 
≥ 35 732 

*Number differing from the total of admitted students in statistics from UHR – perhaps related 
to available information in both gender and age of all students



Appendix 2 – Interview guide 
Figure 9. Interview guide 

THEME VARIABLE QUESTIONS 

Family 
background 

Father's occupation What is your father's occupation? 
Mother's occupation What is your mother's occupation? 

Father's education 
What is your father's education? 
If higher education degree, what field did he study? 

Mother's education 
What is your mother's education? 
If higher education degree, what field did she study? 

Educational 
trajectory 

Upper-secondary school 

Which program did you study at upper-secondary school? 
How would you say that this program influenced your decision in pursuing a program/course in 
sociology? 
Did you receive institutional guidance or orientation? How did it influenced your decision of 
enrolling a program/course of sociology 

Did you receive a course in sociology? How this influenced your decision? 

How would you describe the idea of sociology you had then? 

Higher education 
experiences 

Is this your first experience in higher education? If not, in which area did you study before? 

Did you enrol directly after completion of gymnasium? 

Educational decision 

Was sociology the first choice in your application? Did you have any other alternatives? Why 
did not you pursue it? 
How would you explain your decision for taking sociology as program/course? Why not a 
program/course? 

Knowledge on 
the field 

Significant other within 
the field 

Have any of your relatives studied/worked with sociology, or any similar field? How do you 
think they influenced your decision? 
What did your relatives think about your decision? 

Task competences for the 
career 

How would you describe a sociologist? 
Which characteristics and skills are important for a sociologist? 

Labour market and 
occupational possibilities 

Do you have an idea about potential jobs that you can obtain with a training in sociology? 

What do you think people in sociology programs/courses aim at working with? 

Would you describe sociology as a profession? Why? Why not? 

Educational and 
occupational 
aspirations 

Job content and 
preferences 

Considering potential occupations, what job would you like to obtain in the future in this area? 

How would you explain the usefulness of sociology for the occupation that you want to have in 
the future? 
What do you think about an academic career? 
What do you think about a political involvement of the sociologist? 

Self-assessment of 
competences Which of your skills do your think are relevant for this type of occupation? 

Educational aspirations Among your expectations, have you consider to enroll into a graduate program after 
completion of the sociology program? 





Appendix 3 – Informants 
Figure 10. Brief characterization of interviewees 
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