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Those who know they are deep strive for clarity. Those who would like to seem deep to the 

crowd strive for obscurity. For the crowd takes everything whose ground it cannot see to be 

deep: it is so timid and so reluctant to go into the water. 

Friedrich Nietzsche, The Gay Science, 1887, 173. 

 

The truth is no guarantee of belief. 

 

 

Introduction  
 

How can sociology build knowledge that is cumulative and integrative?   This is to ask two 

questions that form the basis of this paper: what are the features of knowledge that enable 

cumulative knowledge-building, and what would enable this kind of knowledge-building to 

become widely practised?  To explore these issues I shall discuss the nature of two 

sociological theories concerned with education that enjoy contrasting profiles and fortunes: 

those of Pierre Bourdieu and Basil Bernstein.  Over recent years Pierre Bourdieu’s star has 

risen in the intellectual firmament.  His concepts are now being widely cited and used across 

a range of social science and humanities disciplines and in studies of a bewildering array of 

topics.  There are growing numbers of translations of, introductions to, and reviews of his 

work, as well as dedicated issues of journals announcing the value of his approach.  In 

comparison, the profile of Bernstein’s theory remains relatively low.  Though his work is 

reaching a wider audience through recent translations into Russian and French and is being 

taken up by a new generation of scholars, this remains relatively restricted to studies of 

education and, as Power (2006a) points out, this low profile extends to within the sociology 

of education itself. 
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Yet, as I shall show, the mode of theorising exemplified by Bernstein’s approach offers 

greater potential for enabling integrative and cumulative knowledge-building than that of 

Bourdieu.  Work building on Bernstein’s ideas offers a means to both enable cumulative 

knowledge-building and to analyse and elaborate its enabling intellectual conditions.  This 

paper explores why this potentially fruitful mode of theorising remains relatively marginal, 

and how this position might be related to its capacity for building cumulative and integrative 

knowledge.   

 

As my opening questions illustrate, this issue is far bigger than a popularity contest between 

two theorists.  Addressing this substantive issue also raises theoretical questions for 

Bernstein’s approach along two directions reflecting these questions.  First, it is to explore 

the nature of intellectual fields such as sociology and their capacity for knowledge-building.  

Bernstein offers an analysis of ‘relations within’ these fields in terms of hierarchical and 

horizontal knowledge structures (2000: 155-174).  These different structures are 

distinguished along two dimensions, which Muller (2007) terms ‘verticality’ and 

‘grammaticality’.  Verticality describes the way some knowledge structures develop through 

integration and subsumption of knowledge towards more general propositions (‘hierarchical 

knowledge structures’, such as physics), while others develop through adding an additional, 

apparently incommensurable segment or approach (‘horizontal knowledge structures’, such 

as sociology).  Grammaticality describes the way some knowledge structures generate 

relatively unambiguous empirical referents (‘strong grammar’, such as physics and 

mathematics), while others are much less capable of doing so (‘weak grammar’, e.g. 

sociology). They are said to be central to the capacity of a knowledge structure or a theory to 

build cumulative knowledge: 

verticality determines the capacity of a theory or language to progress 

integratively through explanatory sophistication ... grammaticality determines 

the capacity of a theory or a language to progress through worldly 

corroboration 

(Muller 2007: 71).   

These two dimensions recur in Bernstein’s account at the level of individual theories as 

internal (L1) and external (L2) ‘languages of description’ whose principles he describes as 
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‘stronger’ or ‘weaker’ (2000: 131-141).  However, it is not clear what these two couplets 

actually refer to, beyond highlighting the significance of internal relations of knowledge 

(L1/verticality) and external relations of knowledge to data (L2/grammaticality).  We are told 

that ‘verticality’ determines the form of intellectual progress but not what it is or how it 

determines that progress.  What, for example, are the principles underlying a strong L1 or 

high verticality?  It is also not clear how the two dimensions are related in different 

knowledge structures, or how they work together to enable the building of knowledge over 

time.  Thus, the questions Bernstein’s model raises are:  

¥ what do these internal relations (L1 / verticality) comprise?  

¥ what do these external relations (L2 / grammaticality) comprise?; and 

¥ how are they related in building cumulative knowledge?   

Addressing these questions is critical to determining the features of knowledge that might 

enable sociology to build knowledge that is cumulative and integrative.  In this paper I shall 

address each of these questions in turn, in a manner that aims to build on, integrate and 

extend Bernstein’s framework. 

 

The second theoretical issue arises from the question of what would enable this form of 

knowledge-building to become widely practised.  Substantively, this is to explore why fields 

such as sociology are dominated by theories with relatively lower potential for building 

cumulative knowledge, and how they can be reconfigured.  To do so requires developing 

Bernstein’s approach.  It requires viewing fields of intellectual and educational practice 

differently, as comprising knowledge and knowers; i.e. they are more than just knowledge 

structures, they are also knower structures (Maton 2007).  This is not only a conceptual 

development; it is a different way of seeing the object of study.  It is to think of discourse, 

knowledge and practice along two dimensions: as embodying messages both about the basis 

of privileged knowledge and about the basis of being a privileged knower.  I shall argue that 

to understand the position of Bernstein’s approach in the sociology of education requires 

developing that approach to embrace this dimension of knowers.  Moreover, if we wish to 

propagate the field with a theory capable of building cumulative knowledge, we must take 

from this dimension the lesson that, given the field is dominated by a focus on legitimate 

gazes rather than epistemologically adequate knowledge claims, the truth is no guarantee of 
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belief.  Scholars using Bernstein’s approach have been arguing ‘for knowledge’ for over a 

decade; here I shall argue for knowledge and knowers.   

 

I address these related questions and issues in two parts.  Part I  explores the conditions for 

enabling cumulative knowledge.  I begin by arguing that claims that Bernstein’s marginal 

status result from his obscure and overly dense theorising are problematised by similar 

descriptions of Bourdieu’s work.  To move the debate forward I introduce new concepts for 

analysing knowledge structures and theories: semantic gravity or degree of context-

dependence and abstraction, and semantic density or degree of condensation of meaning.  I 

then use these concepts to analyse the modes of theorising of Bernstein and Bourdieu, 

focusing first on their internal languages of description and, secondly, on their external 

languages of description.  I show that in Bernstein’s mode these two dimensions are 

characterised by different degrees of abstraction (semantic gravity) and condensation of 

meaning (semantic density).  This, I argue, is the key to enabling both verticality and 

grammaticality, and to creating cumulative knowledge that progresses towards greater 

generality and explanatory power.  In contrast, Bourdieu’s mode of theorising is characterised 

by an internal language with weaker vertical relations of condensation and abstraction 

between concepts, and an external language based on a ‘cultivated gaze’ rather than an 

external language of description.  This I argue limits its capacity for enabling cumulative 

knowledge.  In Part II I address why these two modes of theorising enjoy contrasting 

fortunes within fields such as sociology and education.  Using the framework of Part I, I 

analyse the nature of these intellectual fields in terms of the logic of their knowledge-knower 

structures, and explore how this works to allocate the two modes of theorising to different 

poles of the field’s cosmology.  I conclude by discussing what this means for propagating 

Bernstein’s approach and transforming these fields from segmented to cumulative 

knowledge.  (Part II is not included in the Proceedings for reasons of length). 
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GRAMMARS OF SOCIOLOGY, PART I: HOW TO BUILD KNOWLEDGE  
 

Gravity and density 

 

Everybody is somebodyÕs bore  

(Edith Sitwell) 

 

It has been suggested that Bernstein’s theory is too abstract, too disengaged from empirical 

data and too densely expressed, making the approach difficult to grasp and obscuring its 

potential for enabling substantive research (Power 2006a).  Commentators often highlight 

that ‘many of his readers profess to find his ideas difficult, obscure and elusive’ (Atkinson 

1985: 6) or accuse Bernstein of using ‘a code of sociologese which is hard to break’ (Barcan, 

1993: 156).  Bernstein’s style of presentation is certainly a compressed form of prose, with 

minimal empirical exposition or concrete description, illuminated by flow charts 

schematically expressing the interrelations of concepts.  Bernstein also often relies on 

imaginary examples when outlining his concepts, to which the relative marginality of his 

approach (Power 2006a) and an alleged inability to engage with the empirical (Dowling 

2005) have been attributed.  It is as if the substantive object of study has been reduced for a 

long time on a low heat until a highly condensed conceptual description is left, a kind of 

theoretical stock cube which the reader is expected or invited to fill out with their own 

empirical illustrations. Thus the bulk of his theory that is actively drawn on in the sociology 

of education is contained within three volumes of papers.   

 

In contrast to Bernstein, Bourdieu presents his ideas in a highly textured, prosaic style, 

embodied in a large corpus of often heavy books that are frequently thick with lengthy 

empirical descriptions (often interrupting the main text as separate paragraphs in a different 

font) and complemented by tables and graphs of analysed data.
1
  Bourdieu writes as if paid 

by the word, Bernstein as if paying for the paper and ink himself.  Nonetheless, Bourdieu has 

been similarly criticised as dense and obscure.  Commentators note ‘the renowned 

complexity, if not obscurity of his conceptual framework’ (Nash, 2004: 609) and characterise 

                                                
1
 This is not always the case for Bourdieu; the abstract Tractatus-style first half of 

Reproduction is an obvious counter-example. 
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his style as ‘unnecessarily long-winded, obscure, complex and intimidatory’ (Jenkins, 1992: 

10): 

Idiosyncratic usages and neologisms, allied to frequently repetitive, long 

sentences which are burdened down with a host of sub-clauses and discursive 

detours, combine with complicated diagrams and visual schemes to confront 

the reader with a task that, many ... find daunting. 

(Jenkins 1992: 9).   

Indeed, ‘virtually everyone complains about Bourdieu's dense and highly euphemised style’ 

(Nash, 2001: 65).   

 

Contrary to the implication of criticisms of Bernstein, lengthy empirical exposition is no 

insurance against being viewed as dense and obscure.  Moreover, contrary to some claims, 

the style of presentation of a theory is not the same as the potential of that theory for 

illuminating practical problems in substantive research.  There is a leap from noting a paucity 

of empirical descriptions to the view, summarised succinctly by Moss (2001: 17), that the 

theory is  

an overly complex endeavour, a closed, theoretical edifice of baroque 

proportions, which allows for no dialogue.  Either one accepts it all and 

becomes a slave to its categories, or one can find no use for it. 

It should also be noted that many of those drawing on Bernstein’s ideas argue forcefully 

against this characterisation of his work; Moss, for example, describes this as a 

‘misrepresentation’ (Ibid.).  

 

Obscurity, it seems, is in the eye of the beholder and everybody is somebody’s bore.  Claims 

that a theory is obscure only obscure the issues.  In exploring the intellectual potential of 

theory and reasons for the relative marginality of an approach, one thereby needs to move 

beyond everyday descriptions of ‘obscurity’ towards a more systematically theorised 

analysis.  As Moore (2006: 35) argues, it is less that a theory is abstract and more the 

particular form taken by the abstraction that is important.  Just as crucially, to address the 

central question of Part I of this paper - how can sociology build cumulative knowledge? - 

one also needs a change of emphasis in our focus.  In this analysis the theories of Bernstein 

and Bourdieu are simply illustrative; it is not a comparison of the achievements of the two 
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theorists or a ‘compare and contrast’ exercise.  I cannot emphasise this point enough: I am 

concerned with the mode of theorising each theory represents and their potential for enabling 

cumulative knowledge, not with their theories and achievements per se.  I am asking what 

kind of theorising offers the greatest resource potential, not which theory is better.
2
   

 

Semantic gravity, semantic density 

Bernstein (2000: 131-141) puts forward the notion of ‘languages of description’ as a means 

of understanding the form taken by theories, and distinguishes between internal (L1) and 

external (L2) languages.  L1 ‘refers to the syntax whereby a conceptual language is created’; 

and L2 ‘refers to the syntax whereby the internal language can describe something other than 

itself’ (2000: 132).  Bernstein describes the ‘syntax’ or ‘principles’ of each language as being 

stronger or weaker.  However, what these principles comprise is not made clear and so what 

makes a language of description stronger or weaker remains uncertain.  Similarly, his model 

of ‘knowledge structures’ highlights the dimensions of ‘verticality’ and ‘grammaticality’, 

where each can be stronger or weaker.  Again, the underlying principles of being ‘vertical’ 

and of ‘grammar’ are unexamined.  To explore these attributes I shall consider the form taken 

by theories and knowledge structures along two dimensions: 

(i) semantic gravity, or the degree of abstraction from concrete particulars of specific 

contexts, and  

(ii) semantic density, or the degree of condensation of meaning.  

 

Semantic gravity (SG) refers to the degree to which meaning is dependent on its context.
3
  

Semantic gravity may be relatively stronger (+) or weaker (-).  When semantic gravity is 

stronger (SG+), meaning is more closely related to its context; when weaker, meaning is less 

dependent on its context.  

 

                                                
2
 Given the nature of the wider field (see Part II), it is likely the paper is portrayed as pro-

Bernstein and/or anti-Bourdieu.  This would be mistaken not only about the paper itself but 

about my position on these theorists: my own conceptual framework builds on the insights of 

both approaches, though their ideas occupy different roles in the theory.   
3
 See Maton (2006, 2008a, in press).  In Maton (in press) I present an analysis of student 

work products in two different educational subjects and contexts (professional education at 

university, and school English) using semantic gravity to explore the basis for enabling 

students to experience cumulative learning.  
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Semantic density (SD) refers to the degree to which meaning is condensed within symbols (a 

term, concept, phrase, expression, gesture, etc).  Where semantic density is stronger (SD+), 

the symbol has more meaning condensed within it; where semantic density is weaker (SD-), 

the symbol condenses less meaning.  (As I discuss later, what has been condensed is not 

necessarily an empirical description - it can be, for example, a feeling).   

 

These two dimensions, I suggest, represent the syntax or principles of languages of 

description.  Together, SG and SD give the modality for a language of description.  Each may 

be independently stronger or weaker, giving four potential modalities (SD+/-, SG+/-).  One 

can thus describe a continuum of strengths of semantic gravity and a continuum of strengths 

of semantic density, along which can be placed Bernstein’s model of discourses and 

knowledge structures, as well as particular disciplines, approaches, theories, etc.  This moves 

the analysis beyond the dichotomous and ideal-typical stage of modelling reached by 

Bernstein’s model and towards analysis of underlying structuring principles (see Maton, in 

press).  One may also talk of processes of weakening semantic gravity, as one’s 

understanding is lifted above the concrete particulars of a specific context or case, and 

strengthening semantic gravity, as abstract or generalised ideas are made more concrete; and 

of strengthening semantic density, such as when a lengthy description is ‘packaged up’ or 

condensed into a term or brief expression, and weakening semantic density, when an abstract 

idea is fleshed out with empirical detail.  I shall later suggest that it is not just the states of 

‘stronger’ and ‘weaker’ but also these movements up and down the continua that are the key 

for enabling cumulative knowledge-building.   

 

I shall now use these concepts to explore the modes of theorising illustrated by the conceptual 

frameworks of Bernstein and Bourdieu.  I begin by examining the ways these theories relate 

concepts to other concepts (their internal languages), before moving to explore the ways the 

theories relate concepts to data (their external languages).
4
 

 

 

                                                
4
 Though the development of the theory over time is a dimension of the analysis, this is not 

my primary concern, and so the following is not intended as a historical precis of their 

corpus. 
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Internal languages: Unpacking ÔverticalityÕ 

 

Bernstein’s internal language 

In his theorising, Bernstein successively weakens semantic gravity and raises semantic 

density (heightening abstraction and condensation of meaning) both in the development of 

particular concepts and through the evolution of the overall framework.  For example, 

Bernstein’s analysis of progressive pedagogy (1977, chapter 6) begins with an empirical 

description of what he argues are the six fundamental characteristics of a progressive 

classroom (see Figure 1).  The structuring features are then theorised in terms of relations 

between different forms of ‘criteria’, ‘hierarchy’, and ‘sequencing rules’, which are 

condensed into a distinction between ‘visible’ and ‘invisible’ pedagogies (see Moore 2006).  

Their underlying principles are in turn abstracted and condensed in terms of classification and 

framing (-C, -F).  

 

 

Figure 1: An example of semantic gravity and semantic density in Bernstein’s theory 

 

 

 

Note: Direction of arrows is from weaker to stronger. 

 



 10 

At this point, we have moved a considerable distance from recognisable empirical 

descriptions.  Classification and framing are decontextualised concepts: classification refers 

to strength of boundaries between contexts or categories, and framing refers to the locus of 

context within the context or category (1977: 176).  Moreover, conceptualising an empirical 

phenomenon as one modality of +/-C, +/-F involves the generative conceptualisation of three 

further possible modalities which may never have been empirically observed.  This 

generative mode of theorising makes the concepts of greater generality.  As the conceptual 

framework moves towards higher levels of abstraction, it also subsumes and integrates 

meanings at lower levels.  The concepts of classification and framing stand in for all the steps 

of abstraction that precede them (Figure 1).  These are in turn incorporated into a more 

generalising conceptualisation: 

Pedagogic codes can now be written as: 
 

____E____ 

+Cie / +Fie 

 

where E refers to the orientation of the discourse (elaborated):  ______ refers 

to the embedding of this orientation in classification and framing values.  

(Bernstein 2000: 100) 

 

A further level of theorising then moves the focus from excavating the structuring principles 

underlying empirical phenomena (pedagogic codes) to excavating what generates those 

principles, which Bernstein conceptualised in terms of the ‘pedagogic device’ (1990: chapter 

5).  This depth ontology is reflected in higher levels of abstraction.  When excavating further 

beneath the surface of the empirical, Bernstein moves further into the rarefied air of highly 

abstracted and condensed theorising (Figure 1).  The mixed metaphor is deliberate: the deeper 

the excavation, the higher the order of the concepts.  So as not to reduce deeper layers to 

those nearer the empirical surface (the problem of empiricism), Bernstein develops new 

concepts that build on lower-order concepts.   

 

A higher-order concept is an abstraction from abstractions and a condensation of 

condensations (SG-, SD+).  In Bernstein’s theory, its relation to key lower-order concepts is 

often explicitly defined.  For example, ‘pedagogic codes’ includes ‘elaborated’, 
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‘classification’ and ‘framing’ (see above); similarly, the ‘pedagogic device’ is in turn 

explicitly related to the latter two concepts.  There are thus tight and explicit abstraction-

condensation chains created vertically between concepts.  However, in Bernstein’s 

framework new concepts are not always explicitly of a higher order, but rather new versions 

of past ideas aiming at greater generality.  For instance, ‘pedagogic codes’ subsumes such 

previous conceptualisations as ‘positional’/’personal’ and ‘instrumental’/’expressive’ 

(Bernstein 2000: 89-100); or: ‘Elaborated and restricted codes have not disappeared, nor have 

they been abandoned: they have been subsumed under higher order concepts’ (2000: 207).  

Moreover, relations between different aspects of Bernstein’s theory are not always 

systematically explicated, such as between conceptualisations of pedagogic reproduction as 

‘educational knowledge codes’ (1977: 85-115) and knowledge production as ‘knowledge 

structures’ (2000: 155-174). Thus, Bernstein’s concepts are not always as interlocking 

horizontally as those of Bourdieu (see below).  This partly results from the dynamic nature of 

this mode of theorising - each set of conceptualised principles raises the question of what in 

turn underlies them, and more generalising ideas replace existing notions (vertical 

extension).
5
  

 

Bourdieu’s internal language 

Bourdieu’s concepts are also characterised by high levels of abstraction and condensation.  

‘Habitus’, for example, encompasses a wide range of meanings that are context-independent, 

including ‘the result of an organizing action ... a way of being, a habitual state (especially of 

the body) and, in particular, a predisposition, tendency, propensity or inclination (1977: 214, 

original emphases).  However, in analysing a mode of theorising it is the relations between 

concepts that is of significance in determining the nature of its internal language rather than 

the concepts themselves.   

 

Bourdieu’s internal language is, like Bernstein’s, characterised by different levels of 

abstraction and condensation.  His key concepts for research - field, capital and habitus - 

represent lower-order concepts in comparison to such overarching concepts as ‘practice’ and 

                                                
5
 Bernstein argues this dynamic quality potentially obscures the theory’s internal logic (2000: 

211), though this is also contingent on him not explicitly stating the relations between newer 

and older concepts. 
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‘symbolic violence’.  Within the theory concepts are also tightly related to other concepts.  

The concepts of field, capital and habitus (which together theorise the logic of practice) are 

all interconstitutive and defined in terms of each other, as are the constituent concepts of 

Bourdieu’s theory of symbolic violence: ‘pedagogic work’, ‘pedagogic authority’ and 

‘cultural arbitrary’ (Bourdieu & Passeron 1977).
6
  However, where this mode of theorising 

differs is in terms of the nature of these relations: they are between concepts of equivalent 

magnitudes of semantic gravity and semantic density.  The concepts are thus strongly related 

horizontally rather than vertically.   

 

This is not to say that there are no vertical relations between concepts.  For example, 

Bourdieu summarises the constituent concepts of his theory of practice as:  

 [(habitus)(capital)] + field = practice 

 (1984: 101) 

This condenses the idea that practice results from relations between one’s structured and 

structuring dispositions (habitus) and one’s relational position in a field of struggles (capital), 

within the current state of play of struggles in that social arena (field).  What this does not do, 

however, is to move along the continua of semantic gravity and semantic density by 

abstracting and condensing the principles underlying habitus or capital or field (and thus 

practice).  Similarly, at a lower level, ‘habitus’ is defined as a ‘structured and structuring 

structure’ (1994: 170): structured by one’s past and present circumstances, and structuring 

one’s present and future practices.  However, in bringing these together, the principles 

underlying that ‘structure’ are not abstracted.  In this mode, higher-order concepts are thus 

created by aggregating horizontal relations between lower-order concepts, and vertical 

relations rely less on explicit chains of abstraction and condensation. 

 

The mode of development is thus characterised by relatively stronger semantic gravity and 

weaker semantic density.  This limits the effects of a potential stimulus to theoretical 

development: excavating deeper through abstracting higher-order concepts.  In short, the 

questions stop: answers (e.g. ‘habitus’) do not lead to new questions of underlying principles 

(‘what are the underlying principles of habituses?’).  This results in a flat ontology - there is 

                                                
6
 Bernstein alludes to this when describing Bourdieu as offering ‘an apparently strong syntax’ 

(2000: 132).   
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nothing beneath field or capital or habitus - and limits the number of levels or orders of 

concepts and so vertical extension of the theory.  For example, Bourdieu defines the structure 

of a ‘field’ as given by the rate of exchange between its species of ‘capital’ (status and 

resources), where their relative values reflects the state of play in struggles between actors 

possessing these capitals.  This raises the question (in a Bernsteinian mode of theorising) of 

how the relative status of capitals is determined at any particular moments in time: what is it 

that actors are struggling over?  Bourdieu’s answer reflects a flat ontology and horizontal 

mode of theorising: the limits of the field and of legitimate participation is at once what is at 

stake in struggles, the ground over which struggles are fought, and what is used in struggles 

(1994: 143).  The field is not only the thing, it is the only thing - there is no generative 

mechanism to be found underlying it and thus no higher-order concept to be defined.  There 

is thus less vertical extension in the theory.   

 

Summary 

In summary, the mode of theorising represented by Bernstein’s framework develops through 

the integration and subsumption of concepts at lower levels within concepts at higher levels. 

This relation is one of greater generality and abstraction (lower context-dependency) and 

higher condensation.  Its internal language of description is thus characterised by moves to 

weaken semantic gravity and strengthen semantic density; or L1 = SG-, SD+.  The preceding 

sentences illustrate the way in which these internal relations between concepts work to 

condense and abstract and so free up space in the discourse.  They allow symbols to stand in 

for structures that would otherwise take lengthier description.  Ironically, then, condensation 

increases the density of meaning contained within the written formulation of a theory but also 

lightens the text by thinning description.  

 

In contrast, Bourdieu’s mode of theorising develops through the creation of new similar order 

concepts or through bringing these concepts into horizontal relations.  Its internal language is 

strongly interlinked horizontally but does not extend as far vertically.  Though the concepts 

themselves are characterised by low context-dependency and high condensation, and so share 

similar features to those of Bernstein, the mode of theorising and its development do not.  

Once an initial abstraction and condensation has created concepts, Bourdieu’s theory remains 

at the same level and advances horizontally; its verticality is thus SG+, SD-.   
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Having unpacked the basis of ‘verticality’ or L1, I now turn to consider the question of 

‘grammaticality’ or L2 and will show that, contrary to many commentators’ assumptions, a 

high degree of abstraction and density can be a condition for cumulative knowledge-building, 

one with stronger relations to the empirical that the preceding analysis might at first suggest.   

 

 

External languages: Unpacking ÔgrammaticalityÕ 

 

Bernstein (2000: 163) suggests that the degree to which a theory can stably generate 

relatively unambiguous empirical referents and/or formal models of empirical relations - a 

strong ‘grammar’ or external language of description (L2) - is a key condition for enabling 

the building of cumulative knowledge.  To explore what this ‘grammaticality’ might 

comprise I shall now use the concepts of semantic gravity and semantic density to explore the 

attributes of the external languages of description of Bernstein and Bourdieu.  

 

Bernstein’s external language 

Bernstein insisted that the development of theory is of little consequence if the resulting 

concepts are unable to engage with empirical problems (2000: 131-141).  As Moore & Muller 

(2002: 627) argue, theory in the Bernsteinian mode ‘does not simply picture or represent 

reality; it engages directly with it, enters into a relationship with it’.  The mode of 

engagement lies in the external language of description (L2), the means for translating 

theoretical concepts into empirical descriptions and empirical descriptions into theoretical 

concepts.  For Bernstein, this is not meant to be the imposition of a model onto an empirical 

phenomenon; rather, the L2 ‘must submit to an external ontological imperative’ (Moore 

2001: 13) that allows the data to speak back to the theory.  Less formally, this ‘translation 

device’ must arise from and enable a movement between theory and data.  An explicit theory 

may engage with an empirical phenomenon (as Bernstein emphasised, one always has a 

theory, the difference is how explicit that theory is) but the external language arises also from 

immersion in the data.  Thus, though they often develop together, one ‘must struggle to keep 

L2 as free as possible’ from the internal theory (Bernstein 2000: 135): 
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It is the dialogic move between the two that Bernstein emphasises.  The 

researcher must be “prepared to live with the muddle which is the unordered 

data, and enjoy the pleasure of its potential, in order to be able to generate the 

theoretical apparatus which is specific to it” (Bernstein, personal 

communication). 

(Moss 2001: 18) 

 

For this mode of theorising, the external language is crucial: ‘a theory is only as good as the 

principles of description to which it gives rise’ (Bernstein 2000: 91).  However, this aspect of 

the mode of theorising is more often discussed than explicitly illustrated in Bernstein’s own 

published corpus, something he acknowledged: ‘In my case sections of the theory (usually 

without strong principles of description) always preceded the research’ (2000: 121, emphasis 

added).  As Power (2006a) notes, substantive studies building on Bernstein’s framework are 

overwhelmingly to be found in publications by other scholars.  Nonetheless, one should not 

elide the mode of publication with the mode of theorising (as does, for example, Dowling 

2005) nor the theory itself with the mode of theorising - both are empiricist errors.  

Moreover, there are a number of examples of such external languages, both directly using 

Bernstein’s concepts and drawing on other concepts from the same mode of theorising.
7
  I 

have included one such example in Table I (at end of paper): an external language of 

description for the concept of ‘semantic gravity’.  

 

I have chosen this example not simply to be reflexive or to confuse the reader (by discussing 

the semantic gravity of an L2 for ‘semantic gravity’), but because it illustrates how an 

external language is not merely the ‘operationalisation’ of concepts or imposition of theory 

onto empirical data.  Scholars working with Bernstein’s theory have been described as 

‘testing’ his concepts, suggesting a uni-directional flow from theory to research (Dowling 

1999).  Such a conception can only lead to frustration when the empirical data fails to neatly 

match the theory’s categories (cf. Power 2006b), rather than to developing the theory in the 

                                                
7
 For examples of external languages using Bernstein’s concepts, see Morais & Neves (2001), 

Morais, Neves & Pires (2004) and Hoadley (2007).  See also Carvahlo & Dong (2008), 

Doherty (2008) and Lamont & Maton (2008) for examples of external languages drawing on 

legitimation code theory.  The example analysed is intended to be illustrative rather than 

exemplary.   
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light of the research.
8
  In the example given here, the basis for an external language for 

‘semantic gravity’ was developed in Bennett (2002), independently (and before the advent) of 

the concept of ‘semantic gravity’, to analyse a constructivist learning environment.  

Conversely, the concept of semantic gravity was initially developed separately from this 

research (Maton 2006).  It was only later that the concept and research data were brought 

together (Maton 2008a, in press).   

 

In terms of relations between concepts and data, such external languages are characterised by 

stronger semantic gravity.  They are ‘locked on’ to a particular empirical phenomenon, in 

this case student work products.  This external language is thus more context-dependent; an 

external language for using the same concept to investigate, for example, classroom practices 

would need to developed in relation to research into classroom practices.  It also exhibits 

relatively weaker semantic density, with (albeit succinct) descriptions of the concepts and 

their realisations within the data.  (One of the difficulties in publishing articles that include 

such a language is the number of words it can involve).  The modality of L2 is thus: SG+, 

SD-.   

 

Just as important as the modality of the external language is what it does to meanings. 

Reading Table 1 from right to left, the external language works to: increase semantic density 

by condensing what are in the data lengthy empirical descriptions; and lessen semantic 

gravity by moving away from the concrete specificities of student work products.  The 

concrete is thereby made abstract.  Reading from left to right, the external language also 

works to successively increase semantic gravity by moving from: abstract concepts (in this 

example, differing strengths of SG); to what forms these take in this kind of object of study 

(‘abstraction’, ‘summarising description’, etc); to how these forms are in turn realised in 

student work products (‘Presents a general principle ....’); and to examples of how these are 

realised in the empirical phenomenon being studied (quotes from student answers).  The 

abstract is thereby made concrete.  At the same time, condensed concepts are fleshed out, 

                                                
8
 It is notable that such criticisms are typically made of concepts that are lower order and 

taxonomical, such as Bernstein’s taxonomies of knowledge structures and of identities.  In 

these cases, research speaking back to the theory would be pointing to the need to develop the 

internal language of the theory by abstracting principles underlying such taxonomies to give 

concepts of greater generality and explanatory power.  But criticism is easier than creation.   
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successively reducing semantic density by filling in progressively more empirical detail.  In 

short, this modality of external language works by shunting meaning (so to speak) up and 

down both the continua of strengths of SG and SD.  

 

Bourdieu’s external language 

Like Bernstein, Bourdieu emphasised that his central concepts of field, capital and habitus 

were intended to engage in a dialogue with data: 

There is no doubt a theory in my work, or, better, a set of thinking tools visible 

through the results they yield, but it not built as such...It is a temporary 

construct which takes shape for and by empirical work 

(in Wacquant 1989: 50, original emphases). 

In terms of relations between theory and data, Bourdieu argued against both empiricism and 

theoreticism.  On the one hand, he described ‘the tradition I represent’ as based on the notion 

‘that the scientific fact has to be fought for’ (1992: 42) and argued against accepting 

unproblematically the accounts of participants in the object of study.  On the other hand, he 

warned against confusing the model of reality with the reality of the model (1977: 29) and 

emphasised differences between ‘the theoretical aims of theoretical understanding and the 

practical and directly concerned aims of practical understanding’ (1994: 60).  These come 

together in the necessity for a double ‘epistemological break’, first from the viewpoints of 

participants, and secondly from the viewpoint of the detached observer. ‘The important 

thing’, according to Bourdieu, ‘is to be able to objectify one’s relation to the object’ (1993b: 

53) in terms of the effect of one’s relational social positioning.   Relations between theory 

and data are thus typically understood in terms of the social positions of actors and their 

situated viewpoints, rather than differing forms of discourse and knowledge (Maton 2003, 

2005).  

 

In this mode of theorising there is no external language of description; relations between 

concepts and data are not mediated by explicit principles of translation. There is only an 

internal language, and no procedural means of moving from higher to lower abstraction and 

unpacking concepts.  Instead, Bourdieu attempted to create concepts of sufficient versatility 

to be flexible enough for any research; as Wacquant argues, ‘Bourdieu has not exhibited the 

“obsessive preoccupation” with achieving relatively unambiguous meaning in his concepts’ 
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(in Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992: 35-36).  The problem, as Swartz summarises, is that ‘this 

very appealing conceptual versatility sometimes renders ambiguous just what the concept 

actually designates empirically’ (1997:109), or as Nash puts it, ‘Bourdieu’s concepts are 

vague, and everyone knows it’ (1993: 321).  As has been widely commented, this opens up 

the possibility of circularity and ad hoc explanations, for example: an actor makes bourgeois 

choices because of their bourgeois habitus; their bourgeois habitus is shown by the bourgeois 

choices they make.
 9

  Without an explicit means of relating concepts to data, the tendency is 

thereby to overlay empirical description with conceptual description. Bourdieu did 

acknowledge the possibility of circularity and claimed to be ‘keenly aware of this danger’ 

(Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992: 129), but did not explicate how it could be avoided except 

through vigilance. 

 

This is not to say that Bourdieu’s mode of theorising involves no external relations. Where 

Bernstein has the idea of an external language, Bourdieu has the notion of a sociological 

‘gaze’.  Rather than procedural principles for relating theory to data, Bourdieu emphasises 

inculcating the right habitus: ‘a system of dispositions necessary to the constitution of the 

craft of the sociologist in its universality’ (1993a: 271): 

The task is to produce, if not a ‘new person’, then at least a ‘new gaze’, a 

sociological eye.  And this cannot be done without a genuine conversion, a 

metanoia, a mental revolution, a transformation of one’s whole vision of the 

social world. 

(Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992: 251) 

The emphasis is thus on the gaze of knowers rather than explicit procedures of knowledge - a 

knower code rather than a knowledge code (Maton 2000).   

 

As I have argued previously, we can describe theories as possessing two kinds of external 

languages or ‘grammars’: knowledge-grammars which relate concepts or ideas to data (L2 in 

Bernstein’s model), and knower-grammars which relate theory or ideas to ideal knowers 

(Maton 2006).  All intellectual and educational fields comprise both knowledge and knowers, 

so every field involves a specialised gaze (whether born, social, cultivated or trained; see 

                                                
9
 See for example, Bernstein (2000: 133), Maton (2000, 2003, 2005) and Moore (2006).  
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Maton 2006).  A key difference is whether the gaze defines the procedures of knowledge or 

the knowledge enables the gaze (Moore & Maton 2001).  For example, training and 

experience in scientific practices provides a trained gaze, but it is the procedures that form 

the gaze rather than the gaze defining the procedures (though it affects when and how 

procedures are employed).  In contrast, Bourdieu’s mode of theorising relies on a knower-

grammar, based on a cultivated gaze:  

You have some general principles of method that are in a sense inscribed in the 

scientific habitus.  The sociologist’s mŽtier is exactly that - a theory of the 

sociological construction of the object, converted into a habitus.  When you 

possess this mŽtier, you master in a practical state everything that is contained 

in the fundamental concepts: habitus, field, and so on. 

(Bourdieu et al 1991: 253) 

What matters is experience in ‘the craft of sociology’ (Bourdieu et al 1991).  Of course, 

much the same can be said of the construction of the object in the Bernsteinian mode of 

theorising: it provides you with a gaze that views (to take an example from Bourdieu) ‘that 

the real is relational’ (Ibid.).  The difference is that the latter additionally provides and 

privileges an external language, a knowledge-grammar.   

 

In terms of cumulative knowledge, a knower-grammar is less of a stimulus to theoretical 

development because there is no procedurised means for the specificities of different 

problems to speak back to the theory.  Though Bourdieu described his concepts as a 

‘temporary construct’, the framework remained relatively unchanged.  It developed primarily 

through an accumulation of topics and a growing range of applications, rather than leading to 

new concepts of greater generality and abstraction.  Though the concept of habitus evolved 

slowly in this direction over time in Bourdieu’s hands (e.g. from a more cognitive focus to 

embrace the corporeal; see Maton 2008b), its development also depends on practitioners 

sharing the same gaze.  However, theoretical development by other scholars has been in the 

direction of less generality and abstraction; for example, a growing proliferation of adjectives 

prefixing ‘habitus’ and ‘capital’ (‘institutional’, ‘gendered’, ‘linguistic’, etc) to denote the 

area of social life or kinds of actors being studied.  In other words, though Bourdieu can do a 

Bourdieuian analysis, it is less easy for others to do so in the way Bourdieu argues it should 

be done.  (I return to this issue in Part II).   
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Implications: How to build knowledge 

 

It is when I struggle to be brief that I become obscure. 

Horace, Epistles 

 

So, what does this all mean?  I now return to consider the two questions which began the 

paper, namely: what are the features of knowledge that enable cumulative knowledge-

building, and what would enable this kind of knowledge-building to become widely 

practised?   

 

The basis of cumulative knowledge 

As I noted at the outset, Bernstein’s notion of ‘knowledge structures’ suggests that two key 

dimensions - verticality and grammaticality or internal (L1) and external (L2) languages of 

description - shape the extent to which intellectual fields can build cumulative and integrative 

knowledge over time.  However, until now it has been not clear what these dimensions 

comprise and how they are related.  Here I have put forward two underlying principles: 

semantic gravity and semantic density.  As well as abstracting principles from Bernstein’s 

model, these concepts have greater explanatory reach than previous concepts.  They can be 

applied to both knowledge structures (verticality/grammaticality) and theories (L1/L2) 

enabling these different levels to be brought within the same analysis.  They can also be 

applied to both verticality and grammaticality (or L1 and L2) enabling these two attributes to 

be brought into relation.   

 

Verticality is when a theory relates concepts vertically to other concepts through relations of 

higher generality and abstraction (lower context-dependence) and higher condensation.  

Grammaticality is when a theory relates concepts to data through relations of lower generality 

and abstraction (higher context-dependence) and lower condensation.  In other words: 

¥ the basis of strong L1 / verticality is weaker semantic gravity and stronger semantic 

density (SG-, SD+); and  
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¥ the basis of strong L2 / grammaticality is stronger semantic gravity and weaker semantic 

density (SG+, SD-).   

So, the capacity for enabling cumulative knowledge-building depends on the modalities of L1 

and L2 being inversely related.  Bernstein argues the need for a ‘discursive gap’ between the 

two languages (2000: 209) - they must be relatively autonomous of one another, to allow 

each to retain its integrity, and so that the construction of the object of study is theory-laden 

rather than theory-determined and the theoretical explanation avoids empiricism.  This gap is 

the basis, he argues, for genuine dialogue between theory and data.  I wish to suggest that the 

crux of this discursive gap resides in this inverse relation between the modalities of L1 and 

L2, what I’ll term, for short, the cumulative modality.   

 

The capacity for enabling cumulative knowledge-building lies with this particular modality of 

L1 and L2 by virtue of what the languages do to meanings in empirical data and concepts.  (I 

am here changing the focus of the analysis: from analysing the two languages to analysing 

the nature of the meanings they transform).  The cumulative modality lifts meaning out of a 

specific context through abstracting and condensing the principles underlying that context 

into a compact language, freeing up space in the discourse; and both ‘earths’ or concretises 

the analysis and ‘fleshes out’ condensed concepts through a dialogue with the particularities 

of the context.   What is crucial here is that it enables both the strengthening and weakening 

of both semantic gravity and semantic density - it enables meanings to be moved up and 

down both their continua of strengths, between abstract and concrete and between condensed 

and expanded.  This it does within both languages: between lower-order and higher-order 

concepts within the theory; and between the theory and data.  In other words, though the two 

languages might differ in the sense of concepts in L1 being related to other concepts, and 

concepts in L2 being related to empirical data, the cumulative modality works as a kind of 

elevator of meaning upwards and downwards through both languages.   

 

In short, this modality enables the recontextualisation of knowledge.  By moving up and 

down (or down and up) the continua of strengths of SG and SD, this cumulative modality 

also enables knowledge to build across different social contexts and over time.  It does so 

because: 



 22 

(i) SG-, SD+ in the internal language enables both height in the vertical extension of the 

theory (how integrative and generalising it gets), and strengthens vertical relations within 

the theory (how well integrated each conceptual level of the theory is with higher- and 

lower-order concepts).   

(ii) SG+, SD- of the external language enables not only the theory to engage with the 

empirical (so it is not freely floating) but also horizontal extension of the empirical 

phenomena and range of substantive problems encompassed by the theory (the use of the 

theory across an expanding range of different, segmented contexts).   

We can thereby update the heuristic image used by Bernstein of a triangle to portray the form 

taken by this mode of theorising (see Figure 2).   

 

 

Figure 2: The cumulative modality 

 

 

Note: SG is semantic gravity; SD is semantic density; arrows indicate continuum of strengths 

from weaker to stronger.   

 

These two dimensions also underpin the dynamic nature of this mode of theorising.  By 

virtue of the internal language, each conceptualisation of a set of underlying principles (e.g. 

+/-C, +/-F) raises the question of what it is that in turn underlies those principles (e.g. the 

pedagogic device), so each moment of theorisation points forward to a future moment of 
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further theorising of greater generality, abstraction and condensation.  Each answer raises a 

new question.  Thanks to the external language, each enactment of the theory within a new 

concrete problem situation enables the specificities of that empirical context to speak back to 

the theory - it raises questions of the theory’s capacity.  There are thus two stimuli to 

theoretical development in the direction of cumulative knowledge.  In contrast, Bourdieu’s 

mode lacks these stimuli to theoretical development because of the limited vertical extension 

of its internal language and lack of an explicit external language.  Instead it tends towards 

horizontal development, both in terms of relations between concepts and the applications of 

these concepts across different topics.   

 

Bourdieu and Bernstein were arguably the strongest advocates in the sociology of education 

for developing cumulative and integrative knowledge.  Both thinkers argued for work in the 

sociology of education (and, indeed, sociology and education) to be a serious enterprise that 

should progress and have something to say about the world.  I have showed that theorising in 

the mode exemplified by Bernstein’s theory enables the cumulative movement of knowledge 

across contexts and over time, whereas the mode of theories such as Bourdieu’s offer less 

potential for such cumulative knowledge.  In saying this, four points need to be emphasised.  

First, I am not arguing that Bernstein’s theory itself is exemplary or Bourdieu’s theory offers 

little - as I emphasised earlier, my focus is the modes of theorising not the theories per se.  

Secondly, this argument is relative; it is not saying Bernstein’s mode of theorising is 

exemplary - there is always room for improvement.  One such area for development is the 

horizontal relations between concepts (horizontal L1 arrows in Figure 2); as discussed earlier, 

Bernstein was not particularly systematic in relating new concepts to existing concepts, 

especially when they were of similar, usually lower, order.  Thirdly, this is not to dismiss 

Bourdieu’s mode of theorising - I return to discuss what this mode offers in Part II.  

 

Influencing people? 

I wrote that four points need to be emphasised.  The final point brings us to the second 

question with which I began.  I have focused on intra-cumulative rather than inter-cumulative 

development in a knowledge structure.  I have not addressed the degree to which a theory 

reaches out to and integrates with other theories of different modalities and with what 

consequences.  Though I have sketched the conditions for cumulative knowledge within a 



 24 

theory or knowledge structure, they do not by themselves account for the contrasting fortunes 

of different modes of theorising within intellectual fields like sociology and education.   

 

Commonplace descriptions of Bernstein’s work (see earlier above) imply that the cumulative 

modality results in ‘obscure’ and ‘dense’ theorising that is off-putting to the uninitiated.  

However, the analysis presented here suggests a more complex picture.  First, the internal 

language of the cumulative modality (SG-, SD+) lightens the discourse by compacting 

description through increasing semantic density.  Secondly, its external language of 

description (SG+ SD-) makes the empirical basis of these concepts clearer.  However, in 

doing so it requires more principles of description. This is the paradox of enabling genuine 

dialogue between theory and data: it requires more theory not less. Without acknowledging 

the analytical distinction between the theoretical and the empirical, one is doomed to the 

upwards conflation of theoreticism or the downwards conflation of empiricism.  External 

languages of description are the systematic means of avoiding these reductionisms by both 

acknowledging and bridging this distinction.  The problem is that while the cumulative 

modality provides space in the discourse (as well as enabling greater explanatory reach and 

power), the price is that the discourse becomes semantically denser: one needs to know the 

meanings of the terms being used.  So while it is not necessarily more difficult to read and 

understand, whether it is experienced as such depends on whether one has the knowledge to 

understand the condensed concepts and/or the disposition to acquire that knowledge.  This 

demands intellectual effort and the belief that this effort will yield rewards.  As Boudon 

(1980: 258) argues, the ‘familiar axiom that “everything is related to everything else”’ can be 

used to help ‘defend an epistemology of the “return to the concrete which does the sociologist 

the favour of removing any need for genuinely scientific exertion’.  It is easier to deny the 

value of such theory in favour of ‘complexity’, ‘hybridity’ or ‘fluidity’ (or whatever the next 

term might be).   

 

Nonetheless, this raises the question of why actors in the wider field might be, as Nietzsche 

put it, ‘so timid and so reluctant to go into the water’ and engage with Bernsteinian theory.  

For, as I pointed out, Bourdieu’s ideas have been considered just as ‘obscure’ and ‘dense’.  

This highlights that the mode of theorising in itself is not the only reason for their different 

profiles.  The questions then become: if the mode of theorising exemplified by Bernstein 
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offers greater potential for cumulative knowledge-building, then why is this mode marginal 

and the mode exemplified by Bourdieu (as well as Foucault, Derrida and others) more widely 

adopted in social science disciplines?  How are their different modalities of SD and SG and 

different grammars related to their contrasting fortunes?  What would enable modes of 

theorising capable of generating cumulative knowledge to become widely practised in the 

field?  In other words, how can we turn ‘truth’ into ‘belief’?  This requires analysis of the 

nature of the intellectual field, which I undertake in Part II.  As I shall argue, this requires 

thinking differently about fields.  The wonderful thing about building cumulative knowledge, 

as Popper (1963) argues, is that each tentative solution to a question in turn raises new 

questions ... 
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Table I: Example of an external language of description for semantic gravity 
 

Semantic gravity Coding of responses Form taken by student responses Example quote from student answers 

Abstraction Presents a general principle or procedure that moves 

beyond the cases to address wider or future practice.   

 

Legal and intellectual property issues are a major consideration 

when developing a product. 

Generalisation Presents a general observation or draws a generalising 

conclusion about issues and events in the case.  

 

Precious time would be wasted and deadlines not met when 

members did not have a full concept of the project.   

 

Judgement Goes beyond re-presenting or interpreting information 

to offer a value judgement or claim. 

 

While each metaphor provides a realistic learning environment 

..., I felt that the Nardoo metaphor assists with navigation, while 

the StageStruck metaphor was a barrier to effective navigation. 

 

Interpretation Seeks to explain a statement by interpreting 

information from the case or adding new information.  

May include use of other literature or personal 

experience. 

 

While not alluded to in the interviews, this may have caused 

problems for the team, as there would have been a new software 

to work with, and transferral of information from Hypercard to 

MediaPlant. 

 

Summarising description Descriptive response that summarises or synthesises 

information presented in the case, including re-

wording and re-structuring of a number of events into 

one statement. Does not present new information from 

beyond the case. 

 

This involved creating the overall structure and content of the 

project, with design briefs and statements being forwarded to 

the client, with the final design statement being signed off by 

the client, giving a stable starting position for the project. 

 

 

Reproductive description Reproduces information directly from the case with no 

elaboration (i.e. quotations). 

The NSW Department of Land and Water Conservation 

(DLWC) approached the Interactive Multimedia Learning 

Laboratory (IMMLL) at the University of Wollongong to 

develop an educational multimedia package. 

 

Source: Maton (in press), developed from Bennett (2002) and Maton (2006).   
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