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In eighteenth-century England, a middle class growing in wealth and economic 

power was closing in on the upper class, nipping at the fashionable heels of the high-

born elite who had previously sat comfortably atop the hierarchy without much threat 

of being deposed. Beginning in the 1720s, social emulation and class competition 

drove consumerism and revolutionized consumer shopping; individual shops replaced 

open-air markets and in-home salesmen, and before long, refined taste in material 

objects was playing an increasingly important role in distinguishing the rising middle 

class and nouveau riche from the upper class — the well-bred, the aristocrats, and the 

nobility.  

The emphasis on refined taste as the true indicator of class and social status 

during a time of increasing “social emulation and class competition … among all the 

ranks” was driven by the availability of “more goods, of greater variety and improved 

quality … than ever before to a wider range of people.” Whereas these goods had 

previously played a significant role in conveying one’s class status, in the 18th century, 

“consumer objects became, with the growth of wide-scale consumption, ‘an expression 

and guide to social identity’” — in short, people “considered objects like furniture or 

china not merely as useful but also as valuable indication of who and what they were” 

(Kowaleski-Wallace, 6).  

This idea that one’s taste in material goods, not just one’s economic standing, 

helps dictate one’s social status was documented and reinforced in the artwork and 
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literature of the time. Conversation pieces — commissioned paintings depicting the 

subjects in their homes — provided snapshots of the lives of the bourgeoisie and 

upper class and shed light on the fashionable (or perhaps not-so-fashionable) items 

that surrounded them in their domestic spaces. Meanwhile, the concept of taste (or 

lack thereof) as a class identifier was evident in novels of the time. Both Frances Burney 

and Jane Austen reinforce it in their novels, going so far as to suggest that natural taste 

is inherent to the upper class (as in the unknowingly high-born Evelina, who shows a 

natural refined taste for the opera, theatre, and fashionable dress), and that while the 

middle class can learn to appreciate this finery (as the solidly middle-class Catherine 

Morland appreciates art and music, despite having no natural talent for either), 

members of this class are simply not born with this special gift and can only attempt to 

emulate it through their observation and mimicry of the upper class.  

But this concept of taste as a class identifier, which seems to have emerged in 

the 18th century, may also have modern-day applications — especially in the U.S., 

where the gap in economic power between the middle and upper class is growing 

instead of shrinking, thereby creating the need for the middle class to amass whatever 

other capital it can. 
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BOURDIEU’S THREE FORMS OF CAPITAL 

To better understand why the upper class in the eighteenth century worked to 

delineate itself from the new-money rising bourgeoisie via taste, we view this shift 

through the lense of Pierre Bourdieu’s three different forms of capital — economic, 

cultural, and social — and how the upper class sat at their intersection (see Figure 1 

below). The rising middle class in the 1700s — which was composed of professions like 

“manufacturers, merchants, attorneys, shopkeepers” (Gunn, 50) — was encroaching on 

the upper class in terms of their economic capital, or the amount of monetary wealth 

they possessed, making this a less and less applicable signifier of class. Meanwhile, the 

emergence of shopping as an activity, networking and entertaining (especially at the 

tea table, which we will examine later) in one’s own home, and participating in social 

events like balls was giving the middle class — which could now afford to participate in 

these things because of their economical capital — more social capital than they had 

ever previously possessed.  
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Figure 1: Pierre Bourdieu’s three forms of capitalism. 

This left cultural capital as the final front on which the upper class still held a 

distinct advantage in the battle to dominate and maintain social order. Twentieth-

century philosopher and sociologist Pierre Bourdieu posited that cultural capital exists 

in three states: embodied, objectified, and institutionalized. In its fundamental 

embodied state, cultural capital is the accumulation and internalization of one’s cultural 

knowledge, training, and experiences into one’s habitus — it requires an investment of 

time, labor, and perhaps money. In its embodied state, cultural capital is “external 

wealth converted into an integral part of the person, into a habitus” that “cannot be 

transmitted instantaneously (unlike money, property rights, or even titles of nobility) by 

gift or bequest, purchase or exchange” (Longhofer and Winchester, 48). Embodied 

cultural capital includes one’s taste, and it can neither be bought nor sold. 
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Cultural capital in its institutionalized state includes academic qualifications — “a 

certificate of cultural competence which confers on its holder a conventional, constant, 

legally guaranteed value with respect to culture.” It is the “product of the conversion of 

economic capital into cultural capital” that gives the holder more cultural value relative 

to others (Longhofer	and	Winchester, 50-51). Cultural capital in its institutionalized form 

could then ideally be converted into additional economic capital. In eighteenth-century 

England, education was still a privilege available almost exclusively to the wealthy, and 

even though the gap in economic power was closing between the classes, it would 

take until the 1944 Butler Education Act for even a primary education to become a 

right instead of a privilege for children across all classes. Clearly, the upper echelon of 

society still held the majority of this institutionalized cultural capital in the eighteenth 

century. 

In its objectified state, cultural capital exists in its material form. It can manifest 

as furniture, artwork, china, clothing, books, tapestries, baubles, sculptures, and more. 

In this physical state, cultural capital “is transmissible in its materiality” and can be 

bought and sold. “A collection of paintings, for example, can be transmitted as well as 

economic capital (if not better, because the capital transfer is more disguised)” 

(Longhofer	and	Winchester, 50). These objects of cultural capital are consumable and 

acquirable by the middle class as well as the upper class. However, it is cultural capital 

in this state that most effectively separates the middle and upper classes, according to 
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Bourdieu. The well-bred upper class maintains it possesses a superior, innate, and 

natural taste in these objects of cultural capital that otherwise must be learned and 

cultivated by members of lower classes. Bourdieu asserts that 

“by symbolically shifting the essence of what sets them apart from other 

classes from the economic field to that of culture . . . the privileged 

members of bourgeois society replace the difference between two 

cultures, historic products of social conditions, by the essential difference 

between two natures, a naturally cultivated nature and a naturally natural 

nature” (Bourdieu, 236, emphasis added). 

In eighteenth-century England, cultural capital is essentially the last thing standing 

between the high-born elite and the growing bourgeoisie threatening their social 

position.  

CONSUMERISM AND THE VERBING OF ‘SHOP’ 

 If cultural capital in its objectified state was one of the clearest indicators of 

one’s social standing, then shopping was the physical act of expressing one’s taste and 

class. Shopping “first occurred when customers went in search of three commodities in 

particular: caffeine products (coffee and tea), tobacco, and sugar,” making the first 

form of mass consumption “literally dependent upon addiction” (Kowaleski-Wallace, 

77). The verbing of the noun “shop” is, “according to the Oxford English Dictionary, 
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an eighteenth-century coinage” (Kowaleski-Wallace, 6, emphasis in original) and, 

interestingly, one of the first recorded uses of “shopping” is in Frances Burney’s 

Evelina: “We have been a shopping, as Mrs. Mirvan calls it, all this morning to buy silks, 

caps, gauzes, and so forth” (Burney, 28, emphasis in original). Additionally, 

“Marketplace goods were more than necessities or luxuries: they conveyed information 

about personality, character, and a host of other abstract concepts” (Del Rose, 6). 

While shopping may have begun as a pursuit for (addictive) necessities, it soon 

became an event where those who possessed the appropriate economic capital could 

showcase their varying degrees of taste while in search of goods that were increasingly 

less of a necessity and more of an indulgence in nature. In the end, these 

“commodities tell us who we are” (Kowaleski-Wallace, 150), and refined taste in 

objects of cultural capital began to separate the elite from the bourgeoisie.  

ART, TEA, AND CULTURAL CAPITAL 

Not only did art exist in eighteenth century England as an artifact of cultural 

capital in its objectified form — it was also used convey the taste and cultural capital of 

the subjects it portrayed. In the eighteenth century, 

“novel representations of domestic interiors and family members 

emerged in a new genre of portraiture known as conversation pieces 

during the first few decades of the eighteenth century in England. The 
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fashionability of interior scenes and multiple sitters was tied to other 

developments concerning households, goods, and manners” (Del Rose, 

22). 

These conversation pieces frequently depicted families or social gatherings at the tea 

table — the center of “femininity, delicacy, [and] refinement” in the upper-class home 

(see Figure 2 below). At the tea table, tea was served on expensive china and 

consumed in a room often filled with fashionable furniture and objects of refined taste 

that were indicative of the family’s high class and social status. Tea time also offered 

the opportunity for hours of daily leisure and socialization — something the working 

class simply could not afford to participate in.  
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Figure 2: “An English Family at Tea” by Joseph Van Aken, c. 1720. 

Conversation pieces of the time, such as Van Aken’s painting in Figure 2, were 

“captured in oil” and “highlight the bodily carriage, fashionable dress, and physical 

items represented on the surface of fashionable tea tables” (Del Rose, 35). In these 

pieces, “the upper-class woman herself becomes an item of display at the tea table: 

she herself becomes part of the equipage; the narcissistic display of her body becomes 

part of the ceremony” (Kowaleski-Wallace, 29). The tea table as the display of wealth 

and social status and its immortalization in the conversation pieces of the time further 

served to separate the classes through their possession of refined taste and cultural 

capital. 
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REFINED TASTE AND CLASS IN BURNEY’S ‘EVELINA’ 

Frances Burney’s Evelina tells the story of a young woman abandoned before 

her birth by her nobleman father and effectively orphaned when her mother dies in 

childbirth; she is raised in the country by a family friend and given an adequate 

education and upbringing, yet few know the truth of her noble parentage, including 

Evelina. On the verge of womanhood, she sent to spend some time with family friends, 

the Mirvans, who have a daughter her age, and they all soon travel to London where 

Evelina is introduced to society.  

Burney may portray her characters as differing in their morals, intentions, and 

behaviors within their prescribed social classes, but how she represents these classes is 

fairly consistent and fit nicely into Bourdieu’s theories on the three forms of capital 

(Lord Orville, of course, possesses not only economic and social capital but also 

cultural capital in all three states, making him a true gentleman of nobility). Meanwhile, 

Burney paints the Mirvans as members of the upper middle class who seem to have a 

fair amount of economic capital, as evidenced by their refined dress and propensity for 

spending money freely; however, Burney’s portrayal of Captain Mirvan, who curses 

freely, insults others, and generally finds the fashionable activities of the wealthy boring 

and not worthwhile, indicates they are clearly not members of the highest echelon of 

society. 



11 

Burney’s portrayal of Evelina’s low-born, social-climber grandmother, Madame 

Duval, is less than generous. Burney writes that Madame Duval, a former waiting-girl at 

a tavern, “is by no means a proper companion or guardian for a young woman: she is 

at once uneducated and unprincipled; ungentle in her temper, and unamiable in her 

manners” (15). She lacks the restraint of a gentlewoman and repeatedly lashes out 

against Captain Mirvan’s cruel taunts while also claiming social status that she clearly 

does not actually possess (“I’m no common person, I assure you … I’m a person of 

fashion, and I’ll make you know it” [53]). Burney, however, makes it abundantly clear 

that no amount of economic capital could ever make a lady out of Madame Duval, as 

she is utterly devoid of cultural or social capital. 

Similarly, Burney portrays her middle-class cousins, the Branghtons, as rude and 

distinctly devoid of refined taste and cultural capital, in general. They make fun of 

Evelina’s taste in fashionable attire, her polite mannerisms, and her love of music, 

talking over the music at the opera house while insulting the genre. Burney also paints 

them as social strivers who attempt to identify as members of a class much higher than 

theirs — but who fall desperately short, as evidenced during a dinner they attempt to 

host: 

“The dinner was ill-served, ill-cooked, and ill-managed. The maid who 

waited had so often to go down stairs for something that was forgotten, 

that the Branghtons were perpetually obliged to rise from the table 
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themselves, to get plates, knives and forks, bread, or beer. Had they 

been without pretentions, all this would have seemed of no 

consequence; but they aimed at appearing to advantage, and even 

fancied they succeeded” (176, emphasis in original).  

Evelina, however, seems to have a natural gift for assimilating into high society. 

Aside from a few rule-related missteps from which she quickly learns and recovers (such 

as when she accepts a dance with Lord Orville immediately after shunning the foppish 

Mr. Lovell’s request), she has impeccable taste in fashion, high taste in music, and a 

keen eye for identifying a true gentleman in taste and manners from an imposter: 

“In all ranks and all stations l life, how strangely do characters and 

manners differ! Lord Orville, with a politeness which knows no 

intermission, and makes no distinction, is as unassuming and modest, as if 

he had never mixed with the great, and was totally ignorant of every 

qualification he possesses; this other Lord [Willoughby], though lavish of 

compliments and fine speeches, seems to me an entire stranger to real 

good-breeding; whoever strikes his fancy, engrosses his whole attention. 

He is forward and bold, has an air of haughtiness towards men, and a 

look of libertinism towards women, and his conscious quality seems to 

have given him a freedom in his way of speaking to either sex, that is very 

little short of rudeness” (114-115, emphasis added). 
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Despite not knowing her true origins in nobility or having a mother to teach her the 

things a young woman of high birth should know, Evelina possesses innate refined 

taste and grace; she presumes to know “good-breeding” when she sees it, recognizes 

that Sir Clement Willoughby and several others who purport to be of high breeding are 

all a “stranger” to it, and realizes that Lord Orville is a true gentleman in every way.  

 In the end, of course, Evelina realizes who her true father is, accepts her new 

lineage (and the money that comes with it), and becomes Lord Orville’s bride. By 

giving Evelina the innate gifts of restraint, femininity, grace, and refined taste, Burney 

reinforces the idea that the upper class is born with natural taste that can only be 

imitated those of less noble birth.  

CULTIVATED TASTE IN AUSTEN’S ‘NORTHANGER ABBEY’ 

In contrast to Frances Burney, Jane Austen makes it clear from the beginning of 

the novel that the solidly middle-class Catherine Morland was neither born with wealth 

nor anything resembling natural taste or talent (though Austen does make it clear that 

Catherine is able to learn and adapt). Catherine began taking piano lessons at eight 

years old, but “Mrs. Morland, who did not insist on her daughters being accomplished 

in spite of incapacity or distaste, allowed her to leave off. The day which dismissed the 

music-master was one of the happiest of Catherine’s life” (Austen, 38). Catherine is not 

a talented writer and is especially deficient in drawing, though she does show great 
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promise as a consumer of finery, as she could appreciate artwork and “...could listen to 

other people’s performance with very little fatigue.” Interestingly, Austen, like 

Bourdieu, differentiates between economic capital and cultural capital when she 

comments on the heroine’s lack of artistic skills, saying Catherine “did not know her 

own poverty” (Austen, 41). 

 When Catherine travels to Bath, she is immediately thrust into the world of high 

fashion and refined taste, and despite the novel’s underlying themes of greed and 

social climbing, Catherine remains blissfully unaware most of what is happening around 

her. Largely unchaperoned, Catherine falls in with the less than savory middle-class 

Thorpe family of social climbers; Isabella Thorpe befriends Catherine and eventually 

becomes engaged to Catherine’s brother James, though she dumps him as soon as 

someone with more money comes along, ruining her friendship with Catherine in the 

process. 

 Meanwhile, Austen highlights the greed and materialism of the bourgeoisie in 

the character of General Tilney and his beloved Northanger Abbey. Like the Thorpes, 

the general aspires to aristocracy and takes an obscene amount of pride in the 

presentation of his estate. When Catherine arrives, he takes her on an exhaustive tour 

of the abbey, stopping in nearly every single room to discuss its furnishings and 

decorations:  
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“The General, perceiving how her eye was employed, began to talk of 

the smallness of the room and simplicity of the furniture, where every 

thing being for daily use, pretended only to comfort, &c.; flattering 

himself however that there were some apartments in the Abbey not 

unworthy her notice — and was proceeding to mention the costly gilding 

of one in particular, when taking out his watch, he stopped short to 

pronounce it with surprize within twenty minute of five!” (165). 

The General has cultivated a taste for fashionable objects and is obsessed with material 

goods; his materialism and name-dropping of his aristocratic friends all mark him as a 

striver. It makes sense, then, that he would cast Catherine out upon learning she had 

neither wealth nor a title to offer his son by marriage, which he has falsely been led to 

believe by one of the Thorpes. Poor, naive Catherine is ignorant of the economic 

motives driving the General’s intentions and returns home hurt and confused, though 

Henry Tilney soon catches up with her and asks for her hand. In the end, the marriage 

of the General’s daughter Eleanor to a Viscount, which secures his link to the 

aristocracy, pleases the General enough that he provides an estate of £3,000 to Henry 

Tilney and Catherine Morland upon their marriage.  

 Austen does not conceal that Catherine’s cultural capital is severely lacking, and 

her sense of taste is ancient (or gothic, to be precise), but Catherine does not really 

seem to care to amass any additional cultural capital. Her taste in dress is whatever 
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others tell her it should be, and her taste in material goods is whatever she has read in 

books — mainly novels, as it turns out. Both Catherine and Isabella Thorpe are avid 

readers of novels “and shut themselves up, to read novels together” (58). Indeed, 

Austen’s treatment of the novel within her own novel is especially interesting, as it was 

written at a time when novels were becoming less popular. Austen defends the genre 

and even attempts to elevate the status of the novel as a tangible artifact of cultural 

capital in its objectified state. At the end of chapter five of Northanger Abbey, Austen 

defends both novelists and novels, “in which the most thorough knowledge of human 

nature, the happiest delineation of its varieties, the liveliest effusions of with and 

humour, are conveyed to the world in the best chosen language” (Austen, 60). And not 

only do Catherine and Isabella devour novels, but Henry Tilney, the closest thing 

resembling a gentleman in Austen’s novel, is also discovered to be an avid consumer 

of novels who vastly outpaces Catherine in her own voracious consumption. By 

allowing Henry Tilney, a well-educated and self-sufficient man with no aspirations of 

social climbing (unlike his father), to be a connoisseur of novels, Austen further 

attempts to validate the genre.  

 Economic capital and consumerism seems to be the central theme of 

Northanger Abbey, and Austen incorporates taste as something that can be cultivated, 

if not mastered (as in Catherine’s case). But it is clear that this cultivated taste is not 

sufficient enough to elevate one’s status past the middle class. Indeed, the only person 



17 

in the novel who transcends to aristocracy is Eleanor Tilney — the character who 

speaks least, shares the fewest opinions, and has the most genteel mannerisms of all. 

USING UNRECOGNIZED CULTURAL CURRENCY 

Cultural capital and its embodied manifestation as natural, refined taste in the 

individual was highly esteemed by the upper class in 18th century England — it 

separated the high-born from the bourgeoisie imposters whose new economic capital 

was often perceived to be a threat to the established order. The possession of cultural 

capital served as the barrier between these competing classes, and the belief that the 

aristocracy’s sense of taste was innate to their position served to reinforce that barrier.  

But Bourdieu’s theories, which fit so well into eighteenth century England, still 

hold water today. Where his three forms of capital — economic, social, and cultural — 

intersect, the dominating class resides; in the U.S., this group has been labeled as “The 

1%” in mainstream media over the past few years. They possess the vast majority of 

the country’s economic, social, and cultural capital while the dominated have only 

some, or nearly none. Some of these “others” include minority groups in the U.S., such 

as African Americans, immigrants, and the LGBTQ community, to name a few; it could 

also be applied to subcultures, such as hipsters, gamers, nerds, goths, and so on. 

These groups have been denied capital and, as in 18th century England, they are 

finding ways to make up for this disparity. 
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 As just one example, here in Detroit, the hipster subculture has been taking over 

small neighborhoods that had previously been run down, gentrifying them and 

creating small communities within communities. Individuals of this subculture share 

some qualities in common, but above all, they are united in their quest for individuality 

as evidenced by their own unique taste and sense of style/fashion. They push back 

against the new consumerism, which is facilitated by cheaply made goods from 

overseas. They prefer public transportation and bicycles over owning a car; they prefer 

record players to mp3 players. Their fashion is not mainstream, they often choose 

vintage over new, and they opt to invest in objects of cultural capital that have 

meaning to them instead of consuming goods for the sake of consuming goods. This 

“refined taste” for the unique — the individual — is a response to this subculture’s 

general lack of economic and social capital as members of a fledgling generation of 

young adults. 

 While Bourdieu’s three forms of cultural capital, and his idea that cultural capital 

was the most important in keeping the upper class separate from the bourgeoisie due 

to its somewhat arbitrary nature and general fluidity, can be applied to many other 

groups in modern times, it is especially applicable to the intense social instability and 

fluidity of the eighteenth century in England. Taste, most often demonstrated through 

objects of cultural capital, drew a line in the sand between the elite and the social 
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climbers. Burney and Austen adeptly used — and satirized — this, though taste as an 

identifying cultural value continues today. 
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