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The Academic Caste System: Prestige 
Hierarchies in PhD Exchange Networks 

Val Burris 

University of Oregon 

The prestige of academic departments is commonly understood as rooted in the scholarly 

productivity of their faculty and graduates. I use the theories of Weber and Bourdieu to 
advance an alternative view of departmental prestige, which I show is an effect a 

department's position within networks of association and social exchange-that is, it is a 

form of social capital. The social network created by the exchange ofPhDs among 

departments is the most important network of this kind. Using data on the exchange of 
PhDs among sociology departments, I apply network analysis to investigate this 

alternative conception of departmental prestige and to demonstrate its superiority over 

the conventional view. Within sociology, centrality within interdepartmental hiring 
networks explains 84 percent of the variance in departmental prestige. Similar findings 
are reported for history and political science. This alternative understanding of 
academic prestige helps clarify anomalies-e.g., the variance in prestige unconnected to 

scholarly productivity, the strong association between department size and prestige, and 

the long-term stability ofprestige rankings-encountered in research that is based on the 
more conventional view. 

Extensive 
research demonstrates the impor- 

tance of departmental prestige for the career 
prospects of academic professionals. The pres- 
tige of the department in which an academic 
received a PhD consistently ranks as the most 
important factor in determining the employ- 
ment opportunities available to those entering 
the academic labor market. Across a range of 
academic fields, studies report a high correla- 
tion between the prestige of the departments in 
which academics received their degrees and the 
prestige of the departments where they obtained 

jobs, especially their initial jobs (Caplow and 
McGee 1958; Berelson 1960; Crane 1965; 
Hargens and Hagstrom 1967, 1982; Shichor 
1970; Zuckerman 1970; Cole and Cole 1973; 
Long, Allison, and McGinnis 1979; Reskin 
1979; Baldi 1995). This effect holds independ- 
ently of differences in pre-employment pro- 
ductivity (Long 1978; Long, Allison, and 
McGinnis 1979; McGinnis and Long 1988; 
Baldi 1995). Moreover, through a process of 
cumulative advantage, academic scientists and 
scholars who secure employment in the more 
prestigious departments gain differential access 
to resources and rewards that enhance their 
prospects for subsequent career recognition 
(Merton 1968; Reskin 1977, 1979; Long 1978; 
Long, Allison, and McGinnis 1979; Long and 
McGinnis 1981; Allison, Long, and Krauze 
1982; McGinnis and Long 1988; Keith and 
Babchuk 1994; Zuckerman 1988). This cycle 
results in a stratified system of departments 
and universities, ranked in terms of prestige, that 
is highly resistant to change. 

Although the existence of a well-institution- 
alized and self-perpetuating prestige hierarchy 
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in academic employment has long been recog- 
nized, the structural properties of this stratifi- 
cation system rarely have been subjected to 
systematic research. More commonly, studies 
use individual scholars or departments as the 
unit of analysis when examining the relative 
importance of various factors that are hypoth- 
esized to predict department prestige and the 
employment outcomes of individual PhDs. 
These studies have taught us much about how 
the academic marketplace functions but still 
leave us with many unanswered questions. Most 
important, the concept that stands at the center 
of this research-departmental prestige-- 
remains elusive and inadequately theorized. 

I depart from the usual practice of treating 
prestige as an attribute attached to individual 
faculty or departments. Instead, I elaborate an 
explicitly structural understanding of prestige, 
which I conceptualize as an effect of the posi- 
tion of academic departments within networks 
of association and social exchange-that is, as 
a form of social capital. Undoubtedly, there are 
multiple social networks through which depart- 
mental prestige, as a form of social capital, cir- 
culates and accumulates. The most important 
network, I argue, is that formed by the exchange 
of PhDs (or, equivalently, the exchange ofjobs) 
among departments.1 This manner of concep- 
tualizing departmental prestige brings us full 
circle; not only does departmental prestige influ- 
ence the structure of academic employment, it 
also is itself an artifact of that employment 
structure. 

In the following section I discuss the con- 
ventional view of academic prestige and empir- 
ical research that points to the limitations of this 
concept. The next two sections lay the theoret- 
ical foundation for an alternative understanding 
of academic prestige as a form of social capi- 
tal. The following sections then summarize the 
results of an empirical study that employs data 
on hiring networks within sociology and two 
other disciplines to operationalize this alterna- 
tive concept of academic prestige and demon- 
strate its superiority over conventional measures. 

In the conclusion, I consider the broader impli- 
cations of these findings for the stratification of 
academic disciplines. 

THE CONVENTIONAL VIEW 

The common understanding of academic pres- 
tige (and its impact on academic careers) inter- 
prets the prestige ranking of departments as 
resting on the scholarly accomplishments of 
the faculty employed and the graduates trained 
by those departments. This is consistent with 
Merton's (1973) classic formulation of the nor- 
mative ethos of science, which asserts that the 
assessment of quality and the distribution of 
rewards in scientific fields (and, by extension, 
other academic disciplines) are governed by 
the meritocratic application of universalistic 
criteria. From this perspective, high-ranking 
departments are presumed to be those with 
highly productive faculty, and graduates from 
those departments are preferred within the aca- 
demic marketplace because of the expectation 
that they, too, will be highly productive schol- 
ars (Long and Fox 1995). 

However important universalistic criteria may 
be within the normative ethos of academic insti- 
tutions, there are nevertheless empirical prob- 
lems with this view of departmental prestige and 
its effects. Numerous studies have investigated 
the presumed association between faculty pro- 
ductivity and departmental prestige (Cartter 
1966; Hagstrom 1971; Cole and Cole 1973; 
Keith and Babchuk 1994, 1998; Jacobs 1999). 
Consistently, these studies do report a positive 
correlation between objective measures of fac- 
ulty productivity and departmental prestige, but 
the magnitude of this association is sometimes 
weaker than the Mertonian hypothesis might 
imply. For example, data reported in the most 
recent National Research Council (NRC) rank- 
ing of graduate sociology departments reveal 
that objective indicators of faculty publications, 
citations, and research grants together explain 
approximately 30 percent of the variance in 
prestige scores among sociology departments 
(Goldberger, Maher, and Flattau 1995). 
Incorporating other, more refined, measures of 
faculty productivity allows me to account for 
slightly more than half the variance in prestige 
scores among sociology departments. This is a 
considerable improvement, but it still leaves 
much of the variation in departmental prestige 

1 In this paper, the term "exchange" refers to indi- 
rect (generalized) exchange in which values circulate 
within or across a network, rather than direct (restrict- 
ed) exchange in which values move back and forth 
between members of a dyad (Bearman 1997). 
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unexplained. By comparison, something as 
seemingly unrelated to "quality" is the number 
of faculty in a department alone accounts for 
roughly 35 percent of the variance in prestige 
scores among sociology departments. Similar 
associations between faculty size and depart- 
mental prestige are reported in earlier studies 
(Cartter 1966; Jones, Lindzey, and Coggeshall 
1982). This pattern, which is not unique to soci- 
ology, has puzzled many who have pondered the 
meaning of departmental prestige rankings. 

Also puzzling is the stability of departmen- 
tal prestige rankings over long periods of time, 
despite the tremendous turnover of faculty, the 
intense competition for scholarly recognition, 
and the rise and fall of new theories and lines 
of research. In sociology, the top-ranked depart- 
ments in the latest prestige ranking are, with but 
a few exceptions, virtually identical to those in 
the first such study done in 1925 (Table 1).2 
Overall, Keith and Babchuk (1994, 1998) 
demonstrate that the strongest predictor of cur- 
rent departmental prestige is past departmental 
prestige, even after controlling for faculty pro- 
ductivity. Moreover, the modest changes in 
departmental prestige rankings from one decade 
to the next are not explained by changes in fac- 
ulty productivity (Baldi 1994; Keith and 
Babchuk 1998). 

Finally, there is little evidence of any inde- 
pendent effect of the prestige of one's PhD- 
granting department upon productivity, either at 
the predoctoral stage or later in the academic 
career. The strongest predictors of postdoctor- 
al productivity are predoctoral productivity 
(publications and/or citations) and how quick- 
ly candidates complete the doctorate. However, 
neither of these factors weighs heavily in the hir- 
ing decisions of academic departments com- 
pared with the importance given to the prestige 
of one's PhD-granting department (Clemente 
and Sturgis 1974; Long 1978; Long, Allison, 
and McGinnis 1979; Long and McGinnis 1981; 
McGinnis and Long 1988; Baldi 1995). 

Various explanations have been advanced to 
account for these anomalies in the convention- 
al view of departmental prestige. Some have 
suggested that the close association between 
departmental prestige and faculty size is because 
a well-rounded department needs to have a cer- 
tain number of faculty members so that it can 
achieve prominence across the core subfields of 
a discipline (Hagstrom 1971). Others have 
argued that having a large faculty increases the 
visibility of a department, thereby introducing 
a distortion into the perceptions of those asked 
to rank the "quality" of departmental faculty, 
who easily confuse quality with quantity (Elton 
and Rodgers 1971; Elton and Rose 1972; Dolan 
1976; Goldberger, Maher, and Flattau 1995). A 
variant of this argument is that the perception 
of departmental quality is influenced strongly 
by the presence of one or a few highly visible 
"stars" whose prominence eclipses the attention 
given to the average or cumulative productivi- 

2 These studies of departmental prestige differ in 
their details; however, all are based on a reputation- 
al method in which panels of experts or samples of 
disciplinary peers rate the scholarly "quality" of 
department faculty. 

Table 1. Prestige Rankings of Sociology Departments, 1925-1993 

Rank 1925 1934 1957 1964 1969 1981 1993 

1 Chicago Chicagoa Harvard Berkeley Berkeley Chicago Chicago 
2 Columbia Columbiaa Columbia Harvard Harvard Wisconsin Wisconsin 
3 Wisconsin Minnesotaa Chicago Columbia Chicago Michigan Berkeley 
4 Minnesota N. Carolinaa Michigan Chicago Michigan Berkeley Michigan 
5 Michigan Wisconsina Cornell Michigan Columbia Harvard UCLA 
6 Harvard - Berkeley Wisconsin Wisconsin N. Carolina N. Carolina 
7 - Minnesota Cornell N. Carolina Columbia Harvard 
8 - N. Carolina Princeton UCLA Stanford Stanford 

Note: Sources: Hughes (1925, 1934); Kenniston (1959); Cartter (1966); Roose and Anderson (1970); Jones, 
Lindzey, and Coggeshall (1982); Goldberger, Maher, and Flattau (1995). UCLA = University of California Los 
Angeles. 
a Rated "distinguished" (departments listed alphabetically). 
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ty of the remaining faculty. Generally, large 
departments can be expected to have a greater 
number of stars, and so a department with 3 stars 
out of 30 faculty members may receive more 
recognition than a department with 2 stars out 
of 20 faculty members (Goldberger, Maher, and 
Flattau 1995). 

Several factors have been cited to account for 
the stability of departmental prestige rankings 
over long time periods. The theory of cumula- 
tive advantage holds that the departments with 
the highest prestige will receive disproportion- 
ate access to resources required to perpetuate 
their status within the discipline (Merton 1968; 
Reskin 1977, 1979; Long 1978; Long, Allison, 
and McGinnis 1979; Long and McGinnis 1981; 
Allison, Long, and Krauze 1982; McGinnis and 
Long 1988; Keith and Babchuk 1994). Most 
commonly, this theory is framed in terms of 
differential access to resources required for 
scholarly productivity (research facilities, grants, 
release from teaching, etc.). As I have already 
noted, however, the ability of a department to 
maintain its prestige from one decade to anoth- 
er does not appear to depend on its productivi- 
ty during the intervening period (Baldi 1994; 
Keith and Babchuk 1998). 

Two additional factors have been proposed to 
explain the stability of departmental prestige 
rankings independently of variations in pro- 
ductivity. The first factor is the simple weight 
of tradition. Departments that achieved early 
recognition as centers of innovation and achieve- 
ment within a discipline acquire an honorific 
status that persists despite later fluctuations in 
productivity (Keith and Babchuk 1994). Second, 
perceptions of departmental prestige are influ- 
enced by the eminence of the universities with- 
in which they are located. The eminence of a 
university is relatively unaffected by variations 
in the productivity of individual departments at 
any point in time, but reflects the cumulative 
accomplishments of numerous departments over 
a long historical period (Keith 1994). Hence, the 
eminence of a university (or lack thereof) cre- 
ates a "halo effect" that bolsters the status of 
departments of modest achievement so long as 
they are located within prestigious universities, 
and that inhibits the recognition of highly pro- 
ductive departments if they are not located with- 
in distinguished universities (Keith and Babchuk 
1998). Third, some have argued that the appli- 
cation of universalistic criteria in the assess- 

ment of academic quality is distorted by ascrip- 
tive biases. For example, Jacobs (1999) shows 
that academic departments that are located in 
universities with "State," "A&M," or regional 
designations ("North," "Southern") in their 
names, departments with a larger proportion of 
female graduate students, and departments in 
urban, public, largely commuter schools receive 
significantly lower prestige rankings net of any 
effects of productivity. 

Although these arguments go a long way 
toward accounting for the anomalies in the con- 
ventional view of academic prestige, none of 
them challenges the premise that departmental 
prestige is, at root, a function of differences in 
scholarly achievement. At most, they point to 
measurement problems or biases that affect the 
perception of scholarly "quality" and, hence, 
the operationalization of the concept. I advance 
an alternative view that conceptualizes depart- 
mental prestige as primarily rooted in patterns 
of association and social exchange, and only sec- 
ondarily in scholarly productivity. 

THE CONCEPT OF SOCIAL CAPITAL 

It is noteworthy that when sociologists have 
directed their attention to the functioning of 
status hierarchies within their own institutions, 
they have largely ignored the theoretical tools 
that have been developed by the discipline for 
making sense of these social processes-tools 
that have been applied successfully to a variety 
of other institutional spheres. The prevailing 
theory of social status, laid out by Weber 
(1968:926-40) more than 80 years ago, asserts 
that the reproduction of prestige hierarchies 
depends on (1) the adoption of a distinctive 
style of life by the members of a privileged sta- 
tus group, and (2) the closure of social inter- 
course between higher and lower status groups. 
Of these two factors, the latter is clearly deter- 
minant, since, as Weber (1968:936) empha- 
sizes, the mere acquisition of the resources and 
training necessary to practice the style of life 
appropriate to the privileged status group is 
almost never sufficient to confer social honor 
upon the outsider or parvenu who is not already 
accepted within the exclusive circles formed 
by the closure of social intercourse. 

Besides the differences in social honor that 
stratification by status entails, such stratification 
tends to be associated with differential access 
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to, or the monopolization of, material goods 
and opportunities of various kinds, including 
professional opportunities. It is for this reason 
that Weber (1968:937) depicts stratification by 
status as inherently antithetical to the free oper- 
ation of the market, which "knows no person- 
al distinctions" but is governed by impersonal 
calculations of utility and functionality. More 
generally, the formation of prestige hierarchies 
through social closure is inherently antithetical 
to the distribution of rewards or recognition on 
the basis of universalistic criteria of value or 
merit as, for example, envisioned in Merton's 
(1973) concept of the normative ethos of sci- 
ence. 

Social closure reaches its most extreme form 
in the caste system, in which prohibitions on 
social intercourse between status groups acquire 
not just conventional or legal but ritual sanction. 
Weber (1968:934) comments that caste systems 
are exceptional not only for their high degree of 
social closure, but for their extraordinary suc- 
cess in securing the approval by lower castes of 
the social honor ascribed to higher castes. This 
is achieved by the strict distribution of occupa- 
tional positions according to caste, which asso- 
ciates higher castes with functional roles that are 
deemed essential to the common goals of the 
larger society.3 

Of the various forms of social closure that 
reproduce status hierarchy, none is more impor- 
tant than marital endogamy. But, even in the case 
of caste systems, Weber (1946:406) notes that 
exceptions can be made when the dominant 
caste's access to valued resources is at stake. For 
example, in the traditional Indian caste system, 
the maintenance of polygyny within the upper 
castes sanctioned the recruitment of brides from 
lower castes without any stigma being attached 
to the offspring of such unions. A strictly 
enforced norm of marital endogamy was also 
characteristic of the European nobility, but here, 
too, exceptions could be made for brides from 
newly enriched bourgeois families, especially 

during the period of the economic decline of the 
landed gentry in the late 19th and early 20th cen- 
turies (Toennies 1966; Cannadine 1990).4 

Weber's insights into the essential link 
between the closure of social intercourse and the 
reproduction of status hierarchy have been 
applied and refined by generations of sociolo- 
gists in a variety of social and institutional con- 
texts. Particularly useful for the purposes of 
this study are the conceptual refinements 
advanced by Bourdieu (1986). Building on 
Weber's distinction between class and status 
group, and synthesizing these concepts with 
Marx's notion of capital as an accumulation of 
human labor that reproduces itself through its 
ability to appropriate additional labor, Bourdieu 
identifies three forms of"capital" that structure 
the distribution of power and opportunity in 
society. Economic capital corresponds most 
closely to Marx's notion as well as to Weber's 
concept of the productive assets and skills that 
govern the distribution of life chances derived 
from market exchange (i.e., class situation). 
Cultural capital and social capital correspond to 
the twin underpinnings that Weber cites as 
essential to the reproduction of status hierarchy. 
Cultural capital designates the cultivation of 
taste and the acquisition of cultural goods and 
skills needed to practice the specific style of life 
expected of members of a privileged status 
group. Social capital designates the "posses- 
sion of a durable network of more or less insti- 
tutionalized relationships of mutual 
acquaintance and recognition"-that is, mem- 
bership in a group-that increases in value in 
proportion to the exclusiveness of the group 
and the resources collectively under its control 
(Bourdieu 1986:248). The membership and 
boundaries of such groups are sometimes for- 
malized by the assignment of a common name 
or title (e.g., family names or titles of nobility). 
Fundamentally, however, it is in and through the 
enactment of material and/or symbolic 
exchanges (of gifts, meals, salutations, mar- 
riage partners, etc.)-exchanges that both pre- 
suppose and reaffirm mutual acknowledgment 3 Aspects of Weber's definition of caste, especial- 

ly as applied to India, have been questioned by later 
scholars. Although there is general agreement with 
Weber's claims regarding social closure and occu- 
pational specialization, there is controversy over the 
importance of ritual and the acquiescence of lower 
castes (Klass 1980; Sharma 1999). 

4 Weaker, but still pronounced, norms of marital 
endogamy also characterize the upper social class 
within the United States (Warner 1960; Baltzell 
1964). 
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and recognition-that the boundaries of the 
group are maintained.5 

Like economic capital, cultural and social 
capital take time and labor to accumulate. They 
have the potential to yield "profits" and, there- 
by, to reproduce themselves and possibly 
expand. The distribution of these three forms of 
capital (and the rules by which one is changed 
into another) constitute what Bourdieu 
(1986:242) calls "the immanent structure of the 
social world," that is, the set of relatively durable 
constraints that enable or inhibit social action. 

ACADEMIC PRESTIGE AS SOCIAL 
CAPITAL 

Although it is common to speak of an academ- 
ic "marketplace," most observers recognize that 
market forces play a restricted role within aca- 
demia as compared with other professions. 
According to Smelser and Content (1980:6), 
"If the allocation of academic services is to be 
characterized in market terms, then surely the 
principal operative currency is prestige."6 The 
implications of this observation, however, are 
seldom followed to their logical conclusion. If 
academic professionals are motivated mainly by 
the quest for prestige and academic institutions 
are ranked mainly in terms of prestige, then 
analogies to the market are likely to be of little 
use in explaining the structure and dynamics of 
academic employment. Rather, we must turn 
to theories of status hierarchy and, especially, to 
concepts of social closure and social capital, if 
we are to make sense of stratification among 
academic professionals. 

Based on the insights of Weber and Bourdieu, 
I propose that academic prestige be conceptu- 

alized as a form of status honor that is repro- 
duced through the closure of social exchange 
between higher and lower status groups and 
that can be measured by the magnitude of social 
capital possessed by individual academics or 
groups of academics. In the case of caste sys- 
tems and similar status hierarchies, the exchange 
of marriage partners serves as the most impor- 
tant form of social exchange by which members 
of a privileged status group acknowledge one 
another, establish ties of reciprocity, and reaf- 
firm the boundaries of the group. In the aca- 
demic realm, I argue that the exchange of PhDs 
among departments functions as an analogous 
mechanism of affirming and reproducing status 
divisions. This is consistent with the evidence 
on academic hiring, which shows that the most 
prestigious departments hire almost exclusive- 
ly from the graduates of similarly prestigious 
departments to an extent that exceeds anything 
that can be explained by the meritocratic appli- 
cation of universalistic standards regarding past 
or potential scholarly productivity (Caplow and 
McGee 1958; Berelson 1960; McGee 1960; 
Crane 1970; Gross 1970; Shichor 1970; Hargens 
and Farr 1973; Clemente and Sturgis 1974; 
Long 1978; Long, Allison, and McGinnis 1979; 
Reskin 1979; Long and McGinnis 1981; 
McGinnis and Long 1988; Baldi 1995). 

One of the distinctive aspects of Bourdieu's 
concept of social capital is his notion of the 
fungibility of different forms of capital: Social 
capital, for example, can be exchanged with, 
transformed into, or used to acquire other forms 
of capital, including economic capital. This is 
consistent with Weber's observation that strat- 
ification by social status leads to the monopo- 
lization of material goods and opportunities. In 
the case of academic status hierarchies, the 
exchange of PhDs between departments can be 
viewed as a symbolic act of mutual affirmation, 
but it is also a process by which social capital 
is used to gain privileged access to economic 
capital (jobs for one's graduates), which, in 
turn, provides the foundation for further accu- 
mulation of social capital (in the form of an 
expanded network of institutionalized ties to 
persons employed within the discipline). 

Although the most prestigious academic 
departments rarely hire PhDs from lesser ranked 
departments, the converse is not true. To hire the 
graduate of a middle-ranked department would 
undermine the principle of social exclusiveness 

5 Although Bourdieu is often credited with intro- 
ducing "social capital" into the sociological lexicon, 
his explication of the concept is quite brief. For a 
fuller discussion, see Bourdieu and Wacquant (1992), 
Swartz (1997), Portes (1998), and Lin (2001). 

6 Even Caplow and McGee (1958:10), whose clas- 
sic study is most often associated with the notion of 
an academic "marketplace," admit in their introduc- 
tion that, although it was not their original intent, they 
were forced by the findings of their research to make 
prestige a central variable in the book. Consequently, 
the index of The Academic Marketplace includes 33 
separate entries under "prestige" and none under 
"markets." 
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that guarantees the status honor of the most 
prestigious departments. There is no such stig- 
ma, however, associated with placing one's PhDs 
in lesser-ranked departments. Indeed, top-ranked 
departments compete for this honor, even while 
they cooperate in filling their own vacancies 
with PhDs recruited from other top-ranked 
departments. This situation is analogous to that 
of the Indian caste system described by Weber 
(1946:406). In that caste system, the rules of 
marital endogamy sanctioned the recruitment of 
brides from lower castes (a practice that facili- 
tated polygyny and male reproductive success) 
but not bridegrooms (which jeopardized the 
purity of the caste). 

Because the economic capital on which aca- 
demic employment depends is distributed wide- 
ly among institutions, the elite departments can 
expand their social capital only by colonizing 
faculty positions in less prestigious depart- 
ments.7 Lesser-ranked departments are gener- 
ally eager to exchange their economic capital 
(faculty positions and salaries) for the increment 
in prestige they hope to gain by hiring the grad- 
uate of a highly ranked department (or, what is 
the same thing, by establishing an institutional 
link with a department that already commands 
extensive social capital). From the standpoint of 
the entire system, however, the cumulative result 
of these unequal exchanges is merely to repro- 
duce the status differential (i.e., the unequal 
distribution of social capital) between more 
prestigious and less prestigious departments, 
since the graduates of more prestigious depart- 
ments will tend to monopolize employment not 
only in elite departments but across the disci- 
pline. Hence, it is possible to speak of a process 
of cumulative advantage in academic prestige 

hierarchies that operates purely through the 
self-reproducing capacity of social capital. 

In addition to their advantage in securing 
employment for their graduates (and thereby 
reproducing their social capital), departments 
that possess an extensive network of institu- 
tional connections to other faculty and depart- 
ments, accumulated over many years of hiring 
and placing PhDs, reap additional advantages as 
well. Such extended networks are instrumental 
in securing the formal or informal nominations, 
endorsements, and recommendations that facil- 
itate the acquisition of tokens of honor and 
recognition within the discipline: publication by 
the most prestigious journals and presses, office 
in professional associations, membership in 
learned societies, invited lectures, honorary 
degrees, and so on. Furthermore, because judg- 
ments of academic prestige always are to some 
extent self-referential, the larger a department's 
extended "kinship" network, the greater the 
number of faculty within the discipline whose 
own status claims will be tied to affirming the 
prestige of that department.8 

Does this mean that scholarly productivity is 
irrelevant to the reproduction of academic sta- 
tus hierarchies? Certainly not. There is nothing 
in the preceding argument that contradicts the 
notion that most academic hiring decisions are 
at least broadly consistent with meritocratic 
principles. The important point, however, is that 
even the most rigorous application of merito- 
cratic principles in academic hiring still leaves 
significant room for choice and inevitably calls 
for subjective judgments of scholarly quality or 
potential. The number of reasonably qualified 
applicants typically exceeds the number of job 
openings in the more prestigious departments. 
Moreover, the criteria by which applicants are 
judged are neither fixed nor universally agreed 
upon, but necessarily entail an element of aca- 
demic taste or fashion, where the fashions cur- 
rently in vogue are almost certain to be those 
initiated or promoted by the more prestigious 
departments. 

7 This has not always been the case. In the early 
20th century, research grants (especially grants from 
Rockefeller family foundations) provided much of the 
economic capital for building sociology departments 
(Bulmer 1984; Harvey 1987; Turner and Turner 
1990). In that era, social ties to wealthy foundations 
were the most crucial form of social capital and the 
main source of prestige within the discipline. 
Departmental inbreeding was common, as elite 
departments used such grants to create jobs for their 
own graduates. Only later did undergraduate demand 
for sociology courses (and, hence, salaries for facul- 
ty to teach those courses) become the chief source of 
economic capital for the discipline. 

8 Caplow and McGee (1958) refer to this as the 
"aggrandizement effect" and present compelling evi- 
dence of the extent to which faculty inflate the pres- 
tige of the departments with which they are connected 
when compared with the judgments made by other 
faculty. 
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Standards of scholarly accomplishment in 
elite departments perhaps are viewed best as an 
instance of Weber's thesis that the reproduction 
of status inequality requires the display of a 
distinctive style of life by the members of a 
privileged status group. Faculty members in 
prestigious departments are expected to pos- 
sess sufficient human and cultural capital to 
demonstrate virtuosity in those fields of per- 
formance that define the academic life: research, 
publishing, and lecturing, for example. Being 
groomed for this role, and being provided with 
extensive resources and inducements to per- 
form to these expectations, most faculty mem- 
bers in elite departments do, in fact, display a 
level of scholarly accomplishment that is rough- 
ly commensurate with their social status. At the 
same time, many faculty in less prestigious 
departments also strive to emulate the scholar- 
ly virtuosity that faculty in elite departments are 
called upon to display; and some (both as indi- 
viduals and as departments) are, by any objec- 
tive standard, at least as proficient in this 
endeavor as the faculty of more prestigious 
departments. Like the parvenu discussed by 
Weber (1968:936), however, their mastery of the 
behavioral repertoire of the privileged status 
group may be insufficient to secure social honor 
for these departments if they lack the proper 
pedigree and social connections. 

THE STRUCTURE OF THE PHD 
EXCHANGE NETWORK 

The concept of social capital designates the 
position of individuals or groups within net- 
works of association and social exchange. The 
measurement of social capital therefore requires 
data on the overall network of social connections 
among the persons or groups that are the focus 
of analysis. As defined in this study, the social 
capital of an academic department is a function 
of the number and pattern of institutional links 
created through the exchange of PhDs among 
departments. In this section and the ones that 
follow, I employ network analysis to construct 
such a measure of social capital and employ it 
to evaluate the empirical adequacy of my the- 
sis regarding the relationship between social 
capital and departmental prestige. The disci- 
pline of sociology serves as my primary case for 
this analysis. Comparable data on two other 
academic disciplines (history and political sci- 

ence) are marshaled to assess the generaliz- 
ability of the findings based on the field of 
sociology. 

To construct a model of the PhD exchange 
network in sociology I consulted the American 
Sociological Association's Guide to Graduate 
Departments of Sociology (1995) for informa- 
tion on the institution where each full-time fac- 
ulty member at a PhD-granting department 
received his or her own PhD. Emeritus faculty 
and those holding joint appointments with other 
departments were excluded from the tally. 
Included in the study were all but one of the 95 
sociology departments that were ranked in the 
National Research Council's latest survey of 
departmental prestige (Goldberger, Maher, and 
Flattau 1995). One PhD-granting institution, 
the Graduate Center of the City University of 
NewYork (CUNY), was omitted from the analy- 
sis because of its unconventional organization- 
al structure and ambiguity in demarcating which 
faculty should or should not be counted within 
the program.9 With these data I constructed a 94 
x 94 matrix of all PhD-granting departments in 
sociology with entries showing how many PhDs 
each department hired from each of the others 
and, conversely, how many PhDs they placed 
with each of the others. 

Table 2 distills some of the basic patterns 
that are revealed by this hiring matrix. Shown 
here are the 94 PhD-granting sociology depart- 
ments, ranked according to the number of their 
PhDs who occupy faculty positions within any 
of the departments in the matrix.10 Even for 
those familiar with the hierarchical nature of 
academic employment, the results shown in 
Table 2 are striking. Graduates from the top 5 
departments account for roughly one-third of all 
faculty hired in all 94 departments. The top 20 
departments account for roughly 70 percent of 
the total. Boundaries to upward mobility are 
extremely rigid. Sociologists with degrees from 

9 The Graduate Center operates with a small core 
of six to eight full-time faculty but also incorpo- 
rates, in varying capacities, scores of affiliated fac- 
ulty from other campuses within the CUNY system. 
Different sources report widely different figures on 
which and how many faculty members actively are 
involved in the PhD program. 

10 Hanneman (2001) reports similar findings based 
on an earlier year and using a slightly less restrictive 
way of enumerating departmental faculty. 
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Table 2. Sociology Departments Ranked by Number of Graduates Employed in All 94 PhD-Granting 
Departments 

PhDs Hired in 

PhD-Granting Department Rank All 94 Top 20 Top 5 

Top 5 
Wisconsin 1 122 40 15 
Chicago 2 111 41 13 
Michigan 3 105 35 21 
UC Berkeley 4 105 34 12 
Harvard 5 102 50 15 
Total from top 5 545 200 76 
Percent from top 5 32% 48% 56% 

Remaining Top 20 
Columbia 6 64 18 3 
Stanford 7 58 26 12 
North Carolina 8 57 18 2 
Indiana 9 48 9 1 
Washington 10 46 16 5 
Yale 11 45 18 3 
Texas 12 43 5 2 
Pennsylvania 13 41 11 3 
Northwestern 14 39 10 1 
Cornell 15 37 9 5 
Princeton 16 33 19 7 
Minnesota 17 32 6 1 
Ohio State 18 31 1 0 
Duke 19 26 7 2 
Johns Hopkins 20 26 6 1 
Total from top 20 1171 379 124 
Percent from top 20 69% 88% 91% 

Non-top 20 
UCLA 21 25 7 1 
Pennsylvania State 22 25 2 1 
Brown 23 22 4 0 
SUNY Stony Brook 24 19 3 1 
New York University 25 19 2 2 
Iowa 26 18 2 0 
Arizona 27 17 6 0 
Massachusetts 28 17 1 0 
Michigan State 29 16 3 1 
Brandeis 30 15 1 1 
UC Santa Barbara 31 15 1 0 
Kentucky 32 15 0 0 
Washington State 33 14 0 0 
Oregon 34 13 0 0 
Kansas 35 13 0 0 
Florida State 36 12 1 0 
Iowa State 37 12 0 0 
Illinois 38 11 1 0 
Purdue 39 11 0 0 
Colorado 40 11 0 0 
Vanderbilt 41 10 4 0 
Nebraska 42 10 0 0 
Tennessee 43 9 1 1 
Boston University 44 9 1 0 
SUNY Albany 45 8 3 1 

(continued on next page) 
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Table 2. (Continued). 

PhDs Hired in 

PhD-Granting Department Rank All 94 Top 20 Top 5 

UC San Diego 46 8 1 1 
Missouri 47 8 1 1 
University of Southern California 48 8 1 0 
UC Santa Cruz 49 7 1 1 
Connecticut 50 7 1 0 
Florida 51 7 0 0 
UC Riverside 52 7 0 0 
Utah 53 7 0 0 
Rutgers 54 6 0 0 
Virginia 55 6 0 0 
Georgia 56 6 0 0 
SUNY Binghamton 57 5 1 0 
Temple 58 5 1 0 
Syracuse 59 5 0 0 
SUNY Buffalo 60 5 0 0 
Notre Dame 61 4 1 0 
Maryland 62 4 0 0 
UC San Francisco 63 4 0 0 
Pittsburgh 64 4 0 0 
Tulane 65 4 0 0 
Southern Illinois 66 4 0 0 
Illinois Chicago 67 3 0 0 
Texas A & M 68 3 0 0 
Louisiana State 69 3 0 0 
Northeastern 70 3 0 0 
Cincinnati 71 3 0 0 
Oklahoma State 72 3 0 0 
Boston College 73 2 0 0 
New Hampshire 74 2 0 0 
Bowling Green 75 2 0 0 
Colorado State 76 2 0 0 
Western Michigan 77 2 0 0 
Denver 78 2 0 0 
Utah State 79 2 0 0 
Hawaii 80 1 0 0 
North Carolina State 81 1 0 0 
Loyola Chicago 82 1 0 0 
Delaware 83 1 0 0 
Arizona State 84 1 0 0 
Howard 85 1 0 0 
Fordham 86 1 0 0 
Akron 87 1 0 0 
Mississippi State 88 1 0 0 
Oklahoma 89 1 0 0 
American University 90 0 0 0 
Kent State 91 0 0 0 
NorthTexas 92 0 0 0 
Catholic University 93 0 0 0 
Georgia State 94 0 0 0 
Total from non-top 20 529 51 12 
Percent from non-top 20 31% 12% 9% 

All 94 1700 430 136 
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non-top 20 departments are rarely hired at top 
20 departments and almost never hired at top 5 
departments. 

With simple arithmetic, data for the three 
tiers of departments shown in Table 2 can be col- 
lapsed into the familiar format of a 3 x 3 mobil- 
ity table indicating origin and destination 
categories for each sociology PhD (Table 3). In 
this mobility table only 6 percent of faculty are 
below the diagonal (upward mobility), 40 per- 
cent are along the diagonal (horizontal mobil- 
ity), and 54 percent are above the diagonal 
(downward mobility). This information con- 
firms the observation made by Berelson 
(1960:114) and supported by later studies (Gross 
1970; Shichor 1970; Cole and Cole 1973; Burke 
1988; Baldi 1994) that mobility in academia is 
mainly horizontal or downward and seldom 
upward. 

A closer examination of the individual cells 
in Table 3 allows us to pinpoint areas of greater 
or lesser social closure and/or mobility. To facil- 
itate this examination I have calculated the devi- 
ations of the observed from the expected 
frequencies (assuming randomness) for each 

cell in the table. The cells designated with super- 
script 'a' are those in which the observed fre- 
quency departs from the expected frequency 
by +50 percent or more, while cells designated 
with superscript 'b' are ones in which the devi- 
ation is +20 percent or more.11 Note that the 
highest level of endogamy is found among PhDs 
exchanged among the top 5 departments (upper- 
left cell), whereas the strongest barrier of social 
exclusion is found in the low percentage of 
PhDs from non-top 20 departments hired in top 
20 departments (lower-left and lower-center 
cells). Otherwise, there are moderately high 
levels of endogamy along the remaining cells of 
the diagonal and moderately high levels of 
downward mobility of PhDs from top 5 depart- 

11 The magnitude of cell residuals is not the same 
thing as their statistical significance. Following the 
method outlined by Reynolds (1977:11-12), I cal- 
culated z-scores for the adjusted residuals of each cell. 
All of the residuals except those of the center-left and 
center-right cells are significant at the p < 0.001 
level. 

Table 3. Mobility Table Showing Origins and Destinations of Sociology PhDs among Three Tiers of 
Departments 

Department of Employment 

Ph.D-Granting Department Top 5 Next 15 Other 74 Total 

Top 5 Departments 
Raw N 76a 124b 345 545 
Percent 4.5 7.3 20.3 32.1 
Ratio 1.73 1.32 .85 

Next 15 Departments 
Raw N 48 131b 447 626 
Percent 2.8 7.7 26.3 36.8 
Ratio .96 1.22 .96 

Other 74 Departments 
Raw N 12a 39a 478b 529 
Percent .7 2.3 28.1 31.1 
Ratio .29 .43 1.21 

All Departments 
Raw N 136 294 1270 1700 
Percent 8.0 17.3 74.7 100.0 
Ratio 

Note: Raw N = raw number of PhDs; Percent = % of the entire population; Ratio = ratio of the actual number of 
PhDs to the expected number assuming randomness (i.e., row marginal times column marginal divided by total 
N). Departments are ranked according to the number of graduates employed in all 94 PhD-granting departments 
(see Table 2). 
a Observed frequency departs from expected frequency by > 50 percent. 
b Observed frequency departs from expected frequency by 2 20 percent. 
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ments to the remaining departments of the top 
20 (upper-center cell). Interestingly, the per- 
centage of faculty employed in top 5 depart- 
ments who received their PhDs from the 
remaining 15 of the top 20 (center-left cell) 
does not depart noticeably from randomness, 
indicating that barriers to mobility between 
these two tiers are relatively weak compared 
with barriers to mobility into the top 20 from 
non-top 20 departments.12 Further, so long as we 
restrict our population to PhD-granting depart- 
ments, graduates of top 20 programs are not 
markedly overrepresented among faculty hired 
at non-top 20 departments (upper-right and cen- 
ter-right cells). Of course, this abstracts away 
from the large number of PhDs who are 
employed in non-PhD-granting departments- 
a pattern that we can assume removes a dis- 
proportionate number of graduates of non-top 
20 departments from the population under study. 
Hence, it is possible (indeed likely) that grad- 
uates of top 20 departments are highly advan- 
taged with respect to their prospects for 
employment in non-top 20 departments, but 
that, relative to the subpopulation of PhDs who 
secure employment in PhD-granting depart- 
ments, their numbers remain commensurate 
with the expected frequencies, given the mar- 
ginal distribution of PhDs exchanged among 
these three tiers of departments. 

Two facts about the data in tables 2 and 3 
should be emphasized. First, the predominance 
of graduates from the top 5 or top 20 depart- 
ments among the faculties of all PhD-granting 
programs is not simply a reflection of the greater 
output of PhDs by the top departments. There 
was a time when most sociology PhDs were 

produced by a handful of elite departments 
(National Research Council 1963; Sibley 1963), 
but this has not been true since the 1960s. Using 
data from Jones, Lindzey, and Coggeshall 
(1982) and Goldberger, Maher, and Flattau 
(1995), I estimate that the top 5 departments in 
Table 2 were responsible for 14 percent of soci- 
ology PhDs awarded between 1975 and 1992, 
and that the top 20 departments were responsi- 
ble for 35 percent.13 These estimates are small- 
er by several magnitudes than the percentages 
in Table 2 indicating the dominance of these 
programs over employment across the disci- 
pline. 

Second, it should be emphasized that these 
data refer to not just new PhDs but to faculty at 
all stages of their careers. Most of the research 
on the impact of departmental prestige on aca- 
demic hiring has focused on the origins and 
destinations of new PhDs at the time of their 
first academic employment. This research shows 
clearly that the prestige of one's PhD-granting 
department is the single most important factor 
in faculty hiring at this early stage of the career, 
but it also leaves open the possibility that hir- 
ing at more advanced levels might place less 
importance on departmental pedigree and more 
importance on demonstrated achievement 
(Gross 1970). If this were the case, one could 
plausibly argue that the reliance on departmen- 
tal prestige in the hiring of new PhDs is simply 
a reaction to the dearth of reliable evidence on 
scholarly potential at this early stage of the 
career. This would be consistent with research 
on the role of organizational status in the func- 
tioning of more conventional economic markets, 
which shows that the attention given to the sta- 
tus of the producing organization is contingent 
on the degree of uncertainty surrounding the 12 As early as 1970, it has been common to speak 

of the "top 20" as designating the elite departments 
within sociology (Gross 1970). Although this may 
seem an arbitrary cut-off point, the patterns of clo- 
sure and mobility in Table 3 confirm the meaning- 
fulness of this classification. To explore this issue 
further, I conducted an inductive analysis of closure 
and mobility within the hiring network using Borgatti 
and Everett's (1999) core-periphery algorithm. 
Consistent with the conventional typology, the results 
show that the most salient dichotomization of the dis- 
cipline judged by the exchange of PhDs is one that 
places 19 of the top 20 departments in the "core" cat- 
egory and the remaining 75 departments in the 
"periphery." 

13 Jones, Lindzey, and Coggeshall (1982) provide 
data on the total number of PhDs produced by each 
department between 1975-1976 and 1979-1980. 
Goldberger, Maher, and Flattau (1995) provide data 
on the total number of PhDs produced by each 
department between 1987-1988 and 1991-1992. The 
percentages of the total number of sociology PhDs 
awarded by the top 5 and top 20 departments were 
virtually identical in each of these five-year periods. 
I have therefore taken these percentages as an esti- 
mate for the entire 1975-1992 period. 
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quality of the product being exchanged (Podolny 
1993, 1994, 2001). 

My data show that this explanation is insuf- 
ficient to account for the caste-like nature of hir- 

ing networks within sociology. The prestige of 
one's PhD-granting department is no less impor- 
tant in circumscribing the jobs open to those 
hired at a senior level (when more objective 
evidence of scholarly ability is typically avail- 
able) than it is in the hiring of newly minted 
PhDs. In this respect, the current situation 
appears little changed from that encountered 
over 40 years ago by Caplow and McGee 

(1958:225), who concluded that the initial 
choice of a graduate school sets an "indelible 
mark" on a student's career that is unlikely to be 
overcome by the postgraduate achievements of 
even the most brilliant scholar. In fact, my data 
suggest that the hiring of senior faculty by pres- 
tigious departments is even more incestuous 
than the hiring of new PhDs. While the recent 

graduate of a lower ranked department may 
bear the stigma of his or her PhD-granting 
department, those who are employed in similar 
departments for a period of years also bear the 

stigma of the departments in which they are 

employed. Of the 430 full-time faculty 
employed by the top 20 sociology departments 
shown in Table 2, only 7 (less than 2 percent) 
received their PhD from a non-top 20 depart- 
ment, worked for three or more years in a non- 

top 20 department, and, after building their 

scholarly reputations, advanced to a faculty 
position in one of the top 20 departments.14 
The more common pattern among the lucky 
few who have been able to parlay a PhD from 
a non-top 20 department into a job at a top 20 

department is that they achieved this at the time 
of their first job-often with the aid of a post- 
doctoral fellowship from a prestigious depart- 
ment or an accompanying bachelor's or master's 

degree from an elite university. 

THE MEASUREMENT OF SOCIAL 
CAPITAL 

Having surveyed the general pattern of hiring 
among sociology departments, I now turn to 
the task of operationalizing social capital and 
investigating its relationship to departmental 
prestige. Bourdieu (1986:249) says that the vol- 
ume of social capital is a function of two things: 
(1) the number of social connections possessed 
by a given agent; and (2) and the amount of 
social (and other) capital held by those with 
whom connections are maintained. Based on 
this definition, an appropriate measure of the 
social capital of department i is therefore one 
that takes into account the total number of links 
maintained by department i, where each link is 
then weighted by a function of the number and 
type of links maintained by the other depart- 
ments Ji ... jn to which department i is con- 
nected. We can express the same thing by noting 
that the social capital of any one department can 
only be accurately measured when we also know 
the social capital possessed by other depart- 
ments, since, according to Bourdieu's theory, not 
all social connections are of equal value. Ties 
to another department that, in turn, commands 
extensive social capital are of greater value than 
ties to a department that has few important 
social connections. In general terms, we can 
therefore represent the social capital of depart- 
ment i, (denoted by ci) by the expression 

Ci = ailc1 + ai2C2 + ai3C3 + 

... +ainCn = 
ac, 

, (1) 

where 
a0. 

is the number of ties that department 
i has with departmentj, cj is the social capital 
possessed by departmentj, and aii is set equal 
to zero (since ties to oneself do not constitute 
social capital). 

The problem of calculating the prominence 
or centrality of actors within a network, where 
each actor's score is simultaneously a function 
of the scores of all other members of the net- 
work, is a common one in social network analy- 
sis, and there are a number of approaches to its 
solution. We can conceive of the problem as one 
of solving n simultaneous linear equations for 
n unknowns, where formula (1) provides us 
with one equation for each actor in the net- 
work. Or we can conceive of the problem as one 

14 Even this figure exaggerates the extent of 
upward mobility in senior hires, since 3 of these 7 
received their PhDs from one of the 5 departments 
immediately below the top 20, and 2 of these 3 
advanced only as high as the bottom quartile of the 
top 20. 
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of the convergence of an infinite sequence, 
where we begin by simply counting the number 
of ties maintained by each actor as a measure 
of his or her prominence; then calculate a more 
refined, second-order measure by weighting 
each of ego's ties by the corresponding promi- 
nence score of each alter derived from the first 
round; then calculate a third-order measure 
based on the weights derived from the second 
round; and so forth ad infinitum. Or we can con- 
ceive of the matrix of ties between each dyad of 
actors as measures of association, analogous to 
a correlation matrix, and then apply factor analy- 
sis to derive the first principle component as an 
estimate of the overall tendency of each actor 
to form associations with other actors in the 
network. 

Fortunately, we do not have to choose 
between these competing approaches, since 
Bonacich (1972), in an elegant application of 
matrix algebra, demonstrates that all three 
approaches converge on a common solution, 
henceforth referred to as Bonacich's eigenvec- 
tor centrality measure. Bonacich's measure is 
defined as follows. Given an adjacency matrix 

Aij denoting the links or relations between all 
pairs of actors i and j, the centrality of actor i 
(again denoted ci) is given by the expression: 

ci - x 
Aocj, 

(2) 

where ox is the reciprocal of the largest positive 
eigenvalue and where the centralities cl ... c, 
are therefore the elements of the corresponding 
eigenvector. Note that formula (2) is equivalent 
to formula (1) except for the addition of param- 
eter ao, which is required to give the equation a 
nontrivial solution. Eigenvector centrality is the 
most widely used of a class of similar meas- 
ures-variously referred to as status, power, 
prominence, or prestige-that have been devel- 
oped for analyzing centrality within exchange 
or communication networks (Katz 1953; 
Hubbell 1965; Bonacich 1972, 1987; Knoke 
and Burt 1983; Wasserman and Faust 1994). 

Implicit in the choice of Bonacich's eigen- 
vector centrality index to operationalize social 
capital are three measurement decisions that 
deserve comment. The first concerns the ques- 
tion of the relative weight to be given to ties 
formed by placing one's PhDs in another depart- 
ment versus ties formed by hiring PhDs from 
another department. Bourdieu's discussion of 

social capital eludes this question by implicit- 
ly assuming that all social ties are reciprocal; 
whereas Weber more accurately recognizes that 
exchange within and between levels of a status 
hierarchy is sometimes directional in nature. 
My guess would be that differential success in 
the placement of PhDs plays a somewhat greater 
role in determining the status-ranking of elite 
departments relative to one another, whereas 
differential success in hiring PhDs from well- 
connected (i.e., prestigious) departments plays 
a greater role in determining the status-ranking 
among non-elite departments (with the place- 
ment and hiring of PhDs having more equal 
weight in the status ranking of second-tier or 
quasi-elite departments). At all levels of the 
status hierarchy, however, both placement and 
hiring of PhDs contribute to aggregate social 
capital and should, therefore, have consequences 
for relative prestige. Alternative measures exist 
that allow separate centralities to be calculated 
for either of these two types of interdepart- 
mental ties-that is, separate centrality scores 
can be calculated for the rows and columns of 
an asymmetrical matrix (Knoke and Burt 1983; 
Wasserman and Faust 1994). Since I have no 
compelling theoretical grounds, however, for 
assigning different weights to these two types 
of interdepartmental ties, I shall treat them 
equivalently. This is done by summing the num- 
ber of PhDs hired by department i from depart- 
ment j with the number of PhDs hired by 
departmentj from department i to yield a sym- 
metrical matrix Aij denoting the total number 
PhDs exchanged between departments i andj. 

After the attention given in the previous sec- 
tion to the association between departmental 
prestige and the number of PhD placements, it 
might appear more appropriate to calculate net- 
work centrality exclusively on the basis of place- 
ments, where the number of each department's 
PhDs hired by other departments is conceived 
as a form of sociometric choice or preference 
data. 15This is the more typical approach in net- 
work studies of prominence or prestige (Knoke 
and Burt 1983). However, the important point 
to emphasize is that the ties created through 

15 This is the approach followed by Hanneman 
(2001) in what, to my knowledge, is the only other 
study that uses network concepts to analyze depart- 
mental prestige. 
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the exchange of PhDs are conceptualized in 
this study, not simply as sociometric indicators 
of preference, but as objective social relations. 
This can be confusing, since prestige is usual- 
ly perceived as a product of choices, prefer- 
ences, or nominations. This is how we assess 
prestige in reputational surveys like the NRC 
study. Moreover, status-conscious choices (both 
on the part of departments in deciding from 
whom to hire and on the part of individual PhDs 
in deciding from whom to accept faculty 
appointments) are instrumental in reproducing 
the prestige hierarchy. However, my thesis is 
that, behind these status conscious choices (or, 
better, as the self-reproducing, social-structur- 
al foundation of these status conscious choic- 
es), an objective structure of social relations 
exists among departments, which is captured by 
the concept of social capital. The accumulated 
social capital of each department is understood 
as the accretion of years of both hiring from cer- 
tain types of departments and years of placing 
its PhDs in certain types of departments, though 
the distribution of social capital between these 
two sources of social ties will necessarily vary 
for departments at different levels of the pres- 
tige hierarchy. 

The second measurement issue concerns the 
relative weight to be given to direct versus indi- 
rect social ties. Bourdieu explicitly states that 
indirect social ties are part of the calculus of 
social capital. What matters is not simply with 
which and how many alters each ego has a direct 
social tie, but which and how many other actors 
are indirectly accessed through that social tie. 
Nevertheless, it is plausible to assume that the 
number and character of one's proximate ties are 
more important in defining social capital than 
ties that are several links removed. There are 
alternative measures of network centrality that 
allow one to attenuate the weight given to more 
distant ties in assessing the value of proximate 
ties (Bonacich 1987). Since I have no clear the- 
oretical rationale for specifying such an atten- 
uation factor, however, I shall simply weight 
each social tie possessed by department i by the 
full measure of the centrality score of each 
department jl ... jn to which department i is 
connected. 

The third measurement issue concerns the 
appropriate manner of dealing with depart- 
mental inbreeding-that is, departments that 
hire their own PhDs. Previous research sug- 

gests that departmental inbreeding is more 
prevalent among elite departments (McGee 
1960; Hargens and Farr 1973)-a hypothesis 
that is confirmed by the data assembled for this 
study.16 Hence, including such ties in the cal- 
culation of centrality scores should boost the 
scores of the more prestigious departments. 
Nevertheless, the diagonal of the matrix will be 
set to zero, since social capital is logically a 
function of links to other departments and 
should not be affected by links within a depart- 
ment created by hiring one's own PhDs.'7 

Bonacich's eigenvector centrality measure 
was implemented using the UCINET network 
analysis software program (Borgatti, Everett, 
and Freeman 1999). The first positive eigen- 
value is three times the size of the next largest, 
which bodes well for the robustness of the meas- 
ure and provides evidence of a single encom- 
passing prestige hierarchy within sociology, 
rather than several relatively separate cliques or 
component hierarchies. No discernable pattern 
could be identified among the scores on the 
second and third largest eigenvectors-as we 
might expect to find, for example, if there were 
pronounced regional segmentation within the 
PhD exchange network or separate exchange 
networks among private and public universi- 
ties. Eigenvector centrality scores were highly 

16 The correlation between departmental prestige 
and the number of inbred hires is 0.350 (p < 0.00 1); 
however, departmental inbreeding is now relatively 
rare, accounting for only 4 percent of faculty in PhD- 
granting departments of sociology. 

17 1 favor Bonacich's eigenvector centrality index 
because of its close correspondence with Bourdieu's 
definition of social capital, but, as is often the case 
in social network analysis, alternative measures of 
network centrality are highly correlated. Hence the 
three measurement decisions outlined earlier have 
only a modest impact on the results of the analysis. 
I computed (1) an alternative eigenvector index 
(Knoke and Burt 1983) that measures prominence 
exclusively in terms of PhD placements rather than 
jointly in terms of placements and hires; (2) a range 
of alternative measures (Bonacich 1987) that apply 
varying degrees of attenuation to the weight given 
more distant ties; and (3) an alternative measure of 
centrality that does not exclude inbred hires from the 
matrix. All of these have a correlation of 0.9 or high- 
er with the preferred Bonacich eigenvector meas- 
ure. 
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skewed and, therefore, a logarithmic transfor- 
mation was applied to the raw centrality scores. 

THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN SOCIAL 
CAPITAL AND DEPARTMENTAL 
PRESTIGE 

Table 4 reports the coefficients for a series of 

regression models used to estimate the pres- 
tige ratings of graduate departments of sociol- 

ogy reported in the NRC's most recent survey 
of departmental prestige (Goldberger, Maher, 
and Flattau 1995). The dependent variable, 
departmental prestige, is based on ratings by dis- 

ciplinary peers of the "scholarly quality of pro- 
gram faculty" on a five-point scale ranging 
from "distinguished" to "marginal." Besides 
social capital, the independent variables are 
measured as follows. Three indicators of schol- 

arly productivity are taken from the NRC study. 

*Article publications are measured by the average 
number ofjournal articles per faculty member in the 
five years preceding the NRC study, based on data 
from the Institute of Scientific Information, pro- 
ducers of the Social Science Citation Index. 

* Citations are measured by the average number of 
citations per faculty member in the five years pre- 
ceding the NRC study, also based on data from the 
Institute of Scientific Information. 

*Research grants are measured by the percentage of 
faculty receiving support from research grants in the 
seven years preceding the NRC study, based on 
data from federal agencies. 

Keith and Babchuk (1998) propose two more 
refined measures of scholarly productivity. I 
include these in the analysis to ensure that every 
effort is made to capture the effects of produc- 
tivity on departmental prestige. 
* Weighted article publications is an index based on 
the number of articles per faculty member pub- 
lished in any of seven top sociology journals 
between 1980 and 1989, where each article is 
weighted by an "impact score" (Allen 1990) reflect- 
ing the average frequency of citation of the journal 
in which the article appears. This measure gives 
particularly heavy weight to articles published in 
either of the two "flagship" journals of the discipline, 
American Sociological Review and American 
Journal ofSociology, and considerably lesser weight 
to articles published in Social Forces, Social 

Table 4. Unstandardized Coefficients from the Regression of Departmental Prestige on Selected Characteristics 
of Graduate Departments of Sociology 

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 
Independent Variable (OLS) (OLS) (OLS) (OLS) (IV) 
Social Capital 1.359*** 1.118*** 1.259*** 

(.061) (.069) (.097) 

Article Publications .040 .026 - .072 .078 
(.124) (.101) (.051) (.052) 

Citations .059* .026 .005 .002 
(.023) (.020) (.010) (.011) 

Research Grants .022** .001 .000 -.001 
(.007) (.006) (.003) (.003) 

Weighted Article Publications .743*** - .180* .108 
(.147) (.082) (.090) 

Book Publications .481** - .245** .215* 
(.177) (.090) (.093) 

Constant 1.821 1.532 -.469 -.401 -.645 
Multiple R .555 .747 .918 .943 .940 

Adjusted R2 .285 .532 .842 .882 .877 

Note: Numbers in parentheses are standard errors; N = 94 academic departments. OLS = ordinary least squares; 
IV = instrumental variable. 
* p < .05 ; ** p < .01; *** p < .001 (two-tailed tests) 
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Problems, Demography, Sociology of Education, 
and Sociological Quarterly.18 
Bookpublications are measured by the average num- 
ber of books per faculty member that were reviewed 
in Contemporary Sociology between 1980 and 1989. 

Finally, I include a measure of faculty size-a 
variable that is associated with social capital and 
assumed to be exogenous with respect to depart- 
mental prestige. This variable will be used as an 
instrument for constructing an alternative meas- 
ure of social capital that is free of the potential 
problems of simultaneity in the relationship 
between social capital and departmental pres- 
tige. 

*Faculty size is measured as the total number of 
departmental faculty reported in the NRC study. A 
log transformation was applied to correct for skew- 
ness.19 

Correlations, means, and standard deviations 
of all variables employed in the analysis are 
presented in Appendix A. 

The first model in Table 4 uses ordinary least 
squares (OLS) regression to estimate depart- 
mental prestige in terms of the three objective 
measures of scholarly productivity reported in 
the NRC study: article publications, citations, 
and research grants. Together these measures 
account for roughly 30 percent of the variance 
in departmental prestige. Hence, there is evi- 
dence of a positive association between facul- 
ty productivity and departmental prestige. More 
than 70 percent of the variation in departmen- 
tal prestige, however, remains unexplained by 
these three productivity measures. 

The second model adds Keith and Babchuk's 
(1998) more refined measures of scholarly pro- 
ductivity: weighted article publications and 
book publications. With the inclusion of these 
variables, scholarly productivity explains slight- 
ly more than half the variance in departmental 

prestige. The superiority of the weighted article 
publications measure (which emphasizes pub- 
lication in ASR and AJS) over both the total 
number of articles published and the total cita- 
tion rate is noteworthy. This can be taken as an 
indication that departmental prestige depends 
more on the "quality" than the quantity of pub- 
lications. On the other hand, there is also evi- 
dence that the more prestigious journals, being 
controlled by the more prestigious departments, 
are more accepting of articles written by facul- 
ty and graduates of those departments (Crane 
1967; Shamblin 1970; Keith and Babchuk 
1994).20 Whatever the case regarding academ- 
ic journals, there is general agreement in the lit- 
erature that article publication, because of the 
practice of blind review, is more openly com- 
petitive than book publication, where institu- 
tional affiliation, scholarly reputation, and name 
recognition play a larger role in publication 
decisions (Coser, Kadushin, and Powell 1982; 
Powell 1985; Clemens et al. 1996, Keith and 
Babchuk 1998). It is therefore possible that 
processes of cumulative advantage are partly 
responsible for the association between book 
publications and departmental prestige. 
Nevertheless, even using these more prestige- 
sensitive measures of productivity, almost half 
the variation in departmental prestige remains 
unexplained in this model.21 

The third model estimates departmental pres- 
tige in terms of social capital alone. This one 
variable accounts for 84 percent of the vari- 
ance in departmental prestige. This provides 
compelling support for the thesis that depart- 
mental prestige is strongly influenced by the 

18 Keith and Babchuk (1998) report that a simple 
two-journal index that counts only articles in ASR and 
AJS yields a measure that is essentially identical to 
their more elaborate seven journal index. The two 
measures have a correlation of about 0.95. 

19 A slightly different measure of faculty size is 
reported in the American Sociological Association's 
Guide to Graduate Departments ofSociology (1995). 
The two measures have a correlation of .85 (p < 
0.001), and the choice of one measure over the other 
has little effect on the analysis. 

20 For example, Keith and Babchuk (1994:16) 
show that 9 of the 12 departments that housed the 
American Sociological Review between 1949 and 
1989 experienced noticeable gains in their frequen- 
cy of publication in ASR during the time of their edi- 
torship compared with the preceding five-year period. 

21 A more parsimonious model that omits all three 
NRC measures of scholarly productivity explains 
roughly the same amount of variance in departmen- 
tal prestige. Hence, of the various forms of scholar- 
ly productivity, it is particularly the publication of 
books and/or articles in the top-ranked journals that 
are correlated with departmental prestige. Scholarly 
research that does not find an outlet in one of these 
venues has relatively little independent effect on 
departmental prestige. 
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location of departments within disciplinary net- 
works of association and social exchange.22 
More than this, I would submit that when two 
variables that are measured entirely independ- 
ently of one another are correlated at a level that 
exceeds 0.9 (as with social capital and depart- 
mental prestige), this suggests the likelihood 
of some kind of feedback process through 
which, over time, the two variables are kept 
closely aligned. This is precisely what is implied 
by the notion that departmental prestige repro- 
duces itself through a process of cumulative 
advantage in the maintenance and accumulation 
of social capital. 

The fourth model includes social capital 
together with the five measures of scholarly 
productivity from Model 2. The productivity 
measures add relatively little (roughly 4 percent) 
to the explained variance over and above what 
is accounted for by social capital alone. 
Moreover, the standardized regression coeffi- 
cient (beta weight) for social capital is 5.6 times 
as large as the coefficient for the next strongest 
predictor of departmental prestige (book pub- 
lications). This, again, is consistent with the 
thesis that departmental prestige is primarily 
rooted in networks of association and social 
exchange, and only secondarily in differences 
among departments in scholarly productivity. 

The fifth model is intended as a check against 
the possibility that the OLS estimators may be 
inconsistent or biased on account of the recur- 
sivity in the relation between social capital and 
departmental prestige-that is, that they suffer 
from simultaneity bias. Earlier I argued that 
social capital can be understood as the social- 
structural foundation of departmental prestige, 
but I also argued that social capital is reproduced 
or accumulated through hiring decisions that 
favor the employment of PhDs from already 
prestigious departments. This implies some 

degree of feedback whereby social actions influ- 
enced by perceptions of departmental prestige 
serve to reproduce the unequal distribution of 
social capital. Within the framework of OLS 
regression, recursive relationships of this kind 
can lead to inconsistent parameter estimates 
because the explanatory variable that is sub- 
ject to such feedback will not be independent of 
the disturbance in the equation. 

Instrumental variable estimation is a common 
method for dealing with bias and inconsisten- 
cy induced by a correlation between an inde- 
pendent variable and the disturbance (Davidson 
and MacKinnon 1993; Greene 1993).23 In our 
case, instrumental variable estimation calls for 
another variable that is correlated with social 
capital but uncorrelated with the disturbance. 
More specifically, we require a variable that 
can theoretically be claimed to have no direct 
causal impact on departmental prestige (i.e., 
any impact must be mediated by other variables 
in the equation) and that is not itself recursive- 
ly caused by departmental prestige. Here I pro- 
pose faculty size as such a variable. From the 
standpoint of the theory advanced here, the 
number of faculty in a department should be 
correlated with social capital (and therefore 
indirectly associated with departmental pres- 
tige) for the reason that a large faculty increas- 
es the number of interdepartmental links that can 
be created and maintained by a department. 
Apart from this, no other compelling theoreti- 
cal reason has been established for a direct asso- 
ciation between faculty size and departmental 
prestige. Finally, it is theoretically plausible to 
assert that departmental prestige has no recur- 
sive effect on faculty size. 

Model 5 presents the instrumental variable 
estimates. The results are consistent with the 
findings of the previous model. As is typical in 
instrumental variable regression, there is a mod- 
est increase in the standard error associated 
with the social capital variable, but otherwise the 
two models are virtually identical. This adds to 
our confidence that the strong and highly sig- 
nificant effect associated with social capital in 
the estimation of departmental prestige cannot 

22 There are hardly any sizeable outliers on the 
social capital-prestige relationship. Departmental 
prestige is measured on a five-point scale, and in no 
case does the predicted score from the regression of 
prestige on social capital deviate from the actual 
prestige score by more than one point. A complete 
listing of observed and predicted values of prestige 
from model 3 is available upon request from the 
author. 

23 Thanks to Deputy Editor Chuck Halaby for sug- 
gesting the instrumental variable approach employed 
here. 
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be attributed to distortions introduced by simul- 
taneity bias. 

The findings reported in Table 4 remain 
robust across a variety of alternative specifica- 
tions of the regression model and various trans- 
formations of the independent variables. 
Because of the correlation among different 
measures of scholarly productivity, the inclusion 
or exclusion of one such measure in the regres- 
sion model often has small effects on the coef- 
ficients associated with other measures. For 
example, more parsimonious specifications of 
regression models 4 and 5, in which the three 
NRC productivity measures are omitted, yield 
slightly larger coefficients for the weighted arti- 
cle publications and book publications vari- 
ables.24 Similarly, experimenting with different 
transformations of the independent variables 
sometimes yields a modest increase in the coef- 
ficient associated with one productivity meas- 
ure, but this usually comes at the expense of the 
variance explained by other such measures.25 
Regardless of the specification of the regression 
model, social capital alone remains a much 
stronger predictor of departmental prestige than 
any combination of productivity measures. 

As a further test of the robustness of the 
model, I also conducted a parallel analysis in 
which I substituted for the dependent variable 
a second, slightly different, measure of depart- 
mental prestige reported in the NRC study. This 
second measure asks respondents to evaluate 
departments in terms of the "effectiveness of the 
program in educating research scholars/scien- 

tists" rather than the "scholarly quality of pro- 
gram faculty." The results of this analysis are vir- 
tually identical to those reported above. Social 
capital alone accounts for 81 percent of the 
variance in prestige rankings among sociology 
departments, compared with 53 percent for all 
measures of scholarly productivity combined. 
Productivity measures add little to the expla- 
nation of departmental prestige beyond what is 
accounted for by social capital. When both 
social capital and productivity measures are 
included in the same regression model, the beta 
weight for social capital is 5.8 times as large as 
that of the next strongest predictor of depart- 
mental prestige. 

COMPARABLE FINDINGS FOR OTHER 
DISCIPLINES 

The preceding analysis provides compelling 
evidence for the thesis that prestige rankings 
within the discipline of sociology are funda- 
mentally an effect of the location of depart- 
ments within disciplinary networks of 
association and social exchange. It is conceiv- 
able, however, that processes of social closure 
and the accumulation of social capital might 
play a larger role in the reproduction of status 
inequality within sociology than is true in other 
academic disciplines. To evaluate this possibil- 
ity, I compiled and analyzed comparable data on 
departmental prestige and the interdepartmen- 
tal exchange of PhDs for two other academic 
disciplines: history and political science. 

The choice of these two disciplines was large- 
ly dictated by the availability of data. Most aca- 
demic professional associations do not publish 
periodic directories of departmental faculty 
identifying the institution where each faculty 
member received his or her PhD. The practice 
is quite rare within the natural sciences, but 
more common among the social and behavioral 
sciences. Among the larger and more estab- 
lished social science disciplines, neither eco- 
nomics nor psychology publishes directories of 
this kind, but history and political science do. 
Analyzing comparable data for these two addi- 
tional disciplines should provide a reasonable 
test of whether the patterns identified for soci- 
ology are general to the social and behavioral 
sciences. Whether they apply with equal force 

24 Given the sizable correlations among many of 
the independent variables, all five models were 
checked for multicolinearity. The variance inflation 
factor (VIF) does not exceed 2.5 for any variable in 
models 1-5. This is well below the commonly accept- 
ed threshold of 10 for indicating problematic colin- 
earity (Belsley, Kuh, and Welsch 1980). 

25 For example, the citations variable has a mod- 
erately skewed distribution and is therefore a likely 
candidate for a logarithmic transformation. Applying 
a logarithmic transformation to the citations meas- 
ure increases the significance of the coefficient asso- 
ciated with this variable, but it also increases the 
degree of colinearity between citations and weight- 
ed article publications, so there is little net gain in R2 
when these two measures are included together in the 
regression. 
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to the natural sciences or the humanities 
deserves further study.26 

Using data from the American Historical 
Association's Guide to Departments of History 
(1994-1995) and the American Political Science 
Association's Graduate Faculty and Programs 
in Political Science (1995), I constructed PhD 
exchange matrices for history and political sci- 
ence following the same method described ear- 
lier for sociology. The matrix for history 
includes 108 PhD-granting departments and 
the matrix for political science includes 94 PhD- 
granting departments.27 Bonacich's eigenvector 
centrality index was applied to these matrices 
to measure the social capital of each PhD-grant- 
ing department within these disciplines. 
Departmental prestige ratings for history and 
political science were taken from the latest NRC 
survey (Goldberger, Maher, and Flattau 1995), 
along with three measures of faculty produc- 
tivity: article publications, citations, and 
research support. 

Tables 5 and 6 reports the coefficients for a 
series of regression models used to estimate 
the prestige ratings of graduate departments of 
sociology, history, and political science that are 
similar to those reported in Table 4 for sociol- 
ogy alone. The main difference between the 
regression models in Table 4 and those in Tables 
5 and 6 is that the latter omit the more refined 

measures of faculty productivity developed by 
Keith and Babchuk (1998) for sociology, since 
comparable measures are not available for either 
history or political science. This means that the 
regressions in Tables 5 and 6 likely underesti- 
mate the association between faculty produc- 
tivity and departmental prestige for history and 
political science. Comparisons with sociology 
on the three basic NRC productivity measures 
should, however, suffice to tell us whether these 
disciplines are roughly comparable or dramat- 
ically different in this regard. 

There are some interesting differences in the 
prestige hierarchies of these three academic 
disciplines. Compared with sociology, status 
inequality in the placement of PhDs is somewhat 
more pronounced in history and political sci- 
ence. Five top history programs account for 39 
percent of all PhDs employed in PhD-granting 
departments within the discipline, compared 
with 34 percent for political science and 32 per- 
cent for sociology. Twenty top history programs 
account for 77 percent of all such PhDs, com- 
pared with 74 percent for political science and 
69 percent for sociology. Departmental inbreed- 
ing is also more pronounced among elite history 
and political science departments. Internal hires 
account for 31 percent of the faculty in the 5 top- 
ranked history departments, compared with 21 
percent in the 5 top-ranked political science 
departments and 10 percent in the 5 top-ranked 
sociology departments. 

As shown in Model 1 of Table 5, there is also 
a slightly stronger association between depart- 
mental prestige and the three NRC productivi- 
ty measures for history and political science 
than there is for sociology. The three produc- 
tivity measures account for 42 percent of the 
variance in prestige for political science, com- 
pared with 34 percent for history and 29 percent 
for sociology. This could signal the stricter 
application of meritocratic standards within his- 
tory and political science compared with soci- 
ology, or it could simply indicate a closer match 
between these three specific measures of faculty 
productivity and the forms of academic per- 
formance that are most highly regarded within 
history and political science. 

Despite these differences, there is one pattern 
that is virtually identical across all three disci- 
plines: a strong association between social cap- 
ital and departmental prestige. As shown in 
regression Model 2, social capital alone explains 

26 This should be possible, even in the absence of 
comparable directories of departmental faculty, if 
contemporaneous data can be collected at the time of 
the next NRC study of departmental prestige. The bar- 
rier to extending this study to a larger range of dis- 
ciplines is the near impossibility of reconstructing 
historical data on departmental faculty and their 
PhD-granting institution for a year close to 1993, 
which is when the last NRC study was conducted. 

27 For history, these include all but two of the 
graduate programs evaluated in the NRC study. As I 
did for sociology, I omitted the Graduate Center of 
the CUNY because of its unconventional organiza- 
tional structure and ambiguity in demarcating which 
faculty should or should not be counted within the 
program. I also omitted the Graduate School of the 
Claremont Colleges for the same reason. For politi- 
cal science, I omitted these two programs as well as 
the Political Economy program of the University of 
Texas at Dallas, where most faculty members earned 
their PhDs in economics and sociology rather than 
political science. 
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Table 5. Unstandardized Coefficients from the Regression of Departmental Prestige on Selected Characteristics 
of Graduate Departments of Sociology, History, and Political Science: Models 1 and 2 

Model 1 Model 2 

Independent Sociology History Political Science Sociology History Political Science 
Variable (OLS) (OLS) (OLS) (OLS) (OLS) (OLS) 
Social Capital - - - 1.359*** 1.373*** 1.335*** 

- - - (.061) (.062) (.061) 

Article Publications .040 1.334*** .271 - 

(.124) (.101) (.161) - - - 

Citations .059* .064 .116"* - 

(.023) (.034) (.040) 

Research Grants .022** .031 .027* - - 

(.007) (.023) (.011) - - - 

Constant 1.821 1.710 1.786 -.469 -.205 -.284 
Multiple R .555 .600 .663 .918 .907 .917 
Adjusted R2 .285 .342 .421 .842 .821 .838 

Note. Numbers in parentheses are standard errors; N = 94 for sociology and political science; N = 108 for histo- 
ry. OLS = ordinary least squares. 
* p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001 (two-tailed tests) 

82-84 percent of the variance in departmental 
prestige for each of the three disciplines. Indeed, 
across the three disciplines, the near perfect 
match in the regression coefficients and R2 for 
the social capital variable is quite striking. 

Model 3 reveals that measures of faculty pro- 
ductivity add relatively little (2-5 percent) to the 
explained variance over and above what is 
accounted for by social capital alone. Even 
allowing for the fact that more refined measures 

Table 6. Unstandardized Coefficients from the Regression of Departmental Prestige on Selected Characteristics 
of Graduate Departments of Sociology, History, and Political Science: Models 3 and 4 

Model 3 Model 4 

Independent Sociology History Political Science Sociology History Political Science 
Variable (OLS) (OLS) (OLS) (IV) (IV) (IV) 
Social Capital 1.249*** 1.255*** 1.172*** 1.272*** 1.444*** 1.286*** 

(.064) (.069) (.062) (.095) (.096) (.081) 

Article Publications .074 .482** .207** .075 .353* .201** 
(.054) (.146) (.072) (.055) (.157) (.074) 

Citations .014 -.016 .005 .013 -.028 -.016 
(.010) (.017) (.019) (.011) (.018) (.020) 

Research Grants .004 .014 .017** .004 .012 .016** 
(.003) (.011) (.005) (.003) (.012) (.005) 

Constant -.525 -.303 -.344 -.569 -.606 -.552 
Multiple R .932 .921 .943 .932 .915 .940 
Adjusted R2 .863 .843 .884 .863 .831 .879 

Note: Numbers in parentheses are standard errors; N = 94 for sociology and political science; N = 108 for histo- 
ry. OLS = ordinary least squares; IV = instrumental variable. 
* p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001 (two-tailed tests) 
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of faculty productivity for history and political 
science should perform somewhat better than 
the three NRC measures, it seems unlikely that 
such productivity measures would eclipse social 
capital as the strongest predictor of depart- 
mental prestige. Model 4 shows that these 
results remain basically unchanged when an 
instrumental variable is substituted for the orig- 
inal social capital measure. The regression 
results for history and political science are thus 
consistent with those for sociology, indicating 
that the importance of social capital for depart- 
mental prestige is not unique to sociology. 

DISCUSSION 

I have elaborated and defended a conception of 
academic prestige that views status differences 
among academic departments as mainly rooted 
in processes of social closure and the accumu- 
lation of social capital. Status inequalities 
among departments are correlated with and 
reinforced by differences in scholarly produc- 
tivity, and it is doubtful whether academic sta- 
tus hierarchies could maintain their legitimacy 
if this condition were not satisfied. Nevertheless, 
departmental prestige is not simply or primari- 
ly a matter of scholarly productivity-at least 
not within the discipline of sociology. This the- 
sis may be viewed as heretical by some; how- 
ever, it is consistent with some of the most 
well-established and widely accepted princi- 
ples of social stratification. It is also consistent 
with a growing body of empirical evidence on 
the importance of social capital for status 
inequality and status attainment in a variety of 
other institutional and occupational contexts 
(Portes 1998; Lin 1999, 2001).28 

The conception of academic prestige pro- 
posed in this paper helps to clarify anomalies 
encountered in the research based on the more 
conventional view. The less than perfect asso- 
ciation between scholarly productivity and 
departmental prestige makes better sense once 
we recognize that, although the display of schol- 
arly virtuosity is a norm that is strongly encour- 

aged and supported within prestigious depart- 
ments, it is not the ultimate guarantee of their 
social status. The puzzling association between 
faculty size and departmental prestige is also 
more comprehensible if faculty size is under- 
stood as a resource that facilitates the creation 
and maintenance of an extended network of 
interdepartmental relations, both through the 
hiring of PhDs from other departments and 
through the training of PhDs for employment in 
other departments. Finally, the incredible sta- 
bility of departmental prestige rankings over 
long historical periods is more intelligible once 
we appreciate the self-reproducing capacity of 
social capital. The advantage that prestigious 
departments enjoy in the placement of their 
PhDs translates into a cumulative advantage in 
the maintenance and expansion of interdepart- 
mental networks. This complements and rein- 
forces other forms of cumulative advantage that 
have been identified in the literature. 

Evidence that academic status hierarchies 
are reproduced through processes of social clo- 
sure and the accumulation of social capital 
should deepen our appreciation of just how 
impervious to change such hierarchies can be. 
In Bourdieu's theory, the unequal distribution 
and self-reproducing capacity of social capital 
is a powerful source of social inertia-perhaps 
even more so than the ownership of economic 
capital, which, at least, is subject to the vicissi- 
tudes of the market. This is consistent with 
Weber's (1968:938) observation that stratifica- 
tion by status tends to be associated with social 
stasis, whereas the ascendance of market forces 
(and stratification by class) is more commonly 
associated with social change. A glance at Table 
1, which shows the prestige ranking of sociol- 
ogy departments in seven different studies con- 
ducted between 1925 and 1993, should suffice 
to demonstrate just how effective processes of 
social closure and the reproduction of social 
capital can be in insulating academic status 
hierarchies from the winds of social, econom- 
ic, and intellectual change. 

What then accounts for occasional shifts in 
the prestige rankings of sociology departments 
over the decades? As noted previously, research 
shows that such changes in prestige rankings 
cannot be explained by changes in scholarly 
productivity (Baldi 1994; Keith and Babchuk 
1998). The theory of departmental prestige pro- 
posed in this paper implies that significant shifts 

28 Of the many empirical studies of social capital, 
Anheier, Gerhards, and Romo's (1995) innovative 
study of social networks and prestige among German 
writers and literary critics comes closest in its 
methodology and findings to those of this paper. 
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in departmental prestige rankings must be the 
result of the forfeiture or acquisition of a sub- 
stantial volume of social capital, but how does 
this occur? Although a thorough investigation 
of this question exceeds the scope of this paper, 
several logical possibilities present themselves. 
A department can suffer devastating internecine 
conflict, leading a substantial number of senior 
faculty members to depart for other universities, 
taking with them a share of the department's 
social capital. This occurred at Minnesota in the 
1950s following E Stuart Chapin's retirement 
after 29 years as department head (Martindale 
1976:237) and at Columbia in the wake of the 
1968 student strike (Clark 1996:200), leading 
both departments to drop significantly in the 
prestige rankings.29 Alternatively, a department 
(especially if it is located in an already eminent 
university) can acquire the resources to recruit 
a substantial number of senior faculty from the 
most prestigious departments, thereby pur- 
chasing a share of those departments' accumu- 
lated social capital. This is the strategy followed 
by Berkeley in the 1950s, enabling it to estab- 
lish itself as a top-ranked department within a 
few years of its founding (Marx 1984:649; 
Alford 1998:6).30 Other departments have 
attempted to emulate this strategy in more recent 
years with varying degrees of success. In the 
absence of sizable migrations of well-connect- 
ed senior faculty, shifts in the prestige rank- 

ings of academic departments are likely to be 
small and gradual. 

Another characteristic of social capital that 
helps to insulate it from challenge or usurpation 
is the opacity of the motives implicated in the 
exchanges by which social capital is reproduced 
and expanded (Bourdieu 1986:242-3). As con- 
trasted with economic capital, where the self- 
interest of persons seeking to reproduce and 
expand their capital is obvious to all, the 
exchanges by which social capital is accumu- 
lated assume an appearance of disinterested- 
ness-for example, a dedication to art-for-art's 
sake or the advancement of science. The 
recourse to such motives is necessitated by the 
uncertainty that surrounds transactions involv- 
ing social capital, which tend to be character- 
ized by unspecified obligations, uncertain time 
horizons, and the possible violation of reci- 
procity expectations (Portes 1998:4). In the face 
of such uncertainty, egotistical calculation alone 
cannot be counted upon to motivate sufficient 
investment in social capital. Consequently, 
although it is appropriate to characterize the 
behavior by which individual faculty or depart- 
ments seek to expand their social capital (and, 
thereby, enhance their prestige within the dis- 
cipline) as strategic or instrumental, these strate- 
gies are typically embedded within, and 
subjectively experienced as indistinguishable 
from, a normative commitment to universalis- 
tic principles. This opacity (or duality) of 
motives has obvious advantages for the 
legitimacy of academic status hierarchies and 
helps to explain why such hierarchies have 
rarely been subjected to the kind of sustained 
critical scrutiny that sociologists have directed 
toward other forms of institutionalized inequal- 
ity. This study, by seeking to elucidate the under- 
lying structural basis of academic prestige 
hierarchies, is intended as a contribution to that 
kind of critical and reflexive sociological under- 
taking. 

Val Burris is Professor ofSociology at the University 
of Oregon. His current research interests include 
corporate power structure, right-wing movements, 
and social network analysis. His recent publications 
include "The Myth of Old Money Liberalism: The 
Politics of the Forbes 400 RichestAmericans," Social 
Problems 47 (2000):360-78; and "The Two Faces of 
Capital: Corporations and Individual Capitalists as 
PoliticalActors," American Sociological Review 66 
(2001):361-81. 

29 Minnesota ranked among the top five to seven 
departments from the 1920s through the mid-1950s, 
but dropped to 15th by the late 1960s and 25th in the 
latest survey. Columbia ranked among the top two to 
three departments through the mid-1960s, but 
dropped to 7th by the end of the 1970s and now 
ranks 15th. Judging from data presented in Keith 
and Babchuk (1998), it does not appear that either 
department's decline in status can be attributed to a 
precipitous drop in scholarly productivity. 

30 Herbert Blumer was brought to Berkeley from 
Chicago in 1952 with a mandate and generous fund- 
ing from Chancellor Clark Kerr to recruit prominent 
scholars from the leading departments in the disci- 
pline. Among those hired were Kingsley Davis, 
Seymour Martin Lipset, Erving Goffman, Philip 
Selznick, and Charles Glock. By 1957, Berkeley 
ranked sixth among sociology departments in the 
nation. During the 1960s it rose to number one and 
has remained among the top four ever since. 

This content downloaded from 128.228.18.229 on Thu, 16 Jul 2015 15:13:03 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


262 AMERICAN SOCIOLOGICAL REVIEW 

APPENDIX 

Table A. Correlations, Means, and Standard Deviations of Variables 

Variable 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 Mean SD 

1. Departmental Prestige .92*** .41*** .47*** .46*** .68*** .60*** .63*** 2.61 1.00 
2. Social Capital .30** .37*** .39*** .61*** .48*** .67*** 2.26 .67 
3. Article Publications .71*** .48*** .39*** .38** .29** 2.14 1.04 
4. Citations .39*** .37*** .52*** .30** 5.50 5.32 
5. Research Grants -- .56*** .42*** .12 17.05 14.16 
6. Weighted Article Publications - - .54*** .21" .67 .64 
7. Book Publications -- - - .14 .75 .52 
8. Faculty Size (In) - 2.97 .42 

*p <.05; **p < .01; *** p < .001 (two-tailed tests) 
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