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A B S T R A C T   

Despite the long history of debating its meaning and its current unprecedented ubiquity both in 
scholarly and popular discourses, little is systematically known about how “culture” is conceived 
by ordinary people. This paper examines how evaluations of the contents and boundaries of 
expressive culture are patterned among people in and across present-day European societies, and 
to what degree these evaluations associate with sociodemographic and politico-cultural divisions. 
Using survey data collected in 2021 in nine European countries and applying latent class and 
multinomial regression methods, the analysis reconstructs Europeans’ boundaries of the concept 
of culture – which objects, places and practices they see as belonging or not belonging to culture, 
and with which objects they remain ambivalent. The results show that the classical distinction 
between narrow (exclusive) and broad (inclusive) notions still structures Europeans’ evaluations 
of expressive culture, but it operates in several modes and with national and sociodemographic 
variations. In contrast to traditional assumptions, the narrow evaluations are associated with 
lower-status groups, while the upper-status groups embrace broad notions of culture. Moreover, 
the broad evaluations are associated with factors such as cultural cosmopolitanism and liberal- 
progressive political attitudes, highlighting the potential of extending cultural stratification 
research by the “bottom-up” study of patterned evaluations and understandings of the concept of 
culture itself.   

1. Introduction 

In the past decades, sociologists have invigorated the study of culture, through empirical studies of culture as capital, symbolic 
resource, or lifestyle feature (e.g., Bennett et al., 2009; Bourdieu, 1984); analyzes of how culture can be conceptualized, categorized 
and measured (e.g., Lizardo, 2017); and how culture is linked to social structures through classification and evaluation practices 
(DiMaggio, 1987; Lamont, 2012). However, connections among these research strands are not always made explicit. Cultural 
participation studies, for example, are often not clear on demarcations or boundaries of specific cultural expressions, while studies 
emphasizing classification or categorization of culture tend to ignore more vernacular conceptions (e.g., Taylor et al., 2019). One 
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evaluations of culture or to what extent evaluations of culture associate with politico-cultural attitudes. This is warranted since the 
literature (see the section on sociodemographic variables) suggests that broad evaluations of culture are likely associated with active 
cultural participation and narrow evaluations with limited cultural participation. We measure cultural participation via four items 
indicating how often respondents visit high art performances (classical, ballet, opera, theater), popular music concerts or festivals, 
local fairs with food and music, and museums, monuments and historical places. Answering categories ranged between 0 (almost 
never) to 4 (almost every week). We calculated the average score. 

3.2.4. Politico-cultural variables 
Finally, we explored whether major ways to evaluate culture associate with a range of politico-cultural attitudes, to test the po-

tential reverberations in the societal realm. We focus on the following variables. 
Support public funding of culture: The survey asked how important it is for the respondent that nine different items receive public 

funding from the government (local, regional or national) on a scale from 0 (should not get funding at all) to 4 (very important to get 
funding). Examples of items are “artists and artistic activity,” “historical monuments and sites,” “cultural initiatives by citizens” and 
“minority cultures (e.g., language, cuisine, traditions).” We calculated the average score. In line with research showing that individuals 
active in cultural participation tend to support public funding of culture (e.g., Katz-Gerro, 2012), we would expect broad and more 
inclusive evaluations of culture to be associated with a high score on this variable. 

Cultural cosmopolitanism: We also anticipated that broad and inclusive evaluations of culture are associated with more cosmopolitan 
orientations, cultural cosmopolitanism being constantly found to be associated with omnivorous and broad tastes and consumption 
patterns, like research cited above shows. To measure cosmopolitanism, we took four items from Cleveland et al. (2014) that probe the 

Fig. 1. Distribution of Whether the Respondents See Each of the 20 Items as Belonging to Culture by Country (Percentages; Missing 
values Excluded). 
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determinate countries with more than 50% of respondents belonging to Clusters 3–5. The other three countries – the Netherlands, 
France, and Spain – hold in-between positions. These results are mostly in line with the expectations formulated in Section 2. 

4.3. Predicting the adherence of clusters of different evaluations of culture 

Who are the members of the clusters identified in the previous step? Fig. 5 (full models to be found in Table A9) shows the pa-
rameters for predicting membership of the five clusters. The effects are reported as effect coding, implying that the category specific 
effects should be interpreted in terms of deviation from the average. In Table A9, the Wald-statistic provides the test whether pa-
rameters significantly differ between classes. 

The Traditional Cautious cluster forms the largest, but also one of the least distinguishable groups. The only features on which they 
significantly differ from the other clusters are age and urban-rural status. They have a higher probability of being over 65 years old, and 
they are less likely to live in larger cities. The Broad Cautious cluster tends to be younger, higher educated, and more often female than 
average. The Broad Distinct cluster is – similar to Cluster 1 – rather difficult to characterize. We only find a clearly significant, negative 
effect for female respondents. In other words, this group is, on average, more likely to be formed by men. 

The fourth cluster, the Exclusive Determinate, consists of the individuals who most straightforwardly and exclusively delimit the 
sphere of culture by viewing only very few items as part of it. Members of this clusters are relatively often low educated, religious, and 
somewhat older (age 45–64). We also find slightly more women in this cluster than average. These effects hold also when controlled for 
cultural participation (which has a very strong negative effect on the membership in this cluster). The Inclusive Exhaustive cluster is to 
some extent the mirror image of Cluster 4. Members are relatively high educated and have highly educated parents. They are less likely 

Fig. 2. Average Count of the Three Alternative Answering Options to the Question Whether the Respondents See Each of the 20 Items Belonging to 
Culture by Country (Means). 
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to be religious, and they participate actively in culture. While we find no differences in terms of gender or age, this group relatively 
often lives in more urban areas. 

Controlling for cultural participation – which proved a significant predictor of cluster membership for the inclusive (Clusters 2 and 
5) and exclusive (Cluster 4) understandings (see Table A9) – did not considerably impact the associations between clusters and 
sociodemographic variables. For instance, the positive associations between high education and inclusive clusters (Clusters 2 and 5), 
and the negative association between high education and the exclusive cluster (Cluster 4) were only slightly stronger when cultural 
participation was excluded from the model. Moreover, while the regression results are overall relatively similar across countries, the 
most inclusive way to evaluate culture – the Inclusive Exhaustive (Cluster 5) – is not associated with high education of the respondent 
nor high parental education in Croatia and Serbia. This, combined with the fact that the inclusive Cluster 5 was the smallest in these 
two countries (4.9 % and 5.6 %, respectively), underlines that Croatia and Serbia are different from the other countries, particularly 
regarding the prevalence and social profile of the most inclusive way to evaluate culture.6 

4.4. Associations between politico-cultural attitudes and evaluations of culture 

Our last research question asked whether evaluations of culture are also associated with attitudes in the domains of culture and 
politics. Fig. 6 (full models in Table A10) reports findings from distal outcome analyzes that employ the cluster memberships as 
predictors of a range of politico-cultural attitudes. Based upon the significance levels of the Wald-statistics and controlling for all 
variables included in the previous analyzes, we found significant differences between the clusters. 

First, both the Traditional Cautious and the Exclusive Determinate clusters are relatively conservative in their orientations. Both are 

Fig. 3. The Composition of all the Five Clusters Obtained from the LCA: Probability of Belonging to the Cluster for Each Category in Each 20 Items.  

6 Country-specific regression models and the models without cultural participation as a control variable are available on request from the authors. 
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less likely to support public funding of culture, and their cosmopolitan scores are also lower than average. They tend to disagree with 
climate change measures and allowing same sex marriages, and they are against benefits for the unemployed. Members of the Exclusive 
Determinate cluster are also in support of strong leaders not afraid of breaking the rules and have a negative perception of full-time 
working women, while for the Traditional Cautious cluster these effects are not significant. In general, the Exclusive Determinate – the 
group that only considers a very small number of items as belonging to culture – has the most conservative scores of all. 

In contrast to their exclusive counterparts, the Broad Cautious and the Inclusive Exhaustive clusters have the most liberal- 
progressive politico-cultural attitudes. Members of these clusters are likely to support public funding of culture and are more 
cosmopolitan than average. They also resemble one another in their support for climate change measures and same-sex marriages, 
their rejection of strong leaders breaking rules, and heir disagreement with the statements on withholding benefits from the unem-
ployment and the negative effects of full-time working women. The Broad Distinct cluster is positioned somewhere between the other 
four clusters. For certain topics, they do not significantly differ from the average. They are more cosmopolitan than the Traditional 
Cautious and the Exclusive Determinate, but hold similar viewpoints on same-sex marriages, strong leaders, and working women. 

Contrary to what we expected, we do not find clear differences between the attitudes measuring “new” or identity politics and the 
attitudes measuring “old” politics or the politics of redistribution – the clusters of major ways to evaluate culture seem to be equally 
capable of significantly predicting the attitudes along both political dimensions. Most of all, the inclusive understandings (Clusters 2 
and 5) are equally leaning towards left-wing economic stances as they are towards liberal political attitudes, while the exclusive 
understandings (Cluster 4 and, to a lesser degree, Cluster 1) are leaning both towards right-wing and conservative attitudes. Con-
trolling for cultural participation does not considerably impact the results; the associations between different ways to evaluate culture 
and politico-cultural attitudes are only slightly stronger when cultural participation is left out. 

Fig. 4. Distribution of the Five Cluster in Nine Countries (Percentages).  
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5. Conclusion and discussion 

This paper has provided an empirical, “bottom-up” perspective on the different ways to evaluate the contents and boundaries of 
culture among people in present-day Europe, based on wide-ranging survey data collected in 2021 in nine countries. Taking stock of 
the literature on the polysemy and ubiquity of the concept of culture, the paper shows how Europeans differ in terms of the objects, 
places and practices – contexts of cultural consumption and lifestyles – they believe belong or do not belong to “culture” and the 
ambivalence they display in drawing such boundaries. 

Using Latent Class Analysis, we find a clear persistence of the classical distinction between the narrow and the broad notions of 
culture (Fornäs, 2017; Williams, 1981), which in this analysis meant the difference between evaluating culture to involve only 
established arts and cultural institutions versus evaluating culture to involve also popular, commercial and contested elements. 
However, this distinction does not fully capture how people in today’s Europe evaluate the concept of culture. Five major ways to 
evaluate culture were found: the Traditional Cautious, Broad Cautious, Broad Distinct, Exclusive Determinate, and Inclusive 
Exhaustive evaluations of culture. Importantly, besides the narrow/wide dimension, the analysis was sensitive to the varying mo-
dalities of cautiousness versus determination behind the willingness to make judgements and boundary-drawings when constructing 
the contents and limits of culture. 

Overall, traditional and conventionally understood “highbrow” items are most often considered as belonging to culture, whereas 
popular and commercial items are most often considered as not belonging to culture. Yet, countries differ both along the dimension of 
the wideness of the evaluations of culture and the ambivalence of the judgement. Finnish and Danish respondents appeared most 
inclusive and ambivalent, whereas Croatian and Serbian respondents were most determinate and narrow in their evaluations. Among 
the other countries, the ambivalent evaluations proved most common in Switzerland, while the determinate evaluations were most 

Fig. 5. Cluster Memberships Predicted by Sociodemographic Variables, Controlling for Cultural Participation. Estimates Obtained by Step3 Pro-
cedure Model. Beta Coefficients with 95 % Confidence Intervals (N = 12,927; 9 groups). 
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heterogenization, globalization, and digitalization, making it increasingly less likely that they will have an exclusive view of culture as 
“high arts” only (as was still to some extent the case in the 2007 Eurobarometer; see European Commission, 2007). 

Finally, we show that these evaluations of culture are associated with politico-cultural attitudes. Broad and inclusive ways to 
evaluate culture are positively associated with supporting public funding of culture, cosmopolitan attitudes, and having liberal- 
progressive political attitudes, while the opposite holds for narrow and exclusive evaluations. Importantly, different ways to eval-
uate culture associate with political attitudes not only along the liberal or progressive versus conservative dimension but also along the 
left-right dimension, which is not in line with Chan’s (2019) findings of omnivores’ social and political attitudes in Britain. Thus, there 
may be a crucial difference between participation in culture and evaluations of culture in this regard. In fact, our result resembles more 
closely findings from studies on the structural overlap between more holistically defined lifestyles and political stances, locating both 
to the context of class structure and finding not much difference between “old” and “new” politics (Flemmen et al., 2022). 

Where does this leave us? Similar to the “measuring culture and meanings” tradition by John Mohr and colleagues, we started from 
the basic assumption “that interpretation is patterned, and that these patterns can be analytically captured and translated into a 
measurable form – albeit to varying degrees, and always at some cost” (Mohr et al., 2020:4). So, what do those “varying degrees” and, 
especially, “at some cost” mean in our case? We opted for a broad, multi-country quantitative analysis to identify and systematically 
compare major ways to evaluate the contents and boundaries of culture and their associations with a wide range of sociodemographic 
and politico-cultural variables. While the multi-item survey question that we used to measure evaluations of culture proved highly 
efficient and effective, it obviously has its limitations. 

First, evaluations of culture could have been measured in other ways, such as using open-ended questions in a survey setting, 
conducting qualitative interviews to let people define meanings of culture in their own words or utilizing social media analysis to find 
out how and in which contexts “culture” is being discussed online independently of researchers’ interventions (cf. David et al., 2021). 
Second, our measurement of evaluations of lifestyle-relevant expressive culture focused on items situated along the high versus 
low/popular/commercial dimension. This made sense given the longstanding central role of this dimension – and proved productive – 
but future research could elaborate by further capturing the complexity and multiple dimensions that may characterize the ways to 
evaluate instrumental or anthropological culture of various social groups. Recent work by Childress et al. (2021) shows, for example, 
that different levels of culture (genres and objects) have different affordances for how inclusive or exclusive taste is expressed. Third, 
while our study covers nine European countries, which is more than most studies in cultural sociology, it did not allow us to include 
country-level predictors into the analysis and gain more insight into the impact of country-level versus individual-level factors on 
people’s evaluations of culture. 

These limitations notwithstanding, our study has provided novel and empirically grounded insights on how ordinary people 
evaluate the contents and boundaries of the concept of culture. While boundaries between the narrow and the broad notions of culture 
persist, also among ordinary people, they differ considerably in where they draw these boundaries. This bottom-up approach breaks 
with the centuries-old tradition of armchair theorizing about the meanings of culture. By doing so, it adds to the cultural stratification 
literature by showing how peoples’ views about the defining concept of the field, culture itself, are stratified, and associate with 
peoples’ wider politico-cultural attitudes. The power of cultural stratification proves to be already present at the (understudied) 
conceptual level of how individuals differ in their assessments and understandings of the social world. Symbolic boundaries appear to 
be drawn already in the processes of defining and evaluating the elementary concepts of contemporary, culturally abundant societies. 
Similarly, our analysis indicates that questions of cultural openness and tolerance can be addressed already at the level of how such 
elementary concepts are understood and, ultimately, acted upon. Our results also have implications for cultural policy makers in line 
with Gray (2015): they emphasize the need to reshape culture policy based on more bottom-up consultations with Europeans to 
prevent that traditional ideas of cultural funding collide with more inclusive evaluations of culture at the citizen level. This becomes 
more urgent as younger social cohorts with more inclusive conceptions gain the upper hand and older generations with more exclusive 
evaluation of culture are disappearing. In reshaping such cultural policies for the long-term future, our study also indicates that na-
tional contexts have to be taken into account, as Europeans differ considerably in how they evaluate the boundaries of culture. 
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