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Abstract:  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 of 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 of PhDs
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 of prestige rankings — encountered in research that is based on the more
conventional view.


