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The Sociology of Bourdieu and the
Construction of the ‘Object’ in Translation
and Interpreting Studies

MOIRA INGHILLERI
Goldsmiths College, University of London, UK

Abstract. This article introduces Bourdieu’s sociological perspec-
tive and its relevance to translation and interpreting studies. It
discusses Bourdieu’s key concepts – habitus, field, capital and
illusio – and their contribution to theorizations of the interaction
between structure and agency in sociological and philosophical
debates. Considerable attention is paid to the relationship between
Bourdieu’s reflexive sociology and the emergent interest in the
ethnographic tradition within translation and interpreting stud-
ies, particularly the influence of the interpretive approach of Geertz
and the subsequent work of Clifford and Marcus within the
culturalist paradigm. The question of methodology is addressed
in relation to Bourdieu’s reflexive sociology and the construction
of the ‘object’ of sociological research. The article further explores
how Bourdieu’s concepts may be made to work empirically within
translation and interpreting research and how much this depends
on embracing Bourdieu’s ontological and epistemological stance.
Bourdieu’s work is briefly explored in relation to other sociologic-
al theories that have begun to emerge as relevant to translation
studies, in particular the work of Latour and Luhmann, and addi-
tional future directions for research within the sociology of
translation and interpreting are suggested.

In the past decade, research in translation and interpreting began to draw on
Bourdieu’s sociological theory. This interest in Bourdieu’s work is part of a
shift within translation studies away from a predominant concern with trans-
lated textual products and toward a view of translation and interpreting as
social, cultural and political acts intrinsically connected to local and global
relations of power and control (Cronin 2003). The increased attention to
Bourdieu is indicative of a paradigmatic shift within the discipline, toward
more sociologically- and anthropologically-informed approaches to the study
of translation processes and products. Bourdieu’s theoretical insights con-
tribute a distinctive perspective in relation to the increasingly influential
culturalist and globalist research paradigms within translation studies. The
application of his theory to translation and interpreting research has also
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been considered more specifically as part of the re-evaluation of descriptive
and polysystems approaches, offering a more powerful set of concepts than
norms and conventions to describe socio-cultural constraints on acts of trans-
lation and their resulting products (Simeoni 1998, Hermans 1999, Gouanvic
2002). His views on organized social and cultural practices and the strategies
of different forms of capital have been used effectively to inform the insights
offered by both existent and emerging perspectives within the discipline.

Bourdieu’s work has also made a significant contribution to attempts
within translation studies to focus more attention on translators and inter-
preters themselves – to analyze critically their role as social and cultural
agents actively participating in the production and reproduction of textual
and discursive practices. In particular, Bourdieu’s concepts of habitus, field,
capital and illusio have made a valuable and unique contribution to the theo-
rization of the interaction between agency and structure – the initiating
activities of individuals and the structures which constrain and perhaps en-
able them – within translation and interpreting research. Bourdieu’s
conceptualization of this relationship, which will be explored more fully
below, has proved useful for addressing the reproductive or transformative
potential of acts of translation and interpreting within particular historical
and socio-cultural contexts and the specific impact of translators, interpret-
ers – and the complex of networks in which they operate – on translation
and interpreting activities.

The emergent perception of translation and interpreting as socially-
situated practices and their function in the production or reproduction of the
local/global social order constitute the beginnings of a more sociological or
‘social’ approach to translation and interpreting research and practice. Not
only has this view encouraged a greater interest in the role of agents and of
institutions involved in translation or interpreting activity, it has also stimu-
lated a focus on the location of and recognition given to translation and
interpreting studies within academic disciplines and departments. But while
there is a general acknowledgement that translation studies research has
experienced a ‘cultural turn’ away from the dominance of linguistic and semi-
otic approaches  (Bassnett and Trivedi 1999) and their bias towards text-based
analyses, distinctly sociological approaches remain at the development stage.
It seems likely that any such approach will involve a certain degree of eclecti-
cism with regard to theory, and it is therefore important to consider: (a) the
particular relevance of Bourdieu’s concepts within the context of this devel-
opment; and (b) the extent to which Bourdieu’s underlying ontology and
epistemology can be integrated (if not fully embraced) within this endeavour.

In this introduction, several key aspects of Bourdieu’s social theory will
be briefly and critically explored. Bourdieu’s key concepts and their rela-
tionship to the subject/object dichotomy within the social sciences will be
introduced, and the particular significance of this relationship within trans-



Moira Inghilleri 127

lation and interpreting research and practice will be considered. The issue of
method in Bourdieu’s sociology will be addressed, focusing particularly on
Bourdieu’s views on reflexivity and the construction of the ‘object’ of so-
ciological research. These will be discussed in the light of recent interest in
ethnographic traditions within translation and interpreting research, particu-
larly, though not exclusively, within the postcolonial paradigm. Some final
insights will be offered regarding the future role and direction of a sociology
of translation and interpreting studies.

1. Agency and structure

One of Bourdieu’s main contributions to the social sciences has been to
challenge traditional dichotomies, emanating from the Western philosophic-
al tradition, between subject and object, rationalism and empiricism,
relativism and universalism. At the heart of these dichotomies is the division
between the individual and the external world. The rationalist view was that
knowledge of the world was based on the inner subjective world of the mind,
that it was innate. Rationalists believed in the possibility of objective knowl-
edge, uncontaminated by the point of view of any observer and derivable
from reason alone. For empiricists, the foundations of knowledge were to be
found in immediate intuitions. The empiricist mind was an observer and
collector of facts or appearances; it relied on faith in its own perceptions that
the knowledge it acquired represented actual reality. Following Kant, the
relationship between the self and the objective world came to be perceived
more in terms of a clash between two fundamental epistemologies for which
some form of synthesis was sought. The elaboration of this relationship has
continued to influence attempts by modern philosophers and social scien-
tists to construct an adequate ontology of the “general structures of human
being” (Dreyfus and Rabinow 1999:86), to explore the question of how in-
dividuals come to ‘know’ the world, whether all humans know the same
world or know the world in the same way. In the social sciences, this divi-
sion has been maintained, for example, in the contrasting epistemologies of
phenomenological and ethnomethodological approaches, on the one hand,
and various forms of structuralism, on the other.

Bourdieu’s sociology is continuous with these philosophical and socio-
logical traditions. His sociological project involves a radical critique of
theoretical reason – it seeks to reveal the limits of theoretical knowledge and
also to illustrate, through empirical investigation, the gap between the logic
of theory and the logic of practice. This involves a critique of structuralist
attempts to develop conceptual schemes divorced from concrete analytical
objects or projects. But it also includes his rejection of a philosophy of the
subject which turns away from the external world and concentrates exclu-
sively on the conscious individual to whom the world is given as immediately
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familiar and meaningful. Bourdieu’s social theory can be seen as an attempt
to extend ontology to the social field (Dreyfus and Rabinow 1999) through
his particular elaboration of a ‘reflexive sociology’ which insists on a recog-
nition of the interdependence of theory and method and the “self-analysis of
the sociologist as cultural producer and a reflection on the sociohistorical
conditions of a science of society” (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992:36). The
sociologist is not only obliged to provide an account of the meaning of spe-
cific social practices in specific societies at specific historical moments, but
also to contribute to an understanding of the human condition.

One of Bourdieu’s key concerns is to conduct an examination of social
life as constituted in social practices, not in individual actions, decision-
making processes or expressions. For Bourdieu, individuals ‘act’ in habitual,
conventionalized ways not through an act of special knowledge, drawing on
a world of possible meanings, but in and through social practice. He rejects
the idea of social actors as conscious, calculative rational beings, although
he does allow for the possibility of “rational choice” under specific circum-
stances (ibid.:131). For Bourdieu, the social is not derived from the
aggregation of individuals. The social predates the individual, and the indi-
vidual is always viewed through his or her membership in some collective
history (Bourdieu 1977:86). This relationship is at the heart of Bourdieu’s
genetic structuralism (Bourdieu 1990:14):

The analysis of objective structures – those of different fields – is
inseparable from the analysis of the genesis, within biological indi-
viduals, of the mental structures which are to some extent the product
of the incorporation of social structures; inseparable, too, from the
analysis of the genesis of these social structures; the social space, and
the groups that occupy it, are the product of historical struggles (in
which agents participate in accordance with their position in social
space and with the mental structures through which they apprehend
this space).

The concept of ‘social space’ in combination with the concepts of habitus,
field, capital and illusio provides the framework for Bourdieu’s intellectual
project. Each of these concepts will be considered below. They are further
explored in the papers in this volume from a range of critical perspectives
with regard to specific translation and interpreting contexts of practice where
their sociological and theoretical significance – their use as conceptual tools
– is demonstrated.

1.1 The construction of the ‘object’ in translation and interpreting
studies

Taken together, the concepts of habitus, field, capital and illusio are pro-
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posed as a ‘method’ by which to challenge the persistent dualism within the
social sciences between subject and object. It is worth considering then how
these concepts can be made to ‘work empirically’ within translation and in-
terpreting research and to what extent this depends on embracing Bourdieu’s
ontological and epistemological stance. This is not to suggest that a sociol-
ogy of translation or interpreting need become too involved in the debates
within the field of sociology over theoretical positions and positionings,
though of course it might contribute to such debates. However, it is worth-
while to contemplate what the aims of a ‘sociology’ of translation or
interpreting might be – and in what ways these might be distinguishable
from culturalist, linguistic or semiotic approaches. This may contribute to a
better understanding of where sociologically-located researchers and/or
practitioners can stand in relation to translation (or interpreting) practices, a
question which has recently been raised with respect to translation as a whole
(Simeoni 2005:13):

Where can one stand to turn it [translation] into an object and cir-
cumscribe its limits? In the end it would seem that there is something
about translation itself that must have been unsettling for the disci-
plines in the social sciences. Could it be related to the fact that
translation – like languages more generally – is not an ordinary ob-
ject, certainly not one that is easy to ‘objectify’? Where can one stand
to turn it into an object and circumscribe its limits?

Simeoni raises an important question – if translation cannot easily be
‘objectified’, how can it be taken up within the social sciences as a legitim-
ate form of knowledge? We can re-pose this to consider how any attempt to
objectify translation might be framed within Bourdieu’s epistemological
framework.

Bourdieu’s approach to the subject/object relation would suggest that
the starting point for any attempt to objectify translation or interpreting should
not be to try to define any ‘intrinsic properties’ of translation or to apply, a
priori, scientific concepts like field or habitus, for example. The real start-
ing point is the empirical investigation of the relevant social practices, their
location within particular fields and the relational features of capital involved
in both acts of translation or interpreting (see Thoutenhoofd, this volume) as
well as the academic scholarly activity which takes place in relation to such
acts, and their relationship to the field of power. This would include an ac-
count of the ‘taken for granted’ sets of dispositions of the individuals and
institutions involved and of what appears to ‘commit’ the individuals or in-
stitutions involved to the specific social practices under investigation. It would
involve the recognition of the social determinations that motivate the re-
search and/or practice, including the presuppositions inherent in researchers’
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‘scientific’ stance (everything from what factors determine what counts as a
relevant practice to decisions about field methods), as well as the social and
biological trajectories of translators or interpreters (see Fekry Hanna, this
volume). In other words, it would necessitate ‘objectivizing the objectivizing
point of view’ – it is this ‘view from the field’ that would ultimately create
and determine the ‘object’.

2.  Ethnography, reflexivity, objectivism

In Boudieu’s ethnography of Algeria, presented in Outline of a Theory of
Practice (1977), one of his main objectives was to challenge the nature of
anthropologists’ accounts of cultural life through their failure to scrutinize
their relationship to their object of study. This, he suggested, “condemned
[them] to see all practice as spectacle” (Bourdieu 1977:1). The concepts of
habitus and symbolic capital that appeared in this work played a central role
in this critique and continue to inform the relationship of Bourdieu’s thought
to ethnographic practice. As a role for contemporary ethnography has been
considered in translation studies, particularly in approaches concerned with
the social, cultural and political significance of the research (Sturge 1997,
Wolf 2002, Tymoczko 2003, Buzelin 2005), it is worth considering what
might constitute ethnography in this context and how it would relate to
Bourdieu’s interpretation and application of ethnographic practice within
his reflexive sociology. Before discussing this, however, a brief account of
developments in ethnography since the 1970s may be useful.

2.1 The textualization of culture

After a longstanding tradition of ethnographic field work as the sine qua
non of anthropology, from the 1960s onwards ethnography came under scru-
tiny as a result of decolonialization, feminist and civil rights movements,
and also as a consequence of emerging critiques within the social sciences
of structuralist and other ‘totalizing’ accounts of cultures (Clifford and Marcus
1986:1-26). As a method in social science research, ethnography (and eth-
nographic writing) had normally been associated with social anthropology –
from Malinowski’s writings on the Trobriand Islanders and the urban stud-
ies of the Chicago School to more recent figures like Clifford Geertz, Paul
Rabinow, James Clifford and George Marcus. Under the guise of a ‘quasi-
scientific objectivism’, social anthropologists had traditionally given little
attention to the geo-political implications of their ethnographic field work,
their relationship to their ‘subjects’ or their eventual written accounts of these
experiences. The tendency had been for abstraction and impersonalization
in the name of scientific and textual authority (Spencer 2001). Despite a
professional ideology of polyglot engagement based on Malinowski’s ex-
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ample, it was not, in truth, normal practice for ethnographers to know much
of the local language(s) of the groups they studied (or even to employ inter-
preters), as the interpretation of their cultures was tied primarily to
ethnographers’ observations and descriptions, not their dialogue with inform-
ants (Clifford 1983:124-25). The traditional ethnographic encounter with
the people studied was rarely described – written accounts provided only an
“illusion of specificity” without any specific temporal or spatial vantage point
(Crapanzano 1986:75).

At the same time, there had been a long-standing tradition amongst so-
cial anthropologists with an interest in literary theory of collecting and writing
up fieldwork as though it were a literary text.1 Clifford Geertz gave explicit
voice to this tradition in his semiotic approach to culture which was devel-
oped in response to the prevailing view amongst cognitive anthropologists
that culture and language existed in individual minds as a set of organizing
principles for generating appropriate behaviour within a culture (Goodenough
1964). In contrast, Geertz viewed culture as an assemblage of texts, the strati-
fied hierarchy of meaningful structures that enable a society to exist as more
than just an aggregate of individuals. Geertz’ semiotic approach foregrounded
the social dimension of cultural knowledge and practice, viewing culture as
grounded in social processes and relationships. The task of the ethnographer
was to represent social reality through ‘thick description’, a term Geertz ap-
propriated from the analytic philosopher Gilbert Ryle who distinguished
between the ontological status of a blink, the (involuntary) act of contract-
ing one’s eyelids, and a wink, a purposeful, cultural sign (Geertz 1973:6).
For Geertz, doing ethnographic analysis meant sorting out the structures of
signification, the established codes of a culture (ibid.:9), analytically prior-
itizing the sign over the ‘lived experiences’ it was deemed to represent (Lee
1988).

The ‘interpretive’ paradigm associated primarily with Geertz dominated
social anthropology throughout the 1970s, though not uncritically. A main
concern was that the emphasis and value placed on the ethnographic text
meant that, although intended to represent social realities, it actually served
to elide the difference between reality and representation (Spencer 2001).
The text came to be viewed as a controlling discourse, and the shared sys-
tem of meanings it purported to represent were recognized as constructions
of the ethnographer alone – an effect of style. Arguments were made for
acknowledging and, where possible, making accessible the source of a par-
ticular textual construction in the form of notebook entries, informant’s
explications backed by quotations, descriptive comments, etc., in an attempt

1 Clifford identifies figures like Malinowski, Claude Levi-Strauss, Jean Duvignaud, Victor
Turner, Mary Douglas, Margaret Mead, Ruth Benedict, Edward Sapir and Clifford Geertz
amongst these (Clifford and Marcus 1986:3).



The Sociology of Bourdieu and the Construction of the ‘Object’132

to present less mediated representations (ibid.).2 By providing their audi-
ence with access to the ‘raw data’, it was claimed, the ethnographer’s text
could be read as only one possible version of the ‘reality’ described and not
as a finished product, thus opening up the possibility of empirical challenge
to both description and interpretation (Sperber 1986).

Geertz, however, always maintained the impossibility of the use of
‘uninterpreted data’ – “what we call our data are really our own construc-
tions of other people’s constructions of what they and their compatriots are
up to” (Geertz 1973:9). For Geertz, ethnographic descriptions represented
the imaginative reach of our subjective consciousness; the value of ethnog-
raphy was to “enable a working contact with a variant subjectivity” (Geertz
1986:119). Ethnographic descriptions represented a ‘meeting of minds’, en-
counters which, for Geertz, always offered “the possibility of quite literally,
and quite thoroughly, changing our minds” (ibid.:114).

2.2 Authority, authenticity and the text

A further and more significant challenge to the interpretive paradigm came
in the form of a critique of both the authority and authenticity of the ethno-
graphic text. This critique took a variety of forms, but its main aim was to
challenge the very idea of textual representation. In particular, it called into
question the authority of the author, the specialized competence of the an-
thropologist, and the notion of an autonomous subject. It focused attention
on the suppression of multiple voices in the ethnographic text, and sought to
radicalize the ‘dialogic’ dimension in ethnographic writing (Clifford 1983,
Clifford and Marcus 1986).

A variety of strategies were pursued in order to represent the ethnographic
text as dialogic and polyphonic, drawing on a range of influences associated
with the then emergent poststructuralist, postcolonial and feminist critiques
of the modernist project. Some were underscored theoretically by Bahktin’s
ideas of heteroglossia and the carnivalesque – the interplay and struggle of
diverse voices within a novel/text. Derrida’s notion of the ‘metaphysics of
presence’ was also brought to bear on the question of representation, point-
ing to the impossibility of bringing the phenomena of the field in ethnographic
research into full presence, the idea of the ethnographic event as an exem-
plar of an absent present, and of ethnographic writing as nothing more than
meaning deferred, the writing of difference – the elusive gap between the
inscription and the unfolding of the event observed. From Foucault, ethno-

2 Clifford (1986:136) notes that the early final works of Malinowski, Boas and Lienhardt,
for example, included substantial amounts of uninterpreted data.
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graphic representations were taken to be examples of  ‘social facts’, neither
true nor false, but located “within the true” of particular social practices and
constrained by historical, social and political relations of power (see Rabinow
1986:238-43).

In the context of these differing views of representation, the status of the
ethnographic text was irreversibly altered. Although it remained a central
‘object’ of research, it was no longer evaluated in terms of its correspond-
ence to any social reality; rather it was understood to be both contestable
and contingent. Ethnographic fieldwork was also viewed as explicitly caught
up in networks of power, at both the micro and the macro level. Practical
strategies to counter and address these dynamics both in the field and be-
yond included the creation of multi-authored texts, the collaboration of the
individuals or groups studied in all phases of the research, and an explicit
acknowledgement of the complicity of the ethnographer in the reproduction
and transformation of local/global relations of power. Spencer offers other
examples of what he calls “formalized versions of post-modern ethnogra-
phy” (Spencer 2001:450), including the frequently cited “stock passages of
ethnographic self-reflection” and the growth of Participatory Rural Appraisal
(PRA) methodologies which he (ibid.) somewhat cynically suggests

at best, force researchers to think about ways in which the powerless
and the excluded can be encouraged to articulate their concerns about
policies that directly affect them, but which, at their crudest, might be
seen as instant polyphony kits, allowing even the least engaged re-
searcher the opportunity to obtain ‘authentic voices’ to paste into their
otherwise prefabricated reports.

Such strategies have more recently been linked to the type of subjectivist
reflexivity that has predominated in anthropology, from earlier functionalist
to more recent postmodern ethnographies (Marcus 1998:193). They are as-
sociated with what Marcus refers to as the self-indulgent and narcissistic
“null form of reflexivity” (ibid.) that extends from the confessional to the
‘polyphonic kits’ alluded to above. Bourdieu has also criticized this form of
reflexivity in anthropology from his earliest engagement with ethnography
for failing to adequately engage with notions of truth, representation and
power. These issues, which remain central to the ongoing ‘crisis in ethnog-
raphy’, are central to Bourdieu’s reflexive sociology. A key aspect of
Bourdieu’s epistemology is its grounding in critical ethnographic understand-
ing that is, at the same time, objective (see Blommaert, this volume). In the
following sections, the ethnographic traditions discussed above will be re-
considered in relation to Bourdieu’s insistence on ‘objectivizing the
objectivizing distance’ and in so doing theorizing the limits of anthropologic-
al or sociological knowledge.
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2.3 Bourdieu’s theory of practice

As discussed above, Geertz’s interpretative approach to culture theorized
the relationship between the subject and the objective system of signs through
the textualization of the social world. Ethnographic data was ‘socially con-
structed’ in the sense that it was the product of the ethnographer’s subjective
experiences of another culture objectivized in a text. The text was the repre-
sentation of the inter-penetration of cultures based solely on the authority of
the ethnographer’s imaginative grasp of the publicly available meanings
operating within the culture under investigation. For more contemporary in-
terpretive ethnographers, the intersubjective experience has been perceived
more dialogically and self-consciously – the ethnographer engages his or
her cultural informants in the interpretative process as equal partners, each
‘authentically’ contributing to the creation of the ethnographic text, engaged
openly in the hermeneutic task of intersubjective understanding. Despite their
differences however, in both versions the ethnography, the cultural encoun-
ter, is viewed essentially in hermeneutic terms. In Geertz’s version, the social
nature of the encounter is absorbed into the semiotic space of the text; in the
other more critical perspectives, the social takes the form of subjective self-
criticism based on the ethical, moral or political positionings of the
ethnographer in relation to his or her subjects. Even the more explicitly post-
modern versions of ethnography, which stress the limitations of all forms of
representation, nevertheless continue to engage in a hermeneutics of the text
through techniques such as defamiliarization, polyphony, etc. (Tyler 1986).

Bourdieu’s response to each of these positions (and positionings) is to
argue that intersubjectivity never occurs between individuals except in ap-
pearance; the ‘truth’ of the interaction is never entirely contained in it
(Bourdieu 1977:83; emphasis added):

to describe the process of objectification and orchestration in the lan-
guage of interaction and mutual adjustment is to forget that the
interaction itself owes its form to the objective structures which have
produced the dispositions of the interacting agents and which allot
them their relative positions in the interaction and elsewhere.

It is here that habitus, one of Bourdieu’s most widely referenced con-
cepts, comes into being. For Bourdieu, intersubjective understanding of the
type that occurs between ethnographer and subject, or between members of
the same culture, is a product of the habitus. Unlike ethnographic traditions
which account for the achievement of or struggle over shared meanings be-
tween or within cultures by positing an objective systems of signs or a
Bahktinian polyphony, for Bourdieu habitus demonstrates how social agents
can be determined and yet be acting too – how behaviour can be regulated
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and shared without being the product of conformity to codified, recognized
rules or other causal mechanisms.

The notion of habitus attempts to account for how regularities of behav-
iour become established and maintained through what Bourdieu terms
strategies, “the product[s] of the practical sense as the feel for the game, for
a particular, historically determined game – a feel which is acquired in child-
hood, by taking part in social activities” and that presupposes the capacity
for invention and adaptation (Bourdieu 1990:62-63). Strategies are seen as
dependent upon social knowledge acquired through socialization, and it is
through the habitus that agents come to ‘know’ the world, not consciously,
but in a taken-for-granted sense. The habitus is what enables agents to feel
at home in the world as the world is ‘embodied’ in them. The body is ac-
corded a centrality in Bourdieu’s theory – it is in bodily hexis that the
individual and the social converge. The body is the carrier of the classificatory
schemes of the culture, the practical taxonomies that are produced by per-
ceiving subjects, and which position them (and others) in social space. Social
conventions animate the body which then reproduces and ritualizes those
conventions as practices (Butler 1999).

Bourdieu’s interest in the classificatory schemes of particular cultures is
directly linked to his interest in how knowledge and power are distributed
within and between social individuals and collectivities. Such schemes struc-
ture the particular ‘logic of practice’ that competing groups use to produce
and reproduce themselves and their direct access to different forms of social
capital. It is within the contexts of particular fields and through the habitus
(normally ‘at home’ in the field it inhabits), that social agents establish and
consolidate their positions of power in social space, where all have a stake
in the acquisition of specific forms of capital. This is in essence the relation-
ship between habitus, field and capital (Bourdieu 1990:87-88):

Fields are historically constituted areas of activity with their specific
institutions and own laws of functioning. The existence of special-
ised and relatively autonomous fields is correlative with the existence
of specific stakes and interests; via the inseparably economic and psy-
chological investments that they arouse in agents endowed with a
certain habitus, the field and its stakes (themselves produced as such
by power relations and struggle in order to transform the power rela-
tions that are constitutive of the field) produce investments of time,
money, work, etc. … In other words, interest is at once a condition-
ing of the functioning of a field, in so far as it is what ‘gets people
moving’, what makes them get together, compete and struggle with
each other, and a product of the way the field functions.

Bourdieu’s focus on fields as opposed to social or cultural groups also
distances him epistemologically from traditional ethnography (Barnard



The Sociology of Bourdieu and the Construction of the ‘Object’136

1990:75-78). For Bourdieu, the concept of fields captures the relatively au-
tonomous social microcosms that constitute a network of objective relations
between objectively defined positions of force within social space. The princi-
ple of the dynamic of a field lies in the relations between the various forces
that confront one another. This confrontation between the social agents or
institutions located within the field is always constituted in relation to the dis-
tribution of specific forms of capital – it involves a struggle to gain symbolic
and material advantage with respect to social positioning. These relations can
take the form of domination, subordination or homology. The form of the
power dynamic is dependent upon the relation between habitus and field, on
how the habitus of the agents occupying the field is actualized in a given situ-
ation. The actualization of the habitus within a particular field is to a large
extent ‘pre-determined’ or ‘pre-adapted’ by the particular social and biologi-
cal trajectory of the agents involved, or as Bourdieu would have it, “social
agents are determined only to the extent that they determine themselves”
(Bourdieu 1990:136). Bourdieu is keen to point out that the habitus is not
necessarily predictive of a determinate action, and that habitus is only revealed
in situated social experiences (Bourdieu 1977:82-83). However, given the
ontological complicity between an individual and the social world – habitus
and field – social agents are likely to reproduce the conditions of their imme-
diate status, favourable or not, with respect to existing field relations.

If, as for Bourdieu, competition and conflict are at the core of human
activity, or to invoke a metaphor found in Bourdieu’s writings, they are cen-
tral to the ‘game’ of human life, the question of motivation or interest becomes
crucial, particularly where, as suggested above, players enter the playing
field from unequal positions of power in the form of varying types and de-
grees of capital. Bourdieu draws on the notion of illusio (from ludos, game)
to account for what allows agents to become invested, taken in and by the
game, which is “both presupposed and produced by the functioning of his-
torically delimited fields” (Bourdieu 1990:115). There must be, he suggests,
a tacit recognition amongst players of the value of the stakes of the game – a
belief that they are important and worth pursuing – and of the practical mas-
tery of its rules. It is both players’ belief in the game and their interest in its
stakes that grants unquestioned recognition of the rules for both entering the
game and competing for its stakes (ibid.:115-17).

The concept of illusio suggests for some a type of  ‘false consciousness’
– the “self-deception necessary to keep players involved in the game”
(Rabinow and Dreyfus 1999:90). On the other hand, it has also been under-
stood more as a further way of indicating the limits of awareness involved in
lived experience, including both mis-recognition and non-recognition, based
not on self-deception, but on “culturally-specific modes of grasping the na-
ture of actions, the ‘conditions of existence and the dispositions of agents’
and the available cultural vocabularies” (Calhoun 1995:145; and see
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Gouanvic, this volume). Furthermore, the experiences and outcomes for play-
ers, acting agents, in the game – which are constantly reproduced and
transformed by historical practices – may at any point contribute to signifi-
cant ruptures within the field and to the habitus, which may in turn result in
disruption and challenge to the status quo.

The concept of illusio clearly illustrates the limitations and theoretical
distortions involved in  hermeneutic representations of social practices which
transfigure social reality in their own image whilst intending to reclaim it or
even transform it for the social agents who inhabit it.

2.4 Bourdieu’s reflexive sociology

Perhaps more than any other constructed and constructing relationship,
Bourdieu was most interested in the encounter between theory and practice,
between the observer and the observed. As suggested above, one of Bourdieu’s
principle criticisms of anthropologists doing ethnography was their failure
to objectify their own objectifications. His critique of anthropology regis-
tered in Outline of a Theory of Practice is echoed in later criticisms of
anti-foundationalist positions which “elide the question of the (social)
foundation of critique”, “‘deconstruction’ that fails to deconstruct the de-
constructor” and “the illusion of a ‘view from everywhere’ that narcissistic
reflexivity pursues in its postmodern form” (Bourdieu 2000:107). For
Bourdieu, all were guilty of what he termed “scholastic epistemocentrism”
(ibid.:50) or what Wacquant refers to as “intellectualist bias” (Bourdieu and
Wacquant 1992:39-40) – that is, the ignoring or repressing in their accounts
of the object of their research, the social and intellectual unconscious em-
bedded in the analytical tools and operations of their discipline. This is the
moment, according to Bourdieu, when scientific thought encounters the so-
cial world and risks destroying its object; when ‘practical logic’ risks being
collapsed into ‘theoretical logic’. It is at this point that the social scientist
must acknowledge and maintain the distinct forms of knowledge that inform
his or her relation to the social world (Bourdieu 2000:50):

first, the primary understanding of the world that is linked to experi-
ence of inclusion in this world, the – almost invariably mistaken and
distorted – understanding that scholastic thought has of this practical
understanding, and finally the – essential – difference between prac-
tical knowledge – reasonable reason – and the scientific knowledge –
scholastic, theoretical, reasoning reason – that is generated in autono-
mous fields.

The aim of social science is thus to reconstruct practical logic theoretically
by including in the theory the gap between practical and theoretical logic.
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This is achieved by “subjecting the position of the observer to the same critic-
al analysis as that of the constructed object at hand” (Barnard 1988:75). For
Bourdieu, this is of far more relevance than either the social trajectories (the
particularities of gender, ethnicity, class, etc.) of individual researchers or
their positioning within an academic field, including its relation to the field
of power (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992 39).

For Bourdieu, it is the task of the sociologist to “tell about the things of
the social world, and, as far as possible, to tell them the way they are”
(Bourdieu 2000:5). By subjecting the  sociologist to the same critical analy-
sis of the thing observed, Bourdieu aimed to strengthen the  epistemological
position of ‘objectivity’ within social scientific knowledge. This distances
his position on reflexivity from those discussed above. But to be consciously
present in the ethnographic encounter did not force him into an unavoidable
subjectivism (Bourdieu 1990:178):

To consider the social integration of the scientist as an insurmountable
obstacle to the construction of a scientific sociology is to forget that the
sociologist can find weapons against social determinism in the very
science which brings them to light, and thus to conscious awareness.

Bourdieu’s vision for a scientific sociology is clear. He rejects the idea
that in order to overcome the subject/object dualism one must abandon a
claim to an objective social science. The possibility that doing objective so-
cial science allows one to “step outside the habitus and illusio” (Dreyfus and
Rabinow 1999:92) is for many critics (and supporters) Bourdieu’s most con-
troversial and dubious claim (ibid.; and see Jenkins 1992, Calhoun et al.
1993, Marcus 1998), for it appears to contradict his refusal to accept the
autonomy of subjective knowledge. But Bourdieu’s point is that reflexive
analysis – ‘stepping outside the habitus and illusio’ – is not achieved through
subjective understanding. It is achieved by objectifying, in concrete situa-
tions, both the object and the objectification of the object – engaging in a
sociology of sociology – in order to apprehend the limits imposed on scien-
tific knowledge itself. These limits on knowledge/self-knowledge do not
originate in the ‘socially-determined’ subject, but in the social determinants
of different forms of social practice, including sociology itself.

3. The place of Bourdieu’s sociology within translation and
interpreting studies

Bourdieu’s reflexive sociology has as its central aim a critique of power as
constituted in cultural, social and historical practices. In this sense it shares
a common focus with the culturalist paradigm – largely associated with
postcolonial writing and translation – and its growing interest in viewing
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acts of translation as ethnographic encounters. Tejaswini Niranjana, amongst
others, has noted similarities between translation and ethnography in the
postcolonial context (Niranjana 1992). Maria Tymoczo has discussed the
many similarities between postcolonial writing and translation with respect
to the questions of representation, authenticity and authority discussed above
(Tymoczo 1999). The almost exclusive focus on the text which writers and
scholars working within this paradigm maintain (Sela-Sheffy 2000, Buzelin
2005), however, indicates a continuation of the subjectivist hermeneutics
discussed above, regardless of  the theoretical perspective adopted – poststruc-
turalism, deconstruction, feminism, etc.

Bourdieu’s commentary on hermeneutic approaches and his alternative
conceptualizations of the observer/observed relationship suggest significant
epistemological differences between the culturalist paradigm and his reflex-
ive sociology of translation. These can be noted in his insistence on the idea
that intersubjectivity is always marked by and through the habitus; his
privileging of the concept of fields and their relation to the distribution of
specific forms of capital as the locus for all intersubjective understanding; and
his view of the workings of illusio which keep social actors invested in cer-
tain social practices and inform the very conditions of their understanding.3

But what of the relationship between Bourdieu and other more socio-
logical theories currently being developed within translation and interpreting
research? If Bourdieu’s reflexive sociology distances him from the literary/
hermeneutic approaches discussed above, might there be greater potential
overlap, despite important differences, with, for example, Bruno Latour’s
actor-network theory (Buzelin, this volume) or Niklas Luhmann’s systems
theory (Hermans 1999)? As these theories have been taken up as potential
fertile areas for future research, they will be considered briefly below.

3.1 Bourdieu and Latour’s Actor-Network Theory

Latour’s work is located within an anti-foundationalist philosophy of sci-
ence and is opposed to Bourdieu’s epistemology on a number of levels. As a

3 Douglas Robinson (1997) has noted a tendency in certain postcolonial readings of the
colonizer/colonized relationship to privilege ‘nativist’ and ‘foreignizing’ representations
of colonized cultures based on abstract theorizations and often with a disregard for the
actual complexities of the practices and relationships under examination. For Bourdieu,
such hermeneutical approaches, even when informed by a strong sense of social justice,
serve only to create yet another unreflected-upon representation of the translated object.
For this reason, both acts of translation (and interpreting) as well as the academic dis-
courses attached to these must themselves be objectified in order to make transparent
the potential power off all discursive practices to ‘re-present the real’ (see Vidal
Claramonte, this volume).



The Sociology of Bourdieu and the Construction of the ‘Object’140

method, it owes a good deal to ethnomethodology (see Garfinkel 1967), a
branch of sociology which attempted to define social reality as/through the
way members indigenously organize and assess the rationality of their own
activities in everyday life. Ethnomethodologists sought to make the familiar
strange by deriving notions of the social from informants in order to re-
capture a view of social reality as constituted in/through actors’ experiences
of everyday practices. Likewise, Latour holds that the fundamental task of
social scientists is to provide a platform for social actors to be heard. Like
Bourdieu, he seeks an end to the subject/object dualism. However, Latour
rejects both the idea of a ‘view from everywhere’ as well as Bourdieu’s
claim that scientific objectivity can be accomplished by (the sociologist) ar-
ticulating social positions and positionings. For Latour, actors enact particular
forms of knowledge, for example ‘doing science’ (or translation or inter-
preting), by virtue of engaging in the activities related to and relevant to
their production. The task of the social scientist is to assemble, based on
solid evidence, information about what matters to the actors involved in the
‘doing’ and to produce good descriptions of these activities.

Bourdieu would not argue against the idea of the logic of practice – on the
contrary, it is of fundamental relevance to his reflexive sociology. Bourdieu
would argue, however, that the descriptions Latour’s social actors provide are
inherently social ones; they are themselves dependent on the actors’ position
in the social world (Bourdieu 2000:189; emphasis in original):

Since one cannot be content either with the primary vision or with the
vision to which the world of objectification gives access, one can
only strive to hold together, so as to integrate them, both the point of
view of the agents who are caught up in the object and the point of
view on this point of view which the work of analysis enables one to
reach by relating position-takings to the positions from which they
are taken.

To restrict scientific observation to the point of view of the agents is to
“treat as an instrument of knowledge what ought to be the object of knowl-
edge” (Bourdieu 1992:246). Furthermore, for Bourdieu, the paradoxical
implication of this “semblance of radicalism” (due to its claim to rehabili-
tate ordinary thinking) is the potential maintenance of a social conservatism
(ibid.), since the objective structures that have produced actors’ disposi-
tions – their habitus – remain unexamined.

3.2 Bourdieu and Niklas Luhmann’s systems theory

In contrast to Latour, in Niklas Luhmann’s systems theory the individual
becomes more of an observer; the autonomous subject is replaced with the
autonomous function system. Luhmann views modern society as structured
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according to the principle of functional differentiation, lacking any overall
integration and free from the influence of human individuals. Unlike
Habermas, who argues that the threat to the individual of ‘systems rationali-
zation’ can be met through resistance from the ‘lifeworld’ – culture, traditions,
etc. (Habermas 1985) – Luhmann emphasizes the total autonomy of func-
tional systems from both the environment and the interests or needs of
individuals. Society is constituted by these operationally closed, incommen-
surable systems that establish and reproduce themselves autopoetically – they
are self-referential and self-organized; “the ‘language’ of one system cannot
be adequately translated into the ‘language’ of another” (Rasch 2000:145).

For Luhmann, these communicative systems (similar to Bourdieu’s fields)
are the basic elements of the social system. Each system encodes in binary
terms the contingent, disordered and fragmented nature of the modern world;
each strives to become internally meaningful through a process of enforced
selectivity. By way of illustration, Luhmann contrasts his model with the
sender-receiver model of communication that grants priority over the mean-
ing of an utterance to the transmitter of a message. Instead, he argues in
systems’ terms for the primacy of reception. He distinguishes between an
initial ‘utterance’ – any informational input to the system – which, he claims,
offers only a suggestion of meaning, and the incoming ‘information’ – the
part of the initial utterance that is selected as meaningful by the receiver
(ibid.:54; see also Luhmann 1995). Importantly, for Luhmann, the utterance
comes into the system not from individuals or some external environment
(which remains an ‘unknown’ or ‘unthought’) but from environmental
“perturbations” or triggering devices (ibid.:144) that stimulate the system’s
internal organization to act. Unlike for Bourdieu, there is no relationship
between the internal and the external – there is only the autonomous, self-
perpetuating system.

Luhmann does make a distinction between first order and second order
observation (Blühdorn 2000:348) which is reminiscent of Bourdieu’s double
reflexivity discussed above. Like Bourdieu, Luhmann was critical of social
theory which viewed social reality through first order observation alone,
considering it a form of moral fundamentalism (ibid.). Despite this apparent
shared critique, however, Bourdieu opposes systems theories like Luhmann’s
on a number of grounds. For Bourdieu, society – as perceived through the
inter-related concepts of field, habitus, capital and illusio – presupposes strug-
gles between dominated and dominant fields that are inhabited by significant
agents and institutions (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992:102-103). Although
fields and functional systems may share surface similarities, Bourdieu ar-
gues (ibid.:103), different fields

form a system of differences, of distinctive and antagonistic proper-
ties, which do not develop out of their own internal motion (as the
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principle of self-referentiality implies) but via conflicts internal to
the field of production. The field is the locus of relations of force –
and not only of meaning – and of struggles aimed at transforming it,
and therefore of endless change.

Unlike Luhmann, Bourdieu believes in the transformative potential of sci-
entific objectivity derived from sociological, empirically-based observations
of the world. On this point, Luhmann, sounding more like Latour, would
argue that the sociologist or philosopher can only produce better descrip-
tions of modern society – though not of actors, only of abstract systems –
that account for what is rather than what ought to be (morally, politically,
ethically, etc).

3.3 Future Directions

It seems likely that the emerging sociology of translation and interpreting
will develop a certain eclecticism with respect to social theory or, indeed,
establish divergent and competing approaches. Each of these possibilities
suggests a future of innovative and energized dialogue and debate. It can
also constitute the beginnings of a meta-view of acts of translation and inter-
preting that will help to erode the established theoretical divisions between
the two activities and perceive them instead as different but related socially-
and politically-informed practices. The sociological and philosophical per-
spectives introduced in this introduction also make clear their distinction
from the culturalist paradigm which, though equally concerned with social
relations of power, has maintained the literary text as its primary focus.

Two important and relevant issues – agency and language – have not
been examined specifically with respect to translation and interpreting in
this introduction. The complex question of agency, which is treated distinctly
in each of the perspectives discussed above, has been considered of primary
importance in the endeavour to make descriptive theoretical approaches more
‘agent aware’ and translators and interpreters more visible as social actors.
Latour’s views on the actor network, Bourdieu’s on the habitus and reflexiv-
ity, and Luhmann’s on the insignificance of agency, offer interesting
contrastive methods for exploring the role of translators and interpreters in
relation to their respective practices. The potential utility of these methods
can be measured through more empirical research on what translators and
interpreters actually do and say they do in the widest possible contexts of
their professional practice.

The function of language in the formation of the subject is also of central
concern to translators and interpreters and the networks in which they oper-
ate. Bourdieu’s view – that the effect of speech acts or ‘social performatives’
is not based on language per se, but on the institutional conditions that pro-
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duce and take on specific forms of authorized discourse (Bourdieu 1991) –
warrants further investigation in translation and interpreting contexts. This
limited view of the social nature of language leaves open the question of the
potential contributory role of the rational subject as activator of the
transformative capacity of the habitus (Inghilleri 2003). As Judith Butler
has argued, “the social performative is a crucial part not only of subject
formation, but of the ongoing political contestation and reformulation of the
subject as well” (Butler 1999:125).

Despite such caveats, however, Bourdieu does provide important insights
into what must be involved in the construction and observation of the object
of practice and research in the field of translation and interpreting studies.
His underlying assumptions with respect to the production and reproduction
of knowledge, captured in the concepts of habitus, field, capital and illusio,
can serve as an important starting point for sociologically-informed transla-
tion and interpreting research. In particular, Bourdieu’s theorization of the
social suggests that acts of translation and interpreting be understood through
the social practices and relevant fields in which they are constituted, that
they be viewed as functions of social relations based on competing forms of
capital tied to local/global relations of power, and that translators and inter-
preters, through the workings of the habitus and illusio, be seen as both
implicated in and able to transform the forms of practice in which they en-
gage. In this way, Bourdieu offers a sound theory of practice to the developing
sociological paradigm in translation and interpreting studies – and a solid
reminder of the social relevance and responsibility involved in both research
and practice in the field.
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