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EIGHT CONVERSATIONS WITH PIERRE BOURDIEU: 
AN OUTLINE
Presented at the University of Witwatersrand, February – March, 2010
Michael Burawoy
Pierre Bourdieu (1930-2002) is the most influential sociologist of our time, influential not only within sociology but in other disciplines too, not just within the social sciences but also in the humanities, not just within the academy but beyond the academy, not just in France but in Europe, the Western world and increasingly in the East and the South.  Only time will tell whether his star will remain in the heavens and his works become part of the sociological canon. For now his presence is ubiquitous whether as a theory of symbolic domination, as an example of public engagement, or as an advocate of reflexive sociology.  Barring Marx, Weber and Durkheim, no sociologist has ever produced such a lexicon of concepts -- “field,” social, cultural, political “capital,” “habitus,” “distinction,” “homo ludens,” “illusio,” doxosophers,” etc. etc. – that have entered everyday parlance.   

He was a rugby player, so tackling Bourdieu is difficult. His writings span so many different subjects, from art to science, from politics to sport, from family to education, from economy to literature. He was as at home with photography as he was with correspondence analysis.  He could shift easily back and forth between philosophy and empirical research. His writings were great in scope and enormous in volume. In English alone he authored more than 35 books. To the uninitiated, and even to the initiated, his writing is often arcane and inaccessible, for he was never shy in displaying his cultural capital, his distinction. He was, after all, an adept player in the French academic field. So, his winding and self-qualifying sentences, which easily become paragraphs, are often difficult-to-comprehend riddles.  His books are frustratingly incomplete, and replete with multiple digressions.  In the last two decades of his life, after he was elected to the chair of sociology in the Collège de France in 1981, he more explicitly entered the public arena and his writings became more overtly political, more transparent, more angry and more mundane, but nonetheless ever more influential. Consumed by a political passion hostile to neoliberalism, the degradation of culture, and the inhumanity of states, his writing took a publicist turn.
A relatively easy entry into the writings of Bourdieu can be found in three collections of interviews and essays – many of which were presented to lay audiences:  In Other Words, Practical Reason, Sociology in Question.  These and other books are available as PDFs at the SWOP website:  http://www.swopinstitute.org.za/                                                                                          
I: INTRODUCTION: SOCIOLOGY AS A COMBAT SPORT (February 22, 2010)
How does one grapple with a writer of such grandeur, erudition and scope? Bourdieu himself would insist on placing any writer in his or her field of production and reception. In the case of Bourdieu that would, indeed, be a momentous task as it would involve multiple fields of scholarly production and reception. We will adopt a more limited approach, namely to orchestrate a conversation with a few Marxist theorists, including Marx himself, Gramsci, Fanon, Freire and Beauvoir.  We end with C Wright Mills who is Bourdieu’s fellow traveler in the US, although he died in 1962, just when Bourdieu was leaving Algeria to begin his academic career in France. Bourdieu’s writings largely silences the Marxists, yet they shaped the intellectual milieu in which he grew up.  So my purpose is to construct a dialogue between these theorists and Bourdieu, and through these conversations begin to better understand the many sides of Bourdieu. Each conversation is designed to bring to light a different dimension of Bourdieu’s sociology, but it works the other way too.  Each conversation helps to develop and reconstruct a Marxism for our era, a Marxism that meets the challenge of the most influential sociologist of our time.    
Apart from providing the broad politico-intellectual context within which his intellectual formation took place, Marxism poses a key question to Bourdieu: what is the relation between theory and practice, what is the relation between the sociologist and the world he or she studies?  Here Bourdieu offers us two paradoxes. On the one hand, he insists on the autonomy of university, on the development of a science for scientists. He is always at pains to insulate sociology from the world about which it spoke, contemptuous of charity sociology of the reformers or spontaneous sociology of the people.  He defended the virtues of an inaccessible science. On the other hand, and here lies the first paradox, Pierre Bourdieu was undoubtedly the greatest public sociologist of our era. Time and again he would talk about the obligation of the sociologist to speak to wider audiences, and this he certainly did throughout his career. How to reconcile autonomy and engagement, science and politics?   

But then we come to the second paradox. Even as he believed in the obligation of the social scientist to carry his or her ideas into the public sphere, his own theory denied there were any publics capable and desirous of listening to him.  On the one hand, the dominant class had no interest in knowing about its symbolic domination, and on the other hand the dominated class could not comprehend its subjugation. In his theoretical enunciations he spoke of the depth of symbolic violence, making subordinate classes deaf to his revelations.  In this regard he differed from the Marxists who, in the final analysis, consider the subordinate classes capable of understanding their own oppression, capable of comprehending the message of the intellectual, indeed being their own intellectuals.  However difficult it may be to cross the chasm between theory and practice, intellectual and subaltern class, for Marxists it cannot be unbridgeable.

But Bourdieu could never live with the political absentionism his theory implied.  On the one hand, he could be found denouncing the socialist government and its neoliberal policies to the unemployed workers of Paris, acting as though they were quite capable of understanding the dark side of capitalism.  In a sense we might say his theory lagged behind his practice, an embryonic Marxism was struggling to free itself within Bourdieusian sociology. On the other hand, he devoted himself to the creation of an international of intellectuals that would challenge neoliberalism, the violation of human rights, etc. in an international context. In promoting their own interests in universality – a corporatism of the universal -- intellectuals would be or could be the organic intellectuals of humankind. This is the Comtean sociologist in Bourdieu, the sociologist as high priest of society, the guardian of universality. And this, then, is the fascination of Bourdieu, the living embodiment of an internal and external struggle between a subliminal Marxism and a critical sociology. 
II. THEORY AND PRACTICE: MARX AND ENGELS MEET BOURDIEU (February 24, 2010) 
We begin with Marx and Engels. The argument of Marx and Engels in The German Ideology parallels the one in Pascalian Meditations, the summit and summation of Bourdieu’s theoretical achievements. Both works are a settling of accounts with their respective philosophical heritage, underlining the scholastic fallacies (Bourdieu) or ideologies (Marx and Engels) of their fellow intellectuals, fallacies and ideologies that stem from their distance from real practices (Bourdieu) and concrete relations (Marx and Engels). Both insist on distinguishing the logic of theory from the logic of practice, and pose the question of the relation between them. But here the similarities cease since Marx and Engels turn to concrete relations as a way to study how men and women transform nature, and how this can be used to envision history as the succession of modes of (economic) production. Bourdieu, on the other hand, turns not to a historical succession of a given practice, but the coexistence of relatively autonomous fields of cultural and scientific production. He elaborates what Marx and Engels leave unelaborated, namely the so-called superstructures of society – a structural-functional rather than a historical analysis. In this sense Bourdieu’s writings constitute both a revision and a complement to Marx.  
Against the background of The German Ideology, we begin with Pascalian Meditations to set up the foundation of a cultural field and then explore Bourdieu’s most extensive exemplification of a field in Rules of Art  
Pascalian Meditations
· Logic of Theory: From Scholastic Reason to Universality (chapters 1,2 ,3)    

· Symbolic Domination  (chapters 4,5, and 6)
The Rules of Art 
· Prologue, Part I: The Genesis of Literary Field in France
· Part II: The Nature of a Field 
· Part III: The Place of Intellectuals 
III. CULTURAL DOMINATION: GRAMSCI  MEETS BOURDIEU (March 1, 2010)
The parallels with Gramsci are obvious since Gramsci was the Marxist of the superstructures, he was the great Marxist theoretician of culture and ideology, and of the idea of hegemony. What is the relation between symbolic domination and hegemony? The former involves the misrecognition of domination, a false consciousness if you will, whereas the latter involves a knowing consent to domination.  For Gramsci there was a kernel of good sense within the common sense of the working class, whereas for Bourdieu the common sense was always bad sense. The dominated do not and cannot understand the nature and conditions of their domination, because their embodied and embedded habitus denies them that possibility. 
According to Bourdieu intellectuals, or at least certain among them, do have access to the secrets of society, and the domination upon which it rests whereas the subjugated are blinded by their subjugation. But that does not mean that intellectuals should dictate to the people. Quite the contrary, intellectuals must maintain their distance from the dominated. Intellectuals must avoid the temptation of manipulation which is a futile and dangerous practice, just as they must avoid the contamination by the unalterable bad sense of the people.                          
Time and again Bourdieu attacks Gramsci’s idea of the organic intellectual. If for Gramsci truth lay in a dialogue between the scientific understanding of intellectuals and the good sense of the working class, for Bourdieu truth is founded in the good sense of intellectuals as academics, ensconced in the protected environment of the university. So long as one could avoid certain scholastic fallacies – in particular not losing sight of the particularity of social science, namely its production through competition within the relatively autonomous spacer of the academy – science enhanced by reflexivity was a superior form of knowledge. On the foundations Bourdieu and Gramsci erected fundamentally different architectures of theory and practice.       

We will try to tease out the difference between hegemony and symbolic power by reference to Gramsci’s writings in Selections from Prison Notebooks in relation to Bourdieu’s notion of political power as formulated in Language and Symbolic Power and then through the ideas of class domination in Distinction.   

Gramsci, Selections from the Prison Notebooks (Intellectuals, The Modern Prince, State and Civil Society,  Philosophy of Praxis)

Bourdieu, Language and Symbolic Power, Part III
Bourdieu. Distinction, Preface, Introduction, chapters 5, 6, 7, 8, and Conclusion
IV: COLONIALISM AND REVOLUTION: FANON MEETS BOURDIEU (March 3, 2010)
Although there is no evidence that Fanon had ever read Gramsci (and indeed was far more influenced by Mao), nonetheless Fanon’s The Wretched of the Earth can be seen as an application of Gramsci’s ideas to the colonial world.  Fanon practiced psychiatry in Algeria from 1953 to 1956, joining the National Liberation Movement (FLN) in 1954. He fled to Tunisia in 1956 but continued to represent the FLN until he died of leukemia in 1962.  Bourdieu lived in Algeria from 1958 to 1962 (first enlisted in the army and then as a researcher).  It is interesting to contrast their works. In his early writings (Traveil et traveilleurs en Algérie, Algérie 60, and Le deracinement with Abdelmalak Sayad) Bourdieu describes the horrors of colonialism in terms not that different from Fanon, but where Bourdieu defends Marxist orthodoxy that the Algerian working class was the revolutionary class, Fanon (and the FLN) declare the peasantry to be the revolutionary class. History upheld neither view. Bourdieu was never able to reconcile his view of the colonial working class with Algerian reality but also with his view of the French working class, trapped by the immediate pressures of material need.

Bourdieu’s deep hostility toward Fanon’s writings as speculative, dangerous and irresponsible has to be seen not just in terms of their scientific veracity but also in terms of the French political context, and the Algerian War. As much as Fanon the real enemy was Sartre who used Fanon to advance the idea of Third World Revolution and who dismissed the intelligentsia who took a more cautious approach to Algerian independence. Among Sartre’s public enemies was Raymond Aron who used Bourdieu’s Algerian research to defend a more “objective” approach to anti-colonial struggles. In his hostility to Fanon, Bourdieu is not only expressing hostility to Sartre but, once again, abhorrence at the very idea of the “organic intellectual,” who substitutes his/her own vanguardist theory, a product of his/her own alienated habitus, for the practical exigencies of peasant life.  
Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth
Fanon, Black Skins, White Masks
Bourdieu, “The Revolution Within the Revolution.” 
Bourdieu, Algeria 1960 
V. PEDAGOGY OF THE OPPRESSED: FREIRE MEETS BOURDIEU (March 8, 2010)
Moving to another continent Paulo Freire is another who believes in the capacity of subaltern groups to grasp the conditions of their oppression, in Gramscian terms to develop a good sense.  To be sure it is buried within the common sense, and, as with Fanon, buried by internalized oppression. To release and develop the good sense requires an elaborate intervention on the part of the organic intellectual who educates through an interactive pedagogy, through situating the lived experience of the subaltern in its broader context. Freire and Bourdieu both wrestle with the reproduction of domination, but they offer divergent solutions. Although they appear neutral and autonomous, schools presume an unstated and inherited cultural capital that is the preserve of the dominant and middle classes.  Whereas Bourdieu calls for universal access to this valuable capital, Freire calls for schooling that cultivates an alternative, critical good sense, one that is dredged from subjugation itself. Freire brings education to the people, working from their lived experience, whereas Bourdieu brings the people to education.  In the hands of Freire, Gramsci’s Modern Prince becomes a special type of popular education rather than a political party, whereas for Bourdieu the pinnacle of education remains with the elite university.    
Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed
Bourdieu and Passeron, Reproduction in Education, Society and Culture
VI. ANTINOMIES OF FEMINISM: BEAUVOIR MEETS BOURDIEU (March 10, 2010)
For Bourdieu the prototype of symbolic domination, that is a domination not understood as such, is masculine domination.  What is strange, however, is that Bourdieu’s Masculine Domination cites many other feminists, but entirely ignores Simon de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex – the foundation stone of contemporary feminism written half a century before Bourdieu’s essay. This would be bad enough were their arguments different, but The Second Sex is the locus classicus of symbolic domination, the ways in which men justify their domination while women either fail to recognize it or consent to it.  Beauvoir describes the vast range of women’s inauthentic responses and how men are, to use Bourdieu’s language, dominated by their domination. Curiously, Beauvoir only enters Bourdieu’s analysis as an example of the depth of gender of domination – Beauvoir’s supposedly unconscious subordination to Sartre. Once again Bourdieu is no exception to his own field analysis – he, too, is fighting within the French intellectual field – but he is not prepared to openly acknowledge this struggle, nor how it might color his judgment, how it shapes his use of academic citations, how it leads him to violate academic norms.       
Beauvoir, The Second Sex 

Bourdieu, Masculine Domination
VII.INTELLECTUALS AND THEIR PUBLICS: MILLS MEETS BOURDIEU (March 24, 2010)
If the convergence with Beauvoir is denied, the uncanny convergence with Mills is occasionally acknowledged. Both have a deep ambivalence toward Marxism, having grown up in times of the ascendancy of the Communist Party and in places where Marxism was closely associated with Soviet Marxism.  Both were skeptical of anything like an organic intellectual and both embraced a public engagement of the traditional kind, autonomous from politics – although, of course, in the final analysis Bourdieu would be found mingling with the people. Indeed, both would end their lives with a strong political turn expressed in widely accessible tracts – Bourdieu railing against neoliberalism and Mills against Yankee imperialism and the Cold War. Even more curious are the parallels in their research programs around class and stratification. Mills focuses in turn on the laboring class and the cooptation of its leaders, on the middle classes, and then on the power elite, which correspond to Bourdieu’s divisions within Distinction, and to his various accounts of the field of power and “state nobility”.  Where Mills focuses on the military as the third column of the power elite (the other two being politics and the economy), Bourdieu focuses on the cultural, and particularly on education, the way this mystifies and penetrates the lives of subaltern classes.  Mills on the other hand sees atomization, mass society and consumerism as mechanisms of pacification. The differences reflect the different eras and the different countries in which they wrote, making the convergences all the more astonishing.            

Mills’s The Sociological Imagination 

Bourdieu, The Craft of Sociology
VIII: RECONSTRUCTING MARXISM: BURAWOY MEETS BOURDIEU (March 29, 2010)
In this last conversation I turn to my own ethnographic research in workplaces in Zambia, US, Hungary, and Russia. Here I examine the significance of Bourdieu’s theoretical framework for interpreting the meaning and significance of capitalism and state socialism, with a view to reconstructing Marxism for the 21st. century!    
