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Can the political sociology of Pierre Bourdieu be adopted by International Relations (IR) scholars? 

Bourdieu himself was reluctant to think so. This paper argues that IR can indeed benefit from using 

Bourdieu’s thinking tools, but it requires a reading of Bourdieu, which favours process over stasis. 

While IR in general has largely assumed the existence of fields and the definition of powerful 

actors, a Bourdieusian analysis can turn these assumptions into empirical questions. Further, 

Bourdieu can draw attention to the production process of taken-for-granted understandings 

through a focus on the mobilization of capital in fields under profound change. The paper 

illustrates these points with examples from the case of European security after the Cold War, where 

the field-specific types of capital were re-valued and allowed access for new types of agency. 

Military, scientific and social capital was mobilized in 'doxic battles', set boundaries around the 

European security field, and determined its hierarchy. This challenged the self-evidently powerful 

position of NATO. 
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1. Introduction 

Can the political sociology of Pierre Bourdieu be adopted by International Relations (IR) scholars? 

Bourdieu himself was reluctant to think so. This paper argues, however, that the work of Bourdieu 

can be highly relevant to IR when taken as a dynamic theoretical constellation of fields, capital and 

agents. The case of European security in the 1990s will serve as an example to illustrate this point. 

 

European security underwent profound transformations after the end of the Cold War. Many 

different actors intervened in the process of re-organizing the security of the region. Especially, the 

role of NATO was put under pressure. When confronted with the predictions concerning one of the 

important initiatives of the Alliance - the eastern enlargement of NATO - then NATO Secretary 

General, Javier Solana, declared:  

 

Indeed, had we listened to theory, we would not have come half as far. Theory told us 
that NATO enlargement and a NATO-Russia relationship would be mutually 
exclusive goals. Practice proved otherwise. (Solana 1999a) 

 

This quote is important for understanding the nature of the struggles that took place in what might 

be termed the European security field in the period. It sheds light on a competitive relationship 

between the theory and practice of European security. Research and politics are posited as different 

poles in an argument about the logic of security. This puts science in a hitherto largely unexplored 

relationship with security practice in European security. How can this relationship be grasped? 

Within the International Relations (IR) mainstream, the role of theory in security practice has been 

largely overlooked1, whereas IR poststructuralism has argued from a meta-theoretical and 

philosophical point of view that science is not a detached activity that stands apart form its object of 

study. Instead, science is performative and co-constitutes its object of study. e.g. (Smith 2004; Klein 

1994) But how science and security practice ‘hang together’ in a more practical sense has not been 

addressed in any systematic way (but see (Büger and Villumsen 2007) (Villumsen 2008).  In this 

paper, I argue that a Bourdieusian practice approach that focuses on the capital-field-agency nexus 

can serve as a framework for understanding the under-explored connection between theory and 

practice in European security in the 1990s. I argue that theory and practice can be seen as players 

                                                 

1 It is often discussed under the heading of a ’gap’ (Eriksson and Sundelius 2005) which is ever widening and 
problematic (Kruzel 1994; George 1993) for discussion see (Büger and Villumsen 2007) 



 3

and distinct types of capitals in a power struggle over the legitimate definition of security logics in 

the European field of. While revealing new aspects of the transformation of European security 

security, the discussion will also point to a more general Bourdieusian framework which will add 

important insight about specific types of power and new types of agency to the International 

Relations and Security Studies debate. 

 

Over the last 5-8 years, IR has experienced yet another theoretical ‘turn’: the co-called ‘Practice 

Turn’ (Schatzki et al. 2001). While social theorists such as Heidegger, Wittgenstein, Foucault and 

Latour have been central to the new turn, the import of Bourdieu has also formed an important part 

of it. IR scholars have pointed to the value of looking to Bourdieu for tools to better understand the 

international beyond materialist conceptions of power and structural accounts of the balance of 

power between unitary actors (such as in Neorealism) (Waltz 1979). But also the overemphasis on 

norms, the relative neglect of the role of power (Williams 2007) and the absence of a 

conceptualisation of agency (Kauppi 2003: 777; Zehfuss 2001: 336) within mainstream 

Constructivism has been attacked for being inadequate (for an overview of the IR debate, see 

footnote 3).  This paper places itself within this growing literature and argues that IR can benefit 

from adding empirical analyses of specific types of power resources to the analytical toolbox. 

Further, practices and strategic mobilization of different types of capital can fruitfully be 

conceptualised as the building blocks of fields. Concretely, and in order to shed light on the 

relationship between theory and practice in European security after the Cold War, the paper argues 

that the concept of capital can be put to work in three different ways. Instead of assuming the 

relevant agency and types of power in European security, the concept of capital can provide a 

discussion of points of access to a certain domain – or a field - for different types of agency. When 

scientific capital became valued in the European security field, scientific-type actors were able to 

gain access. When military capital was valued, states and alliances possessing military capital were 

allowed to participate. In this way, I argue, sensitivity to capital helps select agency and establish 

the boundary for participation in a specific domain. But capital also functions as the most important 

criterion for defining an agent’s position in the hierarchy in a field. Capital is a ‘weapon’ or a 

‘power-base’ which can be used in struggles in a particular field. Following from these points, the 

paper discusses how social scientific types of capital became valued in the European security field 

alongside other types of capital. With such a discussion as background, the contours of the relevant 

types of agency will appear, and the central resources with which struggles take place will be 
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brought to the fore. Studies of the international are thereby translated into sociologically-

conceptualized power struggles which can be studied empirically. Instead of studying European 

security from a rational balance-of-power and alliance-building perspective (Realism/Neo-realism, 

e.g. Mearsheimer 1990, Walt 1987, Waltz 1993, 2000), from the perspective of the consolidation of 

shared transnational norms (Constructivism, Adler & Barnett 1998; Adler 1997a; Risse-Kappen 

1996; Schimmelfennig 1998), or the formulation of a distinct NATO security discourse, narrative or 

identity (Post-structuralism, e.g. Ciuta 2000; Fierke & Wiener 1999; Hansen 1995; 2006; Neumann 

1999: Williams & Neumann 2000) the focus becomes one of the (re-)creation of specific types of 

capital and practices in a relatively autonomous field, constituted by both material and symbolic 

forms of power and in which a range of different types of agency may take part. Instead of 

assuming the power of military capital or the importance of agency such as states and alliances in 

European security, the capital framework opens the door to empirical analyses of e.g. the role of 

scientific agency and scientific capital beyond discourse.  

 

An exclusive focus on Bourdieu’s concept of capital does, however, not easily allow for an explicit 

focus on the profound changes and instabilities which dominated European security after the 

demise of the Soviet Union and the fall of the bipolar world order. In order to fit the capital 

framework further to the European security case, I therefore stress the strategic mobilization of 

capital in fields under profound change. I call these moves doxic battles. Instead of focusing solely 

on accumulation and possession of capital, I argue for zooming in on the (re)production process of 

a given field. This brings the concepts of capital, field, and agency together in a dynamic ‘action 

framework’ for analysis. While accommodating insight from IR poststructuralism, this also meets a 

sustained point of criticism often directed at Bourdieu within IR: that his theory is too static and 

slides towards objectivism and reification (Pels 1995: 88). With this explicit focus on process and 

production, the paper seeks to come closer to the practice element of Bourdieu’s work.  

 

The paper is structured as follows: The first part of the paper briefly summarizes other attempts to 

adopt Bourdieusian concepts within the IR and Security Studies debate. The part concludes that 

several questions remain un-answered, and that the concept of capital has not yet been 

systematically though through as an analytical device in IR. The second part discusses the central 

Bourdieusian concepts which are adopted in this paper: the field, capital, and doxa, and develops 

the abovementioned approach to the study of IR from this discussion. Throughout the paper, 
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European security will help illustrate the points made. The third and final part concludes the paper. 

It sums up the framework for analysis laid out in the paper, and highlights the added value of 

studying European security through the prism of the concept of capital.  

 

2. Bourdieu in IR: a growing research programme 

Within IR, Bourdieu has provided inspiration to an ever-growing number of scholars.2 They have 

each in their own way grappled with ways to include a practical, sociological dimension to IR and 

security analyses; with how to see the IR arena as comprising of more than states as actors; and with 

how to understand power in IR beyond material, military power. This section addresses how this 

debate in the making has unfolded under three headlines: Doxic practice; The Configuration of a 

Field; and Security Agents. While the IR debate is constituted primarily by a divide between what 

has been termed rationalist and reflectivist approaches (Keohane 1988), the import of Bourdieu has 

primarily taken place within the reflectivist camp, most notably research which can be labelled 

critical constructivist/radical constructivist/poststructuralist.3 

 

2.1. Doxic practice 

Richard K. Ashley (1987; 1988; 1989) was the first to draw on Bourdieu within IR. He presented 

the classical argument that international relations in general can be studied as a field in which 

statesmen and “the scholars who proclaim themselves realists” (Ashley 1987: 421; for a similar 

                                                 

2 In 2004, Pouliot held that the influence of Bourdieu in IR remained “thin” (2004: 8). Since then, the number of 
scholars and publications using Bourdieu in IR and security studies has been growing gradually. In December 2010, a 
workshop at the Department of Political Science at the University of Copenhagen even brought together a group of 
scholars dedicated to re-reading all major IR concepts from a Bourdieusian viewpoint. 
3 Labels are powerful! Within IR a powerful distinction has labelled one theoretical camp ‘reflectivist’ and the other 
‘rationalist’ (Keohane 1988). Whereas the term ‘reflectivist’ has been used about any type of theory that does not 
subscribe to rationalist accounts of IR, a distinction has been made between what has been called ‘soft constructivism’ 
(or mainstream/modernist constructivism) and ‘radical constructivism’ (Adler 2002, see also 1997b). Soft 
Constructivism lets norms play a role as an intervening variable in rationalist-type arguments, while Radical 
Constructivism more explicitly focuses on the role of language as constitutive of social reality (Toews 1987: 881-882). 
Central to this is the dissolution of distinctions such as that between representation and reality (Toews 1987: 885). See 
also discussion about conventional and critical constructivism and its relations to poststructuralism within the sub-
debate Security Studies in (Buzan and Hansen 2009). Kauppi (2003: 777) holds that some situate constructivism 
between rationalism and reflectivism. Within IR, however, a large and diverse group of thinkers has been given the 
label ‘reflectivist’ (e.g. Ashley 1987; Der Derian 1992; Walker 1993; Bartelson 1995; Neumann 1999; Hansen 2006). 
Though important differences exist, they all stress the constitutive role of systems of meaning or discourses and 
challenge the possibility of representing reality as a detached activity. The application of Bourdieu in IR has primarily 
been taken up by researchers working within a post-positivist or social constructivist understanding of the social world.  
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analysis, see George 1993) act according to a ‘foundational practice’ of sovereignty with which all 

actors agree. Sovereignty, Ashley argued, was a prerequisite for gaining acceptance in the field for 

practitioners and theorists alike: “It is what one must do in order internationally to be” (Ashley 

1989: 257). The distinction between inside the state and the international realm was thus a 

prerequisite for being heard in the field (see also Walker 1993 for a poststructuralist critique of the 

distinction between inside and outside). Ashley held that the Bourdieusian analysis enabled “[o]ne 

(…) to see what the subjects of global life might not be disposed to see: that the recognizably 

objective structures of global life, far from being autonomous and pregiven conditions, are arbitrary 

and contingent effects that are imposed in history, through practice, and to the exclusion of other 

ways of structuring collective existence” (Ashley 1989: 253). The realist, sovereignty-focused view 

of the world was therefore not necessarily synonymous with the ‘truth’ about the organisation of 

international life; however, it was the dominant understanding, upheld by theorists and practitioners 

alike. “…[T]hese rituals administer social time and space” (Ashley 1989: 261). This is what 

Bourdieu referred to as a doxic practice: a situation in which the arbitrariness of the structures in a 

field has been naturalized to such an extent that they become invisible to the actor (Bourdieu 1977: 

164). 

 

Vincent Pouliot has picked up Ashley’s path-breaking work in a study of a Russian-Atlantic 

security community (2010). He builds “…on Bourdieu’s notion of symbolic power to argue that 

misrecognised domination is what makes security communities possible in the first place” (Pouliot 

2004: 9). Similar to Ashley’s classical idea, Pouliot argues that the Russian-Atlantic security 

community can fruitfully be understood as a field in which peaceful means of action have become 

doxic practice (Pouliot calls it the ‘logic of practicality’, see e.g. 2008). In this setting, military 

means have become unthinkable in relations between Russia and the West4 (see discussion with 

Cox on this issue in Pouliot 2006; Cox 2005; 2006).5 

 

                                                 

4 “I argue that self-evident diplomacy is the constitutive practice of security communities (…) and diplomacy simply 
refers to the non-violent settlement of interstate disputes” (Pouliot 2007a: 7). From this follows that “Diplomacy is not 
thought, but simply enacted: peaceful states debate with diplomacy but never about it. This is the logic of practicality of 
security communities” (Pouliot 2007b: 618). 
5 Rebecca Adler-Nissen has also benefited from the concept of doxic practice in her study of British and Danish Opt-
outs in the European Union. She argues that the acquis communautaire functions as a doxa that regulates practices in 
the EU (Adler-Nissen 2009). 
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But how can doxic practice be changed? How does the Bourdieusian framework account for 

fundamental changes in international relations? The second part of the paper will address that 

question through a discussion of the constellation of the concept of capital-field-agency and the 

term ‘doxic battles’. 

 

2.2. Security agents 

In International Relations, states have long been considered the primary subjects (for discussion see 

Bigo & Walker 2007). To some extent, this trend has been reproduced in Bourdieusian approaches 

to IR: Pouliot and Ashley centred their analyses on the primary role of states – indeed Ashley’s 

point was exactly that states were the ‘natural selection’ of the doxic practice in IR.6 But other 

scholars in IR have used Bourdieusian insights to widen the focus and have included e.g. experts 

and private military companies. To take an example, Didier Bigo has zoomed in on the practices of 

security experts and has carried out analyses of security practices in Europe with a focus on 

intelligence and surveillance7 (e.g. Bigo 2005; Bigo & Guild 2005; for a similar analysis, see 

Huysmans 2006). In so doing, he has shown how a field of European ‘insecurity professionals’ is in 

the making and is establishing a high degree of hegemony over European security knowledge 

especially in relation to immigration. The creation of a transnational field of “professionals in the 

management of unease” (Bigo 2002b: 64) removes political control over what security means, 

installing in its place a security logic over a “continuum of threats” (Bigo 2002b: 63) reaching 

beyond what was classically a matter of security: international and military questions.8 The state is 

hence not seen as a primary actor as experts from different sectors take over the definition of 

security and threats on the subject of immigration. 

 

                                                 

6 Pop (2007: 398-400) also defines the international states system as a field in which the legitimate actors are states and 
intergovernmental organisations in her analysis of Romania’s relationship with the IMF in the 1990s and Dezalay and 
Garth 2002 find that the state is still the key unit of analysis in their study of how neoliberal economics and 
international human rights law was received in Latin America. 
7 In particular, the role of Europol and its competition with Interpol and “some confidential circles of NATO” (Bigo 
2002b: 71). Bigo aptly talks about a ‘stock exchange of security’ in which European countries negotiate their different 
national understandings of the immigrants (Algerians to the French, Kurds to the German etc.) by using the label 
‘immigrant’ as a common denominator (ibid.). 
8 “The prism of security analysis is especially important for politicians, for national and local police organizations, the 
military police, customs officers, border patrols, secret services, armies, judges, some social services (health care, 
hospitals, schools), private corporations (bank analysts, providers of technology surveillance, private policing), many 
journalists (especially from television and the more sensationalist newspapers), and a significant fraction of general 
public opinion, especially but not only among those attracted to law and order” (Bigo 2002b: 63). 
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To take another example of the widened focus on agents, Anna Leander (2005) suggested 

broadening IR analyses by including private military companies (PMCs) as a means to 

understanding recent developments in the field of security. Leander shows how “…PMCs 

contribute to the reproduction of a highly specialised security field in which ‘experts’ authorise an 

increasingly technical, managerial and military understanding of the field, which, in turn, empowers 

PMCs” (Leander 2005: 805). According to Leander, the field of security is thereby both privatised 

and re-militarised – a process which places PMCs centrally in the security business: as agenda-

setting, intelligence-gathering, and as lobbyists with close relations to governments.  

 

These analyses highlight the value of using the Bourdieusian prism to study hitherto largely 

overlooked agents in IR.9 But which mechanism lets these agents gain access to a field? The second 

part of this paper will address that question through a discussion of capital as an agency-selecting 

and boundary-setting mechanism. 

 

2.3. The configuration of a field 

In Bourdieusian terms, the configuration of a field depends on the valued types of capital in a field 

and the doxic practice upholding it. In classical IR theory, the international system has been taken to 

be dominated by military and economic capabilities and a balance of power practice (e.g. Waltz 

1979). In Bourdieusian studies, however, this narrow understanding of resources – or capital/power 

- is contradicted by several studies. For instance, Jef Huysmans (2002) has argued that NATO had 

to attempt to convert its military capital into humanitarian capital10 during the Kosovo crisis in 

1998/1999 in order to be accepted as an important player in that crisis (for further discussion and 

definition of capital, see below). Julien Go (2008) argues that historically speaking, states have 

struggled for both material/coercive power and international legitimacy and in one of the latest 
                                                 

9 A few other examples include Huysmans (2006: 154-155) who suggests including both the security elite described by 
Pouliot (see below in paper) and security professionals (police, military and intelligence) in analyses of security (for 
such an approach, see also Bigo 2000; 2002b). He bases this on the assumption that the political process involves both a 
symbolic political struggle and technocratic processes. Williams (1997) adds a ‘knowledge agent’ to this: “…the 
institutions of knowledge and culture which constitute and structure specific knowledge claims and constructions (…) 
the institutions of education and accreditation which embody, produce and reproduce these knowledge structures and 
which produce ‘legitimate speakers’ who instantiate them” (Williams 1997: 289). He specifically mentions ‘security 
studies’, think tanks, universities and ministries as examples of agents that create a ‘realm of security’ (ibid.: 299). 
10 As a definition, Huysmans offers the following: “The humanitarian technologies are mechanisms of arranging 
assistance and/or protection (defined in terms of non-refoulement and asylum) of refugees. These consist of 
institutionalised know-how and procedures. Together with the material resources such as airplanes and vehicles, these 
mechanisms constitute what could be considered the humanitarian capital” (Huysmans 2002: 605-6).  
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contributions to the ‘Bourdieu in IR’ debate, Michael C. Williams (2007) zooms in on “the ‘cultural 

strategies’ that have been powerfully at work in international security over the past decade and a 

half” (ibid.: 23). Williams argues that the 1990s was a period of extremely important power games: 

power seeped through every crack in the changes that took place in the security landscape, even 

though constructivists seemed to overlook it: “…important elements of security politics from the 

late 1980s up to today have involved a reconfiguration of the ‘field’ of security. In this revaluation, 

military and material power has remained significant, but it has been repositioned within a broader 

field, what might be called the ‘cultural field of security’” (ibid.: 39-40). Cultural and symbolic 

forms of capital became sources of power alongside traditional power sources such as military 

capability. A Bourdieusian focus on capital has thus already added to our understanding of how 

power can be conceptualised in IR.11 But which types of capital are important in a field and how 

does that change? Or put differently, how can IR use the concept of capital to its fullest potential? 

The next part of the paper will address that question. 

 

All these studies demonstrate that inspiration from Bourdieu can provide insightful avenues for 

showing how certain practices uphold doxic understandings of the social world in large scale 

inter/transnational fields; how new types of agency can be brought into focus; and how concepts 

such as capital, social hierarchy and power struggles can form the basis for a reflexive study of the 

configuration of fields in IR.12 This paper therefore places itself in a growing research programme 

which has already shown great promise when it comes to understanding international relations and 

security. I will build on the insights from that research programme. However, as I will argue in the 

next section, the concept of capital can fruitfully be developed further as a tool for setting 

boundaries around a field; for focusing on agency-selection; and for understanding the power 

                                                 

11 In contrast to this, Bigo (2000: 87) writes with reference to the reconfiguration of security and police officials in 
Europe that “…the bureaucratic milieu under study here does not have different types of capital (economic, cultural, 
symbolic) which would permit us to differentiate positions”. It seems, however, that Bigo does in fact talk about 
different types of capital (social networks = social capital; access to information = information capital etc.) 
12 Other Bourdieu-inspired studies should be mentioned: Guzzini has adopted the Bourdieusian framework in an 
attempt to come to terms with how power works in the international domain (Guzzini 1994; 2000) and how geo-
political reasoning has shaped security in Europe after the Cold War (2003). Guilhot (2005) has studied the field of 
human rights and democracy and Dezalay & Garth (2006) have analysed the field of human rights. They reveal 
“…power relationships that are obscured in words like “the international community”, “norms” and the “law”” 
(Dezalay & Garth 2006: 231). Niilo Kauppi (2003) has studied the dislocating effects of European integration on 
Finnish and French national political fields, Ted Hopf (2002) has used Bourdieu in a study of identities and foreign 
policy in Russia/the Soviet Union. Henrik Breitenbauch (2008) has studied the French intellectual field of IR from a 
Bourdieusian perspective, and David McCourt (2010) uses Bourdieusian field theory to study the interconnection 
between the fields of academia and politics in Britain’s foreign policy establishment.  
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struggles in the field which come to change basic features of a field (doxic battles). These 

dimensions have been left largely to assumptions and common sense research designs in the 

poststructuralist and Bourdieusian IR debates. 

 

  3. A capital framework for IR: the field, its capital and doxic battles 

Is it possible to build an approach to international relations from the work of Pierre Bourdieu? In 

this section, I focus on the concepts of field, capital and doxa13 in an attempt to do exactly that. The 

main contribution to the Bourdieu in IR literature lies in the centrality I ascribe to the concept of 

capital, and the way I let it structure an IR analysis while explicitly countering the somewhat static 

image Bourdieusian analyses struggles with in IR.14 The contribution to studies of European 

security lies in the inclusion of a conceptualization of agency beyond rational actors and the 

simultaneous inclusion of symbolic and material types of power. In order to illustrate my points, I 

refer to the ‘European security field’. The outcome of the discussion is a sociologically-informed 

take on how to study the international after the ‘practice turn’ and a new perspective on the 

struggles and actors in the transformation of European security in the 1990s. I turn to the concept of 

a field first, then capital, and finally the question of studying reproduction and strategizing in 

international fields undergoing profound change - such as the European field of security in the 

1990s.  

 

3.1. Key features of a field 

“different fields (…), like magnetic forces, attract a multiplicity of agents, and polarise them 
around specific stakes” (Bigo and Walker 2007: 732) 
 

So far, I have used the term ‘field’ without reference to a definition. In this section, I discuss 

Bourdieu’s definition and argue that even though Bourdieu was reluctant to think so, his national 

focus can be tweaked into an international one. I argue, however, that this demands new empirical 

                                                 

13 Leander (2008) bases her discussion on fields, habitus and practices, and Kauppi (2003) bases his discussion on field, 
capital, and habitus. 
14 Despite his explicit, sophisticated focus on practices, Bourdieu’s image in IR remains static and structural.  Pels 
(1995: 88) holds that Bourdieu’s trust in the capabilities of ‘rigorous’ empirical science has made the theory slide 
towards objectivism and a risk of reification. 
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ways of confirming the existence of a field, and a constant eye on the fact that turning to the 

international does not mean closing off attention to national actors. 

 

A field is a less institutionalised social space than an institution: Bourdieu sought to develop a 

concept which could cover social worlds in which practices were weakly institutionalised and 

boundaries were not well established.15 At least four features are central to understanding the 

concept and for distinguishing it from more common usages of the term (e.g. the ‘field of 

international relations’).  

 

First, fields were seen as conceptual constructions based upon a relational mode of reasoning in 

which conflict and struggle played a major part. The term ‘field of power’ (champs de luttes) 

signals these competitive features. With the concept of a field in hand, the researcher can therefore 

turn attention to practices of struggle and to latent elements of conflict and competition inherent in 

any social organization. Materialist causalities and naïve positivism were replaced with a potent 

prism for seeing how every practice is produced in systems of social and intellectual distinctions. 

“Even the seemingly most neutral of ivory-tower cultural practices are, according to Bourdieu, 

embedded…” in conflictual patterns (Swartz 1997: 119; see also Krais 1994: 112-115). The 

struggle element in a field did, however, not mean that transformation was easily reached: “…fields 

capture struggle within the logic of reproduction” (Swartz 1997: 121). Second, a field is a structured 

space in which dominant and subordinate positions based on types of capitals and paradigmatic 

distinctions are pivotal.16 A change in one position changes the boundary to other positions as if a 

field were a magnetic field (Bourdieu 1971; Swartz 1997: 123). Third, agents in a field share an 

underlying assumption that the struggle is worth engaging in and therefore (unknowingly, perhaps) 

accept that the field imposes certain ways of struggling. Both subordinate and dominant actors 

agree to this. “Every field stimulates a certain interest, an illusio, in the shape of an implicit 

recognition of what is at stake in the field and how the actors in the field play the field power game” 

(Bourdieu & Wacquant 2004[1996]: 103; Bourdieu 2005: 9). This illusio stimulates agents to think 

                                                 

15 The concept was meant as a correction to three central debates in sociology at the time: positivism, materialism and 
idealism (Swartz 1997). 
16 “The most important (...) modus operandi is the field’s organization around two opposite poles: the protagonists of 
change and the apostles of law and order, the progressives and the conservatives, the heterodox and the orthodox, or the 
challengers and the incumbents.” (Kauppi 2003: 778). For instance, Bourdieu mentioned the distinction between 
orthodoxy and herecy in cultural fields and between ‘curators of culture’ and ‘creators of culture’ in intellectual fields 
(Swartz 1997: 124). 



 12

that “the game is worth the candle, that it is worth playing” (Bourdieu 2004: 50) and creates a belief 

in the naturalness of the affairs in the field. The field thus exerts symbolic power on agents in 

subordinate positions – they ‘misrecognise’ their position and uphold central distinctions in the field 

through practices of reproduction. In general terms, what is at stake in any field is “the right to 

monopolize the exercise of ‘symbolic violence’” (Swartz 1997: 123; Kauppi 2003: 779). In the 

European security field I found that gaining authority over the definition of the logic of European 

security held the field together (Villumsen 2008: 92). The underlying logic to the game was thus a 

question of the power to define. Bigo found a similar stake in the field of (in)security professionals, 

where agents are “…in competition with each other for the monopoly of the legitimate knowledge 

on what constitutes a legitimate unease, a ‘real’ risk” (Bigo 2006: 111).17 Fourth, fields are 

structured by their own internal mechanisms and are in Bourdieu’s language ‘relatively 

autonomous’. This means that Bourdieu often analysed the internal dynamic of a field as if it were a 

closed circuit even though he thought of fields as tied together with the broader ‘field of power’ and 

with other fields.18 This point also means that a position of importance in one field does not 

translate directly into such a position in another field.  

 

In sum, the field is a conflictual, structured space which shares an implicit assumption about the 

stakes at stake, and works in relative autonomy from its surroundings. The concept therefore lets the 

researcher seek out the underlying and invisible structures governing action in relatively 

autonomous domains in which certain types of capital structure success rates and inspire 

competition. To put it in general terms, all societal activities can be understood as being played out 

in fields. Kauppi (2003: 778) holds that any unit, such as a political party, an international 

organization or a confederation of nation states can be analyzed as a field. To sum up, “…a field is 

simply the terrain upon which the game is played. Broadly speaking, a field is a domain of social 

life that has its own rules of organization, generates a set of positions, and supports the practices 

associated with them” (Calhoun et al. 2002: 262).  

 

So instead of seeing European security as a billiard table on which unitary actors (states) seek 

survival with an exclusive focus on material capabilities (Neorealism), or studying the role of 
                                                 

17 This type of stake follows Bourdieu’s analysis of the cultural and literary field where the legitimate definition of 
literature and literary practice was identified as the illusio (Johnson 1993: 19; Bourdieu 1993: 42). 
18 It goes beyond the scope of this paper to discuss this issue in detail. Suffice to say that Bourdieu coined the central 
feature of this relationship as a ‘homology’ between fields and positions in fields. 
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international norms in the re-organization of European security with only limited attention to 

agency (Constructivism), the focus of a field-approach lets the study of European security centre on 

a struggle over a central stake at stake – the power to define the legitimate security logic in Europe. 

In this struggle, a range of different actors take part, and a variety of different resources were in 

play. Material capabilities and norms can therefore both be re-read as specific forms of capital in 

the European security field and the role of both theory and practice as agency in European security 

can be captured. 

 

For the researcher, this type of approach means turning studies of the social world solidly empirical: 

 

The theory of the field orients and governs empirical research. It forces the researcher to ask 

what people are ‘playing at’ in this field (…) what are the stakes, the goods or properties 

sought and distributed or redistributed, and how they are distributed, what the instruments or 

weapons that one needs to have in order to play with some chance of winning. (Bourdieu 

2004: 34) 

 

Studying international fields - like for instance a European security field - thus involves studying 

what the main struggles are, and with what means they are supported. And contrary to common 

sense usage of the term, to talk about a European security field in a Bourdieusian sense means 

seeing European security as a field of struggle in which power is unevenly distributed. An agent 

may be deprived of the right to speak in the field of European security, if certain types of capital are 

not possessed or certain ways of playing the game are not followed. Because social identity is 

referential and oppositional, the agent needs to be recognised as a player in a field in order to 

become one.  

 

Former Secretary General to NATO, Willy Claes, can be taken as an example of an agent not 

possessing valued capital and not following the recognised rules of the game in the European 

security field in the 1990s. He tried to fill the void left by the Soviet Union with a new enemy: that 

of Islamic fundamentalism in order to demonstrate the sustained centrality of NATO in European 

security. During the Cold War, NATO had become accustomed to a world split between itself and a 

massive, material and political counterpart. This world had been understood through the tight fit 

between (Realist) scientific and military capital. With the disappearance of the Soviet Union, 
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NATO still held on to balancing the military capabilities of the former enemy for some time, 

because the dominant logic of security remained one of balance of power and military capabilities. 

So when then Secretary General Willy Claes voiced his views in 1995 about the greatest threat in 

the future, he was still thinking in terms of a world split in two, organised by the presence of 

military capabilities and working according to strategic balancing; NATO was defined by its 

counterpart. Claes is quoted for having stated: “Muslim fundamentalism is at least as dangerous as 

Communism once was (...) It represents terrorism, religious fanaticism” (Fisk 1999: 2; see also 

Droziak 1995; Behnke 2000: 3; Bilski 1995). With a new threat of the same magnitude as the 

Communist threat during the Cold War, which could be countered through military means, NATO 

had a clear and legitimate purpose for remaining relevant in the post-Cold War European field of 

security. Or in Bourdieu-terms: to hold on to its dominant position in the field. However, this 

statement created more problems than solutions for the Secretary General. It turned out not to be 

comme il faut in the changing European field of security to place religiously demarcated groups as a 

new counterpart to NATO. It was bad taste and was thus not recognized as a valid move in a field, 

that increasingly believed – contra strategic balancing - that ‘security is what we make of it’ (Solana 

1999b, see also below) and that military capital was part of the problem – not the solution. 

Following from this, he was either ignored or discredited in numerous ways by other agents in the 

field. Willy Claes felt a solid field effect. 

 

3.2. International Fields? 

While Bourdieu coined his concept of a field within the context and confines of the nation state 

(e.g. Bourdieu 1998; Wacquant 1998), and the concept has only been adopted in analyses of 

international phenomena to a limited extent, he remained open to the possibility that transnational 

fields could emerge – and perhaps already existed, primarily in the academic world: “The existence 

of transnational fields (scientific ones, in particular) creates specific common senses which call the 

national common sense into question and it favours the emergence of a scholastic view of the world 

that is (more or less) common to all the scholars in all countries” (Bourdieu 2000: 98; see also 

Bourdieu 2004). So even though the concept of a field in Bourdieu’s terms is mostly associated 

with the context of the nation state, it is possible to apply the concept in IR. Bigo (2006: 129) even 

argues: “Bourdieu, here, is wrong and was not careful enough to distinguish the transnational and 
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transversal characters of the globalisations process” (see also Guzzini 2006: 14-19 for a discussion 

of an international field). An international field is thus a possibility.19 

 

It is often assumed, however, that international fields are not as tightly knit as the smaller, national 

fields often associated with Bourdieu’s concept. To my mind, the central feature of this ‘looseness’ 

is tied to Bourdieu’s reference to a common ‘field of power’, which all fields within a state were 

tied into and which created a certain ‘homology’ between the fields. In e.g. the European security 

field, the number and nature of actors and the diversity of their backgrounds in national contexts 

makes reference to a common meta-field empirically suspect – even if some researchers within IR 

do speak of a meta-field of ‘international security’ (Williams 2007; Pouliot 2004) and a global field 

(Go 2008).   

 

But even in the absence of a meta-field, the concept of a field holds great potential for 

understanding the dynamics of international social life - as the numerous studies referenced in this 

paper testify to. The stress on ‘the right to monopolize the exercise of symbolic violence’ draws 

attention to an inherently conflictual nature of (international) social life and directs attention to the 

resources by which certain agents become powerful and others not. Further, the insistence that 

fields are ‘relatively autonomous’ because actors agree to the ‘stakes at stake’ makes it possible to 

conceptualize of a range of actors from different backgrounds in a struggle for recognition and 

dominance – not bound by national boundaries. This insight sheds new light on the developments in 

European security in the 1990s. From having been conceived of as a field configured largely by 

states and military capabilities, the 1990s revealed that science had in fact played an integral role in 

the field for a long time. But the type and weight of science shifted. During the Cold War, the (Neo-

)Realist school of thought had developed simultaneously with – and had confirmed the value of - 

NATO practices of balance-of-power, and an ensuing focus on technical military integration had 

made the role of technical types of science important.20 The alliance created close links with 

                                                 

19 In (Dezalay and Garth 2002) an interesting argument is made that international strategies (such as obtaining US 
university diplomas) was brought to bear in national struggles in Latin America. This international dimension was 
important for understanding the local “palace wars” but also constituted a homologous strategy across different national 
fields. The focus is, however, not on an international field but an international strategy. 
20 The Group for Aeronautical Research and Development (AGARD) was established in Paris in 1950; The training 
centre for Experimental Aerodynamics was established in Brussels; The Air Defence Technical Centre was formed in 
The Hague and, according to Nierenberg (2001: 364) the most ambitious undertaking, the Underwater Research Centre 
was created in La Spezia in Italy. 
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research environments21 that assisted NATO in solving practical problems with hardware and 

developing new approaches to defence systems (Nierenberg 2001). The end of the Cold War saw a 

relative rise in the power of other social science approaches which focused on the possibility of 

changing the security logic of the European region through e.g. the spread of democracy and the 

rule of law.22 Evidenced by the way new approaches were included in the flagship publication 

NATO Review and how they were invited to join the NATO science programmes, these new types 

of science were gaining ground as legitimate voices in the international field of European security 

(Villumsen 2008: 207-210). Bourdieu’s concepts can bring these aspects into focus in a loosely 

structured international field, while remaining agnostic to the existence of a meta-field in 

international security.23 

 

3.2.1. Boundary-setting and agency selection 

In the IR literature, a priori drawings of boundaries prevail. Pouliot argues that “only a few social 

agents are allowed to step in to partake in the social construction of international threats” (Pouliot 

2004: 9),24 while Buzan et al. (1998: 31) argue that “…security is (…) very much a structured field 

in which some actors are placed in positions of power by virtue of being generally accepted voices 

of security, by having the power to define security”.25 But why are they powerful? By what 

standards are their voices considered powerful? I argue that these claims are based on an 

assumption about a powerful elite, and not on an empirical investigation into the specific elites 

which operate in a specific field. Instead, powerful agents are defined thus: 
                                                 

21 NATO had created links to think tanks and research environments through a series of programmes for several 
decades. The NATO Science for Peace and Security Programme was established in 2006 on the basis of a merger of 
two former NATO science programmes: ‘The NATO Security through Science Programme’ from 1956 and ‘The 
Committee on the Challenges to Modern Society’ from 1969. The initial aim of the latter was to address problems 
affecting the environment of the nations and the quality of life of their peoples. The former programme was established 
after the report submitted by the ‘three wise men’ (the Harmel Report 1967) had concluded that developments in the 
fields of science and technology could be decisive for the development of the security situation for the allies (see also 
Nierenberg 2001; Carvalho-Rodrigues 2001). The NATO Science Programme was established to promote scientific 
collaboration, and such collaboration between scientists in NATO countries was supported for the next 40 years through 
various measures. The focus was on the technical and natural sciences (see Garfield 1987 for a description; see 
Nierenberg 2001 for discussion). The list of publications indicates this (Science for Peace and Security 2007). 
22 See Büger and Villumsen (2007) for an analysis of the importance of democratic peace theory in the restructuring of 
US and NATO security policies in the 1990s. See also Williams (2001). 
23 It seems that a certain homology exists between the international field of security as described by Williams (2007), 
the NATO-Russian security community described by Pouliot (2010) and the European security field I examine here on 
the issue of the inclusion of e.g. what might be called ‘democratic peace practice’ and ‘democratic peace capital’. 
24 “In other words, social reality is constructed in such a way that only a very restricted group of individuals are 
legitimised to authoritatively define international threats: I call them ‘security élites’” (Pouliot 2004: 9-10). 
25 The argument is tied to the concept of ‘securitisation’ and how actors perform successful securitisations. 
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In the contemporary era, security élites are the handful of individuals who gather at the 

highest level to make the ultimate arbitration regarding foreign and security policies: in 

addition to heads of state and government, security élites are comprised of senior ministers 

and top foreign policy officials and diplomats. Some high level officials from security-

related international organisations should also be added… (Pouliot 2004: 10).  

 

This type of argument has come to be the standard answer to the selection of agency in many 

reflectivist analyses of the international and also remains central to rationalist common sense 

approaches. Even though the answer is theoretically founded and carries weight, it is too static and 

exclusive for capturing e.g. the novel practices in the European security field after the fall of 

bipolarity. In fact, it seems that this default selection hinges on a Cold War taken-for-granted 

centrality of these actors. Centrally, it focuses almost exclusively on state actors and leaves out 

important scientific actors which also struggled for the stake-at-stake in European security after the 

Cold War.26 Instead, I argue that a Bourdieusian approach with a special focus on the concept of 

capital can turn the question of powerful agency into an empirical analysis in which different types 

of field-specific capital serve not only as power bases in the struggles in a field, but also as points of 

entry to the field for different types of actors.27 This feature allows for newcomers and struggles 

over boundaries while retaining a central focus on the stakes. Capital thus helps set boundaries and 

select recognised agency in the course of the empirical analysis. 

 

According to Bourdieu, “Any effort to establish precise boundaries between fields (…) derives from 

a ‘positivist vision’ rather than the more compelling ‘relational’ view of the social world, for 

boundaries are themselves objects of struggle” (Swartz 1997: 121).28 Instead, Bourdieu argued that 

boundary shifts and struggles over drawing boundaries around a field are key factors in social 

                                                 

26 Bourdieu (1993: 29) argues that social agents can be “… isolated individuals, groups or institutions”. An agent is thus 
not only equivalent to a person – although it can be. See also Swartz  (1997: 123).  
27 Though e.g. Williams (1997: 302) hints at the importance of a study of capital in IR, no such analysis has yet been 
carried out – nor has it been tied directly to boundary-drawing and the selection of agency. As noted above, Bigo (2000) 
even rejects the study of capital in his bureaucratic field of security professionals. 
28 This also explains why Leander (2005); Bigo (e.g. 2006); Pouliot (2010), Villumsen (2008), and Williams (2007) can 
speak about a security field, an international security field, and a European security field. The fields are related and 
actors may take part in both, but all work according to their own illusio and value field-specific types of capital. This 
also means that actors will have different positions in the hierarchies in the different fields. By way of example, the EU 
figures prominently in the European security field in the 1990s, but is less powerful in the international security field. 



 18

change: “…changes within a field are often determined by redefinitions of the frontiers between 

fields, linked (as cause and effect) to the sudden arrival of new entrants endowed with new 

resources. This explains why the boundaries of the field are almost always at stake in the struggles 

within the field” (Bourdieu 2004: 36). This is an important point. The default setting of boundaries - 

either by relying on e.g. the distinction between inside and outside,29 high and low politics, 

geographical areas, or by selecting powerful agency (e.g. states or security elites) before the 

empirical study - will risk overlooking important aspects of international power struggles (for 

discussion see Bigo and Walker 2007; Villumsen 2008). The massive changes European security 

underwent during the 1990s clearly indicate that the boundary around the European security field 

was under fierce negotiation. This means that field boundaries and relevant agency should be posed 

as questions and not offered as definitions in an analysis of the field.  

 

But if boundaries are fluid and newcomers are always a possibility, how can the concept of a field 

direct an empirical analysis? How can it help select agency? In a Bourdieusian analysis, the central 

issue in determining the relevant agents is keeping an eye on the central dynamic of the field: The 

struggle.30 The initial research question therefore becomes: struggle over what? In the case of 

European security in the 1990s, the struggle was over the right to define the European security logic 

in the face of the loss of the central demarcating enemy: the Soviet Union. This central struggle 

shaped the empirical analysis which ended up with the conclusion that academic practice was 

important to the field as were central actors such as NATO, the WEU and the EU – and how the 

natural locus of security thinking – the state – turned out to play a rather limited role in its own right 

in the European security field (Villumsen 2008). In order to substantiate and operationalise these 

points, I went through a set of empirical strategies. I studied ‘practical patterns of interaction’ in the 

field in order to determine which types of contacts existed between relevant actors and how this had 

changed over time. Bourdieu’s research question was often how actors were related – rather than if 

they were related. But when international fields under profound change – such as the European 

security field - are the objects of study, the presence of relations between the relevant actors in a 

field had to be established for the analysis to be supported: Were relations between the actors 

indeed present? Were the types of relations diversifying? And did new actors gain access to the 
                                                 

29 As Walker (1993) has shown, the international has been defined as the absence of identity, negatively as the ‘not 
national’, and as the opposite of a ‘social world’. Reframing the study of the international through the concept of a field 
can strengthen the poststructuralist critique on this point. 
30 I would like to thank David Swartz at Theory and Society for pointing this out to me. 
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field in the sense that they were accepted as legitimate voices in the struggle over the definition of 

the logic in European security? (Villumsen 2008: 174-220).31 

 

The analysis showed amongst other things that relations between the NATO Secretary Generals and 

research centres/think tanks sky-rocketed in the middle of the 1990s when Javier Solana held the 

position. The analysis therefore supported the finding that scientific and social capital (in the form 

of networks) was gaining importance and allowed a new type of agency access to the high ranks of 

the field. Coupled with the inclusion of social science ‘experts’ in NATO Review and in NATO 

science programmes (see above) the nature of legitimate voices in European security had changed. 

 

 

3.3. Capital 

Guzzini asks: “…who is authorised to speak in the first place and which authority (roles, 

institutions and the taken-for-granted understandings) supports the claims?” (Guzzini 2005: 516). In 

light of the above discussion, I will rephrase: Which types of capital authorise certain actors to 

participate in the field? I found with reference to the European security field that when military 

capital was valued, actors with great military capabilities were recognised as speakers in the field 

and gained a high position in the hierarchy (such as NATO during the Cold War). When new forms 

of scientific capital became valued, a different type of agency were accepted as legitimate speakers 

in the field. The default selection of high-level officials could therefore be replaced by an analysis 

of whether actors held (or mobilized, see below) the valued types of capital in the field. When these 

types were identified - in a constant dialogue with the central struggle over ‘who gets to define the 

logic of European security’ - the boundary-setting and selection of recognised agency materialised. 

This allowed for the analysis of relations between recognised actors (practical patterns of 

interaction), and thereby for a solidly empirical evaluation of the field. 

 

The possession of capital is important for being accepted as a player in a field (capital is boundary-

setting), but also for understanding the positions and power bases of agents and thus the hierarchy 

in a field: It is therefore not what you say but where you say it from that matters (Leander 2006: 4; 

                                                 

31 Bigo (2000) takes a different path. He builds on more than 100 interviews with liaison officers in order to substantiate 
his claim about a European security field in which police and military officials’ interests are merging. 
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Leander 2005: 612).32 ‘Where you say it from’ means with what capital – what resources or power 

– do you speak in the field? But what is capital? Bourdieu defined capital as “…a weapon and a 

stake of struggle [which] allow the possessors of that capital to wield a power, an influence, and 

thus to exist in the field, instead of being considered a negligible quantity” (Bourdieu and Wacquant 

1992: 98). As with Bourdieu’s sociology in general, capital was understood relationally: Capital 

functioned as a social relation of power because capital needed to be recognised in a specific field 

in order to be valuable.33  

 

The hierarchisation and existence of different types of capital are ultimately an empirical question 

related to the specific field of study. Where Bourdieu often focused on the interplay between 

economic and cultural capital in his analytical work and described economic capital as the 

“dominant principle of hierarchy” and cultural capital as the “second principle of hierarchy” 

(Swartz 1997: 192)34, this dichotomy always needed adjustment and specification in concrete 

fields.35 The European security field was traditionally structured by military capital (backed up by 

economic capital) and (Realist) scientific capital, but the valued types of capital were under 

reconfiguration in the 1990s. Other types of capital were becoming important: new forms of 

scientific capital and social capital played an increasingly important role and reshuffled the 

hierarchy. 

 

The discussion of capital is thus ultimately about power. Even though the thought of specifying 

power concretely is not foreign to IR, Bourdieu’s conceptualisation lets us go beyond the classical 

definitions tied to economic, military and political resources.36 Power in a general sense is 

                                                 

32 In Bourdieu’s (1998: 2) words: “While it is no doubt true that agents construct social reality and enter into struggles 
and transactions aimed at imposing their vision, they always do so with points of view, interests, and principles of 
vision determined by the position they occupy in the very world they intend to transform or preserve”. 
33 Bourdieu coined the concept as a way of distancing himself from Marxism, and even though the concept remained 
rooted in a kind of labour theory of value, labour was understood much more broadly than in Marxism. It could include 
e.g. social, cultural, political, religious and familial labour (Swartz 1997: 73-75). Under specific circumstances these 
could be converted into one another. 
34 This dualism was related to the analysis of the different fields in French society and was linked to an overarching 
analysis of the field of power (see for example Bourdieu 1986[1979]; 1993; 2005). 
35 Swartz (1997: 78-80) contends that Bourdieu himself did not have a clear hierarchisation of types of capital. 
Economic capital, however, was often conceptualised as a “root type of capital”. 
36 Kenneth Waltz considered (military) force to be the first and constant type of power with relevance for international 
relations, and many still follow his lead (Waltz 1979: 113; see discussion in Baldwin 1999, which is a reply to Art 
1996). 
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translated into different, specific types of resources - be they material, cultural, social, or symbolic37 

(Swartz 1997: 73). In other words, Bourdieu defined different ‘species’ of capital (Wacquant 1998: 

x). Cultural capital and scientific capital were generally considered more exclusive because they 

required apprehension before they could be appropriated or “consumed” (Swartz 1997: 76), but this 

did not make them any less powerful.  

 

The concept of capital works in two ways in the framework for analysis proposed in this paper: 

first, valued types of capital work as points of entry for different kinds of actors and for establishing 

boundaries around the field. Capital serves as an ‘entry ticket’ to the struggles and is thus 

boundary-setting; Second, the concept of capital helps structure the analysis of which sources of 

power are important in different fields and how this impacts on the hierarchy/stratification in the 

field. Capital analysis is therefore also a means to knowing ‘which voice will be likely to carry 

weight’ in the struggles. But yet another – third – dimension of the concept of capital will prove 

valuable when applying the field perspective to IR. In the next section I will argue that placing 

capital as involved in a dynamic relationship with field and strategic mobilization lets the capital 

approach suitable for the study of profound change in international relations by analysing the 

processes by which capital is mobilized by agents in specific fields. In my analysis of the European 

security field, I called these strategic mobilizations of capital doxic battles. 

 

3.4. Capital-field-agency: An ‘Action Framework’ for studying change in international fields 

How to analyse change in loosely structured international fields? Bourdieu’s concepts have often 

pointed IR in the direction of conservation and stabilisation of fields. After the Cold War, we have, 

however, come to accept the pivotal role of change – not least in European security. So a central 

challenge for applying Bourdieu to IR concerns the question of change.38 Given this, the concept of 

                                                 

37 According to Bourdieu, the strength of symbolic power lies in the fact that it covers interest with a veil of disinterest 
– it is a hidden form of power. Bourdieu argued that agents have an “interest in disinterestedness” in both the literary 
and the scientific fields (Bourdieu 1993: 40; Bourdieu 2004: 52). As Williams puts it: “As a consequence, symbolic 
power is accumulated and exercised, as dominant actors are able to represent their strategies as arising from the 
disinterested promotion of principles of universal political right, and to portray those who fail to recognize this fact as 
mendaciously and untrustworthily self-interested” (Williams 2007: 61). The mobilization of the democratic peace thesis 
is a power move involving symbolic capital of a disinterested kind (Williams 2007: 60-61; see also Büger & Villumsen 
2007). 
38 In the European security field after the Cold War, the hierarchy in the field gradually shifted after 1989. The 
recognised forms of power (capital) changed and the battles for a position in the hierarchy resurfaced (Villumsen 2008). 
With regard to the wider field of security, Leander argues that it was privatised and re-militarised (Leander 2005), while 
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capital may become a straightjacket that favours stasis over process for IR. But by explicitly 

focusing on the strategic mobilization of capital – by getting closer to the practice element in 

Bourdieu’s work - this peril may be avoided. This involves including a focus on how agents seek to 

optimize their position (or guarantee their survival as in the case of NATO) in moves involving 

specific forms of capital.  

 

As Wacquant (1998: xvi) reminds us, we cannot limit the analysis “to drawing an objectivist 

topology of distributions of capital”. In addition to this topology, an analysis of how participants in 

various social worlds “perceive and actualize (or not) the potentialities they harbor” (ibid.) is 

needed. I agree. And Bourdieu did point us in the direction of the strategic practices of agents: He 

argued that different types of capital could be sought converted into power bases in the field by 

agents, and also considered struggles over definitions of what was to be considered the most valued 

resources in a field as central (see Swartz 1997: 123). This underscores the value of zooming in on 

how agents mobilize capital in their quest for centrality in a specific field. Such a dynamic 

understanding of the capital-field-agency combination adds important insight to the stable and static 

image of Bourdieusian analysis by putting a name to process in field analysis.  

 

But the profundity of change in fields where the basic structures are under pressure and in which 

the limits of autonomy in classification struggles (Bourdieu 1986 {1979]: 483-484) are arguably 

less restraining than in stable fields calls for specific attention. The very assumptions underlying the 

European security field were under the reconfiguration in Europe in the 1990s. The strategic 

mobilizations which took place in this field, hence, had the effect of changing basic, taken-for-

granted knowledge. I call this type of strategic practices in fields under profound change doxic 

battles. I turn to conversion and definition struggles first, to doxic battles later. 

3.4.1. Conversion and redefinition of capital 

An important aspect of the strategic moblization of capital concerns the extent to which the 

different types of capital can be used in other settings than the obvious one: military capital can 

quite obviously be used for the purpose of deterring and fighting a war. But – to take an example 

from the European security field - could military capital provide a powerful position in a situation in 

                                                                                                                                                                  

Williams suggests that military capital was reshaped by placing it in what he calls a ‘cultural field of security’ 
(Williams 2007). 
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which the overarching threat had disappeared? Did a position at the top of the hierarchy in 

European security after the end of bipolarity follow from NATO’s possession of military capital? 

Bourdieu called this the ability to ‘convert’ one type of capital into a power base in a new setting 

with relative ease.39  

 

Some types of resources will be more valuable for some tasks, and some will be more fungible than 

others. But importantly, the ranking and fungibility of resources must (in a Bourdieusian 

vocabulary) always be considered in the context of a field. No a priori ranking can be determined, 

and no resources have inherent qualities that make them power assets (For discussion, see Baldwin 

1999; Art 1999).40 As Baldwin put it, “what constitutes a ‘good hand’ in card games depends on 

whether one is playing poker or bridge” (Baldwin 2002: 179).41 NATO had a good hand in balance-

of-power and deterrence terms – but in the new risk society, it was less obvious how good the 

alliance’s hand was. Determining whether an agent has a ‘good hand’ thus depends on the nature of 

the game being played and the fungibility of its capital. NATO was put on the defensive when 

military capital was devalued after 1990. But some of the already-possessed military capability 

remained an asset (and thus valued capital) for NATO: the structures already in place for decision-

making in the field and the institutionalised links between the political and military branches of the 

Alliance remained a power resource, since they could rather easily be converted and function in the 

new security setting. This was NATO’s strongest asset when the alliance attempted to convert its 

Cold War military capability to crisis management capabilities or to humanitarian capital during 

the Kosovo crisis (see Huysmans 2002) and later, when NATO and the EU fought over the leading 

position in European security.42 But the EU was cast as an important actor in security matters as 

well through a strategy of first conversion and then redefinition. Spearheaded by the interventions 

made by the London-based think tank the Centre for European Reform (CER) economic capital was 
                                                 

39 In a similar sense, Baldwin talked about the fungibility of power resources, meaning whether a power resource could 
be used in different settings with few transitional costs (Baldwin 1989; 2002). He found it important to recognise that 
no political power resource begins to approach the degree of fungibility of money (Baldwin 2002). Military power was 
judged fungible to some extent, whereas political power was more easily used in different domains (Baldwin 1989).  
40 For a general analysis of the concept of fungibility, see Guzzini (1994). 
41 Leander (2008: 16) talks about the existence of an ‘exchange rate’ for capital in an overarching field of power. 
42 EU’s move in the European security field concerning military capabilities was based on a strategy of accumulating 
military capabilities. The ESDP project was launched at the June 1999 European Council Meeting in Cologne and 
further specified at the Helsinki European council meeting the same year. The new institutions of the ESDP were laid 
out and the ‘Headline Goal’ involving the creation of a European armed force capable of humanitarian, crisis 
management and peace enforcement operations was formulated. This was a direct answer to NATO’s attempt to gain a 
role in humanitarian crises and crisis management through the conversion of its military capabilities in connection with 
the Kosovo crisis. 
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recast a new type of military capital, which was superior to the power of military capabilities 

(Villumsen 2008: 253-258). “We can see that a new kind of power has evolved that cannot be 

measured in terms of military budgets or smart missile technology. It works in the long term, and is 

about reshaping the world rather than winning short-term tussles” (Leonard 2005: 5). Strategically 

mobilizing the “underwhelming power” (Everts 2004: 1) of the EU was thus an attempt to convert 

economic capital into military capital, while also clearly challenging the traditional type of military 

capital which NATO possessed so much of (and the EU so little of): According to the CER, NATO 

could only hope to win short-term tussles, while the EU was set on a course that would explain 

“Why Europe will run the 21st century” as the CER publication was entitled (Leonard 2005). 

 

3.4.2. Doxic battles 

A more deeply rooted dimension of an analysis of change in international fields concerns the 

concept of doxa. While classification struggles and heterodoxy challenges to orthodoxy in stable 

fields often tend toward reproduction of basic features (see above), doxic battles concern strategic 

mobilizations – prises de positions -  in unstable fields. Doxic battles are therefore defined as 

worldmaking battles in the sense that agents who participate in the battles strive to gain the power to 

impose the legitimate version of the social world and its divisions (Swartz 1997: 89) in a situation 

in which the existing doxa has lost its power to structure the field. In this situation, the taken-for-

granted is no longer smoothly accepted by orthodox and heterodox agency alike. And strategic 

moves such as conversions, redefinitions and the advent of newcomers will often spur profound 

changes. So doxic battles are analysed as mobilization of different types of capital in a field in 

which fundamental assumptions (doxa) have been/are called into question. 

 

But what is the doxa? The doxa involves the very basic structures of the field, the categories by 

which the field and the world are understood. The doxa is the unspoken, common knowledge which 

constitutes social reality and which exercises a misrecognised structural power on the practices in a 

field (Bourdieu 1977; Ashley 1989: 259). “…the doxa stands for the faith or belief in the 

presuppositions of a field…” (Schinkel 2003: 77) or “a ‘strategic reserve’ of self-evident yet 

ambiguous knowledge” (Ashley 1989: 256). In the world of doxa, things “go without saying 
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because they come without saying” (Bourdieu 1977: 89 cited in Ashley 1989: 262).43 To take an 

example, the European security field during the Cold War was structured by a belief that threats 

could be measured materially and ideologically, and that the ‘nature’ of the international system 

caused war to be a recurring phenomenon. In other words, the ‘space’ of European security was 

largely defined by weapons and e.g. geographical distance, whereas ‘time’ was understood in 

cyclical terms. These were the deep, doxic structures of European security, which also led Willy 

Claes to seek a new enemy in Islamic fundamentalism which could complete the picture after the 

demise of the Soviet Union. But as we saw, the field no longer accepted moves which drew on these 

basic features in the mid-1990s. The taken-for-granted assumptions - the doxa - had changed: The 

situation after the end of the Cold War had exposed a doxa in the field of European security, which 

could no longer be upheld. Military security and balance of power no longer captured the situation 

which Europe found itself in. This opened the possibility for newcomers44 to the field and for new 

definitions to take over from old Cold War definitions. Ashley unknowingly foretold this situation:  

 

If this boundary [of the doxa] is not sustained in practice, if totalizing and formalizing 

discourses encroach upon and politicize the ambiguous zone of doxa, and if, therefore this 

zone of practice loses its natural, self-evident character, then the rituals of power constituted 

therein lose their capacities to orchestrate the enframing and discipline of collective 

possibility. Their arbitrariness exposed, they are deprived of instantaneous and 

unquestioning recognition, and they are called upon to prove their legitimacy by appeal to 

universal grounds. (Ashley 1989: 273) 

 

Seen from the perspective of NATO, its role was uncertain after 1990. Having thrived on the 

space/time classifications of the Cold War, a world with no clear enemy and where peace suddenly 

seemed to prevail made NATO seem obsolete. The Alliance therefore threw itself into a battle for 

                                                 

43 The concept of doxa is contested in the literature. Myles (2004: 98) argues that there are at least two different 
versions of the concept of doxa in Bourdieu’s work: first, the notion of the undiscussed, common sense which underlies 
all actors’ way of acting in the world; and second, an epistemological concept of reflexivity. Most commonly in the 
literature, however, the doxa is associated with Myles’ first reading of doxa. Nick Crossly equates the doxa with 
“…what we know without knowing that we know it…” (Crossley 2004: 100), and Anna Leander argues that it is “…the 
inter-subjectively shared, taken for granted, values and discourses of a field…” (Leander 2006: 9). 
44 Bourdieu often found that the distinction between the established, reproductive elite and the upcoming, younger 
agents who lack institutional distinctions stood at the centre of fields of struggle (see especially Bourdieu 1988; Fisher 
1990). This distinction lay at the heart of Bourdieu’s analysis of the boundary between scientific and ordinary 
knowledge in Homo Academicus. 
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definitions of valued scientific capital, social capital and the role of military capital after the Cold 

War, which together with other agents’ strategic moves led to fundamental changes in the field of 

European security on the dimensions of space and time. Security practices were exposed as 

arbitrary and basic, unrecognised classifications of space and time, which had exercised symbolic 

violence on actors and had guided e.g. NATOs military strategy were questioned. The quote, which 

I started this paper out with, will serve as an illustration of this. By actively positing NATO against 

‘theory’ Solana was devaluing the scientific capital of the Cold War kind and with it the firm belief 

in the ‘nature’ of the international system as inherently cyclical and war-prone.45 The wisdom 

which had guided NATO throughout the Cold War was ridiculed in an attempt to convert NATOs 

Cold War military power into a valuable resource in the new security situation. This involved 

devaluing the dominant theoretical understanding of what an Alliance can do, but also - implicitly - 

the fundamental issues of time and space: Instead, a different type of scientific capital was 

mobilised: “Security in the 21st century is what we make of it. The future can be shaped…” (Solana 

1999b: 3-4), Solana wrote in 1999 before Lord Robertson took over as SG of NATO. He thereby 

made it clear that security was no longer based on cyclical, but constructivist, understandings of 

time, and that the strategic environment (space) of the alliance could be shaped by intersubjective 

understandings and practices.46 But he also signalled in no uncertain terms that he was familiar with 

the vocabulary of the social constructivist paradigm, which was becoming ever more influential in 

security studies in Europe.47 This was a central feature of the European security field in the 1990s: 

social science became a factor – a type of capital – which agents with no institutional, scientific 

backing sought to mobilize in their quest for domination in the field. This helped produce a new 

doxa in the field. But in addition, social science also became an actor in European security. Turning 

to Bourdieu for insight on this, he saw social science as intimately related to society. “…sociology, 

whether it wants to or not (…) is an actor in the struggles it describes” (Bourdieu 2004: 88). Social 

scientific actors were indeed granted actor status in the European security field. This was 

underscored by changes in concrete practices of e.g. the NATO SGs: as mentioned above, Javier 

Solana took the lead in establishing social networks with think tanks and research centres to a 
                                                 

45 Solana had previously made similar statements concerning the role of ‘theory’ or ‘commentators’, e.g.: “Some 
commentators have predicted problems for NATO…” (Solana 1997: 5). Admiral Norman Ray, Solana’s Assistant 
Secretary General, also held that, “Among some analysts, there is the view that somehow NATO has to ‘choose’ 
between NATO enlargement and good relations with Russia” Ray (1997). 
46 Reading through texts from 1990s security in Europe gives the impression that states were no longer the primary 
actors of security and that security could be achieved through peaceful, non-military means e.g. democratization (Büger 
and Villumsen 2007). 
47 His quote of course paraphrases Alexander Wendt (1992) who held that “Anarchy is what states make of it”. 



 27

degree not seen before. He accumulated social capital in order to back up the new ‘taste’ in 

scientific capital (on taste, see Bourdieu 1986[1979]) and thereby helped a new type of actor gain 

access to the struggles in the field. In the process, doxic space/time structures of the European 

security field changed. The international system was now understood as transformable, and space 

was defined in terms of democratization and values than by material threats. These were massive 

changes. But the stake in the field – and hence the magnetic force that held the field together – 

remained the same: The power to define the logic of European security. The logic had just been so 

stable during the Cold War that we ceased to reflect on it: strategic balancing and military capital 

were parts of a misrecognised structure in the field. 

 

In sum, capital became a tool in the hands of agents in the struggles for a redefinition of a doxa, 

which had lost its capacity to structure the struggles in the field. Following from this, capital not 

only functioned as boundary-setting, agency-selecting and hierarchy-determining in a field. It also 

played a central role in the dynamic changes of the doxa in a field under pressure and thereby 

helped change the rules of the game. Capital analysis therefore offers a way of focusing field 

analysis on process and profound change in loosely structured, international settings. 

 

4. Conclusion 

This paper has discussed and adjusted Bourdieu’s concepts of field, capital and doxa to the study of 

international fields. I argued that in a ‘capital framework’ the concept of capital could be 

understood as working in three ways. First, different types of capital provided points of access to 

the field for different types of agency. If scientific capital was valued, scientific-type actors would 

be able to gain access. If military capital was valued, states and alliances possessing military capital 

would be allowed to participate. In this way, capital selected agency and set the boundary for 

participation. This allowed for an analysis of practical patterns of interaction. Apart from serving as 

en entry point to the struggles in the field, capital functioned, secondly, as the most important 

criterion for defining an agent’s position in the hierarchy in a field. Capital was a ‘weapon’ or 

‘power-base’ which could be used in struggles in a particular field and determined the hierarchy in 

the field. Focusing on capital thus provided a prism through which to see the patterns of practice in 

the field and the boundaries surrounding it: The contours of the relevant types of agency appeared, 

and the central resources over which power struggles took place were brought to the fore. Because 
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of the pivotal role ascribed to change in International Relations, however, a discussion of the 

mobilization of capital in fields in which the taken-for-granted – the doxa - had been challenged, 

was added. In this way, the production process of the doxa came into focus. 

 

The capital framework developed in this paper let me shed light on processes in the European 

security field after the Cold War. Theory and practice were reconceptualised as types of agents in a 

power struggle which helped reshape doxic understandings in the field. Where IR had mainly 

focused on the existence of a gap between theory and practice, or had argued from a philosophical 

point of view that theory was always, inevitably involved in co-constituting its object of study, the 

capital framework pushed this debate into asking how theory and practice ‘hang together’ in 

specific fields. Social scientific knowledge was recast as a type of capital in the hands of agents, 

and social science agents entered the struggles as agents in the European security field. 

Apart from serving as an addendum to theorizing about theory and practice in IR, the discussion in 

the paper also highlighted the value of turning selection of agency and boundaries into empirical 

questions rather than offering them as a priori definitions. The default selection of states and 

security elites as practiced within mainstream IR turned out to rely on doxic practices in European 

security prior to the end of the Cold War. The profound changes which that field underwent in the 

1990s made it an anachronism to take this as a starting point for understanding practices in the field 

after the Cold War. Agency-selection and boundary-drawing will always be an empirical question. 

Agency did, therefore, remain a central feature of the capital framework. Where discourse analysis 

and radical constructivism’s focus on norms and values had largely downplayed the role of agency, 

the capital framework re-introduced agency into the equation while also highlighting the value of 

taken-for-granted symbolic structures.  

Taken together, the capital framework points to new empirical ways of studying the international in 

which boundaries and agents are constantly under negotiation. 
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