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Author’s Response by Peter Jackson, University of Wales, Aberystwyth

was delighted to learn that the editors of H-Diplo intended to run a review of my article
‘Pierre Bourdieu, the “cultural turn” and the practice of international history’. Upon
reading Walter Hixson’s review, I appreciated his generous endorsement of my attempt

to introduce Bourdieu’s cultural theory to practicing international historians. I was also
grateful for his sincere attempt to engage with the arguments that I made. It does not
surprise me that Hixson found some aspects of my essay interesting because it was
inspired, in part, by his own work. I have long admired his insightful approach to
understanding the history of US foreign relations and look forward to reading his new book
on The Myth of American Diplomacy. Though I am not a specialist on American foreign
policy, I have learned a great deal from Hixson over the past decade or so.

Hixson’s review makes a number of justified criticisms of my article. It is true, for example,
that I do not provide much in the way of empirical evidence to support the criticisms that I
advance of much culturalist international history. In my defence, however, I would like to
point out that to mount a sustained critique of the culturalist literature with extensive
illustrations would be impossible in an article-length study. I would doubtless be charged
with singling out a few isolated examples. Such an undertaking, which would need to
engage in depth with the work of Rosenberg, Rotter, Bradley, Hoganson, Costigliola and
others, would require a monograph of several hundred pages. I decided therefore to base
the article on the criticisms of the cultural turn made by other leading practitioners of
international history. But I do cite these criticisms in considerable detail. Hixson is also
right that I deploy only one aspect of Bourdieu’s theoretical corpus in the article. There is
much more that I could have said about his concepts of ‘misrecognition’, ‘symbolic power’
and ‘symbolic violence’ for example. I believe that these concepts are of enormous
potential utility for historians. Again, however, considerations of space prevented me from
discussing these concepts at any length.1

At the same time, several of the arguments and critiques in Hixson’s review provide the
basis for both a fruitful debate on the strengths and weakness of the ‘culturalist’ approach

1 I try to explore the possibilities of these concepts for the study of international relations in my essay
‘Pierre Bourdieu’ in J. Edkins and N. Vaughan-Williams (eds.), Critical Theorists in International Relations,
(London, Routledge, forthcoming in the summer of 2008).
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to international history and on the potential of Bourdieu’s theoretical framework to enrich
the field. I have two rather minor objections to what Hixson has written. I also have three
rather more important points to make that, I think, get to the heart of the critique I have
tried to advance of some aspects of the ‘cultural turn’ in international history. I shall begin
with the minor issues before moving on to the more substantive.

To begin with, I would like to stress that in the passage Hixson quotes about culturalist
international history avoiding or ‘perhaps being incapable of addressing, the key issue of
power in international affairs’ (160 of the article) I am in fact summarising the views of
Robert Buzzanco, Mel Leffler and Bruce Kuklick (all of whom are cited in note 21 at the end
of this passage). I do not personally consider that the culturalist approach is ‘incapable’ of
addressing issues of power. Indeed quite the opposite. What I am arguing instead is that
scholars deploying this approach too often ignore the dynamic relationship between
structural forces on the one hand and the subjectivity of individuals or groups on the other.
This ongoing dynamic, in my view, is central to a fuller understanding the evolution of
foreign and defence policy.

My second quibble flows from the first. Hixson asserts that my call for explanations of how
‘power is understood and used’ implies that culturalist approaches do not try to explain
power. This, however, is not my argument. Indeed I go to great lengths at the outset of the
essay to stress the way in which culturalist approaches have enriched out understanding of
how power is understood and used. To understand my meaning in this case, it is necessary
to cite the sentence concerned in full. This sentence reads: ‘A more telling critique is that
practitioners of cultural history too often fail to demonstrate with much precision how
these assumptions shape the way power is understood and used in relation to other factors
in the decision-making process’.(161) The modifying clause at the end of the sentence (the
emphasis is in the published version of the article as well) is also at the centre of my
critique of the culturalist literature: belief systems are too often considered as somehow
independent of wider structural forces. By citing only a fragment of the sentence, Hixson
has distorted my meaning (rather unjustly charging me with misunderstanding Michel
Foucault’s conceptualisation of power into the bargain).

This leads me to the first of my substantive responses: it seems clear that Hixson has not
understood the central thrust of both Bourdieu’s theory of culture and my argument in the
article. At the end of the first paragraph Hixson refers to my advocacy of ‘French sociologist
Pierre Bourdieu’s efforts to mediate between culture and a more “structured environment”
embodied in the habitus’. This is a distortion of Bourdieu’s theoretical position. Bourdieu
does not distinguish between ‘culture’ and the ‘structured environment’. Indeed he argues
the opposite. For Bourdieu ‘culture’ produced by the ongoing interaction between the
subjective predispositions of the actor and the wider structural environment that
establishes both the mental and physiological possibilities of action. Hixson’s critique rests
throughout on a distinction between ‘culture’ and ‘structure’. It is this distinction that
underpins his dismissal of Bourdieu’s theoretical approach as ‘culture-lite’. Bourdieu,
however, would certainly have dismissed this distinction as misleading and rather
simplistic. Culture cannot be separated from structures because it arises out of the inter-
relationship between individual subjectivity and objective structures. Any attempt to argue
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otherwise must necessarily be based on a conception of culture as residing exclusively with
the subjectivity of individuals and thus somehow independent from the structural
conditions of the social world. The inevitable result is the one-way approach to
interpreting the sources of policy-making that I criticise at length in the article.

Simply put, neither the belief systems of individuals nor the structures in which they
operate can be understood in isolation to one another, as Hixson seems to suggest. This is
not least because an approach that understands culture as a distinct category independent
of its structural environment can never answer the crucial question: ‘Where does culture
come from?’ Bourdieu’s theory of practice is aimed at addressing precisely this question
and also at providing a rigorous and systematic analysis of all social relations as cultural
relations.

My own position is most distorted in the sixth paragraph, where Hixson seems to suggest
that I am advocating a ‘structuralist approach’. After (mis-)quoting my contention that
culturalist approaches ‘too often fail to demonstrate with much precision how these
assumptions shape the way power is understood and used’ Hixson asserts that ‘this
statement implies that “structural approaches” do offer precision’. This is both confused
and misleading. At no point in the article do I advocate a structuralist approach. On the
contrary, I stress that Bourdieu’s position is that of ‘constructivist structuralism’ This is
Bourdieu’s own characterisation of his theory and it is crucial because it illustrates his
rejection of the subjectivism of social constructivism and post-modernism on the one hand
and of structuralism and historical materialism on the other. This is the epistemological
position that I am endorsing. Indeed the phrase ‘structural approaches’ does not appear
anywhere in the article.

This is linked in interesting ways to my second substantive response to Hixson’s critique,
and to one of the most serious problems with much of the culturalist literature. Hixson
criticises me for my unwillingness to accept that ‘foreign policy flows from domestic
culture’. His defence is that ‘culturalists are reacting to a traditionalist approach to the field
that virtually ignored domestic culture in deference to document-driven analyses of
diplomatic figures appearing to drive history in their response to the external
environment’. This line of argument seems to suggest that, because traditional approaches
tended to ignore the domestic sources of foreign policy (a charge that has some merit but is
overdrawn and even unfair), new approaches should respond by ignoring the external
environment as a source of policy-making. This seems absurd. Surely the point is to focus
on the inter-relationship between internal and external forces. This is precisely the kind of
analysis that Bourdieu’s cultural theory helps one undertake. In fact, by asserting that
foreign policy flows from domestic culture Hixson actually provides a useful illustration of
the critique I make of the culturalist literature in the first half of the article, a critique that
he insists, ironically, is unjustified.

Is it necessary to add at this point that American historians should nowadays not need to
be reminded of the dangers inherent in viewing international politics as an extension of US
domestic politics? This rather myopic vision of international relations has created
considerable problems for the United States over the past few years.
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I was also deeply disappointed to see my advocacy of an engagement with Bourdieu
represented as a retrograde attempt to go back to the (in any event rather stereotyped)
bad old days when ‘traditional diplomatic history focused narrowly on elites’. This is an
egregious distortion of my position. The approach I advocate is no more elitist than that
deployed by Hixson in the vast majority of his published work. Because we both study the
evolution of various aspects of foreign policy, we both tend to focus much of our attention
on political and administrative elites. For confirmation of this, one need only to peruse the
index of any one of Hixson’s many books on the history of American foreign relations, from
his biography of George F. Kennan to his study of propaganda during the Cold War to his
latest study of mythmaking and US foreign policy. A focus on elite understandings and
representations does not mean that either of us advocates a strictly ‘top-down’
understanding of the history of international relations.

Like Hixson, I attach great importance to the role of ‘broader cultural discourses’ in the
making of policy. My argument is that deploying several of Bourdieu’s concepts can help us
understand the way these discourses interact with other elements that make up the
structural context within which policy is made. The impact of gender or race or religion on
policy can never be isolated in the way Hixson seems to suggest. They are always part of a
complex inter-relationship of mental and material structures that together produce belief
systems as well as general lines of policy and individual policy decisions. Indeed Bourdieu
would understand the categories of gender and race as mental structures which are
internalised by actors and become part of their habitus.

Finally, to suggest that Bourdieu’s approach leads inevitably to a focus on elite groups is a
profound misrepresentation of both his theory and his politics. As I make clear in the
article, Bourdieu’s theory of practice evolved out of anthropological research among Kabyle
peasants in Algeria during the 1950s. It can be applied to elite groups. But this is a possible
rather than a necessary application of his theory. It is also very often applied to
impoverished social groups in a critique of class injustice. Bourdieu’s central concern was
to understand how actors tend to internalise the structures of domination and how this
internalisation conditions understandings and expectations - thus generating strategies for
social action. In fact, Bourdieu’s entire intellectual project is an attempt to illustrate how
these structures of domination are misrecognised as the natural state of affairs. This is an
approach that holds out rich possibilities for the study of international relations. It is a very
long way from ‘what one clerk said to another’.
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