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Abstract. The persisting problem of poverty in the global south, since the 1990s, has been increasingly anal-
ysed and tackled from the perspective of the poor themselves. The shift of view point from a structurally
oriented perspective to a more actor-oriented view was closely related to the concept of livelihoods, which
put strong emphasis on people-centredness, and examined the coping and survival strategies of people at risk.
Livelihoods analysis has been widely applied by research scholars as well as development practitioners since
the 1990s, but the drawbacks and pitfalls of the approach have become more and more obvious with its con-
tinued application. The approach has been criticised for its imbalanced consideration of the structure–agency
relation, narrow focus on the household as a unit of analysis, narrow and non-embedded understanding of as-
sets, and negligence of spatial and temporal dynamics. The livelihoods perspective is at a crossroads. Several
scholars have drawn on Bourdieu’s theory of practice to overcome the identified challenges. This article seeks
to bring together these insights and show how a Bourdieusian perspective can inform and contribute to the
advancements in livelihoods research.

1 Introduction

The persistent problem of poverty in the global south, since
the 1990s, has increasingly been analysed and tackled by
scholars, as well as policymakers, from the perspective of the
poor themselves (see e.g. Kaag et al., 2004:49–51; Scoones,
2009:173)1. The shift of viewpoint from a structurally ori-
ented perspective, which dominated the 1970s and 1980s, to
a more actor-oriented point of view was closely linked with
the concept of livelihoods. Livelihoods research focuses on
the actualities of the lives of members of poor and vulner-
able groups in an attempt to determine how these groups
make their living in the context of risk and stress (Bohle,
2001). Since the 1990s, however, the Department of Inter-
national Development (DFID), in cooperation with Institute
for Development Studies (IDS) in Sussex, England, have
synthesised the various insights from these fields to form

1This paper draws on several intensive discussions with my col-
league Fabien Nathan, whom I would like to thank for the critical
and crucial comments.

the sustainable livelihoods framework (SLF), which in the
subsequent years has greatly influenced the way researchers
and policy makers have implemented livelihoods analysis
(Scoones, 2009:176–181). Although widely applied, this
mainstream livelihoods researchhas also found a substantial
number of critics (Krüger, 2003:11–14; Prowse, 2010:219–
222). During the past few years an increasing number of re-
searchers have applied Bourdieu’s theory of practice in liveli-
hoods research (see e.g. de Haan and Zoomers, 2005; Dör-
fler et al., 2003; Etzold, 2013; Obrist et al., 2010; Sakdapol-
rak, 2010; Thieme, 2008; van Dijk, 2011). This article aims
to synthesise insights from these contributions and explore
the ways in which the analytical tools provided by Pierre
Bourdieu can help enhance livelihoods analysis. My cen-
tral argument is that Bourdieu’s social theory offers a way to
overcome the limitations of mainstream livelihoods research
and paves the way for a more critical view by recognising
the role of power and politics. While Bourdieu’s perspec-
tive challenges the research practice of mainstream liveli-
hoods research and its implications for development practice,
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it does not challenge the existence of livelihoods research as
such.

Following the introduction, I will briefly sketch the history
of the livelihoods perspective in Sect. 2 and describe the main
limitations of mainstream livelihoods analysis (Sect. 3). Sec-
tion 4 elaborates on the consideration of Bourdieu’s theory of
practice, examining the dimensions of habitus, field, and cap-
ital, and investigates how its use helps to overcome the cur-
rent limitations of, and thus enhances, livelihoods analysis.
The article concludes with a summary of the main arguments
and raises open questions to be addressed in the future.

2 A brief history of the livelihoods perspective

Livelihoods research, as Solesbury (2003:14–18, see also
Kaag et al., 2004:51–53) points out, owes its prominence to
the fruitful interplay between scientific research and devel-
opment policy and practice2.

On the academic side, the question of how people make
their living was raised comparatively early, and has drawn
the attention of scholars from various scientific disciplines.
Kaag et al. (2004:51) identifies Polanyi’s (1977) work,The
Livelihood of Man, as the first theoretical account on liveli-
hoods. It was Polanyi’s objective to develop a holistic and hu-
man centred, as well as a socially, culturally and historically
embedded economic science. InDevelopment Geography at
the Crossroads of Livelihood and Globalisation, de Haan and
Zoomers (2003:351) trace the forerunner of modern liveli-
hoods research back to Vidal de la Blache’s (1911) concept
of genres de vie(modes of life). Livelihoods research as un-
derstood today began to take shape in the end of the 1980s
and was grounded in research work that Scoones (2009:173)
characterises as “integrative, locally embedded, cross sec-
toral and informed by deep field engagement and a com-
mitment to action”. It furthermore placed strong emphasis
on people-centredness and examined the coping and survival
strategies of people at risk (Kaag et al., 2004:52).

On the side of development policy and practice, the focus
on livelihoods has grown out of an opposition to and critique
of both hegemonic macroeconomic discourse on poverty and
development that were dominant during the 1980s. Their
deficiencies stressed the need for more people-centred and
sustainable approaches (UN, 1987; UNDP, 1990). Based on
the understanding of livelihoods as comprising “capabili-
ties, assets [. . .] and activities required for a means of liv-
ing” (Chambers and Conway 1992:6), which is informed by
Sen’s capability approach (Sen, 1985), the influential sustain-
able livelihoods framework (SLF) (DFID, 1999) was devel-
oped on the basis of longstanding cooperation between the
Department for International Development (DFID) (DFID,
1999) and Institute for Development Studies (IDS) in Sus-

2See de Haan and Zoomers (2003), Kaag et al. (2004), Bohle
(2009), Scoones (2009) for elaborated and detailed remarks on the
history and development of the livelihoods approach.

sex, England (Chambers and Conway, 1992; Scoones, 1998).
This checklist diagram has become established as the domi-
nant and mainstream approach to livelihoods research.

As de Haan and Zoomers (2005:31) note, DFID, supported
by a strong institutional and financial resource base and ac-
cess to intellectual capacity, plays a dominant role in the
livelihoods discussion (see also Scoones, 2009). The SLF
not only has been adopted by several donor agencies such
as CARE, Oxfam, UNDP and DFID (Carney et al., 1999;
Hussein, 2002), but also has fed back into the scientific com-
munity (e.g. Fünfgeld, 2007; Sakdapolrak, 2008).

3 Livelihoods perspective under pressure

With the wide application of the SLF by scholars and
practitioners in various fields since the 1990s, the draw-
backs and pitfalls of the mainstream livelihoods research
approach have become increasingly obvious. Consequently
a substantial amount of criticism has been expressed by
various authors (see e.g. Cahn, 2002:4–5; de Haan and
Zoomers, 2005:32–44; Dörfler et al., 2003:13–14; Etzold,
2013; Kaag et al., 2004:53–66; King, 2010:298–300; Krüger,
2003:11–14; Prowse, 2010:219–222; Sakdapolrak, 2010:47–
48; Scoones, 2009:183–190). In this literature I have identi-
fied three clusters of critiques that are repeatedly raised, and
which pose a challenge to mainstream livelihoods research:

a. imbalanced consideration of the structure–agency rela-
tion,

b. lack of a broadened and embedded notion of assets, and

c. poor recognition of spatial and temporal dynamics.

3.1 Imbalanced consideration of structure–agency
relation

The livelihoods perspective has been criticised for its im-
balanced consideration of the structure–agency relation. The
livelihoods approach mantra of people-centredness and actor
orientation means that livelihoods analysis places a strong
emphasis on actors’ agency and the objective of understand-
ing how these actors make a living in the context of stress
(see e.g. DFID, 1999). Despite the focus on agency, however,
explicit reference to a theory that explains people’s actions is
lacking. Nevertheless, implicitly the livelihoods approach is
deeply permeated by a methodological individualism and the
notion of rational and strategic actors who use their assets
in order to reach clear ends and maximise their utilities (van
Dijk, 2011:101). This simplistic view not only fails to treat
the person as a whole, with his or her “perception and ideas,
hopes and fears, norms and values” (Kaag et al., 2004:54)
into account, but also fails to consider that not all action can
be considered as strategic; that is, as based on conscious or
intentional decisions (de Haan and Zoomers, 2005:39). Con-
sequently, the ability of individuals and households to choose
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and select is overemphasised, while the structural constraints
that limit such choices are neglected (Prowse, 2010:219).

Furthermore, the people-centredness mantra results in a
focus on the household as a unit of analysis. What is ex-
plicitly suggested is that household strategies, based on the
assets available and influenced in some ill-defined way by
institutions, shape the livelihoods outcomes. The subject of
change and transformation is thus established as being the
household, which thus attracts all the attention of the user of
the framework. Households are thereby normally considered
as unitary entities, and as such less attention is paid to intra-
household dynamics and conflicts (Prowse, 2010:219). Ad-
ditionally, households are mainly considered as independent
units and not as embedded in social relations. Even though
the livelihoods approach explicitly addresses structural as-
pects (e.g. through social capital or transforming structures
and processes in the SLF) in livelihoods studies, the struc-
tural level of power and politics has drawn comparatively
little attention (Scoones, 2009:178–180, 182). Structural as-
pects were marginalised, on ideological grounds, by a “com-
munity of practice” strongly influenced by economics, with
a instrumental poverty-reduction agenda (Scoones, 2009:
180). The disregard of the role of power and politics is further
reinforced by fact that the SLF does not give any direction
or explanation of how structural aspects such as institutions
and policies influence livelihoods, or of how livelihoods in-
fluence the structural level.

3.2 Lack of a broadened and embedded notion of assets

The core aspect of the livelihoods approach – the concept of
assets – has been criticised as being neither broad enough
nor sufficiently embedded. The concept of assets is, in most
livelihoods analyses, the main analytical tool with which the
livelihoods of people at risk are analysed and explained (see
e.g. Moser, 1998:2–5; Rakodi, 1999:316–318). However, the
conceptualisation of assets remains unelaborated in several
ways: Assets are perceived in a very economistic and materi-
alistic way, which results from an extremely material view of
the world (White and Ellison, 2006:13–15). Capital is mostly
considered as a stock with which households are endowed
and that can be utilised by them in order to pursue their ends.
Capital and assets are presented in a substantival manner as
objective facts (Wood, 2003:456–458). This actualised view
diverts attention away from the question of the genesis and
trajectory of assets and that of capital accumulation and ne-
glects the relational, socially embedded and contested nature
of assets (Bebbington, 1999:2022; van Dijk, 2011:106–113;
Wilshusen, 2012). Non-economical or non-material determi-
nants of people’s situations, especially in a social or cultural
context, as well as those that deal with the structures of dom-
ination, are difficult to grasp using the approach. It is there-
fore important to take into account people’s valuation and
understanding of capital beyond the mere material sphere.
Bebbington (1999:2022) emphasises that assets are not only

means for “instrumental action (making a living)”; assets are
additionally a source of “hermeneutic action” (making living
meaningful); they also have emancipatory power in that they
enable people to challenge the structures within which they
make their living (Bebbington, 1999:2022).

3.3 Poor recognition of spatial and temporal dynamics

Livelihoods analysis has been criticised as having paid in-
sufficient attention to spatial and temporal dynamics. Re-
garding spatial dynamics, many authors note that livelihoods
are deeply embedded in intensified local–global networks
of interaction, and that global processes increasingly have
ramifications that affect local livelihoods (see e.g. de Haan
and Zoomers, 2003; Etzold and Sakdapolrak, 2012; Mc-
Dowell and de Haan, 1997; Sakdapolrak, 2008). The anal-
ysis of livelihoods must take these cross-scale dynamics and
the consequences of connectedness into account. However,
as Scoones (2009:187) remarks, the livelihoods perspective
has failed to systematically engage with the processes of
globalisation. De Haan and Zoomers (2003) and Zoomers
and Westen (2011) point to the importance of consider-
ing multi-local livelihoods and trans-local developments (see
also Greiner and Sakdapolrak, 2013). In a broader perspec-
tive, Bebbington and Butterbury (2001:373–375) are calling
for more attention to be paid to the embeddedness of liveli-
hoods within both trans-local and trans-national structures,
networks and spaces, and examining the effects of this con-
nectedness.

With regard to temporal dynamics, the way in which the
livelihoods approach focuses on how people make their liv-
ing has mainly emphasised people’s current situations. Sta-
bility, durability, resilience and robustness in times of per-
turbation have been of central interest (Scoones, 2009:189).
Temporal dynamics – the role of history, long-term social
change, and socio-ecological transformation – have not been
widely acknowledged, and livelihoods analysis has therefore
been criticised by authors such as Dörfler et al. (2003:13–
14) as being static and ahistoric (see also du Toit, 2005). It
is important to take these temporal dynamics into account.
As Scoones and Wolmer (2002:27) point out, “livelihoods
emerge out of past actions and decisions are made within spe-
cific historical and agro-ecological conditions, and are con-
stantly shaped by institutions and social arrangements”.

Scoones (2009:183) observed that by the end of the first
decade of the new millennium, policy and research had
shifted the focus away from the livelihoods perspective
with its contextual, trans-disciplinary and cross-sectoral in-
sights. The livelihoods perspective, according to Scoones
(2009:183), is at a crossroads. In the sphere of policy and
practice the approach has lost prominence due to the shorten-
ing of institutional and financial support for DFID (Prowse,
2010:220). The conceptual challenges that it faces will be
either solved by other approaches, leading to a decline of
the livelihoods approach, or be met by a “re-energised”

www.geogr-helv.net/69/19/2014/ Geogr. Helv., 69, 19–28, 2014



22 P. Sakdapolrak: Livelihoods as social practices

(Scoones, 2009:191) livelihoods perspective that rises to the
challenge. A decline, as Scoones highlights, will be accom-
panied by the loss of important insights gained through use of
the livelihoods perspective. We have witnessed the damaging
consequences of macro-economic oriented policies, such as
IMF’s structural adjustment programmes, for the most vul-
nerable in the past, and can observe its revival with similar
damaging consequences in the current attempt to solve the
dept crisis in southern Europe.

4 Meeting the challenges with Bourdieu’s theory
of practice

In recent years a growing number of scholars have drawn
on Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of practice, with its central the-
orems of habitus, capital and field, as a way to meet the
conceptual challenges of mainstream livelihoods research –
some explicitly (see e.g. de Haan, 2005; Dörfler et al., 2003;
Sakdapolrak, 2007, 2010; Etzold, 2013; van Dijk, 2011) and
some in passing (e.g. Rothfuß, 2006; Deffner, 2010; Mahar,
2010). Livelihoods scholars’ affinity for Bourdieu’s works
might be partly due to his commitment not only to com-
bining empirical and theoretical research but also to remain-
ing practically engaged (Susan and Turner, 2011:xxi). This
is a position that many livelihoods scholars are also likely to
adopt with regard to their own work. Furthermore, on a gen-
eral level Bourdieu provides a comprehensive social theory
which can address individual weaknesses of the livelihoods
framework and at the same time integrate the pieces into a
coherent picture. Bourdieu’s theory of practice seems to offer
a particularly fruitful perspective for tackling the three clus-
ters of critique outlined in the section above. In the following
section I will elaborate each point by synthesising and sys-
tematising insights from various livelihoods researchers who
draw on Bourdieu’s theory. In doing so, I highlight the use-
fulness of Bourdieu’s work and its potential for re-energising
the critical livelihoods perspective.

4.1 From rational strategies to livelihood styles and
pathways

Bourdieu’s statements regarding habitus and social practices
have been taken up by various scholars in order to over-
come the simplistic understanding of livelihoods strategies
as outcomes of purely rational strategic decisions (de Bruijn
and van Dijk, 2005a:5ff.; de Haan and Zoomers, 2005:40ff.;
van Dijk, 2011:104). Bourdieu emphasises that the major-
ity of social practices, understood as “set ways of doing and
saying” (Schatzki, 2002:72), are pre-reflexive and should be
conceived as habitual and routinised actions informed by
practical knowledge and an implicit “practical sense” (Bour-
dieu, 1993:167). Social practices are enacted through actors’
habitus, which is a system of deeply inscribed dispositions:
an embodied manner of being, seeing, acting and thinking;
a schema of perception, conception and action (Bourdieu,

2002:43). As an evolving product of socialisation, habitus
both structures and shapes social practices, while leaving
room for improvisation, creativity and contingence. Struc-
tured by actors’ social positions, habitus is also the expres-
sion and the result of a constellation of a group of actors
within the space of inequality (Bourdieu, 1999:279).

How does the concept of habitus and human action briefly
sketched above enable a better understanding of livelihoods?

Firstly, through the adoption of a Bourdieusian perspective
the “logic of practice” (Bourdieu, 1993:147–179) of people’s
livelihoods is emphasised, and, as such, attention is given to
the inherent rationalities of social practices. Nathan (2008),
for example, studies risk perception as a social practice, and
argues that people perform “risk perception strategies” which
are mediated through habitus, and this leads to an “adaptation
of expectations to opportunities”. In his study on the liveli-
hoods of urban poor living in slums on the hill slopes of La
Paz under conditions of extreme exposure to the risk of land-
slides, he explains how people’s decisions to live in this risky
environment is linked to their risk perception, which is itself
structured by their subaltern position within the society. The
recognition of the logic of practice helps to better understand
people’s decision and choices; in this case, for example, why
people expose themselves to hazards, whether they actually
perceive the hazard they are exposed to, and whether or not
they take protective measures.

Secondly, the notion of social practices and habitus, as Sta-
ples (2007b) remarks, helps to overcome the tension between
constraint and creativity, between structure and agency, by
highlighting the space in which marginalised people make
meaningful choices without losing sight of the causal struc-
ture of marginalisation. In this context de Haan and Zoomers
(2005:40) suggest the term “style” as a way to operationalise
a habitus-informed understanding of livelihoods: through
style, the character of particular livelihoods as distinctive
features of groups sharing specific social positions, cultural
repertoire, knowledge, interests, and prospects, is empha-
sised. As such livelihoods are embedded in social relations
and linked to broader social structures such as institutions or
markets, which may facilitate access to certain livelihoods
opportunities but may also constrain the availability of oth-
ers. Livelihoods are at the same time rooted in and shaped by
actors’ embodied dispositions, their specific way of perceiv-
ing and valuing the world, which explains, for example, why
some opportunities are not even considered by some groups.
The dynamic interplay which constitutes livelihood styles is
illustrated in Staples’ (2007a) analysis of the social practices
of begging. In his case study on a group of leper beggars from
South India, who regularly migrate to Indian metropolitan
cities to perform their livelihood – begging – he vividly illus-
trates how this extreme marginalised group positively utilise
the embodied social structure and stigma by which they are
oppressed as a route to self-respect and livelihoods security
that is otherwise denied to them.
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Thirdly, habitus, as the evolving bodily inscription of
socialisation and collective history which is both shaped
by and shapes the social and physical environment, chal-
lenges the notion of discrete and independent rational de-
cisions and strategies adopted by mainstream livelihoods
studies. The concept of livelihoods “pathways”, as proposed
by de Bruijn and van Dijk (2005a:7ff.; see also Scoones
and Wolmer, 2002:195; de Haan and Zoomers, 2005:40–43),
recognises that decisions and strategies are rooted in past
experiences, learning processes, and personal and collective
history. Through the notion of livelihoods pathways, the tem-
poral dynamic of livelihoods is recognised as an iterative pro-
cess (de Haan and Zoomers, 2005:41–42). De Bruijn and
van Dijk (2005a:11) point out that as the habitus of differ-
ent groups are shaped by different social and physical con-
ditions over time, people facing the same set of conditions
may follow very distinctive pathways. Thus, as they elabo-
rate further, variations of coping and adaptation need not be
based on synchronic features such as endowment with assets
alone, but are also rooted in collective histories inscribed in
their habitus. De Bruijn and van Dijk (2005b) make the case
for pathways analysis in their research on the livelihoods of
Fulbe pastoralists in central Mali. The case study shows how
the specific ways in which different groups of Fulbe cope,
adapt and mitigate the impact of environmental stress are out-
comes of an unfolding process in which personal and collec-
tive history is a crucial explanatory factor.

To sum up, in the above section I have highlighted how
various authors have drawn on Bourdieu to advance an other-
wise rather simplistic understanding of livelihoods strategies.
A Bourdieusian approach emphasises the inherent rationali-
ties of human action and draws attention to its social embed-
dedness and path-dependent character. In employing such a
perspective, the analysis of livelihoods is able to capture in a
more realistic way the dynamic and multi-dimensional nature
of the way in which people make their living.

4.2 From isolated and neutral to embedded and
politicised livelihoods

One of the main criticisms of the application of the liveli-
hoods approach is its negligence of the broader social and
economic structures and power relations that influence in-
dividuals and households in their struggle to make a living
(Obrist et al., 2010; van Dijk, 2011). Critics point out that
livelihoods are never neutral: they both shape and are shaped
by processes of inclusion and exclusion, and are embedded
in contested and conflicting arenas (de Haan and Zoomers,
2005:34).

Several authors propose Bourdieu’sfield as an analyti-
cal tool by which to embed livelihoods and to facilitate a
politicised analysis (see e.g. Didero, 2012; Etzold et al.,
2009; Obrist et al., 2010). According to Bourdieu, society is
made up of a network of semi-autonomous fields (Bourdieu
and Wacquant, 2006: 124ff.). Fields are constituted through

power-laden relationships between dominant and subordi-
nated actors, who are unequally endowed with various forms
of capital (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 2006:127). These actors
struggle and compete over access to goods, resources, po-
sitions and power that are at stake. Every field has its own
logic, its own rules that, though generally accepted, are also
contested by actors within the field (Bourdieu, 1998b:25).
These rules simultaneously both enable and constrain their
practices and determine the value of their capital in the re-
spective field.

Field analysis helps to map out the livelihoods of vulner-
able groups within a web of power-laden social relations, as
it requires various guiding questions to be addressed: how
is the field constituted? What is at stake in the field? What
actors have an interest in the stake of the field? What is the
relation of the vulnerable focal actor to other actors in the
field? What forms of capital are relevant in the field and how
are they distributed and used in the struggle over the stakes?
What are the “rules of the game” in the field, which deter-
mine the value and exchange rate of capital? By addressing
these questions, the embeddedness of livelihoods within a
web of power relations can be concretised. Didero’s (2012)
case study on the livelihoods of the Zabbaleen, a group of
waste collectors in Cairo, Egypt, under a changing regulative
regime is a case in point. Through a field analysis, she de-
marcated the field of solid waste management and mapped
out various actors at different scales who had an interest in
the stake – solid waste. Besides the Zabbaleen, the field of
solid waste is constituted through the interactions of vari-
ous other actors, such as competing groups of informal waste
pickers, for whom waste is the immediate means of making a
living; the local authorities, who are concerned about public
health and the city’s image; and the World Bank and IMF,
which treat waste collection as an arena in which to pursue
a privatisation agenda. Through field analysis, Didero con-
vincingly illustrates that the Zabbaleen, as the most subaltern
actors, have only limited influence on the rules of the field,
which determine access to and use of solid waste. As such,
subsequent changes in the regulative regime, structured by
dominant actors, led to the successive marginalisation of the
Zabbaleen from their means of making a living.

Didero’s study points to the importance of rules govern-
ing the relations and exchanges within the field. In doing
so, it raises questions about the production and reproduc-
tion of institutions as a set of rules governing the relations
in the field (Etzold et al., 2012:187). In general, Bourdieu
(1998a:48–51) asserts that these rules are also objects of
struggle between actors: dominant actors have the power to
set rules, which are accepted, but sometime also contested.
In this context, Etzold (2013) suggests an analytical differ-
entiation between micro- and macro-level analyses of field
regulation: the macro level is dominated by powerful actors
and their rule-making power. Through practices of policies
and discourses they lay out the dominant frame for the logic
of the field. On the micro-level, field relations are governed

www.geogr-helv.net/69/19/2014/ Geogr. Helv., 69, 19–28, 2014



24 P. Sakdapolrak: Livelihoods as social practices

by social norms, informal institutions, and personal rela-
tions and negotiations. Micro-political dynamics and prac-
tices play an important role on this level (Wilshusen, 2010;
Zimmer, 2011). The case for this is made by Etzold (2013)
in his study of street food vending and the struggle over the
use of public space in Dhaka, Bangladesh. His case study
demonstrates on the one hand how the state, through its reg-
ulative and discursive power, structures the rules of the game
in the field. On the other hand, the study points to the politics
of the street and shows how street vendors’ lives, their busi-
ness failures or successes, and their encroachment on public
space are all based on negotiated rules and norms in everyday
encounters with state representatives.

As fields are not isolated entities, but exist within a set
of relations with other fields, and as actors are seldom em-
bedded in only one field, it is crucial to take into account
the relations between fields, and the multi-embeddedness
of actors within them. Of particular importance, as Bour-
dieu emphasises, is the relation of sub-fields to the “field of
power” (Bourdieu, 1998a:48–51), which is closely linked to
the power over the state and the power to determine the rules
of the field and the exchange rate between different forms
of capital. Etzold’s abovementioned case study exemplifies
the fundamental influence of the field of power: the 2007/08
coup d’état in Bangladesh, which was accompanied by a shift
in the control over the state, resulted in the evictions of thou-
sands of street vendors from public spaces, who were used as
scapegoats to demonstrate the new authorities’ power.

The recognition of different logics operating in the fields in
which actors are embedded, and the frictions that are created
by a collision of practices based in diverse logics of practices,
highlights another issue that must be considered (Wilshusen,
2008). Focussing on the provision of basic services to slum
settlements in Delhi, India, my colleague Anna Zimmer and
I (Zimmer and Sakdapolrak, 2013:335–337) show how slum
dwellers have gained access to waste water facilities and
maintenance by drawing on the conflicting logics of two
powerful actors in the field of waste water management: that
of the technocratic management field, based on formal regu-
lation, and that of the field of politics, based on the interest
in being re-elected.

To sum up, the above remarks highlight how authors suc-
cessfully draw on Bourdieu’s notion of field to decipher what
has remained something of a “black box” in livelihoods anal-
ysis – the structural embeddedness of livelihoods and the
role of power relations in shaping livelihoods opportunities.
Field-led livelihoods analysis, as I have outlined, helps to
identify relevant actors in the field and map the positions
of the focal actors within the field relations. It guides the
deconstruction of the field logic, which relates to rules and
rule making with regard to both formal and informal rules,
and shows the effects of these rules on livelihoods. Through
use of Bourdieu’s field perspective, livelihoods analysis pays
attention to the structural embeddedness of vulnerable ac-
tors and addresses questions of politics and power directly.

Livelihoods are interpreted as outcomes of struggle within
unequal fields of social relations (Sakdapolrak, 2007).

4.3 From stocked and static assets to relational and
contextualised capital

The concept of capital plays a central role in Bourdieu’s the-
ory of practice (Bourdieu, 1986). While certain conceptual
parallels between Bourdieu’s “capital” and the “assets” of the
livelihoods framework can be identified, Bourdieu’s under-
standing of capital explicitly addresses, as Wilshusen (2012)
points out, issues of context, relationality, and power, and
thus deeply challenges mainstream non-embedded, ahistoric
and static notion of assets in livelihoods studies (see also van
Dijk, 2011:106–108).

In social fields that are characterised by struggles over
power and positions, according to Bourdieu and Wacquant
(2006:128), capital constitutes the objects that are struggled
over as well as the means that enable actors to exercise power
and influence. In general terms Bourdieu (1986:46) under-
stands capital as “accumulated labour” and “social energy”.
As such the accumulation and appropriation of capital is re-
lated to a productive effort that requires time, and should be
conceived of in its temporal dynamic as an evolving histor-
ical process. For Bourdieu (1986) the structure of the dis-
tribution of capital is an expression of the regularity of the
social world. Social actors’ relative positions of domination
or subordination within this setting are determined by their
appropriation of different forms of capital and the way they
are valued and perceived in respective social fields. As such,
capital also determines the constraints on and success of so-
cial practices. With the term “capital”, Bourdieu (1997:79)
aims to capture the totality of societal exchange processes in
order to create a “general science of the economy of prac-
tices” (Bourdieu, 1977:183). Bourdieu (1986, 1998a) high-
lights four fundamental forms of capital, which encompass
these various exchange processes: economic, cultural, social
and symbolic.

Utilising a Bourdieusian concept of capital for livelihoods
research shifts the focus of analysis away from conducting
snapshots of households’ stocks of capital and draws atten-
tion to the dynamic and temporal dimension of capital. Ulrich
et al. (2012) for example, illustrate continuity and change in
the composition of the capital portfolio of small-scale farm-
ing households in semi-arid areas of Kenya over a period
of 13 yr. While they explicitly refer to Bourdieu’s notion of
capital, it continues to be treated as a relatively neutral and
autonomous additional input for livelihoods analysis. Van
Dijk (2011) stresses that a Bourdieusian approach consid-
ers appropriated capital as the consequence of power strug-
gles in uneven social fields, and highlights the need to ad-
dress the questions of how capital is generated, distributed
and destroyed. This is exemplified in my case study on slum-
dwellers’ health vulnerability in Chennai, South India (Sak-
dapolrak 2010:151ff.). I conceptualise the slum-dwellers’
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appropriation of housing capital as the result of subversive
practices of appropriation of “no rent land”, which is con-
tested and destroyed vis-à-vis the interests of powerful ac-
tors such as the city council in their drive to develop the city.
My analysis shows how housing capital must be conceived of
as a product of power-laden social relations, in which slum
dwellers’ agency in enhancing and accumulating capital is
severely constrained.

The study of the ways in which different forms of cap-
ital are exchanged and converted is an important area in
which the use of a Bourdieusian perspective broadens the
scope of livelihoods research. A case in point is the study
of Wilshusen (2009, 2010), who draws on Bourdieu to ex-
amine capital exchange as a means by which to analyze
power relationships over time. His detailed case study on
timber-marketing funds and community forestry in south-
eastern Mexico reveals that through the enactment of social
capital in everyday interactions and negotiations, which have
created a dynamic web of power relationships, elites within
the community were able to divert money from the timber-
marketing funds in a way that exacerbated inequalities and
so strengthened their dominant position within the commu-
nity. By focusing on capital and its conversion he directly
addresses capital as a mechanism for the perpetuation of un-
equal power relations. In a similar manner, Thieme and Sieg-
mann (2010) address the role of social capital in migration
networks from a gender perspective and highlight how social
capital perpetuates the structure of masculine domination and
a gender-differentiated pattern of vulnerability.

The alteration of the value of capital within and between
fields is another area of investigation for a Bourdieusian cap-
ital analysis. As Bourdieu points out, capital does not have
an intrinsic value, but rather its value is linked to the log-
ics of fields (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 2006:132). Changing
rules in the field can therefore lead to changes in the value
of capital. In the case of Didero (2012), a privatisation drive
led to the devaluation, or more precisely, the annulment of
waste collection licences (institutionalised cultural capital)
held by small waste companies, which had used to resell
their licenses to the Zabbaleen. The informal ties (social cap-
ital) and money (economic capital) of the Zabbaleen, through
which they gained access to waste collection, were thus also
devalued within the changing field configuration. The field-
specific value of capital, and its devaluation in changing so-
cial fields, is most vividly illustrated in studies on interna-
tional migration (see e.g. Thieme, 2008; Kelly and Lusis,
2006). A case in point is the work of Bauder (2003) who ex-
amines the exclusion of international migrant workers from
upper-segment labour markets in Canada through the deval-
uation of their capital (e.g. institutionalised cultural capital
in the form of education certificates) in the social field of
the receiving country. These studies point to the rules gov-
erning the value and exchange of capital, which determine
constraints for livelihood opportunities.

To sum up, a Bourdieusian notion of capital in livelihoods
analysis emphasises its dynamic character, viewing it as a re-
sult of social struggle in power-laden social relations. Within
such a framework, as van Dijk (2011:101) points out, poverty
and livelihood insecurity are not interpreted as lack of capital
(a condition) but as the absence of, or deprivation of access
to, entitlements (a relation).

5 Outlook – moving ahead in livelihoods research

After a brief sketch of the origins of the livelihoods perspec-
tive and its central features, I have highlighted the main con-
ceptual limitations of mainstream livelihoods studies, which
are strongly influenced by the SLF of DFID. Those limita-
tions are (a) imbalanced consideration of structure–agency
relations, (b) lack of a broadened and embedded notion of
assets, and (c) poor recognition of spatial and temporal dy-
namics. The central argument of the paper is that Pierre Bour-
dieu’s theory of practice is an analytical tool with which these
limitations can be overcome: the Bourdieu-inspired notion of
livelihood styles and pathways, which acknowledges the in-
herent logics of actors, their social embeddedness, and the
path dependencies of livelihoods practices, significantly al-
ters the comprehension of livelihoods strategies as strategic
actions of rational actors; that Bourdieu’s field analysis ren-
ders transparent the “black box” of the “transforming struc-
tures and processes” of the SLF, and facilitates the inclusion
of power relations and structures of domination and subor-
dination into a politicised understanding of livelihoods; and
finally that the concept of assets as the main analytical tool
in mainstream livelihoods research has been significantly ex-
panded by Bourdieu’s power-laden and processual notion of
capital.

To conclude, the popularity of livelihoods research
has greatly contributed to a better understanding of how
marginalised groups make their living under adverse condi-
tions by highlighting their agency and creativity. Through an
extensive review of the literature, I have shown that an un-
derstanding of livelihoods as social practices facilitates a so-
cially embedded, multi-scalar and dynamic analysis of politi-
cised livelihoods. Through a Bourdieusian perspective, the
arena of politics and power is considered “not just context,
but a focus of analysis in and of itself” (Scoones, 2009:185).
As such, livelihoods appear as a political process with un-
even outcomes, in which some gain and others lose (Erik-
sen and Lind, 2009). The question of the enhancement of the
livelihoods of the marginalised and vulnerable, therefore, is
changed from a technical to a political one, which challenges
existing structures and conditions that produce marginali-
sation. Bourdieu’s theory thus offers a path toward the re-
energising of livelihoods research.

As a final point, I want to address two questions that
the review have left open: first, as the review has shown,
the Bourdieusian-inspired analysis of livelihoods is quite
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removed from the approaches implicitly underlying the SLF.
Therefore, the question might be raised as to whether this
body of scholarly work should still be considered livelihoods
research at all. In my opinion, it should, since the core of the
livelihoods approach (see Sect. 2) is not itself challenged by
a Bourdieusian analysis. Rather the SLF as a heuristic model
of livelihoods has been opened up by an analytical theory
which makes statements about how different components of
the heuristic model are related to each other. What had pre-
viously remained implicitly and ideologically influenced by
rational choice theory and neo-liberalism has now been re-
placed by an alternative, explicit and critical understanding
of the social world.

Second, while the work of most of the scholars in this
review applies Bourdieu’s ideas – whether explicitly or
implicitly – to overcome the limitations of mainstream
livelihoods research and advance the understanding of
livelihoods, those scholars have generally not addressed the
question of the limitations of a Bourdieusian approach. In
raising this question I will refrain from reiterating the gen-
eral criticism of Bourdieu’s work, as this is not in the scope
of this paper (see e.g. King, 2000; Verdes-Leroux, 2001).
Nevertheless, I would like to point out one implication of a
Bourdieusian-inspired critical livelihoods research, which
might be considered by some as a limitation: that is, the
relation between research and practice. As has been outlined
in Sect. 2, the popularity of the livelihoods approach is the
result of a fruitful interplay between scientific research and
development policy and practice. The particular interpreta-
tion of mainstream livelihoods research has facilitated this
link by legitimising an instrumental and apolitical approach
in development work (e.g. poverty reduction). How can the
results of a critical livelihoods analysis that locates the root
causes of vulnerability and insecurity in the fundaments
of the society be translated into development policy and
practice which has come to favour apolitical and neutral
solutions and the stabilisation of the status quo? What are
the implications of Bourdieusian livelihoods research for the
relation between science and practice? This remains an open
question that still needs to be addressed.

Edited by: B. Korf
Reviewed by: four anonymous referees
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