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Abstract. Pierre Bourdieu conceptualizes social action as “instrumental rational”. Disinterestedness is only
possible as part of an actor’s practical logic when the said actor actively or passively misrecognizes underlying
interests. In the “logic of logic”, this perceived disinterestedness can and must be scientifically reconstructed
as a pure economic exchange. Reason-based morality, such as can be found in Kantian philosophy, becomes
impossible, and morality becomes an ignored category in Bourdieu’s theoretical endeavour. This article’s first
goal is to locate Bourdieu’s approach within moral philosophy, through parallels to Gauthier’sMorals by
Agreement. An empirical case on water transfers between neighbours in Khartoum reveals the limits of such
an approach. This leads to the second goal. By translating Bourdieu’s perfect “economy of symbolic goods”
into an imperfect one, reason-based morality is integrated into his project, and the relevance of interest for
social interaction is curbed, but not denied.

1 Introduction

Bourdieu’s theory of praxis is not, nor was it intended to be,
a central contribution to moral philosophy. Bourdieu himself
neither aimed to systematize his concepts into a closed theo-
retical system, as did two important German social theorists
of his time: Niklas Luhmann and Jürgen Habermas (Bar-
lösius, 2006:8); nor did he share their interest in morality
(e.g. Habermas, 1983; Luhmann, 2008). Instead, Bourdieu
stresses the relevance of social theory’s empirical ground-
ing: “The analysis of structures and ‘mechanisms’ acquires
its full explanatory power and descriptive truth only because
it includes the results of the analysis of schemata of percep-
tion, appreciation, and actions that agents [. . .] make use of
in their judgments and practices” (Bourdieu, 1996:1). Para-
doxically, while Bourdieu attributes high explanatory power
to actors’ social practice, he denies the possibility that action
could be motivated by conscious reasoning (e.g. Bourdieu,
1990:59). He acknowledges morality – a category which is
highly underdeveloped in his theories – only as a relative so-
cial structure. Behaving morally is only possible if it is bet-
ter rewarded than acting immorally. Bourdieu’s construction

of morality strongly opposes other systems, notably Kantian
Deontology, in which moral behaviour is based on the ac-
tor’s conviction of “doing right”, regardless if the action is
rewarded.

In empirical research in Khartoum, the different modes
of accessing drinking water for individual households were
analyzed, including very highly common water gifts be-
tween households well connected to the public network and
those with poor to no connections. A portion of these free
transfers between neighbours cannot be explained by the
donors’ conscious or subconscious expectations of compen-
sation with economic, social, or symbolic capital. They seem
to be altruistic.

Not considering morality as an independent category in
the production of social action is a theoretical choice that
allows Bourdieu to highlight specific social processes – es-
pecially those related to power – over others. Bourdieu was
strongly criticized for choosing not to conceptualize morality
(Alexander, 1995:130; Boltanski, 2011:20; Honneth, 1986;
Lamont, 1992:5; Lempert, 2010:211). By using Bourdieu’s
concept as an open framework, one can avoid the mistakes,
which Lahire claims took place in France. He states that in
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France, “Bourdieu’s sociology is either hated (even ignored)
or worshipped. If we overlook the former totally negative at-
titude, we may note that adoration is not appropriate to scien-
tific life” (Lahire, 2011:4). This paper aims to develop moral-
ity, at the theoretical level, as a relevant motivation for disin-
terested action. Aligning theory and empirical findings, how-
ever, requires questioning certain of Bourdieu’s assumptions.

This paper is a dialogue between empirical findings
and Bourdieu’s theory of practice. The first chapter briefly
presents the empirical context of water gifts in Khartoum
and develops a typology of two gift transfers. The second
chapter empirically presents the first type and explains how
water gifts are motivated by interest in an economy of sym-
bolic goods. This conventional reading of Bourdieu anchors
his theory in Moral Philosophy. In the third chapter the sec-
ond gift transfer is presented and developed as an example of
the possibility of disinterested motivation for social action,
hence, an empirical critique of the exclusive stewardship of
social action by interest. Consequently, Bourdieu’s “perfect”
economy of symbolic goods is transformed into an “imper-
fect” one.

2 Two modes of water sharing between neighbours
in Khartoum

A water gift is embedded in both the social relationship be-
tween a donor and a recipient, and in the specific water sup-
ply systems of a city. These systems provide water to the
donors, who in turn transform the resource into water gifts
for recipients, who are perhaps economically or spatially ex-
cluded from said systems. Despite being located in the mid-
dle of Sahara desert, Khartoum does not suffer from physi-
cal water scarcity. Situated at the confluence of the Blue and
White Nile, water flows plentifully through the city centre.
It is not the physical scarcity that is challenging for public
water providers; but rather, providing access to these water
resources. Insufficient past investments have resulted in non-
comprehensive pipe networks, which in turn translates into
high costs and low consumption for a significant share of the
population, who resort to purchasing water from vendors.

Strongly aggravated by Sudanese food crises and a civil
war, the population in the Khartoum agglomeration grew
sharply (up to 8 % annually) from the mid-1980s until the
separation of the Republic of South Sudan in 2011. The con-
struction of new networks was heavily neglected until 2005,
resulting in vast areas without access to water distribution
networks (Müller-Mahn et al., 2010). In 1991 the case study
settlement was established at the western fringe of the ag-
glomeration, providing housing to roughly 2000 forcefully
evicted families from different informal settlements. The new
neighbourhood was established in a top-down planning pro-
cess, replicating a standard design with straight streets, com-
mon grounds, and certain basic services. At first, the popu-
lation had access to groundwater via a NGO funded water

tower, managed by the public water corporation. Water ven-
dors transported water in donkey carts and sold it directly to
the consumers. In 2007, all inhabited plots were connected to
a public network. Households were charged a monthly fee for
the construction of the pipe and a flat rate tariff for water con-
sumption. The new system has the potential to significantly
reduce costs for individual households while increasing com-
pliance and reducing health risks linked to such access. In
practice, however, the pipe network does not cover the water
needs of a large segment of the population and water gifts
have become a very common phenomena in the area.

In 2010, interviews were conducted with households
throughout the neighbourhood, political leaders, religious
elite, and people working in the water sector, such as water
vendors, plumbers, as well as public water corporation staff

at various levels. This wide ranging sample allowed a thor-
ough analysis of the neighbourhood’s waterscape. For spe-
cific gift transactions, guided interviews were conducted with
all 57 households of the four clusters; half of which were
revisited. This approach provided a dual perspective of the
same gift transaction, with an analysis from both the donor
and the recipient’s point of view within a particular social
space.

Gift transfers are widespread in the neighbourhood due to
sharp differences in access to the public network between di-
rect neighbours on a very low scale. Being connected to a
network does not guarantee access to piped water. Due to in-
sufficient production, uneven topography, and several techni-
cal and managerial problems, this particular network leaves
many taps dry. Some households have invested in technical
modifications of the pipes, such as lowering taps below the
surface or installing pumps to suck water out of the network.
This has increased water pressure and flow to certain house-
holds, but it further reduces water to others. While house-
holds who invested in a pump, along with those in the low
lying areas, receive water in abundance, others are barely or
only partially self-sufficient and many do not receive water at
all from the network. The old water vending system fills the
gap of water production, leading to the co-existence of pub-
lic and private-informal water providers. Water from a neigh-
bour’s tap or barrels is a significant third source – not in terms
of water production and overall availability of the resource
within the neighbourhood, but rather as an additional option
for households to access water. Water solidarity existed be-
fore the network was built, but it increased substantially as a
result of the economic reality of water purchases. It is a well-
known fact that in many cities, the water distribution net-
work is much cheaper for consumers than water purchased
from the informal sector (e.g. Swyngedouw, 2004:139). This
holds true for the study’s focus neighbourhood, making it less
costly than before to share one’s water with others.

Water flows between households are never paid for. Conse-
quently, water originally produced as a commodity becomes
de-commodified. By gifting water, the donor shoulders cer-
tain costs beyond the strictly economic cost of water. Donors
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also assume costs of social transactions, such as allowing
people access into their homes, which in the Sudanese con-
text is a very intimate space protected from the sight of others
by high walls.

Water transfers differ in terms of technology, comfort, and
social embeddedness. In this typology, a transfer’s degree of
social embeddedness determines two extremes. A prime ex-
ample for the first type is water directly pumped through
a hose into a neighbour’s storage barrels. This transfer is
very comfortable for the recipient because it does not require
time and physical labour, and the quantity received is gen-
erally enough to cover all water needs on a regular basis.
These transfers are not only spatially restricted by techni-
cal limitations – the pump’s strength and the length of the
hose – but also by social limitations. Water is only pumped
to nearby friends or family members. Transfers between the
same households constantly take place, and the relation tends
to be initiated by the water rich household. I call this type of
water transfer “offered water gifts”.

At the other extreme, water is given to people who knock
at the door and initiate or actively “request water gifts” from
people to whom they are not socially connected. “Requested
water” is never provided by hose. Recipients are allowed to
fill their jerrycans or buckets. Water obtained thusly requires
labour for carrying and often a lot of time since potential re-
cipients must wait for their bucket to be filled, sometimes
queuing with other potential recipients. Consequently, re-
quested water is much less comfortable than “offered water”.

This article will restrict analysis to these two types of wa-
ter gifts since they highlight a polarization between a very
typical Bourdieusian transaction and a very untypical one.
Intermediary types such as taking a jerrycan of water from a
close neighbour do exist, but are not discussed here.

3 A conventional reading of the economy of
symbolic goods

In this chapter, Bourdieu’s theory is “applied” rather than
being called into question. An analysis of offered water
explains gift transactions within an economy of symbolic
goods. After the gift’s interested logic is reconstructed, the
theory of practice is anchored in moral philosophy.

3.1 Material and symbolic reciprocation of
“offered water”

Access to comfortable water delivery via a garden hose is
restricted to households that maintain intense daily social re-
lationships with the pump owner. Donor and recipient are
either connected by family ties or by friendships developed
during the up to 20 years they were living as neighbours.
Some neighbours underline their social ties by leaving a
passage open in the wall, which normally divides inhabited
plots.

On a material level, free water transfers are not the only
transactions that exist: childcare, invitations for tea or to
watch television, tools are borrowed, and help is provided
for house construction. One family owns a large generator
requiring extensive maintenance and manual force to start
it. During the day, all male household members work out-
side the home and cannot start the generator. The neigh-
bour’s sons therefore repair and start the generator and bene-
fit from the resulting water production. One family named
their youngest son after a generous neighbour, expressing
their gratitude to the latter.

Socially distant households normally do not benefit from
such transfers with the exception of one family who recently
moved into a house. For several months, until they had man-
aged the formalities for receiving their own tap, they received
water from a neighbour by hose. The mother of the house-
hold explains: “Our neighbour A. saw us trying to stop a
donkey cart to buy water. He stopped us and said: ‘Don’t get
water from donkey carts. This is our tap and motor; we oper-
ate it every day. Take the water you want.’ This was the first
time.” The initiative to offer water to a new neighbour can
be understood within the pump owner’s particular vision of
this particular stretch of the street. He differentiates between
“neighbours” and “social contacts”. “Neighbours” are only
those people living in his stretch of the street. People from
other streets, even those with whom he shares the back wall,
are only social contacts because they “are too far to com-
municate with daily”. He argues: “your neighbour is even
closer than your brother. If you need anything in happiness
or sadness, you will find him.” By providing water to the new
family, his goal was to include them into his social network
as “neighbours” rather than as merely “social contacts”. His
vision of the street as a social unit is not shared by all pump
owners. In another sector, where neighbours fluctuate often,
a pump owner maintains his social network in another street,
where his parents live. In his street, he only pumps water to
one neighbour with whom he is friends and to his brother,
who purchased the plot next to his. He has never offered wa-
ter through his garden hose to any of the other neighbours,
who for the most part do not get a single drop from their
taps. Whether a household is offered water or not is conse-
quently strongly related to the existence or the desire for a
relationship between the potential donor and his recipient.

The transfers of offered water can be interpreted as a gen-
eral give and take among neighbours, underlying Bourdieu’s
“socio-economic” reading of Marcel Mauss’ (1990) anthro-
pology of the gift. Gifts in this reading are motivated by
expected compensations; hence, they are interest based. If
people are asked directly for the compensations of water
gifts, they will most likely deny any and refer to a posi-
tive image of their society and altruistic values imbedded
in their culture. Bourdieu would qualify these statements
as a practical logic of the gift transfer, while the analysis
of the social researcher would result in a different conclu-
sion and reveal a logical logic. The gift is only the “fiction
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of a disinterested exchange” (Bourdieu, 1977:171), which
is made possible by the “leaps of time which is separating
the gift from the counter gifts” (Bourdieu, 1977:6). On the
one hand, the gift is “experienced (or intended) as a refusal
of self-interest and egoistic calculation, and an exaltation of
gratuitous, unrequited generosity. On the other hand, it never
entirely excludes awareness of the logic of exchange” (Bour-
dieu, 2000:191). The economic logic for offered water can
be justified by the flows of economic and symbolic capital
that the recipient returns to the donor in everyday practice.
Beyond that, statements such as donors will be able to count
on their neighbours in other situations, reveals a certain ex-
pectation of compensation as a motivation for letting water
flow.

3.2 Moral and Interests – Anchoring Bourdieu in moral
philosophy

In a Bourdieusian context, offered water gifts can be under-
stood as a form of moral economy. Although Bourdieu nei-
ther refers intensively to the work of moral philosophers nor
makes morality an explicit element of his theory, his work
can be strongly related to these theories.

Moral philosophers have a wide variety of approaches to
the relevance of interest in their conceptualizations. Kant
completely disconnects morality and interest and argues that
“morality itself [is] subjectively considered as a motive, inas-
much as pure practical reason, by rejecting all the rival pre-
tensions of self-love, gives authority to the law, which now
alone has influence” (Kant, 2010:78). Hence, to act morally,
a person needs to follow social laws regardless of the conse-
quences for the own wellbeing. Analysing Bourdieu’s theory
from a Kantian perspective would ultimately reveal that there
is no moral-based action within logical logic. Although peo-
ple believe they act morally, within a Kantian definition, in
reality, their acts are unconsciously motivated by their striv-
ing for interests.

Other approaches in moral philosophy acknowledge that
the individual acts as an egoist: Jeremy Bentham’s utilitar-
ianism and Thomas Hobbes social contract theory. These
approaches, however, cannot be translated into Bourdieu’s
moral framework since Bentham’s (1823) work is mainly
restricted to prescriptive ethics, by discussing how people
“ought” to act to generate “the greatest happiness of the
greatest number”, rather than describing what they actually
do. Hobbes (1651) argues instead that strong egotism that
materializes in a gloomy natural state, which motivates peo-
ple to subdue each other, can be alleviated by people ceding
their power to a sovereign. However, morality is no longer
conceptualized at the actor’s level, but rather, transformed
into positive law (Leist, 2003:5).

David Gauthier’s “morals by agreement” (1986) is based
on Hobbes’ philosophy, but acknowledges that groups of
people can move from the natural state into a state of co-
operation in order to increase overall welfare without the im-

position of rules by a sovereign or any other political actor
to prevent them from being reckless. Gauthier’s moral phi-
losophy takes a moral descriptive perspective on individual
practice, which is in line with Bourdieu’s approach to con-
struct a logical logic from the observation of empirics.

Gauthier positions his approach resolutely against Kant:
“morality does not emerge as the rabbit from the empty hat.
Rather [. . .] it emerges quite simply from the application of
the maximizing conception of rationality to certain structures
of interaction” (Gauthier, 1986:10). This departure from peo-
ple’s practice makes Gauthier’s approach valuable for devel-
oping a moral concept for Bourdieu, because the individual’s
contributions to the welfare of the group are acknowledged,
while individual interests remain the central determinant for
social action.

To allow co-operation to emerge, Gauthier argues with
evolutionary theory. He develops a typology of two actors. A
“straightforward maximizer” “is disposed straightforwardly
to maximize her satisfaction, or fulfil her interest, in the
particular choices she makes” (Gauthier, 1986:16). A “con-
strained maximizer”, in contrast, looks for long-term benefits
and bases her “actions on a joint strategy, without consider-
ing whether some individual strategy would yield her greater
expected utility” (Gauthier, 1986:167). The strategy of a con-
strained maximizer is assumed to be evolutionary superior:
“The benefits of co-operation ensure that, in any given set
of circumstances, each member of a group of reciprocal al-
truists [i.e. constrained maximizers] should do better than a
corresponding member of a group of egoists [i.e. straightfor-
ward maximizers]” (Gauthier, 1986:188). In the Hobbesian
natural state, cooperation cannot emerge because straightfor-
ward maximizers would exploit constrained maximizers. In
the language of the gift, they would take gifts, without recip-
rocating, making co-operation a costly strategy rather than
an evolutionary advantage. To prevent this risk, a constrained
maximizer will decide not to make gifts to people, who are
assumed to violate the rules of the gift, hence, who take more
from their neighbours than they return. Instead, when con-
fronted with a person who did not prove trustworthy in pre-
vious social practice, “she behaves [as well] as a straightfor-
ward maximizer, acting on the individual strategy that max-
imizes her utility given the strategies she expects the others
to employ” (Gauthier, 1986:169). By exclusion of straight-
forward maximizers, a group of constrained maximizers can
maintain their evolutionary benefit of co-operation. People
can enter into the group if they prove to be trustworthy, by
acting according to the moral framework of the society. In
Gauthier’s philosophy a transition from an egotistical society
to a society built on co-operation becomes possible from the
moment a very small group of people starts co-operating and
manages to exclude those who would default.

Not only the strong focus on interests and its conceptual-
ization as descriptive ethics qualifies Gauthier’s “morals by
agreement” as the moral underpinning of Bourdieu’s econ-
omy of symbolic goods; but also the line of reasoning closely
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corresponds. In the theory of practice, interaction in the so-
cial field determines the structure of the respective field,
which can include the recognition of disinterestedness. The
habitus guides social life along the rules of the social field.
Like Bourdieu, Gauthier argues with dispositions that uncon-
sciously guide and mask interested acting: “The just person
is fit for society because he has internalized the idea of mu-
tual benefit, so that in choosing his course of action he gives
primary consideration to the prospect of realizing the co-
operative outcome” (Gauthier, 1986:157). This ethical dis-
position – a term Bourdieu uses on several occasions without
ever developing it (1977:165, 1984:261, 1998:70) – makes
constrained maximizers trust others and allows short-term
disinterestedness within fields based on mutual co-operation.

By going beyond absolute binary classifications, the grey
areas between the two poles can be examined. Thus, peo-
ple who “tend” to constrain their immediate interests in
favour of collective ones, hold higher social positions in so-
cial space than those who are known to default. This holds
true only within a social framework that rewards good ac-
tions and provides the possibility of detection and exclusion
of straight forward maximizers. In both projects the inter-
ested and morally correct behaviour is connected to uncer-
tainty and risk. For Gauthier the disposition to act morally is
based on a strategic choice of the individual, who can calcu-
late the probability of transactions (Gauthier, 1986:42). Since
returns are not guaranteed, initiating a transaction needs to
be based on trust – a social contract enacted in the respec-
tive social field – which confines rational choice, due to
incomplete information. Bourdieu argues along these same
lines: “the giver’s undeclared calculation must reckon with
the receiver’s undeclared calculation, and hence satisfy his
expectations without appearing to know what they are. In the
same operation, it removes the conditions making possible
the institutionally organized and guaranteed misrecognition”
(Bourdieu, 1977:171).

Relating Bourdieu to Gauthier allows us to position Bour-
dieu’s theory within the landscape of moral philosophy. Their
definition of morality is practical rather than philosophical
while social action is instrumental rational rather than con-
sciously based on reason. A researcher can derive actors’
morality by observing social practices and analyze these
same social practices through the prism of their morality.
This very strong connection is achieved by binding together
the very abstract concept of morality with interest as recon-
structable empirical phenomena. Gifting water to a neigh-
bour within an economy of symbolic goods is a strategy of
capital accumulation. Morals are negotiated as the rules of
the particular field, which define how specific actions are to
be judged.

4 The “imperfect” economy of symbolic goods

Conceptualizing the actor as an interested actor only, is Bour-
dieu’s meta-ethical choice. Why should the individual not
base at least part of his action on what he perceives to be
“right” according to Kantian moral law, or what he expects
to be “good” for others, as in Bentham’s ideal of moral ac-
tions, while ignoring how his acts will impact his own capital
endowments and, consequently, his positions in social fields?
Alexander argues that Bourdieu’s approach to morality is re-
ductionist. “Neither Bourdieu nor many of his enthusiastic
readers seem to understand what a multidimensional social
theory actually requires; how individual action and its so-
cial environments can be interrelated without reduction; how
ideal and material dimensions can be brought into play with-
out sacrificing their autonomy and reducing one to the other”
(Alexander, 1995:193).

While a logical logic of hidden interest behind seemingly
altruistic behaviour could be reconstructed for offered wa-
ter gifts, for requested water gifts hidden interests are much
more difficult to determine from empirical reality.

4.1 Requested water gifts require no compensation

The starting point of the typology of water gifts was so-
cial embeddedness. Requested water gifts take place between
households which are characterized by the absence of an in-
tensive social relationship; hence, in a social environment
which is opposed to the one in which offered water gifts oc-
cur. Actors positively responded to requests for water gifts in
two types of situations, despite an unfavourable social con-
stellation of the various actors, including both an inexistent
social relationship and a negative one. First, households who
gift water to each other do not necessarily also know each
other. The spatial configuration of a water network’s perfor-
mance does not allow water-poor households to access water
from a direct neighbour. Second, in certain areas devoid of
water, a minority can be found, who are willing to walk to-
wards distant streets with water and request gifts from those
households already gifting water to others. In one house, a
small boy took water from a lowered tap. The women of the
house allowed the boy to take the water, without knowing to
which family he belonged. Gifts to strangers are very prone
to profit maximization by the recipient. In Gauthier’s termi-
nology, the recipient is likely to turn into a straightforward
maximizer since even if he wants to reciprocate, he is not
embedded in the same social network in which the gift of
water could be compensated.

Even if people are in conflict, requested water transfers
still take place. Talking about his direct neighbour, M. states,
“we don’t want our women to have contacts with just any-
body. [. . .] There are some people who are not good.” In this
case the negative appreciation of his neighbours is not based
on a previous dispute, but on a general stigmatization of any
household composed of only single, young men. Despite his
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negative attitude, M. underlines that “they can take water if
they want, we leave the hose outside to water the trees and
we do not guard it.” The social benefit of sharing water with
these neighbours seems to be inexistent; especially consider-
ing the donor wishes them to move away.

In another street a women expressed her negative view of
a neighbouring family, who hardly participated in the street’s
social activities. She argued that these people were only con-
nected to others from the same ethnic group but were not
interested in their neighbours. She stressed that they would
only come for marriages or a funerals, considered absolute
social obligations. However, the family satisfied their water
needs exclusively from water they obtained for free from dif-
ferent neighbours, including this woman who clearly did not
appreciate them. She explained why she still provided them
access to her water, “even to them you cannot refuse water.
We cannot because we have a lot of water. Our behaviour and
heart cannot accept preventing these people from taking our
water.”

In these cases, a reconstruction of the transaction as an
economic based logic of logic seems to be impossible. The
donor, who is a constrained maximizer, would be exploited
because he gives without any return, making “cooperation”
uni-directional. In the logic of Gauthier, people would stop
giving water to those who do not or cannot reciprocate be-
cause of expected losses, which, consequently, would lead
to an evolutionary disadvantage. Nevertheless these water
transfers take place and question an exclusive economic – in
the broader sense of Bourdieu – conceptualization of social
reality. Consequently, the positive response to requested wa-
ter follows a Kantian social law that is not based on interest
but on a morally induced disinterestedness, a social aware-
ness for the water needs of others.

4.2 The capital of moral entitlement – The negation of
reciprocity

Faced with the choice of either completely discrediting Bour-
dieu’s theories or disavowing the empirical data gathered by
forcing it to provide some hidden but minimal compensation,
a middle path seemed more pertinent. In this chapter, I want
to present the possibility of adjusting the theory of practice to
incorporate disinterestedness. To understand the coexistence
of interested transfers (offered gifts) and truly disinterested
water transfers (requested gifts) in the same area, Benedikt
Korf’s (2007:368) work on moral geography of aid transfers
provides an entry point. He argues that post-disaster aid after
the Tsunami in the Indian Ocean in 2004 was not free, but
– as for offered water – people had to pay a high price by
acknowledging the “generosity through the staging of grat-
itude” (Korf, 2007:367), expressed for example in theatri-
cal performances, songs, and dances for representatives of
their donors. Since this gift of aid was not materially recipro-
cated, the donor exercised symbolic violence over the recip-
ient, leading to the symbolic indebtedness of the beneficiary.

“In unequal reciprocity relations as pertinent in global aid,
this expected return for the gift is the acknowledgement of
the current order” (Korf, 2007:376), and the victims of disas-
ter become “passive recipients devoid of their status as fellow
citizens on this planet” (Korf, 2007).

Korf moves from descriptive ethics of the “is” to norma-
tive ethics of the “ought”, critically suggesting a shift in aid
administration to avoid the gift’s humiliating effects. He pro-
poses the establishment of a global emergency fund based on
a global taxation that would separate aid from a donor’s gen-
erosity (Korf, 2007:375). All would be obliged to pay into
this impersonal fund to replace current voluntarily gifting di-
rectly linked to specific disasters with an obligation. As the
rich would pay more than the poor, redistribution of wealth
would thus be ensured. Such a system “transforms a beggar
or victim to a rightful claimant. Being a rightful claimant to
support is something qualitatively very different than being a
recipient that simply receives a gift from a generous person”
(Korf, 2007:375). While paying into such an aid scheme is a
duty grounded in international law, access to it becomes what
Korf defines a moral entitlement, “a claim which is indepen-
dent of the generosity – and thus the virtuous acts – of the
donor” (Korf, 2007:347).

On a meta-ethical level, Korf justifies the possibility of
the shift of the moral regime in aid transfers with Onora
O’Neill’s differentiation between virtue and rights based du-
ties. O’Neill argues that both duties are possible motiva-
tions for social actions, rather than incompatible elements
of different philosophical traditions, a differentiation she re-
jects as “historically anomalous and not well substantiated”
(O’Neill, 1996:2). Present aid flows are virtue-based duties,
which are weak because they are commendable but not oblig-
atory. Hence, they underpin Bourdieusian interests that pro-
duce indebtedness for the recipient. Under a global fund, du-
ties would be strong because they would be based on rights,
making fulfilment compulsory and independent from the in-
terest of the respective donor. However, neither Gauthier nor
Bourdieu consider duties in their approach.

For Korf the practical move from virtues to rights in aid
transfers is possible, but it requires the auxiliary construction
of a global fund to disconnect recipient and donor. However,
if global morals had historically developed along a differ-
ent path and world society had internalized the global right
to a decent living, the global fund would not be necessary.
The same holds true in the context of Khartoum’s waterscape
where virtue and rights-based duties co-exist temporally but
amongst different constellations of actors.

If we accept that certain social actions are motivated by
rights-based duties, which reflect the moral framework of a
society without being attached to interests, we can and must
take people’s arguments about their action more seriously
than Bourdieu. The logic of logic cannot be reconstructed at
a purely economic level. To comply with the locally univer-
salized norm “of giving water whenever asked”, people of-
fered two explanations. For the first, they mention only three
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words that they sometimes can and sometimes cannot further
explain: “Grass, water, and fire”. These words refer to a Ha-
dith that can be interpreted as forbidding the sale of these
elements and as a request for granting access to all (Abu-
Dawood: Hadith Nr. 3470, interpreted by Faruqui, 2001:2).
While complying to this religious injunction might be in-
ternalized in their habitus, the historic development of this
right to water is based on reason in terms of Kantian ethics.
The second explanation for their moral behaviour is based
on Bentham’s utilitarian ideal (discussed previously). They
are doing good because they are aware of the importance of
access to water in a desert environment and its vital impor-
tance. In both cases giving water upon request has become a
disinterested moral obligation for those with water and enti-
tlement to support for those lacking water.

What are the implications of such a real disinterestedness
for the economy of symbolic goods? Moral entitlements can
be integrated in Bourdieu’s terminology as capital, the “cap-
ital of moral entitlement”, which is closely related to sym-
bolic capital. However, it constitutes an inverse or negative
symbolic capital since instead of capital wealth it acknowl-
edges the absence or the lack of capital, like poverty, hunger,
low levels of education or social inclusion for newcomers, or
as in the case of Khartoum, thirst. Having a capital of moral
entitlement at one’s disposal is a resource like any other cap-
ital on the social market. It can be used to directly or indi-
rectly obtain other forms of capital that are lacking and like
all forms of ordinary capitals, it gets spent when used. A poor
neighbour will lose his capital of moral entitlement to neigh-
bourly financial support, if he receives a big donation or finds
a well-paid job. This new situation changes his socially per-
ceived status from poor to non-poor.

Within such an approach, the habitus remains a very
important theoretical construction. Moral concepts can be
learned and incorporated within dispositions of the habitus.
Nevertheless, as Sayer argues, the concept of habitus – as the
basic element which guides people’s action in Bourdieu’s ap-
proach – “is a product of sociological disciplinary imperial-
ism, reflecting the discipline’s competition with and aversion
to psychology and biology” (Sayer, 2005:50). Acknowledg-
ing emotions and deliberate reasoning as a motivation for
social acting apart from an interested morality and a habit-
ualized disinterestedness, is required to understand the emer-
gence of norms guiding social interaction and social change
through idealistic social movements or individuals.

Regardless if specific, real, disinterested, social actions are
motivated by individual reasoning or moral dispositions of
the habitus, the economic transaction is incomplete because
the actor, who fulfils his moral duty, experiences an overall
loss. He accepts this loss because of self or society-defined
moral duty. Accepting real disinterestedness certainly con-
flicts with a conventional reading of Bourdieu’s economy of
symbolic goods, but if we accept that perfect economies can
never exist, the “imperfect economy of symbolic goods” al-
lows us to discontinue ignoring the human desire to act ac-

cording to what has been learned to be morally right, or even
what oneself considers to be good.

5 Conclusions

In his early work, when Bourdieu analyzed pre-capitalist so-
cieties in Algeria, he made a strong case for the notion of
honour. The change in his focus to the context of France,
a society which can be assumed to have been much more
strongly individualized and influenced by capitalistic profit
seeking, could perhaps explain why he did not conceptual-
ize real disinterestedness based on reason and morality as
a relevant mode of action in his theory of practice. If we
want to apply Bourdieu in contexts, like Khartoum, where
unquestioned religious concepts and other moral convictions
are a significant factor in daily practice, we either have to ac-
cept that we have only a partial grasp of social reality or we
must conceive of the economy of symbolic goods as an im-
perfect economy where people strive to accumulate relative
capital and positions, while being restricted by their morally
grounded duties.

When social inequality increases, morality can minimize
the gap of total capital endowments because it leads to a
redistribution of economic and non-economic wealth from
those with higher positions to those with lower positions in
social space. The social impact of the “capital of moral enti-
tlement”, therefore, is opposed to symbolic domination. The
total inequality in positions in the social space is minimized
in societies that have incorporated a morality of uncondi-
tional solidarity.
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