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This thesis presents a sociological analysis of death. Within the theoretical framework of 

Pierre Bourdieu's reflexive sociology, this thesis explores the personal impact and 

experience of death, particularly as it relates to the family. Central to the analysis are 

Bourdieu's concepts of habitus, field and capital, as well as the overarching ontological 

debate of the relationship between the individual and society. 

Literature review and secondary data are provided to support the view that the 

experience and perception of death are affected by one's position within the stmctured 

system of relations comprising the field. This experience can be understood in terms of 

distinction between public and private life. With respect to public life, an historical 

analysis of transformations in attitudes and practice toward death demonstrates the way in 

which the fields of religion, science and medicine, and economy have served to shape 

social perceptions and practices. With respect to private experience, the farnily, as a field, 

is identified as the primary locus for the impact of death. This impact, as demonstrated in 

grief, is understood as the result of the disruption of the system of relations which 

comprise this field. 
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Emest Becker's (1 974) book, The Dertial of Beath, won the Pulitzer PRze for 

Nonfiction in May 1974; two months after he had died. In this work, Becker argued that 

death, and the fear of it, dominated the thoughts of human beings in a way unmatched by 

any other concept. In a similar vein, Murray Bowen (1976), a pioneer in the study of the 

fàmily impact of loss, wrote that "direct thinking about death, or indirect thinking about 

staying dive and avoiding death, occupies more of man's time than any other subject" 

(p.335). While it is debatable as to whether or not hurnanity is preoccupied with thoughts 

of mortality, it is undoubtedly the case that death is a reality for al1 and, as such it 

warrants, or rather, demands, some attention at least. 

Perhaps it is a quality inherent in the capacity of human beings to conceptualise self 

and others, as well as the less tangible, abstract, aspects of existence, that we stnve to find 

meaning in our experience. Austrian psychiatrist Victor Frank1 (1984), the founder of 

logotherapy and successor of Freud at the University of Vienna, based his therapeutic 

approach on the assumption that there is always meaning in one's life. However, what 

meaning is to be found in death? Physically, at least, death is the end of experience, the 

end of life. What foilows is the ultimate unknown. This has not stopped humanity fiom 

attempting to find some type of meaning in death. Some concept ofpûsf rnortern 

existence, for example, has existed since at least the time of the Neanderthals. The view 

that death is a transition or rite of passage to the next life has been a cornerstone of 

religious and spiritual beiief In modern Western society, developments in rnedical science 

have made death an enemy, to be overcome by the weapon of technology. However, such 



much a reflection of life as of death. 

This thesis will present a sociological examination of death. When viewing death 

within the context of social life, invariably, the examination deals not so much with 

individuai mortality as it does with the impact of loss upon the living, and the capacity of 

human beings, both individually and collectively, to deal with this experience. Using the 

reflexive sociology of Pierre Bourdieu as the main theoretical framework, the personal and 

social impacts of death will be explored and discussed. It will be shown that the meaning 

of death, the perception of, and reactions to it are influenced by the context of the sociai 

relationship in which the death occurs. Ultimately, the aim of this thesis is to discuss the 

impact of loss upon family and family members, in hopes of perhaps contributing to an 

understanding of why and how death affects this social group in the way that it does. 

A discussion of the social attitudes and practices of Western society as they 

relate to death will show that, by and large, it has been removed from every day social 

experience. Such displacement is part of a process which has also resulted in the social 

and physical isolation of the dying, the dead and the bereaved. Also part of this process 

has been the development of a modem attitude toward death which is characterised by 

awareness of death, without acknowledgement of it. Such attitudes and practices serve to 

highlight the private experience of the family with respect to the impact of loss. 

Discussion will take place within the fiamework provided by the work of Pierre 

Bourdieu. Labelled genetic structuralism by its author, the primary goal of Bourdieu's 

project is to address a central debate within sociology. This debate concems the 



cmx of the debate centres upon the degree of causation which is assigned to individuals 

and groups to consciously act upon and create the social world, or conversely, the degree 

to which these are affected by the imposition of external structures which shape and 

constrain social life and behaviour. The central question, therefore, is the extent to which 

social life can be explained as a product of individual will and consciousness or, 

conversely, whether or not it is the resuit of stnicturally imposed attitudes and practices. 

Bourdieu frames this debate in terms of objectivism and subjectivism. Bourdieu's reflexive 

approach synthesises what he describes as subjectivist and ubjectivist elements in a theory 

of social practice. Subjectivist social theories, such as that of phenomenology or the work 

of existentialists like Jean-Paul Sartre, give primacy to individual will and consciousness 

and the power of individual agents and groups to actively create the social world. 

Converseiy, objectivist accounts, such as that expressed by stmcturalism, explain social 

thought and action as the product of materid conditions and the imposition of social 

structures upon individual and group behaviour. The individual's representations and 

experiences are subordinate to these structures in the formation of the social world. 

Bourdieu argues that neither approach, in and of itself, is able to provide an adequate 

account of social life. Instead, an explanation of the social world must incorporate both 

subjectivist and objectivist perspectives. The work of Pierre Bourdieu represents an 

important contribution to the resolution of this debate. 

A discussion of Bourdieu's approach is presented in Chapter One. The central 

question which guides Bourdieu's sociology is "How can behaviour be regulated without 



question, Bourdieu formulates an approach which emphasises relations as the primary unit 

of social analysis and relational thinkinç as the primary tool for doing so. Three main 

concepts of Bourdieu's relational analysis are habitus, capital andfield. The essence of 

Bourdieu's approach is an andysis of the dynamic interplay between these three elements 

in the formation of the social world. 

According to Bourdieu, the dispositions, aîtitudes and perceptions which make up 

the habitus of the individual represent the interplay of subjective experience and 

representation, and the structuring context of the field. The field is the central location in 

which social relations are formed and in which social practice takes place. It represents a 

structured, hierarchical system of positions in which participants interact, primarily in 

relations of struggle and domination, vying for position. Position within the field is 

detennined by the interplay between individual habitus and access to the particular form(s) 

of capital which that field has to offer. Capital, in Bourdieu's usage, is to be understood 

as a set of usable resources and powers which are distributed throughout the field and 

used by its participants. 

It is the combination of these three elements which underlies social action or 

practice and, subsequently, the formation of the social world. Ultimately, Bourdieu's 

approach leads to an analysis of power relations within and between fields; the power to 

exert individual and group habitus over participants within the field and also the power of 

one field over another. The distribution of power between fields is represented by 

Bourdieu's account of the field of power. The field of power represents a hlerarchy among 



various fields and subsequently the capacity of these fields to represent the ultimate or 

definitive authority within society. 

It is within the context of Bourdieu's approach that an analysis of death will be 

camed out. As such, it will be s h o w  that the impact of death is mediated by the nature of 

the relations that exist between the deceased and the survivors. This relationship is in turn 

shaped by the context of the field or fields in which these relations take place. The 

remaining chapters are presented in such a way as to reflect basic tenets of Bourdieu's 

approach. Bourdieu's approach emphasises a continuum between the individual and the 

social structure. As such, within each chapter, an attempt is made to represent this 

interaction. Moreover, individual chapters are presented in such a way as to also reflect 

this continuum, with a movement from general, stnicturally-imposed attitudes and 

practices, through to the field and finally to individual experience. 

In Chapter Two, it will be shown how transformations within the field of power 

have culminated in the modem set of attitudes and practices toward death. By doing so, it 

will be demonstrated how those fields, endowed with the capacity to define the meaning of 

death, have been influentid in shaping individual perception of and subsequently how this 

has influenced related social practices. This will be accomplished by way of an analysis of 

attitudes and practices toward death since the Middle Ages. Beginning with the Medieval 

Church, it will shown how later developments in the fields of science, most notably 

medicine, and of economy replaced the doctrines of religion in defining death and, 

subsequently resulted in a shifi in attitudes and practices toward death. Such 



experience. Moreover, the influence of the fields of medicine and the economy have 

served to create an attitude toward death characterised by awareness of the reality of 

death without open acknowledgement of it. By tIiis, it is meant that, while death remains a 

reality which ultimately affects al1 of us and, therefore can not be sirnply ignored or 

forgotten, it is also the case that death has corne to be viewed as a rational, impersonal 

process, to be handled by qualified experts. The dying, the dead and those closest to them 

are removed fiom the community and relocated to institutions This attitude has culminated 

in the social and physical isolation of the dying, the dead and the bereaved. 

The analysis of death presented in Chapter Two demonstrates the capacity of 

various fields to influence individual perceptions and practices as they relate to death. The 

historical and social transformations which have given rise to this set of attitudes and 

practices also highiights the farnily as the main locus for the private impact of death and 

grief A discussion of the impact of loss upon the farnily will be presented in Chapter 

Three. Part of the discussion will involve an application of Bourdieu's concept of the field 

to an understanding of the farnily. As such, it will be argued that the farnily, as a field, 

represents a structured system of positions and relations orgmised around various forms 

of capital, as represented by sex, reproduction, socialisation and close personal relations. 

The resulting system of relations is represented by the formation of familial roles which 

subsequently influence the developrnent of habitus of the various farnily members. In this 

context, it will be argued that loss through death represents a disruption of the farnily 

field. An application of the precepts of farnily systems theory, within the context of 



system of positions which comprises the field. The analysis presented in Chapter Three 

will be extended in Chapter Four. Here it will be argued that the subjective çrief reaction 

which follows death may be explained as the result of the dismption of the structured 

system of relations which comprises the farnily. Such a dismption effectively undemines 

the generative base fiom which habitus is fomed. Subsequently, fiindamental 

assumptions about the world, the sense of what is normal, the basic operating tools for 

functioning in, and drawing meaning fiom, social life are displaced. The effect of such a 

disturbance is a degree of psychological and emotional disturbance which characterises 

the experience of grief. 



A central issue within the reflexive sociology of Pierre Bourdieu, and indeed, within the 

larger body of sociological theory in general, is the debate between society and the 

individual. The focus of this debate is upon the relationship between the individual actor, 

or agent, and the surrounding social structures of which she or he is a part. Underlying 

the structure 1 agency controversy is an important ontological question which social 

scientists are forced to continually revisit, if not answer, throughout the course of research 

on human social behaviour. The question is essentially one of causation: can society best 

be explained as the outcome of human wilt, action and representation, or are individual 

thought and behaviour a product of the imposition of extemal social forces? Asked 

another way, the question becomes one of individual freedom versus societal constraint. 

That is, to what degree is the individual free to act and to impose his or her will upon the 

society at large; or conversefy, what, if any, constraints are placed upon individual 

fieedom by the social structure? 

These questions are not in any way new, having been grappled with by 

philosophers, sociologists and others concemed with the human condition throughout the 

ages. That the interaction between the individual and society as yet remains a subject of 

inquiry and controversy stands as testimony to the fact that providing an answer has posed 

an ongoing challenge to theoretical expIanations of the social world. 

While it is generally recognised that both structure and agency represent the two 

main detenninants of social outcornes, it is in conceptions of the nature of the relations 

between the two that controversy arises. Social theorists have forrnulated doctrines which 



either individual agents or to the social structure, and by the extent of individual freedom 

and societal constraint which is postulated to characterise social relations and behaviour. 

One such classificatory scherne, as adopted by Pierre Bourdieu (1 990, 1992)- may 

be expressed in tems of an opposition between szrhjectivis~ and objecfivist approaches. 

Subjectivist viewpoints give primacy to individual consciousness, thoughts and attitudes. 

Moreover, individual agents are endowed with the power to act upon and shape the social 

world. Conversely, those theorists who espouse an objectivist standpoint emphasise the 

causal importance of extemal forces, such as matenal conditions or social structures, in 

their explanations of the society. These forces impinge upon and shape social behaviour. 

The expression of these perspectives in social theory has given rise to the structure 

/ agency, or subjectivist 1 objectivist dualism, which Bourdieu considers to be one of the 

"most fbndamental and most minous division in al1 of social science" (Bourdieu, 1990, 

p.25). The essence of Bourdieu's approach lies in confronting this duaiism in an effort to 

overcome it. He is not alone in this effort. Most notable, among other attempts, is the 

works of Anthony Giddens ( 1984). Through his theory of structuration, Giddens seeks to 

combine the concepts of structure and agency. 

In a similar vein Bourdieu's reflexive approach, which he labels ge~teiic 

stntcturalism, seeks to formulate a science and philosophy of human social behaviour 

which transcends both the subjective individual and the objective social structure. He does 

so through the synthesis of these two seemingly disparate ontological elements into a 

single approach which uncovers the dynamic continuum between the two, binding them 



examination of subjectivist social theories, as expressed through phenomenological 

sociology, and of objectivism as represented by structuralism. Through t his exercise, 

Bourdieu defines the task of reflexive sociology, which is to "crafi a set of double-focus 

analytic lenses that capitaiize on the epistemic virtues of each reading while skirting the 

vices of both (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992, p.7). 

The purpose in this chapter is to explore the refiexive sociological approach of 

Pierre Bourdieu. This will fom the theoreticai foundation fiom which to present a 

reflexive analysis of death. The main tenets of phenomenological and structuralist 

sociology witl be presented with the aim of demonstrating how each cornes to bear upon 

his project.' Next, the central concepts and assumptions of genetic structuralisrn will be 

discussed. Based on the reflexive approach, it will be shown that social life is to be 

understood as a product of the interplay between subjective and objective elements which 

find expression in a system of relations of rneaning and relations of power. 

Structure versus Agency - Phenomenulogy, Structuralisrn and the Roots of Bourdieu's 
Projeet 

Bourdieu's project is grounded in a critical analysis of two of the main ontological and 

epistemological discourses in social science, as described above. Generally speaking, 

according to Bourdieu, social science is bifurcated by two opposing theoretical points of 

'An exhaustive examination of either phenomenology or stmcturalism is beyond the scope of 
this paper. Limitations of tirne and space restnct discussion to the main dements of each 
approach. A more thorough exarnination is contained in Keat and Urry (1  982), among others. 



generally as stmc~uralist, tends to "'treat social facts as things' according to the old 

Durkheimian precept, and thus leave out everything that they owe to the fact that they are 

objects of knowledge, of cognitions - or misrecognition - within social existence" 

(Bourdieu, 1992, pp. 123-1 24). Conversely, subjectivist approaches, as expressed through 

phenornenology and ethnomethodology for example, tend to reduce the social world to 

the individual's subjective representations of it. 

Bourdieu's critique of these approaches rests on his contention that, although each 

theoreticai position has the capacity to inform us of certain elements of the social world. 

neither perspective, when standing alone, adequately expresses the fùllness and complexity 

of social life. The argument is essentially one of ontology - that is assumptions about the 

fiindamental nature and organisation of reality, in this case, social reality. Neither the 

objectivist nor the subjectivist mode is able to account for what Bourdieu terms the dotrhle 

life of the social universe (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992, p.7). 

In the first instance, the social world is characterised by an objectiviîy of thefirst 

order, which is concemed with the "distribution of material resources and means of 

appropriation of socially scarce goods and values" (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992, p.7). 

Such a view, argues Bourdieu, conceives of society fiom the perspective of a social 

physics: "as an objective structure, grasped fiom the outside, whose articulations can be 

materially observed, measured, and mapped out independently of the representations of 

those who live in it" (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992, pp.7-8). The second reading of 

society shiRs emphasis away fiorn the realrn of the material. 



formation of the social world. In this way, "society appears as the emergent product of 

the decisions, and cognitions of conscious, alert individuals to whom the world is given as 

imrnediately famil iar and meaningfiil"(I3ourdieu and Wacquant, 1992, p. 9). This second 

instance of social life, therefore, hinges upon an understanding of the role played by 

individual representation and meaning in the constitution of the social world. 

It is apparent that Bourdieu's conception of the dorrbie lifie of social reality rests 

upon a synthesis of objectivist and subjectivist ontologies. However, the substance of his 

approach is more than simply a combination of the two perspectives. Instead, it is based 

upon his experience of, and eventual confrontation with, each mode of thought in the 

process of his intellectud development. It was these opposing perspectives which forrned 

the back drop of intellectual life during Bourdieu's years as a student in the t 950s and 

1960s. Bourdieu was studying in Paris through the hey day of what he characterises as 

the phenomenology, in its existentialist variety, of Sartre, and in the phenomenological 

sociology of Alfred Schutz. His rejection, or more accurately, reaction against these 

approaches brought Bourdieu into contact with the stnicturalist anthropology of Lévi- 

Strauss and the burgeoning Marxist sociologies, especially structuralist Marxism, of the 

sixties.' The following section will provide a bnef review and discussion of the key 

components of these perspectives. 

'Later in his career, Sartre as well was influenced by Marxist thought, resulting in a shifi From 
a sinçular focus upon individual fieedom to one of the fiee individual existing within an 
oppressive, limiting and alienating social structure. 



As has been noted, during the early years of Bourdieu's education, Sartre's 

existentialist phenomenology was "the ascendant school of thought and political stance" 

(Jenkins, 1 994, p. 1 6). The roots of phenomenology, however, extend beyond Sartre. 

The terrn phenomenology was used by Hegel ( 1 807) in his work Phet~omerzoiog~ 

ofMind. As a philosophical approach, it is most closely associated with the work of 

Edmund Husserl. A key focus of Husserl's work was the scientific study of consciousness 

with the intent of discovering its basic structures (Ritzer, 1988, p.324). Two main 

principles of Husserl's approach are the rlatural standpoint thesis and the naturd attitude 

to which it gives rise. The natural standpoint assumes that people are continually engaged 

in an unconscious process of ordering the social world. Because this process does not 

occur at a conscious level, individuals are not disposed to question it, resulting in a 

perception of the world a s  naturally ordered, not ordered by them. The resulting state of 

mind is what Husserl refers to  as the natural attitude. 

The phenomenologicd sociology of Alked Schutz embraced the ideas of Husserl 

in order to investigate the taken for granted assumptions comprising the natural attitude in 

the context of social knowledge and social life. The central question of Schutz's project 

was "How is it, then, possible to grasp, by a system of objective knowledge, subjective 

meaning structures?" (As cited by Ritzer, 1988, p.330). Phenornenological sociology is 

characterised by an emphasis upon the primacy of human consciousness and a focus upon 

the nature of rneaning, experience and the elements which constitute the self The 

objective of phenomenological sociology is the "description of the universal structure of 



through extension of Husserl's natural standpoint thesis, it is assumed that the objective 

features which constitute a society rest upon this universa1 subjective base. How is this so? 

Schutz argues that knowledge of the social world is to be gained by uncovering the 

typrjkations or concepts by which social actors organise their activities and formulate 

common-sense knowledge of the world around them. Real knowledge of the social stems 

from, and in fact reflects, carefùl observation of social life as it is organised within the 

context of this stock of knowledge, which assumes everyday life is typical or naturai: 

The observational field of the social scientist - social reality - has a 
specific meaning and relevance structure for the human beings living, 
acting, and thinking within it. By a series of common-sense constructs, 
they have pre-selected and pre-interpreted this world which they 
experience as the reality of their daily life. It is these thought objects 
of theirs which determine their behaviour by motivating it. The thought 
objects constructed by the social scientist in order to grasp this social 
reality have to be founded upon the thought objects constructed by the 
common-sense thinking of men, living their daily life within their social 
world. Thus, the constructs of the sciences are, so to speak, constmcts 
of the second degree, that is, constmcts of the constructs made by actors 
on the social scene 

(Schutz, 1962, as cited by Bourdieu, 1990, p. 125) 

The phenomenoIogy of Schutz, to Bourdieu represents, "the purest expression of 

the subjectivist vision" (Bourdieu, 1990, p. 124). The importance of this approach, he 

argues, is that it provides the tools for analysing the ordinary social experience of 

individuals. A phenomenologica1 view of the world gives relevance and value to 

Bourdieu's objectivity of the second order by recognising the role of mundane, subjective 

meaning and practical competency and agency in the construction of every day life. 

However, such an approach is not without its problerns. 



two major limitations. First, by envisioning the structures of the social world as the 

açgreçate product of individual strategies of construction and typifications, the 

phenomenoloçist is unable to account for their relative stability, nor can she explain the 

structures which emerge from such strategies. Further to this point, Mahar et al., (1990) 

add that phenomenology is unable to account for the relative symmetry and regularity 

which foms part of our everyday experience of social life. Second, phenomenology is 

incapable of explaining why, and according to what pnnciples, the social production of 

social reality takes place (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992, pp.9- 10). There exists, 

therefore. an objective side to social reaiity, an exploration ofwhich is provided by 

objectivist theoretical perspectives. 

An objectivist ontology gives causal prirnacy to elements which are independent of 

mind and agency in the formation of social reality. Such a view seeks to discover the 

systems of regularities andor relationships which underlie and give rise to "observable 

social relations and patterns of social consciousness" (Keat and Uny, 1982, p. 12 1 ). This 

perspective characterises those theoretical perspective which fdl under the general label of 

structuralism. 

Structuralism in Sociohgy 

Rooted in the classic linguistics of de Saussure, structuralism takes a variety of 

foms. It is expressed in the works of a number of social thinkers, ranging from the 

structural ant hropology of Claude Lévi-Strauss, the psychoanalysis of Jacques Lacan as 



Michel Foucault, among others, including, by some accounts, Bourdieu (Jenkins, 1994, 

p.91). 

Giddens notes that, while the ideas of these great thinkers may generally be 

categorised as structuralist, their main ideas are often divergent and many would be averse 

to such a label (Giddens, 1987, p. 195). However, whiIe these theorists demonstrate a 

diversity of thought, there is a convergence of certain elements present in their works. 

Keat and Urry (1982) note a number of features which characterise most forms of 

structuralist analysis. They stress, however, that while these are main features of the 

structuralist perspective, not al1 approaches which could be labelled as structuralist will 

necessarily adhere to ail of them. 

First, there is an emphasis upon the primacy of the totality of the structure over 

individuai elements. Furthemore, these elements are comprised, and defined by, systems 

of relations. For this reason, a structuralist sociology will argue that social phenornena 

should not be reduced to individual elements, "rather each system must be studied as an 

organised set of intemelated elements" (Keat and Uny, p. 1 24). Each element of a system, 

according to structuralism, is understandable only through its reiationship to other 

elements of the system. Thus, for example, Marx argues that the class position of the 

proletariat can only be understood and analysed by way of its relationship to the 

bourgeoisie (Keat and Urry, p. 120). This characteristic, for Bourdieu, represents the 

greatest strengths of the structuralist approach: "The major contribution of what must 

rightly be called the stnicturalist revolution consists in having applied to the social world 



relati~ns~~(Bourdieu, 1990, p. 125). 

A second characteristic of stnicturalism is that relations between elements of the 

structure are assumed to be systematic, orderly and regular. This assumption can be 

related to Saussure's argument that the precepts of semiology could be applied to social 

phenomena. Semiology refers to the study of signs or systems of meaning as they appear, 

for exarnple, in language and literature. Saussure proposed that the principles developed 

through such an inquiry were not limited to linguistics and could also be applied to social 

phenomena which may also be characterised as code-like and systematic in nature. "Just 

as the rules of Engiish enable sequences of sound to have meaning, so certain niles of 

social life enable one to write a poem, score a goal, or prepare a meal. Semiology 

emphasises the way in which meanings of events or subjects in the social world are 

conventionally or socially structured rather than natural" (Keat and Urry, p. 124). An 

example of this is to be found in Barthe's (1967 as cited in Keat and Urry, p. 124) analysis 

of the cultural system of food production, in which he distinguishes between alimentary 

language, which includes rules of association and rituals of use, as well as related 

oppositional terms, such as sweet / savoury; and alimentary speech which deals with 

practical aspects of food preparation and the associations between different food items. 

These patterned relations give structure to the social formation. 

Structuralism argues that one of the main orçanising pnnciples by which patterns 

of relations in any social formation may be analysed is that of binary opposition. Again, 

this assumption rests upon analyses from linguistics. In their discussion, Keat and Urry 



described in terms of  a relatively small set of binary opposition (as in Barthe7s sweet / 

savoury distinction). Such oppositions, the argument went, were retlective of inherent 

mental processes of both the etmder (the one communicating) and the decoder (the 

recipient of the communication). 

A similar analytical approach is apparent in Bourdieu's account of the Kabyle 

household. He analyses the complex organisation of Kabyle relations through a 

description of the interrelations of oppositions, both material and abstract or syrnbolic, 

within the household system.' The individual sets of binary oppositions which characterise 

the Kabyle house and relations do not, in and of themselves, represent the structure of the 

household. Rather, they are indicative of it. This brings us to a third feature of 

structuralist analysis as discussed by Keat and Uny. 

Shwcture does not refer to  any specific, observable physical characteristic(s). As 

such, "a structure is not something that c m  be directly perceived by our senses" (Keat and 

Urry, 1982, p. 120). The task of stmcturalist sociology is to identie and uncover the 

hidden structures which underlie and give rise to  objective social reality. Again, one can 

find a linguistic basis for this supposition, rooted in Saussure's distinction between langue 

and parole. Parole refers to the improvisational use of language in everyday life. Langue 

is the underlying grammatical structure of a language. The latter, it is argued, is where 

andysis of meaning should focus (Jenkins, 1 994, p.30). Recalling Saussure's assertion that 

such structures are also to be found in the social worId. it then follows that "the tme 

'See: Jenkins, 1994, pp.32-33 for a complete description. 
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which lies somehow behind or beneath the phenomenal world of appearances" (Jenkins, 

p.30). Further to this characteristic, Keat and Uny add that there exists a parailel 

structuring mechanism within the mind which operates according to certain universal 

mental characteristics, such as those outlined by Chomsky (1 967, as cited by Keat and 

Urry, 1982, p. 126). 

A final characteristic of the structuralist approach is what Ekeh ( 1 982) describes as 

the "search for universal and invariant laws of humanity that are operative at al1 levels of 

human life" (as cited by Ritzer, 1988, p.455). Keat and Urry extend this characterisation, 

adding that the structüralist theorkt seeks to unite different aspects of social life through 

the application of rules which extend fiom isomorphic structures, or those having an exact 

relation or correspondence (Keat and Urry, 1982, p. 124). 

Bourdieu, as already noted, considered the ernphasis upon relations to be an 

important contribution of structuralism. However, the quest to find universal rules of 

social behaviour represents a point of departure between Bourdieu and structuralist 

t hought. 

The limitations of the structuralist approach are discussed by a wide range of 

authors (cf, Keat and Urry, 1982; Giddens and Turner, 1987; Ritzer, 1988; Jenkins, 1994, 

among others). However, for Bourdieu, the main problem with structuralism or 

objectivist theories is the propensity to reduce the agent or individual to little more than 

the executor of stmctural moddities. This tendency, argues Bourdieu, stems from the 

inabiiity of stnicturalist approaches to estabiish a generative pnnciple for the structures, 



approach "tends to slip fi-om the mode1 to reality - to rei@ the structures it constructs by 

treatinç them as autonomous entities endowed with the abitity to 'act' in the manner of 

histoncal agents" (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992, p.8). The only way to overcome this 

limitation, argues Bourdieu, is to inject into objectivism / stmcturalism a conception of 

açency: "a materialist science of Society must recognize that the consciousness and 

interpretations of agents are an essential component of the fiill reality of the social world" 

(Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992, p.9). 

Essentially, Bourdieu's critique of subjectivism 1 phenomenology and objectivism / 

structuralism rests upon his using the opposing ontologies against one another. The 

weakness of one approach is the strength of the other. In pursuing this line of argument, 

Bourdieu is establishing the need for an alternative approach which synthesises and builds 

upon the basic ontological precept s of object ivism and subject ivism. His reflexive 

approach, as expressed in genetic stnicturalism is representative of such a synthesis. 

Refi.xive Suciulogy 

The central question which guides reflexive sociology is: "How can behaviour be 

regulated without being the product of obedience to ruIes?'(Bourdieu, 1990, p.65). In 

answering this question, Bourdieu develops a unique ontological and epistemological 

discourse. He formulates and ernploys a series of concepts with which to capture the 

dynamic interplay between individual agents and the larger social structure. Many of the 

ideas behind these concepts, and even some of the terms themselves are not new. Habitus, 



structuralist and phenomenological approaches discussed above are present in Bourdieu's 

project. However, it is the way in which he utilises these concepts which sets Bourdieu 

apart . 

In summary, Bourdieu conceives of society as the social spacr. The social space 

is comprised of a variety of semi-autonomous$eIu5 in which agents formulate and utilise 

strategies in their interactions with others. These interactions form the basis ofpracict. 

and are characterised by stmggIe and dorni~fafion as actors pursue and seek to control the 

form of capital which a particular field offers, thereby insuring, maintaining or irnproving 

their position within a particular field. 

Furthemore, fields, endowed with the qualities and characteristics of the habituses 

which comprise them, have the capacity to interact with each other in the social space. 

The interaction among fields results in a struggle for positions and power in the social 

space which is similar to that which occurs within individuai fields. Such struggles result 

in a distribution of power arnong fields and subsequently, the formation of a hierarchy of 

positions between them. The pre-eminent field is referred to as theficild of power. The 

relative position of other fields is deterrnined by their relationship to this field. 

Fundamental to Bourdieu's approach is an ernphasis upon relations as the pnmary 

object of social analysis and relational thinking as the intellectual tool for doing so. 

Borrowing, in part from structuralist thought. he stresses that "what exist in the social 

world are relations - not interactions between agents or intersubjective ties between 

individuals, but objective relations which exist independently of individual consciousness 



social practice, a defining eiement of Bourdieu's overall project. 

Social Prnctice 

An important characteristic of practice, in keeping with Bourdieu's conception of 

social fife as an interplay between subjective and objective elements, is that it is not 

entirely a product of either conscious or rational processes. Instead, he argues, as social 

life flows from one event to the next, fiom circumstance CO circumstance, practice 

happens. This speaks to Bourdieu's concept ofpractical seme or practical logic and is 

best illustrated by his use of the metaphor of the game and a feel for the game, described 

as: 

the practical mastery of the logic or of the imminent necessity of a game - 
the mastery acquired by experience of the game, and one which works outside 
conscious controI and discourse (in a way that, for instance, techniques of the 
body do) (Bourdieu, I W O ,  p.6 1). 

The concept of practical sense begins to touch on the important relationship 

between the individual agent and the surrounding social structure. According to 

Bourdieu, agents are not just passive recipients of structurally-based detenninations; nor, 

however, are they entirely in control of their lives. Instead, the individual interacts with, 

and learns fiom the surrounding environrnent: 

actors do not just confiont their current circumstances, [they] are an integral 
part of those circumstances. Within them they have grown up, learning and 
acquiring a set of practical cultural cornpetences, including a social identity .. . 
which renders them largely incapable of perceiving social reality, in al1 of 
its arbitrariness, as anything other than 'the way things are', necessary to their 
own existence as who they are (Jenkins, 1994, p.70). 



qfexrermlity, which leads one to take the social world for granted, or to see it as a given, 

dong with his or her pIace in it. The resulting mental state, similar to Husserl's imtîrral 

attirude, is called doxa or the doxic experiemx, defined as: 

The coincidence of the objective structures which provides the illusion of 
immediate understanding, characteristic of practical experience of the 
familiar and which at the same time excludes fiom that experience any 
inquiry as to its own conditions of possibility (Bourdieu, 1990, as cited by 
Jenkins, 1994, p.70). 

Conceiving of social practice in this way, Bourdieu is emphasising the fact that much of 

what we do in our daily activity occurs without conscious deliberation of every act. If the 

case were otherwise, that is if every action required a continuous questioning by the actor, 

then the activities of social life, argues Bourdieu, would not be possible. 

However, Bourdieu's conception of social practice to this point remains largely 

structuralist. While the notion of doxa infùses practice with some element of the 

conscious experience of actors, in the final instance, human agency is a product of 

structural determinations. Bourdieu overcornes such a reduction by proposing that, while 

action is not entirely the result of conscious deliberation, that does not imply that it is 

without a subjectively oriented purpose. This characteristic of practice is indicative of 

Bourdieu's rejection of structuralism, which involves a movement fiom "rules to 

strategies" (Jenkins, 1994, p.72). The notion of strategising grounds practice in subjective 

experience of the social world. Bourdieu's concept is intended to "encompass the fact 

that actors do have çoals and interests ... [and] to locate the source of their practice in 

their own experience of reality" (Jenkins, p.72). 



objectivism. It does so in two ways. First, it situates practice in a context of both freedom 

and constraint, calling to mind Marx's idiom that we make our own history, but not in the 

conditions which we choose. Second, Bourdieu "presents practice as the product of 

processes which are neither wholly conscious nor wholly unconscious, rooted in an 

ongoing process of learning which begins in childhood, and through which actors know - 

without knowing - the right thing to do" (Bourdieu, 1990, as cited by Jenkins, 1994, 

p.72). The embodiment of this process is habiius. 

Hnbitus 

In light of Bourdieu's theory of social practice, "social life cano t  be understood as 

simply the aggregate of individual behaviour, nor can we Say that practice is simply the 

product of individual decision-making on the one hand, or of supra-individual structures 

on the other" (Jenkins, 1994, p.74). How then, are we to understand practice? Bourdieu 

has developed the notion of habitus to act as a conceptuai bridge between the individual 

and structural components of social behaviour. 

The concept of habitus is central to Bourdieu's theory of social practice. He was 

motivated to re-introduce the term, in a refined form, to deal with his growing doubt 

about the validity of a purely structuralist sociology, without lapsing into the realrns of 

subjectivism (Bourdieu, 1990, p.73). Habitus is intended to revive the notion of the agent 

and agency which Lévi-Strauss, Althusser and other structuralists had abolished, reducing 

them to the status of a mere epiphenomenon of structure (Bourdieu, 1990, p.9). Within 



imposed rules. Bourdieu considers such a proposition to be unacceptable: 

Social agents ... are not automata regulated like clocks, in accordance with 
rules which they do not understand. In the most complex çames, matrimonial 
exchange for instance, or ritual practices, they put into action the incorporated 
principles of a generative habitus (Bourdieu, 1990, p.9). 

Habitus, in Latin refers to a "habitua1 or typical condition, state or appearance, 

particularly of the body" (Jenkins, 1994, p. 74). Bourdieu assumes a related, although 

more complex, meaning. For him, habitus is the "strategy generating principle enabling 

agents to  cope with unforeseen and ever-changing situation ... a system of lasting and 

transposable dispositions which, integrating past experiences, hnctions at every moment 

as a matrix of perceptions, appreciations and actions and makes possible the achievement 

of  infiniteiy diversified tasks" (Bourdieu, 1977, as cited by Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992, 

p. 18). Ekewhere, Bourdieu refers to habitus as: "an acquired systern of generative 

schemes, objectively adjusted to the particular conditions in which it is constituted 

(Bourdieu, 1977, as cited by Jenkins, 1994, p.74). 

Jenkins outlines three important conditions which form the basis of existence of 

habitus. The first stems fiom the notion of habitus being ir~corpora~ed in the literal sense, 

that is, it is centred in the body of the agent. This necessary characteristic is demonstrated 

in a number of ways, be it in our physical presence, such as mannerisms, posture and ways 

of presenting oneself. As well, habitus is incorporated in a more esotenc form, as practical 

taxonomies which lie in fùndamental qualities of  physical existence - such as being male or 

female. These taxonomies are imprinted and encoded through socialisation, which begins 



This brings us to a second condition of habitus, which is that it exists "ody 

inasmuch as it is inside the heads of the actors" (Jenkins, p.75). This condition reinforces 

the subjective / objective interdependence of habitus, and subsequently of practice, 

speakins to Bourdieu's assertion that social action requires a conscious, goal directed 

agent. "Our perception and our practice, especidly our perception of the sociai world, are 

guided by practical taxonomies .. . and the classifications produced by these taxonomies 

owe their effectiveness to the fact that they are 'practical', that they introduce just enough 

logic for the needs of practical behaviour" (Bourdieu, 1990, p.73). 

A third condition of habitus is that it exists only in, through and because of the 

practices of the individual agent and that of others. Furthemore, their interactions with 

each other form an integral part of behaviour (Jenkins, 1994, p.75). In this sense, habitus 

acts as a means of perceiving and organising not only our own behaviour, but that of 

others as well: "Habitus, as a system of acquired dispositions hnctions, at the practical 

level, as categories of perception and assessment, or as classificatory principles, as well as 

being the organising principle of action, constituting the social agent in his true role as the 

practical operator of the construction of objects" (Bourdieu, 1990, p.73). 

Thus, habitus is actively fonned by the individual's internalisation of objective 

structures via forma1 and informal processes of social learning. By conceiving of habitus in 

this way. Bourdieu establishes it as  the intersection between structurally imposed, and 

individually motivated and experienced, social practice. Habitus is both subjective, as a 

creative product of experience and perception, and objective, rooted in and limited by 



necessary, however, is a location or context within which such relations occur. This is 

provided in Bourdieu's concepts offield and socinl space. 

Field$ und the ,Social Space 

Bourdieu's concepts of field and social space are intended to "[explode] the 

vacuous notion of society" (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992, p. 17). Rather than existing as 

an overarching, monolithic structure, 'society', argues Bourdieu, is instead composed of a 

series of separate but related and interdependent microcosms of social relations and 

practices. 

Society is not a seamless totality, integrated by systemic hnctions, a comrnon 
culture, cris-crossing confiicts, or an over-arching authority, but an ensemble 
of relatively autonomous spheres of play that cannot be collapsed under an 
overall societal logic (Bourdieu and Wacquant, p. 17). 

The concept of social space refers to an "overall conception of the social world" 

(Mahar, Warker, Wilkes, 1990, p.9). Social space establishes social reality as a topology, 

comprising a series offields which, while seperate, share at the same moment a 

relationship of some fonn as well as points of contact (Bourdieu, 1985, pp.723-24). The 

individual rnoves through the social space via the various fields of which it is compnsed. 

Furthemore, the concept of social space, as Bourdieu envisions it, is intended to act as an 

organising frarnework for empincal observation. It acts as an intellectual and 

methodoiogical tool for categorising our experience in order to make sense of it. As such, 

it cannot be imposed a priori as a reality, because it exists only through our experience of 



perspective is sensible only insofar as it is not possible to view the social world itr toto; our 

experience of it being limited to and by our participation in a particular field. 

Thefield refers to a socially stnrctured space in which agents struggle, depending 

upon the position they occupy in that space, to either change or preserve its boundaries 

and forrn. In other words, fields are the particular location in the social space where social 

practice takes place. A field is a patterned system of objective forces, or relations of 

power, which corresponds to a series of objective relations between objective points - or 

positions. This results in a distribution of positions in the field and position-taking by 

agents. 

Position in the field is determined by relations of power which are in turn defined 

by the values and regulative principles which compose a particular field and are imposed 

in part, upon al1 agents within it. The values and reg~dative principles of the field are, 

determined by the nature of the capiial contained within it. 

Capital, in Bourdieu's usage, includes those material and non-materia 1 goods "that 

present themselves as rare and worthy of being sought aRer in a particular social 

formation" (Bourdieu, 1977, as cited by Mahar, et al., 1990, p. 13). More concretely, 

capital is to be understood as a set of usable resources and powers which are distributed 

throughout the field and used by its participants. Bourdieu proposes that there are three 

main forms of capital - economic, cultural and social or symbolic (Bourdieu, 1984, p. 1 14). 

The most effective forrn of capital is the economic, expressed materially through, 

for exarnple, the use of money. The effectiveness and importance of this type of capital is 



for the maintenance and reproduction of economic power. As well, economic capital can 

be readily converted into the other main forms. 

Bourdieu defines cultural capital as "culturally-valued taste and consumption 

patterns" (Bourdieu, 1977, as cited by Mahar, et al., p. 13). Cultural capital is represented 

by a variety of types, be it in art, education or forms of language, amons others. Social or 

symboiic capital reflects the level of authority, status and social prestige to which an agent 

has access. The importance of cultural and social capital, as symbolic forms, is realised in 

their role as symbolic mediators of economic capital, and as the legitirnators of the 

hierarchy of position and power within the field. 

Regardless of its particular fom, capital must be present in a field in order for that 

field to have meaning to those operating within it. Furthemore, the distribution of capital 

determines the position of the agent within the field and subsequently the amount of power 

which an individual holds. As a result, the field represents a space of struggle and conflict, 

where participants vie for a portion of, if not control over, the capital which is effective 

within it. 

The struggles for domination within a field imbue it with what Bourdieu and 

Wacquant describe as a "historical dynamism and malleability" (1992, p. 18). As agents 

struggle for dominance, the balance of power shifts. With that, there is a shift in the 

power to define the nature of the field as well as the legitimacy and value of the particular 

capital at stake within it. 



As can be seen then, the notions of habitus, practice and field are mutually 

intertwined. Individual habitus allows for creative and proactive social behaviour, but 

within the structural confines of the field. Bearing in mind that a field is characterised by 

relations of domination and struggle resulting in a distribution of positions and power, it is 

not amenable t o  change solely on the basis of will - those in positions of power seek to 

maintain the structural integrity of a given field for the purpose of maintainhg that power 

relationship. Moreover, habitus and field fùnction fiilly only in relation to one another. A 

field is a 'space of play' which exists as such only because social actors who enter into it 

believe in and actively pursue the prizes it offers, 

To fiilly understand the notion of habitus and field, therefore, requires that they be 

viewed in a relational manner. That is, each is meaningful only in terms of the other. The 

notion of field requires agency as expressed through habitus, and vice versa: 

There is action. and history, and conservation or transformation of structures 
only because there are agents, but agents who are acting and efficacious only 
because they are not reduced to what is ordinmily put under the notion of the 
individual and who, as socialised organisms, are endowed with an ensemble 
of dispositions which imply both the propensity and the ability to get into and 
play the gante (Bourdieu, 1989, as cited by Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992, p. 19). 

Thus. the centrai characteristic of fields - that of struggle and change - is dependent upon 

the agents who do so on the basis of their particular habitus. Conversely, habitus can only 

be fiilly realised within the structuring context of the field in which it operates and, in a 

sense, draws its form, meaning and purpose. 

As already discussed, habitus is created and continually reformulated through its 



structures - what Bourdieu refers to as one's trtljecfclry - forms the basis of the 

individual's persona1 history. It is via this movement through the various fields of the 

social space, and the positions we attain in them that we acquire the dispositions which 

define habitus. The contingency of habitus and position underlies the development of 

personal relationships, such as love and fnendship, as well as acting as the social glue that 

binds theoreticai classes into real groups (Bourdieu, 1985, p.725). 

An important element of habitus which allows it to finction in this way is that 

white it is 'necessarily in the heads' of social agents, it is able to operate below the level of 

social consciousness: 

The schemes of the habitus, the prirnary forms of classification, owe their 
specific efficacy to the fact that they fùnction below the level of consciousness 
and language, beyond the reach of introspective scrutiny or control by the will. 
Orienting practices practically, they embed what sorne would mistakenly cal1 
values in the rnost automatic gestures, in the most insignificant gestures of the 
apparently most insignificant techniques of the body - ways of walking or blowing 
one's nose, ways of eating or talking - and engage the rnost fùndarnental principles 
of construction and evaluation of the social world (Bourdieu, 1984, p.466). 

Bourdieu uses the metaphor of the game to demonstrate the integration of habitus 

and field. The field represents the space of play - a site of struggle and strategy. Habitus, 

along with capital, are the operating tools, defining the possibitities within the field - styles 

of play, success or failure. Habitus comprises the knowledge and understanding of the 

world which the individuai possesses. Such knowledge is not merely a reflection of the 

reality of the social world, but it actually plays a role in its formation. This aspect of 

habitus contributes to its flexibility through the lifetime of the agent and across 



constitute it. 

However, while flexible, the habitus remains subject to certain constraints. 

Bourdieu identifies two main sources of limitation. First, there is the habitus of socialising 

agents: "Between the child and the world the whole group intervenes ... with a whole 

universe of ritud practices and also of discourse, sayings, proverbs, al1 structured in 

accordance with the principles of corresponding habitus" (Bourdieu, 1977, as cited by 

Mahar, et al., 1990, p. I l ) .  Hence, as Mahar points out, the child is disposed to see the 

world in the same way as the older generation of the primary group (1990, p. 1 1). 

However, in times of rapid social change, the objective conditions of the material and 

social environment wili be disparate between the older and younger generation, thus 

altering perceptions of that new reality. 

The objective conditions of the social environment constitute a second constraint 

upon habitus, insofar as they "also durably inculcate dispositions which in their turn 

engender both aspirations and practice in line with the objective conditions" (Mahar, et al., 

1990. p. 12). Thus, habitus will change or adjust to reflect material conditions. However, 

such a reflection is itself biased, since the very perception of the reality of material 

conditions isjibered through habitus. 

Thus, habitus, as created through socialisation, instills in individuals the basic 

knowledge and principles which çovem social life and practice. The learning which takes 

place in socialisation is a reflection of the materia1 conditions of the social world and their 

structuring effect upon the practice of the socialising agent - for example the family unit. 



conditions, while adjustinç to the habitus-governed perceptions of continuously changing 

externd circumstances" (Mahar, et ai., p. 12). The central purpose of habitus, then, is as a 

mediating construct, not a determining one. 

Habitus mediates our perceptions of the social space and the practices of others, 

ailowing us to draw meaning fiom them. In turn, armed with this stock of practical 

knowledge, habitus becomes the mediator of our own actions and relations with others in 

the various fields in which we participate. These practices are the foundation for the 

construction of the social world. 

However, it is important to bear in mind that practice, while being creative and 

proactive, is also constrained by the relations of power and domination that exist within a 

particular field. Moreover, the power relations which exist within a field also exist 

between fields in the social space. Thus, just as agents are dominated within a field by 

others of a higher position, so too there is a hierarchy of fields as detemined by their 

relation to thejield of power. 

The Field of Power 

The field of power represents the pre-eminent field of a society; "it is the source of 

the hierarchical power relations which structure al1 other fields" (Jenkins, 1994, p. 86). As 

such, dominant fields are endowed with the capacity to impose a particular set of values 

and definitions of social phenornena which in turn, shape the perceptions and actions of 

asents in every field across the social space. 



the field of power and subsequently, that of class relations. The concept of field of power 

is used to denote the formation of a rulinç class. As with every field, the field of power is 

one of forces and stmggle for position and domination. However, the field of power is 

unique in that position is not determined by struggle for and access to a specific form or 

species of capital, instead the field of power represents a field of stmggles for power 

among the holders of different forms of capital across the fields of the social space 

(Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992, p.76). 

Through his conception of the field, especially the field of  power, Bourdieu 

identifies the mechanism by which every day social practice is both created by individuals 

and imposed upon them. The struggle for position within and between fields results in a 

distribution of power and subsequently a hierarchy of position between those that are 

dominant and those that are dominated. 

The pnnciples of hierarchy and domination which emanate fiom the field of power 

f o m  the essence of social class (Bourdieu and Wacquant, p.76). Keeping in mind the 

dynarnics of the field, with its struggle for position and power - the field of power: 

is a space of play and cornpetition in which social agents and institutions which 
al1 possess the determinate quantity of specific capital (economic and cultural 
capital in particular) sufficient to occupy the dominant positions within their 
respective fields . . . confront one another in strategies airned at preserving or  
transfonning this balance of forces (Bourdieu, 1989, as cited by Bourdieu and 
Wacquant, i 992, p. 76 n 16). 

The possessors of the greatest volume of capital, the dominant class, use their power, in 

its economic and cultural variants, to legitimate and thereby maintain their position of 



field of power, the dominant classes are able to formulate and impose a system of 

meanings and practicd relations which affect the attitudes, practices and dispositions - the 

habituses - of al1 who participate. 

In this way, Bourdieu presents a conception of class and power which can be 

interpreted as a synthesis of Marx and Weber - a mix of objectivism and subjectivism. 

Like Marx, Bourdieu grounds class in materiai economic conditions. However, the 

arbitrary nature of this form of distribution of power would be revealed as illegitimate 

without the mediating influence of symbolic and social capital. Weber's class and status 

are interrelated by Bourdieu, and function "to mask the econornic domination of the 

dominant class and socially legitimate hierarchy by essentialising and naturalising social 

position. That is, non-economic fields articulate with, reproduce, and legitimate class 

relations through misrecognition" (Postone, LiPuma, Calhoun, 1993, p.5). Thus, Bourdieu 

continues his vision of the social space as a bidimensionai system of relations of meaning 

and relations of power. 

Conclusion 

The preceding discussion is by no means an exhaustive exploration of the immense 

body of work which comprises the project of Pierre Bourdieu. Such an undertaking is 

beyond the scope and purpose of this chapter. The intent here was to present the core 

ideas and concepts of reflexive sociology, and to discuss its roots in Bourdieu's reaction 

against the dualism created by what he calls the objectivist and subjectivist standpoints in 



In confrontinç this dualism, Bourdieu has forrnulated a unique sociological 

approach which synthesises both objective and subjective perspectives in a single unified 

system which incorporates elements of both. This synthesis rests upon a dialectic between 

materially based practice and subjective meaning. In formulating this "double readingWof 

the social world, Bourdieu presents an important set of concepts which are intended to 

communicate the interplay between subjective and objective forces in the social practice of 

daily life. 

Through his use of the concepts of practice, habitus and field, Bourdieu renders a 

picture of society, or the social space, as a system of relations between individuals, 

groups and institutions. These relations are characterised by struggle for domination and 

power as participants vie to maintain or improve their position in the field. The reward for 

this struggle is the capacity and legitimate authority to define and impose a system of 

attitudes and practices upon other participants which is embodied in habitus. By 

conceiving of society in this way, Bourdieu demonstrates how social behaviour or practice 

cornes to be structurally imposed, yet at the same time, rernains entirely dependent upon 

subjective factors for stability and reproduction. 

Within the fiamework of Bourdieu's reflexive sociology, the underlying synthesis 

of objectivist and subjectivist elements requires that an andysis of any social phenornenon 

must at once include a view of both its objective and subjective components, as well as an 

account of the mediating context in which these elements are expressed as sociai practice. 

This is accomplished by examining the interaction between the various components of field 



relationships within and between various fields influence the V ~ ~ O U S  social perceptions, 

attitudes and practices relating to death; in short, how a habitus toward death is created. 

Doing so involves, in part, demonstrating the capacity of the field or fields to define death 

and in turn, to prescribe social practices stemming fiorn such representations. Conversely, 

it must aIso be shown how individual agents have the capacity to act upon the various 

fields. Such a task will be undertaken in the chapters that foilow. Chapter Two will 

demonstrate the influence of certain dominant fields within the field of power upon social 

attitudes and practices pertaining to death. Furthemore, it will be shown how struggles 

within the field of power have given rise to changes in the capacity of various fields to  

define death and related social practice. This will be accomplished through a discussion of 

the histoncal transformations which have occurred in these fields and how these 

correspond to subsequent change in attitudes and practice. 



In the old days, folk didn7t know what illness was. They went to bed and 
they died. It7s only nowadays that we're leaming words like liver, lunç, 
and 1 don't know what! People only used to know [pain in] the belly; that's 
what everyone who died died of, unless it was fever ... In the old days sick 
people used to cal1 for death, but it wouldn't come. When someone was ill, 
the news soon spread everywhere, not just in the village, but ail over the 
'arch. Besides, a sick man's house is never empty: in the daytime al1 his 
relatives, men and women, come for news . . . At nightfall, dl the women 
relatives, even the youngest, would be taken to his bedside. And once a 
week there was the "sick man's market": they would send someone to buy 
him meat or fiuit. Al1 that's forgotten nowadays; it's true, there aren't any 
sick people now, not as there used to be. Now everyone's sick, everyone's 
complaining of something. Those who were dying used to suffer a lot; 
death came slowly, it could take a night and a day or two nights and a day. 
Death "always struck them through their speech": first they became dumb. 
Everyone had time to see them one last time; the relatives were given time 
to assemble and to prepare the burial. They would give alms to make the 
dying easier: they would give the community a tree, generally a fig-tree 
planted beside the road. Its b i t  would not be picked, but left for passing 
travellers and the poor ... Who's il1 nowadays? Who's well? Everyone 
complains but no one stays in bed; they dl run to the doctor. Everyone 
knows what's wrong with hm now (Bourdieu, 1994, pp. 16 1 - 162) 

The above lengthy quotation illustrates two processes which have relevance to a 

reflexive sociological analysis of death. First, it speaks to the series of social practices 

surrounding death, both for the dying individual and other members of the surrounding 

social space. Second, it illustrates the transformation that has occurred in such 

practices through the creation and imposition of a new system of meanings and 

perceptions of death and dying. Consideration of these processes is important to the 

development of a reflexive understanding of death. 

In the first instance, death is placed in a social context which includes not only the 

dying individual, but the surrounding sociai space within which she interacts and forms 

relationships with other members. These relations are extended to dying and death, 



around the bed of the dying person, planting a tree in memoriam, holding a "sick 

man's market." Moreover, underlying these conventions is a system of knowledge and 

attitudes - a death habitus, if you will - which gives meaning to sickness and death and 

defines the related social practices. Such a habitus is grounded in the system of social 

relationships which comprise the various fields and which, in tum, forrn the context in 

which dying takes place. 

In the second instance, these external processes can be seen to impinge upon and 

shape the practices of social actors. This becornes especially clear when viewed in the 

context of the transformation fiom a folk understanding of the phenomenon as 

expressed in the statement, "In the old days, folks didn't know what illness was. They 

went to bed and they died", to a scientific 1 rnedical understanding and the 

corresponding changes in related social practice, as in "It's only nowadays that we're 

learning words like liver, lung . . ." and ". . . they al1 run to the doctor." 

The purpose of this chapter is to present the first stage of a reflexive sociological 

analysis of death. From the perspective of Bourdieu's project, the social phenomenon 

of death is to be understood as a multi-faceted process involving externd structural or 

objective elements, as well as those which can be considered interna1 or subjective, and 

finally a mediatinç context in which both combine. Central to a reflexive understanding 

of death is an analysis of the influence of the field of power within which certain fields 

are endowed with the legitimate authority to define death as well as prescribe 

appropriate social practices in relation to it. Such practices are, in turn, reflected in 

social attitudes toward death and dying. 



system of social practices which has resulted in the physical and social isolation of the 

dying, the dead and the bereaved. This attitude is characterised by an awareness of the 

reality of death coupled with a lack of open acceptance or acknowledgment of it. 

Such an attitude has prompted some authors, rnost notably Ariès (1 975) and Gorer 

(1  955), to characterise ours as a death denying society. This chapter will trace the 

historical roots and development of the modem sentiment toward death and the 

subsequent treatment of the dying and the bereaved. The power of extemal forces to 

impinge upon and shape social behaviour toward death will be illustrated through a 

discussion of how transformations within the field of power have given nse to 

concurrent transformations in social attitudes and practices. 

The modem attitude immediately confronts the reader with a paradox. It seems 

contradictory to be at once aware of the reality of death, while at the same time not 

accept and acknowledge that reality. Tony Walter (1 994) addresses this apparent 

contradiction by analysing death in contemporary Western society in terms of the 

difference between public and private experience. His characterisation of the human 

encounter with death as: "An expert medical discourse associated with bureaucratic 

procedures" coupled with " an intensely persona1 sense of loss" (Walter, p.9), speaks 

to two very different qualitative experiences of the sarne event. On the one hand, 

control over dying and the dead is placed firmly in the hands of qualified experts. 

Today, over two-thirds of the population dies in a medical institution or long terni care 

facility; with medical staff overseeing the entire process - monitoring, regulating, 

adjusting and recording - right down to the very moment at which death occurs. 
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processes. Depending on the circumstances surrounding a death, the body may be 

turned over to  the coroner or medical examiner. There is the question of the will and 

estate of the deceased, which requires the services of legai profession&. Finally, there 

is the matter of disposai, which is usually left to the fùneral director or undertaker. 

Outside of our irnrnediate experience, a myriad set of public discourses and practices 

exist which pertain to death - not only through medicine, but in public health 

legislation and practices, life insurance, and public cemeteries arnong others. Death is 

an ever-present phenomenon in the popular media, either by way of news casts or 

entertainment. These discourses are powerfùt influences which shape our experience of 

death and Our attitude toward it. Using their speciaiised, rational and scientific 

language, they have the capacity not only to describe a social phenomenon, in this 

case death, but in many ways to construct and define it. The problem is that, very 

ofien, these objective discourses do not necessarily correspond with subjective 

experience. In the case of death and dying, Walter argues, "[these] public practices and 

discourses are impersonal and unrelated to the private experiences of individuals who 

are dying or bereaved" ( 1 994, p.22). 

This brings us to the second aspect of our encounter with death - the sense of 

extrerne loss. An in-depth discussion of this aspect of death will be reserved for the 

following chapter. However, for our purpose here, it is important to discuss the social 

context of this painful persona1 ordeal. Few would disagree that the loss of a loved one 

is one of the most traumatic events that an individual will ever experience. This has 

undoubtedly been the case for as long as there have been human relations and the 
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with death and the emotional impact of loss have chançed markedly throughout the 

history of Western society. An effect of the contemporary attitude toward death is the 

lack of an established social discourse which addresses, and helps people to cope with, 

the inevitable emotionai hardships and manifold social and psychological adjustments 

that are required following a death, and in some instances, the period of terminal 

illness leading up to it. This state of affairs stands in sharp contrast to that of the 

Middle Ages, and it is there that the analysis of the transition in attitudes toward death 

begins. This change can be characterised by the movement of death from: first, a 

religious discourse to a rational scientific discourse; second, a public event 

characterised by a high degree of cornrnunity participation to a private event 

characterised by social isolation. From a reflexive standpoint, the transformation in 

attitudes, and subsequently that of social practice, is an expression of the gradual shifi 

in those fields which are able to exact dominance in the field of power. 

This transition has at its base a series of separate, but historically related, processes 

which is characterised by a shift in the power position of those institutions which have 

the legitimate authority to define death and related social practices. The first is a 

çeneral process of secularisation, coupled with a burgeoning individualism, which has 

seen the role of the religious field, as represented by the Church and the clergy, 

gradually diminish in the lives, and deaths, of members of Western society. Second, 

the intellectual revolution of the Enlightenment set the stage for the rise of the 

scientific field which subsequently established the necessary conditions for the 

medicalisation of dying, death and bereavement. Finally, there is the change in social 
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of srnall, close knit communities; and b) allowed for the commercialisation of death, 

especially the fùneral and related rituals. Urbanisation and subsequent 

commercialisation of death gave rise to the dominance of the economic field in death 

related social practices. 

Denth in the Middle Ages 

The Middle Ages, known as the Age of Fairh, was the high point of religious 

influence upon Western Society. During this period, which runs roughly frorn the fa11 

of Rome in the fifih century A.D. to the fa11 of Constantinople in the fifteenth, the 

Catholic or Universal Church was the ultimate institutional authority; embodying the 

tmth as represented by God and legitimated through Biblical interpretation via the 

clergy. The religious field was endowed with a vast amount of economic and symbolic 

capital, more so than any other field of the time. As such, the field of religion had the 

power to permeate al1 aspects of social and private life - including death. 

With respect to death, most of the Church's power rested upon its access to 

symbolic capital (cultural and social). This is evidenced by the fact that much of 

rnedieval attitudes toward death were governed by the eschatology of the time. 

Eschatology refers to beliefs about the end of the world and of afterlife. For the 

church of the Middle Ages, the event of supreme importance was the Second Coming 

of Christ. At this time, it was believed, the mass resurrection of the dead would occur. 

This dogma had a significant effect upon the medieval attitude toward death. This was 

the penod of what Ariès (1974) calls the Ï h e  Death which was characterised by a 
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Accordinç to Clare Gittings (1 984), attitudes toward death during the Middle 

Ages was influenced by three main beliefs: First, death marked the beginning of a 

fimitral, or waiting, period. Second, life and death were two aspects of a single 

continuum. Finally, the living were duty-bound to the dead dunng the limid period. 

The chief concern, in life and in death, was for the preservation and well being of 

the soul. Life was considered a preparation for aflerlife, death was defined as a rite of 

spiritual passage. In dying, it was believed, the soul entered the limial period, waiting 

and resting until the Second Coming at which time resurrection would occur. For this 

reason, bodily death was of secondary importance in the scheme of things. Life, 

followed by death and resurrection, led to eternal life. This fiamework formed the 

basis of the religious discourse of the Church. 

Initially, the Second Coming was associated with resurrection en masse. There was 

no consideration given to individual responsibility, for a counting of good and bad 

deeds: 

The wicked, that is to Say those who were not part of the Church, would 
doubtlessly not live afier their death, they would not awaken and would be 
abandoned to a state of non-existence (Aries, 1974, p.3 1 ). 

The Medieval cemetery speaks to this belief Most bodies, with the exception of 

clerics and the very rich, were disposed of in huge, unmarked mass graves - the ditches 

of rhe poor - these were several yards wide and deep and would be gradually filled 

with cadavers. When a ditch was filled, it would be covered over with dirt and an old 

one was reopened - the bones çontained therein were removed and put on display in 

Charr~el Holrses, huge galleries surrounding the cemetery. The wealthy and the pious 

44 



the Middle Ages, the final destination of one's body was of little consequence as long 

as it remained protected within the holy confines of the Church. This corroborates the 

daim that bodily death was of secondary importance. Gradually, however, this view 

began to change. By the twelflh century, the Second Coming beçan to be identified 

with Judgment Day, at which time the individual would be judged and, to make 

rnatters worse, faced possible damnation. Fear of Hell, the condemning of one's soul, 

translated into an increased anxiety over one's own death. 

Gittings argues that the concern over one's own death is one aspect of an 

increasing degree of individualism which was developing. This burgeoning concem 

corresponded to a shifi in medieval eschatology. It was during this period that the 

Doctrine of Purgatory was established. This doctrine extended the previous notion of 

the limial period, providing some protection for the individual after death. The soul 

was not immediately damned, rather it was sent to sort of a halfway point between 

Heaven and Hell, where it remained until penitence had been served for sins committed 

in life. The doctrine also bound the living to the dead through ritual practices - the 

living could shorten the soul's stay in purgatory through prayers and ritual intercession. 

These ritualistic ties were extended to include the dying as well. 

Dying in the Middle Ages was a very public affair. Aries (1 974, 1975) provides 

several detailed accounts of the rituals surrounding dying. As the individuai prepared 

to  die, the room would fil1 with onlookers - parents, children, friends, neighbours, 

Fellow workers. Even strangers, if they observed the priest in the Street carrying 

vidcum, were obligated by custom to fbllow him to the deathbed (Anes, 1975, p. 10). 
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Most of the gestures and preparations for death were simple, but steeped in 

tradition and piety. Some of the more significant rites, as outIined by Aries, included 

the following: The dying individual would lie on his/her back, usually in bed, so as to 

always be facing toward Heaven. As well, care would be taken to lie in such a way as 

to have one's head pointing east toward Jenisalem. Having settled, there would be a 

brief lamentation, expressing the sorrow of dying, coupled with recollections of 

"beloved beinçs and things" (Aries, 1974, p. 10). Following the lament, there would be 

a pardoning of the numerous cornpanions and relatives present for any wrongs which 

they may have committed against the dying individual. This rnay have been followed 

by a b k f  discussion of the choice of tomb and its location - assuming the individual 

was weaithy enough to fiord one. With persona1 concerns taken care of, the priest 

was present to assist in fulfilling the ecclesiastical rites, which included final prayers, 

the granting of absolution, administering communion and, in some cases, extrerne 

tmction, or the anointing of the dead. 

A significant characteristic of these rites of dying was the high degree of public or 

community involvement. Whether compelled by customary duty, or by personai ties, 

the deathbed was the site of a communal witnessing of this spiritual rite of passage. 

Moreover, the ceremony was conducted with a sense of obligation and piety. This did 

not mean that the rites were devoid of emotional content, however, the focus was 

upon the dying person, therefore, emotions were channelled and controlIed. Moreover, 

Moller (1996) argues that such rituals acted as an important defense against the fears 

of dying and death, providing a sense of reason and meaning to an othenvise 
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The Doctrine of Purgatory had a significant impact upon fùnerary rituals. 

According to Gittings (1984), a great deal of emphasis was placed upon wills and 

fulfilling the wishes of the deceased. The majority of wills dictated t-ituals which were 

intended to protect the sou1 and expedite its passage into heaven. 

By the late Middle Ages, a complex sequence of religious ntuals had developed 

around the process of burial. Services would begin the evening before internent with 

Vespers of the O@ce of the Dead - commonly referred to as placebo. From anytime 

afler midnight, Mattins of the Office of the Dead, or diridge (fiom which is derived 

the modem terni dirge), would be held. These services were usually held in the 

church, with the body present. Extra prayers or psalms were often requested, in 

particular the comendocio ariirnae as outlined previously. Interment was followed by 

the Mass of the Dead, or Requiem Mass. 

According to Gittings, actual internent was considered less important than the 

burial services surrounding it. This, to her, demonstrates the perception, during the 

Middle Ages of a greater continuity between life and death. Physical death was 

viewed less as a rupture or break and more as a passing fiom one form of existence to 

another, "causing it to be less fearsome both to the dying and the bereaved" (1984, p. 

32). 

These rituais, argues Gittings, had significant psychological and social benefits not 

only for the dying, but for the bereaved. The extensive and endunng ritu& served to 

retain and affirm the memory of the deceased. The creation of ritualistic ties between 

the living and the dead would also have an empowering effect upon the survivors, 
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loved one. As well, the communal nature of these ntes served to disperse and channel 

the shock and trauma of loss, providing an emotiond outlet, dbeit in the form of 

religious ceremony. Hockey (1 996) argues that such an assumption is contestable. 

Citing the work of Cannadine (l981), she maintains that analyses such as those offered 

by Gittings tend to overly rornanticise elaborate pre-modern death rituals, making 

assumptions about their therapeutic value which are unproven. 

Psychological benefits aside, it remains the case that the treatment of the dying and 

the dead during the Middle Ages synthesised strong elements of personal autonomy 

within the confines of ecclesiasticd doctrine. Social practices surrounding death 

reflected a perception of life and death which was shaped by religious doctrine. From 

a reflexive standpoint, the religious nature of social practices relating to the dying, the 

dead and bereaved are a reflection of the degree of symbolic capital to which the 

Church had access. This served to consolidate the power of the Church, or the field of 

religion, in the lives and deaths of people during the Middle Ages. 

The rites, outlined above, continued to be practised with Iittle variation throughout 

the Middle Ages. However, the Reforrnation challenged the power of the Universal 

Church and its doctrines. The religious transformation which followed brought about 

an evolution in attitudes toward death and dying as well. 

Death in the Reformed Church 

As discussed in Chapter One, the field represents an area of struggle for position 

and domination. This struggle can occur both within and between fields. The 
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reached its apex in the sixteenth century. As such, it may be understood as a stniggle 

for power and control by the dominant participants within the field of reliçion. At 

stake was the legitimate authority to represent God's dominion and define religious 

and social practice around this authority. 

The main impetus behind the Reforrnation was to refom or remove certain beliefs 

and practices in the Catholic Church which were considered contrary to the precepts 

of Christianity. Chief among these was a protest against indulgences, whereby 

remission fi-om punishment for sins committed in life couid be obtained through gifis 

of money to the Church. From the preceding discussion, it is readily apparent that the 

intercessions and prayers offered on behalf of the sou1 fa11 into this category. 

From basic criticisms such as the use of indulgences, came challenges to 

hndamental doctrines of the Catholic Church. One such challenge resulted in the 

abolition of the Doctrine of Purgatory, and with that the severing of the ritualised tie 

between the living and the dead. This eschatological premise was replaced by the belief 

that individual faith and the grace of God were the sole determinants of the fate of the 

soul. Final judgment occurred immediately upon death, at which time the individual 

received either salvation or damnation. This belief had an important influence upon 

attitudes toward death. 

According to Leming and Dickinson (1 990), the Reforrned Church viewed death 

as a special providence of God. Through Divine Providence, God displayed His 

sovereignty by intervening in the natural and social world (Leming and Dickinson, 

p.327). Many Protestants, for exarnple the Puritans, considered death to be 
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knew they deserved death and damnation" (Leming & Dickinson, p.327). Death was 

viewed as an enemy - it was painfùl; it was a punishment for sin; it was possibly a 

prelude to eternal damnation; it meant a separation from loved ones. Death was to be 

feared. In fact, fear of death was encouraged in order to "rouse people fiom their 

psychological and spiritual security" (Leming & Dickinson, p.329). People knew that 

they wortfd die, but they did not know if they would be among those chosen to be 

redeemed. The Calvinist Doctrine of Predestination, for example, held that "We must 

leave to God alone the knowledge of his church, whose foundation is secret election" 

(as cited by Gittings, p.40). 

This new eschatology had an important effect upon attitudes toward treatment of 

the dying and the dead. Like the death bed of Medieval Europe, the Puritan death bed 

was a place for gathering, where the dying received visitors. They offered prayers, 

read fom the Bible and "urged active acceptance of the will of God" (Lerning & 

Dickinson, p.329). The emphasis upon individual faith however, meant that it was 

unnecessary to have a priest or minister officiating at the bedside. 

The fiineral retained its social significance, albeit with a new focus. The view of the 

deceased as being beyond the influence of the living meant that emphasis was placed 

upon the bereaved. Prayers would be offered not for the sou1 of the dead, but for the 

comfort and guidance of the survivors. As with the Medieval death rite, guests and 

participants would be invited to the funeral with gifts, usually of gloves, scarves, or a 

commemorative ring. Members of the community wouId gather at the home of the 

bereaved and process toward the burial ground for what Lerning and Dickinson 
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Gittings points out that fiom the Reformation onward, the fùneral rite was stripped 

of any significant theolo&al purpose, s e ~ n g  only as a means to dispose of the 

corpse. The hneral guidelines fiom the Westminster Confession (1644) illustrate: 

When any person departeth this life, let the dead body, upon the day of 
buriall, be decently attended fiom the house to the place appointed for 
publique Bunall, and there be irnmediately interred, without any ceremony 

(as cited by Lerning & Dickinson, p.329) 

Furthemore, there was essentially no need for any clergy to be present at the fiineral. 

Extensive fùneral ntuals were, in fact, avoided, as they could have resulted in the 

arrest of mourners (Walter, 1 994, p. 1 4) A minister, at the family 's request, may have 

offered a sermon on behalf of the deceased , however this would occur at the next 

regular meeting of the congregation. Following the funeral, the bereaved were 

expected to retum to normal daily life, assuming the work of fùifiliing God's calling 

(Leming and Dickinson, p.329). 

The Reformed Funeral represents a significant shift from the organisation and 

conduct of death rites preceding the Reformation. It was still the prirnary practice for 

channelling the grief of the bereaved. The high degree of comrnunity involvement may 

have provided social affirmation of the pain of loss, providing a forum for mutual 

expression of grief as well as support by and for al1 members of the community. As 

before, religion played an important role in the lives of people, however, unlike the 

Middle Ages, that influence no longer extended into dying and death. This is an 

important point of departure from previous attitudes toward death. There is no longer 

a continuity recognised between life and death, nor were the living bound to the dead 



The decline of religious influence over death marked the beginning of what would 

be the gradual decline in influence of the religious field over social life in general. The 

conditions which would intensie this decline are to be found in the social and 

intellectual revolution of the Enlightenment. 

The Enlightenment and Transformation 

The Period of the Enlightenrnent or the Age of Reason dramatically altered our 

view of the world and of our place in it. It was a pivotal period in the historical 

development of today's attitudes toward death. The massive social unrest and 

religious persecution which arose fiom the Reformation undermined the symbolic 

capital of the church, and caused a growing skepticism about the validity of the 

religious field to define and give meaning to the social space and our experience of it. 

Skepticism and the gradual decay of Christian orthodoxy were accompanied by a 

new emphasis upon the application of science and reason in order to understand 

natural and social phenomena. The two essential eiements of the Enlightenment view 

of the world were Nature and Reason (Hexter and Pipes, 1971, p.483). God was 

replaced by a First Cause; the organic universe of God's domain was replaced by a 

mechanical universe which operated in accordance with natural, inflexible laws. The 

Enlightenment redefined Western civilisation's relationship with the universe, life and 

subsequently, with death. This newly-revived rationality marked the beginnings of a 

shifi in attitude toward death, graduaiiy moving it away from the discourse of God and 

reliçion and toward that of science. Death came to be understood as a natural 



discourse of religion, also put in place the preconditions for its medicalisation. 

The medicalisation of death is one of the most significant factors in the 

deveiopment of the contemporary attitude toward, and treatment of, dying, death and 

bereavement. It is the culmination of a re-definition of reaIity brought on by the 

Enlightenment and the subsequent rise to dominance of the fieid of science as the 

source of legitimate knowledge and inquiry. The rationai laws which governed life and 

death were now open to exploration - and more importantly, control, or at Ieast a 

perception of such. The real impact of this process has only been realised in the last 

half of the twentieth century. However, the development of modem medicine is 

rooted in the burgeoning rationalism of the Enlightenment (Walter, 1994, p.9). 

Until the seventeenth century, death could stnke anyone at anytime. Death was 

unpredictable, a product of the "inscrutabie will of  the Lord" (Walter, p.9). However, 

advances in the science of mathematics changed this notion. Developments in 

statistics and the discovery of mathematical probability allowed for the tabulations of 

death rates and other statistics which provided an increased degree of predictability as 

weli as an understanding of how death influences entire groups. By 1837, al1 deaths 

occurring in England had to be registered, making possible the systematic compilation 

of mortality rates which, later, would be used to correlate mortality with 

environmental, social and other variables. 

Another important factor was the discovery and ctassification of disease. Bauman 

( 1  992) declares that the deconstruction of death into discrete, identifiable diseases is 

the hallmark of the modem era. The significance of this conception is that death is no 
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Ages. Instead, it is a natural process overseen by the professional physician. 

According to Walter, the physician was able to take control of death away fiom 

the individual and from the clergy on the basis of an expert understanding of anatomy 

and disease. The eighteenth century saw the establishment of the first medical schools 

in Europe, at the Universities of Edinburgh and London, as well as the Academie de 

Medicine in France. The explosion in research which followed resulted in rapid 

advances in medical knowledge. Much of this knowledge was a product of scientific 

explorations of the body. A corpse was explained by the presence of disease and failed 

organs. However, Walter argues that these organs could be (and still are) known and 

understood only through dissection and exploration of the corpse. As a result, the 

human body became objectified. The body was no longer viewed as a person, but as a 

series of objects to be scmtinised. Objectification of the body allowed for the 

development of  specialised knowledge of anatomy and disease. The physician's 

knowledge surpassed the individual's knowledge of hislher own body. This 

specialisation has, in recent times, been extended to include those that are dying and 

the bereaved. 

The extension of rationalism into dying and bereavement is a relatively modern 

phenomenon. Occurring in the latter half of the twentieth century, it represents an 

important stage in the rationalisation of death. Demonstrated in the works of Erich 

Lindemann (1 944, 1979) and Elisabeth Kubfer-Ross (1 969) for example, it attempts to 

explore and categorise the psychological dimensions of dying and bereavement. 

Lindemann's The Svrnptoms and Management of Acute Grief treats grief largely as 



disease. Accordinç to Jane Littlewood (1993), Kubler-Ross' On Death and Dvinq is 

the most highly influentid work on the subject. She adopts a stage/phase type of 

approach to analysing and understanding the psychological and emotional aspects of 

dying. According to Kubler-Ross the individual progresses through five stages which 

include: denial, anger, bargaining, depression and findly acceptance (as cited by 

Littlewood, p.7 1). Such stages have also been applied to bereavement. 

These works have undoubtedly improved Our understanding of the psychologicd 

and ernotional impact of death, dying and bereavernent, a fact of importance which 

cannot be understated. However. like the corpse, they have also resulted in the 

objectification of the individual. No longer are these people, undergoing a painfùl, but 

at the same t h e  universal and inevitable process of life. Instead they become a set of 

symptoms, to be scrutinised, ciassified and incorporated into the dialogue of experts. 

Rationalkm had a significant effect upon the medicalisation of death, dying and 

bereavement, however, it was the enormous technological advances of modem 

medicine whkh have had the most significant impact upon modem attitudes toward 

death. If the Enlightenment allowed the physician to perceive death as a product of 

natural causes, the technological innovations which followed provided the means to 

interfere in and control those processes, with the aim of protecting and preserving life. 

Again, the real effects of these developments have only been realised in the latter half 

of the twentieth century. However, their roots extend to the beginning of the 

nineteenth century. 

In the 1840's, the use of anaesthesia was pioneered in the United States and 
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the rnedicalisation of death because it offered, for the first tirne, the possibility of a 

pain fiee death. It also assured the place of the physician at the death bed, overtaking 

the role of the priest or cleric in providing cornfort. The early twentieth century saw 

development of medications such as insulin (1  92 l), penicillin (1 928), and vaccines for 

killer diseases like polio, diphtheria, and srnail pox to name just a few of the more 

significant innovations. Aiong with general improvements in nutrition and hygiene, an 

important effect of these developments was a dramatic increase in lifespan coupled 

with a significant decline in overall mortality. As a result, according to Littlewood, the 

actual expenence of death in the community became rarer. The impact of these 

developments was important, not only in ternis of the benefits they had for the general 

population, but also as a legitirnation of the power of medicine to intervene in the lives 

and deaths of people. This represents a significant contnbuting factor in allowing the 

field of science and medicine to overtake the field of religion in shaping social 

perceptions and practices relating to death. 

The decline in death rates corresponded with the physical removal of death from 

the community. The years between 1930 and 2 950 were marked by a shift away from 

the home and toward the hospital as the location where death occurred (Aries, 1974, 

p.85). "One no longer died at home, in the bosom of one's family, but in the hospital, 

alone" (Aries, p.87). This marked the beginninçs of the social isolation of the dying 

and the dead. Until this time, death was a relatively cornmon aspect of everyday life. 

These two elements, the decline in mortality, dong with the physical displacement of 

death from the community served to remove death fiom common experience. Death 
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Up to this point, we have witnessed an enormous transition in social perceptions 

and understanding of death. This transformation in attitudes and practices was driven 

by a shifi in the power of the dominant fields to define death and related social 

practices and attitudes. From the Middle Ages - and of course, long before - death was 

a common fact of life. During this period, the field of religion, which influenced all 

aspects of life, placed death at the centre of its belief structure. Moreover, it placed 

life and death together as balancing points of a single continuum - the same reality. 

This translated into a set of attitudes and practices which expressed that continuity. 

Beginning with the Reformation, the balance was upset. The Enlightenment, by 

undemining religious orthodoxy, destroyed this balance altogether. In its place was a 

new orthodoxy, science, which provided a new understanding of life and death. Death 

was a natural event, with natural causes. As science progressed, we learned ways to 

intervene in these natural processes and extend life. As such, there was no longer any 

need to acknowledge death. Yes, people still died, but now they did so within the 

confines of the hospital under the supervision of scientifically trained experts who were 

skilled in such matters, more so than the average individual. 

The process, however, is not complete. The decline in fiequency and regularity of 

death and its removal fiom the cornmunity occurred in the wake of another important 

historical development. The social and economic transformations brought on by the 

Industrial Revolution were to have a significant impact upon social attitudes and the 

t reat ment of d ying, deat h and bereavernent . 



The Industrial Revolution was a term coined in the nineteenth century by Arnold 

Toynbee. It refers to the transition from an agricultural economy, where goods were 

produced either for imrnediate consurnption or for a local market, by large-scale, 

mechanised production for a mass market. Aside from the enormous economic 

transformation and growth, the period of the Industriai Revolution also saw significant 

changes in social organisation. The first of these was a penod of unprecedented 

growth in population. It is estimated that the population of Europe doubled every 

century fiom 1750 onward (Hexter and Pipes, 1971, p.645). The second important 

shift occurred in the distribution of population - a movement away fiom small, closely 

knit agricultural communities and into large urban centres. 

According to Walter (1994), the movement away Rom the small centres resulted in 

a severing of communal ties, and with that, their communal ways of death. A 

characteristic of death in pre-industrial comrnunities was a degree of intimacy and 

awareness of others which does not exist in urban centres. Thus, if someone in the 

community died, the loss impacted upon al1 members of the community (Walter, p. 16; 

Ariès, p.559). Moreover, death was handled within the community, by those who 

resided there. 

As populations shifted to more urban centres, the city-dweller, cut off fiom the 

attachrnents of traditional community, was forced to rely upon the services of a new 

breed of professional - the undertaker. At first, during the nineteenth century, these 

individuals were carpenters or gravediggers. However, as embalming became a 

widespread specialised practice, it was incorporated into the undertaker's practice. The 
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requiring special facilities and equipment, set the stage for undertaking to become an 

established profession which survives to this day albeit with a new name - Ftoieral 

Director. 

The fiinerd director is a certified, licensed professional. The duties fùlfilled by the 

undertaker, or fùneral director had once been camied out by members of the bereaved 

family or by a close fi-iend or relative (Leming and Dickinson, 1990, p.387). This 

marks an important development in the commercialisation of death. The d e  of the 

undertaker is to prepare the body for buriai, specifically embalming, as well as oversee 

final disposal of the remains. He also acts as a liaison between the bereaved and other 

professionals working with the farnily - medical personnel, lawyers, clergy, and 

cemetery personnel for example; al1 for a fee, of course. That fee, according to Kearl 

( 1989), forms the basis of a modem industry which earns in excess of seven billion 

dollars annually in the US alone. 

Another important development in the commercialisation of death was that of 

urban cemetery - popularised in the Victonan Era. This development corresponded to 

a shifi in attitudes and practices surrounding death which reflected the larger changes 

in social organisation occurring at the time. 

The Victorian Celebrution of Dealh created a new romanticism surrounding 

death. The Victorian fùneral emphasised the grief of the bereaved and was 

characterised &y an ostentatious display of mouming. Primacy was given to beauty 

and appearance, fiom the garb of mourners, to the decorations of the fùneral 

procession to the coffin and the corpse. As Lerning succinctly puts it: "Death had 

59 





by the age of declininç community" (Moller, 1996, p. 15). 

The changes ushered in by the Industrial Revolution complete the process of 

transformation of attitudes toward death. The commercialisation of death served to 

extend the level of specialisation and bureaucratisation surrounding it . Just as 

medicalisation placed the control of dying in the hands of experts, so too did 

commercialisation do the same to the dead. Furthermore, the dienation and loss of 

community which accompanied urbanisation served to socidly isolate the dead and the 

bereaved, just as hospitalisation isolated the dying. This isolation was made complete 

by the development of the rural garden cemetery which physically isolated death from 

the community. 

Conclusion 

The social and physical isolation of the dying, the dead and the bereaved is a 

product of a series of transformations which have given rise to the modern attitude 

toward death which is characterised by awareness without acknowledgement. In the 

twentieth century, especially the latter half, the transformations discussed throughout 

this chapter have crystallised into a set of attitudes and practices which has created 

two very different sets of experiences. On the one hand, death has become a rational, 

scientific and bureaucratic process overseen by professionals, as expressed in the roIe 

of the rnedical practitioner and the undertaker and related occupations. The 

development of these professions is a reflection of a shift in those fields which have the 

power to define death and related practices. Subsequently, the medicaiisation and 

61 



space, confining it to the hospital, the fùneral home and then the cemetery. 

The preceding discussion has shed light on what Walter would characterise as the 

experience of death in the public sphere. But what of the private experience? If  social 

attitudes and practices lead to the social isolation of the dying and bereaved, then it is 

necessary to explore more closely that group which is subject to such isolation. Such 

an exploration will be provided in the following chapter. 



In contemporary Western society, the structurally imposed rites, attitudes and 

practices toward death have undergone a transformation which has seen its removal 

fiom the practical experience of everyday social life. However, it is still a fact that 

people die, and those deaths have a very real effect upon those who have experienced 

such loss. In the preceding chapter, it was noted that Walter (1994) analyses death in 

contemporary Western society in terms of a separation between public and private 

experience. The discussion in that chapter focussed upon death in the public sphere. 

Subsequently, the discussion in this chapter will centre upon death as a private matter. 

The analysis of death in the public sphere demonstrated that there are various fields 

of the social space (i.e., the fields of science, medicine and economy) standing in 

relation to the dying and the dead. These same fields, among others, also stand in 

relation to the bereaved. In either case, the identities of these individuals, their 

statuses as members of society, are subsumed under categories which distinguish them 

fiom other members of the social space. The nature of these relations is determined by 

those fields which have the power to give meaning to the social experience of death as 

well as related social attitudes and practices. The fields of medicine and economy have 

had a major influence in this regard. Through these fields, death has come to be 

viewed as a process, to be overseen and handled by experts. The dying and the dead 

have been localised to the hospital and the fiineral parlour, replacing the home and the 

community. This has resulted in an attitude toward the dying and the dead, and 

subsequently the bereaved, which is characterised by physical and social isolation as 

well as an awareness of death without open acknowledgement of it. 
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the economic and social transformations following the industrial revolution, was the 

creation of a very clear division between the public and private spheres of life. This 

division is also extended to death (Walter, p. 17). As discussed, there are a number of 

different fields involved in the public experience of death, and according to Walter, 

these tend to take precedence over private experience (Walter, p.39). That being said, 

however, it remains the case that the private experience of death remains significant. In 

Western society, the private experience of death is most often associated with loved 

ones and those composing the family or next of kin. This appears to be the case, at 

least, in the literature on bereavement and grief These works, while not necessarily 

focussing upon the farnily as a group, nevertheless emphasise, or more specificaify, 

take as given, death within a familial relationship, such as the loss of a spouse, a child 

or a parent. Such a focus has drawn criticism fiom some authors, such as Sklar and 

Hartley (1990), who point to the need to recognise the impact of death upon others, 

such as close friends of the deceased. While such claims are undoubtably valid, the 

purpose of this chapter is to discuss the impact of death upon the farnily within the 

framework of Bourdieu's reflexive approach. 

In order to understand, from the perspective of reflexive sociology, the system of 

relations and practices which characterises the family, and more importantly, the 

impact which death has upon these relations, it is necessary to conceptualise the family 

as a field. The starting point for such a task is to define the concept of family in ternis 

of a system of relations between individuals. This will be accomplished through a 

review of various comrnonplace and more strictly sociological conceptions of what 
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of family life and, more importantly, point to the necessity of viewing family not as a 

physical grouping, but as a system of social relations. In this way, it will be possible to 

show that the characteristics of this social çroup fit with Bourdieu's concept of field. 

Having done so, it will then be argued that death serves to disrupt the structured 

system of relations and positions which comprise the family field. 

Fantily ns n Field 

In his abundant works, Bourdieu discusses and analyses a wide variety of fields - 

those of education, art, culture, religion, even the sociologicaI field. His analysis of the 

family, or kinship, centres around marriage strategies among the Kabyle and Bearnais 

peasantry. He characterises these strategies as those of reproduction. 

Reproduction strategies, the set of outwardly very different practices whereby 
individuals or families tend, unconsciously and consciously to maintain or 
increase their assets and consequently to maintain or  improve their 
positions in the class structure, constitute a system which, being the product 
of a single unifjmg, generative principle, tends to fbnction and change in 
a systematic way. Through the mediation of the disposition [of habitus] 
towards the future, which is itself determined by the groups objective 
chances of reproduction, these strategies depend, first, on the volume of 
the capital to be produced; and secondly, on the state of the instruments 
of reproduction (inheritance law and custom, the labour market, the 
educational system, etc.), which itself depends on the state of power 
relations between classes (Bourdieu, 1984, as cited by Jenkins, 1992, pp. 140- 
141) 

Bourdieu's analysis places rnarriage and reproduction strategies within the context 

of economic relations. Such a placement is not inaccurate. For example, as shown in 

Chapter Two, econornic relations have played an important role in the formation of 

modern attitudes and practices surrounding death, and these ultimately corne to bear 



places the farnily, as ajield, in relation to other fields. Besides economy, there are 

reiations with fields of social class, education, culture and the state, among a mynad of 

others. Bourdieu's economic focus is too narrow to provide a cornplete picture of the 

impact of death upon the family field. However, it is a usefil starting point for 

understanding the characteristics of this field. 

The definitive characteristic of a field is that it consists of a "network, or a 

configuration, of objective relations" (Bourdieu, 1992, p.97). The fmily  rnay be 

understood in such a manner. However, doing so first requires a definition of what 

family is. As a term which is subject to widespread usage, there seems to be a 

concurrent widespread point of view as to what it actually means. "There are a great 

many everyday notions and sociological ideas regarding what constitutes afamily, 

what is designated by the term 'the family' and who is to be included in a description 

of a person's family" (Nett, 1993, p. 12). According to Nett, for most people in 

Canada, the word family "calls to mind a group of related people, closely bound 

together emotionally, . . ., and including other kin or fictive kin" (Nett, p. 14). Fictive 

kin are people who are treated as though they are related even though they are not. 

From a sociological standpoint, a definition of family becomes sornewhat more 

complex and regimented. The purpose of any scientific definition or concept, as Nett 

points out, is to delineate and establish the boundaries of the particular phenornenon 

under scrutiny. With regard to farnily then, a sociological definition must capture the 

essential characteristics of family. The starting point is to establish family as a group - 

the fnmily group. However, what distinguishes the family group fiom any other, such 
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group is what Nett refers to as a bio-social unit, and as such the essential features of 

this group centre around: 1 )  the regulation or control of sexual behaviour and 

reproduction; 2) the placement of newborn members and their socialisation; 3) any 

other related activities that derive fiom the way in which the society and the former 

two activities are organised (Nett, p.20). Conceptuaiised this way, the farnily group 

lends legitimacy to several types of social relations. The boundaries of the family 

group, which serve to delineate it from others, are detennined by blood or marriage 

ties and the formation of meaningfiil interactions in which participants are considered 

to be related to each other (Nett, p. 16). The inclusion of the words comidered ro he 

are important to Nett because they allow for the inclusion of others who are not 

necessarily tied by blood, as in the case of adoptive children or step-parents, and they 

also include other forms of bonding, such as common-law and sarne sex spouses, 

which are not necessarily marital, or perhaps there is no marital bond at d l ,  as in the 

case of single parent families. 

What is becoming clear is that a conception or definition of farnily, rather than 

focusing upon a specific physical group, becomes meaningfùl more in terms of the 

nature of relations between individuals. These relations have as their basis physical 

(blood) ties and socialiy sanctioned bonds, as in the marriage bond. However, the 

meaninghl relations and interactions which stem frorn these bonds can be extended to 

incorporate others not tied by blood or marriage. The focus upon relations is central to 

a conception of farnily as a field. A field is, after all, a "network or a configuration, of 

objective relations" (Bourdieu, 1992, p. 97). 
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material base in blood ties. It is also objective in another sense, one which is more in 

tune with Bourdieu's approach, in that the system of relations is formed on the basis of 

meaningfùl interactions. However, these same interactions are limited to the extent 

that their application is restricted to those that are deemed to be part of the family - to 

t hose t hat are considered tu be relatecl: 

Thus it is apparent that the family, like the field, may be characterised as a system 

of objective relations. h o t  her important characteristic of fields, however, is that this 

system of relations has the capacity to impose itself as a "stmctured system of social 

positions the nature of which defines the situation for their occupants" (Jenkins, p.85). 

This structure of positions is itself based on a series of forces and power relations 

which define whether or not those who occupy a particular position stand in 

domination, subordination or equivalence relative to one another 

This system, and moreover its imposition as a defining element of membership 

within the family, is iilustrated by a discussion of family in terms of an institution. 

Citing the work of Westhues (1982), Nett characterises the family in this way: 

The family is best understood as an order imposed upon procreative and 
consanguineal relationships, a structure of thought and action which invests 
natural bodily ties with meaning, a group in which physical kinship is a social 
role, with attendant rights and obligations ... therefore, the family can be 
understood as any group in which people are assigned roles by virtue of their 
location in a network of conjugal, consanguineal and affinai relationships (As 
cited by Nett, p. 19). 

Thus we see the family as a structure of relations which is imposed upon its members. 

I-iowever, it is necessary to keep in mind that the family, as a field, interacts with and is 

subsequently influenced by other fields of the social space. As such, the structure 



its interactions with other fields. 

The structured relations which charaçtense the family field have as their base a 

system of meaningfid interactions which are formed by its participants. It is the 

individuals involved who create those meanings and impose them as a condition of 

membership. One is, or  is not, a member of a particular family field on the basis of 

consideration of other members of that field. As such, one would expect to see 

differences or variations in family form, and indeed, such is the case. As noted above, 

there are variations in the extension of familial relations to include those who are not 

related by blood or  marriage. Furthemore, as noted by Nett, there are differences in 

the way that mamage partners are chosen - for example seif-selection in which 

partners are chosen by each other; or  arranged mamages. There are also variations in 

the number of marital partners. The prominent characteristic of mamages in Western 

society is that of monogamy, one spouse to  one spouse. However, other types include 

polygamy, for example, which is more than one spouse and this can be hrther 

differentiated into polyandry and polygyny, more than one husband and more than one 

wife, respectively. Other differences, as outlined by Nett, revolve around the actual 

nature of the interactions within the field, such as power relations within the family. 

The equal distribution of power, with both spouses involved in decision making, is a 

characteristic of democratic families. Other family types may be characterised by an 

uneven distribution of power, with either the husband/father (patriarchal) or 

wife/mother (matriarchal) having authority over other members. Furthemore, the 

division of labour may be flexible, with both spouses sharing in household and work 
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tasks on the basis of their sex. This çenerally involves the assignment of domestic 

labour to the wife/mother (Nett, p.90). These variations are affected by many extemal 

hctors especially that of culture, "different societies make their own sense of sexuaf 

intercourse and parenting" (Nett, p.83). 

The central features of the family (sexuality, reproduction, socialisation, affina1 

relations) are demonstrative of another important characteristic of the field. That is 

positions within the particular field are determined by their relation to the capital, 

those material and non-matenal goods for which participants vie, at stake within it. In 

this sense, with regard to the farnily field, capital is represented in the access which it 

affords to sex, reproduction, socialisation and affnai relations. Furthemore, Bourdieu 

argues that "the forces that are active in the field ... are those that define the specific 

capital (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992, p. 101). As has been shown, the forces active 

within the farnily field, and the definitive elements of family as a bio-social unit are 

centred upon the activities of sex, reproduction, socialization and the formation of 

close personal ties. The formation of positions relative to the form of capital at stake 

in the family fietd can be seen in the formation of familial roles. Mothedwife, 

fathedhusband. son, daughter, grandparent, uncle, aunt and so forth are defined by 

their relation to the capital contained in the farnily field. Each has a varying arnount of 

power, depending upon the nature of the relations in the family as descnbed above. 

The formation of positions or roles bnngs us to another important characteristic of 

fields which can be seen in the family, that of the field as both a product and producer 

of habitus. Referring back to Chapter One, the habitus is defined as "a system of 
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every moment as a rnatrix of perceptions, appreciations and actions" (Bourdieu, 1977, 

as cited by Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992, p. 18). That the family as a field is a product 

of habitus can be demonstrated by reference to Bourdieu's discussion of marriage 

strategies. Nett uses the tems mate selection and courtship in a fashion similar to 

Bourdieu's use of the notion of mamage strategies. In both uses, the individual and/or 

the individual's family mobilise al1 available resources in order to attract the best 

possible mate. Moreover, Nett argues, in a fashion which once again echoes 

Bourdieu, that the process of choosing a mate is best understood in tems of the 

marriage market. The marriage market, like other markets: 

... involves a commodity - an eligible male or female - to be exchanged at a 
certain pnce. The currency in the exchange consists of the socially valued 
attributes such as age and beauty. Whatever the qualities are that the society 
considers valuable, each family or individual seeks as a mate the person who 
has most of them (Nett, p.235). 

The concept of marriage market can easily be seen as an analogous extension of 

Bourdieu's economic and class analysis of marriage or reproduction strategies. More 

important, however, by pointing to "socially valued attributes" or qualities that 

"society considers valuable" as the medium of exchange, we can see the role played by 

habitus in the selection of a mate. As the matrix of perceptions, appreciations and 

actions. habitus becomes a central element in the perception of qualities sought in a 

prospective mate. Moreover, Bourdieu argues, based upon his study of Bearnais 

marriage strategies, that "the sqreqt guarantor of homogamy ... is the spontaneous 

affinity (egperjpnced as a feeling of fnendly wawtb) which bnngs together the ageqts 
. . .  . . . . . 

't '1 
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endowed with dispositions or tastes that are simllar" (~our&eu, 1992, p.7Q Thus we 



the personal emotive ties between spouses, is in part the product of habitus. As 

Bourdieu argues fùrther, "... a great number of mamages or love affairs ... owe rnuch 

to  the effect of afinity of habitus" (Bourdieu, p.70). 

While the preceding is an exarnple of how habitus plays a role in the formation of 

the family field, it c m  aiso be shown that this field, once established, becomes the 

generative base fiom which habitus is produced. This is demonstrated in the process of 

socialisation. The central mode by which the dispositions of habitus are created and 

transferred is via socialisation. "For Bourdieu, the body is a mnernonic device upon 

and in which the very basics of culture, the practical taxonomies of the habitus, are 

imprinted and encoded in a socialising process which commences dunng early 

childhood"(Jenkins, pp.75-76). As discussed, socialisation is one of the central, 

defining elements of the family field. 

Primary socialisation refers to "the basic social learning that typically occurs during 

the first few yem of a life. Primary socialisation is the acquisition of basic knowledge 

of a society's values. noms, folkways and mores and thus includes leaming things like 

eating practices, everyday rules of conduct, and etiquette" (Knuttila, 1993, p.89). 

According to Nett, the social learning that takes place during the formative years of 

primary socialisation is essential to proper personality develowent and to subsequent 

intellectual and emotional development . 

Nett points out a feature of socialisation which is also an important characteristic 

of Bourdieu's concept of habitus, as outlined by Jenkins. Nett states that much of the 

learning which takes place during pnmary socialisation occurs at an unconscious level. 
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children, who subsequently 'pick up' on these cues. Habitus, it is arçued, derives 

much o f  its efficacy from these unconscious environmental cues. "The power of  

habitus derives from the thoughtlessness of habit and habituation, rather than 

consciously learned mles and principies. Socially competent performances are 

produced as a matter of routine without explicit reference to a body of codified 

knowledge, and without actors necessarily knowing what they are doing" (Jenkins, 

p.76). Language acquisition, the incest taboo and gender typing are examples of such 

unconscious learning (Nett, p. 172). 

Arguing for the centrai importance of the family field in socialisation does not deny 

the importance of other socialising agents such as school, peer groups and the mass 

media. However, relative to  the family, exposure to these agents is intermittent. 

Teachers and peer groups change and the T.V. can be tumed oK As a result, "the 

child's family is the most persistent factor in that child's life" (Nett, p. 173). By and 

large, throughout the formative years, and beyond, a child will remain in close contact 

with one or both parents, as  well as other members of the family group. This 

relationship remains, for the most part, beyond the years of dependency, continuing 

untii death (Nett, p. 173). 

This comment has important implications for the nature of relations in the family 

field, and subsequently for the impact of  death. Not only can the family be constituted 

as a field, but it is one of central importance, or in Nett's characterisation, aprimarry 

grorrp. As such, relations in the fmily field are characterised by intimacy, face to  face 

personai communication and interaction and emotional closeness. It is these relations 
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participants. 

Furthemore, the farnily provides examples of relationships which are encountered 

elsewhere, in other fields. This is important, argues Nett, in preparing family members 

for other roies and experiences outside of the family (Nett, p. 173). For example, they 

are exposed to both asymmetricai and symmetricd power relations, as in parent-child 

and sibling-sibling, or perhaps parent-parent, relations respectively. As well, the family 

provides exposure to gender relationships, as those observed in the formation of roles 

and positions of husband-wife and mother-father, among others. In this way, the 

family acts as a bridge and rnediator between the individuai and the larger social space. 

The family field, therefore, is central not only in the formation of close 

interpersonal relations within it, but in shaping Our attitudes and perception of relations 

which we will experience in other fields of the social space. It is in this sense that we 

must understand the impact of death. This impact is such that it serves to disrupt the 

system of relations, interactions and positions of which the family field is comprised, 

thereby undermining the basis upon which individual habitus is forrned. The processes 

of grief and mourning may be understood in terms of a reorganisation and redefinition 

of the family field in the absence of the deceased member. 

Denth as n Disruptian of the Farniiy Field 

The central characteristics of the family field, those of sexuality, reproduction, 

socialisation and close ernotional ties, are inextricably bound in the life cycle. Death 

dso is a part of this process: "Family groups, those carriers of culture, are continually 
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family field is a structured system of interactions and relations characterised by the 

formation of roles and positions as well as intimacy and closeness; central relations as 

Bugen would describe them. The literature on grief and bereavement as it pertains to 

family focuses upon the loss of these relations, the disruption of the structured system 

of roles and positions, and their subsequent reorganisation. 

It should be noted that research on farnily grief and bereavement is quite lirnited in 

cornparison to that of individual grieving. Researchers have tended to focus on the 

latter. The discussion of the impact of loss upon the individual, to be presented in the 

next chapter, is a clear indication of the importance of such a focus. However, that 

same discussion also situates grief within the context of family and, in recent years, 

there has been an increased level of interest in the impact of death on families as a vital 

focus of study (Lamberti and Detmer, 1993, p.55; Herz-Brown, 1988, p.457; Vess, 

Moreland and Schwebel, 1985). 

The family structure theory of Minuchin (1974)' as discussed by Detrner and 

Lamberti (199 l), provides a dynarnic view of family, and subsequently death in the 

famiIy, which may be understood in terrns of Bourdieu's approach. Family, according 

to Minuchin, is defined as "a group of interconnected individuals foming a complex 

whole, also referred to as a family system" (Detmer and Lamberti, 1 99 1, p.364). As 

with Bourdieu's approach, the individual, according to Minuchin's theory, is 

considered within the context of a system of relationships, in this case family. The 

family systern, like the field, is comprised of a series of individuds who form relations 

and carry on fùnctions which comprise the system. 
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Minuchin analyses the family according to a series of subsystems. The first is 

comprised of the spouses - the spousal subsystem. Spouses may also comprise the 

second subsystem, that of parents. The final subsystem is that of the siblings, which is 

composed of al1 children in the family (Detmer and Larnberti, 1991, p.364). 

Relationships within the farnily are formed and organised around these subsystems. 

Each is delineated by what Minuchin refers to as boundaries. 

Boundaries serve to define the position of members in a particular subsystem 

through limited access to the information, practices and relationships which that 

subsystem provides, much in the way access to particular forms of capital determine 

one's position in the field. For example, the spousai subsystem restricts access to 

spousal affection, sexual intercourse as well as shared values and goals of the spousal 

relationship, among others (Detrner and Lamberti, p.365). 

In applying family stnicture theory to an understanding of the impact of loss 

through death, Detmer and Larnberti argue that such loss causes a dismption in the 

family system, thereby changing the nature of the interconnections and relationships 

between the s u ~ v i n g  members (1 991, p.364). The loss of a family member causes a 

breakdown of the subsystems and boundaries as they existed before bereavernent. 

Like Minuchin, Vess, Morleand and Schwebei (1985) analyse death within a family 

system approach. According to Vess, et al., death represents the loss of an individual 

who performed crucial roles within the family system (1 985, p. 1 16). Their study 

focuses upon differences among bereaved families following the death of a parent. 

Their purpose is to provide a conceptual fiamework for understanding these 

76 



The fiamework presented by Vess and his associates combines Duvall's (1 977) 

tàmily life-cycle model and Nye's (1 976) family role delineation model. Duvail 

proposes that there are eight main stages in the family life cycle. These include the 

initial stage of the m h e d  couple and progress through childbearing, preschool- age, 

school-age, teenage, iaunching centre, middle-age parents and aging parents (DuvaIl, 

1977, as cited by Vess, et al., 1985, p. 1 17). Duvall's developmental stages correspond 

with a series of roles which Nye proposes are generally filled by parents. These roles 

include those of provider, housekeeper, therapeutic and recreation roles, a sexual role, 

kinship, child care and socialisation. Throughout the developmental cycle of the 

family, the relative importance of each of these roles varies, with some increasing or 

perhaps decreasing in importance, while others fluctuate or remain constant (Nye, 

1976, as cited by Vess, et al., 1985, p. 1 17). 

Within this framework, Vess and his colleagues propose that the degree of 

disruption of the family system, or field, can be understood in terms of the interaction 

between the stage of deveiopment in the famify life cycle and the delineation or 

allocation of roles among family members. The degree of disruption caused by a death 

is influenced by the number and type of roles played by the deceased within the family. 

Subsequently, the nature and importance of the roles which are lefi vacant as a result 

of loss are dependent upon the stage of the family life cycle at the time of death (1 985, 

p. 118). 

Once again, the fiamework provided by Vess, at al., can be understood in the 

context of Bourdieu's approach. The discussion of family as a field connects the role 
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an individual who performed important roles within the family system also represents a 

fùndamental change to the structure of positions and relations which comprises the 

family as a field. Moreover, the relations within the farnily field are also characterlsed 

by a high degree of centrality. As such, the loss of a fmily member causes both an 

emotionai and structural breakdown of the family field. 

The importance of such breakdown, fiom a reflexive standpoint, is that the 

structured relations of the farnily field, and subsequently the capacity to define the 

habitus and practice of participating members, are lost. Thus, the impact of death 

upon the family is unlike that of other fields of the social space. The fields of religion, 

science and economy have been very important in shaping our attitudes and practices 

toward death. However, within the context of the family as a field, the very meaning 

and perception of death is fundamentally diffèrent. In the first place, death serves to 

change the entire nature and organisation of the farnily field. 

The impact of loss upon the family must be understood within the context of the 

system of relations and positions which define the  family as a field. The nature of 

relations within the farnily is such that it, more that any other field, serves to shape 

our perception of the social world. It is within the family that the fùndamental 

dispositions of the habitus are established and these serve to guide Our actions through 

other fields of the social space. As Pattison (1 977) States: "The family is the bridge 

and mediator between the social matrix and the individuaI. It is through the medium of 

the family that the child learns to participate in the larger social perceptions and 

constructions of reality" (p.39). 



habitus is the nature of the relations within the family. Unlike other fields of the social 

space, relations in the family are not governed soleIy by the struggle for power and 

capital within a hierarchy of positions. Rather, the very capital at stake within the 

field, sex, reproduction, socialisation, affinity, imbue familial relations with intimacy 

and close emotional ties. Following death, the surviving family members are faced with 

the task of re-establishing the family field. This demands a reorganisation and 

redefinition of the system of relations and positions which comprise it. The process of 

reorganising and re-defining the farnily represents an important element of Bourdieu's 

approach. Genetic structuralism ernphasises the two way interaction between habitus 

and field. Just as relations within the field shape the individual (through formation of 

habitus), so too does the individual have the capacity to act upon and affect the 

stmctured relations which comprise and define the field. 

Walsh and McGoldrick (1991) speak to this process as one of adaptation, arguing 

that "death poses shared adaptational challenges, requiring both imrnediate and long 

term family reorganisation and changes in the family's definition of its identity and 

purpose" (p.7). Doing so requires that the s u ~ v i n g  members first corne to terrns with 

the reality of death, followed by a reorganisation of the family system and reinvestment 

in other relationships (Walsh and McGoldrick, 1991, p. 1 1 ). Likewise, Detmer and 

Lamberti (1  991) propose that death necessitates changes in the system of relations and 

interconnections which comprise the farnily system. Vess, et al, (1986) argue that the 

disruption caused by death requires that the farnily undergo a process of role 

reallocation. 



field following death illustrates the interaction between individual habitus and the 

structured relations of the field. It has been dernonstrated that the system of relations 

which comprises the family field influences and shapes the formation habitus. This 

occurs through the process of role formation corresponding to the relative positions of 

participants within the field. Subsequently, with the Ioss of a member, survivors are 

faced with the task of re-estabiishing the family field. This means that the bereaved 

must go about creating a new system of positions and relationships, thereby defining 

and creating new habituses within the revised family field. Such a process is important 

because it demonstrates the important interaction between individual habitus and the 

structured system of relations of which he or she is a member. Moreover, it 

dernonstrates the capacity of the individual to create and define these relations. 

Conclusion 

Thus far, a reflexive andysis of death has shown that it is a multi-faceted process 

which rnay be understood in terms of relations within and between various fieIds of the 

social space, the nature of which determines the perception and meaning of death and 

subsequently, its impact. The analysis has distinguished between death in the public 

and private spheres of  social life. In this chapter, family has been identified as the 

primary iocus for the private experience of death. 

In keeping with Bourdieu's reflexive approach, it has been shown that the family as 

a social group can be understood in terms of his concept of field. The family 

represents a stmctured system of objective positions and meaningfùl interactions 
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reproduction, socialization and affinal relationships. This system of positions 

determines membership within the field and is manifested in the formation of roles 

based on access to the particular forms of capital. Subsequently, these roles interact 

with and shape the formation of habitus. 

The farnily impact of death can be understood in light of the system of relations 

which comprise the family field. By adapting a family systems theory approach to fit 

within Bourdieu's fiamework, it has been argued that the loss of a family member 

represents a dismption of the systern of relations and positions which comprise the 

family field and subsequently, that of individual habitus. Following loss of a member, 

the farnily is then faced with the task of reorganising the field and re-defining the 

relations which define it. This process demonstrates an important element of 

Bourdieu's approach insofar as it highlights the capacity of the individual to interact 

with and shape the field. 

To this point, a reflexive analysis of death has been centralised within the context 

of the field. As with Bourdieu's approach, emphasis has been placed upon how the 

objective system of relations which comprise the field have the capacity to impinge 

upon and shape the individual. This is observed in the experience of death in the public 

sphere, in which certain fields have the capacity to define death and related social 

practices, and these subsequently corne to bear on individual perceptions and attitudes. 

The public treatment of death and dying, charactensed by social and physical isolation, 

and subsequently an awareness of the reality of death without acknowledgement, 

contrasts and, in turn, highlights the private experience of the family. The impact of 
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to change the entire structure and organisation of the family field. This is due, in part, 

to the nature of the relations which comprise it. Moreover, these relations are 

characterised by a high degree of personal closeness and intimacy. As such, the very 

meaning and perception of death are fundarnentally different to members of the farnily 

field. The following chapter wilI present a more thorough analysis of emotionai impact 

of such a loss. 



Thus far, a reflexive analysis of death has centred upon the social context of the field. The 

focus of the analysis has been upon the structured systern of relations which comprise the 

field, the nature of which determines individual perceptions, attitudes and practices toward 

death. Moreover, the analysis has moved fiom a macro-sociological account of how 

general social attitudes and practices relating to death have been shaped by forces within 

the field of power, to a more micro-level discussion of the impact of death upon the 

family as a field. 

As a result of historical and social transformations in which the scientific, medical and 

economic fields have corne to dominate our thoughts and practices toward death, those 

that are dying, dead and bereaved are subject to social and physical isolation. The dying, 

and those closest to them are removed, isolated fiom the larger community. As the dying 

takes that final gasp, s/he ieaves the onlookers to carry on in a world which, as a result of 

hislher death, has changed completely. A fùrther effect of the transfomation in attitudes 

and practices toward death has been that, in general, those af5ected by loss do not have, or 

are cut off fiom the cultural supports which allow the integration of death into ongoing 

life (Walsh and McGoldrick, 199 1, p.2). 

The Ioss of a loved one i:; one of the most painfil and traumatic events that an 

individual will ever face. Holrnes and Rahe (1 967) found that the death of a spouse was 

considered to be the rnost intense and highest rated Iife event out of a list of 43. Each 

item was weighted in terms of the arnount of readjustment necessary to cope with the 



An exploration of the impact of death upon the family field has shown that death 

serves to disrupt the system of relations and positions which comprise it. The purpose of 

this chapter is to explore the effects of such a disruption. A discussion of the personal 

aspects of bereavement and grief represents the final stage of a reflexive analysis of death. 

Within the context of Bourdieu's approach it will be argued that the emotional upheaval of 

grief represents the process of redefining or re-establishing the habitus within a 

reorganized farnily field. 

Grief 

The terrn grief is used interchangeabIy with bereavement and mourning throughout 

much of the literature on death. Actuaily, these terms identiQ distinct, yet related aspects 

of the experience of loss. Bereavement, literaily, means "to take away fiom, to rob, to 

dispossess" (KaIish, 1 98 1, p. 2 1 8). Leming and Dickinson ( 1990) discuss how this concept 

has been extended to include a description of culturally prescribed roles and patterns of 

behaviour which govern the conduct of those who have experienced a loss through death 

(p.410). Leming and Dickinson's conception of bereavement adheres more closely to the 

concept of mourning, which Kearl(1989) defines as the "culturaily patterned ways in 

which bereavement is expressed" (p.478). According to Kearl, the concept of mourning is 

an indication of the way in which culture provides conceptual models within which 

persons interpret subjective experiences. Such a view shares commonaiity with Bourdieu's 





locus for the primary impact of death. Part of this impact, as has already been discussed, 

is that death serves to dismpt the system of relations which comprises this field. The 

emotional consequences of this disruption are expressed in the process of grieJ defined as 

the "sorrow, anger, guilt and confusion that can arise when you have suffered a loss or are 

bereaved (Kalish, 198 1, p.2 18). Kastenbaum (1977) argues that "grief may well be an 

inherent reaction to loss, whose core experience is universal" (as cited by Kearl, 1989, 

p.474). In fact, some researchen have argued that grief may not be restricted humans, but 

is also expressed by other members of the animal kingdom, especially primates.5 

Erich Lindemann's (1 944, 1979) Svmptomologv and Management of Acute Grief is by 

far one of the most influentid works on the subject of grief As with Kübler-Ross' (1969) 

work on the expenence of the dying, Lindemann's work is referred to time and again by 

many of the authors writing on the subject of grief (see: Kalish, 198 1 ; Bugen, 1979; 

Littlewood, 1988; among others). The subjects of Lindemann's study were the survivors 

of the Coconut Grove disaster, a Boston nightclub fire that resulted in the deaths of 49 1 

people. In i n t e ~ e w s  and psychotherapy with over 100 of the persons who had lost family 

rnembers in the catastrophe, Lindemann found a great deal of consistency associated with 

their grief responses. Based on these observations, he formulated a syrnptomology of 

acute grief The following list outlines these symptoms: 

'See, for example: Masson, Jefiey M. (1 995). When Ele~hants Weep. New York: Delta 
Publishing. (esp. pp.9 1-1 1 1). 



of tightness in the throat; choking, with shortness or Dreatn; rrequent neea ror 
sighing; feelings of loss of strength or muscular power; hollow feeling in the 
abdomen accompanied by loss of appetite; an intense subjective distress 
described as mental tension or pain. 

2. a preoccupation with the image of the deceased 

3. feelings of guilt. 

4. hostility, loss of wannth in relationships to other people: characterised by a 
tendency to respond with irritability and anger; a general feeling of not 
wanting to be disturbed; often these syrnptoms are taken by the bereaved 
individuai to represent the onset of insanity 

5 .  Changes in day to day activities, loss of patterns of conduct: characterised 
by restlessness, inability to sit d l ;  moving about in an aimless fashion, 
continually searching for something to do; while at the same time there 
exists a painful jack of capacity to initiate and maintain organised patterns 
of activity. The bereaved clings to the daily routine of prescribed activities, 
but these activities do not proceed in the automatic, self-sustaining fashion 
which characterises normal work, but have to be carried on with effort, as 
though each fragment of the activity became a special task The bereaved is 
surprised to find how large a part of his customary activity was done in 
some meaningfûl relationship to the deceased and has now lost its 
significance (Lindemann, 1979, pp. 5-9). 

The significance of this last point is that it alludes to the fact that much of our practical 

activity is carried out, in some significant way, relation to others. More importantly the 

nature of this relation is not immediately perceived by the individual, who becomes aware 

of that fact only after the loss of the relationship through death. This is an important point 

in light of Bourdieu's characterisation of practice being constituted of both conscious and 

unconscious elements. 

Other researchers have detected the onset of self-hatred in grieving individuals. As 

a result "sorne individuals, unbeknownst to themselves, [engage] in self-destructive 

behaviour: uncalled for acts of generosity, foolish econornic deals, loss of fhends or 





above al1 else, that the individual experience of grief is highly variable. Nevertheless, such 

approaches are valuable in attemptjng to understand the impact of loss through death upon 

the individual. Moreover, they illustrate the wide variety of emotions, or more specifically 

emotional upheaval, to which the grieving individual is subject. Kalish provides a usehl 

summary of these ernotional responses. 

Depression, Sadness, Sorrow 

"Everything we know about grief indicates that sadness and sorrow that may be 

intense enough to be considered depression are arnong the most familiar characteristics of 

grieving" (Kalish, 198 1, p.220). The grieving individual is also bereaved, and thus by 

definition, they have lost sornething. That loss represents more than just an object, it is the 

loss of somwne in whom we have invested emotionally in a relationship. Feelings of loss 

and loneliness are transformed into depression and sorrow by feelings of self pity (Leming 

and Dickinson, 1989, p.416). While the reality of depression as a reaction to loss seems 

self-evident, it is worth noting that it has been shown empirically. For example, Sklar and 

Hams (1 985) found that, among other variables, depression ratings on MMPI scales were 

statistically significant. Furthemore, citing the work of other investigators, Kalish notes 

that widows and widowers display more depressive symptoms than their non-widowed 

counterparts (Kalish, p.22 1 ). 

Denial 

Especially in the case of sudden or unexpected death, many individuals react with a 

form of denial. The basic element of denial is a refùsal to believe or accept that te 

deceased is actuaily dead. DeniaI rnay take a variety of forrns, some of which have already 
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denial can be expressed in other, more sublime ways, such as a widowed individual using 

the tenn "we" in reference to themselves and the deceased even thouçh there is now only 

the one person (Kalish, p.22 1 ). 

Searching is related to Parkes' stage of pining, and refers to the "search for the lost 

object" (Kalish, p.222). The lost object in this case is the deceased. "1 can't help looking 

for him everywhere . . . 1 walk around searching for him . . . 1 felt that if I could have corne 

from somewhere 1 could have found him" (Parkes, 1972, p.44). This characteristic of 

grieving is tied to the preoccupation with images of the deceased, as previously noted by 

Lindemann. As a result of this preoccupation, there is a constant mulling over of 

experiences and events which involve the deceased. These may be accompanied by 

constant dreams of the dead person. A result of this preoccupation is what Kalish 

characterises as a "heightened perceptual sensitisation so that others seem to look like the 

dead person" (Kalish, p.221). A persona1 anecdote fiom my own experience rnay help to 

fùrther illustrate: 

Not long after the death of my own father, 1 was employed as a bartender at a 
local restaurant. The time of year was approaching the Christmas holidays and 
1 was keling depressed, missing my parents. From behind the bar, where I 
was working, 1 had an open view of the Iine up of patrons waiting to be seated. 
From the corner of my eye, 1 spotted a figure that 1 was certain was my (dead) 
father. Without thinking, 1 stopped what 1 was doing and nished out fiom behind 
the bar and toward the line. Before 1 reached the line, 1 realised that the 
individual whom 1 thought was my Dad was (obviously) not. In fact, he bore very 
M e  resemblance other than the fact that he was wearhg a tweed hat and duffle 
coat that was not unlike that which my father wore. Needless to Say, 1 retreated, 
feeling more than slightly embarrassed and even more depressed than before. 

Such an experience clearty demonstrates the effects of pining and the confusion which 



Relief 

While not necessarily a grief reaction, following a death, survivors may experience 

a tèeling of relief Especially in the case of the very old, or afier death following 

prolonged illness, the bereaved individual may be relieved at no longer having to watch a 

loved one gradually waste away, or be in extreme pain. Furthemore, in the case of 

extended illness, loved ones may be charged with the care of the dying, however, as an 

increasing number of individuals die in hospitals and other long term care facilities, this is 

less common. Nonetheless, hospitalisation in itself becomes a form of obligation, which 

necessitates regular visits, especially as death draws closer. Thus, with death, there may 

be a return to normal routines, and the resumption of activities which were cartied on 

before the onset of itlness and subsequent death. However, keeping in mind the 

significance of the loss of a lost one, these feelings of relief are only a part of what is 

already being demonstrated as an entire matrix of emotions. In the face of the tragedy 

which death represents, relief seems to be at odds with the rest of the emotions which one 

is experiencing. This contradiction may result in feelings of anger and guilt (Kalish, 

p. 222). 

G'uiit and Anger 

While anger and guilt are essentially two different emotions, with respect to 

grieving, the two can become mutually reinforcing. It is, therefore, usefùl to discuss each 

in the context of the other. As noted above, some of the contradictory emotions 

experienced during grief may lead to confision and subsequently painfùl feelings of guilt. 

This in tum, posits Kalish, results in feelings of ançer which are directed toward the 
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surrounding grieving, being angry at the dead seems inappropriate and unfair (Kalish, 

p.22 I ). This in turn reinforces feelings of guilt. 

Guilt also has other sources. One of the prime causes of guilt is the "rf m l y  1 hacl 

... syndrome" (Kalish, p.224). This aspect of grief, again noted by Lindemann's 

symptomolog,y, is a common element of grief Guilt, in this sense, arises tiom a sense that 

"you could have done something to prevent the death and that you did not treat the person 

riçht while he or she was alive" (Kalish, p.224). Another source of guilt is the harbouring 

of a conscious or unconscious death wish against another person. Tying in with the sense 

of relief brought by the death of someone who is suffering or in extreme pain, hoping that 

someone will die is not necessarily motivated by an evil purpose, however, with that death, 

there is the onset of contradictory feelings and perhaps an irrational sense of being 

somehow responsible. 

Not wanting to belabour the point, it is has been sufficiently demonstrated that 

guilt is a prominent aspect of the grieving process. The source of guilt results rnainly frorn 

the contradictory feelings which arise when faced with the death of a loved one. As such, 

guilt is the product of many combinations of experience and ernotion. Moreover, while it 

has been shown that anger is commonly associated with guilt, it is also the case that anger 

can anse from a number of sources besides guilt. 

As Parkes (1972) notes that anger is also a very common element of grief, 

especialiy in the early stages. Citing the results of the London Study on grief among 

widows, Parkes found that noticeable feelings of anger were experienced by the majot-ity 

of respondents at sorne tie during the first year of bereavement. Part of this angry 
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bereaved implicitly feel that the persons who have died did so on purpose - to rnake them 

feel bad or to fend for themselves" (Kalish, p.225). While in most cases, it can be 

reasonably assumed that the dead did not die with the express purpose of abandoning their 

survivors, and as Kalish notes, most grieving persons recognise this, it is nonetheless an 

expression of anger over having been lefl alone (Kalish, p . 2 ~ 4 ) . ~  Kalish compares the 

ançer resulting from abandonment to that of Bowlby's (1 962) account of the process 

which infants go through when separated from their mothers. This process is 

characterised by a series of stages: 1) protest; 2) despair; and 3) apathy (as cited by Kalish, 

p.224). The anger expressed in grief, it is argued, is similar in certain respects to the 

protests of an infant upon separation. After dl, "both feel abandoned; both are suffering 

from separation" (Kalish, p.224). 

The preceding account of grieving is intended to provide an overview of the more 

common attributes that could be ascribed to a normal person experiencing normal grief. 

However, within the fiarnework of reflexive sociology, the experience of death, of which 

grief is a component, must be understood in terms of the social and relational context 

within which it takes place. As has been areed, the family field represents such a setting. 

Grief W i i n  the Family Field= IAms of Hnbitus 

In her discussion of grief within the family, Gilbert (1995) argues that grief is 

% exception to this assumption may be that of suicide, which demonstrates an obvious will 
to end one's life. However, the motivation to do so is not necessarily restricted to an intention to 
rnake the survivors feel bad or to force them to fend for themselves. 



work of Attig ( 199 1 ) she asserts that, at a more essential level, grief represents a process 

of re-ordering the world and creating a new sense of normal with which to fùnction in it. 

Parkes ( I  988) makes a similar argument, viewins grief as a process of psychosocial 

transition which "arises fiom awareness of a discrepancy between the world that is and the 

world that 'should be'." The views of both Parkes and Gilbert fit weIl with Bourdieu's 

approach. Recalling, fiom Chapter One, Bourdieu's concept of doxa refers to the process 

of intemalizing the external world and buildinç that into a conception and understanding 

of one's place in it. Such understandings ultimately underpin the attitudes and dispositions 

which comprise habitus. 

As discussed in the preceding chapter, the farnily field plays a central role in the 

formation of habitus. Through processes such as socialization and the formation of 

enduring relationships which remain (relativdy) stable, or at least consistent, over time, 

the family field is central in the formation of a world view, which, of course, would 

include a sense of what is normal, that is a conception of the way the world should be. 

Furthemore, it was also argued that the loss of a family member disrupts the family field 

and the system of relationships which rnake it up. The loss of these relationships, and the 

destruction of the meaning that is drawn fiom them, arsues Gilbert, results in grief (1  995, 

p.271). Moreover, part of the process of grieving is the loss of security of the assumptive 

world which underlies habitus. 

According to Parkes, the death of a loved one invalidates many assumptions about 

the world which also apply to other aspects of life. "The familiar world suddenly seems to 

have becorne unfamiliar, habits of thouçht and behaviour let us down, and we lose 
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quoted directly fiom Bourdieu. Likewise, Gilbert States that, following loss, one's 

assumptions about the way the world ought to be must be reconsidered, and this process 

expands to include other beliefs and behaviours which extend beyond the immediate loss. 

This statement is confirrned by Cath 's  (1992) study which found, for example, that 

subjects experienced religious doubts as well as an overall feeling that the world was evil 

or bad. The result is "some degree of psychological and emotional upheaval ... which can 

then lead to disruption of interpersonal and relational processes in the famiiy and other 

social systerns" (Gilbert, p.272). Grief, therefore, is part of a process stemming fiom the 

disruption of the structured system of relations comprising the family field. The loss of 

these relations effectively undermines the generative base fiom which habitus is formed, 

thereby undermining habitus, itself 

The initial emotional upheaval of grief is embedded in a larger process of 

eventually seeking a resolution to the losses which precipitated it. Referred to as grief 

w r k  (Lindemann, 1944, as cited by Kearl, 1989, p.476), the central task is the 

reforrnulation of a new Iife without the deceased. It involves "emancipation from the 

bondages of the deceased, formation of new relationships, and readjustment to one's new 

self and environment" (Kearl, p.476). The failure to successfully accomplish the task of 

grief work may result in what Kearl refers to as morhid grief reactims or abnormal grief 

(Kearl, p.276). Abnormal grief is characterised "by distortions of normal grief and by such 

psychosomatic disorders as asthma, ulcerative colitis, and rheumatoid arthritis" (Kearl, 

p.476). Other researchers have added to this list conditions such as osteoart hritis, 

hyperthyroidisrn, cancer and coronary thrombosis (Epstein, Weitz, Roback and McKee, 
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An example of an extreme morbid grief reaction is the hroken heur1 .sytldronre. The 

concept refers to mortality resulting fiom grief The notion of the broken heart, especially 

one resulting from grief, as a cause of death is not a new one. In 17th century England 

griefe was a classification for cause of death (Parkes, 1976, as cited by Kearl, p.477). In 

the early 196Os, a study of widowers was undertaken in Britain by a group of researchers 

lead by Michael Young. From a subject group consistinç of nearly 4500 widowers over 

the açe of 55, Young and his team found that in the first six months following 

bereavement. the mortality rate among the subject group increased by 40 percent. M e r  

this period, the rate declined to normal levels (as cited by Kearl, p.477; Kalish. p.?28).' 

These findings have been supported by the works of other researchers. Knud Helsing 

(1981 ) followed the progress of just over 4000 widowed men and women in an 1 1 year 

period and matched them with a control group of married persons on the basis of age, 

race, sex, education and cigarette smoking arnong other variables. He found that the 

death of a spouse had little effect upon the death rate of widows, however, among 

widowers over age 45, the mortality rate was more than 60 percent higher than in their 

married counterparts. Moreover, the death rate for widowers under the age of 55 and who 

rernarried, was more than 70 percent lower than their cohorts who did not remarry 

(Helsing, Szklo and Comstock, 198 1, as cited by Kearl, p.477). 

The above discussion gives c1ear indication of the significance of grief following 

loss and of the importance of coming to terrns with the loss through successfixl completion 

'A follow-up study by Parkes, Benjamin and Fitzgerald (1969) revealed that a high proportion 
of these deaths were the result of heart disease (as cited by Kalish, p.228). 



The reason for the difficulty, he argues, is that the loss of a farnily rnember represents a 

multiple loss within the family system. For example, the loss of a spouse may 

simultaneously result in: the loss of a sexual partner; loss of protection fiom danger; loss 

of reassurance of worth; loss of job; loss of companionship; loss of income; loss of self 

confidence; loss of a home; loss of a parent for one's children, among many other types of 

Ioss (1 988, p.244). The nature of these multiple losses points to the various roles that an 

individual may hlfill within the family field. 

As discussed in the preceding chapter, roles within the family may be related t o  

positions within the field. The importance of this point can be seen in Iight of Gilbert's 

discussion of differential grief in the family. She argues that, when discussing the impact 

of death and grief upon the family, it is important to remember that the family represents 

the social context within which individuals experience grief Gilbert States, "Families do 

not grieve. Only individuals grieve" (1995, p.273). This observation leads Gilbert to posit 

that, while family members may suffer the same loss, individual perceptions and experience 

will Vary. Citing the works of various authors, she argues that, as a result of such factors 

as the relationship with the deceased, gender, the age and developmental stage of various 

family members, "each family member's grief will have its own unique character" ( 1995, 

p.276). Such a view is amenable to Bourdieu's approach, as well. 

According to Bourdieu, one of the ways in which the field affects habitus, and 

subsequently the attitudes and dispositions which influence perceptions and practice, is via 

one's position within the field. As such, one would expect to find an interaction between 

the individual's position within the family field and how that person experiences grief. 
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example, identifj the familial role of the deceased member as a primary factor influencing 

the perception and effects of loss. Herz-Brown argues that not al1 deaths have equal 

importance within the family. Part of the importance relates to how emotionally significant 

the deceased rnember is to other family members and to the functional role played by him 

or her. For instance, the death of a parent with young children generalIy has a more 

serious impact, through the loss of a bread-winner and parent, than that of an elderly 

grandparent who has played only a minor role in the fùnctioning of the family (Walsh and 

McGoidrick, p. 17). Sklar and Harris (1985) found that the loss of a parent in childhood 

had a significant impact on subsequent personality deveiopment. This finding is supported 

by Christ, et al., who argue that there is substantial clinicai and empirical evidence to 

support the position that "the death of a parent in childhood, whether anticipated or not, 

profoundly threatens children's normal psychological development ... this event places 

children at increased risk for psychopathology and social impairment, both concurrently 

and in adulthood"(1993, p.4 17). Such an effect was, in part, related to significant changes 

within the family group, including changes in the interactions between siblings and 

between children and the surviving parent, as well as changing roles and expectations. 

On the other side of the family spectrum, Brabant, Forsyth and McFarlain ( 1  994) 

state that the loss of a child results in a unique grief reaction among surviving parents. 

Part of this reaction involves a perception of the death as a loss of oneself and of hopes for 

the hture. Citing the work of Rando (1986), Brabant, et al., argue that the loss of a child 

is perceived as "the loss of one's sense of imrnortality; the loss of hopes, drearns, and 

expectations; the loss of identity as protector and provider; and the loss of role" (Brabant, 
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above, parents (and perhaps surviving siblings) are confronted with the loss of the family 

as they have known it. "Although the family will continue afier the death, it will forever be 

changed by the irretrievabie loss of the presence and role-fblfilling behaviours and 

hnctions of the deceased child" (Rando, 1985, as cited by Brabant, et al., p. 199). Such a 

tinding, besides demonstrating the impact of Ioss in terms of one's place within the family 

field, also lends support to the overall position of this paper, which contends that the 

process of grief relates to the disruption of the family field. 

Conclusion 

This chapter has presented the final stage of a reflexive analysis of death. The 

discussion of this thesis has moved from that of general attitudes and practices toward 

death and dying stemming from relations and interactions within the field of power, to 

how attitudes and practices have served to isolate the family, as a field, in the private 

experience of death. Part of this experience includes the disruption of the structured 

system of relations and positions which comprise the family as a field. 

In this chapter, it has been argued that grief is part of a process resulting from the 

disruption of the famiIy field. An effect of this disruption is the undermining of the 

relations and structures of the field which serve as the foundation for the development of 

the attitudes and dispositions of habitus. Such a view parallels that of Gilbert (1995) and 

Parkes ( 1  988), who see grief as the result of the destruction of the meanings and 

assumptions about the world, which are drawn from the relational context of the family. 

Embedded in this is the dificult process of reorçanising and re-defining the family and, 
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This process demonstrates an important interaction between the family field and 

the individual. Part of this interaction includes that of  individual position within the tield 

and the perception and experience of the loss of a family member. Through a discussion of 

the effects of loss of a parent and loss of a child, it has been shown how position within 

the family field affects individual perception and experience of loss. 



The purpose of this thesis has been to provide a reflexive sociological analysis of death, 

with the central goal beinç to provide an understandin3 of the impact of death upon the 

family and the process by which this occurs. Within the framework provided by the 

retlexive sociology of Pierre Bourdieu, it has been argued that death is a complex and 

rnulti-faceted phenornenon which affects, and is affected by, a number of fields. The 

influence of these fields, in turn, shapes individual perceptions and actions relating to death 

and dying. The main goal and arguments of this thesis have been guided by the central aim 

of Bourdieu's approach, which is the provision of a means to overcome the dichotomy 

between the subjective individual and the objective social structure. He accomplishes his 

task by formulating a theory of social practice which synthesises both objective and 

subjective elements. Bourdieu's approach focuses upon social relations resulting from the 

dynamic interplay between habitus, field and capital. These relations, in turn give rise to 

the scheme of perceptions and dispositions which çuide social practice. It is within this 

framework that a reflexive analysis of death has been provided. 

The arguments of this paper have presented in such a way as to reflect the 

continuum between the individual and the social structure developed by Bourdieu. This 

has been accomplished in two ways. First, within each chapter, an attempt is made to 

demonstrate the interaction between the individual and social structure, primarily through 

a discussion of the dynarnics of the field. Second, the presentation of chapters represents, 

in simplified fashion, a movement throush the continuum, with each chapter focusing on 

various cornponents, beginning, in Chapter Two, with the interaction among fields within 

the field of power, through to the analysis of a specific field in Chapter Three and finally, 
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In Cliapter Two, the focus was upon interactions between fields within the field of 

power. It has been demonstrated how various tields have the capacity to shape social 

perceptions of death which subsequently influence related attitudes and practices. The 

influence of these fields has culminated in the formation of a general set of attitudes and 

social practices toward death. A fùrther effect of modem social attitudes and practices is 

that they highlight the family as the locus of the impact the private experience of death, as 

outiined in Chapter Three. This impact may be understood in terms of the nature of the 

system of relations and positions which comprise the family as a field. The loss of a famiIy 

member serves to disrupt this system of relations and positions. It is this combination of 

the loss of these relations and disruption of the family system which underlies the 

subjective experience of grief, as discussed in C hapter Four. 

The analysis, thus presented, does indeed demonstrate a division or dualism with 

respect to the social phenornenon of death. However, rather than a division in terms of 

the individual and the social structure, it is one between public and private experience. 

Throughout each stage of analysis, the relationship between the individual and the larger 

social structure is rnaintained, pnmarily through the system of relations represented by the 

field. In fact, it is apparent that, at least within Western society, it is precisely the nature 

of the relationship between the individual and the social structure that has given rise to the 

division between public and private experience of death. 



The reflexive analysis of death presented in this thesis by no means represents an 

exhaustive exploration of the subject. In the introduction, it was stated that attitudes and 

practices toward death, and the analysis of these, are as much a reflection of life as of 

anything else. Moreover, the universal nature of death, the  fact that ail persons will 

eventuaily die, by default rneans that death is amenabie to the same modes of inquiry that 

are applied to the vanous aspects life in general, and social life in particular. 

An especially important topic area is the role of culture and ethnicity and their 

influence upon the perception, meaning and experience of death and grieving. This subject 

area. touched on only bnefly in the preceding discussion, is especially important to gaining 

an understanding of the way a people view life and death, and of the way they experience 

and cope with loss through such things as ritualistic practices and emotional expression. 

Another important area of inquiry is the role of the media as it relates to death. 

This role is important for at least two reasons. The first relates to the media's portrayal of 

death. One aspect of this portrayal is the sheer volume of death reported. Anyone who 

has ever watched a news cast, read a newspaper or a magazine can immediately confirm 

that death, be it mass death in the form of bus or plane crashes, for example, or individual 

homicides, represent a major portion of reported events. As Kearl(1989) reports, "Death 

is news, and it attracts viewers, just as it sells newspapers. The day of the space shuttle 

ChaIIerzger explosion, the regular network evening newscasts scored a combined rating of 

40 in twelve major markets, compared to a 30 rating the preceding week" (p.385). 

Another aspect of the media's portrayal of death is in the form of entertainment. Again, 

Kearl notes that, according to the National Institute of Mental Wealth, by age sixteen, the 
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"These killings corne in various guises, energizing the plots of conflicts between cowboys 

and Indians, cops and robbers, earthlings and aliens, as well as between the living and the 

dead" (p.383). The effects of such mass reporting and representation of death have been 

the subject of much controversy. What is the effect with regard to increasing the 

propensity to violence? How do such representations affect or influence individual 

perceptions and reactions toward death? 

The second reason for exploring the media relates indirectly to its role in death, but 

is of panicular interest with respect to the discussion presented in this thesis. The deaths 

of Princess Diana and of Mother Theresa in the summer of 1997, demonstrated the power 

of the mass media to blur the distinction between public and pnvate experience. 

Especially in the case of Princess Diana, the electronic and pint media were effective in 

making various aspects of the piincess' private life a part of the experience of a very large 

portion of the population. As such, her death was received as a very tragic and deeply 

personal event for a huge number of people, attested to by the vast outpouring of grief and 

emotion sentiment and by the fact that her fùneral was broadcast to an estirnated 2.5 

billion persons. What is even more significant, from a reflexive sociological point of view 

is that the entire public perception of Princess Diana, and subsequently of her death, was 

channelled and perhaps in part created, by the mass media. This exarnple points to the 

significant role and power of the media in creating and shapinç the experience of the 

individual. 

The preceding are but a few of the possible areas, among many others, which may 

guide a sociological inquiry into death. One final, and perhaps the most important, area of 
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insight into an event which is one of the most painhl and deeply persona1 tragedies that an 

individual will ever experience. Based on such understanding, it is of particular interest to 

explore the area hrther and to  investigate possible areas of  therapeutic intervention with 

the hope of providing some insight into how best assist others in dealing with this difficult 

life event. 
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