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Abstract  

 

This article discusses and compares two sociological theoretical frameworks, Pierre Bourdieu’s 
field theory and the Actor-Network Theory (ANT) proposed by e.g. Bruno Latour. The former 
framework has been widely used in Translation Studies, while the latter has been introduced 
much more recently but is now gaining ground. The two approaches are compared with reference 
to a specific translation situation, the translation of Finnish prose literature into English in the 
UK. The comparison shows that the ANT model is better suited for analysing the structural 
context in which translation activity takes place, while the Bourdieusian model provides better 
opportunities for analysing individual translators’ practices through the concept of habitus. The 
most in-depth results can thus be obtained by combining the two approaches.  
 

 

Introduction  

 

In this article, I discuss and compare the applicability of certain sociological theories or models 

in a specific translation research situation. As is well known, sociological theories and 

approaches are today much used in translation research, and a number of thinkers and 

approaches have suggested ways in which the social spaces in which translation activities take 

place could be construed and understood. The best known example is still likely to be Even-

Zohar’s polysystem theory, which has been used widely in Translation Studies. In more recent 

years, Pierre Bourdieu’s complex theory of fields, habitus and capital has been used frequently. 

Other sociological approaches have also been suggested as potential frameworks to be used in 

translation research. Theo Hermans, for example, has compared Pierre Bourdieu’s theories with 

the systems theories developed by another major thinker, Niklas Luhmann, in his extensive 

discussion of systems in translation research (Hermans 1999: 120-144).  

                                                 
* Paper originally written for the CETRA Research Seminar in Translation Studies 2004. 
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In this article, I will adopt a similar approach and compare Bourdieu’s widely used 

theoretical framework with another approach, the so-called Actor-Network Theory (ANT), 

which was first developed in the early 1990s by the French sociologists Michel Callon and 

Bruno Latour among others but which has only recently been introduced in translation research. 

The two approaches have previously been compared by e.g. Buzelin (2005) and Kung (2009). 

Applying these two frameworks to my own corpus, I try and see whether this specific research 

case would benefit from these methods and how the results produced by a Bourdieusian 

approach and an ANT one might differ. 

The research project to which these theoretical frameworks are applied deals with the 

translation of Finnish literary prose texts into English after the Second World War, with a 

particular interest in the ways in which these translations have been produced and then received 

in the British target culture. The English-language target culture and Great Britain are widely 

thought to lack interest in translated literature, especially in minority literatures like 

Scandinavian or Finnish literature (see, for example, Pym 1999; Venuti 1995). In the Finnish 

source culture, however, translation of Finnish works into English has had a far more important 

role, and translations into English have been supported structurally and financially for a number 

of years. English translations of Finnish classics have at times been the subject of heated debates 

in Finnish press, and even today, Finnish media often report on the success of Finnish films and 

literature abroad. The quality of translations has also been taken up in a number of Finnish 

scholarly works. The Finnish source culture has also influenced the translation process, and 

several translators have actually been native speakers of Finnish with English as their second 

language or second-generation Finnish immigrants living in the US. Thus, in addition to being 

facts of the British target culture, many translations of Finnish literature can also be considered 

as facts of their source culture, a status they may retain even when the original British target 

culture has long since forgotten their existence. 

Between 1945 and 1995, British publishers brought out 28 book translations of Finnish 

literary prose. The majority of these (23 texts) are novels, but the corpus of translations 

published during this period also includes five collections of short stories. The majority of the 

translations (19 books) were first translated and published in the 1950s and 1960s, with a decline 

in numbers in the 1970s and 1980s. The early 1990s saw a new, though not sizeable increase in 

the publishing of translated Finnish texts, which has now continued in the 2000s; today, as many 

as two Finnish novels may be published in the UK per year. (Such translation numbers probably 

appear negligible to anyone except those from a minority culture; for a small culture, however, a 

book or two per year may appear fairly important.) Throughout the period discussed here, 
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translations from Finnish were also published in specialist magazines such as The Norseman and 

Books from Finland. The books translated reveal a heavy bias in favour of certain types of texts. 

A surprisingly high number of historical novels and war novels have been translated, while many 

well-known Finnish authors who have been widely published in other European languages are 

missing.  

Finnish is a small and little known language, which is also reflected in the small number 

of translators. Even though 15 translators have had translations of Finnish prose published in 

book form, as few as two translators account for more than half the texts included, and many 

translators have translated via Swedish or using another intermediary language. As to the 

publishing context, the book-length translations have been produced by 15 different publishers, 

large and small, mainstream and specialised. On the whole, the resulting corpus of translated 

Finnish literature appears fragmented, with a number of patterns to be explained, but with a host 

of different factors to take into account.  

A brief look at actual translation numbers and the texts selected suggests that the 

translation activity has been influenced by a number of factors, including publishers’ overall 

translation policies, the power relationships between the Finnish and British publishers and the 

translators, and the translators’ contacts in Finland and in the source culture. Such factors have 

particularly affected the selection of texts to be translated, but they have also had a notable effect 

on actual translation strategies. I therefore believe that a sociological approach, describing and 

modelling the interaction and networks between publishers, translators and authors, will help 

explain some of these patterns and indicate factors that are likely to have affected translation 

choices and practices. Sociological theories may also provide a background against which we 

can better explain the patterns present in the actual translation activity.  

Before attempting to see whether the two theories discussed here could explain such 

patterns, I now briefly discuss the basic concepts used in each approach, compare their 

frameworks and also try and locate areas where their application to a small and specialised 

translation corpus might be problematic.  

 

 

Pierre Bourdieu’s theoretical framework: some background notes  

 

The French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu (1930-2002) was, during his life, a widely known and 

controversial thinker with a significant public presence both in his native France and abroad (see, 

for example, Rahkonen 1999: 13-14). In addition to research in a number of other fields, 
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Bourdieu’s framework has been widely applied to Translation Studies research (see for example 

Simeoni 1998; Gouanvic 1999; Hermans 1999; Lindqvist 2003; Wolf 2006). From a Translation 

Studies viewpoint, Bourdieu’s theoretical framework bears a clear resemblance to Michel 

Foucault’s ideas and, notably, Even-Zohar’s polysystem theory. Like Even-Zohar, Bourdieu 

views the world as consisting of a number of different spheres of production, whose positions in 

the larger social and literary system influence their status. Even-Zohar’s polysystem theory was 

nevertheless developed with specific reference to the spheres of language and literary 

production, and although polysystem theory associates the position of literary systems with the 

position of the cultures from which they originate or which they seek to enter, it has been 

accused of essentially ignoring the society surrounding the polysystem and producing certain 

effects in it. For this reason, Bourdieu repeatedly criticised polysystem theory for treating literary 

works and their relationships in isolation, without a real interest in their social context. He 

mainly argued that polysystem theory treated society on an altogether too abstract level and 

ignored the social context to such an extent that the literary system appeared internally defined 

(see for example Bourdieu 1993: 33). 

Bourdieu’s own work was developed with a direct reference to sociology and power 

relationships in a number of social fields, with a focus on the power relationships between 

different agents active in specific fields. Among other subjects, his oeuvre makes a number of 

direct references to literary production. The logic of publishing and literary production is 

discussed in detail in The Field of Cultural Production (Bourdieu 1993) and The Rules of Art: 

Genesis and structure of the literary field (Bourdieu 1996). An earlier work, Distinction 

(Bourdieu 1984), explains how different tastes and patterns are in fact created by the unequal 

distribution of economic and cultural capital in society.  

Bourdieu sees the social world as a space containing a number of fields, areas within 

which individual and institutional agents struggle for power in accordance with the specific logic 

of each field. Fields are thus structures within which power and capital are distributed. Bourdieu 

and Wacquant (1992) define a field in the following terms:  

 

In analytic terms, a field may be defined as a network, or a configuration, of objective 
relations between positions. These positions are objectively defined, in their existence 
and in the determinations they impose upon their occupants […] as well as by their 
objective relation to other positions. (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992: 97) 

 

The largest field in society is the field of power, defined strictly in terms of power relations:  
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The field of power is a field of forces defined by the structure of the existing balance of 
forces between forms of power, or between different species of capital. It is also 
simultaneously a field of struggle for power among the holders of different forms of 
power. It is a space of play and competition in which the social agents and institutions 
[…] confront one another in strategies aimed at preserving or transforming this balance of 
forces. (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992: 76, note 16; italics in original) 

 

The field of power as the largest field contains a number of smaller fields with varying degrees 

of autonomy, and each of these smaller fields may contain a number of smaller fields nesting 

within it. The location of each field is primarily defined through its relation to the field of power, 

particularly its position along the polarised axes of economic and cultural capital. The field of 

literary production, for instance, is located within the larger field of cultural production, which is 

in turn placed at the dominated pole of the field of production and eventually the field of power. 

The field of literary production may itself be divided into smaller sub-fields. Each field follows 

its own specific logic, but some properties are common to all fields. Bourdieu especially points 

out that  

 

Il y a des lois générales des champs : des champs aussi différents que le champ de la 
politique, le champ de la philosophie, le champ de la religion ont des lois de 
fonctionnement invariantes. [...] [O]n sait que dans tout champ on trouvera une lutte, dont 
il faut chaque fois rechercher les formes spécifiques. (Bourdieu 1980: 113; italics in 
original) 

 

Bourdieu here notes that people or agents within each field are constantly involved in a struggle 

to gain power and dominance in the field, gathering the capital that their field is known to value. 

Such capital typically belongs to four groups: it may be economic (financial assets), symbolic 

(recognition in a group), cultural (education, cultural knowledge), or specific (determined by the 

logic of that specific field). Such capital may be inherited in childhood or through education or it 

may be achieved at a later stage from within the field, for example through benefiting from 

different consecration mechanisms which establish the agent as possessing capital of a certain 

type. An agent’s collection of capital, their habitus and their dispositions eventually define the 

agent’s place in the power structure. The habitus itself is a set of the agent’s permanent 

dispositions, or, “comme le mot le dit, c’est ce que l’on a acquis, mais qui s’est incarné de façon 

durable dans le corps sous forme de dispositions permanentes” (Bourdieu 1980: 134).  

As to the practical application of this theoretical framework, Bourdieu has himself 

indicated that a practical study of a field should initially “analyze the position of the field vis-à-

vis the field of power”, then “map out the objective structure of the relations between the 
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positions occupied by the agents or institutions”, and finally “analyze the habitus of agents” 

(Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992: 104-105). Translation Studies scholars have, in general, not 

limited themselves to the use of this pattern. Bourdieu’s conceptual model has been widely and 

fruitfully applied to translation research, but nevertheless with a marked focus on certain 

concepts. The basic concepts of field, habitus and capital have been widely used. Gouanvic 

(1999) looks at the way in which science fiction entered the French literary field, linking this 

development with the actions of certain influential agents whose cultural and specific capital 

benefits the emergent sub-field, as well as the emergence of a reading public that corresponds to 

the original American public. Simeoni (1998) and Inghilleri (2003), on the other hand, have 

looked at the role of the translators’ and interpreters’ habitus in their work. Significant use has 

also been made of the distinction between two different types of cultural production governed by 

different sets of rules. These fields of restricted and large-scale production have been taken up 

for example by Yvonne Lindqvist (Lindqvist 2002: passim). 

 

 

Bourdieu’s theories and translation research  

 

Applying Bourdieu’s model to translation issues nevertheless entails certain problems, pointed 

out earlier by e.g. Simeoni (1998). Before we can apply the above-mentioned research 

suggestions to a field of translation, we should, for instance, first find out whether this field can 

objectively be said to exist and whether it fulfils the requirements of the theoretical framework. 

Applying field theory to a translation context assumes that translation could be considered a field 

in itself, a fact which is by no means certain. As Simeoni quite reasonably points out, “[t]he 

pseudo- or would-be field of translation is much less structured than the literary field, its 

structuring being far more heteronomous” (Simeoni 1998: 19). Wolf attempts to solve this 

problem of field heterogeneity by focusing on a small, specialist field of feminist translation and 

publishing, which she assumes to belong to the larger publishing field, itself “a sub-field of the 

literary field” (Wolf 2006). More generally, she remarks that the field or space of translation “is 

always situated between various fields, such as the literary field, academic field, political field, 

and others” (Wolf 2006). This point will be shortly discussed with reference to my own corpus, 

the potential field of Finnish-to-English translation. 

Should we accept, then, that specific translation fields exist, we are nevertheless faced 

with problems with the internal organisation of such “fields”, especially when bearing in mind 

that such a field should also contain a struggle between the different poles of the field. Assuming 



Raila HEKKANEN. “Fields, Networks and Finnish Prose” 

© 2009. Dries DE CROM (ed.). Selected Papers of the CETRA Research Seminar in Translation Studies 2008. 
http://www.kuleuven.be/cetra/papers/papers.html 

7 

that there is a field of translation within which different agents could struggle for power and 

capital also implies that these agents should communicate in some fashion, for example to 

inform others about the amount of specific capital they hold or to distribute this capital to other 

agents. Translation fields may, however, be highly heterogeneous, with few contacts between 

different agents. Translators working in the same field may have few if any contacts in their own 

specialist area, a matter for which they may compensate by developing closer ties with 

translators working in a different context altogether. This is to a large extent the case in the area 

discussed here, viz. Finnish-to-English literary translation: the majority of translators rarely 

meet, and their key contacts are those with other agents involved in the translation of literature. 

How, then, would they be able to communicate to other agents about the capital they hold, or 

participate in a struggle with other agents to define the principles of their field? A tempting 

answer could be to apply the concepts of the field and its agents in isolation, without a specific 

reference to the ongoing struggle. This has often been done; Wolf, for example, essentially 

ignores the struggle inherent in all fields in her discussion of the field of feminist translation 

(Wolf 2006). Some scholars have also raised objections on the grounds that field theory lays too 

much emphasis on the concept of struggle, ignoring possible (indeed desirable) cooperation 

between agents. This may be interpreted as a wish to do away with the unsightly struggles and 

redefine the concept of the field for use in Translation Studies. Yet, as Bourdieu has quite clearly 

defined the struggle between the dominant and the dominated as an inherent property of all fields 

(Bourdieu 1980: 113), redefining the concepts in this way – even in an implicit fashion – would 

silently but radically alter the theoretical context. Certain scholars have shifted the focus to the 

principle of domination: Gouanvic (2002) talks about translation as a legitimation mechanism in 

the globalisation of symbolic products, i.e. as a tool used in the struggle to define international 

power hegemonies in a way reminiscent of Venuti.  

As to the concept of habitus, the idea of translatorial habitus has been fruitfully discussed 

by e.g. Meylaerts (2008), Sela-Sheffy (2005), Inghilleri (2003), Gouanvic (2002) and Simeoni 

(1998), who have also shown practical examples of how the concept can be applied down to the 

level of investigating the habitus of individual translators. As Simeoni first pointed out, “[t]he 

habitus of a translator is the elaborate result of a personalized social and cultural history” 

(Simeoni 1998: 32), with a significant amount of individual variation (Simeoni 1998: 19). 

Indeed, recent research has increasingly pointed out the natural heterogeneity of professional 

translatorial habitus, caused by the vast variety of translator backgrounds, translation contexts 

and individual life experiences. As Meylaerts states, “in situations where the professional field is 

not (or is only weakly) differentiated, this individualized history is likely to make up most of a 
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translator’s habitus” (Meylaerts 2008:94). While such extensive variation may appear 

theoretically problematic, it is in fact highly useful in being able to explain large differences in 

translator styles and behaviours down to the level of individual translators, as well as potential 

changes in their translation style over time.  

 

 

Actor-Network Theory: a brief introduction  

 

In contrast to Pierre Bourdieu’s widely employed field theory, Actor-Network Theory has been 

little used in translation studies and has only quite recently been introduced in greater depth by 

authors such as Buzelin (2004; 2005; 2007) and Abdallah (2005; forthcoming). Outside 

Translation Studies, this framework, which has often been termed ethnographic in nature, has 

been widely and successfully applied to fields as diverse as medicine, health service provision 

and farming. 

Actor-Network Theory (or ANT) was first developed by the French researchers Michel 

Callon, Michel Serres and Bruno Latour in the 1980s and 90s. The framework has since then 

been refined by a number of researchers such as Bruno Latour and John Law. As the much-

criticised name suggests, the central ANT concepts are actors and networks; but contrary to 

common misinterpretations, the actors – or actants – described are not necessarily human, and an 

ANT network has little to do with social networking as we understand it. Indeed, “[a]n ‘actor’ in 

ANT is a semiotic definition – an actant – that is, something that acts or to which activity is 

granted by others. It implies no special motivation of human individual actors, nor of humans in 

general” (Latour 1996: 373; italics in original). And, even though the actor is a central concept, 

ANT “is based on no stable theory of the actor; rather it assumes the radical indeterminacy of 

the actor” (Callon 1999: 181; italics in original). Its basic starting point is, rather, that “entities 

take their form and acquire their attributes as a result of their relations with other entities” (Law 

1999:3). The word ‘network’ has been the source of similar confusion, leading many to assume 

that these should be social networks of the usual kind, though Latour clearly points out that 

“actor-network theory (hence ANT) has very little to do with the study of social networks” 

(Latour 1996: 369). Finally, rather than being a theory, ANT is much more a method, “a 

network-tracing activity” (Latour 1996: 378; italics in original). 

In addition to the basic concepts of actor/actant and network, the ANT conceptual 

framework makes significant use of the interestingly-named concept of ‘translation’, a process 

through which an actor transforms its own interests into ideas relevant to other actors with the 
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aim of furthering its own interests in the network. (For purposes of clarity, the term will here 

appear between inverted commas to distinguish it from translation in the sense normally used in 

Translation Studies.) Another frequently used concept is the obligatory passage point (OPP), a 

node in the network through which all network traffic must pass. It would, however, be 

impossible to assume that the theory could be reduced to these a priori components. ANT 

terminology tends to contain a significant amount of variation, as it is quite common to employ 

terminology borrowed from the subject of the study. Hence, “there are as many metalanguages 

as there are frames of reference” (Latour 1996: 377). Instead of “starting from universal laws [...] 

[ANT] starts from irreducible, incommensurable, unconnected localities... Universality or order 

are not the rule, but the exceptions that have to be accounted for” (Latour 1996: 370). The 

approach thus focuses on describing actual states, without a felt need to fit these into pre-

ascribed categories or develop them into general theories. Indeed, Latour provocatively points 

out that “[t]here is nothing better, sturdier than a circumstantial description of networks” (Latour 

1996: 376). 

An Actor-Network approach is, therefore, not an exercise in creating or constructing 

networks. Rather, it is primarily a “network-tracing activity” (Latour 1996: 378; italics in 

original), which seeks to understand the models that exist in the real world in the form of actual 

connections between a number of actants and objects. As Brown and Capdevila explain this, 

“First comes a plane of pure action out of which networks subsequently emerge” (Brown and 

Capdevila 1999: 35). Networks can, on the other hand, be found everywhere, as, technically, 

there is no space exterior to all networks: “A network is never bigger than another one, it is 

simply longer or more intensely connected [...] Literally, a network has no outside” (Latour 

1996: 371-372; italics in original). These networks, then, are to be described in an irreductionist 

fashion, irreductionism being “the highest ethical standard for ANT” (Latour 1996: 377). Latour 

also notes that a network theory “has no a priori order relation” (Latour 1996: 371), further 

emphasising that the network should emerge freely from the topic being studied (though it is 

questionable whether this could ever be achieved in any field of scientific enquiry). 

 

 

Actor-networks in Translation Studies?  

 

Research in an ANT framework can proceed in much the same way in Translation Studies as 

elsewhere. Analysing the “plane of pure action”, the researcher tries to find connections between 

otherwise unconnected elements, expanding the network as necessary to include new elements or 
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actants. In a translation context, we would thus start from the individual actants surrounding a 

translation, proceeding to find their connections with other human or non-human actants. We 

would then work out the ways in which the actants’ role in the network has shaped their actions 

and their outcome. A translator may, for example, be translating for a publishing house that 

belongs to a major international organisation, knowing that the translation will subsequently be 

used as a source text for translation into yet another language. She may find herself well 

positioned in a network, with publishers asking for her expert advice with new products, or act as 

a publishers’ reader and editor. Or she may be totally bound by translations previously 

incorporated in the translation memory that she is required to use, or restricted in the use of 

certain terms due to allusions to a previously translated work. The translation itself or its source 

text may also be considered as potential actants. In this respect, ANT is one of the few models 

that grant actantiality to non-humans. 

Using an ANT approach in Translation Studies, then, brings in a large amount of 

flexibility. The flexibility and relative freedom from a priori structures means that any subject 

area can be treated, however heterogeneous and fragmented it may be. Analysts should not 

influence the actors or evaluate their behaviour; “a strong polemical stance has to be taken so as 

to forbid the analyst to dictate to the actors what they should do” (Latour 1996: 375). Nor is there 

any particular need to try and delimit the network under study too clearly; networks have no 

outside, but can be extended indefinitely to include all necessary explanatory factors (Latour 

1996: 372). 

Despite its useful flexibility and the wide scope of application, ANT also has certain 

obvious disadvantages. Latour himself has noted that, while ANT is a “powerful tool to destroy 

spheres and domains, to regain the sense of heterogeneity and to bring interobjectivity back”, it 

is “an extremely bad tool for differentiating associations” (Latour 1996: 380). ANT is also 

thought to have some difficulty in differentiating associations in the sense of explaining the 

differences between different network connections. Some researchers, for example Ruuskanen 

(2003) in his study of entrepreneurial networks, have therefore adapted the ANT model by using 

Granovetter’s concept of strong and weak ties to explain the different connections between 

actants (Ruuskanen 2003: 72). Ruuskanen also employs Burt’s concept of “holes in social 

structures” to further explain the shape of the network (Latour 1996: 65), which has the added 

value of explaining structural weaknesses caused by unfavourable network formations. The 

combination of several conceptual frameworks may nevertheless lead to a potentially 

problematic combination of very different conceptual structures.  
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Finally, the blessing of the actor-network approach – its ability to include humans and 

non-humans in its networks – is also a source of problems. The problems begin when we try and 

understand the actions of the translators as subjective human actors (as opposed to other, 

potentially non-human actants). As mentioned above, an actor-network approach does not have a 

clear theory of the actor as such. Callon, as we saw, insists on the “radical indeterminacy” of the 

actor; Law, in turn, considers actors as “network effects” (Callon 1999: 181; Law 1999: 5). An 

actor’s behaviour may, however, be explained using the concept of ‘translation’. Callon and Law 

suggest that actors establish “interest maps […], reductionistic simplifications of a complex 

social world” (1986: 617). Each actor has “a conception of their own interests” (Callon and Law 

1986: 617) and a conception of “how their interests might be transformed so that other actors 

would fall in with its schemes (Callon and Law 1986: 620). Actors thus try and persuade other 

actors to behave in such a way that their own interests are ‘translated’ into a new set of interests 

relevant to the others. Interest maps change as the actor’s conceptions of their own interests 

change (Callon and Law 1986: 618). A given actor may thus be seen to act in a certain way to 

further her own interests in the network, and her actions may be considered as resulting from her 

own position, dependent on other actors in the same network, and her conceptions of the interests 

of other actors. This process may nevertheless be applied to all actants in essentially the same 

way, without a need for differentiation between humans and non-humans. The act of ‘translation’ 

does not in itself explain the behaviour of a specifically human actor any more than it would 

explain the work of an institution or a machine. This may be one of the reasons why some 

researches have claimed that ANT has no obvious method to explain the motivations of human 

agents; the framework has even been claimed to be “unable to account for human subjectivity” 

(Albertsen and Diken 2003: 26). For our purposes, dealing with a network with a number of 

distinctly human translators, their personal contacts with publishers and the effects of their 

background on the translation product, not to mention the role of translatorial subjectivity, a 

mechanistic application of interest-‘translation’ would be a serious handicap. 

 

 

Comparing concepts  

 

It is always tempting to try and find correspondences between different theories. Hermans, for 

example, has compared Bourdieu’s field theory and Luhmann’s abstract systems theory 

(Hermans 1999: 137), and Luhmann’s views have on occasion been combined with aspects from 

ANT. The sociologists Albertsen and Diken, comparing the three models in their article, label 
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Luhmann as “horizontal in his perspective” and Bourdieu as “vertical”; ANT, however, 

“conceives of the “social” as transversal hybrids of the human and the non-human” (Albertsen 

and Diken 2003). Albertsen and Diken thus point out that there are significant differences 

between the Bourdieusian theoretical framework and ANT, even though the frameworks do 

make use of some seemingly similar concepts. Bourdieu’s agents and the fields in which they 

act, for example, could be taken as respective counterparts to ANT’s actants and networks. As 

we noted above, Bourdieu has sometimes defined a field as a “network, or a configuration, of 

objective relations between positions” (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992: 97). The structure of this 

network is primarily defined through relations of force. “At each moment, it is the state of the 

relations of force between players that defines the structure of the field” (Bourdieu and 

Wacquant 1992: 99). As mentioned above, these relations of power are constantly being 

reinforced or redefined through a struggle for power, one of Bourdieu’s key ideas. As Rahkonen 

puts it,  

 

It truly seems that Bourdieu’s ‘world view’ is that of a struggle mutatis mutandis between 
dominators and the dominated. To put it roughly, according to Bourdieu, basically all 
interests are submitted to this process of domination; there is no art for art’s sake. 
(Rahkonen 1999: 17, italics in original) 

 

As only a conscious agent could plausibly be involved in a deliberate struggle for power, the 

agents Bourdieu discusses are typically limited to conscious human and institutional agents. 

Bourdieu’s theory therefore seems to ignore non-human, non-conscious actants, which an ANT 

approach would treat as potential and necessary actants in a given network. On the other hand, 

the Bourdieusian approach is able to explain the specific logic of individual, subjective human 

actors through the notion of habitus, an aspect which ANT rather ignores. On a very simplified 

level, this means that an application of Bourdieu’s field theory in its strictest sense could ignore 

technical artefacts like CAT tools and translation memories, but still be able to use the concepts 

of habitus and struggle to explain why the individual agents using these artefacts behave as they 

do. An ANT approach would be able to include these factors as potential actants in the relevant 

networks, perhaps even treating an individual translation – a text –as an actant per se, but the 

research might struggle to explain human behaviour and be reduced to viewing humans in much 

the same way as non-human, non-conscious actants.  
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Practical applicability: two views of a single case  

 

Having now briefly looked at some basic concepts in both theories, I will see how usefully these 

two approaches could be applied to my own corpus. What I report here is a simple attempt to test 

both of these approaches – one well established in Translation Studies, another still in the 

process of emerging – on a small set of data to see whether meaningful results can be produced. 

The final analyses will shortly become available in the form of a Ph.D. thesis in Finnish 

(Hekkanen, forthcoming). 

As I have mentioned above, I now discuss a small corpus of translations, with a very 

small number of translators (15) and a similarly small number of publishing houses (also 15). 

Actors (translators, publishers, literary agents etc.) are few and far between, with only a handful 

of prolific translators responsible for more than half of the translation output. On the whole, the 

situation appears rather fragmented. Even if we take into account the role of other institutions 

and human actors involved – such as the national literature promotion body FILI (the Finnish 

Literature Information Centre), literature journals, literary agents etc. – , it is difficult to view 

Finnish-to-English literary translation as constituting a coherent field in itself. The most obvious 

problem is that there are lengthy gaps between activities and on the whole rather few contacts 

between different agents. Archival correspondence and interviews suggest that contacts between 

translators, publishers and critics have been regular, but still relatively scarce. It also appears that 

most of the capital our suggested field is known to value – for example, field-specific capital 

(e.g. translation skills, success in previous translation projects and a reputation as a good 

translator) and cultural capital (knowledge of the Finnish source culture, good interpersonal 

contacts) – is typically gathered from outside the Finnish-English translation context. In the 

1950s translation context, for instance, translators mainly gained their skills and competence by 

translating literature from other Scandinavian languages. At the time, translations into English 

accounted for up to 10% of the total prose literature output in Britain (a far higher proportion 

than today). Translators with several source languages and good contacts could therefore expect 

to produce a good dozen literary translations, potentially including several bestsellers, over a few 

years’ time. In addition, they were likely to translate non-fiction, say, promotion material and 

technical texts. In the 1980s, 1990s and 2000s, the situation has been rather different. Again, 

translators mainly make their name and gain their professional competence in other, related 

fields, but these are now more likely to involve either non-literary translation (promotion 

material, technical translation, material for authorities) or a different type of literary production 

altogether (writing and publishing collections of poetry, editing anthologies). Non-literary 
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translation now represents an important or primary source of income for some translators. Many 

literary translators also work with other language pairs, for example translating Swedish to 

English. 

In both of the cases described above – the 1950s and the 1990s – translators’ symbolic 

capital and skills are thus largely acquired in tasks other than Finnish-to-English literary 

translation. This is problematic from a Bourdieusian point of view, as this approach clearly states 

that specific capital can only be acquired within a certain field and that only those included in 

that field may distribute it. Any agents that produce effects in a field must be members of that 

field: “there is no other criterion of membership of a field than the objective fact of producing 

effects within it” (Bourdieu 1993: 42). Should we, then, assume that all agents influencing the 

process where a translator gains cultural and specific capital be included as members of the 

Finnish-to-English field, whether they have any connection to the translation of Finnish literature 

or not (a possible example being a series editor who promotes a specific translator’s translations 

from, say, Norwegian into English)? This seems a distinctly unlikely solution. On the other hand, 

should we exclude these agents from our assumed field of Finnish-to-English translation, we are 

logically bound to imply (a) that any translational capital gathered outside the specific field of 

Finnish to English literary translation would have to be ignored as irrelevant, whether gathered in 

a similar field or not; or (b) that translators could only gather relevant capital within a very 

limited field, which would set a very high threshold for professional acceptance and pose major 

problems to new translators wishing to enter the field. We know from translator correspondence 

and interview material that this has not necessarily been the case. A possible, but somewhat 

forced solution might be to consider the translatorial competence, contacts and specific capital 

gathered in a related field as cultural and social capital accepted in the field under study. For 

instance, we would then consider skills, contacts and other capital obtained by translating 

Norwegian novels or Finnish promotion material as relevant for the translation of Finnish 

literature. 

A further problem, however, is that, as we have seen above, Bourdieu views struggle as 

an inherent part of every field, one of the “mécanismes universels des champs” (Bourdieu 1980: 

113). We could now reverse this assumption by assuming that a struggle is also a necessary part 

of a field, i.e. that no field could plausibly exist without a struggle within it. Indeed, Bourdieu 

has mentioned that a field ceases to exist when the struggle within it ceases: “Un champ devient 

un appareil lorsque les dominants ont les moyens d’annuler la résistance et les reactions des 

dominés” (Bourdieu 1980: 136). A field without a struggle is not a field at all, but a mechanism. 

This points out a major and very tangible difficulty in applying Bourdieu’s model to a smaller 
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translation field. How could theorisation about struggle possibly be relevant in a field where 

contacts between different agents have actually been very rare?  

Finally, it is equally difficult to see how agents would gain symbolic capital or become 

consecrated in a sphere with as few and irregular contacts between different actors, as is the case 

here. Being asked to complete another translation assignment of the same type could be 

considered as a form of consecration, as could the possible reprinting of the same translation due 

to high sales. However, these decisions may be made on economic grounds only, whatever the 

quality or reception of the translation. A good example in point is the 1950s translation of the 

Finnish novel Tuntematon sotilas (“The Unknown Soldier”). The translation continues to be sold 

in Finland almost 50 years after it was first published in the US and UK, even though it has been 

subjected to a large body of unfavourable critique. The anonymous translator who produced the 

work has undoubtedly produced a commercial success for the publisher, though not necessarily 

for himself (a high number of copies sold does not necessarily involve any extra financial gain 

for the translator). At the same time, this can hardly be said to imply that he has gained any 

significant capital – indeed, it is likely he actually lost some.  

It appears, therefore, that Finnish-to-English translation cannot be considered a specific 

field, as there are few and irregular contacts between different agents, no distinct struggle can be 

perceived between them and agents largely rely on economic, cultural and professional capital 

gathered in other fields such as non-literary translation. Rather than call this translation area a 

sub-field, I would consider it as a set of practices very heavily dependent on other, more 

established fields. There is nevertheless nothing that prevents us from viewing it as a network 

with a number of actants.  

Even though the translation area cannot be viewed as a field as such, we could still try 

and apply other Bourdieusian notions to the same data. Possible areas of interest would include 

seeking to understand whether the differences between large-scale and restricted production have 

been relevant in the translation process, how translators have gathered their capital or how their 

different habitus, formed elsewhere, have affected actual translation practices. It is evident that 

the translators involved in a minority translation context discussed here have not developed a 

unified habitus or used similar translation strategies. This essentially confirms the assumption 

that translator habitus cannot be thought of as a singly unified whole but are highly 

heterogeneous and dynamic, with specific habitus originating “in a special field distinct from 

that which we-as-scholars take to be the sphere of translation” (Simeoni 1998: 20), in this case 

notably in the area of Swedish-to-English translation and technical translation. It would 

nevertheless be interesting to ask how these habitus have influenced the translation process or 
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strategies. In this way, the concept of the habitus may yet be highly useful in explaining the 

translation strategies chosen. As Meylaerts points out, the habitus can “give evidence of the 

(sometimes profound) tensions between expected choices and unexpected variations” (Meylaerts 

2008: 101). Questions to consider could include the ways in which a specialised 

authorial/translatorial habitus has affected the translation practices as well as the possible effects 

the source culture may have had on the translators. We could, for example, hypothesise that a 

translator with a philological or non-literary background and habitus is likely to translate 

differently from another translator whose habitus has been formed in literary translation, albeit 

with a different language pair. Practical cases like this are abundant (see e.g. the comparison of 

the habitus of Ernest Claes and Roger Kervyn in Meylaerts 2008). Perhaps more relevantly for 

the real-life translation situations, we could also hypothesise that translators with a mostly non-

literary background in e.g. technical translation are likely to translate differently from those with 

a longer history of literary translation, then looking for the key differences between their 

translation styles – perhaps involving higher accuracy in the translators with a technical 

background, or a more varied target-language output in those with more experience in literary 

translation specifically. In this respect, Bourdieusian concepts could still prove very useful 

despite the problems in viewing the research area as an established field. Obviously, it remains 

an open question to what extent the observed features can really be explained on the basis of the 

translator’s background and experiences or whether they are simply a matter of (accidental) 

personal preference.  

Applying an actor-network approach to the same corpus is similarly problematic, but in 

different ways. As we noted above, this method does not begin with constructing a field and 

separating it from the surrounding area, but with mapping the existing contacts and ties between 

different actants. Though the framework does not indicate how different relations in the field 

could differ, Granovetter’s idea of weak and strong ties has been used to a certain extent to 

explain the different structural connections between actors (see, for example, Ruuskanen 2003). 

This would mean trying to indicate areas where stronger or more durable connections have 

existed between different actants, a task easily done by, for example, reviewing the publishing 

lists of specific publishing houses over a number of years. These lists frequently point to durable 

connections between a publishing house and a translator – say, the major publishing house 

Putnam’s and the highly productive Swedish-to-English translator Naomi Walford in the 1940s, 

50s and 60s – , with the same publisher bringing out a number of translations by the same 

translator in quick succession. These often include translations from a range of different 

languages or books of different types, for example translations from several different 
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Scandinavian languages. Publishers may also cooperate with a certain translator by publishing 

anthologies of poetry or short stories as well as translations or employing translators as 

publisher’s readers, thus further reinforcing the ties between these actors. Several current 

translators of Finnish literature have cooperated with various publishing houses in precisely this 

manner, producing their own literary work as well as editing anthologies and producing novel-

length translations.  

A network approach also enables us to explain the dependency of Finnish-to-English 

translation on other, more established translation areas. As is frequently indicated (for example 

by Latour 1996), networks do not exist in isolation, but are always part of a larger whole. If and 

when the events within a network cannot be explained through network-internal factors, the 

network can simply be expanded by taking into account the contacts that its actors have with 

other actants outside the previously considered network area. To give an example, a translation 

process is likely to depend on factors in the literary and publishing scene that may not have a 

direct reference to translation, e.g. the publishers’ translation policy on the whole, their output 

during the year in question and their financial situation. These factors can hardly be considered 

as part of the translation “field”, but they can be easily included in the network within which 

translation activities take place, allowing us to include a large amount of context without 

specifying its precise relevance for translation. A network approach also allows the researcher to 

consider the impact of non-human actants such as the source and target texts themselves. This 

may have interesting explicative power: in many cases, the success of a translation has not 

depended on the quality of the translation, but seemingly rather on the reputation that its source 

text and source culture have had in the receiving system. A translation of a successful or well-

known novel is likely to be popular, however low its quality. The same applies to texts on a 

current or controversial topic, such as descriptions of the Soviet prison camps in the 1950s and 

1960s. Could we, in those cases, view the translated original – perhaps along with its reputation, 

a body of critique and other transformations it may have undergone – as an actant responsible for 

the success of its own translation? When we casually say that a book sells well, do we consider it 

as actually an active part in the transaction? There may be reasons to suggest that this should be 

so.  

It would also be highly interesting to look at the strategies that the different actors use, 

with varying levels of success, to ‘translate’ their own interests into the interests of others. Have 

translators, for example, tried to promote certain books, and what strategies have they used to 

‘translate’ their own interests in producing another translation into publisher interests in 

publishing the resulting book? Have their ‘translation’ attempts been successful – have they been 
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able to produce and publish such translations? Who else, or what other actants, could participate 

in the ‘translation’ of those interests – have dedicated sources of funding, for instance, been part 

of a successful ‘translation’ chain?  

Whilst such aspects of the ANT frame may thus be very useful for our research purposes, 

it is nevertheless evident that the ANT approach to actants is somewhat problematic. As 

mentioned above, ANT tends to treat human and non-human actants in essentially the same way, 

with no specific frame for exclusively human behaviour, for example subjectivity. Yet this is 

obviously an important area in translation research and one with direct relevance in the case we 

are discussing here. The effects of, for example, translator subjectivity or personal views and 

styles are likely to be particularly marked in a small corpus where the translators are few in 

number and each individual has made a major personal imprint. The ANT approach should 

probably be complemented with at least one further theoretical frame – perhaps, but not 

necessarily, the Bourdieusian concept of habitus – to explain such patterns convincingly.  

 

 

Some concluding remarks  

 

The above discussion may be concluded with a few remarks. It is clear that Pierre Bourdieu’s 

theories, including field theory and the concepts of power struggle and translator habitus, have 

had an important role in recent translation sociology, and Bourdieusian concepts have been 

applied fruitfully to translation research. The concept of field is nevertheless likely to be more 

useful when applied to larger bodies with a higher degree of internal cohesion and coherence 

than the small body of texts we were dealing with here. The specific translation context 

discussed here is too fragmented and too dependent on other fields to be considered an 

autonomous field in the Bourdieusian sense. It is also doubtful whether a model with a clear 

focus on the struggle within a field is likely to be productive in translation research. Relations in 

a network or a field may take a number of forms and focusing on one aspect is highly 

reductionist. On the other hand, many of Bourdieu’s concepts, such as the concept of (translator) 

habitus, are easily applicable even to smaller bodies of data, and the distinction between large-

scale and restricted publication is in itself very well suited to the set of translations discussed 

here. It is naturally an open question whether extracting these concepts from their original 

theoretical framework is likely to hamper their usefulness in research.  

Still considering the situation with this particular corpus or set of data, it appears that a 

framework like ANT can be much more usefully applied to it to explain the macrostructures of 



Raila HEKKANEN. “Fields, Networks and Finnish Prose” 

© 2009. Dries DE CROM (ed.). Selected Papers of the CETRA Research Seminar in Translation Studies 2008. 
http://www.kuleuven.be/cetra/papers/papers.html 

19 

the translation context. In the case presented here, an ANT approach allows the researcher to 

look at the larger sociological context, including all the spheres of activity that have influenced 

the specific translation situation mentioned here – e.g. non-literary translation, other literary 

production and translation from other languages – without the ideological load of the power 

struggle and without a need to assert a specific degree of relative autonomy. Networks can be 

construed individually and expanded at any time, which allows the inclusion of a larger section 

of their connections with the outside world and add potential new explanatory factors. This 

allows us to focus on the important actants, whether these be individual translators, institutions 

like national bodies or non-human agents like technological tools. ANT would probably be 

particularly well suited to research in areas where technological aspects, such as tools, materials 

or software, play a significant role, but this has not been the case here. Quite the contrary, an 

exclusively actor-network approach to this data would suffer from shortcomings due to the 

problems with explaining the behaviour of living human actors and translators as distinct from 

non-humans.  

The most fruitful combination of these frameworks, then, is probably an intertheoretical 

frame which combines an ANT approach to networks with some key aspects drawn from Pierre 

Bourdieu’s theories, particularly the concepts of habitus and differentiated literary production. 

While this means applying two very different (and possibly contradictory) approaches to a single 

set of data, it also allows us to create a far more varied picture than either of the two approaches 

in isolation.  
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