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OUTLINE
• Bourdieu’s theory of practice
• Empirical example 1: Symbolic value of 

walking
• Empircal example 2:Using Bourdieu’s 

work to complicate idealized notions of 
inclusion

• Inclusion ‘in practice’



Practices
• Practices are observable, patterned, yet creative, set of 

behaviors, beliefs, perceptions or preferences that occur in 
real time. 

• Practices exhibit a logic that seems natural because of the 
relationship between persons’ daily subjective interactions 
and the broader social structures in which they are immersed 

• According to Bourdieu, all practices reproduce or transform 
the social order in one way or another. 



(capital)(habitus) = practice+ field

Pierre Bourdieu’s 
theory of practice 



Capital & Disability
• Capital is any resource that is valued in a field and can be 

accrued and exchanged to improve or maintain one’s 
social position (social, cultural, economic and symbolic 
capital)

• Two forms of embodied cultural capital – physical capital 
(Bourdieu 1978) and linguistic capital (Bourdieu 1977) –
had particular relevance in my research with youth who 
use AAC. 



Habitus
• a set of inculcated dispositions reflecting dominant social structures, 

persons internalize the meanings and values that order their social 
worlds, including those that privilege ‘normal’ bodies and speech 

• “each agent has a practical, bodily knowledge of her present and 
potential position in social space, a ‘sense of one’s place’…. It is this 
practical knowledge that orients interventions in the symbolic struggle of 
everyday life” (Bourdieu 2000: 184). 

• Negative valuations of physical impairment, in most fields, contributes 
to the perpetuation of the marginalized social position of disabled 
people (Gibson et al. 2007). 



Habitus
• Embodied norms of communication act to exclude and discriminate 

against people with communication impairments 
• Competence (as physical and linguistic capital) “is bestowed on bodies that 

perform to the ‘gold-standard’ norms of speech, timing and movement, 
and withheld from those which do not” (Paterson and Hughes 1999: 607).

• This type of domination, where disabled persons are ‘put in their place’ and 
accept this positioning as logical or even preferred, is what Bourdieu 
described as symbolic violence, a “gentle violence, usually imperceptible 
and invisible even to its victims” (Bourdieu 2001: 1). 



Field
• Society is made up of interlocking fields (for example - the field 

of education, or rehabilitation), each with a patterned system 
of tacit rules and unquestioned givens (or doxa) that define its 
functioning. 

• Agents’ positions in a given field vary according to the field-
specific resources or capital at their disposal. From these 
positions, agents develop a sense of how the world works, who 
they are meant to be and their place in the world.



Social space and symbolic power: Socio(logical) practices



Social structure of professions





• Too deterministic
• Agency not 

adequately 
accounted for



Investigating the Symbolic Value of Walking

Gibson, B. E., & Teachman, G. (2012). Critical approaches in physical therapy research: 
Investigating the symbolic value of walking. Physiotherapy Theory and Practice, 28, 474-484.



Assumptions about the value of walking



What we learned & Implications

habitus

Create space for children and families 
to talk about: 



Assumptions about inclusionAssumptions about inclusion



• Inclusion cannot and should not, be reduced to a universal 
‘good’, nor is it neutral

• Inclusion is wholly dependent on the perspectives made 
possible by a person’s social position

• Reducing inclusion to simply being ‘in’ a physical space, is an 
impoverished conceptualization

Interrogating Inclusion
Critical research with disabled youth who use 
augmentative and alternative communication

Interrogating Inclusion
Critical research with disabled youth who use 
augmentative and alternative communication



Interrogating inclusion: Critical research with youth who 
use augmentative and alternative communication

Teachman, Gibson, McDonough, & Macarthur, 2016

“My chair fills the gap” 



(capital)(habitus) = practice+ field

Pierre Bourdieu’s 
theory of practice 



‘Practical sense’ of inclusion
• Bourdieu’s theorizing affords a nuanced approach for elucidating the 

social relations implicated in the enduring social divisions and ongoing 
struggles between persons and groups to maintain or improve their 
positions in social spaces. 

• From their social positions in various fields, all persons develop a 
‘practical sense’ of how the world works, who they are meant to be 
and their “socio-logical” place in the world (Bourdieu 1981: 309). 

• This sense of one’s place shares a close correspondence with study 
participants’ ‘practical sense’ of inclusion, and the strategies they 
employed to position themselves as included



accommodationaccommodation

a ‘special’ sense 
of inclusion

“a waste of time”

“This is just the way it is”



assimilating the 
dominant ideal
assimilating the 
dominant ideal

struggling for 
inclusion

Sarah



reformulating
inclusion

creating social 
spaces of possibility

safety, communion & recognition

“My chair fills the gap” 
Jamila



What we learned & Implications
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