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Abstract

This essay compares Bourdieu’s and Fairclough’s accounts of relationships be-
tween language, power, and social structure. It argues that both theorists, through
concepts such as linguistic capital and symbolic power on the one hand and orders
of discourse and ideology on the other, treat language use as socially determined
and as a mechanism through which social structures are reproduced, and that both

Published: July 21, 2026 allow for social change through linguistic practice, though only along a broadly top-

down path. The essay then compares the two theorists’ differing accounts of power,
of how power is exercised—through habitus versus a combination of coercion and
consent—and of the methods each adopts for analysis. It closes by raising two con-
cerns: whether Bourdieu’s concept of habitus can adequately account for cases of
social mobility, and whether Fairclough’s CDA, given its lack of unified theoretical
and methodological standards, risks allowing its critical presuppositions to shape
its findings.

“Corresponding author: Li Peng, Helsinki
School of Future Engineering, Shanghai
Zhonggiao Vocational and Technical
University, Shanghai 201500, China.

© 2026 by the author(s).

This article is an open access article
distributed under the terms and conditions of
the Creative Commons Attribution-
NonCommercial-NoDerivatives (CC BY-
NC-ND) license, which permits non-
commercial  use,  distribution, and
reproduction in any medium, provided the
original work is properly cited and is not
modified or adapted.
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-
nc-nd/4.0/

Keywords

Habitus; symbolic power; orders of discourse; critical discourse analysis; social re-
production

1. Introduction

This essay compares Pierre Bourdieu and Norman Fairclough on the role language plays in social reproduction and
change. The notion of ‘language’ adopted here follows Fairclough’s own flexible use of the term: his emphasis falls
on language use, which he terms discourse, understood as a socially determined practice (Fairclough, 2015, p. 53).
The essay proceeds as follows: Sections 2 and 3 outline Bourdieu’s and Fairclough’s accounts respectively; Section
4 examines the principal similarities between their views; Section 5 turns to the differences; and Section 6 closes
with an evaluation of both theories.

2. Brief Review of Bourdieu’s Theory

As a sociologist, Bourdieu approaches the relationship between language and social structure from a macro perspec-
tive. Inequality and power relations between social groups are manifested in the unequal distribution of linguistic
capital—a form of resource that yields profit in what Bourdieu calls the unified linguistic market. This market is
formed through the political unification of a nation-state, which establishes an official language, grants it legitimacy,
and imposes it through institutions such as the education system. The standard language thus becomes the legitimate
criterion against which all linguistic performance is measured.

The establishment of a legitimate language favours those who already have easier access to it—the upper classes—
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while devaluing the linguistic practices of subordinate groups, whose languages are reduced to dialects or patois.
Access to linguistic capital is therefore structured by class position, and this unequal distribution produces symbolic
domination: those who lack legitimate linguistic competence are rendered tongue-tied and voiceless (Bourdieu, 1991,
pp. 43-65). Conversely, by recognising the legitimacy of the standard language and submitting to the unified market,
individuals unconsciously participate in reproducing the hierarchy of linguistic value and, through it, their own posi-
tions in the social structure.

3. Brief Review of Fairclough’s Theory

Fairclough, meanwhile, argues that language use, as a social practice, is determined by power relations in social
structures through the establishment and legitimation of orders of discourse. Orders of discourse are sets of conven-
tions for practice, socially constituted within institutions—understood here as social spaces of differentiated roles
and power relationships rather than physical organisations. In a modern capitalist society, social institutions mediate
power on behalf of the dominant bloc—the capitalist class and its allies—so that power relationships and social
inequality are manifested in orders of discourse in largely imperceptible ways. Through ideology, people come to
regard these conventions as legitimate and natural without ever questioning them, remaining unaware that the orders
of discourse serve existing institutions and that they themselves are subject to domination within the social structure.
By unconsciously recognising and naturalising the legitimacy of orders of discourse, people thereby reproduce the
power relationships and inequality embedded in the social structure (Fairclough, 2015, pp. 51-72).

As Erickson notes in his critical account of the development of social theory, the generation of sociolinguists that
includes Fairclough began connecting language to broader social and cultural processes—particularly the relation-
ships between language, social class, power, and ideology—extending beyond the concerns of earlier sociolinguists.
This shift draws substantially on ‘the work of social theorists such as Foucault, Bourdieu, and Habermas’ (Erickson,
2001, p. 152). Chouliaraki and Fairclough (2021) explicitly position critical discourse analysis in dialogue with Bour-
dieu’s work on field and habitus, to theorise how discourse is both shaped by and constitutive of social structures.
This dialogue between Bourdieuan field theory and Faircloughian CDA continues in recent scholarship (Soro, 2023),
which combines the two frameworks to examine how institutional discourse operates within digitally mediated fields.

4. Similarities
4.1 Language Use as Socially Conditioned Practice

Both Bourdieu and Fairclough reject the structural-linguistic view of language as a universal resource equally acces-
sible to all, with language use reducible to individual choice. Both instead argue that language use is socially condi-
tioned and constitutes a form of power exercise. As Thompson notes, Bourdieu objects to treating language as an
‘autonomous and homogenous object’, regarding it instead as the ‘product of a complex set of social, historical and
political conditions of formation’ (Thompson, 1991, p. 5). For Bourdieu, individuals’ linguistic use is ‘strictly de-
pendent on their positions in the structure of the distribution of linguistic capital’, which reflects their position within
the social structure (Bourdieu, 1991, p. 64). A working-class speaker’s use of slang and profanity, for example, should
not be read as individual stylistic choice but as a consequence of restricted access to linguistic capital arising from
class position.

Fairclough makes a comparable claim: discourse is a form of social practice in the sense that language is an internal
part of society, that both the production and interpretation of texts are social processes, and that language use is
conditioned by non-linguistic social factors. For Fairclough, the ‘members’ resources’ internalised in people’s
minds—resources required for both producing and interpreting discourse—are themselves socially originated and
unequally distributed (Fairclough, 2015, p. 57). A manufacturing worker placed in an academic conference, for in-
stance, would struggle to participate meaningfully, lacking the linguistic resources required to produce or interpret
the discourse of that institutional setting.

4.2 Reproduction of Language

Both theorists further hold that everyday linguistic practice reproduces the power relationships and social structures.
For Bourdieu, within the unified linguistic market, language use is evaluated against a single legitimate standard and
organised into a system of differences that depends on speakers’ positions in the social structure and their access to
linguistic capital (Bourdieu, 1991). The various styles of English spoken within a single country—standard English,
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London English, Scottish English, Indian English—are ranked hierarchically as a result of this same process: the
recognition of standard English as the legitimate criterion for linguistic performance is precisely what renders the
other varieties subordinate. The recognition of standard English and the hierarchy of varieties it sustains, in turn,
reproduce linguistic domination and, with it, other forms of social domination.

Fairclough’s account of reproduction runs along similar lines. Orders of discourse are stored in people’s minds as
‘members’ resources’, without which discourse cannot be produced or interpreted; because these orders of discourse
are constantly drawn on, confirmed, and recreated, the power relationships and social structures that generate them
are correspondingly reinforced (Fairclough, 2015, p. 69). Routine encounters with institutional authorities, such as
border officials, police officers, or doctors, unfold according to established discourse conventions, and in doing so
reinforce the institutional authority and power relations embedded in those practices.

4.3 Language and Social Change

Both theories also allow for social change through linguistic practice, though both adopt a broadly top-down approach,
for which both have attracted considerable criticism as tending toward structuralism (Erickson, 2001, p. 156). In
Bourdieu’s theory, altering the symbolic domination of the linguistic market, and thereby the social structure, requires
breaking the unified market and the universal recognition of the dominant language. Bourdieu argues that those who
possess linguistic capital, and who profit from its scarcity, will actively work to preserve its legitimacy; this explains
why some groups work to protect threatened languages such as French or Latin, since what is being protected is the
market itself, without which their linguistic competence could not be converted into capital (Bourdieu, 1991, p. 57).
Fairclough (2015) similarly argues that ‘as dominant conventions are resisted or contested, language use can contrib-
ute to changing social relationships’ (p. 53). Since orders of discourse are ideologically internalised, however, it is
not immediately clear how such resistance could arise; the precondition for resistance, on Fairclough’s account, is
raised awareness— ‘people are not generally aware of determinations and effects at these levels, and CDA is, there-
fore, a matter of helping people to become conscious of opaque causes and consequences of their discourse’ (2015,
p. 71). Although this account allows for social change in principle, Erickson (2001) observes that, empirically, such
change is found only along a top-down path within Fairclough’s theory (p. 156).

5. Comparisons
5.1 Symbolic Power vs Institutional Power

Having examined the similarities between the two theories, the discussion now turns to their differences, the first of
which concerns how each theorist characterises the exercise of power. For Bourdieu, power operates as symbolic
power—invisible and largely silent—exercised within the linguistic field through the establishment of an official
language, which devalues those with less access to it. This symbolic power is manifest in people’s recognition of the
legitimate language and their submission to the unified linguistic market: because of this recognition, they strive to
acquire the standard language and habitually self-censor their linguistic performance, at times becoming, in effect,
tongue-tied and voiceless (Thompson, 1991, pp. 20-21). Bourdieu’s account of ‘the peasant and his body’ (2004)
offers a vivid illustration: bachelor peasants stand apart from the dancing crowd, watching silently, ashamed of their
inability to dance in the fashionable, urban style (p. 581).

A comparable dynamic can be observed in the international student who must produce academic English under
institutional scrutiny. The pressure to meet academic expectations often leads to silence in seminars—not from a lack
of ideas, but from an awareness of the market’s criteria and a sense of linguistic inadequacy.

Symbolic power of this kind operates not through imposition or threat but by shaping what is recognised as valu-
able and sanctioned within the market, thereby securing submission to it. In Fairclough’s theory, by contrast, the
dominant-subordinate class relationship is mediated through institutional power, manifest in naturalised discourse
types that serve ‘the interests of bureaucratic goals of efficiency’ while obscuring the fact that institutions function
as arms of the state apparatus (Fairclough, 2015, p. 71). On this account, individuals are continuously and uncon-
sciously subject to power relations in routine social encounters—when questioned by police, consulting a doctor, or
attending school, among other settings.

5.2 Habitus vs Ideology

A second point of difference concerns the mechanism through which power operates. For Bourdieu, this mechanism
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is ‘habitus’: neither an external constraint nor an intentional choice to conform, but a set of dispositions inscribed in
the body, socially determined yet unconsciously formed (Bourdieu, 1991, p. 51). A recurring bodily response to
stress—frowning, for instance, of which one may remain unaware until it is pointed out by others or noticed retro-
spectively in photographs—can serve as an illustration of habitus operating below the level of conscious awareness.
Thompson argues that Bourdieu’s approach avoids full commitment to either objectivism, which seeks to construct
the objective relations structuring social practices, or subjectivism, which seeks to grasp how the social world appears
to its subjects (1991, p. 11). Habitus, on this reading, occupies a position between the two: a form of ‘second nature’
inculcated through daily practice, particularly during childhood, and inscribed in the body as ‘hexis’ (Thompson,
1991, p. 13)—evident, for example, in how people stand, walk, or shape their mouths to pronounce particular sounds.
For Fairclough, by contrast, power operates through a combination of coercion and consent, with the modern na-
tion-state relying predominantly on the less costly route of securing consent through ideology (2015, p. 65). Under
monarchical rule, coercive power was commonly exercised through the requirement of obedience and loyalty to the
sovereign, on pain of severe punishment. In modern society, avoidance of legal sanction remains a factor, but power
operates more pervasively through the securing of consent: Fairclough describes the increasing social control of the
modern world as achieved through ‘counting people in’, that is, by making people feel that they are participants in
the social order rather than subjects of it (2015, p. 67). Power exercised through consent in this way is naturalised
and correspondingly difficult to detect, with discourse functioning as a principal apparatus for shaping ideology.

5.3 Ethnography vs CDA

A final point of difference concerns method. Bourdieu relies on ethnography, while Fairclough employs critical dis-
course analysis (CDA), a text-based method. Blommaert observes that Bourdieu, as a macro-sociologist, offered
insights into large-scale social processes—a feature central to how his work has been taken up within studies of
language in society—and that Bourdieu himself ‘emphasized the ethnographic epistemological foundations of his
work’ (Blommaert, 2005, p. 219). In ‘The Peasant and His Body’ (2004), Bourdieu uses ethnography to provide a
detailed account of bachelor peasants devalued by urban standards of judgement, and of their consequent self-con-
sciousness and shame. Fairclough (2015), by contrast, develops critical discourse analysis with particular attention
to discourses marked by unequal and pervasive power, such as public discourse, news, and advertising; this approach
typically begins with textual features before extending to the production and interpretation of texts and the social
conditions under which discourse is generated and interpreted (p. 58).

6. Conclusion

In summary, Bourdieu and Fairclough share the view that language use is socially conditioned, that linguistic re-
sources are unequally distributed, and that linguistic practice helps reproduce the social structures shaping that use;
both also allow for social change through linguistic practice, though only along a broadly top-down path, for Bourdieu,
through breaking the unified linguistic market and its universal recognition of the dominant language; for Fairclough,
through raised awareness of the ideologically internalised orders of discourse. They differ, however, in how they
characterise power, how power is exercised, and the methods each adopts for its analysis.

The concept of habitus is also not entirely convincing: Bourdieu’s theory implies that individuals are largely una-
ware of their actions or their consequences, such that habitus tends to reproduce social inequality by default. This
raises the question of how cases of downward or upward class mobility—a person from a disadvantaged background
achieving success, or a member of the upper class falling into a lower one—are to be explained; though comparatively
rare, such cases do occur. As Archer (2007) questions: if, as Bourdieu’s framework suggests, social structures are
written into the body and people unconsciously and mechanically follow the scripts that structures assign them, then
how does social change ever happen? Archer, by contrast, sees humans as self-aware, reflective agents, and proposes
the idea of an ‘internal conversation’ to explain how individuals make their own choices, even within structural
constraints. Sewell (1992) has similarly argued that Bourdieu’s framework is overly deterministic, treating structure
as a closed system that leaves little room for agency or transformation. Prodanovi¢ (2023) has challenged the deter-
minist reading of habitus, arguing from a compatibilist perspective that it can accommodate both determination and
free will through higher-order desires. As for Fairclough’s CDA, the analyst is already positioned as a critic: the
framework presupposes that power relations are at work in discourse, and the task becomes identifying how they
operate. This raises the question of whether CDA finds what it is already looking for. Also, can there be a universally
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applicable set of standards for interpreting discourse structures and symbols? Just as Leotti et al. (2022) mentioned
that CDA lacks a unified theoretical framework and standardised methodological procedures, which means analytical
decisions rely heavily on the researcher’s judgement. These issues do not invalidate CDA, but they do suggest that
its conclusions can be more provisional and analyst-dependent than is sometimes acknowledged.
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