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Documenting the Modus Operandi of Pierre Bourdieu: Pierre Carles’ Sociology is a 
Martial Art 

 
Or 

 
A Bourdieusian Critique of The Intellectual Documentary 

 
“This is not an autobiography. That genre is forbidden to me not only because I have 

identified and denounced the biographical illusion; it is also profoundly antipathetic to 
me, and the aversion mingled with fear that has led me to discourage several 

“biographers” is inspired by reasons that I think legitimate.” 
- Pierre Bourdieu, Preface to A Sketch for Self-Analysis 

 
“My assumption is that thought itself arises out of incidents of living experience and must 

remain bound to them as the only guide posts by which to take its bearings.” 
– Hannah Arendt 

 
 The intellectual documentary has only recently established itself as an 
autonomous subgenre in the cinematic field: Derrida (2002), Noam Chomsky: Rebel 
Without a Pause (2003), Howard Zinn: You Can’t Be Neutral on a Moving Train (2004), 
and Zizek! (2005), are but a few of this emergent and thriving cottage industry that takes 
on living public intellectuals as central protagonists. All of these follow a generic script - 
skimming a biographical overview and projecting literally the writings of their subjects 
onto the big screen - that essentially gives us the same things we find in their books or at 
least Wikipedia pages. They add nothing, or very little, to that which we could find if we 
simply sat down and read their works or listened to a lecture. While this would be a fine 
argument for a film in terms of public promotion, but most who spend the money and 
time to see such a film focused on a single thinker are readers if not avid fans of the 
intellectual, for who the films provide little except a voyeuristic gaze feeding into the 
celebrity cult of intellectual chic. In the end the communicative capacity of documentary 
film proves redundant, merely projecting and abridging the intellectual’s written work 
onto a screen.  
 Pierre Carles’ Sociology is a Martial Art makes a refreshing break with these 
earlier works. Instead of depicting pre-packaged lectures and prepared interviews that 
dominate other intellectual docs, Carles brings us into the day-to-day sociological 
practice of Bourdieu; keeping the thinker bound to the incidence of living experience 
within his lens. And he does so by applying the sociological vision and theoretical tenets 
of his intellectual subject, resulting in a Bourdieusian documentary of Pierre Bourdieu, 
that is at once Relational, Reflexive, and Historical in its rendering.  Bourdieu was 
severely allergic to biography and biographers, who are overly concerned with the 
individualistic particularities of psychology and tend to manufacture a sort of mythology 
of genius. This anti-narcissistic tendency of Bourdieu, a rarity in the French intellectual 
scene, is not simply an aspect of his habitus, which the film vividly captures in the man’s 
reticence and humility that runs so pervasive to make the cynical suspicious, but is also a 
core principle of his sociological theory. Bourdieu conceived of the intellectual not as the 
singular total intellectual as Sartre, or the particular intellectual as Foucault, or the 
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individualist that both of these notions imply. Instead, he insisted that intellectuals are not 
singular cogitos, but rather embodiments and unique articulations of a collective 
intellectual, a cogitomus, anchored in social relations.  

Carles, a former sociology student himself, incisively absorbs this relational 
conception of the collective intellectual into both the structure of the film and 
representation of Bourdieu. Take the title, which eschewing the traditional headlining of 
the intellectuals own name, instead announces a core belief of the thinker’s community of 
which he serves as delegate – that sociology is not a means of entertainment, but rather 
an arsenal of knowledge to defend the self against misrecognition in the social world. 
Nearly all of the scenes are taken of the scholar in conversation, interaction, and motion. 
Carles does not simply leave the viewer at the lectern, or the receiving side of prepared 
interviews. Instead we are brought into café’s, the streets of Paris, and halls of the 
College de France, where Bourdieu is in constant discussion and interaction. We learn of 
his core concepts of social reproduction and cultural capital in conversation on a radio 
show, his notion of masculine domination over an interview with a female journalist 
following a book reading, and the civic mission of the intellectual at a lively debate in a 
community center in the banlieus.  Even when we do see Bourdieu on the stage, it is most 
often during the Q&A.  

In other words the film does not simply express the conceptions of Bourdieu, but 
also the reception of his ideas. This reception is represented on the political level when 
Bourdieu sees how his ideas both inform and misinform activists in his confrontation 
with a social worker in the marginalized Parisian suburbs who criticizes Bourdieu and the 
intellectual establishment for tacitly and explicitly legitimating his community’s negative 
representation. On the personal level, a young lady on the street, recognizing Bourdieu, 
explains how she was deeply affected by his writings in college. And on the intellectual 
level, we see the reception of Bourdieu’s ideas through the countless interactions with 
colleagues and students prompting questions, pushing points, and garnering fresh 
responses on the spot. None of the dialogue or monologue is pre-packaged, and what is 
represented is a much more textured and variegated form of Bourdieu’s ideas in relation 
to the particular actors of which he encounters on stage – the journalist, the minister, the 
immigrant, the activist, the scholar, and the student.  The only points in the film the 
viewer is ever shown Bourdieu “out of relation,” are in silent interludes between scenes; 
of Bourdieu in transit on planes, trains and taxis: always silent, tirelessly working. 

Traversing the web of Bourdieu’s relations, the film offers a historical slice of 
French society and intellectual culture. The historical scene is set initially in the second 
shot of the film when we see Bourdieu as part of the audience in a demonstration headed 
by José Bové, the leader of the French agricultural union, setting the temporality of the 
film within the upheaval of neoliberalizing France. In the following scene, a Belgium 
professor discusses the “Thatcher Effect” on the defunding of higher education across 
Europe. Bourdieu replies, “You can do mainstream sociology for the powers at be but if 
you do critical sociology, no simply rigorous sociology, you have to buy your own pens, 
paper. I tell my students you’re like artists were 20 years ago.” In other words Carles 
represents Bourdieu in the fields and times that produced him and of which he is 
simultaneously actively producing, in both the larger space of French Society, and the 
academic space of Europe at the turn of the millennium. 
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Finally, the form in which this social temporality is captured is highly reflexive. 
Bourdieu is continuously framed as an implicated subject of his own object of study – 
standing spectator to acts of resistance towards neoliberalism, sitting for a television 
interview discussing television, and homo academicus walking the hallowed halls of the 
ivory tower that he is in constant critique of.  On a formalistic register, Carles himself 
takes on a reflexive approach, translating Bourdieu’s methodological lessons of 
ethnography to the cinematic craft of documentary.  Bourdieu’s own ethnographic 
writings in Algeria never took on the bird’s-eye objectivist view and his relations with his 
subjects were rooted in mutual relations. Although Carles himself is never visually 
featured in the film, his existence is always sensed behind the camera, and rather than 
hiding this, he embraces his own presence. In the opening scene Bourdieu hesitantly 
presents a brief remark in English to a large gathering of sociologists in Chicago, he turns 
to the camera in a candid aside of vulnerability expressing his linguistic frustrations and 
nervousness. This initial aside is spoken not simply to a camera, but to someone that 
clearly maintains an established social relationship with the thinker. Working on the film 
for three years, following Bourdieu around in a myriad of professional contexts, Carles 
was able to accomplish what so many other filmmakers fail to capture in their 
presentations of intellectuals, homo academicus in his natural habitat, yet without any 
pretence of the observing documentarian present in each moment.    

In these ways, documenting relationally, reflexively, and historically, Carles is 
able to avoid presenting what Bourdieu often critiqued as the Opus Operatum of the 
sociologist, that is the finished view of the results of practices, which tends to see the 
action in terms of the task alone that cannot see the way in which the process of doing the 
task is actually structured by the constantly changing conditions of work and the world.  
Instead, Bourdieu insisted on studying the modus operandi of his subjects, that is the 
mode of practices and sets of dispositions. And this modus operandi of the sociologist is 
exactly what Carles represents in his film. It portrays the intellectual Bourdieu, not as a 
set of codified propositions presented in one-on-one interviews and lectures, but rather 
sketches Bourdieu’s sociological habitus, demonstrating that sociological work is 
regulated by practical dispositions and relations. Just as his late student and interlocutor 
Loïc Wacquant, who is frequently featured in the film, claims “it is the modus operandi 
of Bourdieu’s sociology, not its opus operatum, that most fully defines its originality,” I 
would argue that it is precisely this same attention to capturing the ideas of Bourdieu 
through his practices and dispositions, that marks Carles’ documentary as a unique and 
original film in a largely stale genre.  By documenting the modus operandi of Bourdieu, 
Carles represents Bourdieu the intellectual through Bordieu’s own theoretical lens: a 
novel and reflexive approach to understanding a significant thinker of the modern age, 
while at the same time offering a new Bourdieusian alternative to the intellectual 
documentary as we know it.  
	  


