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Structured Abstract

Purpose This paper argues that Bruno Latour’s work on translation provides an alternative to
dominant anthropocentric, individualistic, and managerial approaches in career studies, by
considering careers as precarious effects of networks instead of the implicit assumption of

individual strategic career actors in extant career research paradigms.

Design/methodology/approach The article first compares the three main current approaches
in studying careers-structural functionalist, interpretivist and critical-illustrated by three
exemplary empirical studies. Subsequently, three concepts from the sociology of translation
that are relevant for the study of careers are introduced: career making as translating interests,
careers as effects of networks, and career action as dislocated and overtaken. Taken together,
these three concepts allow us to conceive of careers as practices performed by human and
non-human actors. Finally, an example from an ethnographic case study in the field of

contemporary art illustrates how a Latourian approach can be used.

Findings Latour’s work on translation provides conceptual and methodological tools to

investigate career processes and practices in an era of unpredictability.

Originality/value The paper introduces Bruno Latour’s work on translation to the study of

careers.
Keywords Bruno Latour, career studies, translation, paradigm, structural functionalism

Paper type Conceptual paper
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Introduction

Contemporary labour is defined primarily by uncertainty and complexity. Non-standard forms
of work and organization, such as contingent and part-time work, multiple job-holding,
project-based forms of organizing, outsourcing and network organizations, have increasingly
displaced stable full-time employment in formal organizations (Barley et al., 2017).
Moreover, algorithmic technologies (Fleming, 2017; Curchod et al., 2020; Bartosiak and
Modlinski, 2022), platform-mediated work (Gandini, 2019; Pignot, 2023), and remote work
(McDonald et al., 2022), etc. have made decision processes more distant and invisible for
workers. The increasing flexibility, uncertainty, and impact of technology have had a strong
effect on how people develop a career (Sennett, 1998), commonly understood as “the
evolving sequence of work related experiences over time” (Arthur et al., 1989: 8). As a result,
current career research focuses on how contemporary workers navigate uncertainty, risk, and
opportunity towards building sustainable careers (Smith, 2010; Akkermans and Kubasch,
2017; Baruch and Sullivan, 2022), stressing individual agency in career experiences. In
contemporary career research paradigms, it remains difficult to fully grasp the “turbulent
unpredictability” (Smith, 2010) in careers, despite some attempts where unpredictability has
been conceptualised as career shocks (Akkermans et al., 2018) or as proximal events (Cohen
and Duberley, 2015). Career scholars have pointed to the need to incorporate contextual
issues such as change and social space (Collin and Young, 1986; Mayrhofer et al., 2007;
Gunz and Mayrhofer, 2011; Cohen and Duberley, 2015; Forrier, 2023), factors which are
overlooked in most predominant structural functionalist approaches based on a positivist
paradigm (Akkermans and Kubasch, 2017; Richardson et al., 2022; Forrier, 2023). This
approach foregrounds individual strategic human actors, understanding careers as resources
for achieving goals. It is criticised as decontextualized, dualistic, and blind for power
dynamics, by interpretivist (e.g. Collin and Young, 1986; Cohen et al., 2004) and critical (e.g.
Grey, 1994; McKinlay, 2002) approaches within career research. Still, even these approaches
adopt anthropocentric individualistic perspectives, rendering them overly agentic, and unable
to assess the full complexity in which contemporary careers develop. For this reason, present
paper foregrounds a new paradigm based on Latour’s work on translation that is able to
account for uncertain contexts, career processes, and the inclusion of non-humans in career

research.

Three concepts from Bruno Latour’s work on translation are particularly useful for

developing a new paradigm to study careers. First of all, career making can be understood as
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translating interests. This highlights the ongoing, negotiated, complicated work that needs to
be done, as well as the risk of being contested. Secondly, understanding action as an effect of
a network rather than a cause reveals how career actors are made by many others. Thirdly,
understanding action as dislocated and overtaken explains how other human and non-human
actors speak for a career at distance, which can entail unintended surprises. These insights are
grounded in a relational, processual, and performative ontology-epistemology, and radically
challenge the dominant perspective of an individual strategic career actor. Moreover, the
translation approach provides an impetus for thinking “beyond the human” (Gherardi and
Laasch, 2022). Here, the individual as main (or even sole) actor is relegated to the

background, in order to come up with new and more diverse ways of studying careers.

In the present paper, I will start with a brief overview of the current paradigms in the study of
careers, comparing three empirical examples of studying how sustainable careers are
navigated. Secondly, I review the main ideas of Latour’s work on translation, in order to
assess its relevance to the study of careers. Thirdly, the concepts will be applied in an
exemplary ethnographic case study about an important career event in the field of
contemporary art. Fourth, the example is discussed as promising for how Latourian concepts
and methods can be used in the study of careers. The paper concludes by stating that this new
approach can better understand how people navigate sustainable careers in times of increasing

flexibility, uncertainty and technology.

Current paradigms in the study of careers

Careers have long been studied by sociologists (Hughes, 1937; Becker, 1952; Becker and
Strauss, 1956; Hughes, 1958; Barley, 1989). Yet, as a research domain, career studies have
developed within the confines of management and organization studies, which is an
interdisciplinary field constituted of psychologists, sociologists, and organization scholars. In
this field careers are commonly understood as “the evolving sequence of work related
experiences over time” (Arthur et al., 1989: 8). Sustainable careers are defined as “the
sequence of an individual’s different career experiences, reflected through a variety of
patterns of continuity over time, crossing several social spaces, and characterized by
individual agency, herewith providing meaning to the individual” (Van der Heijden and De
Vos, 2015; De Vos et al., 2020). This grounding assumption has led to the dominance of a

structural functionalist paradigm in the discipline (Alvesson and Deetz, 1997; Symon and

http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/qrom



oNOYTULT D WN =

Qualitative Research in Organizations and Management Page 4 of 22

Cassell, 2006; Primecz, 2020). However, since the 1980s this approach has been challenged
for its reductionism, dualism, and its overlooking of power dynamics by interpretivist (e.g.
Collin and Young, 1986; Cohen et al., 2004) and critical scholars (e.g. Evetts, 1992; Grey,
1994; Fournier, 1998; Savage, 1998; McKinlay, 2002; El-Sawad, 2005; Bristow et al., 2017).
They understand careers as constructed, rather than as given. The role of career constructions
is differently assessed by the two approaches. The interpretivist approach focuses on
individual sensemaking, and understands a career as a construct that makes sense of one’s or
others’ working lives (Cohen et al., 2004). The critical approach, by contrast, focuses on
power issues in careers, and understands the concept of career as a discourse to discipline

individuals.

The structural functionalist paradigm focuses on progress, rationality and individualism in its
understanding of careers (Gowler and Legge, 1989; Savage, 1998; McKinlay, 2002). Thus,
most career research supports modernity’s virtues of effectivity, productivity, and
performance, and ultimately aims to fit individuals into organisations. Career is considered as
something that is ‘given’ (not constructed), as something that people ‘own’ (a resource), and
thus as something ‘reified’ (a real thing) (Evetts, 1992). The structural functionalist approach
mirrors the model of natural sciences, and is based on positivism. This entails, an objective
ontology (i.e. reality is assumed to be objective), an objective epistemology (i.e. knowledge
creation is based on objective assumptions), and an objective methodology (i.e. methodology
is based on objective assumptions) (Alvesson and Deetz, 1997; Symon and Cassell, 2006;
Primecz, 2020). The assumption is that individuals, organizations, and social phenomena are
stable entities that exist ‘out there’, and can be known and measured. Therefore, careers are in
this perspective understood as entities that exist ‘out there’. In most empirical studies based
on this approach quantitative methods are used to search for statistical relationships between
variables. The individual, strategic human actor serves as the unit of analysis. In its practical
outlets, human resource management and career counselling, the structural functionalist
approach can be normative and prescriptive, enhancing efficiency and productivity, while

maintaining the status quo.

The study Kelly et al. (2020), for instance, investigates the relationship between leisure and
sustainable careers, starting from the question whether investing extra time in leisure either
enhances or hinders career sustainability. The research is based on the assumption that

proactive agentic individuals would look for ways to preserve and generate career resources

for achieving that sustainability. As career sustainability itself cannot be directly measured,
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two career resources which impact sustainable careers, namely resilience and self-efficacy,
are measured with validated instruments. The researchers tested several hypotheses with
different variables on a sample of 129 individuals in a multi-wave survey study (3 times in 7
months). They concluded that more time spent in leisure is positively related to work-related
self-efficacy, when moderated by two variables, i.e., seriousness and work-leisure similarity.
A positive relationship between the independent and the two dependent variables is therefore
only found when leisure activities are high in seriousness, and low in work-leisure similarity,
or low in seriousness and high in similarity. The assumptions on which this model is based
point at an objective onto-epistemology, although this is not explicitly expressed by the
authors (which is common for studies using the dominant paradigm in a field). This study is
exemplary for a structural functionalist approach in career research, for a number of reasons.
Concepts such as sustainable career, leisure, self-efficacy, and resilience are operationalised
in clearly defined variables, which can be measured with validated instruments. They are
stripped of their context: leisure is for instance equated to time spent in leisure, as well as
reduced to resources, such as self-efficacy end resilience, which can be acquired and
conserved by a strategic actor. Leaving the context out or reducing it to a few variables makes
general statements about the impact of leisure on careers difficult. Despite measuring the
different variables at three different times, the study’s cross-sectional research design
furthermore makes it tricky to draw conclusions about the evolving interplay between leisure
and sustainable careers. To sum up, by reducing contextual and processual aspects of leisure
in the construction of sustainable careers and by disavowing that theoretical concepts such as
that of ‘sustainable career’ are constructed rather than given, the study displays some of the

limitations of the structural functionalist approach

Interpretivist and critical approaches, by contrast, do recognise the importance of context in
the study of careers. The interpretivist approach can be situated within poststructuralist
culture studies, and emphasizes multiplicity and ambiguity. It is grounded in a subjectivist
ontology (i.e. reality is assumed to be subjective), a subjective epistemology (i.e. knowledge
creation is based on subjective assumptions), and a subjectivist methodology (i.e.
methodology is based on subjective assumptions) (Primecz, 2020). Moreover, career is
understood as a (social) construction, rather than as a universal concept which can be
measured as a variable. Interpretivist studies focus on how people experience, narrate, and use
careers to make sense of working lives. This type of study is mostly qualitative, analysing

emerging themes in respondents’ discourse, and using them to build typologies. An example
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of this approach is Sturges and Bailey’s (2022) study about ‘latent callings’. This research
challenges the current negative thinking about unanswered callings and retirement, to

highlight instead the emancipatory potential of latent callings that re-emerge later in life.

The study consists of a narrative inquiry of the lived experiences of 32 retired individuals,
who resumed a latent calling in music. An inductive method is used, in which themes are
allowed to emerge out of the empirical data, rather than starting from (pre-defined) constructs,
applied from the researcher’s particular theories. Ontology, epistemology, and methodology
are subjective: a calling is understood as something dynamic (i.e. not a given) and local (i.e.
the reality of the interviewees). Careers, callings, and life histories are constructed within the
interviews. The study’s focus is on the sensemaking of retired people, who reflect on their
personal lives, and construct their own stories. Employing the method of life histories, the
study delves into processes and contexts, which are all observed through the eyes of the
respondents. The researchers were not present at the career events and career decisions. In so
doing, an interpretivist approach recognises that careers are performative. They make sense to
career actors and are thus constitutive for career making. However, this approach is not
without limitations. The researchers were not present at the career events, and career decisions
are only described by the interviewees, making it hard to come to ‘objective’ conclusions.
Moreover, the study does not incorporate anything beyond language (e.g. music and

emotions) and humans (e.g. music instruments and rehearsal rooms).

Since the 1990s some researchers have been focussing on power inequalities, oppression,
exploitation, and injustice in careers (e.g. Grey, 1994; Townley, 1994; Legge, 1995; Fournier,
1998; El-Sawad, 2005). This critical approach originated in Foucauldian, poststructuralist
discourse analysis, and aims to uncover the ideology inherent in the concept of a ‘modern
career’ (Savage, 1998; McKinlay, 2002). Career is understood as a discourse, a grand
narrative, and even as a disciplinary device (McKinlay, 2002). Unlike structural functionalist
and interpretive approaches, the critical approach foregrounds dissensus, and often explicitly
envisions change in society. Similar to interpretivist perspectives, critical approaches
emphasize the role of language and cognition. Unlike interpretivist approaches, however, it
decentres individuals from the centre of research, giving power to discourse as an abstract,
non-human agent. The study by Fernando et al. (2019) about the gendered profession of
engineers in the UK serves as an example for a critical approach. Initially, the researchers
were interested in understanding why women engineers left the industry. However, in corpus

of fifty qualitative interviews with women engineers from 3 enterprises in the UK, the theme
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of sexualized visibility emerged. This means that women’s sexual attributes tend to
overshadow and obscure their other attributes and values. The study uncovers power
inequalities and how they are reproduced. Gender is not regarded as an essential category, but
as something that is reproduced in practice. The study’s findings are context-dependent, since
the use and success of strategies employed by the women engineers depended on the career
stage they were in and on the power balance within the organization. The relationships
between these dimensions, must moreover be positioned within wider social and cultural
demands on women. This exemplary study also reveals some limitations of the critical
approach. While it is aware that careers are constructed (reproduced) within power contexts, it

still does not adequately incorporate the non-humans in its findings.

All three existing paradigms in the study of careers have difficulties in taking context,
process, and non-humans into account. However, precisely these three aspects are necessary
to understand the ‘turbulent unpredictability’ that also determines careers. Not only do they
persist in looking at context as a set of factors, which can be handled by intentional actors,
they also do not follow a longitudinal research design. As a result, a thorough processual
approach that takes into account the process of career making is missing. This is all the more
bizarre, given the very temporality inherent in the concept of career. Finally, because most
career research is based on self-reported data of respondents, non-human actors are left out of
the equation. In what follows, I will argue that Bruno Latour’s work on translation provides

underpinnings for such an alternative approach.

The study of careers through the lens of translation

The sociology of translation', of which Bruno Latour, along with other scholars such as John
Law, Michel Callon, Madeleine Akrich and Annemarie Mol, is one the most well-known
spokespersons, offers a different onto-epistemology. This allows us to foreground other
aspects, and can thus offer a solution to the shortcomings of the three paradigms discussed
above. First and foremost the ontological reversion proposed by Latour and others-action
comes before actors-provides access to context (what is done by whom?), process (how is it

done ‘in-the-making’?), and materiality (focus on material and spatial practices). This is very

1 Also known as ANT or Actor-Network-Theory and advocated in Latour (2005).
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relevant to the study of contemporary careers. Three concepts are especially relevant:

translation, actor-networks, and dislocated action.

Career making as translating interests

Translation is the key concept in the sociology of translations (Callon, 1984). It explains how
and why things get organized. Latour uses the concept of translation in a geometric, rather
than a linguistic meaning (Latour, 1987: 117). Every translation is always a combination of
displacement and mobilisation. Others need to be convinced, or mobilised to spread ideas or
innovations. Translating is a slow process of negotiations. It takes many little steps to
translate something, and to convince others to see things in that way. Inscribing or referencing
the translation is important, because it links the interest of the translation with what already
exists and what will exist. In controversies and “trials of strength” (Latour, 1987) disbelievers
challenge what is presented as the truth, and face the spokespersons with the translation. Both
spokespersons and disbelievers are representatives of the network for which they speak “in
one voice”. They “tell the visitors what to see” (Latour, 1987). The concept of a mediator
takes it one step further: “Mediators transform, translate, distort and modify the meaning of
the elements they are supposed to carry” (Latour, 2005: 39). Only when a translation is
accepted as a given-in Latour’s words “blackboxed”, in others’ words ‘reified’—and no one
questions the status of the translation, a translation can be performative. In order to achieve
this, actors need to come up with a simple story and hide their composition of contingencies
(Callon and Latour, 1981: 299). In this way, enduring ideas and innovations need to be
deployed, blackboxed, repaired, and maintained, rendering them inherently more complicated,

nuanced, and resistive rather than planned (Latour, 1991).

Starting from these ideas careers and career making can be conceptualised as respectively
translations and translating interests. It is “by stating what belongs to the past, and of what the
future consists, by defining what comes before and what comes after, by building up balance
sheets, by drawing up chronologies, [that] it [the actor] imposes its own space and time”
(Callon and Latour, 1981: 286). People try to impose a temporality and spatiality about their
and others’ working lives upon others, and strive to present these temporal and spatial
constructions as given (blackbox). However, the permanence of this blackbox is never
achieved. Careers can be contested, with disbelievers attempting to open the blackbox and

reconstruct the networks in which the career unfolded. The winner of this "trial of strength" is
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the one who is able to associate the largest number of irreversibly linked elements (Callon and
Latour, 1981). The concept of translation is useful for the study of careers because it shows
that career making is about adapting a temporal-spatial construction, and about enrolling
allies. It shares with interpretivist and critical approaches the view that careers are (socially)
constructed, and that these constructions serve individual and collective sensemaking and
societal status quo. Yet, it differs from these approaches in its focus on the practices of career

making, i.e., on what is done, how it is done and why it is done.

Careers as effects of networks

The sociology of translation takes a radical stance on agency and action by portraying an actor
not as the cause of action, but as the effect of a network. Agency is not defined in terms of
intentionality, subjectivity, and identity, but in terms of actions or effects or in Latour’s
words, action “is not a coherent, controlled, well-rounded, and clean-edged affair. Action is
borrowed, distributed, suggested, influenced, dominated, betrayed, translated” (Latour, 2005:
46). For Latour, an actor is a list of effects which are not always planned and are only noticed
afterwards; there is also not always a mastermind. Latour’s approach to agency takes away the
privileged role of humans. The origin of the action is in the network or in other words, an
actor is an actor because of the network. As Latour stated it: “an actor is what is made to act
by many others” (Latour, 2005: 46). Therefore, actors are considered as actor-networks
(Callon and Latour, 1981; Latour, 2005), and if we speak of an actor, we should always

include the large network of attachments making the actor act.

Applying this radically different understanding of action on the study of careers, provides us
with a less anthropocentric, individualistic, and managerial approach. Translations are not
made by individual career actors, but by actor-networks, which are precarious assemblages of
variously distributed human and non-human materials. Careers are precarious because career
actors need the ongoing work of translating to persist, and to ensure that a career is accepted
as given by others. The more a career has been blackboxed, the more powerful the career
actor becomes, and the more differences s/he/it makes upon the world. The conception of
actors as actor-networks—giving up the commonly assumed link between actors and
intentionality (managerialism)—enables us to understand that careers evolve unpredictably and
in a complex manner. Career action is an effect of unexpected incidents, and a career actor is

a list of effects that only becomes clear belatedly. This radical relational approach—
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“attachments are first, actors are second” (Latour, 2005: 217)—shows how others, including

non-humans, such as artefacts, spaces, and technology can be involved in career practices.

Dislocated and overtaken action

The role of spokespersons and mediators in translating interests is not limited to humans
alone. In Science in Action Latour introduces mobile, stable, and combinable means that
“transform whatever people do, sell and buy into something that can be mobilised, gathered,
archived, coded, recalculated and displayed” (Latour, 1987: 227). Artefacts, such as maps,
stabilize organizational activities and make domination at a distance feasible. Action is
dislocated from the initial explorer to a map. As “immutable mobile” a map blackboxes social
processes, and in that sense becomes performative, as it enables people to travel. Yet,
dislocated action in mediators is not always under the control of the initial actor. It can be
overtaken and can be betrayed and thus be a surprise (Latour, 2005). "The image of a human
being at the helm manipulating inert objects to achieve ends through the intermediary of
‘efficient action on matter' appears increasingly muddled. Technologies belong to the human
world in a modality other than that of instrumentality, efficiency or materiality" (Latour,

2002: 248). Artefacts are never just tools (Latour, 1991).

Career action is often dislocated. Employees are often absent in discussions and decisions
about their recruitment, promotion/demotion, and redundancy. In this sense, they are thus
dependent on spokespersons who need to explain how to read, and understand their careers.
Mediators translate others’ careers, so that people fit into their projects and organizations.
Career action is dislocated in documents as well. Working lives become documents, such as
curriculum vitaes or LinkedIn pages, that perform careers; they establish, stabilize, and
reproduce careers. Often, they serve as the first and only spokesperson. A curriculum vitae
‘brings back’ relations and processes of one’s past and gives it a history (Czarniawska, 2007).
Materialised in accounts careers become measurable against standards and values (Law,
1987). This view resonates with the critical approach in career research of career as a
disciplinary device. Dislocated career action can also be overtaken, and spiral out of control.
A curriculum vitae can be distributed and used by others in an unexpected way. The idea of
dislocated action, especially when it is dislocated to non-humans, is absent in structural
functionalist approaches. Likewise, it is underexposed in the interpretivist and critical

approaches because the unit of analysis in these approaches is almost always the individual.

10
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1

2

2 Therefore, unpredictability and loss of control remain underexplored in the study of careers.
5 In this approach, performativity of careers is more prominent than in the interpretivist and

? critical approaches.

g The sociology of translations not only challenges the current approaches in career studies, but
1(1) also provides an alternative approach to understand the complexity of contemporary careers.
:g First, it offers an alternative perspective that views reality as multiple and performed through
1;' different practices. Whereas Kelly et al. (2020) investigated the relationship between leisure
16 and work by hypothesizing relationships between variables, a Latourian ethnographer would
:573 follow people in their leisure and work activities, and focus on what is done and how it is

;g done. They would foreground the network in which these practices are done and also pay

21 attention to the non-human actors in the network. Second, a Latour-inspired approach also

;g challenges the interpretivist approach as a merely epistemological perspective. It goes beyond
24 . .. . o . . .

25 social constructivism by saying that reality is not only discursively, but also materially

;? assembled into being (re-assembled). The interpretive study of Sturges and Bailey (2022)

28 draws on narratives that expose how individuals experience resuming latent callings. The

gg study foregrounds human agency by prioritizing how individuals explain, and interpret their
g; lives. Concentrating solely on narratives that yield coherent, linear career stories overlooks
gi the contingencies inherent in the process of resuming a calling. The upstream movement

35 approach of Latour (1987) would pay attention to the practicalities and contingencies of that
g? process. Furthermore, it would also consider the role of non-humans in the loss and the

g g resumption of the calling. Third, the Latourian approach conceives of careers as a domain of
40 struggle and negotiation, but does not conceive career as a stable entity. Rather career is co-
j; constructed by evolving actors. This aligns with the insights from the critical study of

ji Fernando et al. (2019) which shows that gender stereotypes not only constrain the careers of
22 women engineers, but also that the women engineers themselves reproduce the stereotypes.
47 However, whereas Fernando et al. (2019) focus on what women engineers reported about

jg their experiences, a Latourian approach would observe the practices, and pay attention to the
g? role of non-humans in these practices such as the lack or limited number of women's

gg restrooms or visiting a strip club as a group activity.

54 . .. . .

55 The resulting conceptualisations of career—career making as translating interests, careers as
g? effects of networks, and dislocated and overtaken career action—can provide an impetus for an
58 alternative paradigm, which may provide a more fine-grained understanding of careers in an
23 era of turbulent unpredictability. This entails viewing career as a temporary construction, a

11
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situated practice, and as a practice that is beneficial for some and disadvantageous for others.
In the following section these insights will be used in a case study of career practices at the

opening of an exhibition.

Career practices at the opening of an exhibition

The sociology of translation not only provides an impetus for a new paradigm in the study of
careers, but it also provides new methods to study careers. Empirical work starts ‘in medias
res’ (in the middle of things), pointing out controversies or “trials of strength”, as a tool to re-
open blackboxes (Callon and Latour, 1981). In archival and ethnographic studies, actors are
followed, in order to explain how things become stabilized (blackboxed) by describing the
network (e.g. Latour and Woolgar, 1979/1986; Callon and Latour, 1981; Latour, 1987;
Latour, 1999). Actors can be followed either ‘upstream’ or ‘downstream’ (Latour, 1987). The
'upstream path' goes back into the conditions of an innovation, a project, a person, and
explains how an actor became powerful. The downstream path follows the actors’ actions,
revealing how a powerful actor affects others. I employed this approach in a case study of
artistic careers, and for this paper, I will focus on one significant career event in the field of
contemporary art: the private opening of a solo exhibition. Solo exhibitions offer artists the
opportunity to showcase their work exactly as they envision it. In order to do this, they create
documents, performances, and a specific scenography. During such events and especially

during openings, careers are both constructed and reconstructed.

The private opening of the solo exhibition No Life Lost by Berlinde De Bruyckere took place
28 January 2016 in the lower Manhattan exhibition space of Hauser & Wirth Gallery. My
analysis is based on my detailed observation of this event. Hundreds of people, dozens of
artworks, stories, and senses, ... came into view. The large exhibition space was bathed in
artificial moonlight, and only slowly made the artworks visible: monumental, assembled casts
of trees, animals, and skins. These works are about loss, suffering, death, and compassion,
and they evoke strong emotions. The darkness and elusiveness of the artworks invited people
to remain silent, and to come closer to the artworks and each other. The visitors gradually
filled the space for the program of the day: a press tour, a dance performance, a lunch at the
bar, the exhibition, and a dinner at a restaurant in town. At the reception desk, visitors could
take 3 leaflets, an information sheet, a press release and a leaflet on the dance performance,

but since it was too dark in the exhibition space, they could not read them. Then the dance
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performance started. Something which initially looks like a hunk of meat on a pile of salt
(referring to De Bruyckere’s new works inspired by hides from a slaughterhouse) turns out to
be a naked human body making animal movements and sounds. After forty minutes of
silence, the audience left the room in a subdued mood to go to the bar where they were invited
for lunch. People shuffled around, and whispered. I caught some words and fragments of
discourse: “There should be a story behind this cruelty”; “She probably started to make a
sculpture and thought it is easier to...”; “Trés macabre (gruesome)”. Before and after the
opening of the exhibition, speeches were given to a selected group of people: the artist to

journalists and the Vice-President during dinner in a restaurant to a select group of curators,

collectors, artists, the artist’s assistant, guardians of artist’s estates, family and friends.

The space was brimming with references to Zurbaran, Cripplewood, Venice Biennale, Ghent,
wax, slaughterhouses, hides, and war. Allusions to West European (art) history and global
issues of humankind circulated throughout. References were expressed by those present, and
also embodied in the artworks (building upon previous work), the scenography (moonlight),
the documents (artworks, artists, places), and the food (European). Each artwork, each name
of an artwork, each document, each person as well as the scenography was a “list of traces” or
a web of references (Latour, 2005). The shared name of two artworks and the exhibition (No
Life Lost) is an example of such a reference: “I think that is very beautiful to give the works
the same name as the exhibition because it then is part of the story. The exhibition becomes a
story and those works will be forever linked to that exhibition” (interview with artist). In this
quote the artist points at how a name stabilizes a connection. Other examples of embodied
references are the lunch in the bar with European food (cheeses, tapas, charcuterie) and drinks
(wine and Belgian beer Stella) which refers to the shared European origin of the artist and the
gallery and the scenography which refers to the painting Agnus Dei by Zurbaran in the Prado
of Madrid, the installation of Cripplewood in the Biennale of Venice and the skin trade

workshop in Brussels which inscribes De Bruyckere in Western art history.

These lists of traces were inscribed into existing stories, as for instance “darkness evokes pain
and compassion” or “Berlinde De Bruyckere is a European mid-career artist” or aligned and
assembled into new shared lists or stories, among others “this is the 9 exhibition of Berlinde
De Bruyckere at Hauser & Wirth” or “a dancer who modelled for Berlinde De Bruyckere is
the performer of the dance performance”. These (re)constructed stories reduced the
uncertainty about an exhibition by an unknown artist, and confirmed the interdependency of

the storytellers. The stories were made coherent and explicit. As an ethnographer, I was able
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to observe how these stories came into being as a series of translations. Take for instance the
leaflet for the dance performance, which was a collaborative work of the studio manager and
the gallery’s press office. The making of it showed tensions which were resolved through a
compromise: the studio wanted to frame the exhibition and the exhibited works within an
artistic context. This was done by narrating the artworks’ origins: how they were produced
and how they were inspired or influenced by other artworks and events. The gallery, on the
other hand, wanted to justify why a relatively unknown artist in New York deserved a solo
exhibition in one of the largest exhibition spaces in town. They used the longevity of De
Bruyckere’s career, her passage through major art institutions, and her collaborations with the
other artists from the gallery as arguments. I observed a dispute between the studio’s manager
and the gallery’s press office about what references to include in the leaflet, in order to
impose a certain story on the guests. The drafts went back and forth several times. The final

compromise was materialised in leaflets and press views.

The openings of exhibitions in galleries can be understood as ‘trials of strength’ (Latour,
1987). Believers and non-believers of (the work of) an artist gather to meet the artist and her
work. On this particular night, the artist and her work needed to withstand the critics in order
to ensure their lasting significance. Translating an artist’s career entails creating and
reshuffling lists of traces of the past and the future, and “enroll[ing] other wills by translating
what they want and by reifying this translation in such a way that none of them can desire
anything else any longer” (Callon and Latour, 1981: 296). A multitude of interests was
represented that night. The gallery tried “to get Berlinde [De Bruyckere] a museum show, try
to place it in the best possible collection, try to get the New York Times to review her show”
(interview with the Vice President Hauser & Wirth). The artist wanted to continue making
artworks; visitors wanted to discover something new, or to have a night with friends, or to be
part of the artworld. Curators were in search for a next exhibition for (their) institutions.

Collectors were in search for acquisitions for their collections.

Artefacts play an important role in trials of strength. The moonlight, the food and drinks, the
dance performance, and the material artworks affected the visitors. The materiality of the
artworks and the space in which they were shown played an important role in how people
experienced the artworks. Most of the visitors did not realise that the sculptures were not real
trees, real horses, real hides, but instead wax casts of trees and hides and polyester casts
covered with horse skin. The materiality evoked a sense of fascination and ambiguity, as

described by three young visitors when questioned about their experience: “brutal, but in a

14

http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/qrom



Page 15 of 22

oNOYTULT D WN =

Qualitative Research in Organizations and Management

good way. It is not easy to look at. The tree is nearly human”. Lastly, the food and drinks in

the bar created an atmosphere of celebration and made people stay longer.

What is more, artefacts perform careers because by calling a specific sequence a career, that
sequence becomes a career. Artistic careers are established and maintained by documents:
texts such as biographies and lists of works, but also images. An exhibition view or a
photograph of an artwork ‘in situ’ (i.e. an artwork in a scenography in an exhibition space) is
such an example. It is a photograph of the artwork as the artist wants it to be seen and
preserved. Whereas artworks disappear in crates after the exhibition, exhibition views can
travel to places away from where it was taken, retaining the artist’s design. An exhibition
view can act upon others with neither the artwork nor the artist in the vicinity. It can be
published in newspapers, it can be filed by curators and collectors, and it can be used for
organizing new exhibitions. A photograph is “something that lasts, [that] keeps on
communicating” (interview with the photographer). It is a clear example of what Latour calls
an “immutable mobile” (1987) and “dislocated action” (2005). The photograph may perform
from a distance in line with the artist, but that action may also be overtaken, which can result

in effects that were not planned by the artist.

That opening night the trial was temporarily shut settled down. The career of De Bruyckere
was re-constructed by a heterogeneous network consisting of human and non-human actors.
One translation was agreed upon and became dominant: De Bruyckere is a European artist
with a longstanding career and innovative work exhibiting for the first time in an American
gallery and for the nineth time with Hauser & Wirth. That temporary dominant list of traces
was inscribed in extant lists of those present. Journalists took the press views to their offices
to write their critics in line with the style of the newspaper and magazine, American visitors

added the exhibition to their lists of European artists.

The effects of the (re)constructed career became clear by following actors downstream.

Curators who attended the opening of the exhibition organized new exhibitions in Reyjkavik,
Kyiv, and Aarhus and an American collector in Kentucky even bought the masterpiece of the
exhibition. Despite the exhibition being considered macabre and Americans reacting strongly

to it—either rejecting or understanding it—, it can be considered successful.

Discussion — Towards an new paradigm for the study of careers

15

http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/qrom



oNOYTULT D WN =

Qualitative Research in Organizations and Management Page 16 of 22

This empirical illustration shows an episode of a career-in-the-making. The focus on the
actions (practices), rather than on actors, reveals the establishment and maintenance of a
career. The illustration not only demonstrates how careers are constructed and reconstructed
in light of important career events (in line with interpretivist approaches), but also that careers
are not neutral (in line with critical approaches). Moreover, it reveals the contingency of
career practices, which often fades into the background in career research based on surveys
and interviews, since people tend to make coherent stories when asked for. Career thus
emerges as the effect of a network, rather than as a deliberate plan that is realized. Finally, the
point about the leaflet also makes clear how career action can be dislocated (and overtaken)
by artefacts. The relevance of the findings from this case study goes beyond the field of
contemporary art. As this field is a volatile world in which careers are unpredictable and
complex (Menger, 1999; Smith and McKinlay, 2009; Alacovska et al., 2022), as well as a
world fully entangled with material practices and spaces (Duff and Sumartojo, 2017), it can
be of interest for other non-standard and technology-mediated work. Other professions and
other sectors also have career events where careers come up for trial: job interviews,

promotion talks, networking events, and social media.

In line with Latour’s work on translation I investigated a career-in-the-making (Callon and
Latour, 1981; Latour, 1987; Latour, 1999; Latour, 2005). I started ‘in medias res’-at the
opening of an exhibition-without a predefined object of study and noticed how a network
emerged. I focused on the career making practices of that network without privileging specific
actors, considering humans and non-humans as equal, or— in Latour’s words—symmetrical. |
followed the actors upstream, in the case of the leaflet, as well as downstream, following
artworks in new exhibitions. In my research, I started from the actions (what was done?),
shifting my gaze to the networks in which the actions took place (who/what was related to
who/what in the actions), and finally to the actors (who/what made a difference?). This
approach provided me with access to processes, contexts and artefacts, thereby overcoming

the limitations of current methods in studying careers.

These insights can be extrapolated to an alternative paradigm in the study of careers away
from anthropocentric, individualistic, and managerial assumptions. The sociology of
translation offers a radically different way to understand careers due to its ontological
reversion: a career actor is an effect of, not a cause of performances. Action precedes actors.
Instead of being stable entities, actors are performed in practices. They are precarious effects

of networks rather than the outcome of an agentic career actor. This ontological reversal strips
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actors of intentionality, subjectivity and identity. The ongoing process of constructing and
reconstructing careers is more than a discursive practice. Instead of being an epistemological
construction, it constitutes an ontological construction: careers are not solely discursively
constructed, but they are also performed. They are staged, stabilized and revised by a
network. This anti-humanist view on action has the potential to enrich career research which,
until now, has struggled to fully comprehend the complexity and unpredictability of
contemporary careers (Barley et al., 2017; Forrier, 2023). Rather than conceiving of careers as
given (structural functionalist paradigm), as socially constructed (interpretivist paradigm), or
as disciplinary devices (critical paradigm), careers can in fact also be understood as enacted in
practices in which humans and non-humans are involved. A Latourian study of careers would
concentrate on how careers are performed in practices and assumes venturing backstage, in
order to witness careers coming into being, and grasping the inherent riskiness in the
convergence of human activities and non-human entities. It overcomes the dualities upon
which current approaches in career research are based, such as agency versus structure,

humans versus non-humans, and bodies versus minds.

Latour’s work on translation not only offers conceptual, but also methodological tools to
investigate career processes and practices (contingency, unexpected, not planned outcomes)
and the role of non-humans (technology). The empirical illustration showed that shadowing
actors in real time revealed processes that are usually hidden (blackboxed in Latour’s words)
and filtered out in narratives (Czarniawska, 2007; Czarniawska, 2014). The method was able
to reveals the complexity of establishing a sustainable artistic career as an ongoing,

negotiated, and complicated work, performed by a network consisting of more than humans.

Empirical studies based on the new paradigm would rely on ethnographic and archival
methods, which are scarcely employed in career studies dominated by cross-sectional research
designs, where longitudinality is primarily captured through a series of snapshots (Van
Maanen, 2015). Only longitudinal research can fully comprehend how careers unfold and who
and what are involved in these processes. Examples of such research exist in career studies
(e.g. ethnographies (e.g. Adler, 1979; Smith, 2001; Barley and Kunda, 2006; Ho, 2009) and
archival studies (e.g. Kirschbaum, 2007; McKinlay, 2013)) but are scarce and primarily
published in books.

Conclusion
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This paper introduced the work of Bruno Latour on translation in the study of careers and
positions it in relation to current career approaches. It argues that the sociology of translation
offers an alternative approach to more fully understand the unpredictable and complex careers
of today. Latour’s focus on practices, multiplicity, ambiguity, and on the embracing of non-
humans can in fact enrich the field of careers which has been dominated by an
anthropocentric, individualistic, and strategic perspective. It makes us understand careers as
precarious effects of networks, that are performed in practices, and in which non-humans play
an important role in establishing, stabilizing and reproducing careers. Latour’s relational,
processual and performative approach can better understand how people navigate sustainable
careers in times of increasing flexibility, uncertainty, and technology. It decentres human’s
agency and foregrounds the networks that perform careers in practices and is therefore more

open to unexpected influences and outcomes of career practices.
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