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This paper asks how attempts at adding new practices to the world conforms and potentially transforms 

beliefs of what is desirable in a specific field. ‘Desire’ has previously been linked to process of 

energizing movement, instigating social change and infusing entrepreneurial ventures with meaning and 

purpose (Calás, Smircich, & Bourne, 2009; Hjorth, 2013b; Hjorth, Holt & Steyaert, 2015). However, 

the relation between desire and the practices of creative organzing remains relatively unexplored. This 

paper addresses this by considering the relation between desiring and organizing from a practice 

perspective. The recent turn to practice theory (Schatzki, 2001) in entrepreneurship studies has 

contributed to a framing of ‘entrepreneurship-as-practice’ (e.g. de Clercq & Voronov, 2009a; 2009b; 

Johannisson, 2018a; 2018b; Terjesen & Elam, 2009; Anderson et al., 2010; Chalmers & Shaw, 2017). 

These contributions expand on constructionist framings of entrepreneurship as an inherently social and 

relational phenomenon (Steyaert & Hjorth, 2003) rather than considering entrepreneurs (Gartner, 1988) 

and/or firms as fixed entities  and their generation of economic output (Steyaert & Katz, 2004). This 

framing of entrepreneurship as a matter of everyday activities taking place in multiple sites and spaces, 

through socio-cultural processes such as neighborhoods and communities (Steyaert & Katz, 2004, p. 

180) has called for new perspectives of capturing social, societal and habitual dimensions of 

entrepreneurship. Thinking of entrepreneurship as creative and social/collective organizing that 

materializes in a venture (Johannisson, 2011, p. 137), practice perspectives contribute by directing 

analysis toward ‘knowing in practice’ (Gherardi, 2001) instead of ‘knowledge in organizations’ (Grant, 

1996). Similarly, practice perspectives direct attention to creative organizing, or ‘entrepreneuring’ 

(Steyaert, 2007) and its relation to practice rather than institutionalized aspects of entrepreneurship 

(Rindova et al., 2009). This ‘actionable knowledge’ (Jarzabkowski & Wilson, 2006) embraces the 

relation to practice in which it matters (Nicolini, 2011) and fixates practice as the essence of 

understanding how new organization emerges in the world. 

The call for approaches to advance entrepreneurship research through ontological pluralism, informed 

by multiple theories and frameworks has been articulated repeatedly (e.g. Aldrich & Martinez, 2001; 

Davidsson et al., 2001). The promise of social practice theory for entrepreneurship lies in its capacity of 

resurfacing practices that makes organizing and organizations possible. Resurfacing, because creative 

organizing and organization are situated and temporary practices (Johannisson, 2018a), happening in 

real time and related to durable social and material arrangements; the teleological past, present and future 

(Schatzki, 2006). By recognizing practices as the primary unit of analysis (Nicolini, 2012), practice 

approaches are aimed at studying complex relationships between individuals and their environment 

(Gartner et al., 2016) by theorizing how knowledge, meaning, transformation, power, social agency and 

institutions are interrelated (Schatzki, 2001). For practice theorists, the notion of ‘practice’ recognize 

the centrality of everyday activity in routinized and improvised form (Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011) 
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and is given meaning beyond ‘what people do’. Schatzki (1996) stresses that practices are the sites where 

the social happens as situated and material, not abstracted and immaterial. In this sense, the concept of 

practice extends beyond what people do to the historicized context of where and among whom action is 

carried out; where understanding is structured, informed, articulated and mutually intelligible to other 

participants and practices within the organizing context (Schatzki, 2006). In spite of the above, 

theorizing the novel, indeterminate and emergent phenomena of organization creation (Hjorth, 2012; 

2014) requires further tools to capture how practices of creative organizing appears as practical coping 

(Johannisson, 2018b). Moreover, questions of how researchers ought to direct analysis of practice – or 

even how to direct themselves towards practice – remains unassessed (cf. Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011; 

Watson, 2013, Johannisson, 2018b). This calls for new ways of conceptualizing entrepreneuring as 

seeking to transform new ideas into practice (Reay et al., 2013) and the addition of new organizations 

to an already organized world (Hjorth & Reay, 2018). 

This paper engages with entrepreneuring and practice theory by drawing on the concept of illusio 

(Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992) to rethink how new practices become socially verified and recognized as 

organizational entities. Illusio is a term developed by French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu for the dual 

purpose of disclosing the ‘hidden profits’ (Aarseth, 2016) that guide people’s actions or investments, 

and for theorizing how practice structure (and is structured by) shared convictions and beliefs of what 

is desirable and worth pursuing (Tatli et al., 2014). Going forward, my intention is to expand upon the 

concept of entrepreneuring in light of the latter. That is, to show why recognizing illusio is important to 

understanding the interconnection among practices of entrepreneuring as a “…source of both stability 

and change…the locus of ordering and reproduction and the locus of disordering and misproduction” 

(Nicolini, 2012, p. 48). A strong reason for directing attention to the concept of illusio is its currently 

overlooked status among entrepreneurship scholars mobilizing Pierre Bourdieu’s sociology of practice 

(1977; 1988; 1990). This is surprising given the concept’s concern for enacting possible futures, and 

noteworthy efforts of situating it within a relational framework appropriate for entrepreneurship research 

(Tatli et al., 2014).  

To understand the contribution of illusio in entrepreneurship research, the paper provides a brief review 

of previous applications of Bourdieu’s theory of practice and situates the concept of illusio within a 

Bourdieusian framework. On this backdrop, other relational perspectives and conceptualizations of 

‘desire’ in the process of bringing emergent organizations into existence are juxtaposed with illusio. The 

explanatory potential of the concept, and its relation to organizing practices, will be demonstrated by 

drawing on an illustrative example of a private art exhibition organization in-the-making. In line with 

Bourdieu’s practice theory, I will discuss how misproducing, reproducing and transforming illusio 

permeates practices of entrepreneuring. The findings contribute to a further understanding of the desire-

practice relationship in entrepreneuring, and the reciprocity of desiring and organizing.  

A Bourdieusian Approach to Practice 

In Bourdieu’s sociology, the notion of human agency and the social world is constructed through the 

key theoretical devices of habitus (1977, pp. 52-65), field (1990) and forms of capital (1989). By 

emphasizing the interplay and interdependencies between these concepts, Bourdieu’s sociological 

endeavor explores the relationality between agentic and structural forces (Özbilgin & Tatli, 2005). Each 

of Bourdieu’s theoretical components, including symbolical violence (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 

15; Bourdieu, 2005, p. 133) and illusio (1990, p. 290) encompasses agentic and structural dimensions 

and are associated with different levels of inquiry (Tatli et al., 2014). This multi-level approach within 

Bourdieu’s research urges for the “necessity of simultaneous and interconnected investigation of 

objective and subjective dimensions of the research subject” (Tatli, Özbilgin, & Kartas-Özkan, 2015, p. 

3). Moving away from structuralism, Bourdieu posits social agents as themselves theory-generating, 

rather than the objects of social philosophers. A Bourdieusian approach to practice thus entails a concern 

of the possible relations to the social world: “that of agents really engaged in the market…one must 

draw up a theory of this non-theoretical, partial, somewhat down-to-earth relationship with the social 

world that is the relation of ordinary experience” (Bourdieu, 1994, pp. 20-21). In this sense, a 

Bourdieusian practice approach to understanding the process of creating new organization requires an 

empirical approximation of practice and its relation to its field-specific context (see below Applying 

Bourdieusian theory to entrepreneurship research). 
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Bourdieu builds his understanding of the social world as, on the one hand, constituted by individual 

actions with structural patterns and consequences, and on the other, structured by objective structures 

having subjective consequences (Swartz, 1997). Bourdieu captures this paradoxical dynamic in the 

concept of habitus, which he defines as “systems of durable, transposable dispositions, structured 

structures predisposed to function as structuring structures, that is, as principles which generate and 

organize practices…” (Bourdieu, 1990, p. 53). In other words, habitus is the dispositions that a specific 

individual has accumulated throughout their life. These dispositions are durable in the sense that they 

are subject to change but usually maintained over time, and transposable in the sense that they function 

in multiple theatres of social action (Bourdieu, 1993). Moreover, dispositions are inclined to give rise 

to other dispositions and follows a structured logic of association. This is further explicated in 

Distinction (Bourdieu, 1984), where individuals being positioned in a social space (which in turn affects 

their lifestyles and their habitus) prepares the way for social class becoming apparent. Another way of 

understanding habitus is to start with the social conundrum of how we, experientially, often feel like we 

are free agents, yet we base our everyday decisions on the predictable character, behavior and attitudes 

of others (Maton, 2012, p. 49). While there are no explicit rules dictating such practices, Bourdieu refers 

to habitus as shaping our present and future practices as “the result of an organizing action… a way of 

being, a habitual state (especially of the body) and, in particular, a predisposition, tendency, propensity 

or inclination” (Bourdieu, 1977, p. 214, emphasis in original). Thus, our situated actions are guided by 

our familiarity with the particular practice. For example, imagine a conversation taking place in a 

specific context – a business meeting, a dinner with colleagues or a discussion at an academic seminar. 

Experiencing oneself to be ‘at home’ in a specific conversation, able to adequately (sometimes 

masterfully) navigate it, or feel like ‘a fish in the water’ in the specific social situation, is explained by 

Bourdieu as one’s habitus being well aligned with the habitus of the field (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992). 

As long as one knows, or have a feel for the next appropriate move in the conversation, the social world 

is successfully being reproduced (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992). On the contrary, if one does not feel at 

ease in a particular discussion or at a specific social event, one’s habitus could be ‘out of synch’, leading 

to passivity or potential misproduction of the next anticipated move. In either case, being unfamiliar or 

not having internalized the specific social setting, this leads others to register the marker of one’s 

disparities compared to them and a feeling of otherness (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992).  

The struggle between reproduction (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977) and transformation of the social world 

(Bourdieu & Boltanski, 1976) are recurrent themes in Bourdieu’s writings, and often refers to the 

reproduction of social positions and social class. To capture these struggles, Bourdieu (2005) argues that 

it is insufficient to only consider ‘what is being said’ and ‘what is being done’. To adequately explain 

any social phenomena, we need to examine the social space in which the interactions or events occurred. 

For this reason, Bourdieu (1990, p. 24) adopts the notion of field, which he defines as “networks of 

social relations, structured systems of social positions within which maneuvers take place over 

resources, stakes and access”. Unlike a meadow, there is no materialized form of the field in a 

Bourdieusian sense (so it should strictly be understood as a scholastic device), but similar to a football 

field, social fields are constituted by structured positionings of key players (field incumbents) who 

recognizes the rules of the game (Thomson, 2012). In this sense, fields are partly preconstituted and 

governed by historical relations and specific logics, imposed on anyone who seeks to enter them, while 

only maintained as long as the field-specific logic is continued to be recognized (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 

1992, p. 16). Here, different forms of capital becomes desirable only to the extent that the field 

incumbents register them as meaningful for their continued investment into the game (p. 101). The 

metaphor of ‘game playing’ can be used to understand the field as “a space of play which exists as such 

only to the extent that players enter into it who believe in and actively pursue the prize it offers” (p. 19). 

What happens in a game is conditioned by the field and consequently bounded of what players may and 

may not do as they compete for what is at stake – the accumulation of capitals. Unlike most games, the 

social game ensures no level playing ground, meaning that some players begin with more capital than 

others do. Consequently, Bourdieu argues, this makes some individuals advantaged at the outset of 

certain fields that depend on and recognize specific forms of capital (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992).1 

                                                      
1 Bourdieu recognizes four forms of capital; economic (e.g. assets, money), cultural (e.g. education, style of speech, 

forms of knowledge, aesthetic/cultural preferences or ‘taste’ (1984)), social (e.g. “possession of a durable network 
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Well-equipped players are thus able to use their prepossession of valued capital to accumulate more of 

what is desired in a field, employing certain strategies for further advancing their position in it.  

At this point, we can adequately introduce the concept of illusio within Bourdieu’s sociology. Whereas 

habitus and field are mutually interdependent and inseparable concepts, a joint articulation cannot be 

intelligibly defined in isolation from the concept of illusio (Gouanvic, 2005). Illusio expresses people’s 

commitments to invest in the stakes and the particular set of practices in a field: 

Stakes (enjeux) […are] for the most part the production of the competition between players. We 

have an investment in the game, illusio (from ludus, the game): players are taken in by the game, 

they oppose one another, sometimes with ferocity, only to the extent that they concur in their belief 

(doxa) in the game and its stakes; they grant these a recognition that escapes questioning. Players 

agree, by the mere fact of playing, and not by way of a “contract”, that the game is worth playing, 

that it is “worth the candle”, and this collusion is the very basis of their competition” (Bourdieu & 

Wacquant, 1992, p. 98, emphasis in original) 

Since field incumbents presuppse the presence of other players whose engagement (illusio) is essential 

to sustain their own engagement, illusio refers to how “players bring their habitus to the field and engage 

with the practices that constitute it” (Colley & Guéry, 2015, p. 117, emphasis in original). By the same 

token, illusio can be understood as a mechanism that confers and mediates legitimacy, what is 

meaningful, and what is desirable within a specific field (Tatli et al., 2014). As field incumbents 

internalize the field-specific illusio, they are ‘taken in by the game’ and proceeds to desire what other 

field incumbents desire. In this way, illusio exerts a ‘gravitational pull’ on individuals who continuously 

invest in a game because the game appears increasingly important and meaningful to them. Only to the 

field incumbents is illusio a conscious counterpart reflecting the unspoken ‘doxa’ of the field, and only 

to non-incumbents (spectators) will players’ engagement in the field appear ‘illusionary’ (Bourdieu & 

Wacquant, 1992). In addition, operating across multiple social theatres requires a practical sense induced 

by awareness of multiple versions of field-specific illusio – equivalent to one’s habitus not fitting all 

occasions and social situations (Bourdieu, 1998).  

“Each field calls forth and gives life to a specific form of interest, a specific illusio, as tacit 

recognition of the value of the stakes of the game and as practical mastery of its rules.” (Bourdieu 

& Wacquant, 1992, p. 117). 

Bourdieu emphasizes how a specific illusio energize social agents’ engagement in the game (he 

sometimes refers to it as libido) by drawing a parallel and contrasting it to stoicism, where he posits 

illusio as the opposite the state of not being troubled (ataraxia) sought by Stoics (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 

1992, p. 116). Instead, illusio is grounded in the eagerness and alacrity of pursuing something desirable. 

This does not mean that illusio always appear equally desirable by all players investing in it, as “there 

are always some agents ‘out on a limb’, displaced, out of place and ill at ease” (Bourdieu, 2000, p. 157). 

The potential for disjuncture leading to a misproduction of illusio has been argued by other scholars in 

fields such as education (Gale & Lingard, 2015), religion (Petzke, 2016), public services (Colley & 

Guéry, 2015) and the field of art (Grenfell & Hardy, 2007). Their common interest lies in a 

misrecognition of illusio, leading to a ‘shattering’ of its effects. For example, how the interests imposed 

by powerful policy-makers and other dominant financial institutions radically alter the stakes in a field. 

Petzke (2016) considers the consequences of nineteenth-century evangelical missions to India and how 

illusio in the religions field is rapidly transformed by globalizing effects. Where religions formerly were 

considered as mutually exclusive associations of individuals, Petzke (2016) convene on how Hinduism 

became subject to Christian evangelization, showing how mass conversion (especially from the lowest 

castes) to Christianity reveals a transformation of illusio at large. Grenfell and Hardy (2007), elaborates 

on how aesthetic preferences, cultural consumption and the market of visual arts has changed and seen 

to reconcile new commitments and investments in the stake of the game. For example, art produced by 

‘avant-gardists’ in late modernity were initially in disavow of economic capital, but has increasingly 

                                                      
of more or less institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition” (1986, p. 248)) and 

symbolic (e.g. prestige, authority or credentials that can be exchanged for recognition in multiple fields).  
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begun to tolerate forces of commercialism that has re-shaped contemporary practices of artists and their 

relation to monetizing art works (Grenfell & Hardy, 2007).2  

Applying Bourdieusian Theory to Entrepreneurship Research 

A Bourdieusian practice perspective allow scholars of organization and entrepreneurship to understand 

change and mediation as available on multiple levels: individual (agentic), organizational (institutional) 

and industry (field). A multi-layered analysis of social phenomena, explicates the dynamism and 

interrelatedness between traditional dichotomies such as structure/agency, micro/macro and qualitative/ 

quantitative (Tatli et al., 2014) and dismays the reproduction of the subject-object dualism in scientific 

inquiry (Burrell & Morgan, 1979; Shepherd & Challenger, 2013). This can be contrasted by mainstream 

entrepreneurship research, which predominantly focuses on a single level of analysis and usually pays 

little interest beyond the traditional firm (Davidsson & Wiklund, 2001) and/or have (historically) 

resorted to methodological individualism of studying ‘the entrepreneur’ (Gartner, 1988; Steyaert, 2007).  

Appropriately, Bourdieu’s theory of Practice (1977; 1988; 1990) has been widely used within 

entrepreneurship studies to elucidate contextual aspects of ‘where’ new ventures transpire (Zahra, 2007) 

by exploring entrepreneurial context. Tatli et al. (2014) presents a comprehensive overview of the 

repertoire of concepts developed by Bourdieu and demonstrates the value of adding such middle-range 

and relational approaches to the repertoire of perspectives employed by entrepreneurship scholars, 

which predominantly considers only one level of analysis (Davidsson & Wiklund, 2001). In extant 

literature, Bourdieu’s concepts of habitus (de Clercq & Voronov, 2009a; Outsios & Kittler, 2018), 

capital (de Clercq & Voronov, 2009b; Scott, 2012; Pret et al., 2016) and field (de Clercq & Voronov, 

2011; Drakopoulou Dodd et al., 2018) have been deployed to theorize context and relational 

configurations of entrepreneurship in multiple ways. Special attention has been given to network 

interactions and the social contexts of entrepreneurs (e.g. Anderson et al., 2010; Leitch et al., 2013), 

sectoral norms, narratives and field legitimation (e.g. de Clercq & Voronov, 2009b, 2009c), the 

significance of spatial context (e.g. Terjesen & Elam, 2009) and recognition of community (McKeever, 

Anderson, & Jack, 2014). The aforementioned publications contribute by exploring a “relatively settled 

field and stable sector, complete with ingrained norms and logics of practice, the habitus and power 

structures dominated by incumbents” (Drakopoulou et al., 2018, p. 638). This situates entrepreneurs in 

the demanding position “to gain new legitimacy for their activities, that is, their products should fit 

within a socially constructed system of norms and values of what is desireable and acceptable” (de 

Clercq & Voronov, 2009b, p. 399). Desirability has previously been discussed in relation to 

entrepreneurship discourse. By drawing on a Deleuzian notion of desire as the potentiality of creating 

new modes of social existence, Hjorth (2013b, p. 35) explores the creation of novelty as coded into “pre-

fabricated social machines of production”. Here, entrepreneuring is detailed as a process of directing 

and instensifying desire for, and investment in, “…a particular sense of potential by which the virtual 

can become actual” (Hjorth, Holt, & Steyaert, 2015, p. 604).  

Illusio and ‘desire’ should not be seen as interchangable concepts. Seeing desire as a social concept, 

beyond a personal ‘wanting’ of something, it requires a mobilization in (and of) the social space to go 

from ‘wanting’ to ‘getting’. In this sense, ‘desire’ is always a desire for something, and achieving the 

desired requires productive organizing practices of actualising the virtual (Hjorth, Holt, & Steyaert, 

2015). Illusio intervenes with these practices and guides the next action (through the interplay of habitus 

and field) of particular individuals acting to achieve what is desirable to them, i.e. investing in particular 

games. 

Surprisingly, illusio remains barely considered in a now substantial body of entrepreneurship literature 

drawing from Bourdieusian literature despite its concern for how present and future practices are 

enacted. Bearing in mind that entrepreneuring is grounded in a social ontology of relatedness and 

becoming (Steyaert, 2007), illusio holds promise to further this agenda. Here, we must distinguish 

between achieving what is already desired in a field according to the field-specific illusio from achieving 

something ‘other’, that is, to move beyond the institutional arrangements (Garud, Hardy, & Maguire, 

                                                      
2 A tolerance, or de-disavowing, which is also manifest in recent applications of entrepreneurship discourse onto 

the area of arts and culture, specifically arts entrepreneurship, which starts from a self-employment perspective 

among artists and other cultural workers (Essig, 2017).   
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2007), to breach the status quo of the organized world and prevailing illusio. The process of transforming 

what is desired and considered desirable by people committed to current practices of the field has 

puzzled not only scholars of organization and social sciences, but also the entire scientific field for close 

to a century. This is highlighted in dual sense by Khun’s (1962) ideas of how scientific paradigms are 

replaced by others, and the controversy spurred by challenging the prevailing ‘doxa’ in the of the 

philosophy of science at the time (cf. Lakatos & Musgrave, 1970). Bringing illusio to the foreground of 

analysis enables practices that creates new sociality to surface. A transformation of illusio thus naturally 

begins at a disadvantage, as dominated by the dominating in the ongoing struggle of position-takings in 

a field. Otherwise, introducing revolutionary ideas to a scientific field would not be free from 

controversy; revolutions would not be considered revolutionary; and, the creation of new political 

movements would not be in disavow of the current situation. In either case, previous research opens up 

for considering illusio as a precursor of desiring change and/or new organization. The remainder of this 

paper will further elaborate on this potential.  

Here, I follow conceptualization of entrepreneuring as creative and social organizing that materializes 

in new organization (Johannisson, 2011; Hjorth, 2012; 2014). The process of bringing emergent 

organization into existence (Katz & Gartner, 1988) has previously been conceptualized in social and 

relational terms under labels such as ‘collaborative sensemaking’ (Katz & Gartner, 1988), ‘shared 

imagining’ (Thompson, 2018), acquisition of capital and legitimacy through ‘storytelling’ (Lounsbury 

& Glynn, 2001), capacity of convincing others to enact ventures and joint futures (Gartner, Bird, & 

Starr, 1992), ‘tie-formation’ (Elfring & Hulsink, 2007) and has been suggested to follow a ‘logic of 

effectuation’ (Sarasvathy, 2001; 2008). Focusing on the cultural sector, DiMaggio (1982) traces the 

emergence of organization formations “out of the efforts of urban elites to build organizational forms 

that, first, isolated high culture and, second, differentiated it from popular culture” (DiMaggio, 1982, p. 

33). Whereas such differentiation of high-brow from low-brow culture has been further explored by 

Bourdieu (1984), the organizational mechanisms for the uptake, spread or reproduction of cultural 

dispositions has been questioned by contemporary scholars. For example, Essig (2017, p. 25) denotes 

that contemporary instances of cultural entrepreneurship often seek to do quite the opposite of what 

DiMaggio describes, that is, forming organizations and establishing creative practices outside the now-

established hierarchy of nonprofit ‘legacy arts institutions’.  

In the context of entrepreneuring, a recognition of illusio begs for different sociological questions. 

Informed by a Bourdieusian framework, seeing entrepreneurship as social and relational phenomena 

(Steyaert & Hjorth, 2003) can be translated into ‘entrepreneurs always being involved in someone else’s 

game as well as playing their own’. On this accord, illusio can be used to explain entrepreneurs’ 

commitment to field participation, but also how processes of change overcomes boundaries of what was 

desirable in the past. In a structural and structuring sense, illusio is understood as a social force of 

subjugation, which guides the next action (through habitus) of particular individuals in a particular field 

to enact processes of creative organizing. For entrepreneurs entering a new field, illusio imposes shared 

norms, meanings and values upon new ventures, ready for their organizing practices to become part of 

the preexisting game (de Clercq & Voronov, 2009b). In the next sections, I will focus on the practices 

of creative organizing and organization creation in order to examine how actualizing organization is 

related to misproduction, reproduction and transformation of illusio.  

Research Design – To be developed further 

A qualitative research strategy has been employed to follow the process of realizing Konsthall 

Tornedalen. The empirical material presented in this paper is based on interviews, participant 

observations, field notes and archival material collected by the author between April 2015 and December 

2018. The material is by no means intended for attempts to generalizations, but to serve as illustrative 

example (Costas & Fleming, 2009) for the argument put forward in this paper. Following a practice-

based approach (Gherardi, 2001; 2012) contributes some empirical depth and richer appreciation of the 

phenomenon instead of theorizing from a distant gaze (Bourdieu, 1994). In total, 19 semi-structured 

interviews have been conducted with the project founder, board members, politicians, partners, potential 

shareholders and various stakeholders surrounding the venture. In addition, the author has participated 

by observing 2 board meetings, 2 meetings with potential investors and spent one weekend following a 

premiere screening of a TV-documentary series about the protagonist and founder of Konsthall 
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Tornedalen. By drawing from this material, excerpts and anecdotes (Gallhager & Greenblatt, 2000) are 

presented below to provide an account of organization creation ‘in-the-making’ and ‘as it happens’ 

(Schatzki, 2006). 

Through the Lens of Illusio 

In this section, we explore the actualizing and materializing of Konsthall Tornedalen, a private art 

exhibition organization-in-the making. Illusio is deployed for assessing how practices of organization 

creation in relation to what is desirable and worth pursuing. The initial efforts of creating Konsthall 

Tornedalen can be traced back to 2009 when the founder Gunhild Stensmyr moves back to her birthplace 

region and the village of Risudden (or Vitsaniemi, which is its name in Finish and Meänkieli, a minority 

language of the region). With a population of less than 60, the village lies in the heart of Torne River 

Valley. The Torne River, which has given name to the region, flows through the village and marks the 

national border between Sweden and Finland. This cultural region is characterized by its unique mix of 

Swedish, Finnish and Saami cultural history, comprising of townships and municipalities in Sweden and 

Finland that are scarcely populated and faced with challenges of depopulation during the last century. 

The official records of population and housing census of Risudden indicates a decrease from 239 to 

below the measuring threshold of 50 between 1960-2005 (Statistics Sweden, 2009). Consequently, 

properties were cheap and a place of economic investment for Gunhild as she moved back: 

 “I knew that tourism was going to be the future for this region. The nature is fantastic and unspoiled. The 

houses were for sale. I struck a bargain and began to refurbish some of the buildings in the village […]. I was 

convinced that there was a need of an art institution here in order to face the ongoing depopulation. Nothing of 

cultural significance had happened in the region since I grew up there in the 1950. If the area is going to survive, 

it needs Konsthall Tornedalen.”. 

Misproducing Illusio 
When Gunhild moves to Risudden in 2009, she acquires several houses in the area and begins to develop 

a lodging business in the village. At this time, she is on her seventh year of running a small private art 

exhibition located in an old fishmonger cabin in the harbor of Skäret, a small town located roughly 1 250 

km south of Risudden, in the south of Sweden. The concept behind ‘Skärets Konsthall’ was to feature 

only one artist for an entire season in a remarkably small exhibition space (only 25 m2), making it one 

of the smallest art exhibitions in Sweden. Having worked with art institutions throughout her career, as 

museum director at Bildmuseet in Umeå (1981-1986) and Norrtälje Konsthall (1986-1997), Gunhild has 

practically been engaged in animating one cultural organization after the other and is thus well conversed 

in the field of visual art. She has also opened a consulting business with focus on education and 

collaboration within visual art and figured as project manager during the years leading up to Stockholm 

being designated European Capital of Culture in 1998. Recognizing that no explicit strategy for 

developing cultural initiatives in rural areas has existed within the cultural plans that encompasses this 

part of Torne River Valley, Gunhild sets out to convince local politicians about the benefits of allocating 

resources into Konsthall Tornedalen. This is in 2009, two years before the formal founding of the 

Association Konsthall Tornedalen.  

 “I visited politicians from the municipalities of Övertorneå and Haparanda. I told them about my idea to create 

an international art institution in Risudden and how it would fill the absence of cultural offerings in the region 

I talked about how this would contribute to an attractive region and generate several new job opportunities. I 

envisaged the project as becoming a symbol for belief in a future for a rural region on the brink of extinction 

in many respects. For instance, there is not a single bookshop in Torne River Valley. […] Any occasional 

cultural events are only available for a limited time, lodged into state libraries or the People’s House. I was 

telling them that culture without continuity is unlikely to attract a returning audience and even less likely to 

result in an increase in the quality of art. […] 

Yet, it was difficult for Gunhild to gain any traction for her idea among the local politicians. The local 

newspaper reports how the deputy mayor of Övertorneå rather wanted to see a state-owned casino built 

in the region, (Öberg, 2015) and the potential social values it would contribute was formulated much 

like what Gunhild saw in Konsthall Tornedalen. 

 “My strong conviction about the importance of Konsthall Tornedalen was obviously not shared by all 

politicians. At this point, I had spent most of my own time and money on Guesthouse Tornedalen [the lodging 

business owned and operated by Gunhild]. I really needed to get the municipality on board. If not for the 

money, to anchor the idea within the region. You could say that I was in the business of intellectually anchoring 
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an idea of an art institution nobody really wanted to see me build. […] The local politicians did not want any 

of it. They were afraid of spending any resources on something as costly as culture and failed to see its 

relevance. During one meeting, I made a comparison to Louisiana Museum of Modern art in Copenhagen, but 

none of them had ever heard about or visited the place. My previous merits and experiences as director of 

numerous arts institutions meant little to them. They probably thought that I was living inside the reveries of 

the art world. […] A few years later, the board of Konsthall Tornedalen was tasked with financing and 

coordinating an international architecture competition and we had been granted 250 000 SEK from Övertorneå 

municipality, but the decision was appealed by opposing politicians. They argued that the grant would unjustly 

favor an individual business enterprise. […] Eventually we got the money, but it caused a delay to the scheduled 

architecture competition.  

From what is detailed above, we learn that there is a lack of previous references and experiences of 

cultural offerings and art institutions in Torne River Valley. This becomes evident through Gunhild’s 

attempts to explain the potential contribution of Konsthall Tornedalen to the municipal politicians. Even 

though they agree that the region needs new job opportunities, a casino appears more aligned with what 

is deemed desirable for the region compared to a fine arts institution. This friction becomes an 

obstructing element to financing the architecture competition. Moreover, Gunhild’s qualifications from 

other fields are not recognized by the politicians, and consequently fails to function as symbolic capital, 

or “credentials”, for the cultural venture. This leaves Konsthall Tornedalen in a disadvantaged position, 

because its raison d’être simultaneously leans on beliefs that fails (and even oppose) to conform to the 

field-specific illusio. Gunhild also acknowledges that the idea of Konsthall Tornedalen may appear 

‘illusionary’ for the politicians she turned to for support of the venture.  

In 2018, almost ten years after the idea of Konsthall Tornedalen was put in motion, a formal business 

plan has been written, spreadsheets are in place, and board members have gradually been replaced. 

While the initial plans of beginning construction in 2014 are far overdue (now postponed into 

2020/2021), the frequency of board meetings have escalated from annually to at least quarterly and 

board decisions/discussions are increasingly concerning capital acquisition rather than expounding on 

visionary details. Meetings are usually held at various conference facilities in Stockholm, which has 

become the preferred location since it is closer for current board members to travel to, and because most 

meetings with investors are held here. At a meeting with a potential investor, Gunhild and her financial 

advisor accompanying her, explains for their experience with investors only concerned about ROI. They 

explain that getting the right investors is important. Not only do they need to understand the dual impact 

of investing in culture, they need to appreciate the long-term commitment it entails. On several 

occasions, they have tried to pitch the investment prospect as solely an economic investment, but with 

no success. This accentuates how they seek not only an investment, but also an understanding of the art 

world, and thus an investor who subscribe to similar standards of valuing art beyond its monetary value. 

On the contrary, the experiences of meetings with those not sharing this understanding leads to a 

misproduction of the illusio that, in this case literary, infuses investment with meaning.  

Reproducing Illusio 
Having worked in the field of visual art her entire career, it may come as no surprise that Gunhild to 

some extent reproduces what is desirable within the art world. Going back to the period when she had 

trouble anchoring the idea of Konsthall Tornedalen among municipal politicians, she simultaneously 

revealed her plans to her friends and colleagues from the art world at an annual meeting at the Venice 

Biennale.  

 “When I told them about the change I wanted to make for a rural region in northernmost Sweden, I received 

nothing but well-wishes. It was great to announce the plan to people who actually understood the value of it 

for a change. […] This occasion was also important for beginning to tie key individuals to my project. Up until 

this point, it was basically none other than myself. […] Unlike Skärets Konsthall, I knew that this was no one-

person project.” 

Here, a reproduction of illusio is ‘at work’ throughout the process whereby board members are tied to 

Konsthall Tornedalen who are equally committed to investing in the stakes of the art world and who 

appreciated the idea of this venture as already something desirable within the art world. A constituting 

board meeting of the association was held in March 2011 and the board members were all selected by 

Gunhild from her previous network and engagements in the art world. The founding board comprised 

of the current museum director of Turku Art Museum, a famous art curator based in New York and 
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contemporary artists/designers on the rise. The statutes of the association also decree that the board 

should include a representative from the village of Risudden.  

 “Members of this board share the understanding that art nor life itself begins with millions on the bank. It is 

not from financial support, but from will and visions that we create a better society. Local residents are always 

represented on the board because it is important that the region has its say in a project that will benefit them in 

many ways […] albeit, it may sound like a big and frightening project to some of them. 

The importance of reproducing the illusio specific to the art world is further addressed when asked about 

board members and stakeholders that has been dropped throughout the years:  

“[…] A project like this requires vigorous board members who believes in the project [and] any board room 

needs renewal once in a while. Perhaps some [stakeholders and board members] have been disappointed about 

having to push our plans for construction forward almost, but we cannot offer short-term prospects and frankly, 

we don’t want investors who thinks about cashing out after a few years anyway.” 

The field-specific illusio in the field of architecture was more adequately navigated compared to the 

instances of misproduction of illusio within the municipal politics. From their previous experiences with 

art institutions the board members recognizes that it is important for architects that their design works 

are assessed by a highly qualified jury, and not by the board members themselves. Eventually, five firms 

were invited to compete, one from each of the countries of Finland, Japan, Norway, Switzerland and 

Sweden. 

Transforming Illusio 
In 2011, a local resident donated the land upon which Konsthall Tornedalen was intended for 

construction. He did not understand what Gunhild was trying to build, but that he believed in Gunhild’s 

capacity of making it happen. Due to the proximity of the river, the land was not particularly useful 

anyway, since it occasionally became flooded. One of the board members stresses the importance of 

having a visual draft of what Konsthall Tornedalen would look like and how the 1570 m2 actually will 

measure. Not only for calculating the total cost of construction, but as a necessary instrument for 

communicate a concept of what the board have been working for in a visual and comprehendible way. 

However, the process of convincing local residents was easier compared to the local politicians of 

Övertorneå.   

In October 2018, an audience just shy of 150 have gathered in a local community center in Risudden to 

attend the premiere screening of a documentary TV-series portraying Gunhild and the efforts to create 

Konsthall Tornedalen. After the screening ended, the producer of the series picks up a microphone and 

turns to the audience:  

“We are so proud to have followed this project, so happy for seeing how it tumbled its way into existence and 

wish you the best of luck with actually building this thing”.  

The existence of Konsthall Tornedalen is denied yet simultaneously verified through the producer’s 

statement. The art institution has still not entered construction, yet is socially recognized as an 

organizational entity. The audience that have gathered, comprising of local citizens, politicians, friends 

and families of people involved, are to some extent ‘taken in by the game’ where the virtual Konsthall 

Tornedalen becoming real matters. The producer hands over a gift to Gunhild and the filmmakers who 

have followed her closely over the past six year. Three identical t-shirts with the text “no niin” printed 

in large letters over the chest. The phrase is an interjection commonly used in Finish and Meänkieli to 

indicate support and favor of encouragement (although it can have other purposes outside this context). 

The audience respond with warm laughter mixed with applauds. Gunhild addresses the audience, now 

wearing the t-shirt, further emphasizing the significance of an audience larger than twice the number of 

local residents to show up in support of the organization-in-the-making: 

“It feels fantastic to have so many people applaud to the idea that this is what Torne River Valley needs; […] 

that an art institution will be important for all of us; that we all deserve the benefits of culture. Even on the 

countryside. I always say that we need to stop talking about people in quantitative terms, and start talking in 

qualitative terms instead. It is never about how many we are, but what can be done by people who happen to 

live here.” 
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The first of three half-hour long episodes airs on TV in November 2018. A few weeks after the last 

episode airs, I meet with Gunhild during a board meeting held in Stockholm to reflect on the recent 

publicity: 

“The documentary series has been so helpful for making everyone understand. When this processes started, it 

was difficult for politicians and citizens to understand why an art institution is something worth cheering for. 

Maybe they still do not see the point of it, of art, but Konsthall Tornedalen has become something precious to 

the region and about doing something for the people. It just so happens that art is what they get. […] Of course, 

great skeptics will remain, at least until construction has commenced, but even some of the politicians originally 

supporting the idea of a casino has turned around and speaks enthusiastically about Konsthall Tornedalen as 

‘the next big thing’ in the region.” 

Summing up the Case 
The story above illustrates a struggle of establishing an art institution in an area with limited previous 

experience of cultural offerings, where virtually no preference of fine art institutions pre-existed other 

than ‘none’. This is not to say that the cultural field is non-existing, in a Bourdieusian sense, but that it 

is rather fatigued in terms of position-takings in arts and culture. Among the potential stakeholders 

initially approached in the earliest stages of the project (2009-2012), those who recognize Konsthall 

Tornedalen as something desirable were typically already invested in the field-specific illusio of the art 

world. Others struggled to see its relevance. The process of adding a new site of practice in Risudden 

successively accumulated support in the region. Early on in the process, this takes form in a land 

donation by a local citizen and through individuals with ties to Tornedalen joining the board as the 

association (Konsthall Tornedalen) is formally constituted. In addition, Gunhild’s move to Risudden 

(her native region) and her investment in properties further embodies this trajectory. People who invest 

in the process of making Konsthall Tornedalen become reality share a belief that Risudden both deserve 

and need an investment in culture, and the willingness to invest in this endeavor. On the contrary, some 

politicians have conflicting beliefs about what kind of endeavor that is desirable in the region. Exercising 

their power, these politicians add friction and compromise the conviction of investing in an art institution 

by proposing the idea of establishing a casino instead. The architectural competition itself, as well as 

the visualization of Konsthall Tornedalen produced, were significantly important for communicating 

the intention of establishing the organization. Similarly, the filming and production of the documentary 

TV-series is mentioned by Gunhild as critical for framing Konsthall Tornedalen as a socially recognized 

and verified entity. Consequently, the process of achieving the art institution became less of a focus for 

criticism and skepticism. Instead, Konsthall Tornedalen was infused with symbolical value, the 

institution as symbol for someone trying to contribute social and cultural values in a region faced with 

depopulation. 

It is necessary to consider that while Konsthall Tornedalen is not yet constructed (in fact, it is still 

struggling with funding), any social value that the organization would contribute can only be appreciated 

as impending/virtual values since the arena of making them immediate/actual does not yet exist. Desire 

for actualizing these virtual values infuses the organization-creation process (the organizing) with 

meaning and social durability, rather than the organization itself being desirable. In essence, the process 

of creating Konsthall Tornedalen had become less about the ‘Kunsthalle’ and more about ‘Tornedalen’. 

From a Bourdieusian perspective, this process also mediated a possibility of cultural values and position-

takings becoming available to the region as fine art previously have no stronghold in the region. In 

absence of other cultural offerings, this transformed access to the cultural field where the lack of cultural 

offerings otherwise would have been reproduced, and with that, a lack of a ‘gravitational pull’ towards 

investing in (any game of) the field of art. The example above illustrates how illusio is misproduced, 

reproduced and transformed and how this implicates the process of affirming new organization. 

Recognizing illusio as a mediating variable of the field-habitus relation in practice thus enable an 

understanding of Gunhild’s story as a struggle of sustained persuasion and subjugation within fields, 

where the creation of Konsthall Tornedalen is situated as a practice provoked by and provoking the 

current field arrangements.  

Illusio as Precursor of New Organization 

A Bourdieusian perspective call attention to entrepreneuring as a multi-layered, relational and social 

phenomenon, in line with contributions such as Tatli et al. (2014; 2015), Steyaert (2007), Hjorth (2013b) 

and Johannisson (2011, 2018b). On a backdrop of previous contributions to entrepreneurship literature 
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informed by a Bourdieusian framework (de Clercq & Voronov, 2009a, 2009b, 2009c; Anderson et al., 

2010; Pret et al., 2016; Drakopoulou Dodd et al., 2018), this paper suggests how illusio may contribute 

to conceptualizing entrepreneuring as the interplay of organizing and desiring within a framework of 

practice theory. By recognizing misproduction, reproduction and transformation of illusio, an illustrative 

example showed how pursuing, investing in, and potentially altering what is desired in a field holds 

explanatory potential to understanding entrepreneuring, as sources of stability/change, ordering/ 

disordering and production/misproduction (Nicolini, 2012).  

Illusio has previously been described as the tacit entry fee that a field imposes on its incumbents and 

entrants (Tatli et al., 2014), expanding on previous research exploring entrepreneurial context (de Clercq 

& Voronov, 2009a; 2009b; 2009c) and how context makes the difference (Gartner, 2008). Such work 

has contributed an understanding of how entrepreneurs venture into relatively stable sectors 

(Drakopoulou Dodd et al., 2018) where field-specific illusio is at work. Although, this is only implicitly 

accounted for, i.e. as ‘institutional legitimacy’ by de Clercq and Voronov (2009b), or as the conflicting 

expectations about enacting an entrepreneurial habitus as both ‘fitting in’ within the field rules and 

‘standing out’ by challenging them (de Clercq & Voronov, 2009a). Providing a more explicit account 

of illusio, the findings in this paper contributes to the above by elaborating on the nuances of how illusio 

shape organizing practices. Here, a Bourdieusian practice perspective contributes the notion of people 

being “pre-occupied by certain future outcomes inscribed in the present they encounter only to the extent 

that their habitus sensitizes and mobilizes them to perceive and pursue them” (Wacquant, 1992, p. 26). 

Viewing entrepreneuring as a process that brings new organization into existence new organization 

(Johannisson, 2011; Hjorth, 2012; 2014), the recognition of illusio contributes to understanding the 

interplay between habitus and field as the historical forces and distinct logics that preconstitutes the 

nature of any field being subject to practices of creating new organization.  

First, misproduction of illusio adds friction into practices of organization creation because 

commitment to pursue values currently conflicting with what is being desirable within a specific 

field does not follow the logic of the field. Deviating from this logic may obstruct the 

organization creation process because it threatens to ‘shatter’ the effect of illusio at present, but 

for as long as the present belief is maintained within the field, the present illusio remains 

untransformed. Here, the subjugating effect of illusio becomes tacit as the practice of 

organization creation may require conforming to the field. Conversely, reproducing illusio in 

one field may potentially be of contradictious effect in reproducing illusio in another.  

Second, reproduction of illusio is found to add durability towards the way that an organization 

in-the-making becomes socially recognized and verified as an entity. Here, entrepreneurs’ 

ability to navigate complex environment can be understood as the capacity to skillfully act 

across multiple social theatres (Bourdieu, 1993). Reproducing illusio across multiple repertoires 

and fluid registers of meaning may reconcile field logics (e.g. the field-specific illusio in 

architecture and art exhibition) and contribute to other people being ‘taken in by the game’ of 

the field and invested in achieving the imagined organization.  

Third, this study finds that entrepreneuring could also manifest in a transformation of illusio, 

i.e. ‘the desire to change what is currently desired’ within a field, by virtue of conferring new 

meaning, engagement and interest. Rather than reproducing what is currently deemed right to 

pursue or invest in, and thereby conforming to the present logic of the field, organization 

creation processes were found to be ongoing ‘outside the field’ until its mission became a 

concern ‘within the field’. Here, altering what is desired can be a drawn-out struggle of 

persuasion and subjugation of what is meaningful, where the emergent organization sways a 

previous belief in what is desired by successively imposing new systems of belief in the field. 

From a practice perspective, a transformation of illusio seeks to add a practice within the context 

of a field that previously would not deem it meaningful, by virtue of engaging in the creation of 

new organization.  
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Conclusion 

In this paper, I have adopted a Bourdieusian framework to demonstrate how the concept of illusio may 

be of benefit to understanding entrepreneuring. Adding new organization to a field with certain ingrained 

norms and beliefs of what is desirable holds the potential of either reproducing or shattering the present 

illusio. Creating new organization by means of pursuing something not presently valued in the field 

holds the potential of transforming the field-specific illusio and consequently change what is desired by 

the incumbents of the field through a struggle of persuasion and subjugation.   
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