
Bourdieuôs notion of Field 
combined with Benz®criôsGDA: 

the social reality as space

Frédéric Lebaron 
(ENS Paris-Saclay, IDHES)

frederic.lebaron@ens-paris-saclay.fr

Summer School BERLIN

Summer School BERLIN 

September 2022

mailto:frederic.lebaron@ens-paris-sac


Introduction
ÅThe story of a meeting, between two persons 

(B&B) but more fundamentally two scientific 
projects.

ÅGDA and research programs: a very wide variety 
across the disciplines.

ÅThe burgeoning history of social sciences and 
Bourdieuôs trajectory (CESSP, Perez, Roques, 
Joly, etc.)

ÅNew publications, such as: 
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Introduction

ÅBourdieu and ñquantificationò : a lifelong 
commitment, from Algeria to ñles projets
européensò.

Å« I use Correspondence Analysis very much,
because I think that it is essentially a relational
procedure whose philosophy fully expresses
what in my view constitutes social reality. It is a
procedure that óthinksôin relations, as I try to do
it with the concept of field » (Preface of Le
métier de sociologue).

ÅGDA as a conscious and systematic choice: ñhow 
Bourdieu quantified Bourdieuò.
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Introduction

1. Bourdieu and Statistics

2. From Multidimensionality to Geometry

3. Investigating Fields (Microcosms)

4. Towards a Sociological Research Program 
strongly grounded in GDA methodology
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1. Bourdieu and Statistics
ÅAlgeria (1956-1960) : systematic use of statistical data, 

in collaboration with the NIS (INSEE). Mixed-methods 
ñavant la lettreò (before the term was coined).

ÅSurvey research at the Centre de sociologie européenne, 
with statistics (samples, models, etc.) under the 
supervision of Alain Darbel, from 1959 to the end of 90s.  
Darbel dies accidently in 1975.

ÅBourdieu and maths: inspiration, background, etc. 
Interactions with Benzécri?

ÅThe shortcomings of mainstream approaches (Darras, 
1966, La distinction, 1979).
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1. Bourdieu and Statistics

« The particular relations between a dependent

variable (political opinion) and so-called
independent variables such as sex, age and
religion, tend to dissimulate the complete
system of relations that make up the true
principle of the force and form specific to the
effects recorded in such and such particular
correlation » (Bourdieu, 1979, p. 103).
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2. From multidimensionality to 
geometry

ÅStructuralism as a major theoretical frame in the 
1960s. Levi-Strauss and André Weil (kinship).

ÅGenesis of a theory of capital(s): cultural capital, 
economic capital, social and symbolic capital (all 
are used and defined in 1971-72).

ÅThe spatialisation of the social (and the reverse, 
from ñLa maison kabyleò to various extracts). 
Durkheim and Mauss legacy.
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2. From multidimensionality to 
geometry

ÅSocial spaceas central reference-frame (1970s). 
Unequal distribution of capitals. Local, national, 
European, global? A multilevel framework.

ÅData collected in the 1960s on French society 
point to a multidimensional structure of 
distribution of capital (ñcapital composition 
principleò: Lennart Rosenlund in Stavanger).

ÅSynthetizing and visualising the data.
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2. From multidimensionality to 
geometry

« Lôanatomiedu goût », P.Bourdieu and M. de Saint-
Martin, Actes de la recherche en Sc. Soc., 1976.

Main elements of the geometric data modelling : 
ÅIndividuals  X  Variables tables.

ÅConstruction of a relevant distance by the choice of 
active variables.

ÅThe space of individuals as central tool for 
describing social reality.

ÅStudy of sub-clouds of individuals.

ÅHomology between the space of lifestyles and the 
space of social positions.
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3. Investigating fields

ÅIn the middle of the 1960s, formulation of the concept of
field (first article 1966).
ÅTheory of fields: 1966, 1971, 1979. Specific capital,

autonomy, domination and struggles, homology, illusio...
(Bourdieu, 2022).

ÅThe Geometric Data Modeling is a way to combine
statistical analysis and the notion of field : « Those who
know the principles of MCA will grasp the affinities
between this method of mathematical analysis and the
thinking in terms of field » (Bourdieu, 2001, p.70).

ÅDating issue: 1968-1974 as central period. Salah
Bouhadja: Bourdieuôsstatistical engineer. Attempts and
hesitations: study about bishops.
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3. Investigating fields

During this period, a certain scepticism about surveys arises 
(ñlôopinionpublique nôexistepasò). Leads to the sociology 
of quantification and categorization ( Desrosières, 
Boltanski) and sociology of the media field (Champagne).

The group  moves from survey data to prosopographical
(collective biographical) data.  Historians like Charle, 
historical sociologists like Ponton, Miceli and others develop 
this perspective.

ÅP.Bourdieuand M. de Saint-Martin, « Le patronat », Actes
de la rech. Sc. Soc. (1978).

ÅEpistemological and programmatic introduction: MCA as 
way to investigate hidden structures of the world.
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3. Investigating fields

ÅMultiple Correspondence Analysis. Individuals X 
Variable Table. 

ÅChoice of active modalities (biographical data) :

Demographic properties ; social and familial origin  ; 

educational trajectory ; career ; specific positions in the 
field ; indicators of symbolic capital.

ÅStudy of the cloud of individuals with names.

ÅExplanatory perspective : to understand the 
strategies of managers in relation to their 
positions in the field.
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