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Bourdieu's political sociology and the politics of 
European integration 

NIILO KAUPPI 
University of Helsinki 

Abstract. The purpose of this article is to explore what Bourdieu's political sociology 
could bring to the study of European integration. I first present, very briefly, some of the 
traditional approaches in European integration studies. Then I move to my interpreta- 
tion of Bourdieu's structural constructivist1 theory of politics through a discussion of 
political capital and political field, drawing parallels between these concepts and some 
of Max Weber's ideas. In the third part, while discussing the works of some scholars 
inspired by Bourdieu's theory, I present some structural constructivist studies of Euro- 
pean integration. Structural constructivism provides theoretical tools for a critical 
analysis of European integration. 

Some traditional approaches to the politics of European integration 

For five decades, Western Europe has been in political and economic 
turmoil. Closer cooperation between Western European countries 
started with France's and Germany's determination to prevent the 
advent of a third world war. The leaders of these countries decided to 
pool steel production by creating the European Coal and Steel Com- 
munity. Later, with a few other countries they created a common 
atomic agency. Economic integration soon took the lead, spilling over 
to other domains. The Euro, shared by twelve European Union mem- 
ber-states, crowned this economic push, and is creating pressures to 
develop closer cooperation in other areas, such as military issues, 
foreign policy, and social policy. 

Political scientists have provided standard social scientific approaches 
to this macro level transformation process. They have emphasized 
institutional and policy matters. To simplify a great deal, two models 
have dominated scholarly discussion. The state centric model empha- 
sizes the role of nation-states in their attempts to augment their power. 
According to some proponents of this inter-governmentalist and neo- 
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realist model,2 the process of European integration has, in many ways, 
strengthened rather than weakened European nation-states. Nation- 
states are still the key players in European politics. A second model, 
propagated by neofunctionalists, is called the multi-governance model. 
According to this model, nation-states are losing ground in the face of 
growing transnationalization and regionalization of decision-making. 
The European Union has already become the main decision maker in 
Europe.3 

Sociological and anthropological micro-level approaches have lately 
supplemented and, to a certain extent, challenged these policy-oriented, 
high politics approaches to European integration.4 These anthropo- 
logical and sociological approaches look at integration processes from 
bottom up, to use Simon Bulmer's terms, at the level of everyday 
political life, often using interviews and participant observation as 
research techniques. French anthropologist Marc Abeles has studied 
the European Parliament and the European Commission from the 
inside, analyzing the internal dividing lines and tensions of these 
institutions. In his works, Abeles strives to present European political 
institutions as they reveal themselves to an outside observer. In his 
book La vie quotidienne au Parlement europeen (Everyday life in the 
European Parliament), he maps the contradictions of transnational 
political representation.5 The Member of the European Parliament has 
to represent both the national interests of France and those of the 
transnational institution he serves.6 American political sociologist 
George Ross has studied the cabinet of the former head of the Euro- 
pean Commission Jacques Delors.7 In this study, Ross scrutinizes the 
strategies of Delors's cabinet in the Commission, and the numerous 
practical questions that arise when national politicians and civil 
servants end up serving common, European interests in the European 
Commission. 

Since the 1990s, social constructivism has presented a social scientific 
alternative for the study of European integration. By introducing 
Anthony Giddens's social theory into international relations theory 
and European studies,8 social constructivism opens new paths to 
scholarly work that emphasize socialization and the social construc- 
tion of reality, following in the spirit of Berger and Luckmann.9 In 
contrast to previous approaches, social constructivist studies empha- 
size the symbolic aspects of European integration, discourses and 
more generally the power of words to construct (to simplify again a 
great deal) two distinctive political ontologies relative to Europe, that 
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of a Europe of nation-states and that of a Europe of transnational 
processes. 

According to some social constructivist scholars,10 the purpose of the 
constructivist research program is to study relatively neglected areas of 
the integration process, polity formation through rules and norms, the 
transformation of identities, and the role of ideas and the uses of 
language. Social constructivism focuses on what the authors call social 
ontologies, which include such diverse phenomena as intersubjective 
meanings, cultures of national security, and symbolic politics. By 
emphasizing social interaction, social constructivists are able to exam- 
ine in a new way the structure of the international system, and the 
dialectics between states and the international order. According to 
some, social constructivism is situated between rationalism, represented 
by such approaches as neo-realism and neo-liberal institutionalism, 
and reflectivism, which includes postmodernism and post-structuralism. 

Although presenting an alternative approach, social constructivism 
also has its weaknesses. A major one is the absence of a theory of 
agency."l This has to do with a neglect of political action as situated 
action, that is, action in specific institutional settings. Social construc- 
tivist scholars concentrate on the interaction between agents and 
structures, emphasizing the role of structures. A second weakness of 
social constructivism is that, despite its stated aims to study the social 
fabric of European and world politics, it is only weakly sociological. Its 
protagonists are eager to examine the discursive processes informing 
European integration, identity, norms of behavior, and so on, leaving 
largely untouched the social characteristics of the individuals and 
groups who, through their activities, construct this symbolic and 
material entity. Bourdieu's political theory presents another version of 
social constructivism, a structural constructivist account of politics 
that believes in the construction of reality by agents who, constrained 
by structures that are material and symbolic, struggle to accumulate 
social resources. 

Political field and political capital12 

Bourdieu develops his political sociology using three by now well- 
known concepts, field, capital, and habitus. Following Max Weber's 
analysis of spheres of life,13 Bourdieu analyzes politics like any other 
area of social activity, such as the economy, religion, or education.14 
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Bourdieu's concept of field refers to a relative autonomous sector of 
social activity. By capital, Bourdieu means social resource. Each field 
has its specific capital. Political capital is what agents accumulate, and 
fight for, in the political field. It involves specific social skills, the 
capacity to mobilize individuals around a common goal, to formulate 
collective policies, or to win seats for one's party, for instance. 15 Each 
field has its dominant habitus, a culture or an internalized set of 
principles of actions and of evaluation. Reality is, of course, more 
complicated than this. 

In his political theory, Bourdieu conceptualizes politics topologically. 
The political field constitutes a space that is structured such that the 
value of each element of it is formed through the network of relation- 
ships that this element entertains with the other elements in the field. 
In Bourdieu's structuralist theory, then, the relative value of an element 
is determined by this set of relationships and not by any external 
factors. Any unit, a political party, an international organization, a 
confederation of nation-states, can be analyzed as a field. 

The political field is subject to some general, structural principles that 
are common to all fields. The most important of these modus operandi 
is the field's organization around two opposite poles: the protagonists 
of change and the apostles of law and order, the progressives and the 
conservatives, the heterodox and the orthodox, or the challengers and 
the incumbents.16 In the political field, this binary logic not only 
structures political parties and ideologies; it permeates the political 
field as a whole, from political parties and other political organizations 
between the progressive and conservative wings, all the way down to 
the habitus of an individual who might have evolved from a radical 
youth into a conservative party official. 

In his theory, the political field has the same structural characteristics 
as any other field. Political capital is symbolic capital in the field of 
politics, a type of capital that the agents involved in this field compete 
for. Agents at the autonomous pole of the political field possess the 
most legitimate type of political capital, whereas agents at the heter- 
onomous pole of the political field accumulate alternative types of 
political capital. The dominant have a lot of capital, the dominated 
relatively little. Through a process of sociomimesis, agents' political 
stances and political strategies follow their positions in the political 
field. 
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Political agents attempt to monopolize the legitimate means of manipu- 
lating the social world.17 They compete with journalists and social 
scientists in the struggle for the "monopoly of legitimate symbolic 
violence," 18 a phrase Bourdieu borrowed from Weber's discussion of 
the priesthood having the monopoly over the legitimate manipulation 
of the means of salvation and the state's monopoly over legitimate 
violence. 19 

The influence of Weber's discussion of the priesthood is also evident in 
Bourdieu's analysis of the relationship between political professionals 
and amateurs. As the political field gains in autonomy, the profanes 
become increasingly dispossessed of the properly political means of 
production. For instance, professional politicians that have gone 
through elite French schools like the Instituts d'etudes politiques (IEP) 
or the Ecole nationale d'administration (ENA) gradually replace 
amateur political activists or citizen-legislators.20 This way the criteria 
that regulate entry into the political field also change. Bourdieu does 
not theorize the levels of autonomy, but as the field becomes more 
autonomous its internal mechanisms play a more central role in 
political activity.21 Struggles are sedimented and institutionalized, 
eventually forming part of the objectified and materialized social 
unconscious. In this historical process, each political organization 
develops its own esoteric culture that is alien to outsiders. Following 
Bourdieu's analytical method, to understand the specific meaning of a 
political stance, one must situate it in a relational network composed, 
on the one hand, of the other stances formulated at the time and, on 
the other hand, of the structure of the demand. 

As political capital becomes objectified into posts in the party appara- 
tus, relative independence from electoral sanction develops. For indi- 
viduals in normal times, the temptation to integrate into the political 
apparatus grows as the material and symbolic spoils accumulated by 
the party are redistributed to the followers.22 Conversely, in excep- 
tional or revolutionary times, staying in the political apparatus can be 
risky. 

Bourdieu differentiates between two types of political capital, that 
acquired by the individual and that acquired by delegation. Individual 
political capital is the result either of slow accumulation, as in the case 
of French "notables," or of action in a situation of institutional void 
and crisis,23 in which case the concept is close to Weber's charismatic 
legitimacy. Personal political capital disappears with the physical 
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disappearance of the person holding this power. He or she is recognized 
and known for characteristics that are considered his or her own. 
Political capital is acquired by delegation through investiture by an 
institution, for instance, a political party or other political enterprise. 
A person receives from the institution a limited and provisional trans- 
fer of collective capital composed of recognition and fidelity.24 
Through this process, the capital is partly transformed from collective 
to personal. Political capital becomes institutionalized in the form of 
posts and positions. Those in the service of political enterprises are 
their delegates. 

Political capital by delegation thus refers to a situation where the 
power of a politician depends on the power of his or her party and of 
his or her position in the party. The leader of the party becomes, 
through investiture, a banker25 and the party a bank specializing in 
political capital. The banker controls access to this collective capital, 
which is bureaucratized and certified by the party's bureaucracy. Citing 
Antonio Gramsci, Bourdieu writes that political agents such as trade 
union representatives are "bankers of men in a monopoly situation." 26 

Bourdieu's theory is Durkheimian in its holistic analysis of the political 
field, and Weberian in its attempt to think of political processes using 
economic terms as models and to concentrate on symbolic capital. 
Following Durkheim, Bourdieu sees the political in functionalist terms 
as forming a whole that is more than the sum of its parts. The logic of 
the whole conditions the role of the parts, and the whole takes on a life 
of its own that is independent of the parts. The logic of the political 
field determines the stances taken.27 Bourdieu also sees political 
activity in terms of rituals, institutions, and symbolic action. A central 
ritual in his theory of political representation is that of investiture, 
whereby an individual is chosen to represent and constitute a group. 

Like Weber, for whom the modern state is an "enterprise" or a "busi- 
ness" (Betrieb),28 for Bourdieu the offer and demand of political goods 
and the monopolization of capital are the main political processes. As 
a result, sociology and political science paradoxically become subfields 
of economics (types of minor economics), mimicking economic terms 
and thought schemes. Political action becomes an inferior, because less 
rational, form of economic action. Politics is seen as a war between 
groups fighting for domination. By law, public officials are supposed to 
further public interest, although often they use their legitimacy to 
further their particular ends. Political power is supposed to be public 
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power, and the state the guarantor of public order. Bourdieu ques- 
tioned these suppositions. At the same time, phenomena usually seen 
as forming part of political culture, such as the public sphere29 and the 
rule of law, had little place in Bourdieu's theory. Incorporating them 
would require drawing qualitative differences and distinguishing poli- 
tics from other human activities in non-formal terms. 

Since the 1960s Bourdieu began studying the state, and specifically the 
French state. The sociogenesis of the state is "the culmination of a 
process of concentration of different kinds of capital, capital derived 
from physical force or instruments of coercion (the army, the police), 
economic capital, cultural, or better still informational capital, sym- 
bolic capital; a concentration which, as such, translates into possession 
of a sort of metacapital giving the bearer power over all the other kinds 
of capital and those who possess them" (my translation).30 

Through a process of privatization of public power prior to the 
existence of the state, certain social groups succeed in monopolizing 
various kinds of public authority. The new authority that emerges 
becomes responsible for calling the shots and deciding about the 
relative value of social resources and their exchange rates. The state 
participates in a decisive manner in the production and reproduction 
of the instruments of construction of social reality. In Bourdieu's 
formulation, the state is a kind of grand social organizer that "con- 
stantly exercises a formative action of durable dispositions," of dauer- 
habitus to use Weber's term.31 It imposes fundamental principles of 
classification on everybody - sex, age, competence, and so on.32 Its 
influence is everywhere. In the family, it controls the rites of institu- 
tion; in the schooling system, it creates divisions between the chosen 
and the rejected, durable, often definitive symbolic divisions that are 
universally recognized and that often have determining effects on the 
future of individuals. The individual's submission to the state order is 
the result of the harmony between cognitive structures and the objec- 
tive structures of the world to which they apply. 

Competition and symbolic violence among various groups - homo 
homini lupus - are endless, instituted by society in a Rousseaun 
manner but lacking the positive basis Rousseau's theory of primitive 
man has. There is no end to the struggle, no light at the end of the 
tunnel. In fact, and paradoxically, it seems that in Bourdieu's theory 
politics is by definition stateless, understood as genuine shared public 
authority. Bourdieu never studied the European Union as a socio- 
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logical object, but in its current, neoliberal form, he condemned it.33 
Through his political activism, he sought to create a social Europe. In 
Bourdieu's framework, the European Union is taking some of the 
functions of the nation-state, but a European civil society and an 
effective European democracy have not yet developed. The European 
Union is in its current form undemocratic, a polity without a civil 
society. 34 

Structural constructivism and European integration 

Several scholars working in the area of the political sociology of 
Europe have been inspired by Bourdieu's work, and have adapted 
some of Bourdieu's analytical tools (such as field and capital) to the 
study of European integration. They analyze European integration 
through specific objects, for instance new social groups such as Mem- 
bers of the European Parliament or civil servants, connecting political 
strategies to structural location and to social characteristics such as 
gender and education, and analyzing broader processes such as the 
construction of a transnational political field. They approach these 
objects anthropologically by interviews and participant observation, 
linking meaning-structures to broader macro-sociological transforma- 
tions. In this sense, more than most sociological institutionalists, they 
explore agency. In contrast to Bourdieu, they also study specifically 
political processes such as elections as a means of distributing political 
power and the public sphere as participating in the setting of rules 
directing the political game, in some cases comparing to one another 
the structures of different national political fields. Concerning the 
European Parliament, what is interesting is that it is a totally new type 
of political institution. Likewise, the European parliamentarian is a 
new type of politician who can be contrasted with the traditional 
elected politician and the nominated international politicians such as 
those working in international organizations. 

While the European Union does not possess the traditional attributes 
of the state, such as the monopoly of legitimate violence, or of a 
federation, such as a constitution and taxing and spending powers, it 
presents nonetheless certain features of a field that increasingly domi- 
nates the more established social political units that partly compose it 
(states, regions). Certain groups in the European bureaucracy present 
themselves as holders or caretakers of a type of European, collective 
symbolic capital that undermines state sovereignty. Struggles over the 
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definition of the European Union and the content of this European 
political capital are taking place between agents at all levels, starting 
from the transnational level where the E.U. bureaucracy, various 
powerful transnational interest groups (for instance industrial groups) 
and the smaller member-states oppose the larger member-states at- 
tempts to keep the European Union as a confederation of nation- 
states. The political and economic resources available to the groups 
occupying central positions in the Eurosphere (to use Dusan Sidjanski's 
term35) enable them increasingly to determine the rules of the transna- 
tional political game through, for instance, institutional configurations 
(e.g., by reinforcing the position of the European Commission) and the 
imposition of new principles of social classification (e.g., through 
directives) (70 percent of new legislation stems from the European 
level). This concentration of resources also transforms the political 
cultures of the national and regional political subfields, as the case of 
the European Parliament demonstrates. 36 

French political sociologist Michel Mangenot has studied the constitu- 
tion on the European level of a transnational network of powerful 
political agents that use domestic political resources at the transna- 
tional level. These have a common trait: they are all former students of 
the French elite school Ecole nationale d'administration (ENA). They 
form an unofficial network in the European bureaucracy, exchanging 
among themselves services and information. This system of social 
services and information is parallel to the official, European bureauc- 
racy. Mangenot shows how the Europeanization of the ENA - a key 
institution in the reproduction of French elites37 - found resistance in 
many circles that considered Paris as still being the sole political center 
of France. An invisible coup d'etat has taken place in terms of the 
education of French elites, as part of the training now takes place in 
Strasbourg, seat of the Council of Europe and, with Brussels and 
Luxembourg, of the European parliament. Certain educational assets, 
specifically studies at the IEP and the ENA, have provided individuals 
with the means to make it to top bureaucratic positions in the Euro- 
pean Commission.38 For some, European institutions have become 
extensions of French institutions. 

Another French political sociologist, Willy Beauvallet applied Bour- 
dieu's concept of field to the study of a specific political unit, the 
European Parliament, scrutinizing the social characteristics and capi- 
tal structures of the European parliamentarians.39 He analyzes the 
political uses these parliamentarians make of their position in the 
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French political field. The French contingent to the European Parlia- 
ment can be examined in terms of length of service, education, political 
experience, and so on. Beauvallet classifies these European deputies 
into four groups depending on two variables, the level of investment in 
the European Parliament and the length of their careers. Novices can 
be divided into those who invest and try to carve themselves careers in 
the European Parliament and those who consider the Parliament as 
being a stepping stone for a more traditional political career. Career- 
minded European parliamentarians had invested considerably into 
work in the European Parliament, whereas more experienced politi- 
cians were there mainly to crown their careers. 

In my research, I have explored transnational political processes in 
Europe by studying the dislocating effects of European integration on 
the Finnish and French national political fields and elections to the 
European Parliament.40 In both member-states, European integration 
has changed the structural features of the domestic political fields by 
introducing new institutions and practices. In Finland, the elections to 
the European Parliament enabled individuals who would not normally 
succeed politically to gain an electoral position. The 1996 elections 
were characterized by a total lack of interest from top politicians such 
as the prime minister, Paavo Lipponen, and the finance minister, Sauli 
Niinist6. This testified to a larger indifference on the part of the 
political establishment. What was important was what happened at 
the executive level, at that of the Council of ministers of the European 
Union. This indifference toward the European electoral institution, 
which is due to the structural marginality of the European Parliament 
in Finnish politics, partly enabled individuals endowed with cultural 
capital - TV celebrities and former sports stars - to win seats. 

In France, the picture is not totally different. There also the European 
Parliament is a marginal political institution.41 It attracts a variety of 
individuals, from those with no political capital to politicians domi- 
nated in terms of their capital structures. For those with no political 
capital, European elections provide an opportunity to transform other 
assets such as cultural capital into political capital. For women politi- 
cians and regional politicians, dominated in domestic political struc- 
tures, European elections serve as an entrance point to national 
politics. Women politicians have been successful in these elections, as 
have regional politicians unknown to the national audience. The 
success of women politicians can be explained partly by the strategies 
of politicians like Francois Mitterrand and partly by the strong pres- 
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ence of women in some parties, such as the Socialist party. But many of 
the women initially elected to the European Parliament, where they 
could be out of the way and do as little damage as possible from the 
point of view of the dominant political groups, eventually found their 
way to other sectors of the French political field, even to become 
ministers. For regional politicians the European Parliament presented 
an alternative avenue to access top national positions to the Senate and 
the lower chamber. In both Finland and France, the European Parlia- 
ment has enabled certain groups to challenge traditional careers and 
the dominant political culture that goes with it. 

European political integration is also social and cultural integration. 
Spending time in Brussels changes the political habitus of politicians. 
For Finnish and French politicians work in Brussels does not present 
an alternative to national political careers, they do not all become 
federalists after having worked in the European Union. Rather, trans- 
national political careers modify opportunity structures and become 
additional possibilities to more traditional prospects at national, re- 
gional and local levels. Some invest more than others in the European 
Parliament, but this investment is at the same time an investment at 
national, regional, and local levels. These do not exclude one another, 
because politicians use their assets to further their careers on all levels. 

Conclusions 

In contrast to state- or Commission-centric approaches, structural 
constructivist political sociology has the advantage of presenting a 
holistic approach to political processes, enabling an analysis of the 
formation of a transnational European political space, composed of 
both a transnational level and more established national and regional 
units. As a variation of the multi-governance model, it grasps the 
European Union, member states, and civil societies as forming a single 
structure - a field - that constrains and enables political action.42 The 
European Union is also a new system of political domination, in which 
certain groups, members of the Eurosphere, endeavor to transform 
private authority into public authority and their special interests into 
European interests in contrast to national or regional interests, classi- 
fied as narrow minded and archaic. Following political theorists who 
examines elites such as Michels, Mosca, and Pareto, Bourdieu's critical 
approach is sensitive to the political power struggles that attempt to 
define the common good. Scholars inspired by his work and endeavor- 
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ing to develop his structural constructivist approach have analyzed the 
political strategies forged by agents in relation to the formation of a 
transnational political field and to specific social characteristics such 
as class, gender, education, and political experience. 

At a high level of abstraction, politics can be analyzed in all forms of 
social interaction. The study of politics is equated with that of social 
domination. At a lower level of abstraction, politics can be analyzed as 
a specific field of human activity. Scholars need to develop structural 
constructivism to take into account the specificities of fields and not 
just their general properties. The study of political fields has to be 
historically informed. Different kinds of political fields have to be 
separated from one another. At this lower level of abstraction different 
types of political fields could correspond to different types of political 
systems (for instance, the E.U. vs. nation-states, the Westphalian state 
vs. the postmodern state). For Bourdieu, the mechanisms of power 
delegation operate the same way in the totalitarian Soviet Union as in 
democratic France43 and in the religious and political domains. In the 
manner of Jean-Jacques Rousseau, he overemphasizes in his analysis 
of political delegation the profane's total submission to the delegate. 
But the public sphere (the media, NGOs and pressure groups) presents 
a counter force to the political establishment that regularly denounces 
politicians for their wheeling and dealing. In this respect, Bourdieu's 
political action, contradicts his political theory, as he himself was very 
active in various intellectual movements at the end of his life. 

A developed structural constructivist account of European regional 
integration has to address the temporal and multi-level character of the 
European Union (the internal dynamics of integration). For instance, 
the structural dislocations created by various temporalities - such as 
national election cycles - prevent structural homologies between 
different spaces from being realized. In the case of a transnational 
polity like the European Union, its multilevel character requires that 
the multi-positionalities of agents be taken into account. For instance, 
in certain specific situations national ministers, as representatives not 
only of their member-states but also of the European Union, can use 
the information they have to further and even to impose policies at 
lower levels. Now that European institutional structures are being 
hotly debated and the European Union is expanding to Eastern 
Europe, critical approaches such as the one provided by structural 
constructivism are needed more than ever. 
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