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Economic Sociology in France

by

Johan Heilbron
Centre Lillosd' Etudes et de Recherches Sociologiques et Economiques (CLERSE)
johan.heilbron@wxsnl

Until recently, economic sociology did not exist as a recognisable subfield in French socid science,
Various socid science gpproaches to the economy emerged during the 1980s, but none of the
French currents defined itsdf as economic sociology. The ‘regulation school’ developed an
unorthodox macro-perspective, which was shaped by sources ranging from neo-marxism to the
gructura history of the Annades school. The ‘economics of conventions adopted an interpretetive
micro-perspective, focusng on economic actors and their Stuated interaction. The Revue du Mauss
(1983) presented itsdf as an interdisciplinary platform for *anti-utilitarian’ currents of thought.

The reception of American economic sociology took place primarily within these various movements.
Much of it was therefore perceived in a context which was quite different from the American one.
Although some economic sociologists from the US, Mark Granovetter among them, participated in
French conferences and workshops, their work was discussed in a congtdlation in which ‘economic
sociology’ did not appear as adigtinctive field of scholarship and research.

It was only when the publication of The Handbook of Economic Sociology (1994, ed. by Neil
Smelser and Richard Swedberg) that the scope and the promise of economic sociology became fully
vishle. Economic sociology has snce become an issue in France as well, and the emerging interest is
well illustrated by the fact that in 1997 three mgor journds published specia issues on economic
sociology: Actes de larecherche en sciences sociaes (no. 119, 1997), Revue francaise de sociologie
(no. 3, 1997), and Cahiers internationaux de sociologie (vol. Cll, 1997).

In the following note | will briefly present four research areas in which work has been done recently.
Given the rgpidly expanding interest and the limited space available here, this is obvioudy only a
selection of alarger set of research efforts.

The Structurd Dynamics of the Economic Fied

A firgt body of work has emerged from the network around Pierre Bourdieu's journd Actes de la
recherche en sciences sociales (ARSS). As is well known, Bourdieu himsdf has a long-standing
interest in the sociology and ethnography of economic practices. His early work on Algeria was,
among others, concerned with the discrepancies between the dispostions of Algerian sub-
proletarians and the demands of the capitdist market. Bourdieu's view that the functioning of fidds
demands specific digpogtions of the actors involved, has remained one of the characteristics of the
economic sociology that one findsin ARSS.

From its beginning ARSS has published a substantid number of articles in the domain of economic
sociology, athough they are not presented as belonging to a specific area, economic sociology, to be



separated from other areas of socid science inquiry. Thematic issues of the journa, for example,
were successively concerned with ‘Le patronat’ (no. 20, 1978), ‘Le capita socid’ (no. 31, 1980),
‘Le condruction socide de |’économie€ (no. 65, 1986), ‘L’ économie de la maison’ (no. 80-81,
1990), ‘Economie et mora€e (no. 94, 1992) and, most recently, ‘Economie e économistes (no.
119, 1997). Some of this work has received attention outside France (like the work on the French
economic dite, and on socid capita), other aspects have remained largely unnoticed.

The collective research project on the market for individua houses (ARSS 80-81, 1990) is a
paradigmatic example of Bourdieu's approach to economic sociology. It analyses in great detall the
arangements and the functioning of this complex market. Bourdieu's gtarting point is that the
purchase of a house is both an economic and a symbolic investment. It entails not only economic
transactions but also an emotiona investment, one that is linked to the family and, most often, to a
project of biologica and socid reproduction. This specific characterigtic gives the housing market a
particular gructure, visble, for example, in the way modern firms advertise their products by
gppeding to very traditiona vaues. Various agpects of the market are subsequently studied in a
series of aticdes dze, dructure and drategy of mgor and minor firms, the actua interactions
between sdllers and buyers (as based on tape-recordings), the post-war evolution of the demand for
housing and its determinants, the changing housing policy of date agencies.

A more recent example is Bourdieu's analysis of the French publishing field. Here again is a market
for goods which are object of both economic and symboalic investments. By analysing 61 publishing
houses with the help of multiple corrdation andyss, Bourdieu and his co-workers found different
dimensions which structure the French publishing field. The first dimension opposes the long-standing
mgor firms, which cumulate al sorts of capita (Galimard is the prime example), to smdl and recent
firmsthat are practically devoid of resources. These smdl firms often do not possess much more than
some symboalic capitd in the form of the esteem and recognition they have gained from avant-garde
writers, critics, enlightened bookshop owners and informed readers. The second dimension
differentiates publishers on the bagis of the structure of their capitd, that is according to the relative
weight of ther financid and their symbolic capitd. The third dimension digtinguishes publishers who
publish few trandations usudly from little-spoken languages, from those who publish many
trandaions mogly from English.

In agenerd article on the ‘economic field' (Bourdieu 1997), Bourdieu proposes a sysematic outline
of his view. What he cals the economic filed is the product of a process of higtorica differentiation
which has dlowed the economy to function according to specific laws (‘business is busness). This
particular socid world is, first of dl, seen as afield of forces between actors. The relations between
these actors, usudly firms, are based on the volume and the composition of their capital. The concept
of afidd is thus diginguished from the interactionist view which characterises both game theory and
network andyss. The economic fied is, secondly, defined as a fied of struggle, as an opposition
mainly between established powers and their challengers. Here Bourdieu treats a series of questions
about the conditions and dtrategies of change (and in particular the role of technologica capitd). The
competing actors or agents are no homogeneous units: firms and other ingtitutions are themselves
fields, conggting of competing groups. In order to avoid a mechanigtic image of the fidd dynamics,
Bourdieu thus differentiates his analyss further and in the last part of his paper introduces the notion
of ‘economic habitus' to replace what he considers to be a scholagtic notion: homo economicus. As



a ‘'socidised subjectivity’ the habitus informs the ways in which economic and other interests are
actually perceived and pursued.

In addition to this general modd and its gpplications, one more specific aspect of Bourdieu’s work is
worth mentioning, because it has produced interesting work for which there is no equivaent in
American economic sociology. In the functioning of fields intellectua experts often play a drategicdly
important role, especidly if they operate in the name of science and rationdity. The sociology of
economic expertise and of economics is therefore an integra part of economic sociology. This
reflexive dimenson is indeed missng in much of American economic sociology. In the otherwise very
complete Handbook of Economic Sociology, there is no chapter devoted to the sociology of
economic expertise and economics. Some of the members of Bourdieu’s group have done important
work in this respect. Yves Dezday and Bryant Garth have investigated the genes's of the so-called
‘Washington consensus, the neo-libera mode of economic policies which have replaced
Keynesianism (Dezalay and Garth 1998). Frédéric Lebaron similarly published a paper on the socid
condruction of ‘economic neutrdity’, a sudy which was based on the monetary council of the
French central bank (Lebaron 1997a). Lebaron has aso dudied the fidd of economics and
presented an illuminating andysis of the man oppostions among leading French economigts
(Lebaron 1997b).

The atention for the cognitive dimenson of economic practice is dso present in other French
research groups. One line of work is connected to ethnographical and anthropological approaches,
the other to the history and sociology of economic thought.

Economic Ethnography and the Anthropology of Markets

The journd for a higtoricaly oriented socid science, Geneses, published a specid issue in 1996
devoted to ‘economic ethnography’. The various articles, collected and edited by Forence Weber,
share a great finesse in their descriptions and observations, they are particularly sengtive to the
categories used to describe and classify economic practices, and they tend to combine this approach
quite naturaly with a historical perspective. Florence Weber’'s paper about the domestic economy
darts with a criticd andlyss of Satistica surveys and then proposes an dternative framework of
andysis. Her paper contains, among other things, origina reflections on the significance of * persond
relations . Hervé Sciardet observes transactions on the side-walks of a flea market. Marie-France
Gacia sudies the way in which scientific representations intervene in the economy, ether by
crediting or by discrediting certain practices. Her paper is a continuation of an ingenious article she
published earlier on the transformation of a strawberry market in the Sologne region (Garcia 1986).
In this pioneering article, she described al the investments that were made to construct a new type of
market. It was no coincidence that the new market corresponded se well with the ‘pure market’
described in economic textbooks. The young counsdlor of the Chamber of Agriculture had in fact
modelled redity on what he had learned during his training as an economigt.

Michd Calon has recently commented on Garcia s paper in a collective volume which is concerned
with the cognitive framing of the economy (Callon 1998). Coming from the anthropology of science,
Cdlon dates that economics, rather than observing and explaining, actudly ‘performs, shapes and
formats the economy. The economy is ‘embedded not so much in society but in economics.



Economics is understood in the broadest sense of the term including al the knowledge and practices
that make up, for example, accounting or marketing. Sociology, in Callon’'s view, needs to avoid two
pitfals to try to enrich homo economicus and to denounce the market. "What we expect from
sociology is not a more complex homo economicus, but the comprehenson of his smplicity and
poverty.” Homo economicus is not a fiction; it redly exigs and the task of the scholar is to
understand how caculative agencies are equipped by economics to carry out their caculations. The
objective of an anthropology of markets then isto explore the " diversity of cdculaive agencies forms
and digtributions and hence of organised markets’ (Callon 1998:51).

History and Sociology of Economic Thought

In a very different way, Philippe Steiner has dso been concerned with the role of economic
knowledge. Steiner, who is both an economist and a sociologist by training, has published extensvely
on the higtory of economic thought. In some of this work he has adopted a sociologica approach.
His Sociologie de la connissance économigue (1998), for example, is a Weberian interpretation of
economic knowledge during the formative period of classica politicad economy (1750-1850).
Steiner looks at the various forms of economic knowledge in this period from the perspective of
rationdisation. Following Weber's sociology of law and religion, he distinguishes especidly between
forma and materid rationdisation. Not only is the forma rationdity of economic theory understood
differently by various economidts it is dso often in conflict with other forms of rationaisation which
equally affect the knowledge of economic processes.

Steiner is aso more directly involved in economic sociology and currently co-ordinates a smdll
French network for economic sociology. He has written about economic sociology as an intellectua
tradition (1995) and co-authored a book with Jean-Jacques Gidain on the economic sociology of
the years between 1890 and 1920. Starting from a number of basic problems inherent in economic
theory, Gidain and Steiner show how the mgor economic sociologists have suggested answers to
the questions that pure economics was not able to ded with. The book is organised thematicdly and
discusses the work of Pareto, Veblen, Weber, Durkheim, Smiand and Schumpeter.

Steiner’s most recent work is a textbook on economic sociology (1999, in press), which is actualy

the firgt one of itskind in French. It will be published this autumn by the publisher La Découverte in a
series of smaller textbooks called Repéres.

Finance and Socid Exclusion

A lagt area of research which may be mentioned is ‘finance and socid excluson’. A group of
researchers at the Centre Walras of the University of Lyon -2 has carried out numerous studies in
this fiedd, most notably on saving behaviour and systems of micro-finance. Initialy concerned with
countries in the third world, the research extended to groups of immigrants in Europe, and has since
1994 focused on financid practices outsde of the regular system of banking and finance.



In the fieldwork which is done, two types of questions are recurrent; which are the representations of
money, saving and finance of the specific group concerned, and which kind of financid and other
arrangements could prevent their socid excluson?

Among the recent projects L’ euro au quotidien (1998) concerns the difficulties that may arise with
the introduction of the euro. Various socid groups -the ederly, the poor, the illiterate- will
experience difficulties in using the new currency. These socid and psychological obstacles are
anaysed in the book by Jean-Michel Servet -the current director of the Centre Waras. The book is
published in the series * Sociologie économique’ of Desclée de Brouwer, a collection of books which
includes books of Richard Swedberg, William Julius Wilson, and Jean-Louis Laville, who is himsdf
the editor in chief of the series.

Another recent project is the collective research on Locd Exchange Trading Systems (LETS in
English, SEL in French). Originating in the 1970s in Canada, these associations emerged in France in
the 1980s and have spread rapidly during the past years. Despite their great variety, LETS are dl
characterised by a denunciation of the rule of money and by a "civic re-gppropriation of the
economy”. Since they have their own currency, their economy is Stuated between the reciprocity of
gift reaionships and a market system. In Une économie sans argent (1999) Servet and his co-
workers extensvely describe the history of the movement, andyse ther actud functioning and
variety, and discuss their future prospects.
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