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From the editorial team at Accounts, welcome to the Fall 2006 issue!
 

Following the theme of August’s ASA conference in Montréal, Great Divides, Transgress-
ing Boundaries, our goal for this issue of Accounts is to foster a discussion of the boundaries 
between economic sociology and other areas within sociology.  Economic sociology has 
expanded very rapidly in recent years, with explosions in section membership, publications, 
and other indicators.  What lags behind, however, is the establishment of a clearly deline-
ated theoretical approach that sets economic sociology apart from other sociologies.  Some 
scholars lament this lack of a distinction as a failure of economic sociology to form a co-
herent sub-discipline, while others embrace this diversity as a source of strength. 

When asked to address what they see as the boundaries that separate economic sociol-
ogy from other branches of sociology, most contributors for this issue choose to call atten-
tion to roads and passes through which such limits can be transgressed. Rather than sug-
gesting ways to establish boundaries on the field, they invite us to see many other fields 
that economic sociology can borrow from and expand into. The contributions assembled 
here suggest that what ties economic sociology together might be less a particular set of 
propositions than its vocation for wandering and at times trespassing. 

Bruce Carruthers sets the tone and pushes us to climb over fences that separate eco-
nomic sociologists from scholars in the sociologies of law, culture, development, and his-
torical sociology. Similarly, Paul Ingram encourages us to “actively transgress” whatever 
boundaries might exist around economic sociology as he critiques the current approach to 
network analysis among economic sociologists. Samuel Cohn argues for bridging the gaps 
between economic sociology and the sociology of development, thus opening our field to 
an eager international audience. Sarah Babb sets an ambitious agenda for economic sociol-
ogy to address global issues, particularly the role of transnational institutions in governing 
the global economy. And Dan Cook incites us to move beyond the field’s original ques-
tions, so we can study consumption from an expanded conceptual framework. 

Taking a slightly different approach, Ezra Zuckerman and Jerry Davis provide
thoughtful historical perspectives on the connections between economic sociology and the 
sociology of organizations, concluding that the gains from interaction between the two 
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fields do not warrant subsuming one to the other. 
In addition to articles addressing the boundaries of economic sociology, you will find a 

synopsis of Min-Dong Paul Lee’s boundary spanning research on corporate social respon-
sibility as well as numerous announcements, including calls for nominations for the Vivi-
ana Zelizer Distinguished Scholarship Award and the Ronald Burt Best Student Paper 
Award, an announcement of the new Ph.D. program in economic sociology at MIT, and a 
starter list of economic sociology-related blogs. We hope you enjoy the discussions found 
in this issue of the newsletter. As always, the editorial board of Accounts is open to your 
comments and submissions via the contact information below.  
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Disjunctures and Misalignments: 
The Virtues of Loose Coupling and 
Uninvited Guests 
 
Bruce G. Carruthers,  
Northwestern University 
 
The social world maps imperfectly 
orld. There is no one-to-one corre-

spondence between the fissures and connections that 
structure society and the boundaries that separate social
science disciplines from each other, and which internally
subdivide disciplines into areas of specialization. Rather, 
the thing that we study and the intellectual tools we use to 
study it with are loosely coupled (sometimes, very loosel
coupled). The sociology of religion, for example, is a per-
fectly respectable area of scholarship, with intellectual 
roots among the founders (Durkheim and Weber), an ac-
tive and distinct research community, its own ASA sectio
and even specialty journals (e.g., Sociology of Religion, and 
Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion). And one can have a 
perfectly respectable career as a sociologist of religion, 
without being also a sociologist of the family, economy
polity, despite the fact that religion as a social phenome-
non is closely connected to many other social institution
including family, economy, and polity. To study a topic
without adequate specialist credentials or appropriate af-
filiation is a bit like showing up uninvited to a potluck din-
ner: you may have something tasty to contribute but the 
reception will nevertheless be some admixture of awk-
wardness, incredulity, and unhappiness.  

onto the academic w
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Disjunctures and misalignments between social fissures 
and connections, on the one hand, and academic fissures 
and connections, on the other, create endless opportunities 
for boundary-spanning. Someone following the thread of a 
particular social process may have to wander through a 
number of sociological specializations, necessarily climbing 
over (or pushing through) the fences that separate them. 
The fundamental nature of economic institutions and their 
centrality for the rest of society means that many of the 
things economic sociologists study will necessarily involve 
long journeys through other sociological specialties, trans-
gressing boundaries and perhaps even stepping on toes. 
Conversely, we should not be surprised to see other spe-
cialists take an interest in economic sociology, at least 
when it is relevant to their core area of research. 

Where economic sociologists will wander as they do 
their research is, of course, hard (perhaps impossible) to 
predict, but a couple of pathways seem to me to be par-
ticularly worth treading. First, consider the relationship 
between law and economy. Recognition of the importance 
of this link goes back at least as far as Max Weber, but it is 
certainly worth another look. Partly, this is because so 
much economic action occurs through legal instrumentali-
ties (e.g., contracts, corporations, property rights, etc.) and 

is subject to legal oversight (e.g., various kinds of govern-
ment regulation), but also because modern market econo-
mies and neo-liberal economic policy stress the rule of law. 
Whether ideologically or substantively, law and legal rela-
tionships possess a particular relevance for economic ac-
tion. Sociologists of law have developed a highly sophisti-
cated sense of how law operates, how it is used (and 
abused), and who animates it. It would be useful to appro-
priate this sensibility when considering how law and econ-
omy interact. 

A second interface has already generated valuable re-
search: that between economic sociology and the sociology 
of culture. Issues of legitimacy and meaning permeate 
market exchange and help circumscribe the outer limits of 
markets. Commodification is a deeply cultural process 
whereby the things and relations of the world become 
commodities and are deemed suitable to be bought and 
sold. And the meanings that are attached to commodities, 
both intended and unintended, help determine the per-
ceived value of the commodity. Consumption is very much 
a matter of status and social positioning. 

The sociology of development is another area with 
obvious relevance to economic sociology. The latter has 
focused mostly (although not exclusively) on advanced 
capitalist economies, particularly the U.S., Japan, and 
Western Europe. Yet many of the processes and institu-
tions of interest can be found in developing economies. If 
comparisons between the U.S. and Germany, for example, 
provide analytical fodder for arguments about varieties of 
capitalism, the contrast between highly developed econo-
mies like the U.S. and German, and developing economies 
in sub-Saharan Africa or Southeast Asia, can offer even 
more analytical leverage. The differences in level of devel-
opment, market structure and penetration, and economic 
institutions are simply that much greater.  

Finally, economic sociology and historical sociology 
have a number of common areas. Indeed, many core eco-
nomic sociology arguments have dynamic implications that 
can only be assessed by looking at change over time. And 
the macro-changes that are a staple of historical sociology 
(e.g., revolutions, state formation, rise of capitalism, class 
formation, changes in the world system) are almost always 
highly consequential for the economy. Historical change 
offers its own analytical opportunities for many economic 
sociology arguments. 

 By some happy coincidence, the overlaps I have 
called attention to (economic sociology and law, culture, 
history, and development) correspond almost exactly to 
the sessions that the economic sociology section is spon-
soring for the 2007 ASA meetings in New York City. We 
will have a welcome opportunity to ruminate collectively 
on the ways that economic sociology can speak to other 
sociological specialties, and how we might benefit from 
venturing onto someone else’s turf.    
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Boundaries and Transgressions 

 
Paul Ingram, Columbia University 
Columbia Business School 

 
Where should economic sociology 
stake its boundaries? We in this field 

have been operating according to the proverb that good 
fences make good neighbors.  We would do better to fol-
low T.S. Eliot’s dictum that “immature poets imitate; ma-
ture poets steal.”  What Eliot meant was that creative pro-
duction comes from making something new and cohesive 
out of disconnected and time-worn scraps.  The implica-
tion of this idea for us is that that rather than reify the 
boundaries between economics, political science, and the 
other sub-fields of sociology, we should aggressively trans-
gress them.  Economic sociology should take for its own 
the space in between the specialized fiefdoms of the other 
social sciences.   

This advice is wholly consistent with the animating 
principle of modern economic sociology, that economic 
action cannot be understood without reference to the so-
cial relationships that surround actors.  Rather than push 
that provocative idea, we’ve pursued a much less ambitious 
research strategy.  An unsympathetic summary of the 
product of the last twenty years of economic sociology is 
that it merely suggests the addition of some variables cap-
turing network structure to familiar explanations of famil-
iar forms of economic behavior.  It is notable and prob-
lematic that economics has been able to incorporate the 
insights of economic sociology with so little strain.  This is 
nowhere as clear as with transaction cost economics, the 
target of Granovetter’s original challenge.  That paradigm 
has simply added relational governance to its previously 
recognized governance mechanisms of hierarchy and mar-
ket, and proceded much as before.  And the problem is 
not only that economic sociology’s territory is small—it is 
also shrinking, as economists and others adopt network 
methods. 

Instead of the narrow focus on network structure, we 
should be pursuing the grand insight that social, economic, 
and political action are deeply intertwined, and cannot be 
understood in isolation from each other.  Taking this idea 
seriously would require a shift away from current ap-
proaches understanding economic behavior.  A good be-
ginning would be to reject the economists’ fetish with ver-
tical transactions between buyers and sellers, employees 
and employers, lenders and borrowers, and give more 
weight to the idea that economic behavior depends on 
horizontal relations between producers of the same out-
puts, or consumers of the same inputs.  (Of course, eco-
nomic sociology claims the emphasis of horizontal rela-
tions as its own contribution, most clearly from the work 
of Harrison White, but as a field we’ve produced many 

studies of the relational governance of buyer-supplier ex-
change for every one in the tradition of White).  Likewise, 
it is time that we compliment analyses of network structure 
with more attention to the content of relationships.   

There is current work in my sub-field of organizational 
theory that demonstrates the boundary spanning approach 
that I advocate for economic sociology more broadly.  For 
example, there is an exploding interest in organizational 
identity.   Research on this topic spans organizational ecol-
ogy and social psychology, and emphasizes a type of inter-
action that sociologists are particularly well-placed to ana-
lyze: that between an organization and an audience of 
sense-makers.  I am similarly excited about the increasing 
efforts at the intersection of organizational theory and so-
cial movement research.  This combination has provided 
some fresh ideas about how institutions change, a problem 
central to all of the social sciences. 

Of course, one purpose of boundaries is to keep peo-
ple out, so you may wonder whether the strategy of 
boundary transgression would expose economic sociolo-
gists to increased competition from other fields.  This con-
cern is more relevant to the careers of sociologists than the 
progress of social science, and I view it as subordinate for 
that reason.  Even so, I believe that sociologists could 
compete and win under the boundary-spanning model.  
Simply put, we have a massive advantage in the under-
standing of social relations, and we would be favored by an 
explanatory shift that recognized their fundamental influ-
ence on bigger economic and political processes.  This idea 
brings me back to the advice that we should shift attention 
from the structure of social relations to their content.  The 
analysis of network structure is fast becoming a technical 
arms race in which sociologists are losing ground to politi-
cal scientists who can apply network measures to explain 
headline-grabbing outcomes such as peace and trade, and 
economists who excel at quantifying simplified problems.  
On the other hand, no other social science approaches our 
insight into the content of affect and identity that makes 
one link in a network qualitatively different from another.  
We should exploit this advantage by demanding recogni-
tion that economic competitors and transaction partners 
are also simultaneously kin, neighbors, co-ethnics, co-
religionists and friends. 

 
 

 
Why the Economic Sociology Sec-
tion Ought To Reach Out To Stu-
dents of Economic Development 

 
Samuel Cohn, 
Texas A & M University 
 
 Where did the sociology of economic 

development go?  It is not as if sociologists have never 
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studied economic development. Both Marx and Weber 
wrote about economic development. In the 1950’s and 
1960’s, authors writing about macro-social change often 
considered the problem of economic development – and 
we have modernization theory as the legacy (cough, cough) 
of their efforts. In the 1970’s, if you were a neomarxist, 
you were expected to be knowledgeable of underdevelop-
ment theory and to understand the materialist basis of 
neocolonialism. 

Yet, after 1980, economic development moved off of 
the main stage. The hot issue now is globalization. The 
sociology of economic development is germane to these 
debates – but only as a secondary focus. 

Yet our graduate programs are FILLED with foreign 
students who want to study economic development. They 
come from countries characterized by crushing poverty, 
and they believe, rightly, that sociology has much to say 
about how to relieve that poverty. They find that their 
coursework is often only marginally related to this issue – 
but they usually find a sympathetic mentor.  

When they do their research, they often find that it is 
hard to find a forum to present that research. In econom-
ics, they face an army of neoclassicists who will insist on 
largely irrelevant formal models, and will resist empirical 
foci and the use of social structural explanation. This is 
perverse, since empiricism and social structural explana-
tions are two of the most powerful tools in this area. In 
sociology, they have to present their work to people with-
out economic expertise, and confront walls of indifference, 
referees with partial competence, and constant pressure to 
shift to less economic agendas.  They are in desperate need 
of a supportive community of scholars with both socio-
logical and economic expertise.    If one looks at all the 
sections of ASA – it is very hard to find a section with a 
concentration of people with both economic and socio-
logical expertise… with one huge, conspicuous exception: 

 
    The Economic Sociology Section of ASA. 
 
Most of the members of the Economic Sociology Sec-

tion do not study international economic development per 
se. Some are pure theorists and others study different as-
pects of economic life such as discrimination, market crea-
tion or firm behavior.  However, virtually everyone in the 
section is competent enough to read a paper that combines 
economics and sociology and deal in an informed manner 
with the economic component of the argument. They are 
skilled and comfortable with historical-comparative analy-
sis and, unlike the economists, can give sensible advice as 
to how to improve that aspect of one’s work.   

So the economic sociology section can definitely solve 
these people’s problems. But what is in it for economic 
sociology? 

           

1. This is a remarkably easy strategy for increasing the 
membership of the section. The number of interna-
tional scholars who work on or want to work on eco-
nomic development is huge. They are currently dis-
persed among a number of ASA sections, none of 
which serve them terribly well. We can get a dominant 
market share in an extremely sizable niche. 

 
2. The study of economic development is a superlative 

device for testing larger propositions about economic 
sociology in general. Some of our most distinguished 
members have already put this strategy to good use. 

 
3. Many third world graduate students have excellent links 

to heterodox economists in their home countries – 
since the division of sociology and economics is not as 
marked overseas as it is in the U.S. They can provide a 
useful integration into the global heterodox economic 
community – which is often doing theoretical and em-
pirical work that would be of profound interest to our 
members. 

 
4. It puts our section in the forefront of solving one of the 

most pressing social issues of our time – eliminating 
world poverty.  This raises the salience of economic so-
ciology to the setting of policy and makes us important 
contributors to public sociology. 

 
5. Lastly, reducing the isolation of foreign born scholars, 

integrating foreign graduate students into U.S. academic 
discourse and turning the attention of American aca-
demics towards the reduction of human misery – all 
definitely count as the right thing to do. We score hu-
manism points by moving in this direction. 

 
So we should go find some students of economic de-

velopment and bring them to our section!  Let’s create 
forums, publishing and speaking opportunities where eco-
nomic development sociologists can freely collaborate with 
the more foundations-oriented members of our section.  
Let’s find isolated students and scholars who have not 
found a meaningful community in American sociology – 
and bring them here where knowledgeable, friendly people 
await them.  

Let’s put economic development back on the 
mainstage of our section and the discipline. It comple-
ments what we do and represents a tremendous strategy 
for growth. 
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Globalization: In Search of a Mar-
ket Niche for Economic Sociology∗

 
Sarah Babb, Boston College 

 
As recently as 10 years ago, Washing-
ton economists were still describing 
economic globalization in terms of 

freeing markets from harmful government interventions.  
The Asian Financial Crisis of the late 1990s changed all 
this.  The verdict of the economists at the World Bank, the 
IMF, and the US Treasury was that weak institutions were 
at the heart of the crisis.  It turned out that for markets to 
function well, you had to have a lot of rules in place—
banking regulation, impartial legal systems, bankruptcy 
laws, and so on.  Simply freeing markets, it turned out, 
wasn’t good enough: you had to have market-friendly insti-
tutions.  

The term that Washington policy economists use to 
refer to these kinds of institutions is “governance.”  If you 
go to the World Bank website and type in the keyword 
“governance,” you will call up hundreds of papers, reports, 
and policy conditions.  The same goes for the IMF and the 
regional development banks.  Nowadays, if you want their 
money, you need to shape up your accounting standards 
and firm up your bankruptcy law.  It all sounds suspi-
ciously like Weberian economic sociology, but the “gov-
ernance” literature doesn’t usually cite Weber, but rather 
draws its inspiration from the work of institutional 
economists.   

This poses an interesting dilemma for economic soci-
ologists.  In the 1980s, economic sociology could position 
itself against a straw man, the narrow-minded neoclassical 
economist who assumed that markets worked well, and 
who paid little or no attention to institutions.  But now 
that economists—once again—have muscled in on our 
territory, economic sociologists have to figure out a new 
market niche.  There are a number of promising avenues, 
of which I will mention only three. 

The first is the so-called “multiple capitalisms” ap-
proach.  The “governance” promoters in Washington gen-
erally assume that there is only one right kind of institu-
tion: the Anglo-American kind.  In contrast, we economic 
sociologists like to say that there are many ways of “doing 
capitalism” right—Anglo-American capitalism is different 
from Western European capitalism, which in turn is differ-
ent from East Asian capitalism.  The potential problem 
with this position is that economic globalization is con-
tinually eroding this institutional diversity, giving ever-

                                                 
∗ A version of this thought-piece was prepared for the confer-
ence "NAFTA and Beyond: Alternative Disciplinary Perspec-
tives in the Study of Global Trade and Development," held at 
Princeton University, December 2-3, 2005. 

more credence to the economists’ argument that there is 
only one right, truly efficient way.  Under the pressure of 
global markets, East Asian “crony capitalism” has been 
discredited, German and Japanese firms are starting to 
adopt the American “shareholder-value” model, generous 
welfare states are becoming more difficult to support, and 
so on.  Some scholars have been dealing with this problem 
by shifting from Weberian to a more Polanyian economic 
sociology.  Whereas Weber focused on the non-market 
institutions that fostered efficient market transactions, Po-
lanyi was more interested in the non-market institutions 
that made markets bearable for human communities.  
Making sure that mentally ill people have a place to live 
isn’t a policy for enhancing market efficiency; it has a 
completely different purpose.  Perhaps the “multiple capi-
talisms” agenda could be bolstered through an approach 
that focuses more on the “equity” dimensions of em-
beddedness, and less on the “efficiency” dimensions.   

A second “market niche” is for economic sociologists 
to study the social structures generally overlooked by 
economists.  Economists tend to focus on formal institu-
tions, like bankruptcy legislation or corporate bylaws.  In 
contrast, sociologists are well-positioned to study the em-
beddedness of markets in informal institutions and social 
networks.  One of the vulnerabilities of this research 
agenda, however, is that these social structures are them-
selves embedded in formal institutions; when the institu-
tions change, our objects of study are altered beyond rec-
ognition.  For example, as recently as a few years ago, the 
garment industry could still be described as a vast transna-
tional network involving dozens of developing countries: 
retailers subcontracted to suppliers, who contracted to 
sub-suppliers, who in turn subcontracted to manufacturers 
around the globe.  But now this is all old hat (so to speak).  
Under the rules of the WTO, the country quota system of 
the Multi-Fiber Arrangement has been phased out.  With-
out quotas, it’s a lot more attractive to simply buy from 
Chinese suppliers, and multinational networks are con-
densing into something that looks a lot more conventional.  
Networks are important; but it would be a big mistake to 
simply cede formal institutions to the economists, because 
formal institutions are simply too important.   

This leads me to a third potential market niche for 
economic sociologists—and one that is still underex-
ploited--which is to study the role of transnational formal 
institutions in economic governance.  Today, there is a 
long list of transnational formal institutions that are gov-
erning global markets, ranging from bilateral treaties to 
mammoth multilateral bureaucracies.  Economists mostly 
don’t study global governance institutions because they are 
too busy trying to run them.  Economic sociologists, how-
ever, have both an interest in studying global governance 
and the analytical tools for carrying it out.  My own bias is 
toward adopting a broadly Weberian approach, looking at 
global institutions historically, comparing them, and map-
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ping them out according to a system of ideal types.  Study-
ing global governance in this way could redefine debates 
about economic globalization, since it would allow us to 
talk about it as the imposition of rules rather than the 
spread of free markets.  These rules could be categorized 
along various different dimensions.  For example, global 
governance institutions enforce rules in different ways— 
whereas the IMF threatens to cut off access to capital, the 
WTO uses trade sanctions.  They make different provi-
sions for institutional “harmonization” across national 
boundaries: the WTO is primarily concerned with harmo-
nizing trade regimes and property rights; the European 
Union is much more concerned with social citizenship.  
And they change over time: today’s WTO is very different 
from the postwar GATT.   

In the end, such work might allow us to make histori-
cal generalizations about the logics of different institu-
tional regimes, and their economic consequences.   It also 
could help bolster and reinforce the other two “market 
niches.”  First, it could rescue the “multiple capitalisms” 
research agenda by liberating us from the teleological bias 
of “governance” as it is understood in Washington.  Thus, 
for example, East Asian capitalism could be “efficient” in 
the 1960s and 70s because at that time there was a differ-
ent regime of international economic governance.  Anglo-
American capitalism flourishes under the current regime, 
but might not fare so well in a different international order.  
This approach also helps to frame the study of informal 
institutions and social networks, which grow and develop 
differently under different institutional regimes.  And—
who knows?  If we pull together our collective resources 
effectively, maybe we’ll be seeing Weber and Polanyi cited 
in future World Development Reports.   

 
 
 
 

 
The Problem of Consumption and 
the Ghost of Homo Economicus 

 
Daniel Thomas Cook, 
University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign 

 
Economic Sociology, in important 

ways, remains tethered to its origin narrative—i.e., that 
sociologists have claimed a position from which to study 
economic life (Smelser and Swedberg 2005; Swedberg 
2005). It is a position staked out in direct counterpoint to 
economic thinking which posits asocial economic actors 
and essential characteristics of markets. Economic Sociol-
ogy, born in an oppositional stance, continues to find 
much of its definition over and against the neoclassical and 
now neoliberal view.  

Neoclassical premises, I believe, persist in exercising 
an invisible grip (hand?) on the practice of much of Eco-
nomic Sociology to the extent that sociologists have taken 
it as their onus to demonstrate that economic activity is 
indeed social and socially informed. Rather than asserting 
the social nature of economic life as a premise and point of 
departure, economic sociologists still accept the burden of 
the assumption that markets are “economic, until proven 
social.” Thus, much effort continues to be expended on 
shadow boxing with the ghost of homo economicus. 

Perhaps due to this ongoing struggle with economists, 
Economic Sociology discovered consumption as some-
thing of an afterthought, only including a chapter on “cul-
ture and consumption” (Zelizer 2005a) in the second edi-
tion of the Handbook. Zelizer (2005a, b) offers astute as-
sessments of  “Hostile Worlds” and “Nothing But” con-
ceptions of social action that characterize and divide eco-
nomic from cultural sociology and from studies of con-
sumption which need will not be repeated here. What is 
clear is that some economic sociologists believe that “con-
sumption” should be totally subsumed under the Eco-
nomic Sociology rubric—an effort perhaps to expand the 
field by simple definitional fiat. 

This colonizing impetus arises from a problem struc-
ture, derived from a lingering economistic perspective, that 
posits economic life as being equated with markets and 
market activity. Consumption is thereby assumed to be the 
end point or goal of production and distribution and, as 
well, as something which occurs at the moment of transac-
tion. If these were the cases, then there might be an argu-
ment worth entertaining in this regard. 

Consumption, however, as several decades of research 
and theory tell us, cannot be confined to the marketplace, 
though it is of course never quite detached from it. To 
grasp the fullness of consumption, indeed of consumer 
culture, it is necessary to appreciate that “consumption”  
also stands for the uses, display, provisioning and gifting of 
goods. It is implicated in the desire for things and in the 
contemplation of purchases. It is, in part, about visually 
taking in advertisements which can include bodies, brands 
and the designs. Not simply another name for “demand,” 
consumption often occurs without a purchase being made 
as in window shopping or  downloading Nike adverts to 
one’s iPod. Economic Sociology, it seems, stops at the 
doorway where the social uses of, and encounters with, 
goods begin.  

Focusing on consumption as practices beyond the 
market allows us to see how consuming can often deter-
mine (i.e., set parameters for) production. For instance, 
people enter labor markets not simply to obtain wages for 
“necessaries,” but as a means to aspire to a lifestyle for 
themselves and their families. Workers are consumers, 
sometimes foremost. They position themselves vis-à-vis 
others materially and consider their futures—where they 
might live, what they might drive, what things they might 
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have, what vacations they will take—as they obtain training 
and skills. As well, many firms compete on the basis of 
how well they “know” the consumer—be it market re-
search firms or those who use their data. Consumers and 
consumption also continually drive many production 
strategies like the ordering of stock, placement and design 
of stores, the creation and buying of media.  

The neoclassical burden carried by Economy Sociol-
ogy makes the recognition of non-purchasers and non-
market actors, like children, particularly difficult (Levison 
2000). Children influence parental purchasing and provi-
sioning of food, toys and big ticket items like cars, vaca-
tions and even homes. Increasingly, children participate as 
direct consumers who buy and use goods often specially 
designed for and marketed to them. Contemporary chil-
dren of wealthy nations of the world now enter life already 
enveloped in commercial images and meanings, many be-
coming awash in brands and icons well ahead of language 
acquisition. Children know and understand  consumption 
long before they have a sense of production.  

Economic Sociology brings to the table an indispensa-
ble perspective, demonstrating how there is no economic 
life without the social. Self-examination exercises like this 
one indicate an insecurity in and about the field. Perhaps 
Economic Sociology has been too successful in its message 
because its core concerns now animate research and de-
bate in many fields and disciplines, thereby making its dis-
tinct contribution increasingly difficult to assess. Regard-
less, I would rather see a concerted focus on problems and 
issues which reside at the intersection of areas of inquiry, 
than hard looks at the boundaries which may divide us. 
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Economic Sociology of Organiza-
tions 

 
Ezra Zuckerman, 
MIT Sloan School of Management 

 
In considering the boundaries of our 
ting to contrast two different bound

ries-- that between Economic Sociology (ES) and the dis-
cipline of Economics; and that between ES and the Soci-
ology of Organizations (SO).  Ironically, while the first 
boundary is very clear but sharply contested, the second 
boundary is blurry without being particularly contested.  
And this is interesting because in general, we tend to ex-
pect more intensive efforts at boundary-maintenance when
boundaries are blurry (a classic cite for this idea is Erik-
son’s Wayward Puritans). 

subfield, it is interes a-

 

So, how can this be?  The simple answer is that what 
divides Economics and ES are the core set of concepts 
and tools used by each discipline and, more importantly, 
the people who use them.  Indeed, it is hard to think of 
anyone who is difficult to classify as an economist or an 
economic sociologist.  The wording on the diploma pretty 
much says it all.  Indeed, this divide is so strong there is 
scarcely any confusion regarding how to assign scholars 
trained in business schools—i.e., whether they are socio-
logically-inclined or economically-inclined.  Note as well 
that there is also little confusion regarding the identity of 
rational choice sociologists.  The degree says it all.   

If there is so little confusion about who is a sociologist 
and who is an economist, why is the boundary contested?  
I think the answer is well-known and can be described in 
Abbott’s (System of Professions) terms as a jurisdictional battle.  
In particular, each discipline’s core metaphors are highly 
“abstractable” such that virtually any question involving 
social behavior can be reframed according these meta-
phors.  And so, it is inevitable that practitioners of the two 
disciplines will “meet” each other across that wide terrain.  
(Of course, there are notable exceptions that hint at the 
limits of the respective metaphors—e.g., sociologists have 
made virtually no claim on the domain of macroeconom-
ics; and economists have little to say about the domain of 
conversation analysis). 

The boundary between ES and SO is quite different 
but relates to the first boundary in an interesting way.  The 
differences are clear: the two subfields are populated by 
people with the same disciplinary identity and who apply 
virtually the same set of concepts and tools.  Indeed, the 
overlap in memberships of the relevant ASA sections indi-
cates that many of the very same people populate both 
subfields.  I suspect that my typical response, when people 
ask me what I do, is similar to the response that many 
other ES members give: “I’m what’s known as an eco-
nomic or an organizational sociologist.”  
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Yet if practitioners of SO and ES use the same con-
cepts and tools and, in fact, are essentially the same people, 
why has the ES subfield grown so much recently?  Indeed, 
when we recently decided to launch a new PhD concentra-
tion at MIT, we decided to name it “Economic Sociology.”  
And in general, this is the label I prefer.  A reflection on 
the reasons for this takes us back to a contemplation of the 
first boundary.  

In particular, I would argue that the core appeal of the 
ES label lies in its metaphorical capacity for “covering” a 
wider swath of the socio-economic terrain than does SO-- 
and in particular, for facilitating sociological work on what 
is (still) considered the terrain of economists.  The desire 
to have such a banner is a natural outcome of trends 
within SO itself.  While one could cite many trends in the 
1970s and 1980s as laying the groundwork for the emer-
gence of ES, one key trend was the shift of attention in SO 
from intra-organizational, to inter-organizational, proc-
esses.  From there, it was a short step to focusing on mar-
ket processes (and there is no one who would put “soci-
ologist” and “market” together on a word-association test; 
I would submit that this will always be the case regardless 
of how good a job we do at studying markets.  The flip 
side of that is that Economists can study “social interac-
tions” till the cows come home, but they will never make 
much headway in convincing the general public that this is 
what economics study).   

Indeed, while it took a little doing for some SO practi-
tioners (notably, neo-institutionalists) to become per-
suaded that their research could apply to economic organi-
zations, all that was needed in other areas was a little rela-
beling.  One example is Glenn Carroll’s “resource parti-
tioning” theory (RPT), which was first articulated in a 1985 
AJS article.  By the late 1990s (e.g., Peli and Noteboom’s 
1997 AJS article), it became increasingly common to de-
scribe the theory as that of “market partitioning.”   

While one could pooh-pooh this as “mere” relabeling,  
such relabeling is important and says something about the 
identity claims that are being made.  That is, RPT now ob-
tains some of its rhetorical power from its serviceability as 
a shot over the bow of Economics.  (And staking a claim 
on the market is particularly useful for helping to justify 
sociologists’ presence in business schools; this doesn’t al-
ways work-- particularly at b-schools that are ruled by 
economists.  But the opposite case is more telling: there 
are essentially no rational-choice sociologists in b-schools). 

In closing, it is worth considering why we still need 
SO if ES is so helpful in staking out valuable territory for 
sociologists.  I would offer three reasons.  First, in reori-
enting toward economic terrain, there is a danger that we 
“vacate” a key part of SO’s original domain—i.e., non-
profit organizations.  Moreover, the link to SO is one of 
the key strengths of ES relative to Economics—i.e., our 
ability to recognize processes and mechanisms that are 
common to organizations rather than just to business or-

ganizations or firms.  Second, a little division of labor may 
be a good thing.  In particular, there are signs that as work 
on organizational environments has shifted out of SO and 
into ES, this has created more space within sociology for 
long-neglected research on intra-organizational processes.  
And finally, as I have noted elsewhere (see my Comment 
in the June 2004 ASR), there is something about engaging 
in turf battles that has the potential to corrupt—i.e., to 
sacrifice our commitment to good research on the altar of 
scoring hits against economics.  It is thus nice to have 
some “home” territory where we can relax and just focus 
on doing good sociology.  

 
 
 

f 

How Organization Theory 
Morphed into Economic Sociology 

 
Jerry Davis, University of Michigan 
Ross School of Business 

 
Economic sociology seemed to ap-
pear out of nowhere in the 1990s, 
formalized as a field by the creation o

the ASA Section on Economic Sociology in 1999, and 
growing rapidly from there.  What was notable about the 
early membership of the Section, and many of its officers 
and luminaries since then, is that they would be equally at 
home in Organizations, Occupations & Work; indeed, the 
two sections are like a sociological Minneapolis/St. Paul.  
They claim similar ancestors, their prelim reading lists 
share great overlaps, and the boundaries between them are 
highly permeable.  (Doctoral students that take my course 
on organization theory and Mark Mizruchi’s course on 
economic sociology during the same semester report a 
Groundhog Day experience.)  Perhaps this is unsurprising: 
much of what concerns economic sociologists revolves 
around the corporation and the institutions that surround 
it, which organization theorists should have something to 
say about.  But if economic sociology is so often about 
organizations, why did so many organization theorists start 
identifying themselves as “economic sociologists” during 
the 1990s? 

The answer, I believe, is that the dominant approaches 
to studying organizations had begun to lose traction.  Dur-
ing the 1970s and 1980s, organizations came to be seen as 
basic units of contemporary social structure (at least in the 
US), and thus organization theory held the master key to 
understanding politics, governance, class, segregation, 
stratification, social movements, health and medicine, and 
virtually any other process of sociological interest (cf. Per-
row, 1991).  But as corporations were transformed from 
bounded, sovereign actors into networks in the 1990s, our 
theories—premised as they were on countable organiza-
tions with well-defined internal structures and processes—
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seemed increasingly outpaced by the world we were trying 
to explain (Davis, 2005).  Organizational scholars found 
that many of the questions that interested them could not 
be answered within their well-established frameworks.  
Theories asked us to examine why firms facing exchange-
based constraints diversified, or what accounted for birth 
and death rates, at a time when corporations were being 
acquired and broken up for being too diversified, industry 
boundaries were being redrawn, and new firms were being 
built to flip.   

One result of this disjunction between theory and phe-
nomenon was that the old theories were largely abandoned 
in favor of problem-driven work.  When I served as 2005 
program chair for the Organization & Management The-
ory division of the Academy of Management (a sort of 
doppelganger of ES and OOW), the majority of authors 
submitting papers did not allude to any particular organiza-
tional theory when providing keywords for their work.  
They wrote about how the environmental movement 
shaped the space for new industries, or how corruption 
and the rule of law in different nations influenced the abil-
ity to do business, or why industrial districts arise where 
they do, or how gay and lesbian employees mobilized to 
get domestic partner benefits from their employers in the 
1990s.  What coherence there was revolved around two 
themes: institutions and networks.  When forced to choose, 
a modest plurality of authors claimed they were doing neo-
institutional theory, which is either a tribute to the theory’s 
rigorous and compelling argumentation, or a sign that it 
has a very low cover charge. 

It appears that the problems that engage organiza-
tional researchers are no longer housed strictly within or-
ganizations—if they ever were.  Rather, it is largely the 
dynamics of networks and institutions, particularly those 
that bring order to markets (product, labor, and capital), 
that draw the energies of researchers.  And this is not such 
a bad summary of what economic sociologists do—it is, in 
effect, organizational studies without the organizations. 

So where is the boundary between economic sociology 
and organization studies?  Can one subsume the other?  
For now, no: although the same cast of characters often 

seems to turn up, the plays are still different.  But it is 
worth considering the terms of exchange.  One approach 
that seems fruitful is for economic sociology to draw on 
the mechanisms of organization theory to explain the 
kinds of outcomes distinctive to that field.  For example, 
students of globalization give contrasting accounts of 
whether globalization leads to greater homogeneity, greater 
diversity, or something else.  The ubiquity of Starbucks 
may seem like a leading indicator that every major city in 
the world will look identical in 20 years, while countervail-
ing movements toward locally-based producers might por-
tend a flowering of diversity.  But organization theory of-
fers a more systematic approach than “impressionistic 
McDonalization,” as well as a reasonably well-defined unit 
of analysis.  One could, for instance, examine the govern-
ance practices of foreign corporations that list on US stock 
markets to understand the factors that lead these firms to 
be more or less like their domestic counterparts (e.g., 
Davis and Marquis, 2005).  Different theories suggest dif-
ferent mechanisms militating toward convergence or di-
versity.  By locating these processes in the decisions of 
corporations, the problem becomes tractable. 

For now, ES and OOW are still twin cities rather than 
one metropolis, but the prospects for continuing inter-
change are good.   
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Despite their obvious implications on the question of CSR, 
however, the two theoretical perspectives have not yet h
A Boundary Spanning Researc
 
Corporate Social Responsibility: An 
Economic Sociology Perspective 
 
Min-Dong Paul Lee, 
Cornell University 
 
“Corporate social responsibility 

R)…. has gone mainstream,” and it is not because cor-
ations have led the way, but because “the rest of us 
e,” a recent New York Times article claimed (Nocera 
6).  Corporate insiders cannot agree more.  The CEO 
eneral Electric, Jeffrey Immelt argues: “The world has 

nged......  It's up to us to use our platform to be a good 
zen. Because not only is it a nice thing to do, it's a busi-
s imperative” (Gunther 2004).   Carly Fiorina, the for-
r CEO of HP-Compaq, similarly said: “This (CSR) is 
ply the new reality of business–one that we should and 
st embrace” (Fiorina 2001).  While the rest of the world 
oing wild about the rapidly changing business-society 
tions, economic sociologists who had traditionally 
en the greatest interest in the relationship between soci-
 and economy have been relatively silent on the issue. 

To be sure, CSR has also been a hot academic topic 
ing the last two decades.  The theoretical movement 
ever is mostly led by management scholars, and the 

us has almost exclusively been on establishing the link 
ween corporate social performance (CSP) and financial 
rns (Margolis and Walsh 2003).  Although the two 

in theories on CSR, CSP model and stakeholder theory, 
e made important theoretical as well as practical con-
utions by providing the answer to why firms should en-
e in CSR, they leave unexplored the basic social scien-
 question of why firms do what they do. My experience 
orking as CSR analyst at a large multinational corpora-
, however, showed me that financial rationale is often 
 the only or the most important factor influencing cor-
ate decisions on CSR.  Corporate managers often face a 
plex set of competing priorities and questions in mak-

 strategic choices regarding its social and environmental 
avior. Their decision-making frame is constituted by 
 evolving legal and socio-political environment and 
ir priorities are conditioned by their interactions with 
 stakeholders.  My research is thus motivated by the 
 between existing theories and managerial practice. 
In explaining organizations’ behavioral changes, two 

oretical perspectives oriented toward open system 
king, namely new institutionalism in organizational 

dies (NIOS) and social movement theories (SMT), have 
ently emerged as highly productive engines of intellec-
l activity in contemporary organizational scholarship.  

been systematically applied to CSR.  In my research, there-
fore, I have attempted to investigate CSR by complement-
ing institutional theory with social movement mechanisms, 
and offer an explanation of why corporations are inten-
tionally making often costly behavioral changes toward 
creating public goods. 

The crux of the problem of explaining CSR is two-
fold.  On the one hand, there is the question of why cor-
porations are investing resources in creating public goods 
in the first place.  On the other hand, there is the puzzle 
that while the general trend among firms is toward greater 
social responsibility, there are still huge discrepancies be-
tween firms in terms of their actual practice.  Institutional 
theories based on structural changes in incentive mecha-
nism and legitimacy provide an answer to the first question.  
However, as distal mechanisms, changes in institu-
tional/legal framework do not automatically translate into 
compliance and behavioral changes, resulting in vast dif-
ferences in how firms respond to institutional pressure.  
The answer to the second question is thus provided by 
more firm-specific mechanisms involving organizations’ 
interaction with stakeholders who provide the motivation, 
the monitoring and the enforcement that are critical for 
translating institutionalized rules into behavior.  I measure 
and examine the capacity and strategies of five stakeholder 
groups that regularly influence and penetrate organizations 
on environmental issues: government environmental 
agency, community, industry association, activist share-
holders and unions.  Relying on social movement theory 
(Davis and Thompson 1994), I argue that each stakeholder 
group’s capacity to influence corporate behavior is condi-
tioned by the institutional legitimacy, the strength of their 
interest in the issue, the interactive situation and their abil-
ity to provide an alternative rationality for engaging in CSR. 

The study used both qualitative and quantitative 
methods to investigate the theoretical mechanisms pro-
posed. First, through historical research and field inter-
views, I described how evolving legal and normative envi-
ronment has created a new context in which corporations 
and social actors interact. Building on the qualitative study, 
I attempted to estimate the relative effects of various 
stakeholder groups on corporate behavior and find evi-
dences for causal inference using a 13-year panel data of 
118 firms in petroleum and chemical industries.  The data 
came from various sources ranging from government 
agencies to shareholder activist groups, and the primary 
method of analysis used was fixed-effect model.   

The findings show that despite their seeming irrele-
vance in terms of the number of votes they get in annual 
meetings, socially-oriented shareholder resolutions along 
with industry associations had the most significant effect 
on corporate pollution reduction.  Moreover, contrary to 
the conventional expectations, government enforcement 
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agencies or unions had no significant effect on corporate 
behavior.  The results make sense only in the light of social 
movement theories which predict that the stakeholder 
groups with the most social movement capacity such as 
institutional legitimacy, concentrated interest and the abil-
ity to offer alternative frame/rationality will have the most 
influence on corporate environmental behavior.  Thus, my 
research shows that sociological thinking has much to of-
fer in understanding the new social phenomena loosely 
termed as “corporate social responsibility.”  After all, as 
Samuelson has claimed, in the quest for finding the social 
optimum for non-discriminatory collective goods for 
which there are no market solution, sociology clearly has a 
comparative advantage (Samuelson 1954).   
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Call for Submissions: Accounts 
 
In our next issue due out in early spring, we will con-
tinue to explore the perception of the boundaries in 
economic sociology; but this time from the perspective 
of related disciplines outside of sociology, such as eco-
nomics, economic history, political science, law, anthro-
pology, science & technology studies, and others. Please 
contact one of the editors if you would like to recom-
mend a contributor for the next issue, or if you would 
like to contribute yourself.  
 
The submission deadline is February 1, 2007.  As always, 
we welcome submissions from graduate students.  We 
have only one request to contributors: Please make every 
possible effort to limit submissions to 800 words!  
 
                    ~ From the Editorial Team 
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3. Relationship to other BPS PhD Programs 
ESP is an integral part of the set of PhD programs 

that comprise the Behavioral and Policy Sciences (BPS) at MIT 
Sloan.  These programs include Organization Studies; Institute 
of Work and Employment Research; and Technology Innovation 
and Entrepreneurship.  The ESP overlaps with each of these 
programs in terms of (a) the substantive focus of research; 
(b) the research methods employed; (c) the types of stu-
dents that the programs attract; (d) as well as the faculty 
conducting PhD training.  In addition, the substantive fo-
cus of research in ESP overlaps with the two other BPS 
areas: Strategic Management and Global Economics & Manage-
ment. 

With respect to substantive focus, students in ESP 
may choose to study an issue that involves organizations, 
labor markets, entrepreneurship, or other substantive top-
ics.  However, the framing of such research on the part of 
the ESP student will be primarily concerned with engaging 
cutting-edge sociological debates on such matters.  This 
hardly means that students are discouraged from conduct-
ing research that speaks to audiences beyond sociology.  
However, the ESP faculty believe firmly that the founda-
tion for any successful research program is to learn how to 
become productive members of a particular research commu-
nity (in our case, the economic sociology community) that 
collectively works to refine its understanding of a few, core 
animating questions. 

As discussed above, the ESP is open and interested in 
a variety of research methods.  This orientation reflects a 
longstanding strength of BPS generally.  Somewhat unique 
among business schools, BPS faculty members have been 
at the forefront of using qualitative methods to investigate 
organizational processes.  Meanwhile, other BPS faculty 
members have pioneered the development of System Dy-
namics, and especially the application of such models to 
understanding organizations as systems.  And many of the 
ESP faculty are experts on social network analysis (applied 
both to networks within organizations and in the market) 
as well as a wide array of quantitative methods. 

Adding to the depth of the ESP program is the fact 
that ESP faculty members are integrated within other pro-
grams in BPS, and affiliated with other programs across 
the School and the Institute, including Anthropology, De-
partment of Urban Studies and Planning, Economics, and 
Political Science. Such a range of research, expertise and 
relationships are vital for deepening the substantive under-
standing and skills of ESP students.  

ESP students are also fully integrated members of a 
student community that has many distinctive strengths.  
BPS students typically have significant industry experience, 
which they leverage with the interdisciplinary training they 
receive.  There is also a strong and healthy research culture 
within the BPS PhD programs.  In many PhD programs, 
students often do not make a successful transition from 
“consumer” to “producer” of research.  The BPS PhD 

programs are exceptions to that rule.  Students receive 
many opportunities for learning how to become active 
participants in the research process.  The many local re-
search seminars, in which researchers from all over the 
world present their pre-publication research, are particu-
larly valuable for exposing students to the research process, 
developing their skills, and building their confidence in 
contributing to this process. 

 
4. Profile of ESP Students 

In evaluating applicants, the ESP Admissions Com-
mittee looks for evidence of: (a) a strong research orienta-
tion; (b) skills and experience relevant to economic sociol-
ogy; and (c) an understanding of the social science research 
culture.  The committee believes that there is a significant 
learning curve in adjusting to the research culture of soci-
ology.  While students who have training in other social 
sciences (especially, Political Science and Economics) have 
an easier time making this transition, the transition is often 
difficult for those whose background is primarily in the 
natural sciences or in the humanities.  At the same time, 
students who have skills developed outside of social sci-
ence and who are highly motivated to learn and contribute 
to economic sociology are encouraged to apply. 

We also believe that students will be well served if they 
have experience working in organizations or industry.  
While we do not believe that such experience is an abso-
lute requirement for conducting great economic sociology, 
such experience fits with the strengths of the larger BPS 
program and its students. 

The goal of the ESP is to develop students who, by 
their fourth year of training, are capable of conducting 
research in economic sociology at the highest level.  The 
primary output of this research will be academic articles 
aimed at top journals in sociology (e.g., American Sociological 
Review, American Journal of Sociology) and in organizations and 
management (e.g., Administrative Science Quarterly, Organiza-
tion Science).  Graduates of the program will then be pre-
pared to compete for jobs at top, research-oriented profes-
sional schools (i.e., business and public policy) and sociol-
ogy departments. 
 
5. People 

Faculty   The co-directors of the ESP are Roberto 
Fernandez and Ezra Zuckerman.  The other faculty mem-
bers, who are cross-affiliated with all of the areas of BPS as 
well as four additional MIT departments, are: Pierre Azou-
lay, M. Diane Burton, Emilio Castilla, Diane Davis, Robert 
Gibbons, Rebecca Henderson, Katherine Kellogg, Richard 
Locke, Fiona Murray, Wanda Orlikowski, Paul Osterman, 
Michael Piore, Susan Silbey, John Van Maanen, Chris 
Wheat, Joanne Yates   

Studen s  Current students with a cross-affiliation 
with ESP are: Rodrigo Canales, Jason Greenberg, Brian 
Rubineau, Catherine Turco 

t
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6. MIT-Harvard Economic Sociology Seminar 
One of the key strengths of the ESP is its participation 

in the wider Cambridge economic sociology community.  
Since 2003, MIT Sloan and the Harvard sociology depart-
ment jointly sponsor a weekly seminar (started at MIT in 
1997) at which top researchers in economic sociology and 
related fields present their research.  The ESP faculty be-
lieves that participation in the seminar is a vital part of 
PhD training.  By repeatedly engaging with top researchers 
who are grappling with core issues in the field, faculty and 
students develop and refine their sense of what constitutes 
“great” research—i.e., what is the most effective way to 
frame a research question; what are the most productive 
avenues for pursuing this question; and what are the most 
effective ways for articulating the lessons of such research.  
The seminar stands at the core of the ESP research culture. 

 
 

 

New Journal:  
Socio-Economic Review 
 
Submitted by Wolfgang Streeck, 
Max Planck Institute for the Study of Societies 
 

Originating in the Society for the 
Advancement of Socio-Economics 

(SASE), Socio-Economic Review (SER) is part of a broader 
movement in the social sciences for the rediscovery of the 
socio-political foundations of the economy. Devoted to 
the advancement of socio-economics, it deals with the ana-
lytical, political and moral questions arising at the intersec-
tion between economy and society. Articles in SER ex-
plore how the economy is or should be governed by social 
relations, institutional rules, political decisions, and cultural 
values. They also consider how the economy in turn af-
fects the society of which it is part, for example by break-
ing up old institutional forms and giving rise to new ones. 
The domain of the journal is deliberately broadly con-
ceived, so new variations to its general theme may be dis-
covered and editors can learn from the papers that readers 
submit.  
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In pursuit of its program, SER is eager to promote in-
terdisciplinary dialogue between sociology, economics, 
political science and moral philosophy, through both em-
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pirical and theoretical work. Empirical papers may be 
qualitative as well as quantitative, and theoretical papers 
will not be confined to deductive model-building. Papers 
suggestive of more generalizable insights into the economy 
as a domain of social action will be preferred over nar-
rowly specialized work. While firmly committed to the 
highest standards of scholarly excellence, Socio-Economic 
Review encourages discussion of the practical and ethical 
dimensions of economic action, with the intention to con-
tribute to both the advancement of social science and the 
building of a good economy in a good society. 

Socio-economics, as promoted by Socio-Economic 
Review, aspires to be three things: an analytical program 
for understanding today’s economy that provides a supe-
rior alternative to neo-classical economics; a contribution 
to more successful and more socially sustainable economic 
policy-making; and a platform for an informed debate of 
the moral foundations of economic action. Opposing eco-
nomic imperialism in theory as well as in the real world, 
Socio-Economic Review provides space for scholarly cri-
tique of theoretical approaches that model human society 
as an economy; reduce human action to “rational choice”; 
and define away the importance of culture, values, obliga-
tions and the like for economic and social action. Instead it 
supports, as scientifically sound and practically productive, 
a social science that treats the modern economy as a his-
torical institution of which moral questions can be asked – 
an institution that has evolved over time, will evolve fur-
ther, and continues to be subject to political choice. 

mailto:editorial@humanrelationsjournal.org
mailto:P.K.Edwards@Warwick.ac.uk
mailto:Mram@dmu.ac.uk
mailto:vasmith@ucdavis.edu
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Socio-Economic Review is not tied to any particular 
strand of theory, academic discipline, or subject of re-
search. Articles in SER  connect state-of-the-art empirical 
and theoretical work to the foundational issues of socio-
economics, in particular debates on the social value of 
markets and the proper place of economic rationality in 
social life, and on how best to conduct economic and so-
cial policies in the real world of a socially embedded econ-
omy. Socio-economics challenges selective-specialist ap-
proaches to the study of the economy, urging them to go 
beyond their self-imposed limitations and address funda-
mental issues that are all too often cast aside in “normal 
science”. For example, economic sociology has been growing 
impressively in recent years, documenting a rising interest 
among sociologists in applying to the economy as a social 
system what sociologists know about society and social 
action. From a socio-economic perspective, however, 
demonstrating that economic action is inevitably embed-
ded in social networks, and that for an economy to be 
really efficient the peculiar dynamics of such networks 
must be respected, is only the beginning. While a 
sociological theory of action does provide a better 
“microfoundation” than “rational choice” for the analysis 
of economic phenomena, it needs to be connected to stud-
ies of political mobilization, institution-building, and 
collective decision-making for a fuller account of 
economic reality. Moreover, being interested in praxis as 
well as in theory, socio-economics challenges economic 
sociology to develop its sense of historical time and place, 
learning not least from contemporary institutionalism in 
political economy and its treatment of institutional change 
and continuity.   

Concerning economics, the socio-economic perspective 
attempts nothing less than to turn the table on imperialistic 
attempts to reduce social action, including economic ac-
tion, to the maximization of individual utility. Immodestly, 
it claims that economics, with its scientific and determinis-
tic nineteenth century legacy, is not just poorly equipped to 
understand society, but for the same reasons misunder-
stands the economy as well. This deficiency, moreover, 
appears less easy to repair than some revisionists within 
the discipline may believe. As economic action is always 
and inevitably social action, it is only by means of a theory 
that takes social action seriously that a theoretically satis-
factory and practically promising account of economic 
phenomena can be given. Socio-Economic Review will 
closely follow ongoing developments in economics that try 
to include culture, history, politics etc., provided they do 
not undertake to reduce them to yet another emanation of 
the “economic principle”. Moreover, to remind its readers 
of how modern economics have arbitrarily cut short a re-
search agenda that used to cover more important than, say, 
the optimal composition of an investment portfolio, SER 
hopes regularly to publish new work on socio-economists 
such as Commons, Hayek, Polanyi, Schumpeter or Som-

bart, to demonstrate the magnitude of the loss for which 
socio-economic research today has to make up. 

Finally, historical-institutionalist political economy has 
taught socio-economists how history, collective action, 
politics and policy can give rise to important differences 
with respect to the way economies work in the real world. 
In turn, the socio-economic approach may encourage po-
litical economists to rethink what sometimes seem to be 
all-too-simple materialistic assumptions and explanations, 
e.g. with respect to the formation of collective interests in 
polities and societies. Drawing on the more disciplined 
versions of social constructivism that come out of eco-
nomic sociology, socio-economists may be in a good posi-
tion to point out and insist on the historical and social 
plasticity and malleability of the definitions of interest that 
drive economic-political action. Here, too, a socio-
economic perspective warns against premature simplifica-
tion and emphasizes the costs, as opposed to the indubita-
ble benefits, of theoretical parsimony. At the same time, 
socio-economics is greatly enriched by what it can learn 
from political economy on the role of collective agency in 
modern societies, even where such agency is contingently 
subdued by the erosion of national political capacity under 
the impact of expanding global markets. 

Socio-Economic Review aspires to develop into a 
seedbed for a new attempt, more than overdue, at a socio-
logically informed and politically perceptive institutional 
economics – one that takes history seriously, does justice 
to the complexity of social systems and its profound con-
sequences for theory-building, recognizes the specific dy-
namics and the distinctive dignity of the human lifeworld, 
allows for political mobilization and collective action in the 
interest of social stability and human reproduction, and 
engages in informed dialogue with political a moral phi-
losophy to avoid the fallacies of technocracy. Such a the-
ory can form and grow in confrontation with a wide range 
of subjects employing a wide variety of methods: by look-
ing at consumption and investment, corporate governance, 
the regulation of capital markets, at labor markets and la-
bor market policy, the organization of work and the chang-
ing division of labor, international trade and regional de-
velopment, technological innovation, welfare state regimes 
and production regimes, the governance of the interna-
tional economy, the provision of social order in industrial 
districts etc. etc. On all of these, SER hopes to offer its 
readers first-rate empirical and theoretical work that is of 
interest beyond the narrow circles of disciplinary specialists. 
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