
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Daniyal Khan 

 
Reading the General Theory as Economic 
Sociology: A broader interpretation of an 
economics classic 

September 2016 
Working Paper 05/2016 
Department of Economics 
The New School for Social Research 

The views expressed herein are those of the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect the views of the New School 
for Social Research. © 2016 by Daniyal Khan. All rights reserved. Short sections of text may be quoted without 
explicit permission provided that full credit is given to the source. 



0 

 

 

Reading the General Theory as Economic Sociology: A broader 

interpretation of an economics classic 

Daniyal Khan, Department of Economics, Seeta Majeed School of Liberal Arts and Social 

Sciences, Beaconhouse National University, daniyalk@gmail.com  

 

Abstract 

This paper argues that given certain self-definitions and key defining features of economic 

sociology, The General Theory of Employment, Interest, and Money can be read and interpreted 

as a text in economic sociology. Around this core argument, a case is built for a more open 

interaction and mutual appreciation between economic sociology and heterodox approaches to 

economics. The paper suggests how broader interpretations of classics of social science (such as 

the General Theory) may help us better appreciate the shared intellectual lineages and legacies of 

economics and sociology. It concludes with reflections on the historical development of the 

relationship between economics and sociology, and some speculation about their future. 
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It is astonishing what foolish things one can temporarily believe if one thinks too 

long alone, particularly in economics (along with the other moral sciences), where 

it is often impossible to bring one’s ideas to a conclusive test either formal or 

experimental.  

– John Maynard Keynes ([1936] 1964, vii-viii) 

 

 

1. Introduction 

The varied paths which intellectual lineages and legacies can take are quite astonishing. By way 

of introduction, consider three very different yet key figures in the social sciences, one of whom 

is to be the primary person of interest in this paper. Consider, first, Joseph Schumpeter and his 

place in economics and sociology. Schumpeter’s place in economic is, by and large, and for our 

purposes anyway, clear. He is, first, one of the many interpreters and theorists of the rhythms and 

cycles of capitalism. Here, he finds himself in excellent company with the likes of Marx and 

Kondratiev – economists whom we might today place tentatively in the “heterodox” tradition of 

economics. Second, for anyone to whom the history of economic thought matters, he is the author 

of one of the classics of the field. (Schumpeter [1954] 2006) Third, his ideas form the reference 

point for a recent strand of growth theory, namely Schumpeterian growth theory. However, 

Schumpeter also sits comfortably in sociology in general and in economic sociology in particular. 

Smelser and Swedberg (2005b, 12) note that “[d]espite the slowing in economic sociology during 

the years 1920-80, there were several noteworthy developments, especially the theoretical works 

of Joseph Schumpeter, Karl Polanyi, and Talcott Parsons.” They further claim that “Schumpeter 

is also unique among economists for trying to create a place for economic sociology next to 

economic theory.” (Smelser and Swedberg 2005b, 12) Also, by the admission of one of his own 

students, his views on the place of the bourgeoisie in socialism are “better described as historical 

sociology.” (Heilbroner 1999, 307-308) 

Not all are so lucky as to be accorded a place of prestige in both of these sister disciplines. Max 

Weber’s place in sociology is unquestionable, and many key contributions and ideas should come 

to the mind of any student of sociology, including but not limited to the methods of a comparative 

historical sociology, the development and use of ideal types, and rationalization, (Kalberg 1994); 

and perhaps above all, his work on the origins of capitalism. (Weber [1930] 2005) His association 
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with economics, however, has remained tenuous and Weber as an economist (Swedberg 1999) has 

remained underappreciated; this is so in spite of his well-known contributions to the 

Methodenstreit (which had implications for the development of economics as well) and the 

availability of his views on marginal utility theory. (Zafirovski 2001) Keynes is Weber’s mirror 

image. Keynes’s contributions and relevance to contemporary economic theory and practice are 

practically impossible to challenge. Lance Taylor has even gone so far as to say that “[t]he ways 

he proposed to analyze macro problems are the only ones of any use in understanding the global 

crisis of 2007-2009.” (Taylor 2010, vii, emphasis added) However, Keynes’s work has received 

far less attention in sociology than in economics, though it is possible that the quality of attention 

he has received is equal, if not better. 

This paper reads the General Theory as a text in economic sociology. In doing so, it develops 

a view already taken by McKibbin (2013, 103) – though not developed and explained as a complete 

thesis – namely that the “General Theory is a study of economic sociology.” The paper is 

structured as follows. Section 2 presents a discussion of how sociologists view and define 

economic sociology as a discipline. This discussion will provide a rough sketch of economic 

sociology to which we may refer as we read through the General Theory. Section 2 also provides 

a review of how Keynes’s work has been received in sociology. Section 3 presents a commentary 

on the General Theory to show the consistency of this classic with a sociological vision of the 

economic sphere. It is argued that such an interpretation of the General Theory may help directly 

establish connections between economics and economic sociology. As a case in point, a connection 

is established between the sociological work on consumption and culture, and elements of 

Keynes’s methodological scheme in the General Theory. Section 4 compares old and new views 

on how the relationship between economics and sociology has transformed historically. Section 5 

concludes the paper with some questions and speculation, especially about the possible rise of a 

new unified social scientific literature resisting and challenging disciplinary boundaries. 

2. Economic Sociology: What it is and what it says about Keynes 

To comprehensively describe and define a field like economic sociology is not only beyond the 

scope of this paper, it is also not the main point. A working definition – a sketch – pieced together 

using key definitions and concepts will suffice for our purpose. The point is to use this sketch or 

working understanding as a heuristic, a point of reference, or even a lens when reading and 
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interpreting the General Theory. The first element of this working definition is Swedberg’s (1998, 

134) definition of economic sociology as “the analysis of ‘economic institutions’ [or] … the 

application of the sociological perspective to economic phenomena.” Also, for Smelser and 

Swedberg (2005b, 3) economic sociology is “the application of the frames of reference, variables, 

and explanatory models of sociology to that complex of activities which is concerned with the 

production, distribution, exchange, and consumption of scarce goods and resources.” To these we 

can add Swedberg and Granovetter’s (2011, xix) “basic heuristic principles:” 

(1) Economic action is a form of social action; 

(2) Economic action is socially situated or embedded; 

(3) Economic institutions are social constructions. (Swedberg and Granovetter 2011, 

xix) 

The second principle points us to an important concept in economic sociology: embeddedness. 

Zelizer (2005, 336), discussing one of three kinds of approaches sociologists have taken to study 

consumption and referring to a more precise meaning of embeddedness, states that “[a] context 

approach identifies features of sociological organization that work as facilitators or constraints on 

economic action.” For the purposes of our paper, embeddedness is understood in the more general 

sense as described (though not necessarily advocated) by Fourcade (2007, 1017): “a catchphrase 

to capture many forms of social, political, and cognitive structuring within the economy.” Besides 

embeddedness, the role of trust in economic phenomena is also emphasized. (See, for example, 

Shapiro (1987) and Greif (1993).) 

In addition, consider Table 1 below for Smelser and Swedberg’s (1994) outline of the key 

defining features of economic sociology as they compare to those of mainstream economics. This 

table is also presented here as a flexible frame of reference (as its authors surely intended it to be) 

rather than a rigidly fixed grid. Even though it does not say everything there is to say about the 

field, it does say something, and it is important for two reasons. First, it says something about 

economic sociology’s self-understanding and self-definition as a discipline and a field of study. 

More specifically, it tells us about economics sociology’s tendency during a certain period of its 

development to define itself vis-à-vis an over-simplistic understanding of economics that equates 

it with mainstream economics, and generally does not pay attention to the diversity within 

economics. This is corroborated by Fourcade’s (2007, 1016-1017) description of the way 
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economic sociologists have engaged economists as well as challenged them. Callon (1998) is a 

good example of this style of engagement. 

Second, it says something about how economic sociology has or has not engaged with 

Keynes’s ideas. The fact that Keynes is categorized under mainstream economics along with the 

its key features such as methodological individualism and formal mathematical modelling signifies 

a misreading of the General Theory. (Also see the rewritten version of the chapter in which this 

table was originally presented. The new version – which does not mention Keynes at all – omits 

this table. (Smelser and Swedberg 2005b) However, a large and important part of this new version 

is an explanation of this table.) It is also telling that Keynes has hardly been referred to in three 

recent volumes on economic sociology which together comprise over 1500 pages written by some 

of the most important scholars of the field. (Dobbin 2004; Smelser and Swedberg 2005a; 

Granovetter and Swedberg 2011) 

The rest of the sociological literature is not exactly well represented by Keynes’s absence from 

these volumes, but the field as a whole has not systematically and consistently built on Keynes’s 

ideas. The literature consists of notable and scattered individual efforts to draw on Keynes from 

across the disciplinary boundary. One strand of this literature draws heavily on Keynes’s views on 

money. Ingham (2004) has probably been the salient contribution here. (Also see Ingham (1998).)  

In a similar vein, Pixley (1999) also draws on the Post Keynesian literature to consciously develop 

linkages between economics and economic sociology for a better understanding of money. 

Ritzmann (1999) analyses an intellectual tradition – of which Keynes is a part – in which money 

is closely tied with confidence and trust, and Steele (1998) compares Keynes’s views on a 

monetary economy with mercantilist and classical views. 

Another strand of this literature explicitly reads Keynes as a sociologist or directly refers to his 

ideas for use in sociology. For example, Bibow, Lewis and Runde (2005) analyze two 

contemporary theoretical trends using Keynes’s work as a touchstone. (Also see Dequech (2003).) 

Also, Mini (1991, 453) observes that Keynes “often wrote as a technical economist and an 

academic philosopher, but just as often, he wrote as a sociologist, a philosopher of history, a social 

critic or a gifted journalist.” (Also see Wiley’s (1983) comparison of Weber and Keynes and his 

analysis of common ground in their ideas.) More recently, McKibbin (2013, 78) argues that 

“Keynes’s ‘rentier’ is a political-sociological construct (and a confused one), not essentially an 
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economic one, and that this is how we should understand it.” Even so, views like McKibbin’s and 

Mini’s are few and far in between in the sociological literature. 

 

Table 1: Economic sociology and mainstream economics: a comparison 

  Economic sociology  Mainstream economics 

 

Concept of the 

actor 

  

The actor is connected to 

other actors and is part of 

groups and society 

  

The actor is not connected 

to other actors 

(‘methodological 

individualism’) 

 

Economic action 

  

Many different types of 

economic action are used, 

including rational ones; 

rationality as variable 

  

All economic actions are 

assumed to be rational; 

rationality as assumption 

 

Constraints on 

the action 

  

Economic actions are 

constrained by the scarcity of 

resources, by the social 

structure and by meaning 

structures 

  

Economic actions are 

constrained by the scarcity 

of resources, including 

technology 

 

 

The economy in 

relation to 

society 

  

The economy is seen as an 

integral part of society; 

society is always the basic 

reference 

  

The market and the 

economy are the basic 

references; society is ‘out 

there’ 

 

Goal of the 

analysis 

  

Description and explanation; 

rarely prediction 

  

Prediction and explanation; 

rarely description 

 

Methods used 

  

Many different methods are 

used, including historical and 

comparative ones; the data are 

often produced by the analyst 

(‘dirty hands’) 

  

Formal, especially 

mathematical model 

building; no data or official 

data are often used (‘clean 

models’) 

 

Intellectual 

tradition 

  

Marx, Weber, Durkheim, 

Schumpeter, Polanyi, 

Parsons/Smelser; the classics 

are constantly reinterpreted 

and taught 

  

Smith, Ricardo, Mill, 

Marshall, Keynes, 

Samuelson; the classics 

belong to the past; emphasis 

is on current theory and 

achievements 

Source: Smelser and Swedberg (1994, 4, table 1) 
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3. Evidence from the General Theory 

What follows here is a commentary on (1) what the approach of the General Theory means for the 

relationship between economics and economic sociology, (2) why and in what ways economists 

and economic sociologists ought to pay attention to this classic of the social sciences, (3) in what 

ways it can be read as a text in economic sociology, by which I mean the ways in which it is 

consistent with the defining characteristic of economic sociology as they are described by 

economic sociologists themselves, and (4) in what ways it is not a text of mainstream economics. 

It is not a comprehensive commentary, is a work in progress and for the moment tends to focus 

more on certain parts of the General Theory than on others.  

From the very beginning, it is clear that the General Theory is written in the spirit – consciously 

or otherwise – of engagement. Let us consider here some of the points made in the preface of the 

book. First, Keynes ([1936] 1964, v) only “chiefly addressed” the book to economists, but not 

exclusively to them. While Keynes ([1936] 1964, vi) pointed to “the general public” as another 

possible audience, his focus remained on economists themselves because in his opinion the 

theoretical fissures within economics had rendered economic theory practically useless. It is here 

that the theorists and practitioners of the other social sciences could have been mentioned but were 

not; social scientists other than economists could have been explicitly invited to first pay attention 

to an actual case of how theoretical failings had made a social science practically impotent, and 

second to avoid such problems in their own specific disciplines. Despite this omission, Keynes 

makes a statement which can be read as an exhortation to conversation among the social scientific 

disciplines: 

It is astonishing what foolish things one can temporarily believe if one thinks too long 

alone, particularly in economics (along with the other moral sciences), where it is often 

impossible to bring one’s ideas to a conclusive test either formal or experimental. (Keynes 

[1936] 1964, vii-viii) 

Here, “thinking took long alone” can be interpreted to mean thinking alone as an individual. It can 

also be interpreted as working too long within one’s own field of study and not conversing with 

those who work in the other social sciences. It is the latter interpretation which is relevant here. 

Yet another reason sociologists should have then taken – and still should take – special notice 

of this classic is the manner in which the preface is concluded. Keynes ([1936] 1964, viii) had 

hoped that the book would bring about an “escape from habitual modes of thought and expression.” 
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It is useful to recall here Veblen’s (1909, 626) definition of institutions: they are “settled habits of 

thought common to the generality of men.” In this sense, the economic theories at which Keynes 

was taking aim were in themselves a social institution: they were settled habits of thought common 

to the generality of economists, and possibly even beyond the economics profession. It thus 

becomes clear that Keynes’s purpose was essentially social, cultural, and might even said to be 

undeniably political. For in attempting to help economists escape from the settled habits of thought 

that were common to them, he was essentially attempting to bring about an institutional disruption 

and eventually an institutional transformation in the economics discipline, specifically as the 

discipline was embodied in the persons of the economists, and more generally as it was embodied 

in economic thinking both within and beyond the economics profession. If nothing else, the 

attempt to bring about such an institutional and political disruption should pique the interest of 

sociologists. Of course, the extent to which the General Theory was successful in bringing about 

this institutional and political disruption is questionable; in other words, the (non)permanence of 

the Keynesian revolution is open to contestation and has been contested and discussed on 

numerous occasions. 

Early into the main text we find evidence that Keynes’s vision is consistent with the 

sociological perspective on the economy. In Chapter 2, we see that his economic actors include 

not just individuals making consumption or investment decisions, but social groups as well. For 

example, in his argument against the two classical postulates, he mentions trade unions and how 

they respond differently to reductions in money wages and increases in living costs. (Keynes 

[1936] 1964, 15) In fact trade unions are a recurring social actor throughout the book. In Chapter 

3 we see a first reference to the “psychology of the community.” (Keynes [1936] 1964, 27) In this 

chapter, Keynes ([1936] 1964, 31) also distinguishes between rich and poor societies and their 

respective propensities to consume. He also dissociates himself from Ricardo and associates 

himself with Marx and Gesell on the issue of the importance of aggregate and effective demand. 

(Keynes [1936] 1964, 32) His understanding of why Ricardian economics came to be accepted the 

way it did also shows that he certainly connects economics and the economy with the dynamics of 

a capitalist society:  

That it [i.e. Ricardian economics] afforded a measure of justification to the free activities 

of the individual capitalist, attracted to it the support of the dominant social force behind 

authority [i.e. capital].” (Keynes [1936] 1964, 33) 
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He also laments the consequent inability of economists to make accurate predictions. (Keynes 

[1936] 1964, 33) 

In Book 2, we first find a statement in chapter 4 which indicates how the context and scale of 

analysis determines the choice of units of quantities. (Keynes [1936] 1964, 43) Chapter 7 has a 

discussion (Keynes [1936] 1964, 81-83) in which we come across the banking system as a credit-

creating institution and the nature of its relationship with individual depositors. We clearly see that 

for Keynes ([1936] 1964, 83) the bank is an institution of influence, whose provision of credit can 

impact the distribution of real income across income groups. Chapter 8 discusses some of the 

factors effecting the propensity to consume, including: “the subjective needs and psychological 

propensities and habits of the individuals composing it and the principles on which the income is 

divided between them (which may suffer modification as output is increased).“ (Keynes [1936] 

1964, 91) In Chapter 9, Keynes discusses a variety of motives which influence the consumption 

decisions of individuals as well as institutions. He also takes the position that these motives are 

stronger or weaker depending on the social and cultural context in which these decisions are made. 

(Keynes [1936] 1964, 109-10) 

Book 4 offers some of the most convincing evidence pertinent to this paper. Chapter 12 alone 

would suffice, I think, to show that Keynes’s vision is consistent with many if not all of the defining 

features of economic sociology mentioned above. We find in this chapter: a discussion of the state 

of confidence (which I take to be synonymous with trust) and its influence on the marginal 

efficiency of capital, and the importance of observing markets and business psychology (Keynes 

[1936] 1964, 149); the economic role of the human desire to take chances (Keynes [1936] 1964, 

150);  the social and psychological background of evaluations of prospective yields on investment 

(Keynes [1936] 1964, 153-154); the role of the gambling instinct and social conflict over public 

policy (Keynes [1936] 1964, 157); the directly proportional relationship between organization of 

markets and speculation, of which New York is Keynes’s prime example (Keynes [1936] 1964, 

158-159); the ill consequences of spiraling speculation for the development of capital, and “the 

proper social purpose” of an institution such as Wall Street (Keynes [1936] 1964, 159); regulation 

of stock exchanges for the interest of the public, with the London Stock Exchange as a real world 

example (Keynes [1936] 1964, 159-160); crises of confidence and their cure, the social dangers of 

hoarding, and the role of spontaneous optimism or animal spirits. (Keynes [1936] 1964, 161) This 
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chapter also gives us a statement which can be read as a clear statement of embeddedness: 

“economic prosperity is excessively dependent on a political and social atmosphere which is 

congenial to the average business man.”  (Keynes [1936] 1964, 162) That rationality – or 

irrationality, for that matter – is not assumed but considered variable, with room for sentiment and 

chance to play a role, is also evident. (Keynes [1936] 1964, 162-163) The concluding paragraph 

of Chapter 12 gives us a first indication that in Keynes’s framework the state is entrusted with an 

important economic role. (Also see Löwe [1965] 1983, 244-245) 

Among other things, chapters 13 and 15 discuss a variety of possible motives for liquidity. 

Chapter 16 mentions the role of scarcity and social and institutional conditions in influencing the 

marginal efficiency of capital. (Keynes [1936] 1964, 217-219) Chapter 17 gives us a statement of 

the embeddedness of liquidity: “The conception of what contributes to ‘liquidity’ is a partly vague 

one, changing from time to time and depending on social practices and institutions.” (Keynes 

[1936] 1964, 240) In this chapter Keynes ([1936] 1964, 242-243) also recounts his move from 

holding onto the idea of one natural rate of interest, to different natural rates of interest for different 

societies, to abandoning the very idea of a natural rate of interest. Chapter 18’s concluding 

paragraphs uphold the very real possibility of changing and transforming the economic system, 

rather than just explaining it, describing it or making predictions about it as a supposedly natural 

(or deterministic) system. (Keynes [1936] 1964, 254) In Chapter 19, Keynes ([1936] 1964, 267) 

again mentions the limited powers of labor and trade unions. He also points out that the 

effectiveness of a flexible wage policy would depend on the social context (laissez faire or 

authoritarian) in which it is undertaken. (Keynes [1936] 1964, 269) In Chapter 21, we find his 

crystal clear statement on the “nature of economic thinking” and his critique of formal 

mathematical modeling. (Keynes [1936] 1964, 297-298) 

Chapter 24, much like chapter 12, is important in the sense that it shows Keynes’s social vision 

of capitalism. Beginning with a critique of capitalism, Keynes ([1936] 1964, 372-373) rejects the 

notion that savings by the rich would support the growth and development of capital. However, he 

offers support for the profit motive and private enterprise. (Keynes [1936] 1964, 374) He mentions 

again that rents on land and interest on capital are dependent on the scarcity of land and capital. In 

fact, he develops the idea of a variable scarcity in the case of capital; that is, the scarcity of capital 

can be socially deconstructed through the initiative and action of the state. So capitalism can be 
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made to go from one phase to the next as an entire social actor (the rentier) is done away with. 

(Keynes [1936] 1964, 376) There is also an extended discussion of the role of the state, the 

socialization of investment, the ownership of the means of production, central controls as a means 

of transforming society to a state of full employment, the dual role of government in maintaining 

the existing economic system and creating an environment which allows individual economic 

enterprise to flourish, and questions of an unquestionably political nature: war and peace, and the 

possibility of solving the problem of unemployment while at the same time not descending into an 

inefficient and oppressive authoritarianism. (Keynes 1964, 378-382) What Keynes is presenting 

in this last chapter of his magnum opus is nothing less than a political, economic, social, 

philosophical, cultural, and capitalist manifesto. This is Keynes’s final and explicit push for the 

agenda of institutional and political disruption with which he began the book. 

In sum: in the General Theory, economic action is indeed a form of social action and is socially 

embedded, and economic institutions are indeed social constructions. (The three basic heuristic 

principles stated in section 2 are consistent with the General Theory.) Context matters to Keynes. 

(On context, see especially the discussion below on chapter 18.) In its concept of the actor, the 

General Theory is far from the methodological individualism of mainstream economics and is 

much closer to the concept of collective or interrelated actors in economic sociology. Rationality 

of social actors is not assumed and a variety of motivating factors are taken to underpin economic 

action. Social structures and meaning structures do influence economic action, as does scarcity 

which it itself variable in the case of capital. Keynes is not just concerned with prediction; 

capitalism is indeed described in the General Theory and these descriptions of the economic 

system are important for Keynes’s analysis. 

Keynes’s vision brings to our attention capitalism as a living, complex and dynamic social 

order. Keynes is attentive to and conscious of the institutional foundations of capitalism. In the 

last chapter of the General Theory, Keynes provides an answer to the question of whether the 

means of production should be held by private enterprise or the state: “It is not the ownership of 

the instruments of production which it is important for the State to assume.” (Keynes [1936] 1964, 

378) Before he actually provides this answer, it is suggested in the opening lines of the chapter 

because he does not mention private ownership of the means of production among the “outstanding 

faults of the economic society in which we live.” (Keynes [1936] 1964, 372) Instead, “[t]he 
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outstanding faults of the economic society in which we live are its failure to provide for full 

employment and its arbitrary and inequitable distribution of wealth and incomes.” (Keynes [1936] 

1964, 372) (Though one might argue that he is indeed pointing towards the capitalist class’s 

monopoly over the means of production as an arbitrary and inequitable distribution of wealth, but 

perhaps not in those words.) What is important is that the question and the answer are not taken 

for granted. The question is engaged with and answered explicitly. So like sociologists, he is 

conscious of private property in the means of production – the first institutional foundation of 

capitalism and the inequalities and inequities which live at its roots. On the other institutional 

foundations of capitalism (money and markets), the existing literature is abundantly clear. The 

literature review above has already discussed the work done on Keynes’s views on money. 

(However, see especially Ingham (2004, 72).) For Keynes’s views on markets, see Mini (1995) 

and Mini (1996). 

This vision of capitalism as a historical social order with very specific institutional foundations 

is much more easily found in both economic sociology and heterodox approaches to economics 

than in mainstream or orthodox approaches to economics, and hence forms a natural point of 

affinity between the two fields. It is here that we see how this classic of macroeconomics acts as a 

bridge between economic sociology on the one hand and heterodox approaches to economics on 

the other. The language and vision of the General Theory are such that they are familiar to both 

groups and this common ground is a possible foundation for mutual appreciation and constructive 

engagement. 

This short commentary on the General Theory will conclude with a comment on chapter 18 

where Keynes synthesizes his general theory. Here Keynes is not presenting a model as much as 

presenting his method and the categories of his method (given factors, dependent variables and 

independent variables). This method opens up the possibility of the sociological literature on 

consumption and culture (and even other strands of sociology) to be connected with the General 

Theory. Observe, first, that Keynes accepts that his choice of independent variables is tentative 

and not final: “Thus we can sometimes regard our ultimate independent variables as consisting of 

… But these again would be capable of being subjected to further analysis, and are not, so to speak, 

our ultimate atomic independent elements.” (Keynes [1936] 1964, 246-247, emphasis added) So 

if these independent variables are not the only ones possible, how are they do be chosen?  
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The division of determinants of the economic system into the two groups of given factors 

and independent variables is, of course, quite arbitrary from any absolute standpoint. The 

division must be made entirely on the basis of experience, … (Keynes [1936] 1964, 247, 

emphasis added) 

Therefore, even the choice of independent variables is context specific and grounded or embedded 

in what our actual experience of the economy is. 

Second, observe that the choice of given factors is quite significant for the analysis. That the 

factors are taken as given “does not mean that we assume these factors to be constant; but namely 

that, in this place and context, we are not considering or taking into account the effects and 

consequences of changes in them.” (Keynes [1936] 1964, 245, emphasis added) That is, not only 

must we assess what the current state of these factors is, we must also assess their impact on the 

independent variables – because while effects of changes in the given factors on independent 

variables are precluded by Keynes, the effects of their existing state are not: “The factors, which 

we have taken as given, influence our independent variables, but do not completely determine 

them.” (Keynes [1936] 1964, 245-246) It is here that economic sociology can contribute: helping 

economists create a picture of the context which shapes the way independent variables move and 

then determine the system’s dependent variables. Consider the following passage: 

We take as given the existing skill and quantity of available labour, the existing quality and 

quantity of available equipment, the existing technique, the degree of competition, the 

tastes and habits of the consumer, the disutilities of different intensities of labour and of 

the activities of supervision and organization, as well as the social structure including the 

forces, other than the variables set forth below, which determine the distribution of the 

national income. (Keynes [1936] 1964, 245, emphasis added) 

Thus the independent variables are shaped by given factors such as social structure and the tastes 

and habits of consumers which clearly fall within the domain of study of economic sociologists. 

In particular, the literature on the relationship between consumption and culture (Zelizer 2005) can 

make a direct contribution to our understanding of the sociological background which shapes and 

determines the propensity to consume. Similarly, sociologists working on industrial relations may 

contribute to a better understanding of the disutilities of different intensities of labor and the 

activities of supervision and organization. Similar contributions may be made by sociologists 

working on labor markets. The variations in social structures across varieties of capitalism (Streeck 

2011) may also be brought to our attention and added to the economic analysis. 
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4. Economics and Sociology: Old and New Views 

A year before the publication of the General Theory, another social scientist delivered three 

lectures in London which were to become Economics and Sociology: A Plea for Co-operation in 

the Social Sciences (1935). In this book, Löwe did not waste any time in identifying what was for 

him the problem at hand. These are the two opening sentences of the book: 

Academic research in the social sciences and the practical application of their results are 

suffering to-day from a great defect for which even the greatest achievements within the 

special branches cannot compensate. An excessive division of labour, a lack of synthetic 

co-operation between the various sections of social research more and more restrict the 

truth of any partial knowledge, the efficiency of any concrete action. (Löwe [1935] 2010, 

19, emphasis added) 

Much like Keynes was to do a year later in the final chapter of the General Theory, Löwe identified 

a host of real problems, some of them the same as those identified by Keynes; only Löwe was 

relating the challenge these problems presented to the compartmentalization of the social sciences 

rather than to economic thought in particular: 

The present day complexes of our political and economic practice, imperialism, the crisis 

of democracy, education in citizenship, social and economic planning, do not fit into the 

watertight compartments of our traditional system of specialisms. (Löwe [1935] 2010, 24) 

Also, Löwe was aware of this “system of specialisms” being something new rather than something 

which had always been. Things had indeed been different in the past, and Löwe had a real and 

lived ideal in mind which harkened back to better days and was exactly the opposite of this system: 

Academic social science arose in the seventeenth and eighteenth century as the synthetic 

science par excellence. An offspring of the post-medieval philosophy, they maintained 

intimate relations even to ethics and natural law far into the nineteenth century. What range 

of subjects was dealt with in that comprehensive social science, we learn best from the life-

work of Adam Smith. The most ambitious modern sociologist might be satisfied by his 

teaching programme. (Löwe [1935] 2010, 25-26) 

Over the course of his exploration of the ways in which economics and sociology relate to and 

complement each other, Löwe came to these (but not only these) conclusions in his essays: 

If the social sciences are to cope with the gigantic task which the complexity of modern 

society sets every specialist, neither economics nor sociology can evade the necessity of 

modifying to some extent methods of investigation as well as of teaching. Still it is not so 

much a question of external reforms like the formation of organizing bodies, the foundation 
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of institutes and periodicals, etc., as of a change in mind and scientific attitude. (Löwe 

[1935] 2010, 132, emphasis added) 

Here, Löwe is echoing even before the General Theory was published the words with which 

Keynes concluded the preface of the General Theory. We see that Keynes’s challenge to classical 

theory and Löwe’s solution to the problem of compartmentalization in the social sciences both 

involve a change in thinking patterns and habits of thought. Löwe’s prediction about the future of 

cooperation between the two fields is also worth considering: 

Modern dynamic evolution enforces co-operation upon economics and sociology because 

the real chain of reciprocal causation carries the chain of reasoning across any specialist 

borders. There is no need for abstract postulates of methodology, the trend of thinking is 

towards integration. (Löwe [1935] 2010, 131, emphasis added) 

With this in mind, we now revisit another great 20th century social scientist. In Schumpeter’s 

([1954] 2006, 19) view “economic analysis deals with the questions how people behave at any 

time and what economic effects are they produce by so behaving; economic sociology deals with 

the questions how they came to behave as they do.” In relation to the concluding discussion in the 

previous section, we might say that economic analysis deals with Keynes’s independent variables 

and economic sociology deals with Keynes’s given factors. However, even though Schumpeter 

also seemed to be aware of both the tense relationship and increasing distance between economists 

and sociologists since the 18th century, he was not too optimistic or excited about the prospect of 

collaboration. (Schumpeter [1954] 2006, 24-25) The trajectory of the development of economics 

in the second half of the twentieth century appears to support Schumpeter’s pessimism over 

Lowe’s prediction of integration. 

Even though the sentiment did seem to be pessimistic even near the end of the twentieth 

century, (Ingham 1996; Zafirovski and Levine 1997; Zafirovski 1999) more recent opinion seems 

to be favorable.  It may just be that Löwe’s moment of vindication has finally arrived, because 

there is in fact excitement about the possibility of greater collaboration between economics and 

sociology, even if the enthusiasm is not shared across the board. For example, consider Zelizer’s 

(2007, 1057-1058) acknowledgement of the diversity within economics as well as economic 

sociology’s development of an agenda and self-understanding independent of mainstream 

economics. Also consider Julie Nelson’s remarks: 

Why be satisfied with the vagueness of many existing sociological formulations and the 

empirical irrelevance of currently dominant economic theories? A feminist-informed 
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understanding of the requirements of truly scientific investigation—investigation that is 

not bound by dogmas of any kind, but rather open to new evidence and viewpoints and to 

evaluation by ever-wider communities—could move beyond the stultifying biases of both 

disciplines and lead, at last, to a more rich and reliable understanding of human economic 

life, in all its complex sociality. (Nelson 2010, 1148) 

Thus the slow crawl of social science from synthesis to fragmentation seems to have begun to 

move again towards integration – at least as far as sociology and economics are concerned – and 

perhaps bodes well for the future. 

5. Wondering out loud: a speculative conclusion 

In conclusion, I would like to ask questions and indulge in some speculation, in the hope of helping 

us both reflect on our present and also to look forward to the future of social science.  

First, I wonder if a somewhat synthesized social science defying artificial disciplinary division 

has not already come about unnoticed and unintended. That is, a social science which is 

philosophically mature, historically aware, culturally sensitive, and grounded in an understanding 

of modernity and capitalism as evolving and fluid phenomena. What I specifically have in mind 

are three separate bodies of social scientific literature which to me seem to have a lot in common: 

(1) economic sociology (especially the embeddedness and varieties of capitalism literature), (2) 

heterodox economics (including but not limited to institutional, feminist, Post Keynesian and 

Marxian economics), and (3) international political economy (IPE), especially of the British 

variety. There is substantial evidence for overlap and affinity between these fields, and this 

evidence suggests that even if such a unified field of study does not exist, its creation is upon us if 

we so wish to create it. Showing this overlap is a separate research project in itself, but consider 

the following three instances as the tip of the iceberg. First, consider Milberg’s (2009) 

identification of Polanyi (along with Keynes) as the key thinker in the wake of the 2008 crisis. 

Second, consider the entire breadth of the research agenda of a place like the Max Planck Institute 

for the Study of Societies where economic sociology and political economy are both brought to 

bear on questions about the capitalism. (Beckert and Streeck 2008) Third, consider Mark Blyth’s 

positive comments on Streeck and Beckert’s work. (Alonso 2016) 

Beyond these expressions and demonstrations of mutual interest and appreciation, there is an 

entire shared intellectual lineage, with perhaps Polanyi as the key figure which comes to mind 

first. But there may be numerous others such as Marx, Luxemburg, more recently Susan Strange, 
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and even Keynes. There is a shared appreciation of the need for pluralism in terms of methodology: 

compare Cohen (2008, 54-55), Nelson (1998) and Dow (1998). There is a shared appreciation of 

the relationship between economy and society, of embeddedness, and of the socio-political 

foundations of the economy. There is also a shared interest in not just better description and 

explanation of economies and societies, but also the use of better social science for the 

transformation of economies and societies. Better prediction would just be the cherry on the cake. 

So is a non-compartmentalized social science already alive and well, hidden away as it were? 

It may be too soon to tell. After all, Löwe was only able to appreciate the intellectual reach of 

Adam Smith’s comprehensive social science and teaching program over 150 years after the 

publication of The Wealth of Nations. Besides, this paper has remained focused on economics and 

sociology, and even in that domain has not provided a comprehensive treatment of the problems 

at hand. Perhaps it is only after another few decades that we will be able to tell whether the 

optimism of the current moment was well-founded, after we have gained some distance from this 

current moment and hence have gained a better perspective. 

Secondly, I wonder if trying to build a new cohesive social science (or perhaps even just an 

integrated science of economics and sociology) is a useful goal to pursue. This paper has so far 

assumed that it is. But this cannot be taken for granted. Even if we do accept it as a legitimate and 

useful aim, there are multiple ways of doing it, only one of which is to try and recreate what existed 

earlier. In which case, I wonder if the pursuit of replicating a comprehensive social science in the 

style of the 18th century social science mentioned by Löwe is a bit like trying to replicate a 

Stradivari violin or cello: bound to fail because the role of tacit knowledge is missing from the 

conversation about how to try and meet the exemplary standard set by the master craftsman (or in 

our case, a master scientist such as Smith or Keynes). (Sennett 2008, 77-80) However, fortunately 

for us, we are not bound or forced by anyone to try and recreate something old. We can try and 

create something new more suited for our present day purposes. 

Third, I wonder whether or not we are likely to produce the kind of revolutionary ideas Keynes 

presented with the kind of education systems and professionalization of the discipline which we 

have today. Milberg (2009, 45) has argued that “new and creative thinking will be required to build 

true economic security.” I wonder whether we can rely on the economics profession to provide 

this new and creative thinking. My suspicion is that there is a major creativity constraint on 
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economic ideas. The structure and culture of the now global profession just do not support the kind 

of creativity which might lead to the training of scholars who have the intellectual breadth and 

depth of Keynes. Just as an understanding of Stradivari’s workshop is missing from attempts to 

create stringed instruments which may match his high standard, (Sennett 2008, 77) an 

understanding of the working conditions, habits, routines and teaching methods of the great 

economists is missing in conversations in which the inability to produce scholarship of the quality 

of Smith or Keynes is routinely lamented. I do not mean to say that there have been no excellent 

scholars of economics after Keynes. Rather, it seems to me that the excellent scholarship which 

has been produced has in fact been produced in spite of rather than because of the institutional 

structure and culture of the profession. If such excellent scholarship is possible in a profession and 

discipline which is often justifiably described as parochial and presented as the exemplar of the 

ivory tower, one can only wonder about the quality of scholarship which might have been produced 

if the profession had actually been in better health. 

Lastly, if my reading of The General Theory as a text in economic sociology holds water, then 

it takes us to another interesting question which has to do with the theme this paper started with: 

intellectual lineages and legacies. To whom does the intellectual legacy of Keynes and the General 

Theory belong? What is clear is that it is claimed and contested by many: everyone from the Post 

Keynesians to the New Keynesians and now even sociologists. (It is a bit like asking whether 

Smith’s legacy belongs to the free-market fundamentalists, to Marxian economists or to 

sociologists.) One could say that it belongs “to all of us,” but that would be a rather blasé answer. 

It would also be inappropriate and irresponsible, because a lot is at stake in this contest over the 

intellectual legacy of the great social scientists. What is at stake is our ability to address real and 

crippling social, political and economic problems – some of which were brought to our attention 

by Keynes and Löwe and still need to be addressed, and others which have cropped up more 

recently. This is the real struggle over ideas to which Keynes ([1936] 1964, 383-384) was drawing 

our attention in the concluding passage of the General Theory. Therefore, I am more inclined to 

say that the intellectual legacy of Keynes and the General Theory belongs to whosoever is willing 

to face the challenge which Keynes presented to the readers of the General Theory; that is, 

whosoever is at least willing to enter into (even if they are unable to succeed in) the “struggle of 

escape from habitual modes of thought and expression.” ([1936] 1964, viii) 
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