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Abstract 

This brief note explores the possibility of working towards an enlarged self-definition of 

economics through economists’ study and appreciation of economic sociology. Common ground 

between economic sociology and heterodox economics is explored, and some of Richard 

Sennett’s ideas are used as prompts to raise some pertinent and hopefully interesting questions 

about economics. In particular, the note revisits the question of whether there is a possibility of 

changing our understanding of what kind of social scientific work falls within the domain of 

economics proper once we start critically engaging with work conventionally considered to be 

outside of that domain. In part, the note is intended to offer undergraduate students in economics 

– and possibly even those further down the road in their education – food for thought about what 

constitutes economics.  
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1. Introduction 

Studying the turbulent economic life of capitalist societies is hard enough as it is. Choosing the 

analytical tools of orthodox approaches to economics doesn’t make the task any easier. 

Cumbersome and awkward to wield, they are more restrictive than they are helpful. Discussing 

the exploitation of workers – an idea mostly absent from contemporary orthodox approaches to 

economics – Robinson (1942: 17) noted that “it is precisely these simple and fundamental 

characteristics of capitalism that are lost sight of in the mazes of academic economic analysis.” 

Students and scholars who are not satisfied to merely scratch the surface thus inevitably turn 

their attention elsewhere to look for a worthy scalpel, one that will cut with ease, cut deep, and 

make as little of a mess as possible. Some turn to political science, appalled at the lack of 

attention in economics to the pervasive role of power in capitalism. Those exhausted by the lack 

of historical depth turn to history. Others, frustrated with the lack of methodological or ethical 

clarity, turn to philosophy.  And yet there are some who will remain within the larger domain of 

economics but in moving more towards its margins, will begin to familiarize themselves with 

and eventually wield the analytical tools of heterodox approaches to economics (such as Post-

Keynesian economics and Marxian economics.) 

This brief note is addressed, first, to those who are not content with just scratching the 

surface and want to look beyond orthodox economics for an appropriate set of tools to study the 

economy, but are yet to commit themselves to a particular discipline. Second, it is addressed to 

those who have already committed themselves to the economics discipline in one of its many 

heterodox forms. To both audiences, I will introduce economic sociology as a way of studying 

the economy and then argue in its favor as a worthy field of study. The first part of this argument 

will be an extended discussion of Richard Sennett’s work as an example of economic sociology 

which can help us analyze and think about our own work – that is, make us better at doing 

economics. The second part of this argument will be a description of how economic sociology is 

related to both orthodox and heterodox approaches to economic analysis. Of particular 

significance is economic sociology’s affinity with heterodox economics in its attention to 

capitalism as a historical social formation. This will bring me to my main argument, that 

engaging economic sociology can contribute to “an enlarged self-definition of economics” 
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(Heilbroner 1999: 321) and in doing so help create a more diverse and pluralistic economics – 

something that is desperately needed.  

2. Economic Sociology, Economic Methodology, and Craftsmanship 

What is economic sociology? Smelser and Swedberg (2005a: 3), introducing the field of study, 

offer two definitions, one more extensive than the other. First, it “can be defined simply as the 

sociological perspective applied to economic phenomena.” According to the second, more 

detailed definition, 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.” Under 

these general definitions economic sociology explores a wide variety of themes, of which the 

idea of embeddedness is particularly significant. While there are multiple interpretations of the 

concept, we can reasonably interpret it as the proposition that economic activity cannot be 

analyzed in isolation from its larger social context. A variety of empirical studies continue to 

draw on this tradition – in which Polanyi (1944) is a major figure – for their analyses. For 

example, Evans (1995) explores how relations between state and society shape the state’s 

autonomy in the promotion of industrial development. Similarly, Dobbin (2011: 398), in his 

comparative case study of railroad policies in the US, Britain and France, concludes that “the 

institutionalized principles of political order found in these nations were applied to industry 

during the nineteenth century.” That is, the economic life – as reflected in railroad policy – of the 

three societies in question was embedded in their respective political structures. 

The connection between the economic and political dimensions of capitalism cannot be 

understated. This connection has been a recurrent theme in analyses of the 2008 crisis. For 

example, Streeck (2011b) explores this connection and interprets the crisis as the latest one in a 

series of postwar crises. From the point of view of heterodox economics approaches, the article 

is of special interest, firstly, because Streeck explicitly bases his analysis on a disequilibrium 

vision of capitalism that consciously keeps its distance from the equilibrium based theorizing of 

mainstream economics. Secondly, like analyses of the crises offered from the margins of 

economics (e.g. Shaikh 2011), it provides an analysis of the crisis that is founded on a longer 

historical view than analyses focused merely on the housing market bubble. 
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Beyond these examples of how political forms in general and the state in particular relate to 

the economy, there are also examples of work which relates culture to, broadly speaking, all 

matters considered “economic.” For instance, Zelizer (1989; 2005) analyzes how money and 

consumption are both related to culture rather than having an independent economic existence. 

Similarly, Sennett (2006: 129) interprets unemployment – usually interpreted as an economic 

phenomenon – as having behind it a cultural question: “How can one become valuable and 

useful in the eyes of others?” Obtaining and mastering a skill, according to Sennett, no longer 

works. 

A more detailed look at Sennett’s work is merited. Here it is my aim merely to suggest to the 

reader what might be gained in one’s study of the methodology of economics through the study 

of Sennett’s work. In The Craftsman, Sennett (2008) writes from a pragmatist perspective – one 

which is shared by institutional economists, e.g. Hodgson (2004) – and draws on a wide 

historical review of craftsmanship. What makes his study particular useful for our purposes is the 

way he shows flexibility and openness in drawing out lessons from the study of a variety of craft 

forms. Let us consider two different discussion presented by Sennett and see how they are 

relevant to the study of methodology of economics. 

From a comparative case study of the design and construction of two different houses, 

Sennett (2008: 261-263) draws lessons for crafting institutions. Why should we care about these 

guidelines on building institutions? Because crafting institutions is essential to doing economics. 

First, the economics discipline itself is an institution which is organized in a certain fashion – 

which in turn directly affects how it functions, including the choice of ideas that it teaches and 

transmits to future generations, and how it does so. Economics departments in general, doctoral 

programs in particular, and even more specifically relations between faculty and aspiring 

scholars are organized in a manner which directly contributes to the transmission – for better or 

for worse – of theory, ideology, technique, and patterns of reasoning. We thus may ask ourselves 

as students of economics: how can we apply Sennett’s insights to the crafting of our departments 

and the discipline in general as institutions? The second reason that we should care about 

Sennett’s guidelines is that capitalism’s institutional foundations give it distinct and recognizable 

patterns – patterns without which it cannot be understood, let alone be controlled. Understanding 

these institutional foundations which shape capitalism is essential to understanding capitalist 
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economies and crafting them is essential to the transformation of capitalism. Of course, some 

institutions might be more central to capitalism than others, and hence more difficult to change 

(e.g. private property). Nevertheless, other institutional arrangements may still be flexible and 

more easily transformed through regulation (e.g. monetary, banking and financial institutions). 

Beyond regulation and reform, there is the prospect and even specter – sometimes more 

imposing, sometimes feeble – of post-capitalist societies. Indeed, one part of the birth of post-

capitalist economies and societies is the creative task of crafting new institutional arrangements 

and social relations. Thus we may ask ourselves: how can we, as economists situated within 

capitalist institutional frameworks, apply Sennett’s insights about building institutions to (1) the 

transformation of capitalist institutions to deal with problems such as inequitable distribution, 

unemployment, crises, etc., and then (2) the creation of post-capitalist institutions? 

Sennett’s chapter on machinery contains another insightful discussion, this time on models. 

According to Sennett (2008: 101), “[a] model is a proposal rather than a command. Its excellence 

can stimulate us, not to imitate, but to innovate.” Furthermore, “[t]he machined object, like the 

parent, makes a proposal about how something might be done; we ponder the proposal rather 

than submit to it. The model becomes a stimulus rather than a command.” (Sennett 2008: 103) 

Here we may ask ourselves: what might it mean for us to consider economic models as proposals 

and stimuli rather than commands? Proposals are meant to be pondered, discussed, questioned, 

engaged with critically, qualified, modified – they are mere starting points or points of reference 

in a story, not the story itself. Similarly, as stimuli, mathematical models might get us thinking 

about given economic problems in ways which are useful to addressing them. 

3. Estranged Siblings 

Why should someone interested in the study of the economy – including and especially those 

taking a heterodox view of the economy – study and engage with economic sociology? One set 

of answers comes from the examples of economic sociology, such as those discussed above. A 

different answer comes from observing the relations among orthodox economics, heterodox 

economics, and economic sociology. Orthodox economics, heterodox economics and economic 

sociology are estranged siblings. “How?” you ask, and I answer:  “Look towards intellectual 

lineage.” Marx and Schumpeter figure prominently in economic sociology’s family tree. 

(Smelser and Swedberg 1996: 4) Marx also figures prominently in that of heterodox economics, 



 

5 

 

as does Keynes. (Marxian economists obviously draw inspiration from Marx and engage with his 

ideas, but Post-Keynesians do so as well.) But Keynes is also an intellectual antecedent of the 

New Keynesians, who are far from being a heterodox school. Similarly, Schumpeter’s name has 

also been attached to an area of study such as Schumpeterian growth theory, which is by now 

fairly mainstream. 

Besides telling us about the ways in which intellectual legacies and lineages of the old giants 

of social science are related, this also suggests how they are contested. Joan Robinson, a key 

figure in the Post-Keynesian school, wrestled with Marx and took exceptions to ideological 

aspects of his work while at the same time appreciating the moral perspective which empowered 

his analysis. (Robinson 1942: 21-22) The Post-Keynesians have also been critical of the way 

Keynes’s ideas have been treated, formulated and extended by the economics discipline at large. 

On the other hand, Keynes has also been placed by Smelser and Swedberg (1996: 4) – 

incorrectly in my opinion – in the category of mainstream economics along with its tendencies 

towards methodological individualism, assumed rationality, and mathematical formalism. 

(Associating Keynes with mathematical formalism, given his classic and unheeded statement 

about mathematical economics (Keynes 1936: 298) is unwarranted.) And not everybody is happy 

about the mainstream’s appropriation of Schumpeter in the form of Schumpeterian growth 

theory, itself an offshoot of endogenous growth theory. (See, e.g. Fine (2000).) 

But to say that there has only been contestation and conflict would be a misrepresentation of 

these relations. There are clear examples of constructive rather than conflictual relations. 

Consider, first, an example related to the classics. Meek’s (1967: 34-35) analysis shows how the 

Scottish Historical School’s development of what he calls “Classical sociology” had a major 

influence on Marxist sociology. Meek identifies Adam Smith – the very same Adam Smith who 

is often the poster child of orthodox economics – as a key figure in this school. Now consider a 

more recent example. Around the turn of the century, there has been a controversy regarding the 

theory of money. Despite their differences, the two key participants – Ingham (1996, 2001, 2006) 

and Lapavitsas (2005), sociologist and economist respectively – have been engaged in a debate 

about the common prospect of coming up with a general theory of money which explains its 

historical emergence, transformation, and the way that it functions. (Also see Fine and 

Lapavitsas (2000), Dodd (2005), and Zelizer (2000).) 
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Besides contestation and engagement across disciplinary boundaries, of particular interest is 

the way heterodox economics and economic sociology share a common vision of our world 

today: capitalism. Economic sociology, in its classic and new variants, has a sense of time and 

place – a sense of history – which leads it to a richer view of economy and society. Thus, like 

heterodox approaches to economics, it identifies as its object of study capitalism as a historical, 

transforming, evolving, and conflict ridden economy and society. In the new economic 

sociology, this has led to the development of the varieties of capitalism perspective, which has 

taken the foundational idea that capitalism expresses itself differently in different places and 

times, and has built on it an entire theoretical edifice for the analysis of plural capitalisms. (For a 

review of the varieties of capitalism approach, see Streeck (2011a).) This common attention to 

capitalism should not be taken lightly or be undervalued. Owing to the shift in economics’ vision 

from social to natural science (Heilbroner and Milberg 1995: 103-105), capitalism has all but 

disappeared from the mainstream of the discipline (Heilbroner 1999: 214). Any discipline or 

social science in which this perspective is still alive should be treated as an ally, and ought to be 

engaged with. 

A persistent effort of engagement between economic sociology and heterodox economics 

would mean, first, that these shared and contested intellectual lineages and legacies could be 

further analyzed and explored. Second, their combined intellectual and institutional efforts could 

become a significant power in the contest over the theoretical capital of the giants of social 

science. Third, the tendency in the economics mainstream to bind living, breathing ideas about 

living, breathing, turbulent economies in the chains of mathematical formalism and equilibrium-

based thinking may be challenged. Fourth, insights from both the disciplines might contribute to 

the creation of an analysis of capitalism that is both deeper and broader than the analyses of the 

two considered in isolation. Lastly, if economics is to be “the self-conscious means by which a 

capitalist social order explains itself to itself” (Heilbroner 1994: 8), it must first be capable of 

giving itself an honest account of its own history and workings. The extended discussion on the 

relevance of Sennett’s work on craftsmanship is meant to show how economic sociology can 

assist in this process, and help economics transform itself so that it is better able to describe, 

explain and transform capitalism. But my use of Sennett’s work as an example also raises a 

critical question: it may be useful, but is it economics? 
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4. Towards an Enlarged Self-Definition of Economics 

When we think about the self-definition of economics and the possibility of broadening it, we 

need to ask a fundamental question that is often not asked and the answer is taken for granted: 

what qualifies as economics? If we hold onto the idea – even if loosely – that tools, concepts, 

theoretical approaches, and empirical studies which provide insight into the capitalist economy 

(directly or otherwise) collectively constitute economics, then by this definition, economic 

sociology qualifies to be included within the larger domain of economics. What would such an 

enlarged self-definition of economics mean? Possibly that we would be looking at a more 

pluralistic discipline, as the boundaries of economics are pushed outward to include theoretical 

approaches which were before either outside the discipline (like economic sociology or even 

international political economy) or on its margins (like Marxian economics). It might also means 

that other related and neglected disciplines such as philosophy of economics and history of 

economic thought might finally get their due. In this way, economics considered in a broader 

sense, might grow into a more thriving discipline as it embraces previously marginalized or 

excluded methods, tools and theories. In doing so, the discipline as a whole might actually start 

looking more like a genuine, inclusive, substantive social science rather than a set of altogether 

socially irrelevant mathematical models. 

Such a movement in the boundaries of “economics proper” would also raise questions about 

the place of orthodox methods and theories within economics. I don’t see any reason why 

economics, as it enlarges its self-definition in certain directions, could not or should not restrict 

its boundaries in other directions, so that what was once within the domain of economics comes 

to fall outside it. Given the above discussion of what qualifies as economics, we can ask: does 

general equilibrium theory have any substantial insight to offer into the capitalist economy? Or 

for that matter, do notions of perfectly competitive markets? I’ll leave these questions for my 

reader to ponder. 

Engaging with economic sociology is of course not the only possible way to enlarge the self-

definition of economics. I have suggested that it is only one possible way. The other social 

sciences will provide opportunities of their own. Besides, a parallel change in the culture and 

institutional arrangements of the economics profession would have to be a pre-requisite to any 

such engagement. An enlargement of the self-definition of economics presumes a certain 
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openness in established departments of economics, especially departments with graduate 

programs. This openness in turn presumes that a broader vision of what constitutes economics 

already exists. This does not mean that we are stuck with a chicken and egg problem on our 

hands. It means that both the transformation of cultures and institutional arrangements of 

economics graduate programs, and the project of enlarging the self-definition of economics are 

interdependent. Surely an exploratory diversion into economic sociology – the possible benefits 

of which far outweigh possible harm – can be risked and afforded. The proof, as the saying goes, 

is in the eating of the pudding. A taste will have to be risked. 

 

Note on Three Compilations: Anyone interested in economic sociology would do well to begin 

with the following anthologies which contain both theoretical and empirical essays: Dobbin 

(2004), Granovetter and Swedberg (2011), Smelser and Swedberg (2005b). 
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