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READ AND RECOMMENDED

RECENT LITERATURE IN ECONOMIC SOCIOLOGY

Richard Swedberg
Cornell University

rs328@cornell.edu

Leibniz famously complained in the 1600s that he couldn’t possibly keep up with the
avalanche of new literature, so today’s economic sociologists may with good reason feel that
there is just too much material around. For this and other reasons, I very much welcome the
suggestion of the editor for this Newsletter, Olav Velthuis, that from now on there will be a
brief column called “Read and Recommended”.

The first article I would like to recommend comes from a theme issue on economic
sociology, to appear in the spring of 2005, of Journal of Economic Perspectives. One thing
that makes this article something to look out for is that Journal of Economic Perspectives is a
very important journal for economists and goes to every dues-paying member of the
American Economic Association. The question that this issue seems to raise is the following:
has the time finally come for economists to take economic sociology into account? We
know, for example, that economists these days take behavioral economics seriously (as
exemplified by a Nobel Prize, among other things); and one may therefore be justified in
asking if the time has now come to do the same with economic sociology?

The introduction to the issue is written by economist Robert Gibbons and has the apt title
“What Is Economic Sociology and Should Any Economists Care?”” Of the remaining
articles, I especially recommend the one by Mark Granovetter, “The Impact of Social
Structure on Economic Outcomes”. In a very careful manner Granovetter lays out why and
how social relations matter in economic life. There is always something distinctly novel and
interesting in what Granovetter writes; and in this particular case I especially liked his
argument for what [ would call “peripheral entrepreneurship” (or the idea that
entrepreneurship tends to develop in the less controlled outskirts of social life). It is also very
interesting to see what articles Granovetter singles out as important to economic sociology.

As many other economic sociologists, I have spent much time the last two years reading the
work of Donald MacKenzie, economic sociologist and expert on science and technology at
the University of Edinburgh. MacKenzie’s work is of exceptionally high quality; and of his
many fine writings, the one that I would like to plug here is “The Big Bad Wolf and the
Rational Market: Portfolio Insurance, the 1987 Crash and the Performativity of Economics”
(Economy and Society, vol. 33 (3), August 2004, p. 303-334). There are especially two
qualities that I like about this article. First of all, it contains what I see as the best discussion
of the somewhat unclear concept of performativity (Callon et al). And secondly, it contains
a superb account of the important 1987 Crash on the US stock market and what possibly
could have caused it.

My third recommended article deals with a much neglected topic in economic sociology,
namely that of gender. This is an article by two star social psychologists, Cecilia Ridgeway
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and Shelley Correll, entitled “Motherhood as a Status Characteristic” (Journal of Social
Issues, vol. 60 (4), December 2004, p. 683-700). Its argument is that there exists today a
number of studies that show that if you work in the market place (that is, if you get paid for
your work), being a mother immediately means that you are seen as less competent and less
desirable to an employer than males and women without children. This goes not only for “9
to 5”-jobs, but also for what the Americans call “24/7”-jobs, that is well-paid upper middle
class jobs, such as CEO’s and the like. “Motherhood as a Status Characteristic” is filled with
important observations on the shameful fact that being a mother is a clear handicap in
today’s labor market. Correll is currently also working on some experiments that will clench
the argument empirically.
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