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Viviana Zelizer Answers Ten Questions about 
Economic Sociology 

Viviana A. Zelizer is Lloyd Cotsen ‘50 Professor of Sociol-
ogy at Princeton University. She has taught at Rutgers 
University, Barnard College and Graduate Faculty of Co-
lumbia University, and Princeton University (since 1988), as 
well as held appointments at the Institute for Advanced 
Study, Russell Sage Foundation, and the École des Hautes 
Études en Sciences Sociales. She has chaired the Princeton 
Department of Sociology, chaired the economic sociology 
section of the American Sociological Association, and 
served on numerous editorial boards. She is currently a 
member of the Paris School of Economics’ Scientific Coun-
cil, the American Academy of Arts & Sciences, and the 
American Philosophical Society. She has held fellowships 
from the John Simon Guggenheim Memorial Foundation, 
the National Endowment for the Humanities, and the 
Rockefeller Foundation. 

Professor Zelizer specializes in historical analysis, economic 
processes, interpersonal relations, and childhood. She has 
published books on the development of life insurance, the 
changing economic and sentimental value of children in 
the United States, and on the place of money in social life. 
Her most recent book, The Purchase of Intimacy (Princeton 
University Press, 2005) deals with the interplay of eco-
nomic activity and personal ties, especially intimate ties, 
both in everyday practice and in the law. In addition to 
English editions, translations of her books have appeared 
in French, Japanese, Chinese, and Russian. 

1. How did you get involved in 
economic sociology? 

In a sense, I just backed into the field. For years I worked 
mainly on changes in American social life, with special 
attention to how economic processes affected it. My first 
three books dealt with the development of life insurance, 
the valuation of children, and people's uses of money. I 
thought of myself as a historical sociologist, but not in the 
grand style of comparing empires, whole economies, and 
industrial revolutions. Then scholars who clearly belonged 
to economic sociology, such as Pierre Bourdieu, Harrison 
White, and Richard Swedberg, began using my work and 
treating it as a challenge to conventional economic think-

ing. Surprised but pleased, I gladly joined debates about 
how economic processes work. By the time I published my 
Purchase of Intimacy in 2005, I was both teaching my own 
version of economic sociology and contributing regularly to 
symposia on the subject – especially when organizers wanted 
to show how economic analysts could treat culture and small-
scale interpersonal relations effectively. My students then 
drew me farther into the study of economic organizations 
and transnational economic processes. That placed me in 
the middle of discussions about the proper pursuit of eco-
nomic sociology. 

2. Could you name books or articles that 
have profoundly influenced your own 
thinking about economic sociology? 

To be honest, that is not really the way I work. My own 
approach tends to first single out a descriptive and ex-
planatory problem and then I look around for people who 
have made contributions to analyzing that problem. It is 
true that I find myself often going back to Georg Simmel’s 
work on money. Nevertheless what really matters to me 
are ways of thinking rather than specific theorists. 

3. What do you see as the main 
differences between economic sociology 
in the United States and Europe? 

Two main differences: first, that the economics to which 
Europeans are responding is quite different in emphasis, 
reflecting more of an institutional, historical, and compara-
tive background than U.S. economics; and second, that 
economic sociology connects more closely with reform and 
applied programs in Europe than it does in the U.S. My 
work with the economic sociology section of the American 
Sociological Association has led me to recognize the tense 
but potentially very fruitful dialogue Americans are carrying 
on along the same line. Despite starting out as a specialist 
in the American economy, within the section I found my-
self increasingly connecting European and American work 
in this vein (it helps that I grew up bilingual in Spanish and 
French). 
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I have recently been helping French scholars organize what 
they call the Paris School of Economics. That effort and my 
extensive contacts with other economists in the Paris re-
gion has revealed a world of scholarship in which many 
people are trying to make strong connections among 
moral theories of the economy, ideas of social change, and 
public policy. French economists and sociologists have 
moved toward the formulation of truly alternative, socially 
based description and explanation of economic activity. 
Denying any intrinsic division between sociology and eco-
nomics, for example, economist André Orléan has recently 
issued a stirring call for what we can name alternative 
accounts of economic activity in general. 

4. What are according to you the main 
current debates within the field? What 
research topics have so far been 
neglected or have not received enough 
attention? 

That’s a huge, attractive topic but it would take too many 
words to respond properly. I have already spoken out 
about these issues in my essay “Past and Futures of Eco-
nomic Sociology” which just appeared in the American 
Behavioral Scientist. As I say there, in the past years the 
field has significantly expanded. As one sign, consider the 
table of contents in Neil Smelser and Richard Swedberg’s 
(2005) second edition of their Handbook of Economic 
Sociology. It prominently features new institutionalism, 
emotions, behavioral economics, and law, all subjects ab-
sent from the first edition’s table of contents only eleven 
years earlier.  Four other new important topics are: 

 Multiple markets: from an earlier almost exclusive focus 
on production, economic sociologists are now expanding 
their analysis into other markets, especially financial mar-
kets, consumption markets, markets for personal care, and 
what they loosely call the informal economy. 

 Culture of firms: economic sociologists are finally shed-
ding their structural armor, and studying how the mean-
ingful content of social ties shapes transactions and align-
ments within firms. 

 The production and reproduction of inequality, notably 
gender inequality. Economic sociologists increasingly chal-
lenge status attainment models that account for inequali-
ties as results of encounters between biased market selec-
tion and attributes of individuals. 

 Households as intense sites of economic activity. Here 
economic sociologists, along with their allies in economics 
and anthropology, not only identify extensive, consequen-
tial production, consumption, distribution, and transfers of 
assets but also interaction patterns that defy representa-
tion as short-term spot markets. 

My recent work has responded to all of these new trends, 
notably analyses of multiple markets and of households. 
My book The Purchase of Intimacy, for instance, draws on 
most of them as it examines how people match a wide 
variety of intimate relations with economic transactions. 
Far from adopting a uniform maximizing mentality, when 
they enter the economic world people use great creativity 
in distinguishing different intimate relations from each 
other and regularly support those distinctions with differ-
entiated economic transactions. What’s more, the law 
mobilizes a parallel but not identical matching of intimate 
relations with economic transactions.  In both everyday life 
and the law, all the evidence I’ve seen challenges the 
common idea that the economy and intimacy corrupt each 
other when they come into contact. 

5. In your recent book The Purchase of 
Intimacy you devoted much of the 
evidence to American legal cases. What 
part do you see the law as playing in 
your version of economic sociology? 

Intimate relations only become legal cases in rare circum-
stances; most of the time intimately connected people 
work out their differences without litigation. By studying 
what happens when disagreements turn into lawsuits, 
however, we see how legal systems construct their own 
conceptions about how intimacy should or not mix with 
economic transactions. Those legal doctrines sometimes 
coincide with but often depart from ordinary people’s view 
about the same issues. When people go to court, their 
definitions and conceptions of what went wrong, who’s to 
blame, and what should the penalty be, have to conform 
to existing legal criteria. A person who cared for an elderly 
patient who promised her an inheritance may feel like she 
acted as the person’s child and is therefore entitled to the 
bequest. The law, however, will most likely treat her as a 
stranger and deny her request. 

Generally speaking, legal disputes evoke contending prin-
ciples and reasoning much more explicitly than parallel 
disputes within firms or households. The law, also, builds a 
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shadow theater for the conflicts of everyday life, projecting 
them starkly against the backdrop of statute and prece-
dent. Finally, legal decisions strongly and directly affect 
relationships between intimacy and economic activities as 
they intervene in such issues as the rights of same sex 
couples, the legal claims of full-time housewives when they 
divorce, the organization of baby markets, and children’s 
rights to inheritance. 

In the past few years, some of my most interesting dia-
logues have been with legal scholars critical of the law and 
economics program and therefore eager to explore new 
understandings of how the economy works, and in par-
ticular how we should go about treating the intersection of 
economic activity and intimate relations. 

6. You have advocated in your work 
that economic sociologists provide an 
alternative to explanations of economic 
life that we hear from economists. Can 
you say more about that? 

I’ve never been much of a system-builder. I prefer to use 
extensive evidence to answer concrete questions. Still, this 
line of argument leads me to think that economic sociolo-
gists should be taking three major steps that will lead them 
in somewhat different directions. First, they should aban-
don all sharp dichotomies between personal and economic 
ties. Instead they should study variations and interdepend-
ence among differentiated and meaningful social ties, 
accounting systems, media, economic transactions and 
boundaries. Second, they should also abandon the perva-
sive idea of a continuum from genuine arm’s length mar-
ket transactions to strictly non-economic transactions, with 
its implication that the market end of the continuum ex-
cludes personal considerations. Third - and no doubt more 
surprising – they should take the idea of performativity 
seriously.  Analysts of performativity have only begun to 
show precisely how economics as a discipline has shaped 
the world of corporate capitalism. Yet in the spirit of a 
cultural approach to economic life, it makes sense to sup-
pose that available cultural schemes, including academic 
disciplines, shape the ways that people carry on their eco-
nomic activities. If so, successful schemes from economic 
sociology could also have a chance of shaping how people 
conduct their economic lives. 

Overall, I can say that my main agenda has two compo-
nents: first, to put negotiated interpersonal relations di-

rectly into economic analysis and second, to recognize the 
effects of cultural variation within the same economic 
processes. We must recognize that both markets and 
households, far from reducing to rationally calculated dy-
adic transactions, involve sites of continuously negotiated, 
culturally drenched interpersonal relations. 

7. It seems important for you to 
establish a dialogue with economists. 
What are some feasible strategies to 
accomplish that? 

As it happens, the recent successes of behavioral econom-
ics, game theory, feminist economics, organizational eco-
nomics, institutional economics, and household dynamics 
have all produced welcome openings for dialogue between 
economics and sociology.  

Some economists have begun to look seriously at culture 
and social relations. Take just two recent examples. First, 
economist Robert Gibbons’ 2005 article “What is Eco-
nomic Sociology and Should any Economists Care,” in the 
Journal of Economic Perspectives. Gibbons answered yes to 
his rhetorical question, reporting that his own interest 
began “when I recognized that some sociologists were 
working with independent and dependent variables that 
were barely mentioned in the economics literature, but 
seemed potentially quite important.” Gibbons calls for a 
“Pareto-improving dialogue between the appropriate mar-
gins of economics and sociology.” 

Second, Luigi Guiso, Paola Sapienza, and Luigi Zingales, in 
a Spring 2006 article in the same journal ask “Does Cul-
ture Affect Economic Outcomes?” and also answer a re-
sounding yes. Although they do not cite economic sociolo-
gists (with the exception of rightly praising Paul DiMaggio’s 
work), they treat culture – by which they mean collective 
beliefs, identities, and preferences – seriously, not just as 
an outcome but as an independent causal factor. They 
conclude that “importing cultural elements will make eco-
nomic discourse richer, better able to capture the nuances 
of the real world, and ultimately more useful.” 

However, if they want to have a serious impact on eco-
nomics, economic sociologists cannot simply wait for 
bright-eyed economists to notice what they are doing. 
Economists pay serious attention when analysts make 
direct and cogent bids to revise existing economic analyses. 
Notice the great difference in impact by three bodies of 
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relevant innovative work that have grown up over the last 
20 years: game theory, behavioral economics, and eco-
nomic sociology itself. 

Game theory for all practical purposes has become an 
integral part of economic theory. Every economics student 
learns game theory. Game theory has made it perfectly 
legitimate to set up analyses of economic choice situations 
not as individual cognitive decision-making but as a form 
of social interaction. It’s a success story for a research pro-
gram which at one point was alien to neo-classical eco-
nomics. 

Behavioral economics, despite its remarkable success, still 
remains at a half-way point. It may well follow game the-
ory, but there is still a question whether it will fundamen-
tally modify mainline economic theory or remain a critical, 
dissident movement within economics. In a review of Ad-
vances in Behavioral Economics, Wolfgang Pesendorfer 
notes that behavioral economics “remains a discipline that 
is organized around the failures of standard economics.” 
This “symbiotic relationship with standard economics,” 
notes Pesendorfer, “works well as long as small changes to 
standard assumptions are made.” Despite the economics 
Nobel Prize shared by Vernon Smith and Daniel Kahneman, 
we have yet to see the micro-foundations of standard 
economics transformed as the behavioral economists claim 
they should be transformed. 

Economic sociology certainly has some of same potential 
as game theory or behavioral economics, but it has re-
mained far outside the conversation. So far, it attracts only 
dissidents within economics. It is certainly not something 
that economics students routinely learn about. Economic 
sociologists face an interesting choice: plunge into the core 
models of economics in the wake of game theory and 
behavioral economics, or continue their current business in 
hope that friendly economists will do the importing for 
them. 

The first choice means deploying the concepts, models, 
mathematics, and econometrics that have become econo-
mists’ stock in trade. As economist Dan Silverman points 
out for the so far incomplete success of behavioral eco-
nomics, it typically involves identifying processes that stan-
dard economic models must treat as anomalies, rewriting 
relevant economic models so they account for the anoma-
lies, and establishing the empirical validity of the revised 
models. It may also mean reducing the dialogue with the 
rest of sociology. But the second choice means remaining 

peripheral to the exciting current transformations of eco-
nomics. Given my own limited knowledge of technical 
economics and my preference for direct observation of 
economic interactions, of course, I hope that some of each 
– both integration of economic sociology into economic 
theory and sociological inquiry into economic processes – 
will happen in the foreseeable future. 

It won’t be easy, if only because the exemplary cases of 
game theory and behavioral economics involve modifica-
tion, but not elimination, of economic models’ deep indi-
vidualism. It will take great theoretical, technical, and even 
rhetorical finesse to make interpersonal processes including 
culture genuine foci of economic analysis. How will soci-
ologists rewrite economic models so that they incorporate 
the culturally drenched dynamics of organizations, house-
holds, institutions, and interpersonal ties? 

Evidence that a rapprochement is possible in principle, 
however, comes from a fourth innovative field: institutional 
economics. Economic institutionalists in the style of Doug-
lass North haven’t reshaped microeconomics to anything 
like the degree that game theorists and behavioral econo-
mists have. But they have had a profound impact on mac-
roeconomics, especially development theory. Institutional 
economists have plenty in common with institutional and 
economic sociologists: awareness of organizational proc-
esses, concerns about contract enforcement, openness to 
culture, and more. Although I hope we can continue the 
dialogue about small-scale economic processes and micro-
foundations, we also have an opportunity for an innovative 
economics-sociology alliance on the large scale. 

Right now at Princeton, in fact, Avinash Dixit, president-
elect of the American Economic Association, and I have 
been organizing a public dialogue between the two disci-
plines and it is working very well. 

8. If you remember, your first ever 
contribution to EESN was a piece about 
the gendered division of labor on 
economic sociology, which appeared in 
the summer 2000 issue. What are your 
thoughts on this issue almost seven 
years later?  

As in 2000, men still predominate in the field. However, 
largely as a result of the greater participation of feminist 
economists and household analysts in the discussions, both 
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hierarchies, networks, and markets don’t capture the or-
ganizational form of a very important range of economic 
connections. I see those connections as organizing into 
circuits combining economic interactions, accounting sys-
tems, boundaries, and meaningful interactions among 
participants – circuits of commerce. My last contribution to 
the newsletter [November 2006] outlines a program for 
investigation of just such circuits. 

women and women’s concerns have gained a significantly 
larger place in the agenda of economic sociology as a 
whole than they did seven years ago. For example, analysts 
are increasingly recognizing the economic value of unpaid 
work, typically performed by women. In my own research, 
I have been exploring two important questions: first, under 
what conditions does market based care provide adequate 
support for both the recipients and the providers of care? 
Second, to what degree is the quality of care given via the 
market and outside the market fundamentally different? 
European researchers such as Florence Weber have re-
cently been examining those very questions, which also 
concern a number of U.S. sociologists, economists, and 
philosophers. 

10. What are some other of your current 
and future research plans on economic 
sociology topics? 

As my answers to the earlier questions indicate, in recent 
times, two main topics have been preoccupying me; one of 
them is how economic circuits vary and change; the other 
is how various forms of intimacy intersect with economic 
processes. While Purchase of Intimacy focused on the in-
terplay of intimacy and economic transactions outside of 
formal economic organizations, one of my new projects 
pinpoints interactions between intimacy and organizational 
effectiveness. Another examines the operation of codes 
governing moral behavior within organizations. And as I 
already mentioned, I continue to study the provision of 
interpersonal care. 

9. Your recent writing introduces a new 
concept to economic sociology – circuits 
of commerce. Why should economic 
sociologists pay attention to circuits? 

Of course, I could be wrong, but it seems to me that stu-
dents of such economic phenomena as migrant remit-
tances, local monies, rotating credit associations, micro-
credits, personal care, corporate coalitions, and under-
ground economies indicate that the standard concepts of  

economic sociology_the european electronic newsletter  Volume 8, Number 3 (July 2007) 


