
This seminar focuses on the interrelations between the economy and society. The first part on 

“action” focuses on processes of agency in the economy. After a discussion of critiques of the 

rational actor model as the action theory upon which standard economics is based, we discuss 

in several sessions sociological conceptualizations of action. Norms, reciprocity, conventions 

and the creativity of action are all elements of a theory of economic action which sees the 

economy as being embedded in its social environment. 

 

The second part of the seminar is more macro-oriented, focusing on markets and the constitu-

tion of markets through networks, institutions, habitus and the self-referentiality of systems. 

Each of the sessions introduces a different approach in the sociology of markets. Because they 

feature elements of theories of social order and change, all of the approaches discussed have 

a scope that goes beyond a narrowly defined understanding of economic sociology. 

 

The third and final part of the seminar concentrates on organizations. Action in contemporary 

economies often manifests itself in and through organizations. This holds true for the role of 

firms but also for other actors in the economic field like the state and regulatory organizations. 

This makes organizations a crucial object of investigation for economic sociology. Each of the 

three sessions introduces a different approach toward understanding organizations. A critical 

assessment of recent economic theories of organization is followed by an introduction to the 

new institutional organization theory, which has become the most influential organization 

theory over the last 25 years. This part concludes with a look at a much more recent approach 

based on the notion of heterarchy, which focuses especially on innovation in organization. 

 

The goal of the seminar is to familiarize students with several major theories, approaches and 

topics that contribute to our understanding of the interrelations between the economy and so-

ciety. The readings range from the classics to contemporary sources. The seminar proceeds 

 



from the assumption that economic action and economic structures are socially, politically and 

culturally constituted. Understanding the processes leading to the actual forms of organization 

of the economy and to the specific forms of agency within the economy is the primary goal of 

economic sociology.  

 

Participation in the seminar 

 

Since the seminar is mainly devoted to reading and discussing the texts listed in the syllabus, 

all participants are expected to read the texts and participate actively in the discussion. 

 

To get credit (a Schein) for the seminar, each student must write four essays and do a presen-

tation. Each student will write four 1500-word essays summarizing the most important points 

raised in the text and discussing them. In preparation for the essays, students are expected to 

read the additional readings in this syllabus. Questions the essays should address are: What 

are the main points made by the author? How does he or she develop the argument? Which 

methods is he or she applying? What can be learned from the text in the context of the ques-

tions addressed in the seminar? What controversies does the text highlight? The essays must 

be given to the tutor before the session starts. Essays submitted afterwards will not be ac-

cepted. Finally, each student (possibly in small groups) will present one of the texts at the be-

ginning of a class to the group. These presentations will not be longer than 15 minutes and 

should highlight the most important points of the argument made by the author. The questions 

addressed in the essays are also relevant for preparing the presentations. 

 








