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Siandienos mokslineje literatfiroje vis labiau jsigali terrnino naujoji ekonornikos sociologija vartojimas. 
Visuotinai pripaijstarna, kad Sis terrninas atsirado kartu su Marko Granovetterio straipsniu "Ekonorninis 
veiksrnas ir socialine struktura: steigties problema", kuris pasirode 1985-aisiais metais. Verta paiymeti, 
kad tais pai-iais, 1985-aisiais, metais pasirodes Michaelio Rose'o kritinis straipsnis apie bendruomenini 
poiiuri (societal approach) i ekonornikos institutus buvo daug kuo panaius i Granovetterio prograrnq. 

Siarne straipsnyje nagrinejarni teoriniy ir metodologiniy aspekty panaSumai ir skirtumai tarp anksi-iau 
minetos programos ir europines kilmes "bendruomeninio poiiurio". Keliamas klausirnas ir apie Siy dviejq 
koncepcijy poveikj ernpiriniy tyrimy praktikai. Kartu pabreiiama, kad tokia analize padeda paaiikinti 
skirtumus bei panaSurnus tarp naujosios ekonomikos sociologijos ir kity poiiiiriq j ekonomikos rnokslq. Ir 
dar vienas svarbus dalykas: Cia svarstomi ir aptariamyjq koncepcijq rySio su bendrosiomis sociologijos 
kryptimis klausimai. 

Apibendrinant pasakytina, kad vienas iS svarbiausiy tokios analizes uidaviniy - kuo iSsarniau jvertinti 
jvairius, tiek praeities, tiek dabarties, sisteminius principus, kuriuos turetume laikyti esminiais bendrojo 
sociologijos projekto atrarnos tagkais. Be to, kalbedami apie mokslines analizes principus, neturetume 
apeiti ir politinio konteksto specifikos. 

1. General Context: 'New Economic Sociol- 
ogy' and Reorientations in European Sociology 
of Work and Organisation 

In a recent article in Acta Sociologica, R.  
Swedberg (1997) presents a condensed critical as- 
sessment of what 'New Economic Sociology' has 
accomplished since the mid-1980s - the point in 
time when the term was first used, and the single 
most important article associated with it was pub- 
lished (Granove tter 1985). For reasons, which 
Swedberg makes admirably clear, this is not neces- 
sarily an easy task. Firstly, the term does not refer 
to one clearly distinguishable theoretical perspec- 
tive, but is associated with works that refer to a few 
key theoretical concepts, such as 'embeddedness' 
and 'social construction', but which otherwise draw 
on rather different theoretical perspectives, of which 
Swedberg pays particular attention to networks 
theory, organisation theory, and cultural sociology. 
Secondly, the 'flexibility' of such key concepts as 
'embeddedness' and 'the social construction of the 
economy' does not make it easy to use them as defi- 
nitional criteria for what can be considered as 'New 
Economic Sociology' or not. Being aware of these 
problems Swedberg resorts to an institutionally ori- 
ented delimitation of 'New Economic Sociology as 

a theory group', and stresses that it is mainly a North 
American phenomenon (Swedberg 1997: 164-166). 

This procedure seems perfectly sensible and 
legitimate, but given the flexibility of the key con- 
cepts pointed out by Swedberg, and the variety of 
theoretical traditions involved, it also seems legiti- 
mate to ask how new 'New Economic Sociology' 
really is, and/or whether there are not other works 
and traditions, before and after 1985, that share 
the basic orientation of this sociology, without us- 
ing its 'key concepts', and thus deserves to be in- 
cluded in it, or - alternatively - to be seen as part of 
a possibly broader theoretical/intellectual reorien- 
tation in sociology which includes it. 

The purpose here is not to elaborate this last 
possibility, although I think it would be worthwhile. 
Rather, I shall argue that there were reorientations 
in European sociology of work and organisation 
prior to the mid-1980s that have interesting simi- 
larities with that of the new orientation in North 
American economic sociology, and I will focus on 
one particular contribution to this reorientation - 
the 'societal approach' (Maurice e t  al. 1982). Ac- 
cording to the outline of Heidenreich and Scrnidt 
on the development of 'international comparative 
organisation research', the approach was one of 
several (European) attempts to break away from 
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paradigms that had dominated the field up to the 
1980s (Heidenreich and Scmidt (Hrsg.) 1991: 
7pp.). It also anticipated the later debate over hoy 
the crisis of Taylorism and Fordism, new produc- 
tion concepts, flexible specialisation etc. must be 
related to particular historical and cultural aspects 
of different countries, and has stimulated e.g. the 
'business system' literature (Whitley (ed.) 1994; 
Whitley and Christensen (eds.) 1995, 1997) which 
also has interesting parallels to 'New Economic 
Sociology'. In the (European) field of organisation 
studies it has also stimulated new debates, e.g. over 
'contingency theory' (see Sorge 1991). This does 
not mean that the approach (or any other of those 
suggested here) has created anything similar to the 
kind of 'theory group' that Swedberg associates 
with the 'New Economic Sociology' (for a reap- 
praisal of the approach, see Maurice and Sorge 
(eds.) 1999, Korsnes 1997, 1999). It should also 
be stressed that these developments had quite dif- 
ferent 'points of departure' and have resulted in 
rather different research approaches. I am there- 
fore not postulating a new cross-country/continen- 
tal 'convergency thesis', similar to that of the 
'marginalist revolution' in economic theory (asso- 
ciated with the work of Walras in Switzerland, 
Stanley Jevons in England, and Menger in Austria) 
or the development of the foundation of a volunta- 
ristic theory of action (based on Marshall in En- 
gland, Weber in Germany, Durkheim in France, and 
Pareto in Italy) postulated by Parsons (see Joas 
1996, ch. 1 for a critical assessment), and I do not 
pretend any assessment of 'New Economic Sociol- 
ogy as a theory group' similar to that of Swedberg. 
Rather, I shall argue that there are interesting dif- 
ferences between the 'societal approach' and the 
economic sociology which Granovetter proposes 
that deserve our attention, as this may contribute 
to making both strands better able to achieve their 
common goal: the development of better concep- 
tual and methodological tools in the sociological 
study of economic institutions, actors and action. 
Also, and in particular, it may enhance the political 
relevance of such studies - a goal also stressed by 
Swedberg (Swedberg 1997: 172). 

2. Common Adversary, but Different Impli- 
cations - Theoretical parallels and contrasts be- 
tween Granovetter's program for 'New Eco- 
nomic Sociology' and the 'Societal Approach' 

As pointed out by Swedberg, the main theoreti- 

cal point in Granovetter's 'founding' article is that 
he shifts 

..the critique of economics from its usual em- 
phasis on the unrealistic (psychological) nature of 
the concept of rationality - people are not as ratio- 
nal as economists tends to assume, and so on - and 
instead focus on the failure of economists to incor- 
porate social structure into the analysis. (Swedberg 
1997: 162) 

This theoretical point' is also stressed when 
Granovetter explicates what sets the 'new' apart 
from the 'old' economic sociology associated with 
Parsons, Smelser and Moore: 

In general, one of the main dfferences between 
the new and the old economic sociology has been 
precisely that i t  does not hesitate to attack neoclas- 
sical arguments in fundamental ways, whereas the 
older work kept its criticism rather muted, and al- 
most never constructed alternative models at the 
same level of detail. (Granovetter 1985a - citedfrom 
Swedberg 1997: 163) 

Granovetter thus starts his attack by using very 
general theoretical arguments: economic theory 
fails to grasp economic action in an adequate way 
because it fails to see that such action is 'embed- 
ded' in networks of interpersonal relations, and 
therefore cannot be explained by reference to indi- 
vidual motives only. Together with an assertion that 
social institutions (including the economy) are 'so- 
cial constructions' (cf. Berger and Luckmann 1966, 
Granovetter 1992), this 'embeddedness' argument 
constitute the two fundamental sociological propo- 
sitions his approach to economic sociology is based 
on (Granovetter 1990). Alternative models to neo- 
classical ones should thus be based on these propo- 
sitions, and Granovetter's own prior model of 'The 
Strength of Weak Ties' (Granovetter 1973) could 
serve as an exemplary instance not only of how such 
models could look like, but also their rich potenti- 
ality. 

The 'societal approach' is also, but in no way 
exclusively developed through a fundamental cri- 
tique of neoclassical economic theory which is more 
concerned with its ability to grasp actual economic 
action than its 'unrealistic' concept of rationality, 
and which also contains very general theoretical 
arguments. However, in contrast to Granovetter, 
the critique is explicitly grounded in analytical prob- 
lems arising from specific empirical research. This 
research started out in the 1970s as comparative 
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studies of differences in relative wage rates between 
blue and white collar workers in German and French 
industry. Realising that their findings did not con- 
form with neoclassical theory, continued research 
demonstrated that these differences were related 
to and must be explained with reference to differ- 
ences between specific societal configurations of 
social institutions (economic structures, systems of 
education and training, and systems of industrial 
relations in particular). However, their critique of 
neoclassical (as well as Marxist) theory is not that 
the observed differences cannot be 'contained' in 
models derived from such theory, but that such 
models are completely inadequate as heuristic tools 
in the generation of the research questions and 
agenda that they had found to be necessary to em- 
bark on in order to find good, adequate explana- 
tions. Their claim is that this has to do with the 
internal logic of neoclassical theory. In order to keep 
its internal logical consistency it must abstract from 
the social temporality in the construction of the 
actors. Whatever activities the actors have been or 
are involved in, they are equated by reference to 
the universal, abstract time dimension inherent in 
the concept of capital that is at the heart of the 
theory. This means that the economic agent in the 
theory is nothing else but the incorporation of capi- 
tal (Maurice et  al. 1982: 297). The theory thus ex- 
cludes exactly the dimensions that turned out to be 
so crucial in Maurice et al. studies, and which made 
it necessary to 'embed' the actors in societal con- 
figurations of social institutions (the same argument 
applies to the transaction cost markethierarchy 
paradigm). 

Without using the term 'embeddedne~s '~ it is 
quite evident that this approach to the social con- 
struction of economic institutions and actors is 
about the 'embeddedness' of these institutions and 
actors in social structures - if not 'networks of in- 
terpersonal relations'. Its focus is thus different 
from Granovetter's, and perhaps closer to what he 
would call ' the  historical and structural  
embeddedness of relations' or 'structural aspects 
of embeddedness' (Granovetter 1985: 486; 1990: 
98). The core problematic of the approach is the 
mutual relationship between the social construction 
of actors and social spaces; how the actors are con- 
tributing to the shaping of social spaces that are 
constituting them as actors. The approach is thus 
elaborating one of the two main concepts of 
Granovetter's program for 'New Economic Sociol- 
ogy', but rather than focusing on networks of inter- 
personal relations, it is focusing on structural prop- 

erties of the social spaces such networks are con- 
stituting as well as being constituted by. It would 
therefore be wrong to see i t  as an alternative to 
Granovetter's program. Kather, it offers a well-con- 
sidered, comprehensive approach to a theme in this 
program which has a rather dffuse status (Swedberg 
1997: 170-1713. 

Just as Granovetter's use of networks of inter- 
personal relations must be understood on the back- 
ground of his critique of fundamental properties of 
neoclassical theory, the spacial constructs (space 
of qualification, of work, of collective regulations, 
of industry etc.) of the 'societal approach' must be 
understood on the background of its critique of the 
same theory for only producing models that may 
serve as universal and flexible instruments in the 
'context of justification7(i.e. after the 'facts' are 
produced), but which are quite inadequate in the 
'context of discovery' (i.e. in discovering proper- 
ties of the social reality that are not already inscribed 
in the instruments we are using to discover them, 
or in 'the act of conceiving or inventing a theory' 
(Popper [I9591 1975: 31) ). Thus, the problem with 
'market' models, is not that they lack spacial prop- 
erties, or explanatory power, but their uni-dimen- 
sionality which makes them very little conducive to 
the exploration of real varieties in economic action, 
and the development of explanations uhich do not 
effectivelyexclude the fact that this variety is closely 
related to their social embeddedness. The spacial 
concepts are introduced precisely in order to stimu- 
late such explorations and explanations, and are 
central in the kind of models that are proposed by 
the approach: 

Our observations have allowed us to demon- 
strate a "model" for the structuration of spaces and 
actors that  is peculiar to each society - the 
structuration of spaces and actors being mutually 
interdependent. If one in each case recognises the 
same basic elements of structuration (general edu- 
cation, occupational training, seniority, hierarchi- 
cal position ..), differences between them spring 
from the relations that these elements have with 
each other, not in an isomorphic (or homologous) 
sense as is the case in systemic or functionalist 
models - in our approach it is not a question of func- 
tional equivalents that maybe substituted with each 
other .  In each "model", the principle of 
structuration seems to be associated with some el- 
ements rather than others, thus giving them a cer- 
tain legitimacy and relative autonomy. (Maurice 
1986, own translation) 
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Two main contrasts with Granovetter should 
here be noted. The first one is that whereas 
Granovetter argues in favour of grounding the de- 
velopment of alternative models to neoclassical 
theories on some basic axioms derived from a gen- 
eral critique of such theories, the 'societal approach' 
arrives at a critique of the same theories in an at- 
tempt to develop alternative concepls and models 
capable of synthetising empirical observations 
(Maurice et al. 1982: 253). The second contrast is 
intimately related to the first one and concerns the 
logic of explanation. Whereas Granovetter seems 
to propose explanations referring to general, gen- 
erative social mechanisms that are directly tied to 
networks of interpersonal relations (see e.g. 
Granovetter 1990: 105), the 'societal approach' 
suggests that explanations always must take account 
of the societal embeddedness of such generative 
social mechanisms. What implications these con- 
trasts may have when it comes to empirical analy- 
sis, is my next theme. 

3. Iml>lications for Empirical Analysis 

Considering the 'flexibility' of the basic concepts 
of 'embeddedness' and 'social construction' in 
Granovetter's program, and the inductively ground- 
ing and 'openness' of basic concepts in the 'societal 
approach', their possibly different implications for 
empirical research and analysis are not easily spelled 
out. Incidentally, however, Granovetter offers an 
example of how his perspective may be used, which 
makes an instructive comparison with the 'societal 
approach' possible. The example relates to a study 
of wage differences between skilled and unskilled 
workers which sets out to explain why this differ- 
ence declined during a period of prosperity (Reder 
1965). According to standard economic theory one 
would expect an increase in the demand for both 
types of labour in these circumstances, and i t  is dif- 
ficult to predict the exact effect on the wage gap 
between the two. Reder proposed a different ex- 
planation. In such a situation the employers will not 
raise the wages of the skilled, but rather promote 
unskilled workers to the ranks of the skilled. This 
will increase the demand for workers at lower skill 
levels, and eventually the employer will have to de- 
mand new workers from the external market. The 
end result is that the wages for the less skilled will 
increase substantially, while the skilled workers' 
wages will only rise moderately. Granovetter sug- 
gests a generalisation of this argument: In sets of 

jobs where this type of substitution-chains is pos- 
sible, wage differentials will be reduced. The sub- 
stitution does not, however, occur automatically, 
and people are not promoted at random: 

But I argue that in practice, which workers ap- 
pear available to employers for upgrading into a 
particular job actually depends on the history and 
structure of employers' and workers' communica- 
tions networks (Granovetter 1990: 101). 

As indicated, the 'societal approach' originated 
from comparative studies of wage differentials be- 
tween blue and white collar workers in Germany 
and France which (also) showed that observed wage 
diffk~ences were not easily explained by standard 
economic theory. These studies may clearly be used 
to substantiate andcorroborate Granovetter's point 
that the upward mobility of workers depends on 
and varies with 'the history and structure of em- 
ployers' and workers' communication networks', 
but they can also be used to demonstrate problems 
with the general argument about substitution chains. 
According to these studies, substitutingworkers the 
way Granovetter is suggesting is far less imaginable 
in German than in French factories, as promotions 
based on managers' assessment of personal quali- 
ties and relationships is far more common and le- 
gitimate in the French 'space of qualification'. The 
pervasiveness of the 'Beruf -principle typical of the 
German 'space of qualification' suggests that such 
moves are far more dependent on certified qualifi- 
cations. However, the wage differences between 
workers, independent of economic conditions, are 
smaller in German than French industry - i.e. they 
are  smallest where the kind of substitution 
Granovetter suggests is less probable. 

What both approaches should convince us of, 
is that the social embeddedness of the actors must 
be taken into account in order to explain real wage 
differences, and differences in such differences. The 
two approaches may, however, seem to relate to 
differences in embeddedness between countries as 
those suggested above in rather different ways. 
From Granovetter's perspective, they may be viewed 
as one of several contingencies that must be taken 
into account in concrete analysis, but which - in the 
final analysis - can be explained as results of net- 
works of interpersonal relationships, i.e. with ref- 
erence to one, uniform principle of explanation. For 
the 'societal approach' they are much more than 
contingencies as they must be explained with refer- 
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ence to different structuring principles in the ac- 
tual space of interaction ('Beruf' in Germany vs. 
'Enterprise' in France vs. (Korsnes 1997) in the 
'space of qualification') and interrelationships be- 
tween such spaces (cf. the 'models' referred to 
above). 

This theoretical orientation of the 'societal ap- 
proach' is explicable not only with reference to the 
critique of neo-classical theory. Also, it has to do 
with a critical stance towards main paradigms in 
organisation theory and (fiench) industrial sociol- 
ogy, and a 'critical dialogue' with the 'regulation 
school' (Aglietta [I9761 1979 - for later contribu- 
tions see e.g. Boyer 1990, Boyer and Dracher (eds.) 
1996, Hollingsworth and Boyer (eds.) 1997) as well 
as with Bourdieu (Maurice et al. 1982, ch. V). Sim- 
plifying, one could perhaps say that the approach 
tries to find some 'middle ground' between ap- 
proaches that either overemphasise the integration 
of or the autonomy of relatively autonomous soci- 
etal fields/spaces, and their concomitant neglect of 
the inter- or cross-spacial dynamics in the construc- 
tion of actors and their social identities, as well as 
the social genesis of new actors. 

4. Methodological Implications - relatio- 
nism and middle-range theories? 

From a methodological point of view, 
Granovetter's program for a 'new' economic soci- 
ology seems clearly in line with a more general ten- 
dency in sociology in the direction of a theoretical 
and methodological 'relationism' (see Emirbayer 
1997, Ritzer and Gindoff 1994). Also in this re- 
spect there are interesting parallels with the 'soci- 
etal approach', as economic actors' and institutions' 
'relationship to society' is its core theoretical prob- 
lematic, and because it privileges explanations in 
terms of relations between actors and spaces. 

Of course, this does not mean that the two ap- 
proaches prescribe similar research strategies or 
designs, as 'methodological relationism' only urges 
us to search for explanations in the relationships 
between properties of the entities we are interested 
in, rather than the entities (e.g. actor vs. structure, 
or micro vs. macro) or their properties (e.g. ratio- 
nal vs. sentient actors, or 'small' vs. 'large' entities) 
themselves (see e.g. Archer 1995: 9, Korsnes 
1997b). In fact, they are likely to invite and pre- 
scribe investigations of rather different entities and 
properties, and with different strength. Here it may 
seem that Granovetter's program is far more 'closed' 
than the 'societal approach', as it may be argued 

that it contains a 'pre-construction' of the object of 
knowledge in terms of 'networks of interpersonal 
relations' which may strongly narrow down the 
scope and scale of relevant entities and properties. 
Possibly, this is also one of the reasons why some 
'adherents' of 'New Economic Sociology' are scep- 
tical towards network theory (Swedberg 1997: 
168). If so, it would be interesting to investigate 
what kind of relational alternative they are propos- 
ing, but this falls outside the subject of this article. 
What I want to point out, is that the 'societal ap- 
proach' has a far less determinate pre-construction 
of its object of knowledge, and consequently also 
may be more conducive to the detection of new 
entities and properties, and new explanatory kinds 
of relationships. - 

This characteristic of the 'societal approach' is 
intimately related to its explicit aim to overcome a 
sterile opposition in debates over cross-national 
comparative research between those who see it as a 
means to generalise empirical propositions and/or 
testing universal models on the one hand, and those 
who see i t  mainly as a heuristic in the exploration 
of the cultural peculiarities of nations/countries/ 
societies on the other. Whereas the former tend to 
de-contextualise the units of comparisons in order 
to make generalisations possible, e.g. substituting 
names of nations/countries with sets of variables 
(Przeworski and Teune 1970: 29), the latter con- 
test the possibility and/or fertility of making 
generalisations with reference to the basic incom- 
parability of cultural wholes. In Rose's view, the 
'societal approach' is closer to the last position, but 
tries to avoid the 'Malinowski's Dilemma' it implies 
by seeking explanations based upon the construc- 
tion of ideal types (Rose 1985: 78). However, con- 
sidering the suggested 'models' as (Weberian) ideal 
types does not seem to grasp their 'logic' in an ad- 
equate way (see e.g. Maurice 1989; Maurice et al. 
1992). Rose's comment that 

But in so far as these 'logics' (in the construc- 
tion of the employment relation in France and Ger- 
many, a.c.) can be equated with ideal types, then 
they are ideal types whose utility seems, at present, 
restricted to explication of empirically established 
relationships within two named societies. (Rose 
1985: 78) 

Question may well be pertinent, but when he 
goes on to ask if they could 'form satisfactory end- 
points for a continuum upon which it would be not 
just possible but also illuminating to place other so- 
cieties' if they were further developed, he actually 
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precludes a definite solution to the general theo- 
retical problem the approach is struggling with 
which may seem convenient, but hardly consistent 
with it. Of course, this 'indeterminacy' invites all 
kinds of critical comments about the 'vagueness' 
and 'ambiguity' of the approach (see e.g. Lane 1989: 
34), tending to implicitly assume that the problem 
the practioneers of the approach still think they have 
not found a satisfactory solution to (e.g. there are 
many of the spacial constructs, such as 'industrial 
space' that needs to be elaborated much further - 
see e.g. Maurice and Sorge 1989, Sorge 1991), can 
and must be solved in a certain way. 

In contrast to this, i t  may both be more adequate 
and fruitful to emphasise the theoretical and meth- 
odological affinities the approach has with ideas 
about the development of theory associated with 
'grounded theory' (Glaser and Strauss 1967) and 
case- rather than variable-approaches in compara- 
tive research (Ragin 1987), as well as with middle- 
range theorising. All these strands are concerned 
with the contextuality of the relevance and strength 
of explanatory variables (or the contextual consti- 
tution of causal properties - see Ekstrom 1993), 
and the problem of generalising is addressed as in- 
trinsic to the research process rather than a ques- 
tion of fiat, or a problem that can be 'solved' once 
and for ever. More specifically, the 'societal ap- 
proach' seems to have most of the properties that 
Ragin associates with case-oriented approaches to 
comparative research: it aims at combining causal 
and interpretive analysis with concept formation, 
complexity has precedence over generality, cases 
are examined as wholes, and it allows great speci- 
ficity in causal arguments and high flexibility in iden- 
tification and examination of evidence. 

Taking the heterogeneity of Swedberg's 'New 
Economic Sociology as a theory group' into con- 
sideration, it is difficult to say how important and/ 
or prevalent such properties may be in 'New Eco- 
nomic Sociology', but if it 'represents a successful 
and late-20-century incarnation of middle-range 

. sociology', as Swedbergsays it does (Swedberg 1997: 
172), there may also be interesting parallels between 
this sociology and the 'societal approach' in this 
area. And - this may again indicate affinities and 
parallels between these approaches and more gen- 
eral (North-American as well as European) tenden- 
cies in sociological theory and methodology which 
deserve attention, in order to enhance the socio- 
logical study of the economy. 

This may be important, not only in order to 
develop better theories and research strategies, but 

also in order to increase the political relevance of 
the research, as one additional property of case- 
oriented approaches is that they offer good oppor- 
tunities for maintaining meaningful connections 
between research, the historical specificity and com- 
plexity of the social context, and the theoretical, 
substantive and political concerns that motivate i t  
(Ragin 1987). E.g. the debate over 'globalisation' 
may seem to invite, and has been addressed by very 
general, broad-sweeping theoretical speculations 
about and diagnosis of global trends and transfor- 
mations, overlooking e.g. its origin in the specific 
North-American economic and political context 
(Fligstein 1997) as well as historical and contem- 
porary varieties in capitalist developments (Scott 
1996) and their links to processes of nation and 
state building and maintenance (see e.g. Boyer and 
Drachme (eds.) 1996). More case-oriented re- 
search may not only be an academic anti-dose to 
such sweeping diagnosis, but also produce knowl- 
edge about the phenomenon that is relevant to more 
local and real everyday contexts of politics. 

5. Conclusion 

Whereas I would agree with representatives of 
'New Economic Sociology' that the study of eco- 
nomical institutions and phenomena is too impor- 
tant to be left in the hands of economists only, I 
also think the sociological study of the economy is 
too important to be left to only one strand of soci- 
ology. As indicated by Swedberg (1997) there are 
also quite different developments and theoretical 
orientations within 'New Economic Sociology', and 
this should not be judged negatively. In such a situ- 
ation, I think it is important, however, to examine 
critically in what ways and at what level different 
approaches to the field diverge and/or complement 
each other. In this article I have attempted such an 
examination by comparing similarities and diver- 
gencies between Granovetter's program for a 'new' 
economic sociology, and the 'societal approach' to 
the study of economic institutions and actors. If 
the purpose of the comparison has been achieved, 
new aspects of both approaches should have be- 
come clearer, and - more importantly - the basis 
for further comparisons with other approaches im- 
proved. In conclusion, I want to point out one such 
aspect, which has to do with the relational qualities 
of the approaches. On the one hand, this seems to 
be a crucial, general aspect to consider in such com- 
parisons, as it may relate to basic differences in 
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ontological and epistemological presuppositions 
(Emirbayer 1997). On the other hand, a focus on 
this aspect may also serve to scrutinise important 
interrelationships between conceptual and method- 
ological elements within and between different re- 
lational approaches, as it both refers to questions 
about what should be studied, how it should be stud- 
ied, and what kind of explanations ure should search 
for. E.g. how is the relational quality of different 
approaches reflected in basic concepts, in research 
strategies and designs, in models and explanations, 
and how are these elements differently interrelated 
and emphasised? 

Hopefully, examinations like the one presented 
in this article may contribute to filling 'the void cre- 
ated by mainstream economics' lack of interest in 

economic institutions' (Swedberg 1997: 172), and 
encouraging sociologists to do so. Of course, this is 
a question of allocating people and economic re- 
sources to the task, as Swedberg points out, but it 
is also a question of how they are used. It may be 
true that 'those who came first tend to crowd out 
latecomers is as much a fact in social science as in 
society at large' (Swedberg 1997: 172), but in this 
case it would be a pity if 'those who came first' (or 
think they did) become so preoccupied with crowd- 
ing out people that they are unable to learn both 
from people who came before them and newcom- 
ers. If they do, it may make it even more difficult to 
induce changes in the allocation of resources that 
make it possible to 'fill the void'. 
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