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Chapter 1  

Markets in Contexts: Ideas, Practices, and Governance* 

Mark Bevir and Frank Trentmann 

 

Social life requires coordination between individual actions.  Coordination can arise intentionally 

or unintentionally and can take different forms. For much of the previous century, societies 

across the globe valorized two of forms of coordination – the market and state planning.  All too 

often the market and the state appeared as polar opposites.  Proponents of the market portrayed it 

as a natural and spontaneous form of order in which the free activities of individuals were 

coordinated for the public benefit by an invisible hand.   Proponents of the state, meanwhile, 

portrayed hierarchical planning as a rational and just form of order in which humans took control 

of their own activity so as to overcome the irrationality and exploitation of unbridled capitalism. 

Today, in contrast, we witness increasing doubts not only about each of these visions, but also 

about the very dichotomy they seem to instantiate.  Of course, there still remains a prominent – 

perhaps even a dominant – neo-liberal discourse that holds to an idealized vision of the market as 

a spontaneous coordinating mechanism that operates for the public good provided only that 

individuals are left to exchange freely with one another.  Nonetheless, there is also a blossoming  

“new political economy” that points to the superficialities and blindspots of this idealized 

account of the market.  The new political economy draws on transactional, institutional, and 

evolutionary economics to argue that all economic institutions, including markets, are 

necessarily established and transformed in the context of political, social, and cultural 

authorities.1 All economies have to be governed through complex patterns of rule that connect 

and regulate economic actors, organizations, and interactions. 
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Markets in Contexts is an interdisciplinary volume of essays that addresses questions that 

arise once we accept the embededness of markets.  How have various forms of regulation and 

coordination been imagined and constructed at different times in different societies? How has the 

understanding of markets by thinkers and social movements been shaped by ideas of political 

order, social cohesion, and ethics? In what ways have the unfolding and development of modern 

capitalisms been shaped by ideas and practices exogenous to markets or even critical of them? 

This volume of essays advances the debate about the embededness of markets by shifting 

attention beyond questions of institutional preconditions and trust to those of ideas, languages, 

and the alternative visions found within them.  

In the first place, this volume is a project of retrieval. The dichotomies of state versus 

market, or culture versus market, that flourished during the twentieth century had the unfortunate 

legacy of burying beneath them a rich and fertile history of thought about the place of markets in 

modern societies. Instead of offering a convenient ideal-typical antagonism between pro-market 

and anti-market, this volume thus explores the ways in which liberals as well as radicals, 

conservatives, and nationalists developed ambivalent understandings of the market – 

understandings that were shaped by intellectual traditions and social practices. To recover this 

rich, creative imagination, the volume offers original readings of canonical thinkers, like J.S. 

Mill, J.B. Say and F. Tönnies, while, at the same time, expanding our perspective beyond the 

canon to the ideas of groups who are all too easily neglected in the literature on markets, such as 

conservative elites or organized consumers.2 To be sure, history is not a simple source of tools 

for solving current social and political problems. What it can do, however, is to reflect on earlier 

ideas and practices so as to alert us to different ways of framing markets, helping us tointerrogate 

current wisdom and to broaden the debate about possible forms of governance. For those 
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interested in reforming or civilizing markets, the new political economy has opened new 

avenues, such as the Third Way, that seek to avoid the binary of state versus market. As this 

volume shows, earlier ideas and practices too provide examples of alternatives to that very 

binary.  The past offers a rich variety of ways of connecting civil society, markets, and the state. 

Greater awareness of these can suggest dilemmas as well as opportunities for the agendas of 

present-day reformers.  

Retrieving the embededness of markets in intellectual traditions and social practices 

opens up the space for the second contribution of this volume: reconsidering the role of agency 

in the development of modern capitalist societies. If the dichotomy between market and state, or 

market and culture, acted as one prominent frame of analysis, it was often complemented by 

another: that between modernity and tradition. A stylized version of the free market, which 

rendered it as a mode of impersonal coordination typical of modernity, encouraged an equally 

stylized picture of intimate communal relations that allegedly were characteristic of traditional 

societies. Such a picture, as anthropologists have observed, obscures both the cultural dynamics 

of modern markets and the market elements of ‘traditional’ communities.3 It also assigns 

different social groups a priori positions of agency or passivity in the evolution of modern 

capitalisms. Peasants and rural elites all too easily became portrayed as bulwarks of resistance to 

the spirit of modernity, entrepreneurs its engine, liberal political economists its prophets. Even 

Werner Sombart – who explored the evolution of modern capitalism with a creative breath and 

depth like no other – found it impossible to resist this sociological equation. While Sombart was 

keen to stress that economic life was part of cultural life, and while he wrote on the significance 

of the consumption of luxuries by elites in pre-modern Europe, his definition of modern 

capitalism as a system driven by a rational and calculating spirit and by hierarchical organization 
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and decision-making still led him to locate agency with that group of actors who embodied just 

this spirit: entrepreneurs. ‘If modern economic rationalism is like the mechanism of a clock’, 

Sombart argued, then ‘someone must be there to wind it up.’4 Entrepreneurs spread the principles 

of economic rationality that gradually came to penetrate society in the age of Hochkapitalismus 

or ‘full capitalism’ (1760-1914): ‘ “the driving force” in modern capitalism is thus the capitalist 

entrepreneur and only he,’ for he is the ‘only “productive”, that is, creative force,…[since]labour 

and capital are dependent on him and only called to life through his creative action.’5 In 

Sombart’s account of the evolution of capitalism, other social groups thus played the role of 

passive human resources who were rearranged and organized to fit the demands of 

entrepreneurial rationalism.  

Although Karl Polanyi’s work approached modern capitalism from a very different 

theoretical perspective, and although it was equally critical of Marxism’s economistic fallacy and 

liberal narratives of the supposedly inevitable rise of markets, nonetheless it too illustrates the 

pervasiveness of an action-reaction model in the social sciences. In Polanyi’s view, the dynamics 

of modern society derived from a ‘double movement’: the movement of an expanding market 

was met by a countermovement of social protection. Social movements and visions of social 

solidarity emerged to contain and reform market society, but they were not present at its birth, 

which was the result of mercantilist policies and liberal ideology. Here again, we thus find the 

conceptual separation of ‘the principle of economic liberalism, aiming at the establishment of a 

self-regulating market, relying on the support of the trading classes’ from ‘the principle of social 

protection aiming at the conservation of man and nature’,6 relying primarily on the working and 

landed classes. This conceptual separation privileges an action-reaction account of causation in 

which markets and their sponsors come first, and concerns about social protection and their 
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supporters come only later. While Polanyi’s general outlook was holistic and highlighted the 

dominance of the social, in which the economy was embedded, his passionate dislike of market 

society led him to portray its development as a negative deviation, a process of disembedding, to 

which social protection was an organic countermovement.   

There are problems with such a sociological division between ideas of social 

coordination. Liberals were not necessarily prophets of a ‘modern’ society in which a 

depersonalized market acted as the principal form of social coordination; rather, they could care 

about the conservation of man and nature.  Likewise, peasants and rural elites were not 

necessarily bulwarks of tradition. Just as for liberal actors we can reclaim alternative visions of 

modernity, so for conservative elites and groups at the bottom of society. The question was, for 

all these groups, not simply one of support or resistance to markets but about how markets 

should be embedded within social and political contexts. Social groups and intellectual traditions 

that were ambivalent about markets also helped to shape the contours and dynamics of capitalist 

societies. Once we look beyond the market as an endogenous model of capitalist rationality, we 

quickly find other sources of modern rationality, such as science or communication, which were 

available to innumerable social groups, including peasants. Likewise, to shift our gaze from the 

early stages of modern capitalism to the end of the twentieth century, we should ask how 

inherited social infrastructures and cultural beliefs continue to shape – not just to resist – the 

dynamics of global capitalism, as this volume does in exploring consumer politics,  responses to 

marketisation in India in the 1980s and 90s, and the social connectivity that underlyies the local 

centres of the global capital market today.  

Together, the essays collected in this volume thus seek to reembed markets as ideas and 

practices of social coordination within their political, social, and cultural contexts. The essays 
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contribute to a dialogue between historians and social scientists about how to recontextualise 

markets, past and present. While individual chapters show the strengths of particular disciplinary 

approaches, they also converge around related questions of embededness that point to a shared 

conceptual approach. Questions of embededness shift our attention from questions about the 

good or evil nature of markets to questions about economic governance.  In what follows, 

therefore, we want to cut a pathway through the historiographical and theoretical underpinnings 

of the turn to economic governance. Economic governance, we suggest, has arisen as an 

important interdisciplinary concern across the human sciences ranging from cultural historians 

and constructionist institutionalists to poststructuralists and democratic pluralists.7 Several 

theoretical and substantive positions are shared by most of these varied approaches to economic 

governance: a concern with meanings or beliefs as constitutive of social and economic practices, 

an interest in the plurality of historical sites, an emphasis on contingency and context, and a 

recognition of the role of critique in the formation and development of modes of economic 

governance. The chapters in this volume offer historically informed explorations of these themes.  

One general implication that emerges is the centrality of agency. We want to suggest that a more 

satisfactory incorporation of human agency might strengthen yet further the study of economic 

governance.  The concept of economic governance promotes, more generally, alternative 

narratives, modes of inquiry, and political practices to those that characterize neoclassical 

economics and its extensions in public choice theory.8

The Turn to Governance 

Political scientists, historians, and theorists have turned to governance for several overlapping 

reasons.  Political scientists turned to the concept to describe changes in the state.9Globalisation, 
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information technology, and the end of communism, they argued, have inaugurated new times.  

Socio-economic processes have sped up the pace of change, made fluid what once were 

established boundaries within and between organizations, and increased reciprocal 

interdependence.  The result has been a shift from government to governance or a hollowing out 

of the state. In this view, a new semi-sovereign type of state has emerged whose authority has 

been eroded internally and externally so that it can act only in conjunction with other 

organizations within interdependent networks.  Hence, attention shifts from the formal 

institutions of the nation state to processes of governing or steering,10 processes that often occur 

at the boundary between state and civil society, both at local and transnational levels. The 

resulting literature on governance has drawn on the sociological literature that conceptualizes 

networks as an alternative form of coordination to both hierarchies and markets.11 Contemporary 

governance is characterized, in this view, by the state operating in and through networks.   This 

concern with governance as networks within civil society challenges too strict a dichotomy 

between state and market.  Neither the state nor the market stands as a separate, self-defining 

institution.  Rather, both are entangled in broader patterns of rule within civil society.  And both 

arise as the intended and unintended consequences of collective choices in history.   

 Institutionalism and decentered theory have provided political scientists with ways of 

exploring patterns of governance conceived as historical products of collective choices.  On the 

one hand, institutionalism highlights regional and historical variations in such choices and their 

legacies: it leads to an exploration of the different ways in which various markets are governed 

through hierarchies, networks, and other forms of power at the boundary of the state and civil 

society.12 On the other hand, decentered theory provides political scientists with a means of 
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relating the form and trajectory of institutions to micro-level accounts of individual beliefs, 

desires, and actions.13 

The revival of interest in civil society since the 1970s has also led democratic theorists to 

turn to governance as a way of breaking down the dichotomy between state and market.  Civil 

society offered democratic pluralists a site for associations that could embody a richly textured 

social life while also constituting a buttress against hierarchic control from above, such as during 

the velvet revolutions in Eastern Europe.14 More recently, the idea of a global civil society has 

sought to capture an expanding supranational network of governance in which social movements 

interact with business and government.15 Finally here, there has been a debate about the extent to 

which the cultural components of civil society – sociability, toleration, civility, and even 

exclusiveness – exist in creative tension with the market.16 Far from being a spontaneous type of 

order, liberal market economies arose as embedded within the context of particular types of civil 

society, which were themselves  a contingent product of European history.  Nonetheless, once 

market economies arose, the virtues, vices, and habits they inculcated within people could pose a 

threat to the pluralistic culture of civil society.  Here, too, then, governance provides a way of 

discussing the embededness of markets and the state in civil society.  

 The post-structuralist turn to governance and governmentality began through an interest 

in techniques of disciplining societies in the early modern period.  Michel Foucault highlighted 

the exploration and deployment of specific rationalities applied to nations, families, populations, 

trade, and prisons.17 For Foucault, too, the activity of rule had no natural or spontaneous form; 

rather, it had to be invented and learnt through discourses and regimes of power.  

Poststructuralists since have gone on to explore the arts of governance in areas such as security, 

insurance, social economy, drainage, and self-help.18 These theorists too challenge the 
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dichotomy between state and market.  They highlight the technical character of liberal 

governmentality and point to its creation out of non-liberal practices of rule.  Governance thus 

refers, once again, to a politics beyond the formal institutions of the modern nation-state, a 

politics located at the boundaries of the state and civil society, a politics in which power operates 

in and through a vast network of organizations, actors, and systems of knowledge. 

 Historians’ interest in governance has grown from two principal sources: contextualism 

and culturalism. Contextualists, especially Quentin Skinner, did much to shift intellectual history 

from being concerned with the philosophical arguments of canonical texts to an interest in the 

discourses, concepts, and ideologies that made possible social or political formations.19 They 

recovered the historical contingency of the modern nation state as a form of governance that 

arose out of unconnected, fragmented debates about diverse practices of governance often within 

civil society.  The contextualists also recovered a republican tradition which argued that people 

could be free only as active citizens within a free state.20 Whereas liberals equate freedom with 

the absence of constraint whether in a democracy or a polity ruled by a benign dictator, 

republicans believe that liberty could exist only when people rule themselves and thereby avoid 

dependence on others.  Although the contextualists are prone to suggest that republican concerns 

disappeared with the rise of liberalism, a more plausible view might be that these concerns have 

continued to echo in many of the radical and democratic struggles of the nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries – struggles to attain greater popular control over governing institutions in the 

economic and social spheres as much as the political one.21 From this perspective, the 

republican tradition too raises questions about democratic participation and governance from 

below. 
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Social history has been more immediately affected by many of the changes lying behind 

the general turn to governance in the social sciences. The political successes of the new right and 

debates about globalisation undermined the orthodox narrative of social history in which the 

working class arose inexorably out of the industrial revolution to attain influence over the 

relations and conditions of production through the state.22 The search for a new narrative has led 

many social historians to a culturalism – an interest in language and meaning – that touches on 

questions of economic governance. Instead of a narrative of the emergence of class and welfare 

state, historians have retrieved non-class identities and visions and practices of social 

coordination and integration that looked outside the central state, such as idealist ideas about 

social relations or consumer politics anchored in civil society.23 There has also been a recovery 

of alternative visions of modernity and capitalist development, often by groups who had 

previously been cast as atavistic survivors, such as peasants, gentry, guilds or evangelical 

Christians.24 Finally, social and political historians have built on the rediscovery of 

‘republicanism’ by intellectual historians and highlighted the continuing appeal of early modern 

ideas of governance and coordination in the modern period.25 

Political scientists, theorists, and historians have thus turned to governance from 

overlapping perspectives.  Governance refers, in very general terms, to an account of social 

coordination in terms of the ways in which disparate actors within civil society come together in 

networks by means of dialogue and a sharing of resources.  We might add that even when the 

resulting forms of coordination are a hierarchical state or market, they still should be examined 

as contingent historical products of just such a coming together.  Indeed, how precisely any 

particular state or market operates will depend on how it is governed by a host of beliefs, 

discourses, practices, and institutions. Interest in economic governance thus raises a set of 
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distinctive questions which are taken up by the essays in this volume. These essays examine the 

embededness of capitalism in social networks, the role of political ideas in shaping economic 

governance, and the tensions between ideas of social coordination and markets. 

 

Embedded Markets: Networks, Traditions, and Ideals

Should we think of the modern and contemporary period in terms of an increasingly 

autonomous, self-sustaining market? The chapters by James Livesey and Saskia Sassen provide 

the bookends for the volume’s exploration of how markets, as ideas and practices, have been 

socially embedded and continue to be so. Livesey, a historian, provides a fresh look at the social 

networks cultivating modern rationality during the crucial breakthrough of modern capitalist 

society in the eighteenth century.26 Sassen, a sociologist, asks to what degree globalisation has 

led to a qualitatively different regime of markets and examines the social infrastructure that 

undergirds the global capital market.27 While eighteenth-century Irish and French rural society is 

in many ways worlds apart from today’s international financial elite moving between New York, 

Tokyo, and London, it is possible to highlight common elements of social networks, cognition, 

and knowledge-creation that condition capitalism during these two pivotal moments of its 

development. 

 If Livesey’s chapter is a direct challenge to the dichotomy of modern market versus 

culture or tradition, its originality stems from rethinking the relationship between the two from 

the perspective of the latter. Rather than identifying the cultural workings of the market, he turns 

to eighteenth century France, Scotland, and Ireland to reveal the development of modern 

rationality out of the bosom of rural society. Instead of working with a standard divide between 

market economy and household economy, Livesey turns to alternative networks of socialization 
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and knowledge-creation -- the agricultural societies -- to reveal how rural society became one 

source for the emergence of modern standards of rationality. Modernisation depended on a 

‘subaltern knowledge’ that was generated by farmer scientists and peasants who were interested 

in improving practices and in the new language of botany. Instead of viewing innovation and 

capitalist development as the outgrowth of an unfolding, increasingly autonomous market, or 

reducing it to state action or bourgeois interest, Livesey argues for a more deep-seated cultural 

transformation in rural society that favoured a switch to modernity.  

The role of social connectivity in the creation and maintenance of new technologies and 

practices of capitalist societies is a theme that also runs through Sassen’s discussion of global 

capital markets at the present time. Global capital markets are, of course, nothing new.28 Yet, as 

Sassen shows, the new information and communication technologies that have propelled the 

digitization of international finance have also created an altogether new type of market 

distinguished by material size and diversity (pension funds, hedge funds), global 

interconnectedness, and spatial organisation. The interesting question is why, after a decade of 

deregulation, the global financial sector has not dispersed but consolidated its activities in a 

limited number of centers, led by New York, Tokyo, and London. Sassen’s answer unpacks the 

social, cultural, and institutional dimensions that have favoured this geographic concentration 

and in which global capital markets remain embedded. Far from being an increasingly 

disembedded global market, the financial industry depends on these global cities for a social 

infrastructure of human resources and interpretive knowledge, consolidated electronic networks, 

and a ‘denationalised’ cultural framework of interaction and sociability. Put differently, the 

technological transformation of capitalism through digitization has strengthened (not loosened) 

the social and geographic embededness of markets. It is precisely because of its global and 
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electronic features that the market for capital today depends on the systems of trust and social 

networks contained within each financial center to negotiate the speed and size of transactions: it 

might even seem that the more the electronic market for capital approximates the mode of the 

depersonalized market ruled by supply and demand forces, the more it becomes dependent on 

social networks and the thick environments of financial centers. 

Such empirically grounded demonstrations of the embededness of markets are challenges 

to economistic reasoning and public choice theory and inevitably raise the question of how the 

market acquired its appeal as a mode of economic governance. How did people wrestling with 

questions of governance view the market as modern capitalisms expanded? The conventional 

answer is to draw a straight line between the evolution of the science of political economy and 

the liberal celebration of laissez-faire in the nineteenth century. As the chapters by Whatmore, 

Eastwood, and Schäfer show, such a perspective runs the risk of being teleological, reading 

backwards from latter-day ideas about markets to the historical development of political 

economy, thus obscuring the alternative ways in which historical actors approached markets. 

More than anything, it was political ideas and considerations of political governance that shaped 

the reception of markets. 

 Whatmore’s chapter effectively rewrites the narrative of liberal political economy during 

and after the French Revolution.29 The hope pinned on markets as a policy and system of 

coordination, he shows, depended on contemporaries’ understanding of politics, both in terms of 

what was meant by good government and what was seen to be the nature of geopolitics. Political 

economy did not emerge as the triumph of scientific reason over reactionary ideas.  Instead of a 

presumed affinity between liberal politics and political economy, the new science was deeply 

divided by two rival conceptions of government: modern republicanism versus democratic 
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republicanism. Benjamin Constant and Jean-Baptiste Say are reread by Whatmore to reveal the 

tensions between these two traditions, the first embracing a modern-day republic with a state 

defending equally the interests of its members, the second favouring a more democratic system 

in which the people would play a more active role in making laws and governing the economy. 

Political economy, and the discussion of markets, was part of a larger competition between rival 

projects of building republics. The sponsorship of laissez-faire and free trade, then, has to be 

understood from within the democratic republican project. For Say, political economy, and its 

defense of markets and commerce, was not some timeless, universally valid science about the 

creation of wealth; rather, it was attractive as a particular stage in the historical project of 

creating representative government. Democratising the political sphere required democratizing 

the economy. Political economy would educate citizens. Without this education, Say feared, 

markets would be corrupted. As Whatmore observes, ‘Say had no faith in the “hidden hand”.30 

The merits of markets, moreover, was debated within a geopolitical context of power. 

Here the British model of development provided the litmus test. The different visions of 

government between Say and Constant were reinforced by opposite understandings of British 

society – for Constant it was a model republic, for Say it was an Empire where markets were 

dominated by the elite for the elite. For Say, markets in oligarchic Britain were necessarily a 

sham, but this did not undermine his populist belief that markets could moralise society. For 

Constant, by contrast, markets did not possess civic capital, and indeed could threaten the 

disinterested spirit of liberty with a selfish mentality; religious belief was a necessary antidote. 

Political economy thus ultimately remained divided in its assessment of markets because of 

opposite assessments of the democratic potential of human actors to govern their political and 

economic environment. 
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How political traditions construct alternative understandings of markets is also the theme 

of David Eastwood’s discussion of a neglected chapter in the history of political economy in its 

formative phase in Britain in the first half of the nineteenth century.31 Rather than approaching 

the subject from the better-known center of liberal economics, Eastwood proceeds from the 

margins, taking another look at Tory writers, who have all too easily been written off in 

Whiggish accounts as backward, romantic traditionalists incapable of grasping the rationality of 

the new science. High Tories, he shows, did not turn their back on economics and retreat into 

morals; rather, they worked out an increasingly sophisticated argument about the embededness 

of markets. Markets here were decentred, not autonomous. Organic metaphors helped to 

subordinate markets to the service of moral and political ideals. Tories like Sadler and Southey 

contributed to the analysis of what came to be called ‘market failure’. The high Tory argument 

emphasized, in particular, the imperial nature of markets and the social and constitutional 

dangers of privileging a free market model. Although this argument would lose in party politics 

once the Tories led by Peel accepted free trade in the 1840s, it anticipated in several ways future 

trends, not least by articulating an alternative monetary policy (bimetallism) and support for 

public work schemes.  

 The question of how markets are fitted into organic views of society and politics is 

broadened further by Schäfer’s chapter, which explores the transnational transfer and reception 

of ideas between different societies and reform traditions.32 American progressivism drew 

heavily on German historical economics in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Yet, 

it ultimately produced an original configuration of economics and ethics working from within an 

indigenous project of radical democracy. The German historical school, Schäfer shows, provided 

progressive thinkers in America with a substantive critique of classical liberal economics. 
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Markets were historical not universal – a view that favoured an organic analysis of state and 

society and that downplayed a liberal rights-based view of individual citizens. Yet, instead of 

following the paternalist direction of their German teachers, American progressives connected 

this historicist and organic understanding of capitalist society to a democratic project of 

broadening public participation. Schäfer’s essay offers a good illustration of the interpretive 

limitations of presuming a dichotomy between state and market. American social thinkers were 

attracted to urban reforms in the hope of expanding public arenas for democratic action. At the 

same time, Schäfer argues, the American translation of German historicism left progressivism 

with the difficult legacy of seeking to reconcile two quite different strategies for civilizing 

market society: participatory industrial democracy and distributive social welfare.  

 Throughout the twentieth century, organized consumers have often been at the forefront 

of attempts to civilize the market. As the chapter by Maclachlan and Trentmann on consumer 

politics in America, Japan, and Britain shows, economic reform projects were developed within 

the context of particular traditions.33 Here the emphasis on the embededness of markets is 

connected, once again, to an argument about agency and a consequent skepticism toward 

economic essentialism and narratives of global convergence. Consumption and citizenship have 

often been intertwined projects, but these have been put together with different meanings in 

different political contexts, and thus with different policy implications. Maclachlan, a political 

scientist, and Trentmann, a historian, distinguish between the vision of free trade and civil 

society dominant in early twentieth century British consumer movements, a labour-oriented 

vision of ethics and rights in America, and the national life-style culture of early Japanese 

movements. These traditions were not written in stone but mutated in dialogue with changes in 

political economy and political culture. In contrast to a narrative that presents contemporary 
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consumer activism as a response to a global convergence around neo-liberalism, Maclachlan and 

Trentmann emphasize  that consumer movements also contributed to the development of 

political economy and argue that their reform imagination remains rooted in different political 

discourses. Consumer politics was most influential where it was able to work with the grain of 

civic ideas. British Free Trade and the American New Deal are significant examples of this - 

organised consumers underwrote these political projects.  In Japan, by contrast, the prominence 

of producer, nationalist, and state-oriented thinking made for a more subordinate role for 

consumer movements. The recent resurgence of consumer politics has been strongest where it 

has developed out of national debates over how best to strengthen citizenship and civil society, 

such as in Britain, where ‘the consumer’ in the 1980s and 1990s was re-energised in political 

debates about social services and civic participation.  

 How the success of neo-liberal reforms remains dependent on historically inherited 

popular understandings of the market is examined in greater detail in Rob Jenkins’ discussion of 

political legitimation and economic reform in India in the 1980s and 1990s.34 Complementing 

Maclachlan and Trentmann’s attention to the shifting meanings of the consumer, Jenkins 

highlights how current understandings of ‘the market’ remain contested within divergent 

traditions of Indian politics. Jenkins, a political scientist, distinguishes between a first wave of 

neo-liberal policies and the long-term success of establishing a neo-liberal culture of the market. 

The neo-liberal image of the market had to compete with older associations of the market 

promulgated in movement politics, the Hindu temple movement (Mandir), and the subaltern 

politics of Mandal. These movements drew on the different ideas associated with swadeshi (‘of 

one’s own country’) popularized by Gandhi at the beginning of the twentieth century. Attention 

to the ways in which the debate about markets remains embedded in inherited traditions has 
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political implications and alerts us to the contingency of future neo-liberal policies.  In the long 

run, the success of neo-liberal market politics, Jenkins concludes, will depend on who wins in the 

battle between competing versions of swadeshi. More generally, the Indian example illustrates 

how we can only understand the particular paths carved out by liberalization by situating global 

market politics firmly within local settings of traditions and practices which both compete with 

neo-liberalism and translate and mould the meanings of markets in political debate. 

If the above discussion moves beyond a stark analytical dichotomy between market and 

state, thinking about governance also does well to interrogate any presumed dichotomy between 

economics and ethics, market versus culture, or Gemeinschaft und Gesellschaft. These 

polarizations have been an influential source of legitimation for many social projects and 

socialist reform traditions in the twentieth century, often linking them to other organic visions of 

political economy that incorporated ethical and social concerns. The chapters by Winch, Haupt, 

and Harris recover three important earlier debates about subjects that continue to be of political 

significance to-day: the relationship between economic growth and environment; the relationship 

between markets and associations; and the relationship between community and civil society. As 

much of the current thinking about markets continues to employ idealized and simplified images 

of canonical ideas and their authors, a critical re-reading of their thought is an essential  step both 

to broadening the terms of contemporary debate and to alerting us to dangerous cul-de-sacs. 

 Few contrasts have dominated images of political economy as much as that between J.S. 

Mill and John Ruskin, who are frequently paired to illustrate the widening gulf between the 

traditions of market and culture in the modern period. Yet, as the chapter by Donald Winch, the 

doyen of the history of economic ideas, reveals such a contrast not only does injustice to Mill but 

also obscures the way in which a critique of the market continued to be generated from within 
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the emergent science of economics, not just from its critics outside it.35 Reading against the 

established grain of the canon, Winch shows how Malthusian anxieties shaped Mill’s thinking 

about growth and sustainability. Mill’s view of the environmental limits of market societies were 

central to his vision of a stationary state or zero-growth society. In the generation after Mill, 

Alfred Marshall’s ethicised liberal economics responded to Ruskin’s romantic critique. Rather 

than being polar-opposites mutually sealed off from each other in rival universes of ideas and 

politics, liberal economists and their romantic critics in the Victorian period thus participated in a 

debate about the consequences of capitalism for the natural world and social relations. What 

changed in the course of professionalisation at the turn of the twentieth century was the question. 

Instead of Mill’s neo-Malthusianism and Wordsworthian outlook, welfare economics now turned 

to a cost-benefit analysis of environmental damages. 

 Throughout the modern period, discussion of the costs and benefits of markets have been 

inextricably entwined with the question of guilds as alternative models of social organization. 

The changing moral and political attraction of the guilds in nineteenth-century France and 

Germany is the focus of Heinz-Gerhard Haupt’s chapter.36 Haupt explores an interesting paradox 

in the changing salience of guilds. In enlightenment and revolutionary discourse, the guilds had 

been branded as bulwarks of tradition and backwardness. Their effective abolition in France and 

Germany during the revolutionary years was followed, however, by a renaissance of guild ideas 

during which guilds were presented as pillars of organic community, stability, and religious 

order. Yet, as Haupt shows, the broad liberal support for guilds as a way of taming market forces 

was not a fixed component of national traditions. On the contrary, in the late nineteenth century, 

Emile Durkheim and Otto von Gierke developed ideas of corporation and association in different 

directions. For Durkheim guilds and corporations were not part of a reactionary project, as 
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sometimes believed, but rather building blocs of modern democracy, generating social inclusion 

and feelings of mutual solidarity. Gierke, by contrast, broke with earlier German traditions and 

came to view guilds as stumbling blocs to the creation of a community that could overcome a 

dichotomy between the individual and the state. Here the critique of markets went hand in hand 

with a suspicion of guilds as limiting the free will of association and as relying too heavily on the 

state. As Haupt reminds us, it is too simplistic to write off these ideas of community and 

corporation because of their subsequent link with fascistic movements. 

 In the last two decades, ‘civil society’ and ‘communitarianism’ have reemerged as two 

dominant languages of reform that seek to overcome the dichotomy between state and market, 

and the totalizing ideologies that came with it. At times, civil society and community have 

become fused. Yet, as Jose Harris’ chapter makes clear, there are considerable dangers in losing 

a sense of the ideological differences between the two concepts. She returns to F. Tönnies’s 

seminal work on Gemeinschaft und Gesellschaft both to reinsert some useful distinctions 

between civil society and community into the current debate and to issue warnings about their 

respective potentials as strategies for reforming market societies. Tönnies has been frequently 

used as if he discussed a chronological transition from traditional community to modern civil 

society. Instead, Harris shows that he was arguing in Kantian fashion for the simultaneous 

presence at all times of these formations, and their respective values, forms of consciousness, 

and will. While the balance between the forces favouring community and those favouring civil 

society shifted, it is a fallacy to equate the rise of markets with a turn away from ‘archaic’ 

community to  ‘modern’ civil society. Harris’ rereading of Tönnies’s two systems of thought and 

social organization reveals the dangers of presuming an elective affinity between community and 

civil society, as do so many current discussions on both sides of the Atlantic. Rather, community 
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and civil society stood in tension for Tönnies who stressed the different scope and quality of 

each. Community fostered intensive feelings of limited range; civil society fostered thinner 

emotions but with more universal range.37 The first requires exclusion; the latter is more 

inclusive and tolerant. Mixing the two in social policies that fuse community and civil society 

may be counterproductive. What is more, to rely on either as a way of taming the globalisation of 

markets might prove to be naïve since Tönnies’ analysis suggests that community is too weak, 

and civil society is too complicit in market processes, for either to become a successful 

instrument of reform. These may be sobering conclusions for current advocates of community or 

civil society, but the reintroduction of such analytical and ideological distinctions will 

undoubtedly help to sharpen the present debate about what are effective ways of governing 

markets and their moral and social underpinnings and implications. 

These explorations of the embededness of markets raise interesting questions about the 

changing power of the market as a mode of governance in the modern period. As any student of 

modern history will know, the market as an ideal and system of social coordination expanded 

with radically different speed and force in different societies, ranging from liberal societies to 

nationalist regimes and socialist groupings. Where markets were most successful in expanding 

this was not simply the result of some inexorable material force or because of the lack of some 

bulwark provided by some ‘traditional’ alternative system of social coordination. Markets 

needed a fertile soil of supporting traditions. Even (or perhaps especially) in more liberal 

societies, the success of the market, as an idea and as instrument of governance, depended on its 

ability to fit into traditions, such as radicalism. Markets were embraced and liberal political 

economy could be buttressed where historical thinkers and movements, like Say or the 

cooperative movement, could accommodate markets within broader visions of democracy and 
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civil society. Markets, in other words, lacked the threat of social disintegration and anemie in 

settings where social and political beliefs predicted their full force would be tamed by alternative 

systems of coordination, such as civil society. Rather than seeing markets as the outgrowth of an 

advancing differentiation of social spheres, the emphasis thus falls here on their organic 

embededness in social networks and traditions among liberals and critics of liberalism alike. 

Here is an important contrast to the current dictum that the discipline of the market is 

inescapable. Even in the current climate of neo-liberalism, the persistence of social networks (as 

in global capital markets) and the persistence of national traditions (as in India with swadeshi) 

mean that the understanding of that ‘discipline’ and available strategies of managing markets are 

interpreted differently. 

 Attention to the role of beliefs and traditions in the way in which markets are supported, 

moulded, and resisted raises questions about the unintended consequences of such beliefs and 

traditions for the evolution of modern capitalisms. To invoke the contribution of traditions to the 

particular shape of political economy in different societies is not the same as to attribute 

historical responsibility. When organized consumers in Edwardian Britain stood up for free 

trade, this does not mean they should be held responsible for all the subsequent domestic and 

global consequences of free trade. What it does do, though, is to focus attention on the ways in 

which the different make-up of traditions favours particular strategies of governance over others, 

and can be more or less effective in moulding the path taken by modern capitalism. Thus, in the 

United States in the early twentieth-century, for example, the internal make-up of a progressive 

tradition produced contradictory signals as to how to deal with consumer demand and industrial 

democracy and so ultimately disabled itself as a viable reform strategy. 
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Theorising Economic Governance

Governance draws our attention to the construction of economic orders out of various beliefs, 

discourses, practices, and institutions.  The chapters in this volume adopt what we might call an 

interpretive approach to governance. They focus on meaning and culture as embedded in actions, 

practices, and the historical patterns of coordination that they generate. We want to turn now 

from the particular to the more general assumptions and perspectives of this interpretive 

approach to governance.  While there are differences between them, the essays in this volume 

share a number of broad positions concerning meaning, the plurality of historical sites, and the 

contingency of social life. They, firstly, take seriously the beliefs or meanings that are embedded 

within forms of governance: Constant viewed markets through the lens of a particular republican 

tradition; the tradition of swadeshi informs Indian social movements’ understanding of market 

reforms. Secondly, they see practices as arising out of actions, where we can adequately grasp 

actions only in terms of the beliefs or meanings that animate them: farmers and peasants were 

not pushed into modernity by external forces but entered by developing new forms of 

knowledge; consumers do not spring into political action because some innate material nerve is 

touched, but because of certain beliefs that interpret individual interests into collective notions of 

civil society, nation, or fairness.  Interpretive approaches thus follow the everyday practice of 

explaining actions by reference to the beliefs and desires of the actors.  Indeed, what 

distinguishes interpretive approaches to governance is an insistence on bringing this everyday 

form of explanation into the human sciences. Positivist approaches often suggest that a certain 

institutional location or class membership defines the beliefs and desires that prompt people’s 

actions. Interpretive approaches characteristically deny this on the grounds that there are no pure 
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experiences so people’s beliefs and desires cannot be derived from given facts about the world 

without any concern with how people construct these facts.38 

Interpretivists share related emphases on the contingency of social life and the plurality 

of historical sites in which governance is created. A rejection of pure experience implies that 

people in the same situations could hold very different beliefs if only because their experiences 

of the situation could be laden with very different prior theories: we cannot assume that people in 

similar social situations will act in a uniform manner.  Any abstract concept, such as a class or an 

institution, thus cannot properly explain people’s beliefs, interests, or actions; rather, it can 

represent only an abstract stand-in for the multiple and complex beliefs and actions of the 

individuals we classify under it.39 

Once we accept that people in any given situation can interpret that situation and their interests in 

all sorts of ways, we are pressed also to accept that people’s actions – how they respond to any 

given situation – are radically open.  That is to say, no practice or institution can itself fix the 

ways in which its participants will act, let alone how they will innovate within it in response to 

novel circumstances.  Hence, our norms and practices are contingent, lacking any fixed essence 

or logical path of development. 

 Through their sensitivity to meanings, the plurality of historical sites, and contingency, 

interpretivists can play an important role in historicising economic governance.  Positivists 

sometimes suggest that the emergence of networks is a new phenomenon characterizing a new 

epoch in which the state stands powerless before an interdependent global economy in contrast to 

earlier times when an all-powerful state undertook all governance.40 Interpretivists, in contrast, 

treat hierarchies and markets as meaningful practices that are created and constantly recreated 

through contingent actions informed by diverse webs of belief.  The allegedly new and special 
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characteristics of networks are also present in hierarchies and markets.  The establishment and 

operation of markets and free trade depends on contingent interactions of interdependent 

producers and consumers who rely on trust and dialogue as well as on economic rationality.41 

Likewise, the commands of a hierarchic bureaucracy do not have a fixed form but rather are 

constantly interpreted and made afresh through the creative activity of individuals.  Once we stop 

reifying hierarchies and markets, we find that many of the allegedly unique characteristics of 

contemporary governance are ubiquitous aspects of social coordination, so we can explore 

governance in history as well as governance today. 

Interpretivists highlight the diversity of the possible forms of economic governance.  

They are skeptical of claims about the uniformity or universality of particular modes of 

governance.  Positivists sometimes portray governance as being composed of policies, such as 

marketization and the new public management, which are themselves allegedly the inexorable 

outcomes of global economic pressures.  Interpretivists, in contrast, suggest that these pressures, 

far from being given as brute facts, are constructed differently in various traditions.  They 

thereby infer that the policies and outcomes of governance can vary considerably even within 

allegedly monolithic contexts such as the new global economy.  They are wary not only of any 

historical dichotomy between governance and earlier state formations, but also of any attempt to 

use the abstract idea of governance to account for particular developments in particular states.  

The relevance of an omnibus concept of governance depends upon empirical studies that explore 

the ways in which social coordination is achieved. 

 Finally, interpretivists highlight the contested nature of modes of governance, and the 

role of critique within their trajectory.  Positivists often adopt an action-reaction model of 

governance and critique: having portrayed governance as an inexorable product of socio-
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economic forces, they reduce critique to a post-hoc reaction to it.  Interpretivists, by contrast, 

regard social critiques and movements as constitutive elements of the clusters of actions and 

practices that constitute any given mode of governance as it operates in and through aspects of 

civil society. Governance and critique are not opposites; rather, they are interwoven processes, 

deeply implicated in the evolution of one another. 

The essays collected here highlight the historicity, diversity, and contestation of modes of 

economic governance. To understand  modes of governance, they argue, we have to take 

seriously the constitutive role of meanings and beliefs, the diversity of historical sites and 

groups, and the contingency of social life. This shared framework, however, is a very broad one 

that leaves a number of questions unanswered.42 Two theoretical issues stand out, namely, the 

composition of governance and the recentering of governance.  It is arguable that 

poststructuralists have made almost all the running among interpretivists who are interested in 

addressing these theoretical issues.  It is also arguable, however, that poststructuralist responses 

to these issues are at best ambiguous and at worst mistaken.  

Interpretivists agree on the need to approach governance through a study of the meanings 

that inform it. Yet, they are not always clear about the nature of these meanings.  Sometimes the 

relevant meanings appear to exist as quasi-structures that possess an immanent logic or respond 

to random fluctuations of power.43 At other times meanings are understood in subjective terms 

as the intentions or beliefs of individuals, which suggests that the concept of a discourse or 

language refers only to intersubjective conventions or understandings.44 The question here is, 

should we conceive of people as agents or as passive constructs of social discourses?  A sharper 

distinction between autonomy and agency is helpful. Autonomous subjects are able, at least in 

principle, to have experiences, reason, adopt beliefs, and act, outside of all social contexts.  In 
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contrast, although agents are able to reason and act in novel ways, they might be able to do so 

only against the background of social practices that influence them.  Although interpretivists are 

increasingly wary of the idea of autonomy, then, they need not also reject agency.  Rather, they 

could accept that people always set out against the background of a social inheritance, and still 

conceive of them as agents who can act and reason in novel ways so as to modify this 

background. 

 Interpretivists’ curiosity about a plurality of historical sites encourages a focus on the 

multiplicity of conflicting actions and micro-practices that come together so as to create a 

contingent pattern of rule.  Yet the more we emphasise the contingency and particularity of 

meanings and practices, the harder it seems to become to explain them by reference to a broader 

logic or social process.  Interpretivists might usefully recenter their theories of governance by 

drawing on the contrast between agency and autonomy.  To reject autonomy is to accept that 

subjects only experience the world in ways that reflect the influence upon them of a social 

background.  Hence we need aggregate concepts that indicate how social influences permeate 

beliefs and actions even on those occasions when the speaker or actor does not recognise such 

influence.  To allow for agency is, however, to imply that these aggregate concepts also need to 

allow that people possess the capacity to adopt beliefs and actions, even novel ones, for reasons 

of their own.  We would suggest, therefore, that interpretivists might be well advised to think of 

the social context in terms of traditions rather than discourses: after all, the concept of a tradition 

implies that the relevant social structures are those in which subjects are born and which then act 

as the background to their beliefs and actions while also allowing for the possibility of their 

modifying, developing, and even rejecting much of their inheritance. As an explanatory concept, 
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tradition has the advantage over discourse that it allows properly for agency and so provides a 

way of thinking about change.   

Positivists often present a mode of economic governance as necessary; they imply that 

we are compelled to adopt or contemplate only a limited range of modes of governance by 

inexorable historical or social forces, the dictates of a universal reason, or even human nature 

itself.  Globalisation, for example, appears in many narratives as an inexorable social process 

that requires states to adopt liberal reforms.45 In contrast, interpretivists think of modes of 

governance as products of agents modifying the traditions they inherit in response to problems.46 

Any mode of governance is contingent and contestable in that people from within other traditions 

might construct the problems differently, and in that there are no inherently correct responses to 

problems even when they are defined in the same way.  When interpretivists portray modes of 

governance as contingent and contestable, they engage in a critical activity.  In the first place, 

they challenge the self-understanding of those who expound such modes of governance; they 

reveal to them the contingent, historical conditions of their beliefs, thereby undercutting the 

notion that these beliefs are necessary.  In the second place, they thus open up the possibility of 

alternative narratives, actions, and practices; they give us, as a society, the opportunity to govern 

ourselves differently; they free us from the dominate modes of thinking and acting that define 

our current practices of governance. The following essays are a contribution to this project. 
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