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1. Introduction 
The history of economic thought is generally limited to the history of the economic discipline. As 
such, it too often ignores valuable contributions to economic thinking developed in the other social 
sciences. I do not argue that historians of economic thought are blind for developments in other 
disciplines or that they never engage with them. Rather, I propose to evaluate the notion that the 
history of economic thought is only concerned with the ideas of economists. This paper is a plea to 
broaden the boundaries of the history of economic thought with an multidisciplinary approach. More 
specifically, I advocate for including the following subdisciplines: economic history, economic 
sociology, economic anthropology, economic geography, and political economy.  

Historians of economic thought should not confine themselves to the current institutional 
categorization of ideas. I propose that the boundaries of the history of economic thought should be 
defined by the subject matter of the thinking, whether certain ideas are about economic matters or 
not. As such, the institutional location of an idea should be irrelevant as to whether to include it in 
the history of economic thought. This is similar to how theoretical and methodological approaches 
are disregarded as criteria for excluding ideas, which is evidenced by the fact that the history of 
economic thought focusses both on mainstream and heterodox approaches. This is not to say that 
the history of economic thought should pay no attention to institutional structures. Just as 
theoretical and methodological approaches are the material of the history of economic thought, 
institutional developments should have a place, without functioning as exclusion mechanism. 

First, the normal demarcation of the field of the history of economic thought is shortly 
examined. Second, a short overview of the histories of the subdisciplines of economic history, 
sociology, geography, anthropology and political economy, are given. Third, brief outlines of the 
following approaches are given: social network analysis, world system theory, the cultural approach 
and field theory.  
 
2. Standard disciplinary approach 
To get an impression of how the field of history of economic thought is normally delineated, the 
contents of various books are shortly discussed. Here I focus solely on which disciplines are 
discussed, other considerations related to the demarcation of the field are thus ignored. One could 
argue that books are not a good proxy as academic articles are currently the main communication 
mechanisms within academia. Whether this is also the case in the history of economic thought could 
be debated. Furthermore, books do make clear what is considered to be a core element of the field 
and what not. This is different for articles, which can focus on topics at the margins or even outside 
of the field. Finally, this is a sample of books on the history of economic thought in general. 
Specialized fields within the history of economic thought might deviate from this disciplinary 
approach and can lead the way in broadening the field.  

Most books on the history of economic thought roughly discuss the same material (Barber, 
2010; Biddle, Davis, & Samuels, 2008; Blaug, 1997; Brue & Grant, 2012; Colander & Landreth, 1994; 
Heilbroner, 1953; Hunt & Lautzenheiser, 2015; Medema & Samuels, 2013; Robbins, 2000; Roncaglia, 
2017; Sandmo, 2011; Screpanti & Zamagni, 2005). There is some difference in how early they start 
and how extensively they include ancient Greek, scholastic, and Muslim economic thought, but most 
do include discussions on mercantilism and physiocracy. The publication of the Wealth of Nations by 
Adam Smith in 1776 is generally described as the beginning of classical political economy and thereby 
also of the discipline of economics (or political economy as it was called at the time). From here 
various 19th century strands of economic thought, such as Malthusian, Ricardian, historical, and 
socialist (mainly Marxian, but sometimes also utopian and anarchist) economics are normally 



included. Then the shift changes to the origins and development of modern mainstream micro- and 
macroeconomics, most notably focussing on the marginalist revolution and later developments of 
this thinking. Most books, although not all, do however also include what is generally called 
heterodox economics, with strands such as institutional, Austrian and post-Keynesian economics. 

Not all books on the history of economic thought do, however, confine themselves to the 
discipline of economics. Perhaps most notably the classic History of Economic Analysis by 
Schumpeter (1954) does include extensive discussions on economic history, economic sociology, 
political economy, psychology and philosophy. More recently Fine and Milonakis (2009b) focused 
explicitly on the social and the historical in the evolution of economic theory and by doing so 
incorporated the early histories of economic history and economic sociology. Another important 
contribution is made The Unsocial Social Science? Economics and Neighboring Disciplines since 1945 
by Backhouse and Fontaine (2010), in which they discuss the relationships between economics and 
psychiatry, anthropology, the behavioural sciences, Sovietology, and sociology.  

While these contributions are highly valuable, they (perhaps with the exception of 
Schumpeter) do not amount to a multidisciplinary approach to the history of economic thought in 
which the core of the field is thinking on the economy, instead of thinking by economists.  
 
3. History of the subdisciplines 
At the end of the 19th century and beginning of the 20th century most social sciences, among which 
economics, became institutionalized within academia (Ross, 1992). In doing so it became necessary 
to define and demarcate the various fields. A stereotypical but largely accurate description of these 
definitions is given by Wallerstein (2003). History studies the past. Anthropology studies the non-
western world. Modern western societies are divided among three disciplines. Political science 
studies politics. Sociology studies civil society. And finally, economists study the economy.  

While these definitions were perhaps never a valid description of what scholars in these 
respective disciplines studied, they increasingly became unsatisfactory since the 1970s. 
Anthropologists no longer confine themselves to studying the non-western world. Sociologists study 
all of social life, instead of only what we call civil society. And even economists no longer seemed to 
study only the economy, as some economists began to apply their approach to virtually every topic 
within the social sciences. Perhaps the most famous example of this is Becker (1976), who called his 
neoclassical theoretical approach the economic approach and in doing so tried to redefine the field. 
Economists were no longer experts of a certain topic or subject matter, they were experts of a 
perspective. In other words, economics is not defined by what it looks at, but how it looks at things. 
As such, economists can study virtually every topic, irrespective of whether it is part of the economy 
or not. The application of the neoclassical approach to non-economic topics is often called 
economic(s) imperialism, as it invades the fields of other social sciences by claiming to provide 
superior explanation of their subject matter. Examples of such cases are the explanation of addiction, 
discrimination, marriage and suicide, as being rational in the sense that utility is being maximized in 
the face of scarcity (Fine & Milonakis, 2009a; Marchionatti & Cedrini, 2016; Witt, 2015). 

In this paper, I argue for a different kind of multidisciplinarity. Instead of defining the field by 
its approach, I argue for defining the field by its subject matter. For the history of economic thought 
this thus means that ideas on the economy should be studied. Just like various economists choose to 
study subject matters outside their own field, many other social scientists have studied the economy. 
In order to cover all ideas on the economy, a multidisciplinary approach is thus required. Below, I 
shortly explore the histories of the subdisciplines outside of economics that are devoted to studying 
the economy.  
 
3.1 Economic History 
Economic History has its roots in the English historical school of economics. While the German 
historical school of economics was, at least until the 1930s, successful in fundamentally shaping the 
economic discipline, in England the historical approach was pushed out of the discipline in the 
beginning of the 20th century. History features prominently in Marxian thinking, and Marxian 



approaches have also, even since its existence, been a key branch within economic history. Marx can 
basically be found in almost any social science, perhaps a partial explanation for this is that Marx 
combined German philosophy, French socialist thought, and English political economy, which form 
crucial ingredients for the social science disciplines that later in the 19th century emerged. In the 
1960s, cliometrics arose out of the application of econometrics to economic history and to this day 
this quantitative empirical branch is important. More recently, an overlapping group of scholars has 
begun studying legal rules and social norms through a neoclassical lens of utility maximization and is 
often called new institutional economics. Another highly important intellectual contribution came 
from the Annales school which originated the France in the 1930s. It consists of a highly diverse 
group of scholars as they tried to combine economics, sociology, geography, and history. In doing so, 
it changed historiography by focussing on long term structural developments, lower social classes 
and collective mentalities, and inspired later new approaches such as world system theory and the 
regulation school (Boldizzoni & Hudson, 2015; Tribe, 2003; Whaples & Parker, 2013). 
 
3.2 Economic Sociology 
Economic sociology has been an important element of sociology since its origins, as many of its 
founders, such as Karl Marx, Émile Durkheim, Max Weber, and Georg Simmel, wrote extensively on 
the economy. Economic sociology was revived during the 1980s, partially as reaction to the 
neoclassical economics imperialism, which claimed to be able to explain sociological phenomena, 
such as discrimination, marriage, addiction, and suicide, with rational utility maximization in the face 
of scarcity. The main approaches are social network analysis, neo-institutional and field theory, 
cultural approaches and performativity theory (Convert & Heilbron, 2007; Geary, 2010; Hechter, 
2015; Heilbron, 2001; Smelser & Swedberg, 2010; Witt, 2015).  
 
3.3 Economic Geography 
The main idea of economic geography is that economic theory can not ignore space because it 
fundamentally shapes economic activity. Economic geography has its origins in 19th century 
Germany with location theory, which is intellectually closest to neoclassical economics. Johann 
Heinrich von Thünen is often included in histories of economic thought, because his relation to 
neoclassical economics (e.g. Blaug, 1997; Robbins, 2000; Screpanti & Zamagni, 2005). Since the 
1970s, the sub-discipline became more diverse with Marxist (also called political economy), feminist, 
cultural, regulationist and evolutionary approaches. There have also been new neoclassical 
approaches to economic geography often called new economic geography or geographical 
economics (Barnes & Christophers, 2018; Clark, Feldman, Gertler, & Wójcik, 2018; A. J. Scott, 2000). 
 
3.4 Economic Anthropology 
Economic Anthropology arose mainly out of the work of Karl Polanyi as a sub-discipline after the 
second world war. To understand non-Western and most past societies, Polanyi argued that the 
dominant neoclassical economic theory was of no help because their economies were not organized 
on the basis of market exchange. Furthermore, he argued that the concept of ‘free’ markets is wrong 
because all economic relations are embedded in social institutions. To understand an economy, one 
thus also has to look at the cultural values, social and political relationships in which it is embedded. 
Formalists, however, argued that the neoclassical theory of utility maximization under conditions of 
scarcity, universally applies to all human beings and societies in world history. Since the 1970s 
various other approaches, such as Marxist, feminist, and cultural (sometimes called anthropological), 
have become prevalent in the sub-discipline (Carrier, 2012; Hann & Hart, 2011). 
 
3.5 Political Economy  
The name political economy has been used to describe many different things. It used to be the name 
for what we today consider as economics. Many Marxian scholars have kept on using the name, 
while the mainstream discipline switched from political economy to economics. More recently, it has 
also been used to describe normative economics and public choice, which uses neoclassical theory to 



study political topics. Here we refer to the subfield within political science called political economy 
that studies the interaction and interrelatedness between politics and the economy. Marxian 
approaches have always been an important inspiration for this. But since the 1970s, international 
political economy arose out of the understanding that the mainly militaristic focussed realist 
approach within the subfield of international relations, missed the importance of international 
economic connections and organisations. Another important branch is comparative political 
economy, which arose mainly out of the varieties of capitalism debate (Balaam & Dillman, 2015; Clift, 
2014).  
 
4. History of a couple important approaches outside economics 
Now, we turn to the histories of specific theoretical approaches that pay attention to the social 
dimension of economic life. This list of approaches clearly could have been longer, but these 
approaches are selected because they provide useful ideas about the interaction between social and 
economic factors while existing mainly outside of the discipline of economics, in contrast to for 
example Marxian and feminist approaches which also have a strong basis in economics.  
 
4.1 Social Network Analysis 
Social network analysis originated in the beginning of the 20th century in sociology, but has only 
since the 1980s been systematically applied to economic topics and in doing so it helped initiate a 
revival of economic sociology. More recently it has inspired economists to focus on networks, done 
often under the name the economics of networks. Social networks analysis has also some overlap 
with complexity economics and interacts a lot with the broader academic field of network science. 
Social network analysis applied to economic topics, started with the idea of looking at how economic 
life is embedded in social life. Instead of analysing economies as if individuals operate atomistically in 
markets, the focus lies on social relations and structures in which people interact with each other. As 
such, social network analysis neither focuses on individuals and their characteristics (such as 
preferences and rational or irrational behavior), nor on collectives (such as classes and nations). 
Instead it looks at how networks are structured by analysing the relations (ties, edges or links) 
between the nodes (which can be people, organizations or things) (Granovetter, 2018; J. Scott, 2011).  
 
4.2 World Systems Theory 
World systems theory was initiated by Immanual Wallerstein during the 1970s and continues to have 
new developments. The main sources of inspiration were dependency theory, Marxian thought, the 
Annales school, and business cycle theorists such as Joseph Schumpeter and Nikolai Kondratiev. 
World systems theory is probably best described as a transdisciplinary approach, as it rejects the 
current categorization of social science disciplines and uses its approach to study topics that are 
normally considered to be economic, political, social, historical and geographical. As a result, one can 
find world systems theorists in virtually every social science. The central idea of world systems theory 
is that the world is organised in a system with rich and power core countries, and poor and weak 
periphery countries. It combines the idea of dependency theory, that core countries exploit 
periphery countries by extracting wealth and resources, with the Marxian idea that capitalists exploit 
workers of the surplus value they produce. As such, world systems theory argues the development of 
a country is determined by its position in the global division of labor. Historically, certain core 
countries, while in competition with other core countries, have been able a dominate the world 
system. This dominance is first mostly economic, in terms of productivity, trade and finance, but later 
also turns into military dominance. Examples of such hegemonic countries are the Netherlands 
during the 17th century, the United Kingdom during the 19th century and the United States during 
the 20th century (Arrighi, 1994; Babones & Chase-Dunn, 2012; Wallerstein, 2011a, 2011b).  
 
4.3 The Cultural Approach 
The cultural approach is a broad category which is defined by its focus on the importance of culture 
in how economies work. As such, it pays attention to the meaning people give to things and how 



these meanings are constructed and influence economic life. The origins of this approach go back to 
the beginning of the social sciences, with scholars such as Max Weber, Bronislaw Malinowski and 
Marcel Mauss. It has many forms and names, such as the culturalist approach, cultural economics, 
anthropological economics, cultural sociology, and constructivist political economy, which each refer 
to something slightly different. It should however be noted that it does not refer to the economics of 
the culture industry, which is a topic, not a perspective. One could also argue that a recent 
development within this broad category is performativity theory, which has as core idea that 
economic ideas, such as the approaches described here, do not merely (try to) describe the world, 
but do actively shape (perform) it. A famous example is Black–Scholes model, which initially 
described derivatives markets poorly, but after it helped financial regulations to be changed and 
began to be used by many traders, it did explain derivatives markets very well (Abdelal, Blyth, & 
Parsons, 2015; Gudeman, 2001; MacKenzie, Muniesa, & Siu, 2007; Zelizer, 2010).  
 
4.4 Field Theory 
Field theory is a young approach, at least in its application to economic topics, as its first studies were 
conducted during the 1990s. One could distinguish two main branches of field theory, one located in 
the US of which Fligstein is a core proponent, and the other in France in which Bourdieu is central. 
Fligstein his version of field theory overlaps significantly with neo-institutionalism, an approach 
which has also often been applied in economic sociology, as both emphasize the importance of 
institutions, legitimacy and the focus of organizations on survival. The core idea of field theory is that 
actors (people and organisations) orient their behavior to one another within meso-level social 
orders, called fields. Fields could be seen as social arenas in which constant games of jockeying for 
position are being played. In this game, it is necessary for actors to understand both the shared 
meanings and rules of a field and what others are doing, in order to act themselves. The structure of 
the field and an actor’s position in it, shape the actor’s interests and way of thinking, but do not fully 
determine it as the actors have the freedom to pursue their own strategies within fields (Bourdieu, 
2005; Fligstein, 2002; Kluttz & Fligstein, 2016).  
 
Conclusion 
Is the field about the history of economic thought or about the history of the academic discipline of 

economics? In this paper, I have argued that while the field caries the former as its name, it usually 

confines itself to the latter. By doing using a multidisciplinary approach, a much richer picture of 

economic thought emerges as is shortly outlined in this paper. The histories of these subdisciplines 

are relatively unexplored, so they seem to be great opportunities for new studies. Therefore I plea to 

broaden the history of economic thought by stretching across the disciplines.  

  



Literature 

Abdelal, R., Blyth, M., & Parsons, C. (2015). Constructing the international economy: Cornell 
University Press. 

Arrighi, G. (1994). Long 20th Century. In: Verso London, UK. 
Babones, S. J., & Chase-Dunn, C. K. (2012). Routledge handbook of world-systems analysis: Routledge. 
Backhouse, R., & Fontaine, P. (2010). The unsocial social science?: economics and neighboring 

disciplines since 1945: Duke University Press. 
Balaam, D. N., & Dillman, B. (2015). Introduction to international political economy: Routledge. 
Barber, W. J. (2010). A history of economic thought: Wesleyan University Press. 
Barnes, T. J., & Christophers, B. (2018). Economic geography: A critical introduction: John Wiley & 

Sons. 
Becker, G. (1976). The economic approach to human behavior: University of Chicago Press. 
Biddle, J., Davis, J., & Samuels, W. (2008). A companion to the history of economic thought: John 

Wiley & Sons. 
Blaug, M. (1997). Economic theory in retrospect (5th ed.): Cambridge University Press. 
Boldizzoni, F., & Hudson, P. (2015). Routledge Handbook of Global Economic History: Routledge. 
Bourdieu, P. (2005). The social structures of the economy: Polity. 
Brue, S., & Grant, R. (2012). The evolution of economic thought: Cengage Learning. 
Carrier, J. (2012). A handbook of economic anthropology: Edward Elgar Publishing. 
Clark, G. L., Feldman, M. P., Gertler, M. S., & Wójcik, D. (2018). The New Oxford Handbook of 

Economic Geography: Oxford University Press. 
Clift, B. (2014). Comparative political economy: states, markets and global capitalism: Macmillan 

International Higher Education. 
Colander, D., & Landreth, H. (1994). History of Economic Thought. Boston, MA, itd: Houghton Mifflin.  
Convert, B., & Heilbron, J. (2007). Where did the new economic sociology come from? Theory and 

Society, 36(1), 31-54.  
Fine, B., & Milonakis, D. (2009a). From economics imperialism to freakonomics: The shifting 

boundaries between economics and other social sciences: Routledge. 
Fine, B., & Milonakis, D. (2009b). From political economy to economics: Method, the social and the 

historical in the evolution of economic theory: Routledge. 
Fligstein, N. (2002). The architecture of markets: An economic sociology of twenty-first-century 

capitalist societies: Princeton University Press. 
Geary, D. (2010). Economics and Sociology: From Complementary to Competing Perspectives. History 

of Political Economy, 42(Suppl 1), 291-314.  
Granovetter, M. (2018). The sociology of economic life: Routledge. 
Gudeman, S. (2001). The Anthropology of Economy: Community, Market, and Culture: Blackwell. 
Hann, C., & Hart, K. (2011). Economic anthropology: Polity. 
Hechter, M. (2015). Why Economists Should Pay Heed to Sociology. Review of Behavioral Economics, 

2(1-2), 89-92.  
Heilbron, J. (2001). Economic sociology in France. European Societies, 3(1), 41-67.  
Heilbroner, R. (1953). The worldly philosophers: The lives, times and ideas of the great economic 

thinkers: Simon and Schuster. 
Hunt, E. K., & Lautzenheiser, M. (2015). History of economic thought: a critical perspective: 

Routledge. 
Kluttz, D., & Fligstein, N. (2016). Varieties of Sociological Field Theory. In Handbook of Contemporary 

Sociological Theory (pp. 185-204): Springer. 
MacKenzie, D. A., Muniesa, F., & Siu, L. (2007). Do economists make markets?: on the performativity 

of economics: Princeton University Press. 
Marchionatti, R., & Cedrini, M. (2016). Economics as Social Science: Economics Imperialism and the 

Challenge of Interdisciplinarity: Taylor & Francis. 
Medema, S. G., & Samuels, W. J. (2013). The history of economic thought: a reader: Routledge. 



Robbins, L. (2000). A history of economic thought: the LSE lectures: Princeton University Press. 
Roncaglia, A. (2017). A Brief History of Economic Thought: Cambridge University Press. 
Ross, D. (1992). The origins of American social science (Vol. 19): Cambridge University Press. 
Sandmo, A. (2011). Economics evolving: A history of economic thought: Princeton University Press. 
Schumpeter, J. (1954). History of economic analysis: Routledge. 
Scott, A. J. (2000). Economic geography: the great half-century. Cambridge Journal of Economics, 

24(4), 483-504.  
Scott, J. (2011). Social network analysis: developments, advances, and prospects. Social network 

analysis and mining, 1(1), 21-26.  
Screpanti, E., & Zamagni, S. (2005). An outline of the history of economic thought: Oxford University 

Press on Demand. 
Smelser, N., & Swedberg, R. (2010). The handbook of economic sociology: Princeton university press. 
Tribe, K. (2003). Historical schools of economics: German and English. A companion to the history of 

economic thought, 215-230.  
Wallerstein, I. (2003). Anthropology, sociology, and other dubious disciplines. Current Anthropology, 

44(4), 453-465.  
Wallerstein, I. (2011a). The modern world-system I: Capitalist agriculture and the origins of the 

European world-economy in the sixteenth century (Vol. 1): Univ of California Press. 
Wallerstein, I. (2011b). The modern world-system II: Mercantilism and the consolidation of the 

European world-economy, 1600–1750 (Vol. 2): Univ of California Press. 
Whaples, R., & Parker, R. E. (2013). Routledge handbook of modern economic history: Routledge. 
Witt, U. (2015). Sociology and the Imperialism of Economics. Review of Behavioral Economics, 2(1-2), 

195-202.  
Zelizer, V. A. (2010). Economic lives: How culture shapes the economy: Princeton University Press. 

 


