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INTRODUCTION

In 1949, in an article on Pareto, Joseph Schumpeter wrote:

There is nothing surprising in the habit of economists to invade the sociological field. A large part of their work – practically the whole of what they have to say on institutions and on the forces that shape economic behaviour – inevitably overlaps the sociologist’s preserves (1952: 134). 

Schumpeter was in all probability thinking more of the great economists of the nineteenth century, and the first decades of the twentieth, than of his contemporaries. Scientific categorisation had divided the social sciences camp, which traditionally had been integrated, into more distinct disciplines which rarely communicated with one other, and this division had already gained solid ground among Schumpeter’s contemporaries. And of course he could not but have been thinking of Alfred Marshall, who in many ways had great influence on him and – like the finest thinkers of the nineteenth century – had never isolated economics from other social sciences.

The task which I set myself here is at the same time justifiable and arbitrary. Justifiable because Marshall must certainly be regarded as a ‘classical’ thinker and a ‘master’ of the entire potholed field of social sciences – and therefore, undoubtedly, also for sociology: even if he did pay some attention to the boundaries between disciplines, by necessity to defend the autonomy of political economics from sociology’s lingering ‘imperialistic’ claims (Becattini 1982, 2000). Arbitrary because, inevitably, to develop the sociological aspect of this task, we have to glean from Marshall’s theories in general that which is uniform in its essence.

Marshall is not a writer who is frequently quoted by sociologists, not even by sociologists who normally base their research into the foundations of their discipline on classical thinkers. The best-known exception to this rule is definitely Talcott Parsons (1949), whose interest in Marshall is restricted to the contribution that the English economist made to a modern theory of social action, and especially to the motivations behind human actions and their ultimate foundations which, according to Parsons’s reading of Marshall, must be searched for in values (for a criticism, see Wearne 1981).

More common, but less interesting, are the minor contributions which are almost always restricted to specific aspects of Marshallian thought, as with the example in Italy of Guido Baglioni’s reconstruction (1967) of how Marshall arrived at a theory of the tendency of unionism.

There is, of course, a more recent and much more famous exception, which over the last few decades has excited the interest of the large body of academics studying local and district development, where there have been and still are large numbers of experts in sociology, especially urban and economic sociology. It is a story which has often come to the fore on the international stage and which has counted among its main players more than a few scholars who are either from or working in Italy and who come from a wide range of fields including economics, sociology, geography and history, to name only the most important disciplines. Marshall was brought into this field of investigation and reflection via the research and interpretation of an unorthodox and constitutionally interdisciplinary academic, Giacomo Becattini. Becattini’s familiarity with scientific dialogue is a long and lively acquaintance with social researchers from various disciplines and has yielded many positive benefits, among which one in particular interests us here: the drawing of sociologists’ attention to an academic who, it appears, still has much to say that is illuminating for the understanding of the fundamental mechanisms of contemporary society: even if, as Carlo Trigilia notes (2002: 20), his ability to place sociological analysis within economics, together with his painstaking attention to institutional factors, delayed the disciplinary emancipation of sociology and, in particular, economic sociology.

In just a few pages it is impossible to give an exhaustive account of the richness and variety of the theories that highlight the relationship between economics and sociology in Marshall’s work (for a classical example, see Parsons 1991, but actually 1953; more recently, Aspers 1999). I will try instead to construct a selective and interpretative overview, organising this relationship under a few main points.

1. THE THEORY OF SOCIAL ACTION

In this first point I establish some background. Marshall, clearly influenced by Darwinian theory, proposed that the principle of social life or, if you prefer, its normality (PE: 33-36), is the principle of cooperation more than of conflict. One of the fundamental errors of socialism is precisely its claim that rapid and forced change of human nature and society is possible, and its underestimation of the ‘natural’ tendency for organisms which are structurally complementary, for example capital and work, to cooperate with each other (PE: 544; see a more general comment in Raffaelli 2003: 78-82). Besides, the same principle of social organisation is, in the final analysis and contrary to appearances, its duration and stability over time. In a clearly-written paragraph, ‘Ancient castes and modern classes’, Marshall writes (1961: 244-246, from now on quoted as PE): 

[...]social organisation... must necessarily be a slow growth, the product of many generations: it must be based on those customs and aptitudes of the great mass of the people which are incapable of quick change (my italics).

So too in ‘the modern organization of the Western world’, where ‘rigidity has been succeeded by plasticity’, where ‘the methods of industry ... change with bewildering quickness’, where ‘the social relations of classes, and the position of the individual in his class … are now perfectly variable and change their forms with the changing circumstances of the day’, we can in any case discern a strong element of persistence in ‘the sacrifice of the individual to the exigencies of society as regards the production of material wealth’ which, Marshall concludes, ‘seems in some respects to be a case of atavism, a reversion to conditions which prevailed in the far-away times of the rule of caste’. This idea gives pause for thought, because it implies the existence of a constant sociological (or metasociological) condition, within which historical societies and the various means of production (such as capitalism) would be no more than possible variants. Of course, these statements do not imply denial of the conflicting and disrupting potential of the processes of change and functional diversification, but rather the recognition that those problems must be confronted through a higher level of integration between their parts, through their more intimate connection (PE: 241).

But Marshall does not stay for long at this general level. Instead he consolidates his analysis with concrete social and historical references. This can be clearly seen by analysing his conception of social causality, the type of which we can define as circular. Although sensitive to the importance and relevance of the economic causes, he maintains that ‘…their influence on the numbers of the population as a whole is largely indirect; and is exerted by way of the ethical, social and domestic habits of life’ (my italics), even if ‘these habits are themselves influenced by economic causes deeply, though slowly…’ (PE: 218). Via a very modern approach (of an Inglehartian postmaterialist) Marshall goes on to state that the causal importance of economic factors is much lower in evolved societies such as the wealthier and better-educated classes and ‘races’ – which are, in a word, further along in the processes of material and moral development (PE: 529-530). The individual is placed decisively at the heart of Marshall’s theory: not an abstract and ahistorical individual, but concrete individuals, trapped in their network of social and familial relations, of role and class, individuals fully embedded in their institutional organisational, and social positions, shaped by values and traditions, and together with a personality and character all their own. The rhythm of social change, then, will be slower and perhaps absent in those places where tradition, custom, and collective conscience are so strong and deeply rooted as to prevent any process of innovation or sanction it as deviant (PE: 173, 560).

On the other hand, change will be more rapid and uncontrolled in those places (such as cities, PE: 199) where ‘moral’ ties are looser, or in those societies and social categories where value systems have been instituted which reward mobility, innovation, the ‘economic virtues’ of entrepreneurship, and goals-oriented rationality (here Marshall comes much closer to his near contemporary, Max Weber).

With an approach that brings to mind another great and unorthodox social scientist, Karl Polanyi, Marshall emphasises that we can only discuss the individual within their particular and diversified system of social relations, that the individual lives and works immersed (or embedded, as Polanyi puts it) in their daily network of social institutions, from the family to the status group or class they belong to and to the working or living community (PE: 263, 565 and sparsim). Over and beyond the influence of the nature of their work, the character of the individual is socially determined, according to Marshall, by ‘the influence of those with whom he associates for business, for pleasure and for religious worship’ (PE: 565). With a very refined style, Marshall proposes a sort of sociological theory of reference groups when he pinpoints the motivations for social action as ‘the desire to earn the approval, to avoid the contempt of those around one’; in particular, individuals are ‘very sensitive to the approval or disapproval of those in the same occupation’ (PE: 23). Work in particular is an experience and fundamental opportunity for training and the social shaping of an individual’s personality and character, second only to the influence of religious ideals (PE: 1). I emphasise this point because once more it clarifies the Marshallian approach to knowledge of social mechanisms. Not abstract and mechanical influences from causal factors (economic or otherwise), but – as indeed in the case of work – more complex and indirect relations which are established between individuals and their job, in the dual sense of a daily experience that forms their character and moulds their personality, and of the resources (material and non-material) which that work enables them to obtain. Note, incidentally, the perfect adaptability of these sociological rules to the social conditions in which the inhabitants and producers of the district live and work.

2. THE social reproduction

Economic and social analyses are masterfully combined in the identification of the principal mechanisms of social reproduction – in other words, of how society perpetuates the bases of its survival and development. Marshall clearly identifies the fundamental role of the family: this is the social institution which, more than others – and more naturally than others – faces the problem of exploiting human resources at best. It is in the family that choices are pondered and decisions are taken with regard to the future, investing in the attitudes of its own members and planning for a specific training for them (PE: 250). It is in the family, as Marshall so deftly puts it, that people prepare to ‘discount the future’, emblematically demonstrated ‘in the choice made by parents of occupations for their children, and in their efforts to raise their children into a higher grade than their own’ (PE: 570). At the motivational level, it is the hopes and expectations of the family that makes people actually move and act, be it in terms of migratory movement (PE: 715, note 1), or social mobility (PE: 540-541), or even the tendency to save and accumulate (PE: 228).

At the psychological level, the growth of the individual is directly affected, positively and negatively, by the material and moral conditions of the family of origin. There is even, Marshall acutely observes, a relation between the enlargement of the family and individual personality:

the members of a large family educate one another, they are usually more genial and bright, often more vigorous … than the members of a small family. (PE: 202).

In short, the family is a central factor in the process of reproduction, closely linking the destinies of generations, and it goes a long way to explaining the successes and failures of its members. Anticipating the work of social scientists like Schumpeter and Barrington Moore, Marshall posits that the functions and indeed the abilities of a social or professional group are for the most part traceable to the character and history of past generations (PE: 560-566), almost as if it were possible for some special quality to be handed down through the generations and be ‘expended’ each time in a new form. 

If the family lies at the centre of the delicate and complex process of individual evolution in the earliest phase of life, that does not mean that any other influence is subsequently exhausted. People learn throughout their lives, even if the actors and agencies of socialisation change. After school age, when the influence of parents and teachers diminishes, the socialising role of work becomes central, along with that of other groups in the various spheres of the individual´s life where social intercourse is dense. Here emerges very clearly the Marshallian notion of individuals (or families-individuals, to use Schumpeter´s term again), as extremely reactive  and organic participants in a social environment. Marshall´s individual is not influenced in his actions by religious ideals or generic and abstract theories of production, like Parsons (1949: 129-177) seems to rather schematically maintain, but feels that influence in a variable, diversified way through the social networks of which he gradually becomes a part, from his religious, professional or political community to his colleagues or business contacts, and in his family and leisure time. All of these are systems of social relations which are constantly ‘in action’, capable of imposing sanctions (positive or negative) that are socially relevant, and which carry great weight in regulating the daily behaviour of individuals and families (in production and consumption, but also in lifestyle and collective behaviour) and therefore in characterising the cultural and behavioural profile of one local society compared to another. It is on points like this, it seems to me, that Marshall comes closer to a sociological understanding of the functional mechanisms of productive communities, of how districts keep solid and active over time that ‘social construction’ which gives them their form and sense of purpose, and of how a localised industry can rationally make use of the capacities accumulated in the area over the centuries and encourage, via its dense presence alone, a natural process of learning (PE: 270-271):

... nearly all important knowledge has long deep roots stretching downwards to distant times … so great are the advantages which people following the same skilled trade get from near neighbourhood to one another. The mysteries of the trade become no mysteries; but are as it were in the air, and children learn many of them unconsciously… 

To close my remarks on this point: Marshall is convinced that a real (as opposed to technical) process of social reproduction and of learning takes a great deal of time to come about, and involves families and generations (PE: 206). He locates in the tradition of manufacturing one of the principal sources of industrial training (in fact it is the title of Chapter VI of Book IV of Principles of Economics), necessary for developing the ‘industrial efficiency [of a population]’ (PE: 204). Here in substance (if not literally) Marshall introduces a concept commonly used by contemporary researchers on widespread industrialisation – that of industrial socialisation:

... in districts in which manufactures have long been domiciled, a habit of responsibility, of carefulness and promptitude in handling expensive machinery and materials becomes the common property of all (PE: 205).

A quality, Marshall says, which can easily be transferred from one occupation or branch of production to another (PE: 572-573), ‘just as a good cricketer soon learns to play tennis well’. This, in the final analysis, is what makes different parts of the world different, what makes ‘the workers of one town or country more efficient than those of another … a superiority in general sagacity and energy which are not specialized to any one occupation’ (PE: 206). There is then a general technical superiority, which the localised manufacturing tradition nourishes in myriad different ways: via ‘public exhibitions’, and via ‘trade associations and congresses, and trade journals’ (PE: 210, note 1). 

3. the processes of change

Marshall is firmly convinced that to bring about change, innovation, or progress, and to create individuals who are capable of innovation, able to use their imagination, and autonomous in making judgements, the first requirement is a relatively unstable society and economic organisation which is dominated by variety rather than homogeneity; an ‘open society’, as defined by Popper or more recently by Dahrendorf. Bear in mind that Marshall, in 1875, had been hard impressed by the great social fluidity of the US, so much so that he partially reformulated his ideas (on this subject, see the comments by Becattini, 1979). As he writes in Industry and Trade (1919: 195): 

But indeed a perfect adjustment is inconceivable. Perhaps even it is undesirable. …[A] perfectly stable business would be likely to produce men who were little better than machines...

In his opinion, communities and populations where social distinctions (of class or rank) are ‘more closely marked, and more firmly established’ (PE: 212), that is, where rigidity and immobility prevail in the social structure, more easily tend to decline and loss of flexibility. Today in particular, elasticity and permeability in the social structure must prevail, because society and its economic organisation require full exploitation of various individual energies, and a continual exchange of roles and social figures, as well as of ideas and economic practices. Marshall writes (note the similarity to Schumpeter’s idea of ‘creative destruction’): 

Changes of work, of scene, and of personal associations bring new thoughts, call attention to the imperfections of old methods, stimulate a ‘divine discontent,’ and in every way develop creative energy (PE: 197, note 1) 

In his opinion, this was well demonstrated at the beginning of the manufacturing era by the case of southern England which was at a relative disadvantage with respect to northern England due to its greater social closure and internal separateness. Confirming once again his extraordinary feel for social and cultural diversity within the different territories of a country, and how these can affect the respective paths of development, Marshall  claims: 

In the South something of a spirit of caste has held back the working men and the sons of working men from rising to posts of command; and the old established families have been wanting in that elasticity and freshness of mind which no social advantages can supply, and which comes only from natural gifts (PE: 212).

But the differences among the various places in the world also derive from the systems of customs, traditions and values that regulate life. There is normally a correspondence between the heavy predomination of tradition and social immobility (PE: 725-726).

Nonetheless it must be said that even open, dynamic societies can coexist with and possibly even be favoured by the existence of regulations and customary value systems. As we will see, this is because each process of innovation and mobility is based in the search for social recognition in the environment of existing models. After all, the innovator and the social mover do nothing more than fulfil the aspirations and values of a community, adding their own individual energies to a collective consensus. Again, these indications could be very useful for the analysis of the processes of mobility and change of manufacturing communities and industrial districts.

According to Marshall, the most important activities are those put forth by individuals and families regarding inter- or intragenerational processes of social mobility. From the single individual’s point of view, nothing is more motivating that the prospect of social ascent (PE: 228). Note that this process of upward mobility has great relevance also from the point of view of society, because it ensures the beneficial exchange that Marshall holds indispensable for the maximum utilisation of human resources in a single territory (PE: 249): now more than ever society, economy and industry need new ideas, innovative abilities, and intellectual forces that are fresh and free from preconceived plans (PE: 719).

Social mobility is an advantage of great ethical and political value, because it fully develops the rare and submerged social capital. Like other great social scientists of his time (for example Weber, Pareto and Mosca), Marshall infers here – but also in many other paragraphs – the critical importance of mechanisms which favour (or obstruct) social and cultural reproduction, anticipating an avalanche of research which today attracts a great deal of attention, and not by chance, from researchers into local development (principally Becattini and Bagnasco).

Upward mobility of the working class is one of the main conditions required in order to feed and increase the heritage of innovative capacity that is such a part of the success of the industrial system. The minority formed by ‘those who rise from a humble birth’ must be able to emerge from the working class masses to become specialised workers, department heads or businessmen. Marshall is firmly convinced, and he repeats this often with reference to his own England, that progress is ‘most rapid in those parts of the country in which the greatest proportion of the leaders of industry are the sons of working men’, while those parts more likely to decline are local societies where ‘something of a spirit of caste’ prevents ‘the working men and the sons of working men from rising to posts of command’ (PE: 211-213). Social mobility is a process that responds to subjective needs and expectations, but it is also an important condition for vitality in a system. If the mechanisms of mobility are not artificially blocked, there is a natural tendency for the ‘lower’ classes – says Marshall – to break out of their own social conditions, possibly by taking ‘a leading part in the management of a trades-union or some other society’ or by trying to ‘collect together a little store of capital and to rise out of that trade in which he was educated’ (PE: 214), or by investing his own professional and managerial abilities in a cooperative enterprise (which occurs among workers that are most sensitive to the social element) (PE: 306).

Marshall’s attention was drawn in particular to the process whereby the working class feeds the ranks of businessmen, which is extremely important for its vitality and renewal (PE: 306). As we shall see, this is also significant because of the difficulty of generational exchange that is often found in the families of entrepreneurs.

Normally this target is reached ‘towards middle age’, after a relatively long work experience as an employee, which, in parentheses, is still true today in the search for autonomous work, a path often taken at a mature stage of the life cycle (PE: 309).

It is specifically in virtue of these processes of social exchange that the entrepreneurial class manages to be extraordinarily rich in people who are ‘with high natural ability, since’ – writes Marshall – ‘in addition to the able men born within its ranks it includes also a large share of the best natural abilities born in the lower ranks of industry’ (PE: 623). But it is specifically in the varied world of small and medium-sized firms that entrepreneurial succession becomes a vital necessity, for the reasons that Marshall develops in Chapter XI of Book IV of Principles. The conditions for the survival of the small entrepreneur, and especially the successful small entrepreneur, who sees his firm grow in importance and size over the course of his lifetime, require that his faculties continue ‘[to adapt] themselves to his larger sphere, as they had done to his smaller’ and that he retains ‘his originality, and versatility and power of initiation, his perseverance, his tact and his good luck for very many years together’. However there is, so to speak, a biological limit to this possibility of development. In the advanced phases of life, ‘his progress is likely to be arrested by the decay, if not of his faculties, yet of his liking for energetic work.’ (PE: 286). From this arises the crucial importance of adequate mechanisms for entrepreneurial succession, which probably cannot follow the normal paths of generational exchange, but must be able to take advantage of the mechanisms of social selection from wider strata with more severe and impartial criteria. 

The hard formation of the new man, the successful entrepreneur, probably cannot be reproduced in his own children and heirs, who, instead of success at factory work, might cultivate the ‘[desire] for social or academic distinction’ (PE: 300). Energy, ability, and innovative spirit are searched for in the most capable employees: more generally, it is necessary for upward mobility systems to properly function so as to take advantage of the heritage held by the ‘wage-earning classes’, at least in those who are equipped with ‘that nervous strength which is the raw material of business ability’ and ‘well fed, properly housed and educated’(PE: 309). In short, Marshall was deeply convinced that only overcoming what we would today call the poverty threshold would allow adequate utilisation of social resources. In argument with his contemporaries however, he noted (1881) the insufficiency in this regard of prosperity that was only material, to be measured in terms of national income; and instead demanded greater intervention in aid of education and welfare, 

Here again we find Marshall’s great preference for an open, mobile society, which alone is able to respond to the new needs of the modern industrial society. A society that can meet its challenges, economic and otherwise, only if it fully utilises its human resources and has little or no fixed social status. A democratic society, therefore, even though Marshall is careful not to base his judgement only on values and political ideals, but instead looks for reason in the economic and social mechanisms of his time.
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