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Abstract 

This e-special features a series of articles published in Marketing Theory over the last four 

years focusing on a novel approach to markets and marketing which we have called market 

studies. This introduction provides a brief discussion of the critique of orthodox marketing 

theory offered by a market studies approach and situates the seven papers that make up the 

issue in relation to broader developments in marketing and economic sociology. 

 

Introduction 

The remit of Marketing Theory is ostensibly to promote the development and dissemination 

of critical and alternative perspectives on marketing theory. The journal has played a key role 

in fostering an alternative perspective to marketing theory, which we label „market studies‟. 

This e-special brings together a series of papers on this topic, published in the journal over 

the last four years, including four papers published in a special issue on Market Practices and 

Forms (8(1), 2008). The contributions selected for this e-special provide both a critique and 

an alternative view on markets and marketing. 

In terms of critique, the market studies approach questions the view of marketing as the 

science of generic exchange and instead, proposes to investigate what makes particular forms 

of exchange economic in nature, indeed how exchanges are made economic. There are good 

historical reasons as to why the marketing discipline took the generic exchange turn (Araujo 

and Kjellberg, 2009). Prompted by widespread disenchantment with large corporations that 

prevailed at the end of the 1960s, marketing scholars saw in generic exchange a way to 

recover legitimacy by promoting the notion that marketing was a “function of universal 

applicability” (Bagozzi, 1975). In the same move, they dissociated marketing from markets 

and abolished the distinction between economic and social orders, for instance through the 

rise of social and non-profit marketing. The counter-argument is that economic orders are 

neither spontaneous nor spring up fully formed.  Rather, they require an extensive 

infrastructure based upon socio-technical regimes involving a variety of devices including 

organisations, measurements, representations and rules (Mitchell 2008: 1120). In short, to 

dissolve economic into generic exchange is to elide the hard work that goes into making up 

the economy, including all forms of marketing work. 

This argument leads us to the second critique of conventional marketing theory. Marketing 

practice does not stand outside markets nor can it pretend to be a neutral bystander to its 

effects on the economy and society at large. Marketing theories, techniques and tools, 

whether generated by academia or practitioners, are performative rather than purely 

representational (Callon 1998, 2007). Put differently, they play a key role in bringing about 
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the realities they purportedly represent from afar. The performativity of marketing knowledge 

should thus be acknowledged at two levels, the effect of marketing activities on the 

performance of firms and the structure of markets, and the effect of marketing practices on 

society in general. In both cases, we should acknowledge that the effects produced may differ 

from those intended as a result of multiple and competing efforts by other parties as well as 

by unintended overflows from and into other spheres.  

An advertising executive, Rory Sutherland (currently Vice-Chairman, Ogilvy Group as well 

as President of the UK‟s Institute of Practitioners in Advertising, IPA) wrote recently: “If 

there is one thing more dishonest than dodgy marketing, it is the pretence that marketing 

raises no ethical concerns. The truth is that marketing raises enormous ethical questions every 

day – at least it does if you are doing it right. If this were not the case, the only possible 

explanations are either that you believe marketers are too ineffectual to make any difference, 

or you believe that marketing activities only affect people at the level of conscious 

argument.”
1
  

In other words, marketing is performative at multiple levels, and this raises many questions 

that cannot be answered within the narrow frame of reference of marketing as the science of 

generic exchange. It is thus important to understand the performativity of marketing theories, 

tools and techniques and investigate their intended and unintended effects on markets and 

society at large. In short, marketing activities have political effects in Latour‟s (2007: 814) 

sense that: “... „political‟ is not an adjective that defines a profession, a sphere, an activity, a 

calling, a site, or a procedure, but it is what qualifies a type of situation”. 

The fledgling market studies community does not stop at providing a critique of the existing 

state of marketing knowledge. It follows in the wake of at least two influential proposals for 

rethinking marketing over the last decade and a half (Brownlie et al, 1999; Håkansson et al, 

2004) and has taken seriously most, if not necessarily all the messages emanating from 

critical marketing studies (see e.g. Saren et al, 2007). It takes a critical stance on prevailing 

wisdom but favours Latour‟s (2004: 246) position that: “The critic is not the one who lifts the 

rugs from under the feet of the naïve believers, but the one who offers the participants arenas 

in which to gather.” It draws on novel approaches to economic sociology, with strong roots in 

the anthropology and sociology of science and technology, but focuses on the operation of 

mundane rather than financial markets, a particular topic of interest to the new economic 

sociology under the guise of social studies of finance (see e.g. Knorr-Cetina and Preda, 2004; 

Lepinay, 2011; MacKenzie 2006, 2009; Vollmer et al, 2009).  

Critique does not recommend distancing ourselves from markets or adopt a one-sided 

perspective to study them (e.g. by focusing on powerful suppliers or disempowered 

customers). A more productive stance is to focus on what Cochoy (2011: 6) calls the three 

vertexes of the market triangle: supply, demand and the wide array of devices, artefacts and 

objects (or “market things”) that make up markets. A market studies approach thus advocates 

that markets should be the unit of analysis, rather than offer a stark choice between studying 

the supply (e.g. marketers) or the demand side (e.g. customers). To understand markets is to 

conceive of them as practical outcomes, as fragile and ongoing processes of organising in 
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which marketing plays a role amongst many (Araujo et al, 2010a). As we mentioned earlier, 

ideas, models, techniques, methods and professional practices related to markets do not 

simply describe, but actively perform and shape markets (Porter, 2008).   

A central facet of this practical shaping of markets is concerned with rendering objects or 

services economic, i.e. to extricate them from social relations and place them in a calculative 

frame (Callon, 1998). These framing processes require considerable investments in socio-

material infrastructures and are only ever partially successful (Finch and Geiger, 2010). 

Caliskan and Callon (2009, 2010) use the term “economisation” to denote the processes, 

behaviours, institutions and objects that become constituted as “economic”. “Marketisation” 

thus becomes one modality of “economisation”, concerned with the establishment and 

operation of markets.  

However, the construction of calculative spaces is never immune from interferences and one 

form of framing is always liable to be contested and overturned by another. Typically, 

economic exchanges are subject to many different efforts at framing beyond buyers and 

sellers. Other agencies often aim to produce alternative framings to the ones proposed by 

buyers and sellers, including competition and regulatory authorities, NGOs, consumer and 

business associations, as well as the specialist press. This suggests that markets are 

characterized by multiplicity and that the outcome of any one framing effort is always fragile, 

partial and temporary (Kjellberg and Helgesson, 2006).  

Finally, a market studies approach is concerned with how economic agencies are formed and 

configured. Rather than taking a traditional view of dyadic exchange in which the parties (a 

buyer and a seller) arrive on stage fully configured, a market studies perspective takes the 

view that market agencies combine human and material elements, and are assembled and 

disassembled as circumstances dictate (Hagberg, 2010). Thus agencies are always in the 

process of being configured and reconfigured in markets, and should be seen as an outcome 

of processes of organising rather than a hard-wired and solely human attribute.  
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The contents of this e-special 

In the last few years, a large number of articles and books featuring practice-based 

approaches have emerged. Amongst these and apart from an edited collection closely linked 

to the papers featuring in this e-special issue (Araujo et al, 2010), we should mention an 

edited volume by Zwick and Cayla (2011) as well as a special issue on Marketing-as-Practice 

that appeared in the Scandinavian Journal of Management (27(2), 2011) and a forthcoming 

special issue of Consumption Markets & Culture on ”shaping exchanges, building markets”. 

Developments in service-dominant logic and consumer culture theory, that have featured 

strongly in Marketing Theory, increasingly reflect concerns with markets rather than just 

marketing. Readers of this journal will notice plenty of similarities and differences between 

the approaches taken by the contributions featured in these various sources.   

The present e-special intends to do no more than to provide a compilation of seven articles 

that have featured in four separate issues of this journal over a four year period and that 

helped shape a research programme. A community of researchers is emerging around 

biennial workshops organised under the auspices of the European Institute for Advanced 

Studies in Management (EIASM) and a web presence (www.marketstudi.es). These and other 

cognate developments provide encouraging signs of emerging alternatives to the current 

orthodoxy, coming from multiple quadrants and commendably multidisciplinary, whilst 

offering fresh perspectives on researching and teaching marketing.  
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