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David Stark's *The Sense of Dissonance: Accounts of Worth in Economic Life* (Princeton
University Press, 2011) offers a compelling and insightful analysis of how individuals navigate
the complexities of value creation and assessment within economic systems. This book doesn't
simply offer a dry recitation of economic principles; instead, it delves into the subjective
experiences and strategic maneuvering that shape economic actions, using the concept of
"dissonance" as a central analytical lens. This exploration sheds light on how individuals
reconcile conflicting values, manage uncertainty, and ultimately create meaning in the often-
chaotic world of economic exchange. Understanding Stark's work is crucial for anyone interested
in the sociology of markets, economic anthropology, and the social construction of value.

The Core Argument: Navigating Economic Dissonance
Stark's central argument revolves around the inherent tensions and contradictions within
economic life. He challenges traditional economic models that assume rational actors making
optimal choices based on perfect information. Instead, he argues that economic actors
frequently encounter situations rife with ambiguity and conflicting signals. This *cognitive
dissonance*, as Stark explains, forces individuals to creatively negotiate these contradictions,
constructing their own accounts of worth to justify their actions and navigate these uncertain
landscapes. This negotiation is not merely passive; it’s an active process of sense-making and
strategic maneuvering. The book explores how individuals manage this *economic dissonance*
across various contexts, including emerging markets, transitions from planned to market
economies, and the dynamics of entrepreneurial activity.

Key Concepts and Analytical Frameworks
Stark employs several key concepts to illuminate this process of negotiating dissonance. One
crucial element is the idea of *multiple embeddedness*. This refers to how economic actors are
simultaneously embedded in multiple social networks and institutional contexts, each offering
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different perspectives and values. These competing influences create dissonance, requiring
individuals to strategize and adapt. He also emphasizes the role of *reflexivity*, where actors
constantly monitor their actions and the reactions of others, adapting their strategies
accordingly. This iterative process shapes the very nature of economic interaction. Another
important concept is *bricolage*, referring to the improvisational use of available resources and
social connections to create value in uncertain environments. This highlights the ingenuity and
adaptability of economic actors facing contradictory demands.

Case Studies and Empirical Evidence
*The Sense of Dissonance* is not a purely theoretical work; it's grounded in rich empirical
evidence drawn from various case studies. Stark meticulously examines diverse economic
settings, providing concrete examples of how individuals manage dissonance. These examples
help the reader grapple with the abstract concepts of dissonance and reflexivity, making the
book accessible even to those without a background in economics or sociology. For instance, his
work on the transition from planned to market economies in Eastern Europe vividly illustrates
the strategies individuals adopted to navigate the sudden shifts in value systems and economic
rules. These case studies reveal the adaptive capacities of human beings when confronting
economic uncertainty and conflicting value systems, which is a key element of the *economic
anthropology* perspective within the work.

Implications for Understanding Economic Behavior
Stark's work has significant implications for our understanding of economic behavior. By
highlighting the subjective and socially constructed nature of value, he challenges the
assumptions of traditional economic models. He demonstrates how seemingly irrational
economic decisions can be understood as rational strategies within the context of particular
social and institutional constraints and the resulting *economic dissonance*. This approach
offers a richer and more nuanced picture of economic life, acknowledging the creativity, agency,
and adaptability of economic actors. This understanding is crucial for developing effective
economic policies and for analyzing the impact of economic change on individuals and
communities. It helps us understand why seemingly illogical actions are often driven by a need
to reconcile internal cognitive dissonance and to maximize one's options and perceived
opportunities in a complex environment. This concept is particularly relevant to the study of
*risk and uncertainty* in economic decision-making.

Conclusion: Beyond Rationality
*The Sense of Dissonance* offers a powerful corrective to overly simplistic models of economic
behavior. Stark's insightful analysis reveals the dynamism and creativity of individuals
negotiating conflicting values and ambiguous situations. By focusing on the subjective
experience of economic life, he provides a framework for understanding how individuals create
meaning and navigate uncertainty in the often-chaotic world of economic exchange. This book is
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a valuable resource for anyone seeking a deeper understanding of the social and cognitive
processes that underpin economic action. The concepts presented remain highly relevant in
understanding today's increasingly complex and interconnected global economy.

FAQ
Q1: How does Stark's concept of dissonance differ from traditional economic models?

A1: Traditional economic models often assume rational actors with perfect information making
optimal choices. Stark challenges this, arguing that economic actors frequently face ambiguity
and conflicting values, leading to cognitive dissonance. His approach emphasizes the subjective
and socially constructed nature of value, unlike traditional models that focus on objective
measures and predictable behavior.

Q2: What are some practical applications of Stark's work?

A2: Stark's insights are applicable in various fields. Policymakers can use his framework to
understand the social impacts of economic reforms and design more effective interventions.
Businesses can leverage his analysis of bricolage and reflexivity to improve their strategies in
uncertain markets. Researchers in sociology and anthropology can use his methodology to
analyze diverse economic contexts.

Q3: How does the concept of "multiple embeddedness" contribute to dissonance?

A3: Multiple embeddedness refers to the fact that economic actors are simultaneously
embedded in various social networks and institutional contexts, each with different values and
expectations. This creates conflicting demands and information, resulting in cognitive
dissonance. Individuals must navigate these competing influences, creating their own sense of
worth amidst the conflict.

Q4: What is the role of reflexivity in managing dissonance?

A4: Reflexivity is the process of constantly monitoring one's actions and the reactions of others,
adapting strategies accordingly. In the context of dissonance, reflexivity allows actors to refine
their accounts of worth and adjust their behavior based on the feedback they receive from their
environment. It's a dynamic, iterative process.

Q5: How does Stark's work contribute to the field of economic sociology?

A5: Stark's work significantly contributes to economic sociology by challenging the dominance of
rational choice theory. He offers an alternative perspective that emphasizes the social and
cognitive dimensions of economic behavior, providing a richer understanding of how social
structures and individual agency interact in shaping economic outcomes.

Q6: What are some criticisms of Stark's approach?
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A6: Some critics argue that Stark's focus on individual agency might overlook the broader
structural forces that shape economic behavior. Others suggest that his concept of dissonance
might be too broad and lacks precise operationalization in empirical studies. However, the
book's strength lies in its explanatory power and the rich empirical detail provided in the case
studies.

Q7: How does the book's style and writing contribute to its overall impact?

A7: Stark employs a clear, engaging, and accessible style, making complex theoretical concepts
understandable to a broader audience. His use of real-world case studies effectively illustrates
his arguments, enhancing the book's readability and overall impact. The book avoids jargon and
instead uses vivid examples to illustrate its points, making it accessible to a wide range of
readers.

Q8: What are the lasting implications of Stark’s research?

A8: Stark's work has significantly influenced the fields of economic sociology and economic
anthropology. It continues to inspire research on the social construction of value, the role of
agency in economic life, and the impact of institutional contexts on individual behavior. His
insights remain highly relevant in a world of increasing economic complexity and uncertainty.

Unraveling the Dissonant Harmony: David Stark's
Exploration of Worth in Economic Life
David Stark's 2011 book, "The Sense of Dissonance: Accounts of Worth in Economic Life," isn't
your typical economic treatise. Instead of focusing on strictly numerical data and forecasting
models, Stark delves into the intricate social dynamics that form our understanding of value and
worth within economic systems. He presents a compelling argument that comprehending
economic life requires moving beyond simplistic models and embracing the inherent
contradiction between competing stories of worth. This article explores the central postulates of
Stark's work, highlighting its relevance for understanding contemporary economic realities.

Stark's core thesis is that economic value isn't merely a matter of impartial calculation. Instead,
it's constructed and bargained through a persistent process of social interplay. He argues that
this process is often characterized by dissonance – a clash between different accounts of worth
that overlap and contend for supremacy. These accounts might stem from different origins,
including commercial forces, governmental regulations, cultural norms, and private aspirations.

Stark supports his arguments with comprehensive case studies from varied economic contexts,
including transitional economies, the worldwide financial market, and the rise of cutting-edge
technologies. He illustrates how these different accounts of worth can interact in unexpected
and often conflicting ways. For instance, a company might simultaneously highlight its earnings
to shareholders while also advertising its commitment to environmental responsibility. This
seeming contradiction isn't necessarily a marker of duplicity, but rather a expression of the
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numerous and often conflicting demands placed upon economic actors.

One of the principal notions that Stark introduces is the idea of "the mosaic of worth." This simile
highlights the inventive ways in which economic actors combine multiple accounts of worth to
achieve their objectives. They might tactically employ commercial logic in some instances while
referring to ethical norms in others. This malleable approach to value allows economic actors to
manage the complex and often erratic landscape of economic life.

Stark’s work has substantial implications for a array of disciplines, including economic sociology,
organizational studies, and political economy. It contests traditional economic theories that
assume a rational and coherent pursuit of self-interest. By stressing the significance of cultural
factors in shaping economic outcomes, Stark's book reveals new pathways of inquiry and
provides a richer, more nuanced understanding of the mechanisms of economic life.

In conclusion, "The Sense of Dissonance" offers a provocative and insightful examination of the
ways in which we interpret worth in economic life. By highlighting the intrinsic dissonance
between competing accounts of value, Stark's book promotes a more reflective and refined
approach to the study of economic phenomena. It serves as a valuable resource for anyone
seeking to broaden their understanding of the social dimensions of economic systems.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs):

1. Q: What is the central argument of Stark's book?

A: Stark argues that economic value isn't simply a matter of objective calculation, but rather is
socially constructed and negotiated through competing accounts of worth, often characterized
by dissonance.

2. Q: What are some examples of competing accounts of worth?

A: Examples include the conflict between maximizing profit versus prioritizing social
responsibility, or the tension between market-based valuations and state-mandated regulations.

3. Q: How does Stark's work relate to traditional economic theory?

A: Stark's work challenges traditional economic theories that assume a rational and unified
pursuit of self-interest by highlighting the role of social and cultural factors in shaping economic
outcomes.

4. Q: What are the practical implications of Stark's findings?

A: Understanding the social construction of worth helps us better analyze economic policies,
organizational behavior, and the interactions between different economic actors. It challenges
simplistic assumptions about economic rationality and encourages a more nuanced approach to
economic decision-making.
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