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#88 : An Actor-Centered Approach to Economic Geography

EE: Instudying economic regions, economic geographers are most interested in the ways

they are changing. Perhaps this is because we live in a time of relatively rapid alterations.
We don't seek merely to describe these changes but to build theories that will explain them.
Causality is particularly important to economic development practitioners who want to
redirect economic geographic development towards particular goals or in line with a set of
norms. Much of the recent literature in economic geography is distressingly abstract and
actorless. In causal narratives, actors have been displaced by processes, such as
agglomeration. In this lecture, I call for a renewal of emphasis on actors and decisionmaking

in economic geography.
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Theorizing Globalization:
A Prospective for Economic Geography
Yuko Aoyama, Ph.D. (Assistant Professor, Clark University)

In this presentation I seek to achieve two objectives. The first objective is to generate a dialog on
the future of economic geography by providing a broad overview of the current alleged crisis of the
sub-discipline in the Anglo-American context, and the challenges we face both at intra- and
inter-disciplinary levels. The second objective is to discuss the potential role that non
Anglo-American economic geographers can take on the ongoing debate on globalization. To
facilitate this process 1 will examine some notable existing and emerging approaches, and offer
potential future research agenda that can enrich the mainstream Anglo-American perspectives today.
Since [ assume that most in the audience is a.lready familiar and well versed with the existing
literature, it is not my intention to provide a lengthy and comprehensive overview of the literature.
Rather what I hope to accomplish through this presentation is a lively debate on the future directions

of economic geography.

Put it briefly, there is nothing new about the crises and the challenges we currently face at the
disciplinary level. We have in the past deal with theoretical, methodological as well as
epistemological divides within the discipline, and often simultaneously. Neither are
cross-disciplinary influences new, over the history of our discipline we have always borrowed
actively from other social science disciplines. ~ The major questions we deal with today are
two-folds . whether increasingly specialization within each of the sub-disciplines have strengthened
its position by developing rigorous analysis, and if such specialization has served well for
disciplinary integrity. The debate rests, to a degree, on politics within the academe, and is to
another degree closely tied to the broader role of academes for the society at large in the 21¥ Century.
In view of the fact that inter-disciplinary and integrative approaches are gaining support in the United
States today, a discipline as inherently holistic and inter-disciplinary as Geography should, at least
theoretically, be well positioned to capitalize on this trend. ~ Yet, such potential seems, at least in the
present context, stifled by the rather fragile and precarious foundation of the discipline itself, which
is comprised of increasingly fragmented and divergent communities representing dramatically

different epistemological, methodological, and theoretical approaches

It is in such broad context that contemporary economic geography faces its current version of
identify crisis. In my view it is not a coincidence that the current alleged crisis is occurring
concurrently with an increasingly acknowledgement of the importance of globalization. No longer
can economic geographers rest comfortably by conducting empirical surveys of a region or an

industry, with implicit inference to global linkages serving as a back-drop. Yet, attempts to



generate a more holistic, abstract approach to globalization, while numerous, have not resulted in
broad acceptance within and across disciplines. Previously dominant broad orientations such as
traditional structural approaches are increasingly considered obsolete, and post-structural approaches
seem to have comered themselves into a theoretical cul-de-sac. Instead, economic geographers
seem to be content with generating timid and minor-modifications, as observed in the past few years
at various conferences and panel presentations on the ‘cultural turn’, the ‘institutional turn’, and the
alleged ‘relational turn.”  These turns have not, at least so far, generated much interest outside the
sub-discipline, and most importantly, among the policy circle whose attention is increasingly sought
by various social science disciplines to ensure their relevance to the society in the 21* century to
ensure disciplinary survival. Therefore, while even non-geographers would acknowledge that
globalization is a inherently spatial concept, and moved far beyond the ridiculousness of the claims
such as the end of ‘tyranny of geography’, or ‘spatial liquefaction’, economic geographers as a group

have been unable to break new boundaries and articulate a new conceptual framework as yet,

Efforts are under way both within and outside economic geography to generate a uniquely
geographic perspective with a specific emphasis on contemporary globalization. A collection of
geographical work, Geographies of Global Change, represents an attempt to generate a
discipline-wide effort in injecting geographical perspectives to everything global. In their
introductory chapter, they argue that the scale, scope and the degree of globalization are qualitatively ‘
distinctive from those observed in the previous era. To them globalization refers to a set of social
activities that are planetary in scope, trans-state and borderless in scale, and real-time in speed.
Having accepted that globalization is inherently geographic, they advocate for four different
interactions between geography and globalization . a geo-historical perspective that identifies
specificities, a relational perspective that considers the geographies of relations, spaces, and flows, a
perspective that focuses on geographical differences and intensities of things global, and a
perspective that focuses on the reactions, both in terms of acceptance and resistance to things global.
All these perspectives represent a critical sti{nce of Geography against prevailing notions of
inevitability, uniformity, totalization, European-centric cosmopolitanization, as well as
non-interactivity associated with globalization. Although these assertions seem inherently valid,
there is an undeniable sense of fragmentation, devoid of cohesive approaches at the expense of
emphasizing diversity. How does this add to numerous existing attempts in characterizing
territorial dimensions of globalization, such as the ‘space of flows’ (Castells, 1989), ‘glocalization’
(Swyngedouw, 1997), ‘untraded interdependencies’ (Storper, 1997), ‘scaler switchability’ (Yeung,
2002), from ‘process’ versus ‘outcomes’ (Bridge, 2002), and ‘positionality’ (Sheppard, 2002).

The reality is that the majority of those whose work on globalization today still lacks access to

new and emerging empirical evidence that are central to contemporary geo-economic processes, and



therefore remain largely confined within an Anglo-American cosmopolitanism. We may benefit
from return to the starting point with a set of fundamental issues theoretically as well as empirically,
and examine the importance of specificities versus generality, as well as divergence versus
convergence in contemporary globalization. In my view an approach that focuses explicitly on new
empirical evidence through a rigorous comparative framework would do much to inform ongoing
theoretical debates on various aspects of globalization. Thus, abundant research opportunities exist
on the nature and the intricacies of contemporary globalization for economic geographers, and
particularly those outside the Anglo-American tradition. While provincialism within
Anglo-American academic discourses is by no means entirely dead, current research climate offers
an ideal environment for those with unique field research skills and opportunities, which remain
surprisingly scarce in the Anglo-American mainstream.  Economic geography has much to gain
from the contribution of geographers in Japan .and elsewhere in shaping future research agenda, on
such subject matters as the persistent local institutions, the influences of embedded social relations to
economic organizations, innovation and technological adoption, commercialization of creativity, and
emerging cross-national linkages within the Asia-Pacific, to néme a few. Only with a far closer
dialogue and communications of these research results, can economic geography move to achieve a

truly global understanding of contemporary trends.
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