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    Economic geography is a sub-discipline within human geography concerned with describing and explaining the production, distribution, exchange and consumption of goods and services within an explicitly spatial economy. Institutionalised during the late nineteenth century, economic geography arose in large part because of its potential contribution to European colonialism (Barnes 2000). Early economic geographers provided a global inventory of tradable resources and their conditions of production (Chisholm 1889), and an intellectual justification for the marked differences in levels of economic development between colonized and colonizing countries based upon environmental determinism (Huntington 1915).
After the end of the First World War, economic geographers increasingly looked inward, and practised a regional approach that involved delineating a place’s unique economic character. Employing a standardized typology based upon such categories as production, transportation, markets, and so on, facts were carefully compiled and organized for a particular region. By comparing different typologies, the peculiarities of a given place were then immediately revealed.
     After the Second World War, following a more general enthusiasm for things scientific, economic geography’s “space cadets” mounted a “quantitative and theoretical revolution,” transforming the discipline into spatial science (Barnes 2000). Led by graduate students and young professors, the movement was defined by the use of increasingly sophisticated statistical techniques, and the importation of rigorous abstract theories and models drawn from at least four different sources. From neo-classical economics came general models of competition and rational choice theory. From physics came gravity, potential and entropy models that, in turn, were used to explain patterns of spatial interaction. From the recouping of a hitherto forgotten nineteenth-century German location school came a series of location models: von Thunen’s theory of agricultural location, Weber’s theory of industrial location, and Lösch’s and Christaller’s central place theory. Finally, from geometry came a slew of axioms, lemmas and theorems that could be used to underpin a set of explanatory spatial morphological laws (Bunge 1962). More generally, economic geographers who prosecuted spatial science believed that an autonomous set of spatial forces, and formalized as laws, regulated the geography of the economy, and were discernible only by applying the scientific method.
     From the mid-1970s, spatial science was increasingly criticized by an emerging group of radical economic geographers. They argued that spatial science’s main mistake was assuming that the spatial was separate from the social, governed by independent geographical laws. In contrast, radicals argued that the spatial had no meaning outside of the dominant mode of production, capitalism, that determined all economic geographical relations. As David Harvey (1982), the movement’s pre-eminent spokesperson argued, if economic geographers were to understand capitalism’s changing economic landscape they needed to grasp the basic tensions within the non-spatial core of the capitalist system itself, and not search for the chimera of autonomous geographical laws. For Harvey this was possible only by returning to Marx.  In particular, by making use of Marx’s idea of the ‘annihilation of space by time’ Harvey (1982) provided a brilliant reconstruction of capitalism’s geography of accumulation. 
     The political economy approach that Harvey introduced into economic geography in the mid-1970s remains the dominant paradigm. Subsequently, it has been elaborated and constructively criticized in at least five different ways, thereby defining the current agenda of the discipline.
     First, in the mid-1980s Doreen Massey (1984) embellished Harvey’s argument by suggesting that just as the spatial is socialized once it is embedded within capitalism, so capitalist social relations are spatialized by the same move. ‘Geography matters’, as she crisply put it. To show that it matters, Massey (1984) developed an original theoretical framework based on the idea that a place’s character is a result of the specific combination of past layers of investment found there. That character, however, reacts back and recursively influences future rounds of investment. Places for Massey, then, are not passive, as they sometimes appear in Harvey’s work, but active, energetically determining an economy’s spatial division of labour. More generally, Massey’s conception of the relationship a between place and economy became the basis of the British ‘localities project’ that subsequently generated an enormous amount of research and debate within economic geography especially in the UK (Cooke 1989).
     Second, there was an attempt to flesh out the institutional structure that comprised Harvey's capitalist social relations, and then used empirically to understand the industrial restructuring, including deindustrialization, that occurred in advanced industrial economies from the 1970s.  A key theoretical source was the French Regulationist school, and their conceptualization of an older mass-production form of industrialization, Fordism, that was superseded by a newer, flexible production type, post-Fordism (Tickell and Peck, 1992).  Post-Fordism, in particular, has proven especially useful, and has been deployed in understanding the geographical restructuring of particular industrial sectors such as automobile manufacture, the emergence and maintenance of high tech regions such as Silicon Valley, and the persistence of specialized geographical agglomerations – ‘industrial districts’ – found for example, in the Veneto region, Italy.
     Third, stemming from Harvey's concern with the geography of accumulation, there is work on the processes and spatial consequences of investment at the regional and international scales. At the international level, emphasis is on analysing the strategies and effects of transnational corporations, the geographical and social networks through which investment flows (e.g., Chinese business networks on the Pacific Rim), and the emergence of both a new international division of labour and growth complexes particularly in South-East and East Asia (Dicken 1998).
     Fourth, there is increasing examination of services including retail, financial and producer.  In each case, though, there is a shift away from Harvey’s pure political economy, towards a more catholic approach recognising especially culture.  The “new retail geography”, for example, attempts to link the recent corporate restructuring in retailing with an analysis of the culture of consumption (Wrigley and Lowe, 2002); work on the financial services, and their centres such the City of London, stresses both technological change in communications, and new cultures of work and consumption (Leyshon and Thrift, 1996); and research on producer services highlights dense geographically proximate interrelations characterised by high degrees of trust, tacit knowledge, and common cultural references and institutions (Thrift 2000).
    Finally, against Harvey's Marxist conception of the social as equivalent only to class, there are a number of attempts to broaden the agenda of economic geography to include explicitly gender and race. Feminist economic geographers seek both to criticize what they see as the phallocentric basis of the discipline, to offer a series of case studies that demonstrate that gender matters (MacDowell 1991), and to use feminist theory to rethink the very idea of the economy (Gibson-Graham 1996). Works that explicate racialization within economic geography are less numerous, but there are analyses of racialized labour markets, particular entrepreneurial activities, and even forms of capitalism (e.g., Chinese, Yeung and Olds, 2000)
    Economic geography is a vibrant, diffuse discipline, frequently taking ideas conceived in one discipline, and refashioning them for a geographical world.  Such a task seems especially pertinent in a world in which the geographical is ever more important.
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