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Abstract:

The debate about city-regional governance in the last decade or so has seen a remarkable
amplification of voices, which place information, knowledge, learning, technology, innovation and
institutions at the forefront of their conceptual framework (see Malecki, 2000, for a recent review).
Concepts such as ‘informational city’ (Castells, 1989), ‘innovative city’ (Simmie, 2001), ‘learning
region’ (Florida, 1995a; Morgan, 1997) or ‘knowledge-based city’ (Simmie and Lever, 2002) have
dominated academic and policy debate on cities and regions. At the heart of these concepts lies the
conviction that knowledge is now the fundamental economic resource and learning is the most
important economic process (Ludvall and Johnson, 1994). More broadly, there is widespread
acceptance that society and economy are being transformed into a form of ‘information society’ or
global ‘knowledge-driven economy’ (Castells, 1996; Giddens, 2000, Leadbeater, 2000; Cooke, 2002).
For less critical observers, such a transformation may seem inevitable, but nonetheless desirable,
because it conveys the hope that the old socio-spatial divisions and contradictions of industrial
capitalism will give way to a more equal and spatially more harmonious city-regional development as
the emerging new global ‘knowledge age’ sets in. This paper challenges basic assumptions on which
‘knowledge-based’ approaches are built and identifies the conceptual and policy implications this

may have.



1. Introduction

It has been recognised in the literature that urbanisation is “one of the major drivers of the
process of development in the contemporary world” (Scott and Storper, 2003, p.584), and is
“an essential condition of durable development” (ibid, p.581). Consequently, cities and
regions are the “critical foundations” (ibid, p.580) of such development - primarily thanks to
the advantages of agglomeration. The most striking forms of agglomeration in evidence
today are said to be “super-agglomerations” or “city-regions” (ibid, p.581) in their various

forms.

There is an expanding body of literature which sees such “city-regions” as being at the
epicentre of a fundamental transformation of advanced economies and societies towards a
new “knowledge era”. In the last decade or so, theoretical debates over the nature of this
transformation have been intensifying. Building on existing concepts such as ‘post-industrial
society’, ‘information society’ and ‘service economy’ (Bell, 1973; Lyon, 1988; Martin, 1988,
1995; Webster, 1995), more recent approaches have (re)emphasised the growing role of
innovation, knowledge and learning for economic activities, and for society more broadly.
Terms such as ‘knowledge economy’, ‘learning economy’, ‘knowledge-intensive’,
‘knowledge-driven’ economy or ‘global knowledge economy’ have fuelled academic
discussions (Lundvall and Johnson, 1994; Castells, 1996; Burton-Jones, 1999; Giddens,
2000; Leadbeater, 2000; Cooke, 2002; Rodrigues, 2002) and heavily influenced policy
documents (EC, 1996; EU 2000; OECD, 1997; inter alia). Running parallel to this broad
socio-economic debate have been attempts within economic geography, planning theory,
industrial sociology and the social sciences in general to conceptualise the implications of the
transformation towards the ‘knowledge economy’ for spatial systems (see Sokol, 2001). In
particular, one focal point has been the role of regions and cities within these ongoing
transformations. Concepts such as ‘new industrial spaces’ (Scott, 1988), ‘technopoles’
(Castells and Hall, 1994), ‘innovation milieux’ and more recently ‘learning regions’ (Florida,
1995a; Morgan, 1997) have been devised to capture the nature of change at both the urban
and regional level. However, one striking feature of the current development is that while the
new information and communication technologies (ICTs; seen by many as central to the
emerging ‘global knowledge economy’) were expected to have de-centralising effects on
spatial structures - cities and urban agglomerations do not seem to be disappearing. Quite the

opposite, in fact - cities (or city-regions) not only remain the focal points of economic
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activity, but are also at the forefront of a trumpeted technological and ‘knowledge-driven’
revolution. Despite the emergence of new spaces of production, ‘old’ cities (still) function
both as the motors of innovation and knowledge-intensive production (Castells and Hall,
1994; Simmie et al., 2002) and as the locations for most high-tech urban infrastructural
developments (Graham and Marvin, 1996, 2001). Thus, city-regions are the “locomotives of
national economies” (Scott and Storper, 2003, p.581) and/or crucial nodes within the global
economy (Hall, 1984; Sassen, 1994, 2001), frequently labelled as ‘post-industrial cities’
(Savitch, 1988), ‘post-industrial metropolises’ (Soja, 1995; Graham and Marvin, 1996),
‘informational cities’ (Castells, 1989), ‘learning regions’ (Florida, 1995a), ‘intelligent cities’
(Komninos, 2002), ‘innovative cities’ (Simmie, 2001) or ‘knowledge-based cities’ (Simmie

and Lever, 2002; inter alia).

The Dublin metropolitan region could be taken as a case in point. This region emerged as an
engine of Irish economic acceleration and employment growth in the 1990s. The city has
enjoyed the benefits of an increasing interconnectedness with the global economy, and in
particular from the global mobility of capital, successfully attracting a high volume of foreign
direct investment. At the same time, it has functioned as an exporting platform to European
markets and beyond, contributing to the emergence of new divisions of labour across the
European space-economy. Significantly, much of the new economic activity has appeared in
the ‘new economy’ sectors, underpinning a wider move towards the ‘knowledge-intensive’ or
‘service’ economy and reaffirming the role of Dublin within the national, European and
global economy (cf. Bannon et al., 2000; Morgenroth, 2001; inter alia). These trends have
more recently been supported by various policy initiatives. The Dublin Development Board
is attempting to turn Dublin into a ‘learning city’ and the Dublin Chamber of Commerce is
keen to support Dublin’s transformation into a ‘World Class e-City’. In parallel to these
efforts, Dublin City Council is developing the ‘Digital Hub’, apparently seen by the Irish
Government as one of the central elements in building a knowledge-driven economy in
Ireland. Meanwhile, the Dublin Employment Pact has organised a series of high profile
events aimed at examining Dublin’s position in the global knowledge economy. Reflecting
these developments and policy initiatives, one might be tempted to label Dublin as a ‘post-
industrial metropolis’ or a ‘knowledge-based city’ of Ireland, playing an increasingly central
role in national competitiveness and economic prosperity. This purported success, however,
has not been achieved without creating its own contradictions within the Irish space-
economy, especially in terms of regional economic imbalance. Furthermore, the city itself,
despite its dynamic growth, is presented with numerous challenges. Indeed, the expected

benefits of the ‘new economy’ have failed to materialise for many people and whole
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communities, not only in Dublin and Ireland (Killen and MacLaran, 1999; Drudy and
MacLaran, 2001), but more widely in Europe and around the globe, thus opening the door for
a critical examination of the conceptual approaches that “worship” the emergence of the new

global knowledge era.

This paper will address the issue in the following steps. Firstly, urban and regional studies
concepts, which reflect the arguments of the ‘knowledge economy’, will be revisited.
Secondly, the limitations of these “knowledge-based” approaches will be highlighted.
Thirdly, a sketch of an alternative conceptualisation of city-regional development will be
offered. Finally, the wider theoretical and policy implications of the above will be reflected

upon.

2. Conceptualising city-regions in the ‘knowledge-based’ economy

Amid a plethora of theoretical approaches, the ‘learning region’ paradigm may be seen as a
model of the conceptualisation of city-regions in the “knowledge-based” economy, and of the
‘institutional’ (Amin, 1999) or ‘new regionalist’ turn (Lovering, 1999) in social sciences
more widely. A striking characteristic of the ‘learning region’ is that its conceptualisation
seems invariably to revolve around the notions of region, learning, knowledge and
institutions: the region is considered as the most important unit of the ‘learning/knowledge
economy’; its competitive ability is believed to be based on its learning and knowledge
creation capacity, while this capacity is in turn supposed to be supported by appropriate
regional institutions. Several different accounts of the ‘learning region’ have appeared
(Florida, 1995a; Asheim, 1996; Morgan, 1997; Lagendijk, 2000; Hassink, 1997, 1999;
Landabaso and Reid, 1999; Landabaso, 2000; Bellini, 2000; see also Boekema et al., 2000a;
Cooke, 2002; inter alia).

Probably the most suggestive account of the ‘learning region’, however, is the one portrayed
by Richard Florida, and therefore it is worth revisiting the vision put forward in his seminal
article “Toward the learning region” (Florida, 1995a). Florida asserts that instead of a shift
towards a post-industrial service economy, we witness a ‘more fundamental change in the
way goods are produced and the economy itself is organised’, i.e. an epochal transformation
‘from mass production to a knowledge-based economy’ (Florida, 1995a, p.534). Within such
a knowledge-based economy, ‘[k]nowledge and human intelligence will replace physical

labour as the main source of value’ (ibid, p.535). Regions, in his view, represent ‘a key
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benefits of such an exercise are absorbed by more prosperous competitors (see also Thwaites
and Oakey, 1985b, p.3). Amid a disintegrating economic and social structure, these areas
usually suffer from above-average levels of unemployment and below-average wages,
attracting low value-added production only, thus pushing a city-region further away from a
‘high-road’ development path. Development trajectories of such places are thus curbed by
their own historical legacies as well as the current wider political economy (Amin and
Tomaney, 1995; Sokol, 2003a). Indeed, less favoured city-regions face competition from
other city-regions, while being affected by the power and mobility of global capital, the
constraints of national, supra-national and global regulatory bodies, and the power(lessness)
and (im)mobility of labour (Sokol and Tomaney, 2001). In addition to economic
subordination, less favoured areas may find their institutional structures being eroded and

their power influence fading away, compounding their ‘cumulative disadvantage’.

It goes without saying that, if the processes described above are at work, we should be
witnessing an increasing polarisation of space-economies across the world. While this is still
the subject of debate, there is some evidence to support such a conclusion (cf. Storper and
Scott, 2003, p.585-586), regardless of the fact that the above picture of city-regional
development is but a caricature, a rough sketch and gross oversimplification of processes
occurring in the real space-economy. Nevertheless, the above model highlights the
interdependence of the fortunes of city-regions and the limitations of ‘knowledge-driven’
approaches. It thus opens a way for alternative conceptualisations that would offer a better

understanding of the forces shaping the economic future of cities and regions.

4. Towards an alternative conceptualisation

The purpose of this section is to sketch out the factors on which a possible alternative
conceptualisation of urban and regional economic development might be based. Building on
parts of the ‘radical’ and ‘institutional/evolutionary’ approaches, such an alternative could
first attempt to address the question of a definition of the city-region and regional institutions,
and subsequently to argue that city-regions need to be seen within the context of a wider
profit-driven political economy and long-term historical legacies. Finally, building on the
notions introduced elsewhere (see Sokol, 2003a, 2003b), it should embrace the concepts of
‘socio-spatial divisions of labour’ and ‘socio-spatial value chains’ (or value networks) for the

benefit of the analysis of city-regional development.
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The starting point for such alternative conceptualisation (and a more thorough definition of a
city-region) is the acknowledgement that the economy is an institutionalised social process,
in which institutions are at the same time objects, subjects and outcomes of social struggles
over wealth, power and knowledge. A step further in such a conceptualisation would be to
argue that a city-region is an institution emerging from, and being part of, economic, cultural
and political struggles on a certain geographical scale. Thus, extending a recent
‘evolutionary’ definition of a region as being a ‘negotiated outcome of a process’ which
produces a particular collective social order (Cooke and Morgan, 1998, p.64, emphasis
added), the definition proposed here sees a city-region as the outcome, object and subject of
social struggles in a given territorial context (cf. Allen et al., 1998). Subsequently, city-
regional institutions may be defined as being constituent parts of a city-region, themselves

emerging from particular social struggles and embedded in wider institutional contexts.

Defining the city-region as being an outcome as much as an object and subject of social
struggles creates room for thinking of city-regions (or their institutions) as potentially active
participants of economic processes. At the same time, however, such conceptualisation
recognises the need to situate the city-region within wider processes that impinge upon its
fortunes and impose constraints on local action. Indeed, there is a need to situate the city-
region not only with respect to its own ‘internal’ struggles, but also within the context of
‘external’ struggles, that the region and/or its institutions may engage in vis-a-vis various
other levels of state (local, national or supranational), different fractions of capital and/or
labour. Besides, cities and regions may be engaged in competition with other cities and
regions. In the profit-driven economy, it seems that the major battle is being waged around
wealth or profit (see Sokol, 2003a). It is argued here that the two major factors influencing
the success of the region in these profit-driven struggles relates to its own historical legacies
and its position within the wider political economy. These historical legacies refer to both
‘hard’ legacies - economic and political structures inherited from previous phases of
development (or decline) - as well as ‘soft’ socio-cultural and institutional legacies. What is
of critical importance is how these historical legacies, which have become more deeply
embedded through the centuries, interact with the imperatives of the current wider political
economy. Also of importance is to what extent city-regional institutions can impact on such
a process. However, the underlying determinant of economic success is the way the region
and its institutions, including capital and labour, are inserted into the wider divisions of

labour and flows of value — the two concepts to which we now turn.
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The division of labour is judged ‘a universal characteristic of human social life’
(Rueschemeyer, 1986, p.2) as a process underlying a shift towards more complex social
structures. In the capitalist economy, the division of labour is a necessary condition for
commodity production and the operation of the market, while being a product of particular
economic and social relations (Bottomore, 1991, p.153-156). Such a division of labour within
society encompasses two dimensions; the division of labour within production under the
direct control of capital, and divisions of labour within the wider society and between
different fractions of capital or private producers (ibid, p.154). However, as the world does
not operate ‘on the head of a pin’ (Massey, 1995, p.51) the social division of labour always
involves the spatial dimension. Such ‘spatial divisions of labour’ have been examined in the
national (Massey, 1984, 1995) as well as international contexts’ (Henderson, 1989; Lipietz,
1986; see also Johnston, 1986; Castells, 1993, 1996; Dicken, 1998). However, the
acknowledgement of both social and spatial aspects of such divisions of labour lead us to
consider the use of the notion of °socio-spatial divisions of labour’ as being more
appropriate. Elsewhere, such ‘socio-spatial divisions of labour’ have been tentatively defined
as the way production is organised between and within capital, labour and state (Sokol,
2003a, 2003b), while seen as part of a stretching of the social relations of capitalism over

space (Harvey, 1999; Massey, 1984, 1995; see also Sayer and Walker, 1992; Jessop, 2000).

The crucial feature of such relations, however, is not the ‘divisions of labour of labour’ per
se, but the way value is appropriated and distributed between and within the institutional
actors of the political economy on the back of such ‘divisions of labour’. In other words, it is
the flow of value, both within society and between territories that underpins uneven economic
development. A significant recent contribution on the topic has been offered by Smith,
Rainnie, Dunford, Hardy, Hudson and Sadler (2002). Starting with a critical evaluation of the
concept of ‘global commodity chains’ (Gereffi and Korzeniewicz, 1994), defined as ‘sets of
interorganizational networks clustered around one commodity or product, linking
households, enterprises, and states to one another within the world-economy’ (Gereffi et al.,
1994, p.2), Smith et al. (2002) have argued that it is not the ‘commodity’ per se, but the value
the commodity embodies that should provide the central focus of economic geography
analysis. Furthermore, they contend that instead of a linear notion of ‘chains’, it is more
appropriate to see commodity and value production as being organised in ‘networks’. Last,
but not least, in contrast to the ‘global commodity chain’ school, Smith et al. put the state and

labour firmly on the analytical agenda and call for ‘more systematic analysis of the relations

3 1t is worth noting that the concept of ‘spatial divisions of labour’ itself has been subject to debate (cf. Warde,
1985, and Massey, 1995, chap.8).
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between capital, the state and labour in the production, circulation and realisation of

commodities’ (ibid, p.47-48). They conclude that it is

‘the organization of the production, appropriation and realization of value flows and
the various forces that impinge upon this process — state governance, labour
organization, corporate practices and so on — that are fundamental to understanding
the (re)configuration of economic activity in increasingly integrated macro-regional

economies’ (Smith et al., 2002, p.42-43).

Adrian Smith and his colleagues also offer cogent empirical evidence through which they
‘operationalise’ their theoretical construction. The cases evoked include examples of
emerging value networks within the ‘New Europe’ and North America, highlighting
differentials of power and value between economic actors situated in particular sectors in
particular places (ibid, p.58). Consequently, it is the prism of uneven governance of flows of
value that ‘potentially allows for an understanding of which actors and which places benefit
from or lose out from such flows’ (ibid, p.54, emphasis orig.). While the approach by Smith
at al. (2002) perhaps offers a potential for further development, it provides a solid basis on
which an alternative framework for an understanding of city-regional development may be

built.

5. Conclusions

The aim of this paper has been to critically examine the recent approaches of city-regional
governance that place knowledge, learning and institutions at the forefront of their
conceptualisation. The critique of such approaches, in turn, has opened the way for an
alternative conceptualisation of the current political economy. Building on parts of the
‘radical”’ and ‘institutional/evolutionary’ approaches, this alternative could start by
acknowledging that the economy should be conceptualised as an ‘institutionalised social
process’. As such, the economy is shaped by institutions that can simultaneously be seen as

being objects, subjects and outcomes of struggles over knowledge, wealth and power”.

This paper supports the view that there are important continuities with the past in these

struggles and that the current socio-economic transformations in the most advanced market

* Hence the use of terms such as ‘socio-economy’ or “political economy’ seems to be more appropriate.
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economies are unfolding within the framework of capitalist political economy. Consequently,
the institutions of labour, state (local, regional, national, supranational) and -capital
(productive and financial), seem to have continuing salience in shaping socio-economic
transformations where contradictions and conflict remain pertinent features. However, in
what appears to be an increasingly neo-liberal profit-driven economy, it is the global capital
that is gaining momentum, supported by institutions of global economic governance
(emerging as a category of institution in its own right). Indeed, global capital seems to play a
pivotal role in shaping emerging global ‘socio-spatial divisions of labour’ accompanied by
global ‘socio-spatial value chains/networks’ — two concepts proposed to capture the workings
of the global political economy. Within such a political economy, the role of knowledge is
perhaps changing indeed - in that it is increasingly commodified (see May, 2002). The
commodification of knowledge in turn allows for the emergence of what could be seen as a
‘knowledge-intensive sub-economy’, but this has to be seen in conjunction with the growing
socio-spatial division of labour within the overall profit-driven economy framework.
Therefore, instead of a widespread knowledge-sharing process, what may be expected is the
process of knowledge accumulation as part of a wider circular and cumulative causation
mechanism, in which knowledge, power and wealth reinforce each other with significant

social and spatial effects (Sokol, 2003a, 2003b).

Such theoretical conclusions have potentially profound implications for policy action. It
might be argued that it is the governance of flows of value that should constitute the focus of
attention for policy-makers at all levels. Further to this, is could be suggested that only
through a more equitable (re)distribution of wealth, power and knowledge to disadvantaged
people, communities and city-regions will the goals of more balanced and sustainable social

and economic development be achieved in the future.
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