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Economists have become the new priesthood.  The entire world has succumbed to their powers: only other economists can understand or challenge their views (Flintoff, 1999:37).

….the contrast with economics is an instructive one, largely because of what it says about how policy messages are consumed…. The ideological power of economics is such that it may not actually matter whether or not there is an academic economist whispering in the minister’s ear; the minister can hear the whispers anyway (Peck, 2000:256, italics in original). 

WHAT KIND OF ECONOMIC THEORY: ON ECONOMIC GEOGRAPHY AND ECONOMICS

Amin and Thrift’s (2000) suggestive intervention comes in the context of a series of recent articles in which the “policy relevance” of economic geography has been debated and questioned (Peck, 1999; Martin, 1999a; forthcoming; Markusen, 1999; Pollard et al., 2000).  Whilst there is a long history of debates in geography about ‘relevance’ (a resumé may be found in Johnston, 1997), the recent articles about the status of economic geography have tended to focus on policy audiences and to compare economic geography with its social science neighbour, economics. In the context of Amin and Thrift’s (2000, p. 8) suggestion that it is time for economic geographers to stand on their own terms, “out of the long shadow of economics”, we want to reflect on the relationship between economic geography, economics and policy.  There are a number of reasons why this is an opportune time to revisit this relationship. 

First, some notable economists, including Paul Krugman, Anthony Venables and Michael Porter, are, it seems, in the midst of something akin to a ‘geographical turn’; building a ‘new economic geography’ is now deemed necessary to understand increasing returns and (regional) specialisation. Second, if some, albeit limited, geographical imaginaries are being rediscovered in economics, then there are signs, from this side of the divide, of a desire and enthusiasm for bridge building and dialogue; examples include the new explicitly interdisciplinary, Journal of Economic Geography, being launched by Oxford University Press, and the Oxford Handbook of Economic Geography (Clark et al., 2000).  Finally, these are interesting times to reflect on our relationship, or lack of, with economics because although economics, however defined, may be perceived as going through a rough patch – facing internal dissent (see Lawson, 1997), recruitment problems, and, as ever, the butt of innumerable jokes - it is still widely regarded as the key source of policy expertise and, significantly, personnel for ‘evidence-led’ government research (see Walker, 2000). 

In this short intervention, we want to look in more detail at the ‘policy credentials’ of economic geography and economics.  We take a brief look at the political economy of the two disciplines, in order to consider some of the alleged culprits responsible for geographers’ relatively poor policy showing vis à vis economics.  Although these reflections are based on the British case, they may have a resonance elsewhere.

THE ‘PROBLEM’ (WITH ECONOMIC GEOGRAPHY)?

The geographical turn in economics is creating ripples in economic geography. As Martin (1999a) observes, policy makers interested in industrial clusters are turning for expertise not to the economic geographers who have been working on these issues since the mid-1980s but, rather, to the economists schooled in the ‘new geographical economics’ who have only recently (re)discovered geography. For economic geographers, it is suggested, this is all the more galling because just as ‘geography’ has become recognised in policy circles it has occurred in a guise which is not of our own making.  

One response is to say ‘who cares?’ If we believe in a post-disciplinary world of social science, then why shouldn’t economists ‘do geography’ just as geographers (and other social scientists) ‘do economics’?  A second response has been to highlight the type – or, more bluntly, misguided and limited version – of geography making headway through the mouths and writings of economists (Martin and Sunley, 1996; Martin, 1999b; Boddy, 1999; Pinch and Henry, 1999).  A third view, and we guess one which has influenced, even provoked, Amin and Thrift’s (2000) Intervention, has been the suggestion that economic geography’s lack of clout vis à vis economics is linked to the type of theory and research being undertaken by ‘new’ economic geographers (see Martin, 1999a, forthcoming; Markusen, 1999).  The questioning of the policy credentials of economic geography has resurfaced as economic geography is being reconstituted as a more ‘culturally inflected’ element of a post-disciplinary set of economic knowledges. Martin (1999a:390) argues,

the fact that both the ‘new economic geography’ [of Krugman] and Porter’s more discursive geographical economics are proving so influential in policy circles should provoke economic geographers to examine why it is that their work is not accorded the same sort of attention.

Martin’s (forthcoming) answer to this conundrum involves a number of elements.  These include the consequences of postmodern and cultural turns in economic geography, a retreat from detailed, rigorous empirical work and explanatory rigour, a bias against policy research, and a lack of political commitment. 

Whether or not we agree with Martin’s list of suspects, he does raise an important issue that we want to focus on, namely the relatively weak status of geography vis à vis its social science neighbour, economics. In what follows, we delve into this lack of status for geography -- often articulated through references to a lack of ‘policy relevance’ 
 -  in more detail. 

ON ECONOMICS AND GEOGRAPHY

We want to signal our intent to consider not only the production of ‘policy relevant’ economic knowledge (however defined
) in geography and economics, but also the audiences receptive to, and indeed seeking out, such ‘economic’ knowledges.  Is economic geography’s relative lack of engagement with policy making a problem with the ‘new’, culturally inflected economic geography per se?  And/or should we look closely at the audiences for such work?  This is not a tactic designed simply to find someone else to blame for our perceived shortcomings.  Rather, it is a strategy to enable discussion of the different historical, academic and political constructions of ‘geography’ and ‘economics’ and their long standing differences in representation in public life, most especially in institutions like the British civil service. 

Economics and its Colonizing Tendencies

One of the first things to note about ‘economics’ is the difficulty of defining what it is, even as an academic discipline (Fine, 1999).  Quite apart from different national traditions in research and teaching, ‘economics’ is used in numerous social science disciplines, including business, accountancy, history and geography.  In addition to its now-dominant neoclassical mainstream, ‘economics’ is home to a variety of heterodox approaches (for example, see Ferber and Nelson, 1993; McCloskey, 1994; Lawson, 1997; Woodmansee and Osteen, 1999; Psalidopoulos, 2000).  Added to these we have the popular, non-academic versions of ‘economics’  which circulate in the media and are the subject of endless speculation, satire and debate.  
The second thing we can note about economics is the powerful position it occupies within the social sciences.  For Fine (1999: 415), “economics is colonizing the social sciences as never before”, with its imperial tendencies already evident as early as  the 1930s. Economics’ role is visible not only in the social sciences, but also in the media and in numerous branches of government and other institutions responsible for policy work. The abstract models of economists’, their formulation and refinement, occupy relatively privileged positions as sources of policy. Although notorious for side-stepping questions of power, subjectivity and agency, neoclassical models have proven extremely powerful politically.  The ‘science’ of economics abstracts a highly rarefied vision of how the world operates, frequently described by a series of equations or graphs (Mirowski, 1989). In turn, however, these abstractions are re-imposed as the world is rendered more like them through policy. As critical commentators (for a selection, see Carrier, 1997; Carrier and Miller, 1998; Miller, 2000; Fine, 1999) have argued, this abstraction and re-imposition in the form of policy is a deeply political process with profound social consequences – but is disguised as the technocratic, scientific and ‘neutral’ practise of economics. This rationality evident amongst cadres of economics largely coincides, as van der Pijl (1998, 142) describes, with a ‘modern’ self-image:

Rationality here comes in such shapes as the application of science, as scientific management….based of course, on ‘hard data’, mathematics allowing hard headed, value free analysis, etc….This approach is maintained as long as possible to postpone overt political conflicts hidden by figures and other scientific symbols.

Third, this hegemony of orthodox economics has been reinforced by the way that formal academic audit of research has valorized work in certain journals (Lee and Harley, 1998).  As mentioned above, while critical and dissident accounts certainly do exist, they have a marginal position in the discipline as a whole. This marginality is relatively distinctive to economics. In human geography, by contrast, critical work inspired by various mixtures of feminism, marxism and poststructuralism is much in evidence.  Arguably, the same could be said of politics, history, sociology, psychology and international relations. Böröcz (1999, 245) suggests:

economics (modeled closely on physics) is viewed by its practitioners as the objective science of the market (modeled closely on nature)….the most important consequence of this remarkable self-proclaimed objectivity and detachment from all evaluative, cultural, and political concerns, is that economic science has not considered it worthwhile to develop an explicit epistemological theory. This lack of epistemological skepsis distinguishes economics quite sharply from all other branches of social science.

Fourth, the hegemony and confidence of neoclassical theory seemingly rubs off on those graduates who go off to work in Whitehall, the Bank of England, the City and finance. 
  Those graduates who go on to occupy key policy positions are usually comfortable with the languages of economics and their appeals to scientific rigour; they form a policy audience attuned to the sights and sounds of research in academic economics.  Thus, we would argue there is a clear bond between the role enjoyed by economics as an academic discipline and the characteristics of policy audiences seeking economic knowledges.

Geography and its Colonizing Tendencies

Although geographical survey and geographical science were heavily involved in the colonial enterprise, the eclipse of British imperialism has meant that over the past thirty or so years geography has rarely enjoyed the role or status of economics in British government circles.  As radical approaches proliferated in geography from the late 1960s, political commitments may have been easier to spot.  Yet, as Martin (forthcoming) acknowledges, there was no clear ‘policy turn’. Did policy makers want to hear about geographers’ research on exploitation, uneven development, class struggle and movements in the rate of profit?  We would suggest that geography’s lack of clout with various policy audiences, most especially when compared to economics, is not simply a product of the recent ‘cultural turn’ or a recent aversion to detailed, politically committed empirical work; it is a long standing product of the different positions, and expectations, of different academic disciplines.
  In essence, we would suggest that there is a relatively limited openness of government policy audiences to geographers’ theory and work, notwithstanding some exceptions around planning, GIS and land use.  Economists’ versions of knowledge are accorded a status and power by dint of their rigour and scientific status.  When the economist comes knocking peddling a new found set of geographically-inflected tools a warm welcome is already assured.  

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, as economic geography becomes ‘multiperspectival’ (Martin, 1994), there are a growing set of arguments around the nature and quality of these perspectives.  Interestingly, within these debates, policy relevance has become a ‘litmus test’ (Peck, 1999; Markusen, 1999; Massey, 2000).  Elsewhere, we have argued that a greater array of policy audiences than we might think are engaging with economic geography (Pollard et al., 2000), involving an increasing diversity of litmus tests.  When discussing the ‘high policy’ of national government, however, our argument is that we cannot ignore the particular historical trajectories of the disciplines of economics and geography.  To reiterate, our intent here is not simply to blame our audiences, but rather to make apparent the different expectations and receptions accorded to versions of economic knowledges.  Hence, Amin and Thrift’s (2000) argument for post-disciplinary economic knowledges can be read in at least two ways. We could take heart at the prospect of proliferating theories about ‘the economic’.  Or, alternatively, we should be aware that such post-disciplinary knowledges are being read within economics as yet further evidence of that discipline’s ability to colonize the social sciences and what was previously viewed as ‘non-economic’.
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� In parallel with economics, area studies, development studies and international relations are perceived also to engage more with policy issues. There may well be parallels too in physical geography, notably vis à vis geology, chemistry and meteorology.


� As Hanson (1999) reminds us, there are many views of ‘relevance’.  We should not accept an unduly narrow view of relevance for this is to work within the calculus of a particular economics: quantifiable inputs and policy outputs.  For example, Nelson and Watt (1999:220) argue for the value and relevance of humanities research: “Without the humanities research of the last several decades, of course, we would still be transmitting the racist and sexist literary canon and historical narratives that dominated both the curriculum and scholarly conversation until well into the 1970s”.


� Demand for economists in Whitehall has risen 40% since 1989 (Elliott, 2000), compounding the growing problems of PhD recruitment in economics (Oswald, 2000).  


� Arguably, the disparity in status between academic geography and economics is even more pronounced in the USA.
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